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        Chances of Death: Seven Decks Book I

    
    
    
    
                Jen wins the lottery, but not any kind of lottery you’ve ever heard of.  The "prize" sends her and her best friend Sam through a rainbow portal to the Seven Decks. They must learn how to survive and grow strong in a harsh new world where magic exists and levels can be earned. However, with their experience as CIA operatives and MacGyver-like inventions and skills, they may just be able to overcome the odds.

Chapters released will no longer be every Monday at 5 p.m.  I'm sorry, but I can't stick to a schedule right now...too much demanding my attention right now.  Chapter release will be somewhat random and may be several weeks apart.

I recognize from the comments and from personally reading "Two Weeks Curse" Ten Realms (great book in my opinion), there are some similarities (just like many of the other tower climbing stories, Isekai stories, and other Deck progression stories - there will always be similarities).  However, I believe there are significant differences in my story, that don't make it a "rip off".

Books that I think are amazing that have influenced my writing (these are professional authors - I'm not claiming that my writing is equal to theirs, just that their stories influence my thoughts as I write this story.)

All of Dakota Krout's books - His MC is sucked into a video game/real world, and they move to higher realms to fight other races.

Delvers LLC by Blaise Corvin - two friends yanked into another world, and learn to use powers and crafting.

Michael Chatfield's Ten Realms books.  Two MC are Isekai into the Ten Realms and you have to gain power to move up the Realms.  I have read the first 4 (I think he has finished all 10 now) - great books.

Reborn:  Apocalypse by L.M. Kerr - great story about a guy that is reborn and gets to redo his life.  He is yanked into another world (with the rest of human-kind) and they travel up decks to fight other races.

Towers of Heaven by Cameron Milan

Alpha Test by David R. Pendleton - loved his crafting explanations/creations

Survival Quest by Vasily Mahanenko - great crafting explanations

Life Reset  - Shermer Kuznits - great crafting/Macgyver type creations.

World Tree Online - EA Hooper -travelling up higher branches

The Valens Legacy by Jan Stryvant - great crafting and fighting (not my interest... so constantly jumped past the harem descriptions)

Super Powereds by Drew Hayes (liked all his books) - great power descriptions

and many other litrpg and gamelit novels.

            

    
        Chapter 01:  Lottery Winners

    
    
    
    
                “Another lottery winner has just been captured and turned over to Suki Corporation for a 10-million-dollar reward,” said the dark-haired social influencer with the China People’s Propaganda Organization (CPPO). Sam and Jen watched the influencer’s video channel passively as they waited for their informant to enter the building across the street. They had been in Piong Yang, China for about 6 months on an intelligence gathering mission. They were supposed to have already left over a month ago, but the Agency kept making excuses for pushing their mission timeline.

“Those poor ‘Lottos,’ calling them ‘winners’ is like some kind of sick joke, but that CPPO lady is pretty hot though, she looks like your type.” Sam said, nodding towards the video, while he continued to work his voice interceptor and crypto decoder.

Jen was monitoring the wireless networks in the area and replied “Yea, I can’t imagine what Suki Corp will do with that poor guy. He’s a dead man walking.” Jen turned from her desk and glanced at the video again, “You’re right, she’s pretty hot, but I bet she’s wayyyy high maintenance.”

Sam and Jen had been teamed up together in the agency for almost 5 years now. After arriving in China, they had rendezvoused with an agency contractor team. The contractors provided them security while they gathered intel on a Chinese company that was suspected of extorting secrets from a U.S. Senator.

Jen looked over at Sam as he was quickly digging through lines of encrypted messages, and said, “Something bothering you?”

“Yea, I think the agency has screwed us!”

Jen Pushed back from the office window and said, “Anything solid you can point to, or is it just that gut feeling of yours?” She respected Sam’s gut; his intuition was part of what made him a legend at breaking encrypted messages.

Sam was clearly frustrated, and said, “I can’t break it out of the encrypted code…yet, but the message to the local police I just intercepted, is giving me serious gut pains. You’re the boss, your call.”

Jen didn’t hesitate, “Chen, come in here!” One of the security contractors stuck his head through the door, and Jen ordered, “Prepare the emergency exfil. We leave in 10!”

“Yes Ma’am” Chen replied as he immediately radioed his team members downstairs to pack up immediately.

Just after Jen and Sam finished packing and started driving away in one direction, and the contractors were splitting off in the other direction, a drone rocketed past overhead, firing multiple missiles into both the building they were just occupying and the buildings they were watching. The concussion and debris from the missiles’ impacts slammed into their car, knocking it over on its side.

Jen was hanging sideways in her seatbelt, and looked over to check on Sam; he had a nasty cut, and it was seeping blood through his graying hair. “Sam! Sam!” Jen hollered, as she unbuckled her seatbelt. Sam was dazed, but he started releasing his seatbelt too.

“What the hell! Are you gaining weight!” he grunted after Jen fell down from her seatbelt landing on him. She reached for the steering wheel to pull herself back up and out of the side window.

Jen inwardly thanked the gods that Sam was OK, even delirious he made stupid jokes. She had been trained on what to do in this kind of scenario, but this was the first time anything like this actually happened to her. Jen’s hands were shaking, but she looked around to get a handle on the situation while forcing herself to calm down, and said “With the whole block on fire, I think we can get away with blowing the car and all the crypto equipment; just grab our bugout bags before you climb out.”

A few minutes later, after she finished setting the charges and started walking down the street, Jen ordered, “Let’s go!”

Sam pulled the bags over his shoulder as he rushed to catch up with her, and while holding his hand to the back of his head he complained, “Damn, my head is ringing like a church tower.”

“You better plug your ears, old man.” Jen said, as she pulled Sam into a small alley and pressed the transmitter. The car rocked up into the air turning into a hunk of flaming metal, but it was just another explosion among the other cars, gas lines, and propane tanks that were cooking off from the fires caused by the drone strike.

“Shit! you’re supposed to actually give me a second to plug my ears,” Sam grumbled.

“You’re just getting slow in your old age,” Jen retorted.

Jen’s phone rang, she looked down at who was calling before raising the phone to her ear, and said, “Chen, you OK?”

“Yes, and you?”

“We’re good. See you when we see you.”

Sam was walking next to Jen and overheard the conversation. He looked at her and said, “At least those contractors didn’t try to use any code words. Nothing sounds more absurd than someone asking about groceries after an entire block was just blown up. Anyways, what now Boss?”

Jen scowled at Sam. She was technically the boss, but he knew exactly what they needed to do; he just liked to make her take all the responsibility. She glanced back at the collapsed and burning buildings with relief showing on her face. “Thank goodness for your gut!”

They were the best at blending into most environments. Jen was half Chinese and Sam was half Vietnamese, so they could play husband and wife, father and daughter, or just about any other scenario to fit in. They were good-looking people, but didn’t dress or act in a way to draw anyone’s attention. While they were both in great physical condition, neither of them looked the part of some giant body builder.

Then, just as she was about to get into local character for heading to their safe house, while placing her phone in her pocket, Jen felt something strange against her hand, and pulled out a piece of paper. It was a ticket that read, “Congratulations, you have won the lottery. You have been randomly selected for transfer to the Seven Decks, where you have a 98% chance of certain death!” Before she even finished reading the ticket, a giant rainbow with fireworks shot from the sky covering her entire body.

Sam immediately pulled Jen close to him. They were nose to nose, and he growled, “Select me! Select me right now, god damnit! Hurry! Do it Now! You can’t wait, we need to run!”

Jen was in shock, there were words scrolling across her vision, and Sam was acting crazy. She mentally thought towards the strange screen in her vision, “I want Sam to go with me”

Just then, text suddenly covered Sam’s vision: “Jennifer Cho has asked you to join her party and travel to the Seven Decks. With you as a companion, you both have a 95% chance of Death. Mentally select ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to join her party.” Sam immediately thought “Yes, I want to join her party!” and another giant rainbow with fireworks shot from the sky covering him.

The lottery rainbows could be seen from miles away, day or night. Jen’s focus returned to the danger they were in. Before the lotto rainbow that landed on Sam even dissipated, they were moving and blending into the chaos caused by the missile strike, and heading towards their safehouse.

            

    
        Chapter 02:  The System

    
    
    
    
                “I can’t believe the safe house is also compromised” Jen whispered angrily, as they calmly turned away from the building that was supposed to provide them with safety, and then they started making their way to their “off the books” 2nd safe house.

Sam simply grunted with an “I told you so” look on his face.

This was the first time they had ever needed their back-up safe house, but Sam had always insisted they set one up on every mission. Jen would relentlessly tease him about his conspiracy theories on the very agency he worked for!

They were professionals; they hadn’t spoken much about the Lotto. It went unsaid they would get safe and rested first. In truth, Jen didn’t feel like talking about it right away. She was really mad at Sam for pressuring her to select him as a Lotto companion. There was also another part of her that felt like if they didn’t talk about it, she could pretend it didn’t happen for a little while longer.

It was almost three in the morning, a full day after the drone attack, when they finally arrived at their second safe house. Sam lost the coin toss, so he was on first watch. Jen finally had a little time to think clearly about the Lotto system message she’d received. As crappy as everything was, her inner gamer nerd was excited to see how the system interface worked. She thought, “I wonder what I need to do to bring up the system message? Oh! There it is. Wow! That’s easy, all I have to do is think about what I want to see and there it is.”

=====

System Message

===


	Congratulations! You have been randomly selected for transfer to the Seven Decks.

	Select up to four team members to be transferred with you.

	1 of 4 selected: Sam Nguyen





	You have 30 days to train and prepare for transfer.

	Abilities and skills will increase 12 times faster for the next 30 days, full implementation in 5 days.

	System supplied mana for 30 days

	Current odds of death on Earth: 70%

	Current odds of death within 24 hours upon arrival in the Seven Decks: 95%

	Beat the odds by travelling through all Seven Decks, and you can return to Earth!

	Number of Lottery winners returned to Earth: 0







Character Sheet

=====

Name: Jennifer Cho

=====

Level: 0

====

Strength: 6

===

Agility: 7

===

Stamina: 7

===

Mana: 7

===

Mana Regeneration: 7 per minute

===

Stamina Regeneration: 7 per minute

===

Luck: 5

====

Jen mentally waved the screen aside; everyone had heard on the news about the stat windows, but it was something amazing to actually experience. Another screen appeared.

Title: Paranoid Survivor

===

Your paranoia has kept you alive.

===

+1 to Luck

===

Luck: 6

Jen knew that if anyone found out they were Lottos, they would be relentlessly hunted down and turned over to the highest bidder, and no matter what, at the end of 30 days, another rainbow would be appearing to take them away to the Seven Decks where they had a 95% chance of death within the first 24 hours.

While trying to calm down and fall asleep, her mind turned to Sam as she thought, “I wonder what his stats might be?”

She’d been working for the Agency ever since Sam had recruited her back when she was a nineteen-year-old sophomore in college. Sam was forty-one at the time, and as a cover for his Agency work, he was teaching Mandarin with UCLA’s International China Program over the summer, and Jen was just one of the college students in his class.

After helping Sam gather intel in China that summer, Jen discovered she liked the excitement of working with him and spying for the Agency. He was always professional and boring in public, but sort of a goofy old man when they worked together in private. When he asked her if she would like to continue working with him, she had agreed.

He was just over 50 years old now, but Jen figured his stats would be just as good as most people half his age.

            

    
        Chapter 03:  The Fate of Lottos

    
    
    
    
                Once Jen finally fell asleep, she slept like the dead, and she felt like she’d just closed her eyes when Sam woke her up.

“Your watch,” he whispered.

“Did we make the news?” she asked.

“The rainbows were reported, but nothing about us. We’re safe for now. Do you mind if we talk about the rest of it after I get some rest,” Sam replied?

“No problem. I know you old guys need your sleep.” She joked.

Sam replied with a tired smile and reassuring wink, collapsed on the bed, and was out like a light.

Jen didn’t know how many YouTube videos she reviewed about Lottos while on watch. In the video she was watching now, a famous YouTuber girl was saying, “It’s believed they are called lottery winners by the rainbow and its system interface because of the power it grants them,”

Jen listened to the girl while trying to comprehend her bad luck. Everyone knew the truth. It was a death sentence. People would get a message about winning the lottery and then get hit with rainbow lights and fireworks. At first, everyone had been excited, because the last rumored lottery had occurred about 200 years ago. No one really knew what would happen. The historical records read like fiction, and many people believed it had been a great hoax that seemed to resurface about every 200 years. Initially, governments were trying to keep it quiet, but soon it became public that people were actually being gifted with magical powers.

The YouTuber continued. “Flip Croupier, dean of the University of Gamble is with us today to discuss the Rainbow Lottery. Thank you for joining us, dean Croupier. Let’s get right to the issue. What is the Rainbow Lottery and what rights do Lottos have?”

In a stuffy academic voice, dean Croupier replied, “The lottery references the ticket received by the Lottos when they are chosen. We don’t know who or what is choosing them, but when Lottos are chosen, they are given access to ‘system messages’ that appear in their vision. This System notifies them of their risk of death when they are transported somewhere in 30 days. It then gives them the opportunity to select up to four people to join them, and it also gives them access to something called ‘mana’, which allows them to do magic.”

“Like the magic we read about in fantasy books?” asked the youtuber girl.

“Yes, exactly, and it makes it possible for Lottos to raise their physical traits such as strength and speed 12 times faster than ordinary people, and basically become superhumans.”

“What do you mean, superhuman?”

“Once athletes get to a certain level of physical ability, they can’t make any substantial improvements. That’s why Olympic swimmers and runners all finish within tenths of a second of each other. With the system ‘prize’ from the lottery, there is no limit to the Lottos’ physical abilities so long as they continue to increase the difficulty of their training. One Lotto became strong enough to lift a car before she disappeared! Additionally, like I said, with their ‘mana stat’, Lottos can perform feats of magic.”

The YouTuber nodded with a look of understanding, and said “So, Lottos can become super strong and do magic.”

Dean Croupier grumbled at the youtuber’s over simplified summary, but continued, “That’s all we can find out because governments and mega-corporations around the world have started to put a bounty on the capture of Lottos. They’re taking them away, and the Lottos are never heard from again.”

The Youtuber asked, “Several Lottos have been killed while simply trying to hide and keep their freedom. Do Lottos have any rights to be free from these mega-corporations and governments?”

“I’m a professor, not an attorney, but I do know that every government around the world has passed emergency laws declaring Lottos to be a threat to national security and terminating their civil rights. The mega-corporations have been granted a ‘no-liability authority’ to capture Lottos by most governments in the world. This was done all under the pretext of creating a vaccine or replicating the effects of the system. The rewards for the capture of a Lotto exceed 20 million dollars. Some Lottos even turn themselves over freely, so the reward can be paid to their family.” Croupier then sighed while looking suspiciously uncomfortable, as he fidgeted with a pen he was holding.

The Youtuber looked both scared and horrified by the prospect of these lottos being used as lab rats by the governments around the world. “Well,” she said, “I’ve never bought a lottery ticket, so am I safe? Is the system created by aliens or what?”

“As far as anyone knows, it’s purely random, and there is no way to prevent yourself from being picked. However, if a Lotto tries to select you as one of their four companions, you can deny their request. As to your second question, no one has any idea if aliens control it, or what the system even is.” Croupier said.

Jen paused the video and nibbled on a saltine as she wondered, “Why the hell did Sam demand to join me in this nightmare? Is he just trying to use the Lotto as an excuse to kill himself?”

Jen shook her head in worry and frustration with Sam, as she stretched and looked out the window, before sitting back down and clicking play on the video again.

The Youtuber continued, “Man that sucks, but what happens at the end of the 30 days?”

“On the 30th day, a rainbow appears and takes away the Lotto and any companions, leaving anything they were carrying or wearing. Only their physical body disappears. Additionally, as far as we know, every Lotto’s risk of death after transfer, has never dropped below 97% in their system messages. Last, we know that if a Lotto can beat “The Seven Decks” after they are transferred to who knows where, they can return to Earth. However, the system says that no Lotto has ever returned to Earth.”

The Youtuber finished, “Like, and subscribe, and press the notification bell so you can get alerted when videos are posted, because videos like this one are usually censored and deleted by big Tech and big government within a few days!”

Jen thought to herself, “My luck must have been working overtime when the drone-strike hit. Without the explosions and chaos allowing us to escape, we would have been captured and turned over to the Chinese government for their research. As it was, we just barely escaped the police net being put in place after the appearance of our rainbows.”

            

    
        Chapter 04:  Needing a Plan

    
    
    
    
                “He’s going to wake up soon, and now that we are relatively safe, he’s going to want to do an AAR (after action review) and discuss ‘our’, actually meaning ‘my’ mental state about all the dead and survivors we had to leave in the streets yesterday. I just don’t think I can face that right now on top of everything else. Damnit! I just hate myself for wanting to pretend all those people didn’t die because of our spying. Would they all be alive if I never started working for the Agency” Jen asked herself.

Jen thought about how she met Sam, he was just another teacher to her, and she didn’t know he was working a passive intelligence gathering mission for the Agency Unless you were a student in his class, you never really noticed he was even a part of UCLA’s China program. He was just really good at blending in with the background.

Their relationship really began in the computer lab where she went to try and hack into the faculty wireless network. Jen was trying to help a friend prove his professor was torpedoing his grade. Before Jen sat down to hack into the network, she failed to notice Sam sitting right there in the corner of the computer room.

Sam, however, noticed her tech skills when he observed some unusual activity on the network. That’s when Sam’s head just seemed to appear next to her in her peripheral vision, and as he peered at her computer screen, he said, “Not bad…”

Jen didn’t think any faculty were in the room and she jerked like she had been tased with a stun gun when she heard Sam over her shoulder.

He ignored her shocked reaction and said, “It might even work if the professor never downloads her grades from the cloud-based teaching management system to her own hard-drive.”

Jen just knew she was going to be expelled. That’s when Sam pulled out the chair next to her, sat down, and leaned in close with an odd smile and whispered, “We can ignore your little transgression if you can do me a favor?”

Jen’s jaw dropped, her nose crinkled, and her eyes narrowed in disgust and anger. In class, he was your pretty standard boring professor. However, she never expected he was the type of creep that would try to blackmail a student for sex.

Jen almost laughed out loud as she remembered his response to her cringe-face. His eyes had widened in surprise and he turned red with embarrassment and rushed to explain that he wanted her help hacking into an encrypted wireless network in the local area.

She thought about how she trained on the job with Sam doing simple intelligence gathering missions over the next few years, while finishing college, and how just awesome Sam’s wife, Kelly was.

Kelly was an actual professor with the university and would usually accompany Sam while he was abroad teaching. Sam and Kelly had something really special, and Jen understood why Sam had switched from the high-risk agency operations to the passive intel gathering ops to be with his wife. Kelly and Jen quickly became besties. Heck, if Kelly had been single, and played for her team, Jen probably would have asked her out!

She thought about graduating and how she went to work for the agency full time and didn’t get to see Sam and Kelly much, but visiting them whenever she got a chance. Jen never told them outright, but she absolutely loved that Kelly and Sam were always in her business, emailing her, asking personal questions, and trying to give her dating advice. Jen’s family had disowned her when she came out as gay. A grimace crossed her face at that memory “Fuck them!” she thought. Sam and Kelly became her family, the big brother and big sister she always wished she had.

Jen’s heart ached when she thought about Kelly. The memory of her terminal fight with cancer, and how close Sam came to giving up on life afterwards. Sam was hurting bad back then, and she wanted to help, so she asked Sam to try and get assigned to work with her on a few missions. She knew some might think she was getting special treatment by being assigned to work with him, but “screw them” was her attitude. Sam was more important to her than their shit opinions.

Sam had been around the agency for a long time, and was well-known by those with the power to make things happen, and his re-assignment request was approved almost immediately. Even though he had seniority, he had demanded that Jen be made the team leader instead of him. Jen shouldn’t have been surprised when Sam made it absolutely clear that he expected her to actually be the leader in their little team, and not just wear the title. Of course, she soon suspected the old man was really just dodging the bullshit paperwork and responsibility. “Bastard!”

Sam rolled over in his bed bringing her thoughts back to the present, and to Jen’s surprise he said. “We have to stay on mission to get the hell out of here. I intercepted some messages last night about the Agency. Some fuck-shit politician was keeping top secret intel on her private email server, and of course it was hacked and everyone’s locations were compromised, resulting in the drone missile strike by the Chinese on us and strikes against others across China. Anyways, our problem is, all the assets in-country have been compromised, killed, or gone to ground. Right now, the Agency can’t get us out of the country. Sooooo…. what’s the plan, Boss?”

“Don’t play that ‘Boss’ shit with me right now!” Jen growled. “We don’t have time to sit and wait for the damn Agency to get us out of here. You know we’ll end up lab rats if anyone finds out we’re Lottos, and in 30 days, we’ll have a 95% chance of death upon transfer! And before we do anything else, I want an answer. Why the hell did you demand to join me? If I hadn’t been so stunned by the lottery, I would’ve never asked the system to add you as a companion with its odds of death your now facing!”

Sam just stared at Jen for a second before saying, “Let’s get this straight right now! I will never leave your side. You and Kelly are all that’s important to me in this world. Kelly is gone, and without hesitation, I would walk through hell with you. Death? You think I care about dying? What’s left for me but you, huh? So cut the bullshit.”

After his short tirade, Sam just stared at Jen challenging her to question his right to go with her. “Damn you, Sam.” Jen spit out angrily as she held back her tears. She was frustrated with Sam’s choice to risk the death of the Lotto with her, but another part of her felt terribly guilty for being relieved that he was her Lotto companion.

Jen redirected their conversation to get her mind off the risk he was taking and to focus on their next step, “Just tell me your stats so I can decide what to do. All you have to do is think of the system interface and what you are looking for and it will pop right up.”

Sam followed Jen’s direction and simply “wanted” to see the stat message he had received, and it immediately popped up in his vision. “Wow that’s kind of scary how it can read my thoughts!” Sam said. He then paused and had to forcibly ignore all the questions he wanted to verbalize, knowing there were no real answers, and focused on reading his stats to Jen.

=====

System Message

===


	Congratulations! You have been chosen to accompany a lottery winner!

	Team members to be transferred with you.

	Jennifer Cho





	You have 30 days to train and prepare for transfer.

	Attributes and skills will increase 12 times faster for the next 30 days, full implementation in 5 days.

	System supplied mana for 30 days.

	Current odds of death on Earth: 70%

	Current odds of death upon arrival in the Seven Decks: 95%

	Beat the odds by travelling through all Seven Decks and you can return to Earth!

	Number of Lottery winners returned to Earth: 0







Character Sheet

=====

Name: Sam Nguyen

=====

Level: 0

=====

Race: Human

====

Strength: 8

===

Agility: 9

===

Stamina: 5

===

Mana: 5

===

Mana Regeneration: 5 per minute

===

Stamina Regeneration: 5 per minute

===

Luck: 7

====

Title: Paranoid Survivor II

===

Your extreme paranoia has kept you and others alive, and you have taught others the value of this skill.

===

Rewards: +1 to Luck

===

Luck: 7

===

“Dick: 11 inches” Sam finished with a grin trying to lighten the mood.

“You wish, old man; Kelly told me everything!” Jen smirked at Sam.

Jen thought about Sam’s excellent physical stats. She’d expected as much, he was no longer in his prime, but he was still much stronger than average as a result of a lifetime of physical conditioning. “My stats are similar to yours, some a little better and some a little worse.” Jen replied, and then gave Sam a rundown of her stat sheet.

“Well, you’re the nerd gamer girl. Any idea what the title paranoid survivor means?” Sam asked with a smirk of his own.

“Don’t play stupid, Mr. Paranoid, and it’s obviously rubbed off on me over the years.”

Before Jen could stop him. Sam hit her with, “That’s what she said,” annoying her with his old man jokes for the millionth time.

Jen shook her head, and asked, “Why are you so childish with me, when you are so over-the-top professional with everyone else?”

“Because it’s my job to toughen you up millennial!” Sam laughed.

Ignoring Sam’s reply with an eyeroll, Jen continued “At least the paranoid title appears to increase our stats, but why did it increase our luck stat?”

Sam shrugged, “No one that’s talking knows, but maybe that’s why our Seven Decks death rate is only 95%, instead of 97% or greater, like all the other Lottos.”

Jen and Sam discussed their options. They both wanted to get back to the U.S. to say their goodbyes. Sam just wanted to visit Kelly’s grave, while Jen wanted to try and reconcile with her family.

After explaining her plan to make their way south and cross the Vietnam border, and from there, catch a flight back to the States. Jen sighed, “I can’t get it out of my mind, how absolutely screwed we would be, if we didn’t have a second safe house with the resources to get home on our own.”

Sam chuckled, “You’re going to level up your paranoid title if you keep it up.” They were both keeping their game-face on, they had to, if they wanted to survive.

            

    
        Chapter 05:  Staying Put

    
    
    
    
                The next night, after they secured a hotel room near the train station, they discussed the possibility of their impending transfer and death in The Seven Decks.

While looking out the window, Jen said, “Sam, the good thing is, neither of us is really leaving anything behind.” Jen paused in thought a moment before continuing, “I’m not sure if that is actually good or pathetic, but I’m going to pretend it’s good.”

Just then, Sam called Jen over to him. “Look at this coded message I just received from our contacts.”

Jen looked at the message. “What of it? It’s useless; you said they changed the decryption codes after everyone was compromised.”

Sam looked a little unsure, and this actually scared Jen. “Is it your gut; do we need to leave?” asked Jen in a rush.

“No, it’s not that,” Sam replied immediately. “If I concentrate on my mana stat and focus on trying to use the mana to decrypt the message at the same time, I can feel and sense power being pushed into the words, and the meaning becomes clear!”

“That’s freaking awesome, but it looks more like you’re trying to take a dump than pushing mana, are you sure your just not constipated?” Jen said as she laughed at him.

Sam looked at her, as if her crude humor was beneath him.

“Well, what does it say?” asked Jen.

“It’s a simple message, it just says ‘Stay put for now.’” No sooner had the words left his mouth, when the

paper he was holding turned to dust. “Get back!” he warned, as he jumped away from the table where the message was previously sitting. “Why the hell are you still standing there” Sam started to reach out for Jen, when she finally moved back on her own.

“Do you know what just happened?” Jen said excitedly.

Sam took a moment to make sure Jen was O.K., and that nothing else was turning to dust, before replying, “Well, I think when I used mana to decrypt that code, it somehow caused the paper to disintegrate, but I don’t know why it didn’t happen the first time I decrypted it.”

Jen was giddy with excitement. She was talking so fast that Sam could hardly follow what she was trying to say. “I think you cast a spell on me. I had to stay put – after you looked at me and told me the message says, ‘Stay put for now,’ I couldn’t move for about 2 seconds!”

Sam blinked, and said, “Wait! I just got a message across my vision. Listen to this…”

===

You have learned the skill: Words of Understanding

===

Level: 7 (Novice)

Finding the meaning of words is familiar to you. You have far to go before gaining the title of a Master, but with practice, you will get there.

======================================

You have learned the spell: Words of Power

===

Level: 7 (Novice)

==

Finding the power in words is familiar to you. You have far to go before gaining the title of a Master, but with practice, you will get there.

===

Over the next couple of hours, Sam and Jen re-created the spell multiple times. Jen discovered she could also create the spell, and she received the same system messages as Sam. However, it took her a lot longer to infuse the words with power, and it drained her mana faster. However, she didn’t get the notice involving “words of Understanding,” but she didn’t want to spend much time working on that right now, since she discovered it wasn’t necessary for casting the “stay put” in the spell.

Jen read Sam the message she received in her vision.

===

You have learned the spell: Words of Power

===

Level: 1 (Novice)

===

You have worked hard to find the power in words. With great effort, you might someday obtain greater competency at this spell.

===

“Maybe it’s your affinity with language, words, and codes that makes it so much easier for you.” Jen said, as she was really getting into the gaming geek mode.

Sam replied by shrugging in agreement.

After several hours of experimentation, Jen reluctantly said, “We need to stop and get some rest, to be prepared for tomorrow.” She knew that both she and Sam would work on a project non-stop for days, with little or no sleep, or even without food if given free reign, but they needed to prioritize getting back to the States.

During her night watch, Jen read over their notes on the experiments they were able to run.

Thickness of paper allowed greater mana imbuement, maybe?

More words and larger paper seemed like it would allow for more mana charge, but nominal.

The greater the effect of the spell, the more power necessary.

Words from different languages linked together would work.

They did not need to activate the spell by speaking it out loud, but could just think the command.

“Dammit, if we just had more time to learn more powers, getting back home would be guaranteed!” Jen thought to herself.

Jen started comparing her findings with everything posted on the internet in the six months since the lottery first appeared. One blog described a man lifting a refrigerator over his head and easily throwing it at a police car. Another described someone in the ocean shouting a command and causing a water funnel to shoot up out of the waves.

Jen looked over the list of spells that one person had compiled. “Ice ray and heat ray, that makes sense,” Jen muttered to herself. “Talk to animals?! Get the fuck out. I want that. How do I get that?”

Jen reviewed the different spells and some of the theories people came up with explaining why the spells did or didn’t work. As she had already discovered, it seemed like the actual words weren’t important, but rather the word association with the person’s intent.

Surprisingly, a disabled man was somehow able to select his service dog as a companion, and the Seven Decks system teleported both him and his dog when his time came.

One video showed a man implode a four-story office building on himself and about 30 swat team members who were trying to capture him. “Damn, he chose death over being turned into a lab rat. I guess he figured the government was just going to kill him in a few days anyways,” Jen thought. The blog also showed a short clip of the Rainbow teleporting the man’s body out of the morgue a few days later, even though he was already dead.

After reviewing all the notes, Jen theorized that anyone could do any type of spell, but it was much easier and cost less mana if the spell was tied into their own knowledge, skills, and abilities.

Jen evaluated her own skills

“Let’s see…I’m good at intercepting wireless signals, computer code, hacking, languages, and what else…what magic powers would work well with my existing skills? Ugh, my skills are useless for magic!”

Her thoughts were interrupted when she noticed Sam was having a bad dream in his bed against the far wall. Jen knew that Sam had PTSD from his days as a green beret, and later as a CIA direct-action termination agent. She wished she could help soothe his conscience, but he never talked about his past. She only knew about his pre-Kelly history because she had hacked into his file when she first started working for the agency back in college. She would never hack his private information now, she trusted Sam with her life. “Maybe I was paranoid before meeting Sam… nahhh” she thought.

Jen sat up straight. “Hacking, intercepting, memories, thoughts… No way! Dammit, why is Sam the only one in the room right now! I’m going to have to wait until tomorrow…and we only have so many of those left.”

After switching night watch with Jen, Sam spent his time studying different languages on the internet. “This is amazing: if I focus a little mana at the same time as I piece together and decrypt just a few of the words of a language, I can quickly get a basic understanding of and speak any foreign language.” Just then, Sam slapped the table, “What’s it called? Leveling? I think I just did that again.” As he read the message that appeared in his vision.

===

Words of Understanding

===

Level: 8 (Novice)

===

            

    
        Chapter 06:  Going Wireless

    
    
    
    
                Jen had to admit she was a little jealous that Sam already leveled up his Words of Understanding skill, but she was still excited! She couldn’t wait to leave for the train and get headed south. She summed up their status as they were leaving the hotel room and heading to the train station “Twenty-eight days left. Two days to the border and another day and a half from there back to the States… assuming everything goes as planned. If not, our backup plan will get us to the States in six days. Then we’ll have three weeks to wrap things up and get ready for a 95% chance of death in The Decks.”

Jen constantly waivered back and forth between the excitement of magic and the depression of impending death. They discussed the death odds that appeared in their stat screen, and they both agreed that they were not going to start making their decisions based on some system they didn’t completely understand. They didn’t ignore it, and did consider the odds, but ultimately, they were going to rely on their years of experience to make decisions.

The train ride would take two days, and they purchased train tickets with a private room consisting of two small beds. Jen set up her laptop to hack the networks for monitoring any suspicious activity as they travelled. Sam set up his laptop and voice interceptor software with his headphones for monitoring. They would take turns monitoring suspicious tech activity while the other would monitor real life activity.

After the train had been going for about 45 minutes, Jen looked over at Sam. “Stay alert for anything, I’m going to try something I thought of last night. It’s nothing dangerous, and I will let you know what it is, if it works out.”

Sam shrugged, and said, “Sure.”

Jen closed her eyes and pushed her mana into her senses. She focused on the wireless signals that she knew computers used and were everywhere. She felt like she could sense something but didn’t know how to access the data. Jen then brought up her stat screen and then quickly waved it aside while willing for another screen to appear, and it did, looking just like her laptop. “That is so cool!” she whispered to herself. She then spent some time with her mental laptop hacking the networks and comparing her mental laptop to her actual laptop.

Jen excitedly whispered to Sam as she rubbed her temples, “It worked! Holy crap, I’ve got a laptop in my head, but damn, the mana battery in my mental laptop just ran out and left me with a headache from hell.”

Sam’s forehead wrinkled with worry, “Are you OK, want some Excedrin?”

She shook her head and replied, “No thanks. I’m fine, just need to relax a second, and…ohhh, I just received a system message about a new skill. It says…”

===

Psychic

===

Level: 3 (Novice)

===

Psychic connection to the world around you. Nothing will be secret from you if you can master this skill.

===

Sam asked,

“How much were you able to see, before your brain needed rebooting.”

“I accessed everything that I would normally access on my laptop, but maybe it would last longer if I just focused on one wireless network or one computer at a time.”

Sam thought about Jen’s powers for a minute and then urged, “Maybe there are other things you can do with this psychic skill. Try reading minds or try reading my stat screen.”

Jen gave a pained grin, but said, “Oooh, I like that idea. Let me rest for a few minutes and then I will try to and read your stat screen.”

After half an hour she said, “O.K. I’m going to try and read your stats.” Jen couldn’t sense any type of signal, but she could sense the mana in his body.

“Wow, I just thought about inspecting you and ‘Level 0” immediately appeared in my onboard with almost no effort”

Sam replied, “That’s pretty cool, I’m going to try…there it is! It just worked for me when I ‘Inspected’ you.”

“I want to know more than just your level. I’m going to try something else.” She replied. Jen didn’t try to inspect Sam this time, but tried to feel for his mana and “hack” into his ‘system’ by willing her mana to ‘pretend’ she was Sam, while at the same time, willing his full stat window to appear.

“Got it! I can see everything!” Jen exclaimed with accomplishment.

“That’s what she said!” Sam said chuckling.

They tried several experiments over the next day on the train. Jen could only get a sense of people’s thoughts and emotions, but she could read Sam’s stat sheet and system messages perfectly.

Most importantly, they discovered if Sam wrote the word “Forget” on paper and powered it up, when the conductor would stop by for their tickets, he would look right at Sam and Jen, forget they were even there, and move on. The only problem was when the conductor lingered in the door too long, and the mana in the spell ran out, he would shake his head and ask for their tickets. Of course, this didn’t cause any problems because they had valid tickets.

However, they were concerned about the border crossing because they would need to speak with customs agents for more than just a few minutes. Their papers “should” work, but after the email leak in Washington, there would definitely be extra soldiers everywhere along the borders looking for US agents trying to leave the country.

At the train station before the last leg to the border, Sam purchased some crafting supplies for making necklaces. “Watch this, I’m twisting the wire into the words ‘forget me’ and attaching it to the bottom of this necklace. It’s a ‘forget me’ necklace, we could make a fortune with these,” Sam chuckled.

Jen laughed and said, “You are so charming Sam!”

Sam groaned, as he tossed Jen the finished necklace, “You need to leave the puns to me, Millennial. Now just power it up when needed.”

A couple of hours later during lunch, Jen experimented with mind control by repeatedly sending a ‘message’ to Sam’s brain while he was eating lunch, “pick your nose!”

“What the hell is that?” Sam said as he looked up from his sandwich.

“What, did something happen?” replied Jen innocently.

“Yea, it’s crazy! A message just appeared in my system screen telling me to ‘pick my nose’.”

Jen giggled for a while before excitedly explaining to Sam what she had been trying to do.

Sam replied, “That’s pretty neat, you can send me mental text messages. It’s like a form of telepathy. That could be extremely helpful to us!”

After lunch, a little unexpected excitement happened when Jen tried to hack another passenger’s computer directly with her “on board” computer, it caused the passenger’s computer to…well, not explode, but turn to slag…like it received a really strong power surge from an outlet and partially melted.

After about six more hours of testing, Sam stretched his arms in a wide circle and said, “I’ve got to sleep, Jen; I’m about to pass out. I’ve drained and charged my mana so many times, I feel like my insides are raw where the power leaves me. Plus, we now have two working prototypes that may not even be needed.”

Jen expressed her frustration for the 100th time. “We’ve gotten some good results but just imagine what we could do with better materials and more time! We need to take advantage of the 12x growth rate we have for the next 30 days.”

Sam’s only reply was pulling a blanket up over his shoulders and closing his eyes. He reviewed his most recent stat notice before falling asleep. He had increased another level in his Words of Power skill.

====================

Words of Power

===

The power of words can be expressed many ways

===

Level: 9 (Novice)

===

Words have real meaning no matter what form they take

===

While Sam slept, Jen reviewed her notes from all their testing. She was now keeping her notes in her “onboard” mental computer as Sam called it. Her gaming nerd was getting pumped reading over what they had done and all her thoughts about the remaining possibilities.

Notes:


	Sam had to change the necklace to read “Forget me, not Jen” and “Forget me, not Sam,” so that they could use the Words of Power “forget spell” while being together.

	Sam’s Words of Power spells worked far better than hers – obviously, he was a higher level

	Sam could charge the spell up with his mana even if she wrote the words, made the symbols, or twisted the wire, but again, they worked far better if he created the charm himself and powered it

	The wire necklaces were able to be charged 5 times before they became brittle and broke.

	Sam could either power up the necklace 5 separate times, where they would work about one-minute each, or he could slowly and continually channel power into the spell for about 5 minutes.

	Jen could use and activate a necklace that Sam made and powered up, but not quite as well as he could.

	Jen’s “on-board” computer was able to type messages into Sam’s stat screen that he could read





	Not good to mix magic with modern technology.



            

    
        Chapter 07:  Returning

    
    
    
    
                “Wow, I’m so glad we’ve finally made it back. Your necklaces caused that border guard to look right at his folder with our picture, look up, forget what he was doing, and wave us right through,” Jen said, as they were pulling their luggage off the conveyor belt at the San Francisco International airport.

“I can’t believe it took me almost the rest of the trip to finally get the psych skill, and even now I can only message you.” Sam complained as they were heading to pick up the rental car outside.

Jen looked at him sympathetically and said, “Boomers just aren’t good at learning new things, old man.”

On the long flight back to the US, Jen had created an itinerary, training schedule, and a packing list for when they got back. Sam could tell that Jen was going “all-in” on the theory that they could improve their odds of survival, and that she wanted to be ready. Unfortunately, Sam knew that her hyper planning and training was to keep her mind off her shithead family.

Sam was contemplating Jen’s situation while they were standing in line for a car rental. Jen’s family refused to take her calls or respond to any of her emails over the last few days, and she was pleading with them to meet with her. Sam thought, “I wish I had enough time to go kick the shit out of them.” But Sam knew he was going to spend every moment with Jen, doing anything she planned and keep her spirits up. She was the only real family he had left. In a very selfish way, he was happy that this would give him more time to spend with her before their time was up.

They both agreed it was worth the risk to go by Kelly’s grave, but they were not willing to risk going back to either of their homes. They didn’t want to spend their last days with reports and debriefings on their escape back to the U.S., and they certainly weren’t going to tell the agency they were Lottos.

After praying a promise to Kelly’s grave that she would take care of Sam, Jen wiped her tears and went back to the car to give Sam some privacy. Sam was holding a lock of Kelly’s hair against his cheek as he sobbed and spilled his heart out. Sam knew they couldn’t stay there all night and was trying to pull himself together. “It just never gets easier missing you.” He sobbed a little longer.

It was a quiet ride to Sam’s hidden bug-out cabin; they both needed time to heal some of the emotional wounds they had just re-opened from visiting Kelly.

            

    
        Chapter 08:  Reasonably Paranoid

    
    
    
    
                “Sam, you are such a paranoid old-man prepper,” Jen said, as they were removing a trap door, to access all his hidden weapons and gear. Jen thought it was hilarious that the trap door was under a gun cabinet that contained a couple of Walmart shotguns. Jen knew that Sam was not gun-crazy like that security contractor Chang. Chang would talk your ear off about weapons day and night. However, Sam was paranoid, so even though he didn’t talk about them all the time, he felt the need to have them, and lots of them.

“My God you have a shit-load of weapons here,” Jen said, as she walked down wooden steps into a small basement area.

Sam started pulling some of the weapons out of their racks and said, “I’m going to create a gun bag for each of us with similar caliber weapons, so we can …..”

Jen listened half-heartedly as Sam discussed the packing lists and ammo, and then she realized the major problem with Sam’s bug-out cabin supplies, and she said, “Sam, that’s not everything.”

He looked offended and replied sarcastically, “Of course it’s not everything; I have several caches buried in the surrounding forest and extra gear in my other cabin, but we wouldn’t be able to use all of them even if someone from the government or a mega-corporation found us.”

Jen was both shocked and confused by his response, and said, “Wait, let’s back up for just a second. You have more weapons buried in the forest and a second bug-out cabin? Or are you just fucking with me?”

Sam sadly shook his head at her and said, “You damn Millennials don’t know what it means to be prepared. You’re just all kind of sad, really.”

Jen was dumbfounded. This seemed a little crazy even for Sam. Jen replied sarcastically, “Okay Boomer, you just keep telling yourself that I’m the weirdo. Anyways, back on topic, the real issue is, you don’t have any tech. We need tech gear for me to train with, and all you have is zombie apocalypse gear.”

By the end of the day, Jen had created a plan that had them exercising to build up their strength, speed, or stamina every minute, or training their skills on the tens of thousands of dollars of tech gear they were going to purchase. It wasn’t like either of them were worried about their credit card balances.

Sam insisted that Jen go through several gun drills and make sure her weapons were sighted in. Jen carried a weapon most of the time, had extensive training with weapons, and qualified with them 2 or 3 times a year, but relatively speaking, she rarely fired a gun. Sam had always told her that, “If an intel gatherer ends up in a gunfight, they screwed up somewhere.”

Jen was using her psych skill to interact with the wireless signals to power up three drones and fly them overhead as they were starting their morning run through the forest, and said, “It’s pretty definite, I can use my mana to interact with wireless signals, but if I try to tap directly into either the tech, the batteries, or the electrical components, it all just turns to slag.”

“Well, that’s still some pretty powerful shit, and it amazes me that you’re able to see the cameras from all the drones in your mental onboard.” Sam said, as they continued running up the mountain.

Jen thought about the system message they both received right after arriving at the cabin.

=====

System Message

===


	Congratulations! Full implementation complete. Attributes and skills will now increase 12 times faster until your departure.



===

Just the few days since receiving the message, their training had them running at almost Olympic speeds and duration. Initially, Jen felt that a growth rate multiplier of 12 would simply give them the benefit of 12 months of training in one month. However, the multiplier not only applied to their growth rate, but their recovery rate, too. Sleeping one hour was like sleeping 12 hours. Catching your breath after a run for two minutes, was like resting for 24 minutes. Resting after a set of dumbbell curls for 2 seconds was like resting for 24 seconds.

Jen joked while they raced, and said, “I can’t wait; I’m going to build me a giant mech suit like Ironman that I can control with my mind and take over the world!”

Sam laughed with her, but mainly he was relieved that she was able to keep a sense of humor about the whole thing, sort of.

They both knew that they were probably going to simply die in some sort of glowing rainbow transfer, or they were going to be some kind of alien abduction torture subjects. The odds clearly gave them a 95% chance of death. Sam didn’t care, he was focused on savoring every remaining moment with Jen, and the training and joking was a great way to distract them from their potential death.

Later, Sam was sitting at the kitchen table with an AM/FM radio. He had an idea to try and power-up the radio with just his mana, but only after taking out the batteries, killing any stored memory, and then draining every ounce of electricity out of the device. “Any ideas before I charge it with mana?”

Jen looked up from the drone she was working on, shrugged, and said, “maybe think about trying to direct the mana up through the electrical cord, the way electricity would work. I don’t know.”

“Here we go.” Sam pushed his mana into the radio and almost immediately yanked his hand back like he had been bitten by a snake and grunted, “Shit that hurt! Another device turned to slag, but the damn metal sliced pretty deep through the side of my palm.”

He was about to go get a bandage when Jen waved him down and said, “Wait, wait! Stay right there, I want to try something first.” She came back into the kitchen with a washcloth and wiped his hand clean, ignored his grunt of pain from the alcohol she poured all over the cut, and then she pushed her mana with the intent of healing his hand.

They both stared dumbfounded as they watched the cut in his hand visibly heal. Jen then received a system message:

==

Jen

==

Minor Mend Level 1

==

After they high-fived each other with excitement about her minor mend spell, Jen looked suspiciously over at Sam. He was holding up a small knife with a wicked grin as reached for the alcohol and said, “OK Jen, I’m sure you want me to practice, too.”

==

Sam

==

Minor Mend Level 1

==

            

    
        Chapter 09:  Bovine

    
    
    
    
                Jen and Sam watched and researched everything they could find out about the Lottos. Jen was discussing the disabled man that walked with a severe limp, and how he took his service dog with him, when Sam’s head perked up and he immediately grabbed the laptop and pulled up the video and then watched several more videos, and he said, “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go!” He waved for Jen to follow him out to their truck.

Jen said, “What’s going on, where are we going?”

Sam smiled and said, “It’s a surprise, you’ll see.”

From the phone calls Sam made while they were driving out of the mountains, Jen found out that they were going to purchase a cattle trailer, fencing, cattle feed, and three cows.

When they finally returned to the cabin, it was late, but with their reduced need for rest and their greatly improved physical skills, they started building a small fence coral for the cows. Sam refused to tell Jen what the cows were for, and she finally settled on her theory that he planned to possibly use them for food, or barter, or who knows depending on where they actually transferred to.

Just before morning as she was nailing the fencing to another post with only the horrible flood light to see with, Jen remembered one of the powers she read about in the agency files. She concentrated, focusing her mana on the darkness around her for a few minutes, then said with some excitement, “It worked! I don’t know why I didn’t remember this earlier.”

Sam looked over at Jen with curiosity, “What did you figure out?”

Jen turned off all the flashlights and floodlights they were using to light the work area. It was so dark in the wooded mountains that Sam couldn’t see his own hand in front of his face.

Sam said, “What are you up to?” As he strained to see or hear where Jen was, but he could only barely get a sense of her walking around.

She finally laughed as she snuck up right behind him and whispered, “It’s night vision! Do your best to try and see what’s around you while willing your mana to help you see, and poof, you can see in the dark!”

A few minutes later Jen saw Sam move his head around in surprise as he started focusing on seeing everything. They both received a system message telling them that they received the skill “Night Vision.”

They finally got everything settled with the cattle just before morning. Then they took a 40 minute “nap” which translated to a full eight hours of rest and started training again.

With Jen’s psych skill she could sense the emotions of the cows, and she could send her intentions to the cows making it possible for them to almost understand what she wanted. Jen was happy that the cows quickly bonded with her as she fed and groomed them.

Sam started getting the cattle trailer ready, and said, “With only a week left before we are scheduled to be teleported, transferred, or whatever to the Seven Decks, I think they’ve bonded with you enough, and we don’t really have additional time anyways.”

Jen shrugged in agreement. “Let’s go then.”

They headed down the mountain and drove several hours away into a forest with no one nearby. They had driven late into the night and during the last half hour they drove without their lights on before Sam finally stopped.

Jen accessed the system and selected the three cows to join her team and help her beat the odds.

Sam sighed and said, “We’re going to have to leave any of the cows that don’t accept. We can’t have them accepting later when we get back to the cabin and setting off the rainbow and fireworks. Go for it!”

Jen then used her psych skill to encourage them to “accept” her request.

To Sam’s great relief, almost immediately the cows accepted the request. Three rainbows and fireworks went off as the system responded.

Sam and Jen quickly loaded the cows into the trailer, jumped in the truck, and they all got the hell out of there before someone came looking for the new Lottos to collect the bounties.

            

    
        Chapter 10:  Crunch Time

    
    
    
    
                Jen muttered with frustration as she tried for at least the 100th time to create a fireball. “Why can’t I learn this spell? There were several agency files showing how a few of the other Lottos were able to create fireballs!”

Sam nodded with a look of support. “I know it’s infuriating, because we’ve both learned that with a little more time or insight, anything is possible with mana.  However, let’s consider, in the last couple of weeks, I’ve learned every major language in the world.  I can create minor spell charms.  We can send mental texts to each other.  You can control electronic devices with your mind!  We both have night vision and the ability to do minor healing, and last but not least, our physical stats are twice that of Olympians.” 

Jen relaxed a little, recognizing the stress she was feeling and said, “Good point.  I’m not going to give up on casting fireballs, but for now we need to focus on learning all the skills and spells that we could possibly need before transfer time, and before our 12x progression speed runs out.”

Jen had been making notes trying to brainstorm spells they should try to learn when she swore in anger and said to Sam, “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner.  It is so obvious!  We’ve been training to increase our strength, speed, and agility, but we haven’t tried to use our mana to amplify these basic physical skills that we are intimately familiar with.” 

Sam gave her an excited grin and said, “Let’s do it!”

By the morning of the 29th day after being selected as Lottos, the size and appetite of the three cows were that of small elephants.  Jen was also giddy with accomplishment and hope after she and Sam had been able to learn several skills during their last week of training:


	Strength Enhancement skill

	Agility Enhancement Skill

	Sight Enhancement Skill

	Constitution Enhancement Skill

	Stealth Enhancement Skill



            

    
        Chapter 11:  Birthday Suit

    
    
    
    
                Jen was trying to relax in the recliner, she could see Sam was awake on the couch staring at the ceiling, and said, “Whatcha thinking about?”

Sam took a deep breath and replied, “I can’t sleep. I need to sleep; I should sleep, but my mind is just overwhelmed with anxiety about what is going to happen tonight. My gut is just in knots. I’m worried about you, and……. Then my mind repeats the same thoughts over and over.” 

Jen simply replied with a small crack in her voice, “Me too.”

No matter how much Jen and Sam wished they could view it as a new adventure or rushing into the pit of hell ready to fight the devil himself, they simply couldn’t.  Neither of them wanted this.

Sam looked guiltily over at Jen and said, “Now, there are just a few last items that we need to discuss.  I’ve been putting this off, and joking with you about the cows, but here is what I’ve got planned...”

Three giant dead cows lay in the yard.  Sam had killed and gutted all three of them.  Inside each cow was a plastic-wrapped tactical bag containing weapons, ammo, several knives, body armor, clothing, tactical boots, miscellaneous survival gear, tech gear and drones, and a crossbow and bolts.  Once he finished packing all the gear inside of the cows, he then sewed them back up. 

Jen had been horrified when Sam first told her what the cows were for, but when he explained, “Remember, when you were talking about the disabled Lotto with the severe limp.  In his video there were no steel pins, rods, or other items left after his transfer, which must have been used in all the surgeries he would’ve had on his leg. I then noticed in the videos of many of the other Lottos being transferred, you never saw any gold teeth, crowns, metal fillings, or other foreign objects that are commonly actually inside of people’s bodies.” 

Jen had become attached to the cows but grudgingly agreed it was worth trying, but she refused to participate or even watch him kill and butcher the cows she had bonded with.

After preparing the cows and gear, Sam cleaned up and called for Jen to come outside.  Feeling guilty about the cows, he now felt really odd when he said, “One last thing.  Take your shirt off.” 

As they were waiting the last few moments before the transfer to the Seven Decks, Jen and Sam were both shirtless hugging each other so tightly her ribs were hurting from the pressure, their mouths were shut, and they couldn’t talk.  They were talked out anyways, but their eyes communicated their love and commitment to one other.

Just a few seconds before transfer, Jen checked her stat screen and was stunned when she realized the odds of death upon transfer had dropped to 78%.  With a little difficulty she mumbled, “Love you, old man.” 

“Love you too, kid,” he mumbled back. 

Then Jen felt something in the air, it felt like the mana that was inside her was turning to steam.  She tightened her grip on Sam, and she could feel his grip tighten back. 

Rainbows appeared out of the sky completely engulfing their bodies and the cows.

Everything seemed to disappear. All of her energy and power, along with the mana inside her, instantly ripped out of her.  She couldn’t move; her whole body locked in place, but she could still feel Sam.  The world came into focus, and she felt Sam release her naked body.

Sam’s muscles, veins, and organs all seemed to tighten in excruciating pain as the mana was torn out of him, but the one thing he kept his mind hyper-focused on was the Smith & Wesson Bodyguard 380 that was tightly compressed and sealed between his belly and Jen’s. 

He released Jen and reached for the gun, and the feel of the handle was one of the greatest reliefs he ever experienced.  Sam was in terrible pain and wanted to collapse to the ground, but he forced himself to check out his surroundings. 

Fortunately for Jen and Sam, the three bandits spawn camping this particular transfer pad were shocked when the three elephant-sized cows appeared.  The bandits hesitated just a couple of seconds, before continuing their charge towards Sam and Jen with their raised swords and axes.

Sam was an excellent shot and experienced with combat stress, but his first shot went wild and hit one of the bandits in the shoulder.  He cursed inwardly, “I’ve only got 6 rounds in this little 380 magazine.  Every shot must count!  Fast is slow, Slow is Fast” he mumbled to himself as he methodically shot all three bandits in the face.  

Sam knew that he got lucky, because the sound of the first shot appeared to cause all three bandits to flinch and slow in surprise.  If they had kept charging him at full speed, one of them probably would have chopped him in half.

After the third bandit went down, Jen was still feeling like she had been run over by a truck, but she had already spat the multi-tool out of her mouth and was cutting open the cows to retrieve their gear bags.  She worked as fast as possible while Sam kept watch.

Less than a minute later, Jen yelled, “Here you go,” as she threw Sam’s gear bag beside him and announced, “I’ve got you covered.”  Sam and Jen were still completely naked, but he noticed Jen had removed her M-4 assault rifle and body armor from the gear bag and took watch.  He snatched the bag and readied his own M-4 and body armor within a few seconds.

Sam inspected their surroundings while Jen recovered the gear bags. They appeared to have been transported to a forested mountain range in the middle of nowhere.  Sam grabbed his gun bag and said, “Leave all the other bags. We’ve got to get somewhere safe and fast.” 

They moved off into the forest as fast as they could, considering they were both still feeling sick and weak from the transfer.  Sam led the way and eventually found a hidden area that overlooked their transfer site.  They laid down in the prone position, keeping completely silent, listening, slowly recovering, and watching for anything. 

Jen whispered to Sam, “Did you get a system message?” 

He replied, “Yes, but I swept it out of my vision immediately. Ignore it and stay focused, we are still in a hot zone. We can pull it all up later.”

Jen did not like that response; her curiosity was killing her, but she wasn’t going to take the chance and be responsible for getting them killed.

After several hours of nothing  Sam whispered to Jen, “Keep an overwatch.  My mana has barely started to refill, but I feel like my strength and stamina are back.  I’m going to get dressed and properly equip the rest of my gear.”  When Sam was fully dressed and equipped, he lay back down in an overwatch position and said, “Your turn.” 

Once Jen was equipped and back into position, Sam said, “I’m going to go back down there, get the rest of our gear, and see if those bandits have anything useful on them.” 

She watched as Sam slowly, painstakingly, moved back towards the bandits.  He entered the ambush site like a wild animal that suspected it was entering a trap.  She noticed him check on one of the barbarian-looking bandits wearing medieval looking fur and leather clothing, when all of a sudden the bandit’s body just disappeared. 

Jen cursed herself, “Quit watching Sam; look for the enemy!”  She was just going to have to wait until he returned to find out what the hell was going on.  Jen could see out of the corner of her eye, the other bodies disappearing and then all the cows disappearing. 

Sam texted her, “I found some magic space rings on the bandits that I can put all our shit in.  Keep watch, I’ll be done in just a few minutes.” 

Jen chanted in her mind, “Keep focus, scan for the enemy, ignore all the cool magic disappearing shit going on.”

Sam texted Jen, “I tried to make the site look deserted before I left. I’m going to try to find a better overwatch position.  I’ll be back in 20 minutes, but I will check in every 5 minutes.  Please keep a watch on the ambush site.” 

Jen acknowledged Sam’s message.  She was normally the leader of their group, but she knew being a good leader required recognizing and following someone else when they were more experienced. 

When Sam returned, he led her much further away in a more secluded location, but with his spotter scope from the gear bag, they could still keep eyes on the ambush site.

Once they were settled in, they remained silent and continued to only text each other.

Sam looked a little sheepish when he held up his hand with a ring on it and texted, “I almost swiped away a loot message about this space ring without reading it, because I was trying to stay alert.  When I touched the first dead bandit, a system message asked if I would like to loot the body.  When I accepted, the system notified me that I had recovered a ring of holding, a battle axe, weapons, clothing, rations, and 5 silver, and 20 copper.”

“So, what happened to all the stuff and the bodies?” replied Jen impatiently.

“The system then asked if I would like to place the items in the ring or deposited on the ground.  When I selected to deposit the items in the ring, the ring fell in my hand.  As I started to see if it would fit on any of my fingers, it automatically adjusted in size to fit perfectly.  When I looted the other bandits, they each had rings as well, but those rings and all their gear went directly into the ring I was wearing.  I then stored the rest of the gear bags from the cows into the rings before Looting the cows, which gave us like 300 lbs of beef and some leather hides I believe.” 

“Did the dead bodies go into your ring too?”

“I don’t think so.  If I focus on the ring, the system gives me a list of everything in it, and I don’t see the bodies on the list. The bodies just seemed to disappear after they were looted.”

“I wonder where the bodies go?”

“Beats me.  They just vanished.  Made clean up a lot easier though.”

“True.  Have you tried to take anything out of the ring yet?”

“No.  Let me try to give you one of the other rings.  Oh!! Here it is.  I just thought about getting it out to give to you, and it just appeared in my hand.”

Jen was grinning with excitement as Sam handed her the ring.  She placed the ring on her finger and watched with amazement as the ring shrunk to fit.  “This is so cool!” she said, as she moved the ring to different fingers to watch it change sizes.  “There’s nothing in this ring though,” Jen said as she tried to view its contents.

Sam nodded, “Right, when I looted the next body, I’m pretty sure it pulled everything out of the ring and placed those items separately in the ring I was wearing.  Let me give you some of the loot.”

“Wait.” Jen said, as she pulled the ring off of her finger.  “Store my ring back into yours, and think of it, or label it, as ‘Jen’s ring’.  Then try to mentally select items in your inventory and move them into my ring.”

As soon as Jen released the ring into Sam’s hand, it simply disappeared, “Wow, I didn’t even have to touch my ring to yours.  I was just thinking about putting your ring in my inventory and it disappeared going directly into my ring.  There are so many possibilities with this!” Sam said.

Jen asked, “Hang on a second, does it show if there is a limit to the amount of stuff you can put into it?”

Sam had a vacant look again as Jen watched him “stare” into the ring.  He then replied, “I had to mentally think about the ring’s capacity before a bar appeared in the inventory showing it being 87% full.”

“O.K. Now see if you can move a large item from you inventory into my ring.” Jen said.

Sam could see the excitement in her eyes.  He was also very excited and wanted to experiment with the rings more himself, but he felt like he was being selfish doing all the “fun” stuff while she just watched.  He took the ring off his finger handing it to Jen, and said, “It's your turn to play around with it some.  You give it a try.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. You know more about this stuff than I do.”

Sam kept watch, but noticed Jen as she put the ring on and off, pulled out the other ring, put on both rings at the same time, and then she said, “I labeled your ring as ‘Sam’s ring’, and I simply labeled the third ring as ‘spare ring’.  If you look closely, you can see that all the rings are slightly different in make, and they all have different capacity limits.  Your ring has about four times more space than the other two rings, and the space inside the rings don’t stack.”

“What do you mean by they don’t stack?” Sam asked.

“I’ll use an example to explain.  If a small ring can hold 50 pounds of gear and it is full, and a large ring can hold 100 pounds of gear and it is 99% full, you can’t put the small ring inside the big ring, because the big ring only has enough capacity to hold one more pound.  The small ring doesn’t come close to weighing a pound, but the gear inside the ring accounts for 50 pounds of storage space.  You would just have to wear two rings instead of one, if your total gear exceeded 100 pounds.”

“How much total weight do you think the big ring can hold?”  asked Sam

“Sorry, I was using pounds in the example to make it easier to explain, I actually think the capacity is determined by physical size/volume of the items, but can’t say for sure. It could be limited by both.  I just don’t know.”

Sam grinned mischievously when he said, “If it’s OK with you, just give me back one of the small rings and you keep the big ring and everything else.  I’ll keep watch while you continue experimenting with the rings, checking out the loot, and going through all your system messages.  I’ll try to forward you the messages I received about the loot and my stats.”

“Sure” Jen replied as she handed Sam a ring and then moved further back into the brush to spend some time reviewing the system messages she’d pushed aside earlier during the bandit attack.

==

Welcome to the Seven Decks – Your 12x training buff has ended.

==

Full System interaction is now active.

==

Jennifer Cho:  Mana channels 2

==

If you are willing to risk everything and beat the odds of dying, then upon reaching the seventh deck you will receive a wish from the gods.

Only those who are willing to have all their mana drained may teleport between decks. 


	Minimum of 20 mana required to teleport between decks 1 and 2.

	10 additional mana for each accompanying beast.





	Minimum of 40 mana required to teleport between decks 2 and 3.

	20 additional mana for each accompanying beast.





	Minimum of 80 mana required to teleport between decks 3 and 4.

	40 additional man for each accompanying beast.





	Minimum of 160 mana required to teleport between decks 4 and 5.

	80 additional mana for each accompanying beast.





	Minimum of 320 mana required to teleport between decks 5 and 6.

	160 additional mana for each accompanying beast.





	Minimum of 640 mana required to teleport between decks 6 and 7.

	320 additional mana for each accompanying beast.







The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest:  Make it to Casino City

==

Requirements:  Reach Casino City… (Map will be provided if quest accepted.  Quest can only be accepted while still in the Blackjack Forest)


	In one day – odds of dying 75%

	Reward of 3 ability points and euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.





	In two days – odds of dying 60%

	Reward of 2 ability points and euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 2.





	In three days – odds of dying 50%

	Reward of 1 ability point and euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 1.







==

Accept:  Yes/No

==

As Jen read through all her messages and then the loot messages Sam sent her, she thought, “That’s cool, he was actually able to forward me his messages.”  When she was finished, instead of just swiping them away and dismissing them, she organized them all in her “on board” computer and told Sam, “We both gained enough experience points from killing the bandits to reach level 4.  Now it’s your turn to read through everything and tell me what you think.”

A few minutes later, Jen looked over at Sam as it sounded like he was hyperventilating or something. “What’s wrong, why are you shaking? What’s happening!” as she reached over to see if he had somehow been injured, or poisoned, or who knows what.

He turned towards Jen with tears in his eyes, and then focused for a second as he texted her, “I can get her back!”

Jen was a little confused, and she could see a determined look in his face that actually frightened her a little.

“Get who back?  What are you talking about?” Jen messaged with confusion on her face.

Sam pulled out Kelly’s lock of hair that he always kept with him.  “The system said if we ascend the Seven Decks, we get a wish from the gods!... I can wish for the gods to bring Kelly back, alive and healthy!” 

Jen could see that Sam was still shaking, but she could now see the hope and pure determination filling him.  She wondered how someone so cynical would believe that these “gods” could or would grant such a wish. 

Before speaking, Jen paused and thought about the impossibility of them even being in this “world,” and why not, what did they have to lose?  Why not go for it?  Even if there is a .00001% chance of getting Kelly back, she would give it her all.   Jen allowed hope, certainty, and passion to fill her, and blinked away her own tears as she texted “Sam, we are going to get Kelly back, and there is nothing that is going to stop us from reaching these gods on the Seventh Deck!”

After they both sat there for a few minutes just absorbing the reality that they were going to conquer these mysterious decks and get Kelly back, Jen said, “We can’t fail this mission; the stakes are too high.  Let’s take stock of everything and consider where we should add the ability points from level increases.  Keep in mind, we’ve lost the 12x progression growth buff.” 

Jen and Sam continued to quietly scan the approach from their overwatch position as they considered their stats and options.

            

    
        Chapter 12:  Distributing Ability Points

    
    
    
    
                After a few minutes, Jen said, “The system awarded us experience points for killing the bandits, but the amount of experience points per level goes up exponentially.   Also, did you notice the change in the mana regen and the two mana channels? 

“I saw that, mine dropped to 1 mana regenerated per hour, but I only have one mana channel.  Do you think the mana channels have anything to do with the drop in the mana regen?”

“I pulled up the original system message, and this is just a guess, but on Earth the system said it was supplying all our mana needs, but here in the Decks these mana channels are having to absorb the mana directly from the world around us, and it also feels much more diluted, possibly making it a slower process.  I’m also wondering why I have more mana channels than you and if there is a way to get more. What are your thoughts?” Jen asked.

Sam replied, “I don’t have a better explanation, and it’s anyone’s guess if we can get more mana channels.  What do you think about the ability points?  What stat should we put our points in, or should we save them to use later?”

Jen frowned, “There are good arguments for both options.  I think we need to do everything to stay alive, and getting killed with unused ability points would be stupid.  I have two more ability points in mana regen than you, but that only equates to an additional 0.3 mana per hour.  The mana regen rate may increase or decrease if we find an area that has more or less ambient mana.”

“How would we know if an area has more or less mana?” asked Sam.

“It might feel different, or maybe when we check our stats, we will see a different rate of mana regen.  Just guessing here really.  Either way, we can’t ignore the mana regen stat for long, but for now, our mana pool is the lowest of our stats, and I think we should put all 8 ability points into our mana pools. Most emergencies don’t last very long, and we can save our mana up to use in those situations.

Sam lost focus as he pulled up his stat sheet to add the ability points to his mana pool for a total of 15 and said, “Oh, I meant to ask, is there a pattern to the exponential growth of experience points per level?”

Jen finished adding her ability points to her mana pool for a total of 17 and replied “I couldn’t determine a specific exponential growth pattern… yet, but it could just be a random growth number determined by these gods.  I remember from a statistics seminar in college, that numbers with unexplainable growth rates were said to have a ‘Litrpg Effect”.

            

    
        Chapter 13:  Taking Inventory

    
    
    
    
                Jen looked into the rings of holding as she texted, “Getting jumped by a bunch of blood thirsty bandits was a pretty shitty start to this new world, but glass half full: we did receive some useful loot.  The three rings of holding we got off the bandits feel like they are going to be real life savers, and we can disguise ourselves with the clean clothes they had stored in the rings.”

Jen reached towards Sam and said, “Let me take a look at your ring for a second.” She looked into each one of the rings again, pushed her mana through her channels as she focused for her on-board computer to sort and inventory all the items in the rings. 

Jen’s face turned real excited, and she texted, “Heyyyyy, you won’t believe this, when I pushed my on-board laptop to store the inventory data – it stored it, but if feels like it is stored straight into my mind.  I can literally recall every single item that we have down to the bullet, without even trying, It’s just there. Oh, I just got a new skill notice.”

==

Skill:  Inventory, Novice – level 2

Most never learn this skill even exists, but apparently you are an anal-retentive list maker!

==

Jen thought “that’s fucking weird,” as she read the insult, but then her face went white for a second when she noticed her inventory did not include any of their tech, but instead an enormous list of “slag metal.”  She pulled out the bag with the tech gear.  Sam had removed all batteries, drained all power from the equipment, brought solar panels, a manual generator, and battery rechargers. 

Jen was feeling physically sick. She had just been thinking about getting the drones out and sending them off to do some recon, but as she unloaded the contents of the bag on the ground, EVERTHING that was in any way electronic was slag, useless metal and plastic. 

She was throwing a silent temper tantrum and having an emotional break-down as she thought, “All my tech is gone. My psych skill is basically useless without tech. I’m in some medieval backwoods magic barbarian world; I’ll never get to build a Mech suit, we had to kill some bandits, and now we are hiding to stay alive.” 

Just at that moment, Jen actually thought more about the act of killing the bandits. It made her want to vomit, feel immense guilt, and hollow inside, all at the same time.  She thought to herself, “What if they weren’t barbarians or bandits, but just people trying to survive, and we appeared out of nowhere surprising them, and they thought they were being attacked.” 

Jen really started to spiral down, but then she remembered the bandits would have seen the rainbow and would have known they were clearly just teleporting in.  Jen was able to maintain her sanity when she realized the bandits… definitely bandits, must have been spawn camping people arriving from Earth. 

Jen took a few more moments to herself before crawling forward to lie next to Sam.

Sam could see the distraught look in her eyes, and knew she was having a difficult time.  Jen messaged Sam with a summary of their inventory, “All our tech is slag metal.”

“What? Slag metal— What do you mean?

“Yea, anything that contained any type of electronic component is fried like it had been hit with a lightning surge, without a surge protector.”

Sam now understood why Jen looked so miserable, and said, “Damnit!  I was really hoping the work we put into draining the power from all the tech would pay off.  Thank god our weapons still function!”

“True, we need to try and look on the bright side.   My inventory list of the loot and our gear also includes some shit swords and hammers, or I guess they could be good for this world, but they are useless to us. Neither of us know how to effectively use an axe or sword in a battle against anyone skilled.  We also have some local clothing.  We looted a total of 12 silver and 80 copper, but I don’t know how much that will buy here.  That leaves us with the two M-4 5.56 assault rifles with 3,000 rounds, one 380 bodyguard with 94 rounds left after killing the bandits, one magazine fed 308 with 1,000 rounds, two Springfield 45 calibers with 1,000 rounds, 2-22 caliber rifles with 5000 rounds, 2 12-guage pump shotguns with 500 shells, two sets of level 3 torso body armor, one crossbow with 40 bolts, a medical kit, and a pack of 50 small chem lights.”

“Damn, we’re lucky we recovered these space rings” Sam said again trying to cheer Jen up.  “You saw the message ‘With Great Risks come Great Rewards’, and I know you love functional jewelry like these rings” he teased continuing to try and bring her spirits back up. 

Jen tried to smile back but then explained she thought the bandits were waiting to ambush or “spawn camping” people arriving from earth. 

Sam’s only response was, “Mother Fuckers!”

Sam received his ring back from Jen, and after they both kept watch in silence for a while just letting their circumstances sink in, he messaged, “What do you think about the quest?” 

Jen shrugged, “I don’t want to gamble any of my ability points, but it would be nice to have a map.  We don’t have to make a decision now, so let’s just put a pin in that until we get fully rested and our mana fully charged up.  We both only have about 4 mana in our system right now, so I estimate it’ll be another 13 to 15 hours before we are fully charged up.” 

Sam nodded, “I agree.  I don’t know how long the days and nights are in this world, but I really want to be able to use our night vision enhancement when it gets dark.” 

“Me too,” Jen agreed. “It feels like we arrived in the early morning based on how the position of the sun has moved since we arrived here.  That assumes we are on a planet, and there isn’t more than one sun.  Ugh…it’s a waste of time to keep going down that rabbit hole right now.” 

Sam snorted in frustration with all the unknowns of the world they were dropped into, and said, “Yeah, let’s just keep rolling with punches one minute at a time.  Let me try something.” 

Sam pulled out a small stack of the forgetme charms he had made back on earth, and said, “Like I was just thinking, they have all been drained of the mana I stored in them.  Actually, that’s not correct, I can feel just a sliver of mana remaining.  That actually makes some sense, because otherwise I think they would have become brittle and broke apart.” 

“That’s as good a theory as any right now.  Hey, try charging one of the charms and see how much of your mana is used.” 

Sam held the charm in his hand as he focused on his mana infusing the metal for about 5 seconds, and said, “Looking at my stats; I think it took about ¼ point of mana.” 

Jen sighed with relief, “Not great, but much better than my worst expectations.  Crap!  I just realized our psychic mental texting has been drawing on our mana pool.  OK, let’s go through our skills and determine the mana draw of each.  First, I’m going to activate my night vision just for a few minutes to determine its mana draw.” 

After watching Jen test her night vision, Sam messaged, “Do you think we will have enough mana by nighttime?” 

Jen shrugged, “I also just now checked our psych texting function, and it costs next to no mana, so….we can use it as much as we want.  If the nighttime on this world is 10 hours or less, and we rotate watch, I think the night vision skill would cost us each about 5 mana.  After you get to five mana, I want you to start charging up the forgetme charms.  Also, earlier, while I was going through the inventory, I sensed the emotions of some large beasts that felt like they were pretty far away, but if they get close, we should do our best to avoid getting their attention.”

“Good plan, Boss,” Sam replied as he adjusted slightly while still keeping his eyes on the transfer pad.

            

    
        Chapter 14:  Aim for the Legs

    
    
    
    
                Jen decided to spend the next day in place to maximize their mana, and have Sam power-up more of his charms.  The area they were in was covered in beasts of all levels.  Most of the beasts appeared to be unsure of them and kept their distance.  Jen’s psych ability turned out to be incredibly helpful, allowing them to avoid the apex predator beasts as they scouted their surroundings.

She was also getting more confident in sensing the emotions of the beasts that were running from predators or chasing prey.  

Sam’s forgetme charms, had turned out to be invaluable as well.  The night turned out to be about 7 hours long and there were a few times the beasts made their way close enough to sense them, but they would power up the charms and the beasts just kept on moving past.  However, one level 9 beast made them burn through two charms before it moved on. 

Jen hadn’t had time to try and inspect the stats of the bandits when they were ambushed, so she had no idea what the average stats were for people on this world.  With their agility enhancement skill activated, they moved so quickly that they blurred through the forest.  However, the faster they moved, the more it drew from their mana pool.  Jen also didn’t know if everyone on this world could move this way with mana.

They were still concerned with other bandits coming to look for the bandits they killed, so Jen and Sam became familiar with the surrounding forest in case they needed to run.

It was just after midday, and Jen and Sam decided that the next morning they would leave and start looking for Casino City, when Jen messaged, “Something is happening. Large beasts are getting spooked and leaving the area. Go get in position.” 

“Got it, Boss” he messaged back, as he immediately moved into another ambush overwatch they located, allowing for greater fire coverage by both of them.  “In place, Boss,” Sam messaged a few moments later. 

After about 15 minutes passed, Jen noticed two bandits that appeared to be dragging along 5 people, or slaves maybe, they were being ridiculed and beaten as they were forced down the trail. 

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest:  Free the Slaves

==

Requirements:  Free the slaves from their captors!


	Before the bandits leave the transfer pad, free the slaves – odds of dying 87%

	Reward of 3 ability points and 1 euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

	Reward of 1 ability point and 2 euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.







==

Accept:  Yes/No

==

The bigger bandit was powerful, Jen could feel his strength through her psych link.  She used her psych ability and was excited that she was able to pull up his stat sheet.  He was level 22 with most of his points in strength and stamina.  “That explains why all the predator beasts were fleeing the area, and why he was clearly unconcerned about making noise, or using advance scouts as he moved down the forest trail.” 

Jen sent a quick sitrep (situation report) to Sam and told him, “I can’t sense any other bandits in the area.  We are going to free these slaves whether we accept the gambling quest or not!”  Jen adjusted her rifle’s aim to cover the smaller bandit.  “We will take these bandits down.  I will provide a countdown, 3, 2, 1, fire, and on fire, I will take out the smaller bandit, and you use the larger 308 assault rifle to take out the big one with all the fancy armor.  If anything goes wrong or we lose sight of either bandit during the ambush, we take off and meet up at the rally point.  I’m going to accept the quest with a bet of 3 ability points.  Up to you if you want to accept the quest.” 

“Got it, Boss,” was all she received back from Sam. Jen started the count down.

Sam watched his “on board” as it counted down, “3, 2, 1, fire.” 

They fired simultaneously.  Jen didn’t stop firing, putting two more rounds into the smaller bandit until he was down and no longer moving.  She quickly shifted fire to the big ass bandit. 

Jen could tell that Sam had already fired 3 or 4 of the larger 308 rounds into the bandit, and he was still standing!  Sam’s steady firing into his center mass was keeping the bandit from running, but he wasn’t going down, and he looked like he was reaching towards a ring on his hand. 

Jen took aim at the bandit’s less-armored legs, and it took her 6 or 7 rapid shots, but she finally scored enough hits on his legs that the bandit went to the ground.  However, he still wasn’t out.  They both continued to fire into the big bandit as he was trying to get back to his feet almost as if he was going to just shrug off being shot so many times. Jen heard Sam fire at least 3 or 4 more rounds before scoring a headshot, and then another headshot, finally taking the bandit down permanently. 

“Holy Shit! We didn’t bring enough ammo!” came up in Jen’s “onboard.”  Both Jen and Sam received system experience, increased level messages, reward messages, and a bounty ticket, but they waved them away to review later.

The slaves were all huddled together on the side of the trail after watching the bandit leader GanJo get killed.  “They must be gamblers” one slave said to the others around him, as he tried to look as unthreatening as possible. 

“What is he holding?” the female slave said while pointing at Sam’s rifle. 

“Maybe they are here to rescue us and let us go” another one prayed. 

“He’s keeping his face covered and look how fast he is moving down the slope towards us; I can barely track his movements.  He is like one of those legendary Rangers,” said another. 

The slaves hadn’t noticed Jen. She was staying in her ambush overwatch keeping her sights trained on the slaves, in case they tried anything. 

Sam heard some of their comments as he moved towards them, and he was shocked that they spoke English, but he didn’t let that distract him as he walked slowly towards the two downed bandits.  Sam approached the two bandits on the ground and without comment put another round in the head of each of the bandits from close range. 

“Overkill is the only way to kill” he thought to himself, remembering the comment his Team Sergeant had always used.  “Plus, that big bastard was scary. How could anyone take so many rounds before going down?” he thought, as he kicked and looted both bandits. 

“Is he crazy for blood or something? They are already dead?” one of the slaves squeaked with terror. 


“Hello, what’s your name?” Sam asked in a calming voice to the slave who looked somewhat in charge. 

“My name is Ronald, Master Ranger,” the terrified man said as he lowered his head out of respect, as well as out of the fear of being killed by this blood-thirsty gambler. 

“No need to look down, Ronald. Are there any more people or bandits coming behind you?” Sam asked. 

Ronald shook his head “No, that was the infamous GanJo with a 1,000 silver System bounty placed on his head by the Casino City Lord.  Ganjo feared no one and kept his bandit gang small.  He did not like to share his loot.  The Bandit GanJo captured us and made us do all the work around his camp, and…. other horrible tasks,” Ronald said, as he turned a pitying eye on the female slave in his group.

Sam messaged Jen, “I am going to see if they can understand other languages besides English.”  He switched to Mandarin, and said, “I’m going to check the trail behind you, just in case someone heard the noise and is coming this way.”  Sam watched for any reaction from the slaves while he spoke Mandarin, but they appeared to understand him perfectly.  “I will be back in a few minutes.  Stay here, my team has this area secured. If any of you wander around, my team may think you are bandits and accidently kill you.”  he warned Ronald and the other people. 

“Yes, Master Ranger we certainly don’t want to be accidently killed,” Ronald said, reading between the lines.

Jen could hear the people talking while Sam was gone.  “I don’t think we should leave,” said Ronald. 

“These gamblers have won their bet, and now they are going to make us their slaves; we should run now,” said the woman. 

“They are gamblers, if we don’t do what he says, he will spread our blood all over the forest.  Gamblers are evil men,” said the thin man sitting on the ground. 

“Exactly, we can’t trust anything they say,” hissed the woman. 

Jen messaged Sam with a plan while he was checking the trail.  Before the slaves finished arguing about what to do, Sam had returned. 

Sam approached the group. “Ronald, where are all of you going to go now?” 

“Master Ranger, we would like to return to our farms on the outskirts of Casino City,” said Ronald. 

Sam frowned slightly thinking about the gossip this group would spread about their ambush. 

Ronald noticed Sam’s frowning response and immediately said “I propose a gambling quest – I bet all my ability points that I can keep everything I have seen, heard, or learned today, secret, in exchange for Master Ranger and his team allowing us to go free.” 

The other people immediately made the same proposal. 

==

System Message

==

Ronald’s Proposed Gambling Quest – Accepted by the System

==

Requirements – allow Ronald to go free unharmed

==

Requirements – Ronald must keep your secret or lose all his ability points and have a system bounty placed on his death.

Accept:  Yes/No

Sam received a similar message for all the people present.  “Wow, that’s weird but better than we could have hoped for!” Jen texted to Sam. 

Sam nodded to the group, accepting the gambling quests.  The people really wanted to leave right away, but Sam and Jen knew the importance of intel. 

He asked the people many questions about the Seven Decks, local politics, the economy, weapons, armor, magic, and many other topics.  They would have asked them even more questions, but they wanted to let the people go with enough time to get back to the road before it got too dark. 

Jen found she could push her hearing ability with her psych power and  she was able to hear the people as they headed down the trail towards the road.

“Did you see how fast he moved?” said one of the men.

“He gave us silver, weapons, and healed us.  I’ve never heard of gamblers helping people out,” said the woman.

==

Psych power – level up

Novice level 8

Combining your mental connection with the power of your hearing allows you to hear what others want private

==

The minor mending spell Sam performed on the slaves really pushed his mana limits.  He couldn’t heal them completely, but he was able to close some of the smaller open wounds they received from the bandits’ beatings.   He was also famished from all the physical exertions.

==

Minor Mend

Level 2

==

Jen and Sam did not waste another minute, they went into stealth mode and headed to their rally point to consolidate, recover, and plan.

            

    
        Chapter 15:  Loot and Powering Up

    
    
    
    
                Sam handed Jen the two rings of holding he received from the two bandits, “These space rings have all the loot we just received.  I took a quick look, but there was so much shit in the big bandits ring, I just figured I would let your inventory dealio take care of it.” 

Jen rolled her eyes at Sam, “Hey Boomer, they are called rings of holding, not space rings!” 

At that moment, Jen saw Sam’s shit-eating grin, and she knew she had taken the bait. Now that he knew it annoyed her, he would intentionally call them space rings or some other weird name.  “You’re a pain in the ass, old man,” she replied at his grinning face. 

Jen could also tell Sam was about to pass out from exhaustion.  “Eat and sleep.  I will wake you when I get too tired for watch….Wait! Let me look at you for a second.” She used her psych skill to read his new level, but she also pushed her mana to flood what she imagined his onboard looked like, focusing on unlocking his stat sheet.  It took her a minute, but she was eventually able to draw out his ability points.  Jen gasped with the exertion and with the ensuing headache but was rewarded with a level-up message. 

She had been pushing her psych power all day, and the level ups were driving her like a drug to continue to improve, but now she needed to start filling her mana pool back up.

==

Psych Power – Level up

Novice – level 10

==

Jen said to Sam, “My psych skill showed me that you are at level 8 and very close to level  9.  I can also see that you gambled 3 ability points on that quest.”

“That’s right!” Sam said surprised at how much she could see.

“You also have 9 ability points from the quest and 8 ability points from leveling to distribute. I think since we worked together taking down the bandits, we split the experience points, because I received the same amount of experience points and levels as you.”

Sam looked at her and said, “You’re getting pretty impressive with that psych power.”

Jen inwardly smiled; she ate up the praise that Sam and Kelly always gave her.  Jen’s family had always been cruel and belittled everything she accomplished.  She would do anything for Sam and Kelly, because she knew in her soul, if the tables were turned, they would be risking the Seven Decks to get her back. 

“OK, old man, eat while I talk. I got the impression from overhearing those slaves that everyone in the First Deck is focused on strength and stamina.  It’s the Cro-Magnon level of the Decks: ‘Me big and strong; I break you with my bare hands.” Jen mocked and went on to explain her reasoning.  “We can’t compete with the fighters here, because even though we could use our ability points to match their strength and stamina, we would not be able to raise our skill level in fighting to match theirs.” 

Jen continued to talk as she cleaned and reloaded her assault rifle in preparation for them heading to Casino City.  “The reason we are not dead right now is because we ambushed the bandits with our rifles, and they had no time to prepare a defense.  There are three problems with relying on our guns for our offensive power:  1) We need to hide the fact that we have rifles and pistols and only use them as a last resort. 2) We will eventually run out of ammo; and 3) At higher levels, I’m not sure if our bullets will even take them down.” 

Jen paused to take a breath, and to see if Sam had any comments before she continued.  Sam simply nodded his head as he ate. 

Jen could tell he was tired, but in case there was an emergency, she wanted him to distribute his ability points before he went to sleep.  Jen continued, “To summarize, we are going to change the game from one of strength against strength and make it a contest of strength against agility.  I’m fine if you want to do something different, but I am going to put 8 of my points in agility, 2 in mana, 3 in mana regeneration, and 2 in stamina.” 

Sam mumbled sleepily, “Ditto. Works for me, Boss.”

As Sam was about close his eyes, he saw Jen glowing and quivering. He jumped up and rushed to her side, but Jen waved him off saying, “It’s Ok.  Just give me a second.”

“What happened, what going on?”

“I’m feeling pure euphoria!  It started when I accepted the gambling-quest reward ability points.  I mean…Wow!” 

Jen continued to glow for a few minutes, but then looked worried as she shuttered, “I’m craving more of that euphoria.  Ohh shit…It’s addictive.  I mean it’s more addicting than the drugs that shit-bag in my dorm laced the free donuts with one time!  I didn’t really even pay attention to the part of the quest that mentioned the euphoria.”

Sam was worried and shocked that The System had included some kind of addictive euphoria with their quest ability points, and he said, “Should I refuse the quest rewards?” 

Jen looked very nervous before answering. “If I could steal your euphoria and ability points right now, I might do it, but the urge is starting to lessen a little.  We really need to take advantage of those ability points for our survival.  It’s up to you, but I think with your discipline, coupled with the fact that there are no other immediately available gambling quest points right now, you should be OK.”

About 10 minutes later, after Sam got control of himself, he said, “Ditto, that is some seriously dangerous shit!”

            

    
        Chapter 16:  Raining Skills

    
    
    
    
                Jen liked to review and update her notes while she was on watch. It was like she could split her mind between the two functions, but as she was doing this, she got the idea that if she pushed just a little mana into her focus…. “Yes! Got it!” she cheered for herself.

System Message

==

Multi-Focus,

Novice Level 1

You can split your mind and focus on two tasks simultaneously. Masters of this skill can split their minds 100 times and work more and faster on projects or multiple projects at the same time.

You can focus on two things for about 30 minutes before your tiny brain overheats.

==

Mana usage dependent upon number of split focuses and length of use.

==

Ok, that confirms my newest note:


	The Decks are crazy. You earn skills for everything you do, but if you do not work at improving the skill, it will not get any better. It’s like the people on this world probably received skill messages every day when they were born, but if all they did was farm every day, as they grow older, they might not receive a new skill or skill up for years because they did not keep challenging themselves or trying new things.

	Everyone in the Decks understands whatever language you are speaking. Sam spoke both Mandarin and English when speaking with Ronald, and Ronald did not bat an eye. If I didn’t KNOW he was switching to Mandarin, I would have thought he was still speaking English myself.

	Sam and I don’t have any offensive power without our guns. We may be in places where we cannot use our guns, and we will run out of ammo relatively quickly. We need to develop some sort of offense that will work in the Decks and start leveling it up now!

	What’s the difference between a spell and a skill, and an enchanted charm? Spells and skills seem to be capped at the amount of mana in your body at any one time, but what differentiates a spell from a skill? Charms or enchantments create a much stronger spell because they could be charged up to their maximum capacity over time, but they are difficult to create and the number of uses is limited.

	Generally, it is much easier to learn to cast a spell or skill if you had hands-on experience and knowledge associated with the topic of the spell.

	Sam and I need to make a list of our skills and abilities in order of priority, and we need to make sure we focus on, and grind each of the important spells and abilities every day.

	Unclear, but there appears to be two, possibly three ways to increase abilities and spells. Earn experience points to increase your level and add ability points to the corresponding ability, or gamble for ability points. On Earth we were able to increase the points in our physical stats with exercise.  Will that work in the Decks? Would something similar work for mana and mana regen?



Jen continued with her list and sat watch as long as possible, when she realized her head was bobbing up and down like a tired trucker, she said. “Wake up Sam, your turn for watch.” She hated to wake him, but she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

Sam groaned, “I’m awake. Your turn for some shut-eye, Boss.” He could tell she felt guilty for waking him. “Silly kid,” he thought as he got ready for watch.


As Jen was laying down on her mat and pulling her poncho liner around her shoulders, she yawned and said, “I want to go over my notes with you after I get some sleep.”

“Why don’t you just send your Seven Decks wiki notes to me, and I will review them while on watch?”

Jen nodded and then groaned, “Will do, and that just reminded me: I forgot all about the gambling quest for Casino City. We need to go there first thing, even if we don’t gamble any ability points. There is sure to be more information on the Decks there, and my strategy for our level and skill growth could be all wrong.”

Sam looked sternly at Jen and said, “Don’t forget to text me the notes, but you need to quit talking and go to sleep now. We’ve been through more in the last month than anyone should.”

Sam wanted to get to the seventh deck as quickly as possible, but he knew that Kelly would never forgive him if he got Jen killed trying to get there too quickly. Heck, he would never forgive himself. He thought of Jen as young, brilliant, loyal, kind, and she deserved to live a little as well.

Sam lifted his eyebrows with surprise as he read through Jen’s notes and theories on The System. “She’s smart. I don’t have anything really to add.”

His whole body ached, and he spent the rest of his watch trying to soothe his joints, muscles, and tendons. His mana pool had recovered enough for him to try to experiment just a little bit.

Sam started out trying to use his Minor mend spell, but it had no effect on the damage his increased agility movement was having on his body. He then pumped his mana towards the knee that was bothering him the most, as he simultaneously focused on the idea of the mana surrounding and infusing strength and healing into the tendons, the muscle, and the bone.

==

Body Constitution Enhancement

Level 1 (novice)

Someday if you become a master, you will be able to instantly rejuvenate and strengthen someone’s entire body.

==

“Wow, that worked!” Sam said to himself in amazement. He then used his Body Constitution Spell (BC Spell) on all his joints. Unfortunately, he only wanted to channel the spell at the same speed his mana regenerated, and it took him several hours to work through his entire body. Sam also gained the skill “Body Scan” after he kept trying to “see” which tendons and muscles were torn while his mana was channeling at the same time.

“Why is the Body Constitution a spell and the Body Scan a skill? I just don’t get the difference.” Sam thought to himself, but finally gave up, just deciding to let Jen figure it out.

==

Body Scan Skill

Level 1 (novice)

Someday if you become a master, you will be able to scan individual DNA and understand how to make changes to the body.

==

Sam was famished, so he ate some rations while he used his Body Scan on Jen’s sleeping form and casting his BC spell on her injured joints. His healing clearly released some tension in her body and allowed her to rest better.

This took several more hours, but Sam was going to let Jen sleep until she woke up naturally and was fully rested. He noticed some experience points messages, but honestly, they didn’t follow a logical pattern, at least not one he could identify, so he just sent the messages to Jen’s “onboard.”

He then focused on his onboard and was able to set it to automatically forward a copy of all his system messages to Jen. “Yes” he thought excitedly and grinned to himself; “let her figure all that crap out.”

Sam was emotionally and mentally exhausted and decided to quit grinding any of his skills or spells for the moment. Without Kelly’s encouragement, he hadn’t meditated in several years. It was one of those things he knew he should do, but always found an excuse not to. However, he couldn’t ignore his need for it right now. Sam kept all his senses alert while he meditated on peace, love, body, and mind, just like he and Kelly would do together several times a week. It helped calm down his memories, and the meditation was bringing back some of the peace and love Kelly brought into his life.

==

Congratulations!

==

You have gained the Meditation skill: Novice Level 4

You have gained 1 point in mana and 1 point in mana regeneration!

==

“Goddammit,” Sam swore to himself as the notice interrupted his moment. He knew it was a great message; meditation would increase mana like running would increase stamina and stamina regen, but…. “OK, relaaaaaaaaaaaaax peace, love, body, mind.” Sam spoke several relaxing mantras to himself.

While meditating, Sam found that he could sense the mana, and he noticed that the mana actually ran through his mana channel like blood through blood vessels. The mana channel felt like it flowed peacefully as it worked in harmony with his body. He also felt there were multiple channels in his body that the mana could not flow through. Sam thought to himself, “Maybe I should try to figure out how to direct the mana towards those channels…. NO, that’s for later. Keep meditating and keep your eyes and senses on your surroundings, that is what your soul needs right now.”

            

    
        Chapter 17:  Killer Attitude

    
    
    
    
                The next day Jen woke around 10. Sam wasn’t sure about the exact time in the Seven Decks, but the Sun looked as though it was only a couple hours away from being at its zenith. Jen was famished, and it made Sam happy to see her well-rested, eating, and excited about the new skills and spells they had learned. He could tell that as soon as she finished stuffing her face, she was going to get right into Boss mode. “She’s the best. I just can’t let anything happen to her,” Sam thought to himself as he watched her.

When she was almost done shoving the last of the canned peaches away, Sam looked at Jen to get her attention. He wanted her to know that he was being serious. “Jen, I want to beat these decks and bring Kelly back more than anything. We’ve had to kill some pretty evil bandits over the last few days, and we were able to gain a lot of experience points and levels. I mean, they deserved to die, and we didn’t really have a choice. The Decks seem to be a hard, unforgiving, violent place so far, but I don’t think Kelly would want us to lose our soul to get to the top. We may have to defend ourselves, much more than either of us want to in this new future of ours, but I want us to focus on gaining experience points and levels in as positive a way as possible.”

Jen paused and slowly blinked at Sam before saying, “Duh! you old man! Did you think I was becoming some blood-thirsty killer because we gained a few experience points and levels from defending ourselves? You’re ridiculous sometimes! Now that your speech is over, let me tell you the plan for teaching each other these new spells and travelling to Casino City.”

Sam just looked down slightly embarrassed, chuckled with relief, and replied, “Yes, Boss!”

            

    
        Chapter 18:  Fart Jokes

    
    
    
    
                “Are you still pouting about your language skills being useless on this planet?” Jen texted to Sam as they moved up in the line to enter Casino City.

“It was literally the first skill I received, and it’s useless since the Decks translates for everyone,” Sam replied.

Jen looked at him with disgust as she texted, “You have 12 skills…spells...whatever; our muscles, bones, and joints are getting tempered with the BC spell. Travelling here we learned the spell “mental overclock” which has allowed our mind to keep up with our agility, and for some old-man reason, you wish it was more difficult to talk to people, so you could use your ‘Words of Understanding’ skill. Jeeze Boomer, get over it.”

The “Boomer” comment finally got Sam to crack a smile.

Jen noticed that most of the people wearing peasant clothing like them were level 3 and 4 farmers. As they approached the gate, Sam was going to answer questions and pay the entrance fee, while Jen would use her psych ability to “Forge” their levels, stats, and abilities to make it look like they were level four instead of Level eight. They weren’t sure if other people had the psych ability, but they both had the paranoid survivor title for a reason.

“What’s your reason for entering the City?” droned the gate guard. Sam gave the same answer that all the other peasants entering the city had given. “We are here to buy some supplies for our farm and do some gambling.”

Looking past Sam and Jen, at some of the more interesting people in line, the guard held out his hand and said, “That will be eight copper or try your luck at spinning the wheel.” Sam handed over eight copper, and they entered Casino City without incident. Jen seriously doubted anyone would even remember them entering the city.

The city streets were laid out fairly well, but the crush of people made it difficult to get anywhere quickly. According to Ronald, the city was supposedly one of the larger Cities in the First Deck with around 500,000 people. There were commercial districts and traders’ districts. There were also clearly defined and separated residential districts for the poor and for the ruling powers in the city, but most importantly to Sam and Jen, they could see there was a crafting district where they hoped to find out more about tools, weapons, and mana.

No matter which district of the city they walked in, there were mini casinos and gambling stalls. One could spot system gambling junkies everywhere at the gaming tables. They looked like the heroin addicts back on Earth. Sam kept his eyes on their surroundings and directions as Jen constantly used her psych skill to scan for any hostile emotions and intent.

“It was almost too easy,” Jen thought. She would notice most of the potential problems in advance, and for any sudden changes in attitude toward them, Sam would power up the forgetme charms. “The beasts in the city are just like those in the forests,” Jen mused.

While looking towards a garment stall with fancy robes for sale, Jen received a random gambling quest.

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Steal a robe from the merchant!

==

Requirements: Steal at least one robe from the merchant and successfully escape!


	Steal a robe and escape in the next 10 minutes – odds of failing 74%

	Reward of 1 ability point and euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.







==

Accept: Yes/No

==

“NO,” Jen immediately selected. “What the hell is this crazy shit!” she messaged to Sam, as she forwarded a copy of the quest she declined.

After Sam read the gambling quest, he understood why Jen looked so stunned and replied, “These System messages encouraging chaos is perverted.”

As they continued exploring the city, every couple of hours, one of them would get a similar quest. They learned to just automatically ignore and decline the messages.

They went to an appropriate restaurant for peasant farmers, which meant it was disgusting, but they found a secluded booth. “We’ve been burning through the forgetme charms. I’ll need to craft some more tonight,” Sam texted.

Jen and Sam always mentally texted anything important. Every now and then, they would grunt a word or two to each other to appear like normal peasants in the City.

“I agree; let’s first change clothes, and then find a reputable place to stay tonight.” Jen texted, as she was inspecting the contents of her ring.

Their “food” arrived a short time later. Surprisingly, it was edible, but maybe that was because they had been eating rations for the last few days.

After finishing their meal, they spent the next few hours getting a better feel for the city, while also slowly upgrading their clothing by going to multiple stores, hoping not to draw any attention.

To any outside observer, their movements appeared to be random as they finished crossing the city, and making their way towards one of the luxury inns they were referred to by a tailor.

The inn they were staying in was expensive, but it was clean, and came with security to protect its guests. Thanks to the silver looted from the bandit Ganjo, they discovered they had plenty of money to last them several weeks in the city. They learned there were 100 coppers to 1 silver, and 100 silver to 1 gold, and 100 gold to 1 platinum. Based on the cost of items they had seen so far, Jen estimated that one copper was like a dollar, and one silver was like a $100 dollar bill, and one gold was equivalent to $10,000 dollars. Jen was determined to figure out a way to collect on the 1,000 silver bounty while staying anonymous.

“First thing tomorrow we need to find a library or bookstore and learn more about the Seven Decks, learn how we can collect the Ganjo bounty, then start working on a plan to gain experience while earning money.” Jen said.

Sam spent most of the night making more forgetme charms. He was complaining to himself, “These charms are so frustrating to make. I get almost no experience from them; they burn up quickly, and I know there has to be better material in this world to make them from, soon I want some quality time to experiment on making better enchantments!”

After several hours of working on charms, Sam’s stomach was not feeling good from eating the peasant food. He looked over at Jen, and thought how serious she looked going over her notes, and that’s when a plan came to him.

“What is he up to?” Jen thought, as she watched Sam walk slowly over to her with a strange look on his face.

Sam leaned over Jen, pretending to look at her work, then he laid five pieces of paper down on the table with the word “Stay,” and then he activated them. He immediately let out the wettest and nastiest sounding fart.

“Oh my god, that’s disgusting. What crawled up your ass and died? Paybacks are hell!” Jen screamed at Sam, as she was stuck in place.

She then noticed Sam’s look of alarm as he clinched his butt cheeks and waddled off to the bathroom. Less than 10 seconds later the enchantment wore off, and Jen was finally able to get out of the area of contamination.

Jen would get him back, but a big part of her was laughing inside at hearing that 51-year old giggling about a fart joke, as if he was only ten. “I wouldn’t trade true family for anything,” Jen smiled to herself.

            

    
        Chapter 19:  Deck Dropper Chaos

    
    
    
    
                Jen and Sam went down to breakfast the next morning and took an extra-long time eating while Jen used her psych skill to eavesdrop on the conversations around them. She heard the waitress complaining to the cook. “You did warn me about the ‘quarter years,’ Jack. It’s good to make all this extra money from all the guilds and gamblers entering the city, but it’s only halfway through the year, and I’m sick of it already!”

The cook replied, “Just be glad you’re not one of those Earth Transfers. There’s only been a few teleported near our City, but The System gambling quests for their death or capture are enormous. They are either being forced into shitty guild contracts, killed, or worse!”

The waitress went to wait on a table, and Jen changed her focus to a table where she heard some traders talking. The big trader bragged, “With all these guild members in town, I’ve been able to sell all my supply. These last few months I haven’t had to go to The System Shop even one time to sell any surplus.”

The bearded trader grunted, “You can’t hardly break-even at the System Shop after paying taxes, but I like to browse through the list of all the items for sale.”

The big trader laughed, “Me too, but that’s one of the quickest ways to go broke!”

The bearded trader said, “If I could just get the guilds and gamblers to bring me their loot to sell, instead of them all heading directly to the Shop interface selling their stuff and going right back out of the city to hunt monsters while hoping a person from Earth gets teleported in close to them.”

“I heard a rainbow was spotted landing in Ganjo’s gang’s territory a few days ago.”

“No one will challenge his territory, but the poor bastards with the bad luck of teleporting into there,” replied the other man shaking his head sadly.

The big man changed the subject back to trade, and warned, “I wouldn’t even think about trading with someone that turned out to be a gambler though, be careful.”

“You’re right, and I am very careful.”

The traders started talking about some of their lazy employees, and Jen listened in on a few other conversations but didn’t hear anything else of interest.

Jen messaged Sam with the information she overheard.

“Well, at least it seems like no one is specifically looking for or expecting us,” replied Sam.

“I hope not. All we can do is try to keep a low profile.”

Sam just nodded knowingly in reply.

After a few minutes of thought and silence, Jen said,” I think we should go towards the city gates, we can look for a guild team entering the city and simply follow them to this System Shop.”

Sam nodded, “Works for me, Boss.”

“Incoming!!” Jen yelled, as a crazed looking junkie ran into the restaurant and charged right towards Sam.

Sam jumped up from his seat, quickly side-stepped, and punched the man full force knocking him back through the air, almost all the way back out the door. The waitress didn’t see what happened, but she saw the gambling junkie on the ground. She walked over, kicked him, and screamed uselessly at his unconscious body, “You god-damn gambler. What were you going to get? A few copper and euphoria from the system, and now you’ve probably lost your last ability point, and you will be taken to the city prison when the guards get here.”

The waitress calmed down and turned to Sam, “Sir, I apologize. The hotel security usually catches these dirty gamblers before they even get close to our hotel.”

Sam replied, “It is of no concern; I understand these kinds of things can happen,” as he waved off the waitress and left the hotel with Jen.

As they were leaving, Jen heard the big trader say to his friend, “Damn! Did you see how fast that man moved?”

His friend replied, “Sure did, and his punch was so powerful he must have knocked him 10 feet!”

“Shit!” said Jen, and messaged Sam about what she heard. They circled back to a side entrance of the hotel, went back up to their rooms and changed clothes.

Sam read a system message he had received after knocking the guy out.

System Message

==

A gambler has failed his quest. The system has received 1 ability point in luck, and you have received 1 ability point in luck from the unlucky gambler.

Jen’s reply was simple: “We make our own luck!”

They went out the side door to leave unnoticed, and Jen said, “I don’t think with our change in clothes anyone will recognize us, but we are out the money we paid for the room tonight. We’ll have to find another inn to stay at.”

Sam nodded and said, “Their security was clearly shit anyways.”

The System Shop was amazing, but simple to use. Near the center of the city was a small ornate building with a sign over the entrance that said “Safe Zone.” The inside of the building was much larger than the outside, and it was full of guild fighters and gamblers in front of podiums with storage rings or what Jen guessed were storage necklaces touching their podiums.

Jen and Sam walked up to an empty podium, and they both touched the podium with their rings, and the system popped up a private message that only the two of them could read.

System Message:

Select one of the following:


	Gamble

	Buy

	Sell



First, Jen selected “Sell.” A system screen opened with all the items in their inventory and a list of all their ability points and skill/spells, with an amount next to each item the system would pay for it.

Jen did a mental dance, when she saw that the system would pay them the 1,000 silver for the Ganjo Bounty ticket they had received. Jen sold some of the other junk they had looted, but she decided to see if she could get a better price for Ganjo’s armor somewhere else. In all, they received a total of 1,035 silver.

“We’re rich! We have like over $100,000 dollars,” she messaged Sam.

Jen then selected the “Buy” option.

A system screen opened with what appeared to be a never-ending list of items for sale. Jen selected the search function and entered the words “Information on the Seven Decks.” The next item list was still incredibly long. Jen gasped as she saw the cost of the second item on the list, which was a book titled Everything on Mana Channels, and she said to Sam, “Holy cow! That book costs 400 ability points!”

Sam laughed. “You can just move that to your wish list.”

Jen modified the search to limit the results to those items with information on the Seven Decks that cost less than 100 silver. The list was shorter, but Sam had an idea, “Jen, see if there is a sorting function based on reviews.”

Jen started to call him an old stupid Boomer as she looked for the sorting option, but then said, “Shit! There it is. I don’t believe it.”

Sam laughed again. “You Millennials think you know everything.”

Jen groaned inwardly, “He’s never going to stop bragging about this.”

At the top of the list was a book called, The Chronicles of the Seven Decks, by Joan of Arc for only 5 silver.

Jen messaged Sam, “That’s so unreal! Do you think it might have been written by THE Joan of Arc?”

“Possibly. But it costs like $500 dollars!”

Jen nodded, “Maybe we’re not so rich?”

“I don’t know. In medieval times back on Earth items like food and labor were very cheap, but rare items like books were very expensive.”

“Let’s hold off on buying it until we’ve shopped some more.”

“Agreed,” replied Sam.

Another book Jen placed in her “wish list” was called Welcome to the System, by The System, and it cost 1 silver but had very mixed reviews.

After a lot of searching, they ended up buying the Arc and System book. Most of the other books they were interested in cost much more.

Jen messaged Sam, “Let’s read these books first, and then come back when we hopefully know what the hell is going on.”

As they were heading towards another inn, referred to them by a cobbler, Jen flinched slightly at the sudden onslaught of emotion she was feeling from the people around her, as fireworks went off in the sky and a rainbow smashed down on a transfer pad near one of the guild halls.

Sam messaged Jen, “Someone from Earth?”

Jen shook her head and said, “No, wait for it………. There they are.”

A small army of guild members were running out and surrounding the transfer pad, but instead of attacking the traveler, they faced out getting ready to defend them. Gamblers then started coming out of the woodwork looking to get their gambling-quest rewards.

Jen and Sam stepped back in order to stay out of the chaos. Sam looked at Jen and said, “Did you just get a gambling quest?

Casino City System-wide Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Deck Dropper Swarm

==

Select your Fortune:

A.  Accept and kill the Deck Dropper within 20 minutes, receive 5x the ability points you gamble and euphoria. Maximum bet 10! Odds of death 99.9%

B.  Accept and kill a defender protecting the Deck Dropper within 20 minutes, receive 3x the ability points you gamble and euphoria. Maximum bet 3. Odds of death 85%

C.  Accept and knock down a defender protecting the Deck Dropper within 20 minutes, receive 2x the ability points you gamble and euphoria. Maximum bet 2. Odds of death 60%

D.  Decline Quest and continue your life as a risk-avoiding chicken shit!

==

Sam Selected “D,” and the quest was declined.

==

Jen nodded her head in amazement and replied, “Yeah, I received the same quest. This System is flipping insane!”

They watched as the guild guards defended the Deck Dropper. It was chaos; the guild guards didn’t know which gamblers were trying to kill the Deck Dropper, kill them, or just trying to knock them over and run off. The guild guards couldn’t attack anyone until they were attacked, or they would be arrested by the Casino City guards.

Jen looked confused as she said to Sam, “I can’t imagine why any of them would try to kill the Deck Dropper or guild guards. Even if successful, the warnings posted everywhere say the Casino City Lord will execute anyone committing murder within the city, unless it’s self-defense.”

Sam just shrugged, “Addicts will sometimes do anything for their next fix.”

A large crowd had gathered to watch the spectacle as gamblers threw themselves at the guards; for the most part just trying to knock down one of them. Many of the spectators were making their own side bets on which gamblers would be killed or how many of the guild guards might be knocked down.

Eventually, the guild guards clothed the Deck Dropper and helped her to her feet. A moment later, the time for completion of the gambling quest ended, and the remaining gamblers ran off. The guild members then quickly escorted the Deck Dropper back to their guild.

Jen heard one observer say to his friend, “Do you think that was June Smith, The Acid Hawk, dropping from the second deck again?”

His friend replied, “Who knows? I’ve heard that deck droppers constantly complain that our deck has dirty mana that makes them nauseous and tired all the time. By the time they jump back up to their deck, it is said that most swear they will never come back again.”

Jen nudged Sam. “That wasn’t a traveler from Earth, but a deck dropper from a higher deck.”

Sam looked at the possibly five dead gamblers and maybe another 15 wounded gamblers screaming or crawling on the ground and said, “That makes a lot more sense. I see some of the city guards heading this way. Let’s get out of here and find that inn.”

            

    
        Chapter 20:  The More You Know

    
    
    
    
                The Chronicles was the first book in a series of books written by THE Joan of Arc.  The author’s note explained that this first book had to be very basic or The System would have charged more for it than people on the first deck could afford, and there were 5 more books written by Joan of Arc, but the costs of those books rose drastically, and the cost somewhat mirrored what a very wealthy person could pay on each of the decks. 

Joan explained, “The System and the Seven Decks are a horrible ungodly place, but you can find peace in small villages or any cities that kill all the euphoria addicted gamblers on sight!  Unfortunately, if fate has laid your path up the Seven Decks, your life will be filled with death, …. No one knows how The System was created or why it exists, so don’t waste valuable time trying to figure it out.  It just is.  What you really need to know about the Seven Decks and The System is…..well, I can’t tell you that, or  you would never be able to afford this book from The System shop.  Alternatively, let me explain what is happening on the First Deck…”

Jen finished reading The Chronicle and summarized for Sam. “Basically this quarter year we heard about, is actually every 25 years.” 

Jen explained to Sam that every 25 years in the Decks, which equates to about 28 Earth years, The System teleports one of seven different intelligent beings from other worlds into the Seven Decks.  “Oddly enough, Joan’s hypothesis is that the teleportation beam is somehow attuned to seven “home” planets via the seven colors of the rainbow.  Anyways, The System teleports humans, elves, dwarfs, goblins, orcs, trolls, and gnomes into the wild zones around the cities that are dominated by their respective species.  As a result, every 200 Earth years, humans get teleported into the Seven Decks.”

Joan’s book stated that gnomes and elves have the lowest odds of dying upon their transfer to the first deck as a result of the solidarity within their cultures.  The dwarfs and humans have the next lowest odds of dying, which isn’t that great, since over 90% of the new transfers die.  The trolls, orcs, and goblins kill their own kind like it is going out of style; they don’t even need the encouragement of the gambling quests offered by The System.  However, their birth-rate is five times that of humans, so there are still a significant number of them in the Decks.”

Sam chimed in. “Wow, that’s unreal.  I wonder what type of stats they have, and what their home worlds were like.”

Jen replied, “I’ll let you read this Chronicle later. There are small sections about the different cultures of the other races.” 

Sam nodded, “Cool, anything else?” 

Jen laughed. “Lots!  However, Joan is only able to vaguely explain that the three main ways to grow your power are getting ability points through gaining experience and leveling up, getting ability points through gambling, and third, building your mana system.  She hints at there being other methods for getting ability points, but they are not as straight forward.  She suggested that the most successful new worlders are those who pick a profession or skill, join a guild, and min/max with a group.  It’s your classic D&D advice.”

Sam grunted, “Who can you trust with all these gamblers and The System offering random gambling quests that could turn people against you!” 

Jen nodded in complete agreement. “Yeah, the book goes into that exact issue.  Joan basically agrees with you, but she also says that if her guild, The Arc Guild, is still around when this book is being read, you might check with them because it was originally founded on the principles of honor above all else.”

Jen tossed the book to Sam. “Read through it and let me know what you think.  I’m going to read the Welcome to the System book, at least it looks really short.”

Sam nodded, “A little later, right now I’m working on some enchanted charms.”

A few hours later, Jen finished and closed Welcome to the System, and said, “Something about this book just doesn’t sit right with me.” 

Sam looked over at Jen, and asked, “What is it?” 

She laughed. “Oh no, you’re not going to get away with not reading the book and just relying on my cliff notes again.” 

Sam made a groaning sound as he finished the charm he was working on and motioned for Jen to toss him the book.

            

    
        Chapter 21:  Hidden Meaning

    
    
    
    
                “The System book is hiding something, I can feel it in my bones,” Sam explained to Jen. 

Jen smiled knowingly and replied, “My thoughts exactly, but it’s good to find out we can pay the System shop and teleport between cities on the same deck without losing our gear and mana.  That will make travel much easier.”

Jen knew he was not going to be happy with what she was going to say next.  “I want you to read the entire book again,” she said. 

Sam gave her an incredulous look, “Have you been smoking some good ol’ Mary Jane? Why would I read it again?” 

Jen laughed and said, “What happened to your classic ‘Yes, Boss’ response?  And you know only Boomers call weed, ‘Mary Jane’ right?” 

Sam gave her the “You’re such a Millennial” look, that made her laugh.  Kelly briefly crossed Jen’s mind as she was thinking that it was Kelly’s turn to complain to them both that they didn’t understand what age groups boomers and millennials were in.

Sam cracked first, bringing Jen’s thoughts back to the present, when he said, “Can we get back on point? Why would I read the System book again?” 

Jen smiled before explaining. “You remember how you changed up your speech from English to Mandarin, when speaking with Ronald to see how he would respond?

“Yes”

“Well, when you initially changed to Mandarin, I didn’t notice the change.  If you hadn’t texted me that you were going to speak Mandarin, I would have had no idea you were speaking a different language.  I then had to mentally “switch-off” the automatic interpretation and force myself to actually hear the real words you were speaking.  That’s what I want you to do, I want you to “switch off” the interpretation and use your “Words of Understanding” skill to read the System book in its original language.” 

Sam became visibly excited about diving into the original language of the Seven Decks. 

Jen laughed and said, “I knew that would turn that frown upside down!” 

Sam would normally quip back at Jen, but he was already opening the book with the excitement of a true language nerd. 

It was getting late into the night, but Sam was working to translate the guidebook like a possessed man, so Jen used her Psych ability to try to feel the emotions of the different people staying at the Inn.  She jumped for excitement when she intercepted a signal and could actually “hear” a scratchy noise. “It’s like a radio station you can’t quite get dialed in just right,” she thought to herself.   

That’s when Jen perked up again.  She started analyzing the tendrils of waves or the signals that her psych ability was picking up.  She spent hours trying to categorize the signals, and she could recognize which ones were making “noise,” which ones were carrying voices, and which ones carried emotions, but she just couldn’t understand why there was a difference. 

She finally broke herself out of her focused trance to go to the bathroom, and she noticed Sam slumped over asleep.  Jen decided sleep was next on her list, too.

“Good morning, sleeping beauty,” Sam said to Jen as she stretched and pulled the blankets over her head. 

She mumbled, “what time is it?” 

Sam laughed, “It’s time for you to get up.  I already went downstairs and extended our stay for two more nights.  I also brought up some lunch for you,” he said placing emphasis on the word “lunch.” 

While Jen was eating, Sam began to talk. “Two things: One, I gained enough experience from learning the true language of the Seven Decks that I am now level 9.  I haven’t spent my ability points.  I wanted to wait and talk to you first.  Two, the translation you read is correct, but it does not tell the whole story.” 

This comment got Jen’s full attention.  “How so?” she said. 

“Well, it’s like when you read a comment on Facebook from someone you don’t know, and you take it seriously, but the person was writing it in jest, or with inside humor, or to belittle someone, or they intended it to be sarcastic.  Since I don’t know the author, and I don’t know the actual rules of the Seven Decks enough, I can only say there is a lot of all the above in the System book. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you how this might change the interpretation to specific passages, rules, or other information in the book.” Sam explained with obvious frustration.

Encouragingly, Jen said, “Well, at least you leveled up. I would suggest putting both your ability points into mana.  That will bring you to 20, which is the minimum amount necessary to transfer to Deck 2.  That way, when we’re ready, we can go.”  

Sam nodded his agreement and returned Jen’s smile, but he had a look, as if there was something else he might have figured out.  “Anything else?” Jen said curiously.  She knew Sam would tell her anything if it was important. 

“Not yet, but my gut is telling me that understanding the real meaning of words in the Seven Decks is going to be a good thing.  I will tell you once I figure it out.  I just think my subconscious needs to work on it more,” Sam said.

            

    
        Chapter 22:  Meet-Cute

    
    
    
    
                Jen and Sam were walking towards a blacksmith’s shop where they were hoping to get a few small good-quality knives for defense, when Jen’s psych sense felt an evil, intense hate. This caused her to look over just in time to see a man about to thrust a knife into a small well-dressed woman’s back. Somehow, Jen also took notice of the woman’s really cute ass. Jen’s agility allowed her to move the five feet almost instantly, and she slammed the man to the side causing him to miss his knife strike.

The small woman moved fast, maybe not as fast as Sam and Jen could move, but fast enough. She turned and with one hand slapped the man to the ground with such strength you could hear the bones in his face and body snap with finality. Simultaneously the woman used her other hand and grabbed Jen’s wrist.

Jen was powering up her forgetme charm with every bit of mana she had, hoping the woman would let her go. The woman kept her focus on Jen’s wrist, the one she had grabbed, and said, “I can feel something pushing at my mind, but until that pressure goes away, I am not letting go of this wrist.”

Sam messaged Jen. “Talk to her. I’ll stay out of sight and out of mind, and back you up if necessary.”

When Jen quit powering the charm, the woman lightened her grip on her wrist, but didn’t let go. She looked into Jen’s eyes focusing on her intently. Jen could tell that the woman had enough strength to snap her arm like a toothpick.

After the briefest of pauses, the woman released Jen’s arm and said, “Please call me Tamako. I wanted to thank you for your assistance before you ran off. There are not many in the Decks who go out of their way to help a stranger.”

Jen had the feeling that, even with her speed, this woman had the ability to stop her again if she wanted. Jen kind of liked the idea of being “caught” by the small sexy woman again, but couldn’t help giving her a wicked smile before saying, “Look, Tamako, I was happy to help and all, but I am really busy and don’t want to be caught up in any investigation by the city guard, or anyone else, so if you don’t mind, I’ll just take my leave.”

Tamako raised an eyebrow at Jen and smiled just as several of the city guards came rushing from around the corner.

Tamako stepped in front of Jen, partially blocking the guards’ view of her, and ordered the guards, “Drag this filth away immediately and leave me so I can get back to my day off.”

The guards grabbed the man and were gone without a word in a matter of seconds. Tamako turned back around to Jen and said, “I have the impression you wish to stay out of the spotlight, and in appreciation for your help, I will make sure your involvement stays anonymous. However, that does not make my debt to you paid. Please let me give you the contact information for my personal sound wave.” Tamako then pulled from a ring a card with her contact information and pointed to the device in her ear. Then she gave Jen a wicked smile of her own, and said, “Or you can simply ask any of the city guard for Captain Tamako Blackjack.”

Jen tried to keep a straight face, but her surprise did escape to the corner of her eyes.

Tamako smiled again and waved goodbye to Jen as she turned to continue shopping, but called over her shoulder to say again, “Please contact me if you need anything.”

Jen and Sam met at the blacksmith’s shop after each of them made sure they were not followed. Jen looked like she was going to be sick when she spoke to Sam. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking, I should have stayed out of it. Do you think we need to find another city to set up in?”

Sam leaned his head back and placed both his hands over his face and made either a crying or laughing sound; Jen couldn’t tell.

This made Jen feel even worse. “Sam, I know we’ve been doing undercover work for years; it’s just….” before Jen could finish her sentence, Sam dropped his hands down showing the biggest smirk on his face and put a brotherly arm around Jen and pulled her in close, and laughingly said, “Boss, for such a smart lady, when you run into someone you like, you're dumb as shit.”

Jen had a shocked expression, as she looked over at Sam with a question in her eyes.

“Jen, how can I put this in Millennial speak so that you will understand it? You thought she was super hot! Tamako could tell that you thought she was super hotttt! Tamako thought you were super hottt toooo. Sooo Tamako gave you her digits! WE don’t have to go anywhere, YOU have to go get her.” Sam just laughed, and Jen blushed knowing that Sam was going to tease her like a 10-year old little brother.

“You’re a jackass Sam!” Jen said, trying to cover up her embarrassment as she turned and headed into the blacksmith’s shop to look at weapons, but all she could think about was what the heck a “soundwave” was, and how it worked.

            

    
        Chapter 23:  Fan Club

    
    
    
    
                The next day, Tamako Blackjack was bored while training her guards, and her mind wandered off to think about her encounter with Jen. “Why do those idiots always have to try and kill me when I’m on my day off!” Tamako fumed inwardly. “Of course, if he had not tried to kill me, I might not have met that kind and lovely young lady who thought she saved my life.” Tamako smiled to herself.

She had noticed the idiot following her, and his incompetence was interfering with her shopping, so she had intentionally turned her back to give the idiot the perfect opportunity to stab her. That was when she witnessed a rare event in the Decks: someone out of the goodness of their heart, and at their own risk, helping a stranger.

“I thought I was losing my touch and missed his accomplice,” she thought to herself. “If I had figured it out just a split-second sooner, I would not have killed that idiot. She would have saved me, and we could have escaped his grasp together.”

Tamako laughed at her own ridiculous thoughts as she casually stepped to the side, and used the side of the training sword to knock one of the guards she was sparring with on his back.

Tamako Blackjack was the fifth in a line of Blackjacks to serve as Captain of the Guard and Protector of the Casino City Lords. Her family’s name was given to them after serving the city’s lords for over 400 years.

The current Casino City Lord, Julius Caesar, the X, wasn’t the best City Lord, but he wasn’t the worst either. In fact, he really only cared about the nobility fan club that followed him around advising him of his greatness. Tamako just didn’t understand how he could be so blind to their true intentions, but more likely, he just didn’t care.

Tamako then looked up to see Lord Caesar enter the palace training grounds, followed by his groupy fan club. There were 5 young women and one young man. The women were all young, pretty, and draped in the latest fashions. The man, by contrast, had on a fine purple robe adorned with fancy stitching.

“Guards, to order!” Tamako barked out the command for all the guards to stand to attention.

Tamako was not expecting Lord Caesar, and she couldn’t remember the last time he had visited the palace training grounds. The eyes of the guards escorting Lord Caesar were pleading forgiveness from Tamako for failing to somehow give her notice the Lord was coming.

“Lord Caesar is so powerful. I heard you train the best guards yourself!” a woman said to him in a flattering voice.

“I only train the best of the guards when necessary for the safety of the city, otherwise I do not lower myself to such simple tasks. I prefer to spend my time making Casino City the grandest Deck-City in the First Deck.” Lord Caesar said, not giving anyone the opportunity to ask him to show his skills by actually trying to train the guards, to Tamako’s sighed relief.

“You must be tired from always having everyone ask you for help, Lord Caesar. I have a few private massage skills that would help you relax,” another one of the women flirted.

“Massages? I have a skill that allows me to cook you the most delightful breakfast in the morning, that would help you recover from an exciting night out,” another whispered in his ear.

“Well, the great and wise Lord Caesar appointed me to be the head of trade negotiations for the City,” said Lee Zhang, the short fat cousin of Lord Caesar. Lord Caesar and all his groupies snickered and rolled their eyes at Lee Zhang’s attempt to impress the women.

As Lord Caesar continued to make his way through and then out of the training grounds, Tamako could see the fury and embarrassment in Lee Zhang’s eyes from the laughter of Lord Caesar and his entourage.

            

    
        Chapter 24:  Singing Sam

    
    
    
    
                Jen was walking down the main merchant row with Sam and messaged, “I’m kind of disappointed, we’ve been all over the city and visited several guilds, crafters, healers, alchemists, and blacksmiths, and all we have are two poisoned daggers and two sound waves.”

“How do you think I feel after finding out there are almost no enchanters anywhere on the first deck.  I never imagined that almost all the enchanted gear, space rings, and sound waves came from dungeon loot drops or were purchased from the System Shop”  

“True, and the guilds had some gear to sell, but it was all oriented towards heavy armored tank fighters.”

Sam replied, “considering how much enchanted sound waves and space rings cost, we might be able to make some money if I can figure out a few enchantments to place on armor or weapons.”

“I am really excited about analyzing the mana signals created by the sound waves,” Jen said, while eyeing the communicators that worked like short-range cell phones. 

She couldn’t wait to try and hack the mana signals the sound waves used to eavesdrop on what people were saying to each other. 

Jen yawned as it was getting late in the afternoon. “We’ll go to the Arc guild tomorrow, and hopefully it doesn’t disappoint after all the hype we’ve heard about it.”

“Well, I’m not going to hold my breath after what we just saw, but maybe we’ll be pleasantly surprised,” said Sam, and then continued humming a song that was driving Jen crazy.

While walking into their room, and trying to ignore his ridiculous humming and singing, Jen said, “Sam, if you don’t mind, I’m going to run some tests on these sound waves before you inspect their enchantments.  I want to see how these coms devices interact with my psych skill.”

Tamako I’ve got your numberI think you are so fine
I dream of you when I slumber

What you do is make me shineWhat you do is make me shine
What you do is make me shine

Now I’m calling for you

Now I’m falling for you

Jen was trying to take the high road and said, “Sam you’re just mad because Tamako was able to beat your forgetme charm enchantment.” 

Cackling with laughter, Sam said, “There’s no arguing about whose ‘charms and enchantments’ really worked on Tamako.” 

“He thinks he is sooo funny, when he is really just so annoying!” Jen thought to herself, but she knew she had walked into his last little barb, and she was going to get him back.  

Thankfully that old man-nerd was heading to the desk on his side of the room to play with his charms, lucky charms, little charms, limp charms…Jen was going to think of something that would get under his skin.

            

    
        Chapter 25:  Getting To Work

    
    
    
    
                “Three low-capacity space rings, two high-capacity space rings, sword, armor, breastplate, boots, and gauntlets of Ganja, Goodja?... giant jackass, and what appears to be a firestarter,” Sam thought to himself after he looked through some of the enchanted items they had taken from the bandits.  Sam had put the rest of the stuff in one of the other rings, because he was determined to figure out the secrets of how these enchantments worked.

Sam pulled up his stats to pause a minute and evaluate which of his skills or abilities might help him with enchanting.  Joan’s book mentioned focusing on improving and maximizing the synergy between knowledge, skills, and abilities. 

Jen felt the best strategy was for them to both grind the support skills that would complement the other person.  She would focus on her Psych skill and Sam should focus on his Words of Power skill and Words of Understanding skill for making more enchantments.

“How can any of my skills help me master enchanting? Wait, with almost 30 points in agility, my eye-hand coordination and dexterity should allow me to draw, cut, bend, design, or do just about any type of physical manipulation with great accuracy.  At least that should help in creating enchantments.”

Sam moved the firestarter to the center of the table to get a closer look at it.

“Damn, I so want to start with the sword or that high-capacity space ring, Kelly” Sam liked to talk to Kelly when he was working; it helped keep her alive in his heart.  He could break some of the most complex voice encryption codes in the intelligence world, and now he was going to break the enchantment code of a firestarter.  “Kelly, imagine what Jen’s going to say when I tell her, ‘Hey, I know how to make matches with magic’,” he thought sarcastically.

The firestarter looked like a simple piece of flint and steel connected by a small chain, and initially, that was exactly what Sam actually thought it was.  When Sam went to use it to start a fire, he noticed it was not actually flint or steel, but two separate pieces of possibly…. iron? with enchantments in the forms of etched runes, symbols, and words across them. 

“To start a fire, all I have to do is rub the two enchantments past one another and a very small bit of fire will spark out – I don’t actually have to strike anything.  The small candle-sized flame extends off the flint-looking piece until I remove the steel-looking part, or until I ran out of mana, but even the lowest level mana regeneration can keep this little fire enchantment going indefinitely.

The enchantment is carved or etched directly into the iron, and it is much thicker and heavier than my wire charms, but on the other hand, my charms use more mana than this firestarter.  Of course, my charms will burn out rather quickly, and this fire starter will probably last forever.  Is that because of the amount of mana used, or the type of metal, or both?”

Sam groaned to himself as he opened his on-board; he dreaded what he had to do before continuing.  Last night with Jen’s help, Sam had raised his inventory skill, but he could only get it to level 2.  Unfortunately, he didn’t have the immediate recall like Jen did for data in her on-board. 

Also, he didn’t want to just recall the data; he wanted to be able to sort, compare, filter, and analyze the data.  Sam worked at the tedious task of designing and building an Excel software App in his on-board.  “Kelly, thank goodness there are no copyright issues in the Decks.”  Sam discovered it was like having a computer, where you had to design your own software, but you didn’t have to code your software.  

Sam realized that as long as you understood exactly what you wanted, you could use your mana, focus, and intent, and the “software” in his onboard would write itself to achieve the results.  “When I created a calculator in my on-board, since I knew what a calculator looked like and all the functions of a calculator, I just had to mentally explain the results of the functions without writing the underlying code.  However, even if I remembered a symbol on a calculator key, like a square root symbol, it would not work for me unless I actually knew what taking the square root of a number accomplished.”

While taking a break, Sam complained to Jen that he was being forced to spend hours designing Excel in his onboard before getting back to enchantments. 

Jen was in the middle of her own research but replied a little testily at being interrupted, “Just imagine how many months and years it took the Excel developers to build the code from scratch.  Also, use the multi-focus we talked about.  You need to use one mind to build your onboard Excel app and use your other mind to meditate, Boomer!”

Sam perked up, “You’re a genius Jen, that’s why you’re the Boss!”

Jen laughed to herself evilly as she thought about how irate he was going to be when she asked to simply copy his Excel app to her onboard after he finished.

At first, Sam decided he would use multi-focus just on building Excel in his onboard so that he could get it done in half the time.  He found that he could use multi-focus, but only for about 20 minutes, before he had to drop back down to single focus for about an hour recharge. 

Next, he used multi-focus with meditate and realized he could actively work on both his onboard Excel app and his meditation skill simultaneously for at least 3 hours.  He only stopped at 3 hours because he had finally finished the app. 

Sam discovered that using multi-focus was like driving a car while listening to an audio book at the same time.  Your mind is on the road at the same time as it is in a story.  Multi-focus was just much more intense.  As he leveled-up his multi-focus skill, he realized the higher your multi-focus skill level, and the more competent you are at the separate tasks, the longer you can keep multi-focus engaged.

Sam bragged to Jen, “Nice few hours of work. My meditation skill went to level 5, and my multi-focus is level 2, and now I have an Excel app.  Most importantly, I can finally get to these enchantments!”

            

    
        Chapter 26:  Enchantment Code

    
    
    
    
                Sam looked at the firestarter and entered all the material information as well as the estimated power output into his database, then he started to attack the enchantment with his Words of Understanding skill. 

He decrypted the first enchantment on the iron striker by just pushing all his mana to cover the entire striker.  Sam realized later that this technique drastically sapped his mana pool, because he didn’t have any other words or context to help decrypt the original language.  He focused on what he believed the enchantment could do, which was “create fire.” 

The translated enchantment turned out to simply read “start.”  His original guess of “create fire” was so far off from “start,” he theorized that it caused a higher rate of drain on his mana pool. 

Sam rested and then focused on the “flint” iron’s enchantment, but he wanted to keep trying different methods.  According to Joan, the Decks could make anything possible, but it would require a lot of trial and error. 

“O.K. Kelly, this time I’m going to direct my mana through the lines of the runes and words only, and I know this part of the enchantment must have something to do with fire, explosion, or heat.”  Sam thought as he tried to decrypt the true meaning of the enchantment. 

His gut told him he was on the right track, and if he could just get the mana to push through every line of the enchantment…  “Success! its true meaning is ‘Fire” he crowed to himself.  “This technique is much quicker, and it only took about 10% of the mana as my original technique.” 

Sam was able to decrypt the enchantment as fast as he could mana-trace it.  He believed it helped that he had already decrypted the true meaning for “start,” which he figured must have been developed by the same crafter who created the fire starter. 

Next Sam recorded exactly the original enchantment for each of the words into his Excel database, and in the next cell over, the true meaning of the words.  He believed the unrefined hunk of iron was able to withstand repeated use of the mana enchantment, but because it was such a poor conductor, it limited both the amount and flow of mana that could move through it, and as a result it was only a tiny flame instead of a fireball.  “I could have made this simple enchantment with my own Words of Power skills, but….baby steps.” Sam sighed to himself.

Next, Sam pulled out the space ring, pushed his words of understanding, and 12 hours and 20 breaks later, he had the following true meaning, which turned out to be similar to computer language code that programmers used. 

Now that he could read it, he had to understand it.

    // size[] initial size array including 

    // W capacity of ring

    Name[sam] current bond holder

 static int Maximum size(int mana[], int n, 

// items of size, maximum vector range / sort ‘I’ to retrieve

    [channel size (M) mana-infused silver)/channel path*mana volume of (n)

        Vector<Integer> val = new Vector<Integer>();

        Vector<Integer> wt = new Vector<Integer>();

The code continued on for hundreds of lines.

            

    
        Chapter 27:  Enchantment Breakthroughs

    
    
    
    
                Jen took care of all the practical day to day decisions, continued her study of the coms devices, grinding relentlessly on her psych, multi-focus, and mental overclock skills, while Sam spent the next three days in multi-focus learning how the “code” controlled multiple dimensions of the magic within the ring enchantment and the armor enchantments.

Sam said, “Kelly, I’m starting to understand these enchantment runes more each time I work on them.

With the space ring and armor enchantments, all the variables have to be defined. This is both good and bad. It’s good, because the code revealed that the silver in my minor space ring has a bit of mana infused into the metal.”

Sam was working with the ring’s code in his onboard trying to add an encryption element to the code for any future rings he tried to make. He didn’t want anyone without the encryption key to be able to open or use the ring.

“What’s really masterful about the design of the ring’s code, is it does not take a massive amount of mana to use. The space ring simply interacts with each of the items being stored and assigns them a unique identifier while storing them. Then it “defines” them as being in a void of space connected to the ring.”

Sam then pulled out Ganjo’s sword and armor. It was ridiculously heavy, but he activated the enchantment and the armor became light as a feather as he hooked his index finger under the shoulder pauldron and easily picked up the chest plate. Sam was amazed at the strength of Ganjo, because he would still have to wear the armor without activating the enchantment. The activation of the enchantment on the armor would only last for about 30 minutes, but that was more than enough for most battles. After the enchantment ran out of mana, the owner would probably have to spend days charging it back up, or even possibly take it to a merchant with a large mana pool to charge the item.

Sam inspected the code on the armor again,

“You see these enchantments Kelly. I think these were created using building blocks. A type of one-size fits all code for providing power to enchantments, another block for strength is added, and another block for manipulating gravity. These building blocks are not nearly as mana efficient, but they make it much easier to build an enchantment.”

As Sam looked at the enchantments on the space ring and compared them to the hundreds of lines of code that represent its ‘true meaning,’ he said to Kelly, “Of course, there is no way you can fit hundreds of lines of code on a small ring or sword. The enchanter has to use unique symbols or runes to represent the full intent/code of the enchanter. These symbols or runes can then be placed on the object creating a mana empowered enchantment.”

It was Sam’s Words of Understanding skill that allowed him to decipher the true intent of enchantments and turn them into code. If someone other than the original enchanting developer simply copied the runes directly to another object, it wouldn’t do anything, unless the enchanter copying them knew and understood the intent of the original enchanter that created them.

Sam had so many breakthroughs going through the enchantment code for all the different items, and he learned so much that he felt like his brain was going to explode. If not for simultaneously using meditation with his multi-focus, he knew he would not have been able to stay focused, or make the leaps of comprehension he made during his deciphering of the enchantments.

“The meditation skill allows me to work in a trance-like state, which makes it difficult for me to realize time is passing when I am using my other focus to work on the enchantments.”

Sam thought.

That’s when Jen flicked some water in his face and said, “That’s enough, go to sleep. Tomorrow we are finally going to the Arc guild. No arguments. I bet you don’t even realize you reached level 10 and that you raised your Words of Understanding skill to 15, Meditation to 10, and multi-focus to 8! Split your ability points from reaching level 10 equally between agility and your stamina regen. I’ve reached level 9 and brought up my psych skill, meditation, and multi-focus skills as well. We can discuss tomorrow what we’ve learned. Last, you need to actually read your system messages instead of just sending them to me.”

“Will do, Boss!” Sam said with every intention of completely ignoring most of the constant annoying messages.

Jen just glared at him when she felt the emotions that accompanied his response.

            

    
        Chapter 28:  Getting Moving

    
    
    
    
                Sam didn’t actually go to sleep but stayed up and spent several hours building an “enchantment app” in his onboard.  He designed it to function in a way that would take “plain text” and turn it into “enchantment code” or take “enchantment code” and turn it into “plain text.” 

He then created another function that would allow him to interact with his materials and enchantment database.  “Kelly, with this app I would simply do a search for all the ‘enchantment codes’ that I need for a particular enchantment I want to build, and then I can splice them together like the building blocks.” 

“Next, with the encryption system I built into my app, the final ‘enchantment code or runes’ will be encrypted to a far more complex encryption than the codes I’ve been stripping off the enchanted rings and other items.”  Sam didn’t want anyone decrypting and stealing his enchantments! 

His app was still a little rough, but he planned to refine it as he learned more about enchantments in general.  Sam looked at the enchantments he already uploaded into his app and thought, “Now, all I need to do is start gathering more enchantments and stripping the codes out of them.  I could create unique code from scratch, but for complex enchantments that might take days or weeks depending upon the result needed, and I would need to fully understand the method or raw spell for obtaining the results.”

Sam then prepared a couple of simple charms to take to the Arc guild to possibly impress them or just to sell.  Jen had told him the Arc guild was powerful, but also very wealthy from the sale of goods collected by their adventurers and merchants… “bla, bla, bla, so he had to make some charms and try to impress them,” Sam thought. 

The only metal Sam had handy was some of the slag metal from their electronic equipment.  Sam used a knife to scratch and carve different enchantment runes and symbols into the metal, and then he tried charging the runes, but the metal simply cracked apart destroying the enchantments. 

Sam took another look at the armor enchantment before finally realizing the importance of the location of the strengthening enchantment.  “Of course, the enchantment doesn’t make the user stronger, but the metal stronger!” Sam then carved the enchantments into the slag metal again, but this time he placed the strengthening enchantment first.  Then he made sure to charge the strengthening enchantment building block with his mana before charging the other runes.

“Yes, the enchantments held up! Now let’s find out how well they worked.”

His firestarter enchantment worked fine.  The gravity enchantment worked perfectly, except the difference in weight on a five-pound piece of metal was only lightened a half pound at best.  Additionally, the “space ring” enchantment he placed on the metal, was limited by the storage capacity.  If he made the storage capacity too big, it would disintegrate the metal into dust.  As he experimented with decreasing the size of the capacity, he found he could use the storage space, but after a few uses, the metal and enchantments would disintegrate.  Finally, through much trial and error, he discovered the exact capacity size that would not erode the integrity of the enchantment or the metal.  “Damnit, I guess someone could use it as a small coin purse?”

Sam sighed with frustration while breathing hard at one of the gnats that had snuck its way into the room and was flying around his face.  “That’s it!” exclaimed Sam as he reached for the enchanted ‘space ring’ he just made. 

Sam modified his enchantment slightly and created a metal charm that could store up to four hours’ worth of a light breeze, and then release it slowly at the wearer’s will.  He estimated the breeze charm would burn out after 2 full charges. The wearer could use the charm in intervals, but he figured it was limited to maybe a maximum of 8 hours total for each charge. 

The charm would be perfect for someone standing in line, a farmer overheating in the field, etc...

The other simple charms Sam made were hot and cold “store and release” charms.  These charms would heat up food or cool down a drink, but would also burn out with about 8 hours continuous use.   What made these charms possible in the low-mana environment of the First Deck was they didn’t create the wind, hot, or cold, they just stored and released it. 

He placed the breeze charms outside his window to catch the nightly breezes until it filled up, the same with the cold charm.  He placed the hot charm near the fireplace. 

Of course, he wasn’t going to tell anyone they were store and release charms.  Sam wanted them to believe the enchanted charms actually created the wind, heat, and cold. 

Last, Sam made a few Minor Mend enchanted charms with the slag metal, but these were good for one use only.  Unfortunately, this type of charm burned out immediately because it directed much more mana all at once.  Unlike his other charms, the Minor Mend charms actually used the mana to create magic healing.  The few minor mend charms he made required him to spend another hour or so to charge them up with mana. 

The only additional step Sam had taken before constructing the charms was to encrypt the ‘code’ on all the charms with his newly developed enchantment app.

Sam finally went to sleep as dawn was just rising the next day.  Only an hour later, Sam winced as he heard Jen calling him from the other room, “Let’s go, get up! You’ve already sat around for three days playing with your runes.” 

Sam groaned as he rolled out of his bed, cleaned up, gathered his charms, and as he headed towards the door replied, “What are you talking about, I’ve been waiting on you!”

His comment earned him an evil eye from Jen, but she was just happy he was finally heading out the door.

Jen brought Sam up to speed as they walked through town.  Messaging each other through their onboards was almost second nature to them now.

“While you were ‘away’ in your little trance working on enchantments for the last few days, I set up a safehouse.”

“Nice, you are learning, my little paranoid acolyte!”

Jen rolled her eyes, “Whatever, I’ve hidden a ring stocked with food, money, and weapons in the house.  I’m sending you my map to its location now.”

Sam looked confused, and said, “How can you do that?”

“Oh yea, I purchased a cheap map technique scroll for each of us.  Tonight, you need to use yours, so you can open my map in your onboard.”

“That’ll make getting around a lot easier.  How do you use a technique scroll?

“It’s pretty neat, you don’t even read the scroll, you just place it to your forehead and will the scroll to activate.  Then it’s just in your brain.  It’s easier than uploading a flash drive onto a computer.”

“That’s awesome!  Does the map technique show us each other’s real time location too?”

Jen shook her head, “They have that type of map technique, but the ones we have won’t do that.”

“Too much money were they?”

“Exactly.  They were a fortune!  I can’t wait to get one though!”

“Stop!” Jen said raising her arm in front of Sam, just as a gambler, apparently holding a stolen tool bag, ran past them and into an alley with a cobbler screaming and running after him.

Jen then tapped her temple with her index finger, “I’ve significantly raised my psych, multi focus, and overclock ability.  I can’t get my skills any higher without us doing some creative training.  Right now, while we are ‘talking,’ I’m also scanning all nearby coms messages, and I’m scanning for any emotional triggers from anyone within about 50 feet.”

Sam gave Jen a surprised look and said, “Nice!  How long can you keep the multi-focus going for?” 

“Depends on the number of people nearby or how far out I’m trying to scan, but I can keep this passive type scanning going for 3 to 4 hours before I need a break.  If I am doing active scanning, searching for specific coms signals, or trying to read all the emotions people are feeling, then only about 45 minutes to an hour.” 

Sam whistled and replied, “Your power is a game-changer for our security and safety.  I really appreciate you taking care of everything while I worked on my enchantment development.” 

Jen perked up at his compliment and bragged, “I can also easily see all of your stats, levels, and titles.” 

Sam raised his eyebrow at Jen, and then joked, “I didn’t know you were so good at undressing me with your eyes; I’m feeling a little violated!” 

Jen snapped back with laughter, “With what I can see, you should be feeling SHAME, not violated!” 

Sam tried his best comeback, “Yeah, Shame for being friends with a pervert who likes to check out people’s stats.” 

Jen just shook her head sadly and said, “Old man, you need to learn that a crappy retort like that is way worse than just keeping your mouth shut!” 

Sam grumbled a weak reply, “Whatever!  I’m just still tired.” 

Jen just laughed at him, rubbing in his failed quip.  She was cheering for herself inside, because she felt like she rarely got the better of him in their picking on each other.

A few minutes later, Sam didn’t need any psych ability to read Jen’s emotions as she had become unusually silent.  He suspected she was about to bring up something she was uncomfortable about. 

Jen straightened up a little and tried to give her words a more mature tone and said, “I met Tamako for dinner the other night down at the inn’s restaurant.” 

Sam sighed inwardly with relief; he was glad she met someone.  He wanted her to be happy, and he knew Kelly would want her to be happy.  However, he couldn’t deny that he was a little sad that he might end up travelling the Decks alone, if not because of Tamako, someone Jen would eventually meet. 

Sam pushed his selfishness way down deep and replied with a laugh, “So how crazy is she? We’ve talked about the hot to crazy scale. She is so high up on the hot scale, she must be some serious crazy for cocoa puffs!” 

Jen smiled and said, “You’re right, she is pretty damn hot, but so far she has hidden her crazy side, even from my psych ability.  Also, she has offered to give me some combat training.  Do you think I should take her up on her offer?” 

Sam gave Jen a serious look, paused, then said as sarcastically as possible, “Let me think about this, if I was single, and some hot chick offers to give me some combat training.  Would I take her up on her offer?  That’s such a tough question!” 

Jen started blushing just slightly.  Sam gave her a side hug and continued to walk down the street, “Jen, if you like her, hell yeah you should train with her, or make the time to do whatever else makes you happy.  If you don’t, I will kick your ass and so will Kelly!”

            

    
        Chapter 29:  Making Friends

    
    
    
    
                As they drew close to the Arc Guild, Jen gave Sam a meaningful look and said, “I’m hot, let’s stop at this food cart and get something to drink before we go in.” 

Jen then messaged Sam and pointed to a fat finely dressed man sitting outside a small restaurant with several guards around him, “I’m picking up an unusual conversation from that man’s coms device. I’ll link you in while we stand in line for a drink.”

“Master Lee Zhang, I must receive payment for the enchanted crop poisoning rod by the end of the week.  The Roulette Confederation is very upset with all the delays.” 

Lee Zhang’s slimy voice replied, “Guild Master Smith, I just watched Joe Ford’s wife enter the Arc Guild.  That useless whore is asking her brother, Guild Director Devon, for another loan.  Even Director Devon does not have unlimited money to keep giving to his whore sister for making her payments to me.”

Guild Master Smith replied, “What do I care about your debtors.  When will I get the money!”  

“The Farmer’s Guild will not receive a single copper for those poisoning rods until I am able to foreclose on Joe Ford’s farm.  That is why you should care!  That whore Cristi Ford will regret the day she rejected me for that useless broke husband of hers.” 

“You know most of the money belongs to the Confederation, and they will not be happy about the delay in payment.”

“If the Roulette Confederation wants my assistance, they will have to wait on the money and wait until I determine the time is right.  They need me, not the other way around!  Then, when I control the city, I will make all the farmers join your guild.   Do not pester me with your problems again,” Lee Zhang said as he ended the conversation.

Jen was a little shocked after intercepting the coms, and with a question on her face said to Sam, “At least I have his coms ‘signature’ now.  I’ll discuss it with Tamako, but not our problem to solve, just a problem we should avoid, right?” 

Sam nodded his head in agreement, as they walked up to the guard standing in front of the door of the Arc Guild.

The guard asked, “What’s your purpose?” 

Jen replied, “We are looking for goods and information on guild membership.”

The guard advised them: “Guild business in the left hall, and on your right, you will find the Guild’s public store.  You’re on Casino City recognized private property.  We will summarily execute any gambler activity.”

“Wow! They’re not playing games :)” Sam messaged to Jen as they entered the Guild House and turned towards the Guild’s store. 

Jen groaned, “Stop with the old man puns!” 

As Sam started to inspect the items that were for sale, Jen messaged him, “Stay alert, I can’t watch your back right now, I’m attempting to intercept voice waves of any private conversations.  Intercepting voice waves requires a lot more focus than coms devices.”

Jen strolled through the Arc Guild’s public store next to Sam, and a few minutes later, with a barely noticeable look of accomplishment, as well as a hint of guilt on her face, she located the voices and eavesdropped on Cristi Ford and Director Devon.

“Cristi, your crops are in terrible shape, there is no way you can pay your debts, and I don’t have any more money to loan you.  I truly wish I did.” 

Cristi Ford’s voice sounded broken when she replied, “Devon, you have been more than generous.  Joe and I thank you for all you’ve done for us!  Please take a look at this.  It is an heirloom passed down through Joe’s family for hundreds of years.  It is a very rare and valuable enchantment rod that filters the ambient mana and covers the crops with focused earth mana, increasing the production of crops.  No one knows why, but it has not been working since Joe’s father owned the farm.  If someone could get it to work, it would be worth a small fortune!  Do you think the Arc could sell this on consignment in its public shop?” 

Director Devon’s voice was strained with regret when he said, “Little sister, if the enchantment does not work, this rod would not bring 50 silver, and you need 400 silver to pay off Lee Zhang.”

Jen frowned at learning that Lee Zhang would indeed be able to foreclose on the poor farmers.  She just knew that he was using those enchanted poison rods to ruin these people’s lives.  “But is it our problem?” she thought to herself.

A few minutes later Jen spotted Director Devon and Cristi Ford coming from some hidden back offices as she heard Devon say, “Tell Joe to stop by the Guild next time he is in the City.”

“Whoa, he has two level 16 guards escorting him,” Jen messaged to Sam, who was over looking at some glass case.

Against her better judgment, which was telling her not to get involved, and before the guards could intervene, Jen used her quick movement speed to intercept Director Devon. “Excuse me sir, we are new to the city, and my father has a limited skill in fixing enchantments and creating small charms. We were wondering if the Arc Guild would be interested in selling our goods?”

The two guards were surprised by Jen’s speed and their inability to intervene more quickly.  As the biggest guard took a strong but polite grip of Jen’s arm, and while redirecting her to the counter said, “Miss! You are talking to Director Devon.  He is the head of the Casino City Arc Guild, please take your questions to the clerk behind the counter.” 

Jen recognized the danger of being mistaken as a gambler, and allowed herself to be led away and replied to the guard, “Thank you.  I will speak with the clerk.  Please forgive my rudeness.” 

Both Cristi Ford and Director Devon both heard what she said about repairing enchantments.  Director Devon turned towards Jen and politely said, “Excuse me young lady, I did not catch your name.” 

Before Jen could respond, a salesperson on the other side of the room yelled at Sam, “Sir, you must get off the floor!  This is the Arc Guild, we don’t allow gamblers to come in here and lay down on the floor!  You must leave now, or the guards will strike you down!”

The salesperson’s loud comments jolted Sam out of the focused trance that he was in. 

“My apologies, I assure you I am not on a gambler’s quest.  I will leave immediately,” but as the guards were headed towards him, he quickly whispered to the salesperson, “I am very sorry for my unprofessional actions, but you should know, the security enchantment on the glass vault is not working correctly.”

Jen gave Sam a look of both astonishment and bewilderment.  She just couldn’t understand how one of the most professional and skilled agents at blending in would have made such a scene crawling around on the floor.

While pointing towards Sam, Jen allowed herself to blush as she replied to Director Devon, “I’m Jen, and I apologize for the actions of my father.  We shall leave immediately and cause you no more trouble or disruption.”

The Arc Guild’s head of security heard Sam’s comment to the salesclerk and intercepted the guards approaching him.  He then turned to Sam, and quietly said, “Master Enchanter, I apologize for the confusion caused by our salesperson.  Please allow me to introduce you to Director Devon.  He is in a meeting right now and will be free to meet with you in just a few moments.  May I offer you some coffee in our private VIP lounge.

Sam, not wanting to cause any more disturbance, simply replied, “Thank you, just let me get my daughter to join us.”

Director Devon noticed everything that was happening and responded to Jen, “Ms. Jen, we are honored to have you and your father visit our Guild.  Would you please introduce me to your father and allow me to host you for a drink in my office?”

“Director Devon, this is my ‘father’, Sam,” Jen said, as they approached Sam and the head of security.

Jen looked at Sam with puzzlement still in her eyes, when she said, “Dad, the Director has graciously invited us for a drink in his office.” 

Sam replied, “A drink sounds great.  Thank you for your kindness, and I truly apologize for my appalling actions earlier.  I sometimes lose track of my surroundings when I am….looking at things.”

Director Devon replied with understanding when he said, “No problem.  My sister, Cristi Ford, is visiting me, would you mind if she joins us?”

Sam replied, “That would be wonderful.  It’s an honor to meet you both today.”

A nosy customer commented, “Why is the Director talking to that vagrant who was laying on the ground!” 

“He must have some sort of connections for the Head of Security not to simply kill him as a gambler,” said another customer. 

The nosy one replied, “They rarely kill anyone, but you’re right: they normally would have tossed him out in the street with a new lump on his head.” 

“I’ve never seen the Director personally get involved with a customer the guards were about to throw out!” said a gaudily dressed merchant. 

“Maybe he stole something!” another said.

On their way to the Director’s office, Jen intercepted the coms message between the head of security and the Director. “He told the salesperson that the security enchantment on the Class IV Glass Vault was broken. Only you and I knew about that… and now the clerk knows.”

Devon replied, “That vault was made and enchanted by the Third Deck guild dropper Grayson over 30 years ago, and when he left, he swore to never return to a lower deck again, no matter how much the guild offered to reward him.”

As they entered the Director’s office, the head of security closed the door and took up a position by the door inside the room, while the other guards kept watch on the outside of the door. 

Director Devon said, “Please have a seat.  What would you like to drink?  I have some whisky or water.”

“Whisky,” replied Sam.

“Water,” replied Jen as she gave Sam a tight smile.

While fixing their drinks Director Devon said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were a master enchanter, or I would have welcomed you in my office when you arrived.  We rarely see a master enchanter in Casino City or anywhere in the First Deck.  As you probably know, most enchanted items in our city are passed down as family heirlooms, found in rare dungeon drops, purchased from the System Shop, or purchased from Deck Droppers with the enchanting skill at great expense.”

Jen replied, “We are from a very small town that was destroyed by the war between the Roulette Confederation and Race Track City. We have never been to an Arc Guild’s public store before, but of course we have heard of its reputation for honor and high quality items.”

Director Devon replied, “That’s right, we hold honor above all else, and we lawfully work towards the destruction of gambling.  We can’t control the system, and its offered temptation, but we can work to educate and discourage those that would partake of the euphoria.”  Director Devon ended his discussion of the Guild’s mission as he noticed his sister giving him the eye about getting too preachy.

As Jen finished a sip of her water, she said, “Director Devon, I apologize, but I think there is some confusion.  My Dad is not a Master Enchanter, but he does have a little skill with weak enchanted charms and the ability to make minor repairs to enchanted items.  We’re planning to open a store in the city selling our weak charms and fixing enchantments.  Nothing we would sell would be as high quality as what I saw in your public store.” 

When Jen said her “dad” was not a master enchanter, she barely needed her psych ability to feel the disbelief coming from the Head of Security, and she also took notice that Director Devon was able to do a much better job at hiding his disbelief and emotions.

The Director could tell that Jen handled the negotiations for her dad.  He thought, “This is probably better, enchanters are supposed to be weird, confusing, and difficult.” 

The Director looked towards his sister when he said to Jen, “I hope we can help each other in the future.  You’re welcome to call upon us for any assistance or questions you may have about opening a store in the city.  I know you haven’t opened your store yet, but our chance meeting may be good for both you and my sister.”

“What do you have in mind?” replied Jen.

“You see, Cristi was visiting me today about a broken enchantment rod that she was looking to sell or fix.”

Sam had been feigning polite indifference to the discussions, but he sensed his part and pretended to perk up when he heard the Director mention the broken enchanted rod, and in a stream of questions directed to Cristi, he said, “May I have a look at it?  What did the enchantment do?  Do you know how it was broken?”

The Director nodded at his sister, and she pulled the rod from her ring and said to Sam, “This enchanted rod has belonged to my husband’s family for hundreds of years. We don’t know why it stopped working, but when it worked, it filtered the mana in the air and would send out mana that quadrupled the farm’s crop production.”

Sam looked at the enchanting rod for just a second and blurted out, “How much would this be worth if it worked properly?”

Sam’s bluntness felt rude and caught the Director off guard, but Jen quickly said, “I’m sorry Director.  My dad is very blunt.  His intention is only to determine if the value of the enchanted rod is enough to justify the expense of trying to fix it.”

The Director thought to himself, “ I don’t really know these people, can I trust them to deal fairly with my sister? But Cristi really doesn’t have any other options.” He said to Jen and Sam, “If it was fixed and actually worked, the system would probably purchase it for 8 gold, but it might sell for 9, maybe 10 gold if we sent it off to an auction.  I think the system would probably sell this type of enchanted rod for 12 or 13 gold.”

Sam then said, “I think I can fix it but maybe not.  We might be willing to buy it, or maybe we could split the sale proceeds…” 

Jen interrupted Sam again and said, “Dad! Let me handle this.” 

Sam replied, “Of course honey, please take care of this while I look at this enchantment a little more.”

Jen turned to Cristi and said in a gentle voice, “We wish to negotiate a fair price in exchange if my Dad is able to fix it, but I feel you must be under some pressure if you are selling a family heirloom that helps your farm produce the highest quality crops.  Of course, it is none of our business, but if there is more to your story, maybe we can help in another way?”

The Director started to intercede for the privacy and honor of his sister, but Cristi said, “It’s OK Devon, I am asking for their help, and I don’t believe Jen would have asked if her intentions were not honorable.” 

The Director cringed inside as he was thinking, “This is the Decks, Sis! Most Strangers don’t help others or feel any need to act honorably.  They’re going to take you for every copper now.” 

Jen sensed that the Director was upset with his sister’s decision to tell them her troubles.

Cristi explained, “We’ll lose our farm if we do not pay 4 gold to a creditor by the end of the week, and besides our farm, this is the only thing of value we have left.”

Jen did not reply immediately as she took a moment to finalize a plan in her mind, and then said, “This is our offer.   If my dad can fix the enchanted rod, we will buy it for 4 gold right now, but you will also get to use the rod until the end of the crop season.   Additionally, my dad and I will inspect your farm and help you identify the best location to use the rod.   At the end of the season, you can buy the rod back for 6 gold.  If you cannot buy the rod back for 6 gold, we’ll auction the rod off to the highest bidder.  Any proceeds up to 6 gold will belong to me and my dad, and you will receive any amount over 6 gold.”

Cristi, and especially the Director, were stunned at the generous offer from Jen and her dad.  Cristi said, “I don’t know what to say, your offer is far too generous!” 

Jen replied, “Then say, ‘yes’ you’ll accept our offer.” 

Cristi nodded in disbelief for a second, but quickly said, “Yes, I accept.  Your kindness and honor are accepted and appreciated greatly.   My family will also do everything we can to help you settle and prosper.” 

The Director was watching Sam and noticed that the strange enchanter was not really paying attention to anything, but was in some sort of trance intently inspecting the rod.

Jen looked at the Director and said, “Before I continue, you have already explained that the Arc Guild holds honor above all else, but Cristi, I need to make sure that what we say in here today, and what we do for you, your husband, and your farm remains confidential.”

Cristi understood the risk Jen and her dad might face if the true skill (she thinks) Jen’s father has were to become public.  Cristi immediately said to Jen, “I bet on my honor and ability points, witnessed by the System that I can keep your involvement secret.  Unless you request otherwise.”

Director Devon looked angry at his sister for betting on her ability points and the system, but nothing could be done now, and he said, “The Arc guild will agree to keep your confidences.”

Jen looked directly at Cristi and gave her a sincere, “Thank you,” and then looked at Director Devon and said, “and thank you, Director.  We haven’t told you everything we would like for you to consider, and I hope you’ll understand why when you see this.”

Jen then lifted her hand and pulled from her ring the sword and armor of the bandit Ganjo and said, “We would like to know if the guild would be interested in selling this armor we looted from bandit Ganjo’s dead body.”

The Director was completely taken by surprise with the turn of events. The Head of Security’s eyes almost fell out of his head, and Cristi looked like she was about to faint.  The Director was at a loss for words; he couldn’t understand how these two were able to kill the high-level bandit Ganjo, and everyone knew you would’ve had to kill him to get his sword and armor!

The Director finally said to Jen and Sam, “I apologize, but the guild requires us to check that you have come by these goods honorably.” 

Jen replied, “Director, no need to apologize, we killed the bandit in order to free some farmers and three other weird people that Ganjo forced into slavery.”

Director Devon gave his chief of security a thoughtful look and wondered if the three weird people were the ones from Earth that were rumored to have teleported into Ganjo’s territory.

Director Devon pushed his thoughts of travelers from Earth aside as he obtained an ability gambling oath from both Jen and Sam that they killed the bandit Ganjo.  He advised, and then asked Jen, “We can send it off to the auction next month on your behalf.  Our fee for handling the sale confidentially is 10% of the net proceeds obtained at the auction.  Is that agreeable?”

Before Jen could answer, Sam said, “Aha! I’ve got it!”  Sam had been inspecting the enchanted rod and working on decrypting its meaning in order to find the error, and he had just realized the problem.

Everyone was now looking at Sam, so he explained, “This enchanted rod is actually made up of 10 smaller separate rods, connected along here.” 

The location on the rod that Sam was pointing to did not look any different than the rest of the rod to everyone else in the room.  In explanation, Sam broke the 10 pieces apart.  Cristi almost fainted, believing that the rod was now irreparably broken. 

Sam then started connecting the rods together again explaining, “My guess is that at some point, someone must have dropped the rod, and the 10 parts became unlinked. They then linked the 10 pieces back together, but they had linked them in the wrong order for the enchantment to work.”

Sam finished snapping the pieces together and twisted the rod causing another clicking sound.  “There, all fixed!” 

To Jen he said, “Go ahead and pay 4 gold to Cristi.” 

Sam privately messaged Jen to confirm she was in agreement, then he said to Cristi, “There’s one more thing. In addition to increased production, this enchanted rod will also increase the physical size of the crop.  Can you show us your farm today, so that we may get this rod installed and working?”

Cristi’s world had just done several summersaults.  She had been leaving the guild with no money, but now, she had a chance to make things better for the farm.   She felt light-headed and was close to fainting, but she refused and stayed conscious, she didn’t want to wake up and find a different reality.  Cristi finally said, “Yes, it is just outside of the City.  It will not take long to get there.”

Director Devon looked at his little sister full of love and relief, and said to her, “Go ahead and take them to the farm, Cristi. I will have the 4 gold sent to Lee Zhang, and he will be paid in full before the end of the day!”

Director Devon then said, “Master Sam, I have one more question before you go, would you be able to fix the glass vault in the showroom?” 

“My daughter was correct when she said I only have a small skill in fixing enchantments.  For example, if you were to see a gauntlet that had the middle finger and the thumb mixed up, you would know exactly what was wrong with it, but that doesn’t mean you have the skills of a blacksmith to fix the gauntlet. This is like your glass vault that I cannot fix. 

“However, if you saw someone trying to put on a suit of armor, and they kept trying to put the gauntlet on their foot, you could tell them that the gauntlet belongs on their hand. This was like your sister’s enchanted rod: a simple correction that my small skills were able to make.”

As Sam and Jen were walking down the road with Cristi, Jen heard the Head of Security say, “Those two are very, very dangerous people.  I don’t think I could have killed the bandit Ganjo in a one-on-one fight.  Don’t be fooled by Master Sam’s actions.  I watched the way he communicated with his daughter very closely.  I think he may be a good man, but if someone were to even threaten his daughter, I don’t think an entire army could stop him.” 

The Director’s reply was lost to Jen as they moved further down the road. 

Jen and Sam did not fully realize the ally they created by helping Director Devon’s sister.

            

    
        Chapter 30:  It's Like Riding a Bike

    
    
    
    
                On the way back from Cristi’s farm, Sam said to Jen, “Your ability to sense mana is unbelievable. I had to be within 10 feet of those poison enchantment rods before I could sense their location.”

Jen replied, “I use my psych skill to sense the difference in the mana signals, emotions, and just about everything else in this world that uses mana, so I was able to sense the mana that just felt “wrong” and follow it back to the rods.” Jen then laughed and said, “I would love to be a fly on the wall when the farmer’s guild eventually takes those poison rods back to their supplier, and they realize that they are not working!”

Sam laughed as well, he was feeling good about being able to help Cristi and Joe. He felt like he hadn’t really helped anyone other than himself or Jen in years. Sam gave to charity, and he would help people in little ways all the time, but he felt like what they did today had really made a difference in some good people’s lives.

Sam then asked Jen, “I’m not complaining, and I am glad we were able to help Cristi and Joe, but why did you get us involved?”

Jen knew that Sam was not upset in any way, but was simply curious about her motives. She had to pause and think about it. She wasn’t really sure why she chose to get them involved either. She then replied, “Initially, I didn’t think it would interfere with our goal to get Kelly back, and I hated the idea of that slime Lee Zhang stealing property from anyone, but now, I’m just glad we could help Cristi and Joe. My soul actually feels like it is healing a little after being forced to kill all those bandits.”

Sam’s simple reply of “Me too,” made Jen’s soul heal just a little bit more again.

“My turn,” Jen said, as she looked to Sam and asked, “Why on earth were YOU, the guy who always blends in, crawling around on the floor in the Arc Guild’s public shop?”

Sam looked shameful as he responded, “I noticed the enchantment in the glass vault, and my gut was telling me something was wrong. I was thinking that if I could spot the problem, it would get us in the good graces of the Arc Guild and maybe get us some work. Before I realized what was happening, my focus and trance got out of control, and I lost myself, and the next thing I knew, I was on the floor looking at the runes on the bottom of the enchantment and that sales clerk was hollering at me.”

“That’s scary,” replied Jen.

“I just didn’t realize the depth of concentration my Words of Understanding and Meditation skill put me in. We were lucky I didn’t learn this somewhere else! I will not be doing enchantment decryptions in public in the future, not unless I have you ready to stop me from drawing the wrong kind of attention to us.”

Jen simply nodded and replied, “Yeah, this shit is all still pretty new to us; we need to watch ourselves more closely. What about the glass vault enchantment, were you really unable to fix it?”

Sam looked thoughtful for a second and said, “Probably not. I think I could have eventually decrypted the enchantment code, but I’m guessing it would have taken me at least several weeks of work to decrypt and go through the code. It would then take me several more weeks to get a complete understanding of what it did and what was wrong with it.”

“Why is that?” Jen asked.

“Understanding enchantments is kind of like looking at a 10-speed bicycle. If you have never seen a bicycle before and it was laying on its side, you would have no idea what it was for or how it worked. With my Words of Understanding skill, I use my power to create a user’s manual that explains everything about the bicycle. You can read the user’s manual and understand the part on how to shift the gears on the bike much easier than the part of the user manual that explains how the front and rear derailleurs work and how the gear ratios work. I have to actually understand the user’s manual to be able to fix the enchantment. If someone brought me a broken enchantment and told me what it did, then I can build the user manual more quickly, but depending on what is broken, I might be able to quickly understand how to fix it, or it may take weeks or months of study to understand how to fix the problem.”

“What about the excel app you created. Could you decrypt the enchantment quicker that way?” suggested Jen.

“Hmm, that’s not it. Let me give you an example. If the chain has slipped off the bike, I would quickly know how to fix the problem, but if a derailleur was completely missing, I would have to learn what it did and how it worked from the manual, and then invent from scratch a replacement. It may take months for me to complete this type of enchantment repair, unless I could “borrow” a working derailleur from another enchantment that I’ve fixed in the past, and then patch it into the one I’m trying to fix. With the glass vault, even if I eventually figured out how to fix the enchantment, I would then also have to learn how to etch enchantments on glass. Not to mention how long it would take me to charge up the mana in that type of enchantment. It basically holds a crap-ton of mana in case someone tries to breach the vault. They probably spent months initially charging it up, and I’m sure someone would need to top it off with mana everyday if they got it working again.”

Jen looked at Sam while shaking her head, and said, “So to summarize, bla, bla, bla, months to fix it maybe. Bla, bla, bla, some story about old boomers riding bicycles, and you don’t know how to etch enchantments on glass. Is that correct?”

Sam gave Jen a look of utter exasperation and pretended to be offended the rest of the way home, while Jen couldn’t keep the shit-eating grin off of her face.


            

    
        Chapter 31:  Making Money

    
    
    
    
                Jen rented a store with retail space in the front and a living area/warehouse in the back. “I really like this store,” Sam said as he stocked the shelves with the different low-level charms he had created.

Apparently, almost no land in Casino City was privately owned. Jen learned that the Arc Guild owned its guild house and had their own transfer pad within their courtyard. However, most guilds had to rent property and the city never sold land with transfer pads anymore. Which explained why the Acid Guild had to run out of its guild hall to surround the transfer pad for their Deck Dropper.

Sam and Jen had also learned from conversations with Director Devon, that the healing charms would be in high demand at 20 copper each, and they were warned to take precautions from someone trying to buy them all up and resell them.

“I know you are on your ‘Jen the saint’ character build, but I still think 20 copper a piece is too cheap,” said Sam.

Jen huffed at Sam and said, “For the hundredth time, a typical farmer makes 25 copper a day. At most, we could sell them for 50 copper each, but then they would resent us when buying them, and for what? The coppers are not why we are opening the store. We are opening the store to get people to bring in their enchantments for you to fix and decrypt, and so I can gather intel about the Decks from as many people as possible. Before you say another word, yes, I am glad that we get a chance to help some of the poor people in this city.”

“You’re right Boss, I’ll try not to be a whiny little bitch anymore today.”

Jen quipped with a laugh, “You mean, whiny OLD boomer.”

Sam took his deserved ridicule as he continued to work and asked Jen, “Did you get a chance to ask Tamako what she thought about the magical gambling contracts I purchased from that scrivener’s office?”

Sam had purchased magical contracts that said he would look to fix or recharge enchantments, and if he could not fix the enchantment, he would return the item without charge for his services. The contract also forbade him from copying and selling the enchantment to anyone else. If he was able to fix the enchantment, they were required to pay him for his services. Once signed, the magical contract would disappear. If the contract was breached, the breaching party would lose half of their ability points back to the System.

Jen kept cleaning the front window display cases and said, “Oh yeah, I took one of the contracts to dinner last night and Tamako said it looked good to her, and it was fairly standard for the type of work you will be doing. However, because of the lack of enchanters on this Deck, she didn’t really know if you needed it because people really don’t have the option to go anywhere else.”

Sam liked the idea of a contract, and he wasn’t worried about signing it because after repairing the enchantments and learning how they worked, his Enchantment app would always strip the enchantment of useless or misleading runes, and then he would re-encrypt a new more efficient and better enchantment.

Less than a month after arriving in the First Deck, they opened their store for business. They were only open three days a week to keep the majority of their time focused on training. The first few days were a little slow, but when word got around about enchanted charms for 20 copper each, they had a line down the street.

They created three lines for customers, one line was only for those that wanted to purchase healing charms, and they had to use the charm in the store before they left. A second line was for anyone that wanted one of the other charms, and the customers could buy as many of the non-healing charms as they wanted. The third line was usually empty, but it was for customers that wanted enchantments fixed.

The blazing heat from the sun was causing everyone to get cranky inside the store when a system message appeared:

Casino City Block-Wide Notice

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Start a riot in the Enchantments and Charm store

==

Select your Fortune:

A. Accept and start a riot within 20 minutes that causes the destruction or theft of all the merchandise in the store, receive 1x the ability points you gamble and euphoria. Minimum bet 2, Maximum bet 4. Odds of death 40%

B. Decline Quest and continue your life as a risk-avoiding weakling!

==

Sam Selected “B,” and the quest was declined.

==

A scrawny, fidgety man sweating in line complained loudly, “It’s too hot in here! They should give us the charms for free to cool us down! They’re not even from our city!”

Their store contained the same posted warnings about gambler activity as all the others, but it was obvious the man accepted the gamble. Unfortunately, he was getting some grumbling agreements from other patrons. Before the man could say another inciting word, Sam jumped over the counter with such quickness and speed, the scrawny gambler didn’t even realize what was happening until he felt the strike of a wooden baton against his leg. The man screamed as he fell to the ground. Sam didn’t utter a sound as he quietly beat the man black and blue with the baton. He didn’t hit the man’s face or break any of his bones, but the man screamed and screamed as Sam continued to relentlessly drag and beat him out of the store. Jen could hear Sam continue to beat the gambler out in the road. She looked nervously at the customers, but was surprised when she heard their response.

“Stupid gambler shouldn’t have tried to start shit!” said an older man.

“He’s lucky Master Sam didn’t simply kill him,” said another.

“Did you see how fast he jumped over the counter. I bet no other lazy gamblers will try messing with their store again!” said a farmer.

“Next!” Jen called out to get the customers attention back onto store business.

When Sam returned to the store, he received a System Message.

==

A gambler has failed his quest against property you own, and you stopped him. The system has received 1 ability point, and you have received 1 ability point in luck from the unlucky gambler.

==

After they closed the store at the end of the day, Jen commented, “I think you beat that poor gambler too much. You could have easily dragged him outside after you hit him the first time.”

Sam had expected Jen to comment on his actions, and said “I know you are going to disagree with my reasoning, but he had to be made an example of. I made sure not to break any of his bones or hit him in the face. However, I admit that I did try to get him to scream by inflicting as much pain as possible.”

“That’s just horrible!” replied Jen.

“I know, but if we didn’t make an example of him, there would be other gamblers testing our resolve, and we might have to kill them.”

“Protecting our store is one thing, but beating a man unnecessarily is just torture, and that’s bullshit! What do you think Kelly would say if she saw what you did!” retorted Jen.

Thinking of Kelly’s reaction was like a punch in his gut, utterly tearing down his arguments for beating the gambler. Sam looked down at the floor as he replied with the sadness and guilt of what he knew Kelly would think, “You’re right. Kelly wouldn’t even want to look at me. I just….I screwed up. It was wrong and I will do my best to discuss things with you first in the future before taking any action.”

“Well…you better!” Jen said before storming off to her room.

“Misery is the source of innovation Kelly,” Sam said to her memory while working. Sam was in a depression of guilt as he fabricated a small box that held both his cold enchantment charm and his breeze enchanted charm. He upgraded the material he was using for the charms to hardened steel he purchased from a blacksmith.

Two days after the incident with the gambler, he finished and placed these enchanted boxes around the store, their living area, and even their warehouse, creating the first air conditioning system in the First Deck.

Sam explained to Jen, “We will burn through about 16 charms every three days just cooling the store and home. I can make each charm in about 10 minutes at my current level of dexterity and agility, so it shouldn’t be a problem to maintain them.” as he placed two of his AC boxes right at the entrance of the door so people could feel the blast of cool air when they walked in.

“Worth it! Those are great!” Jen replied with an overly positive attitude, trying to release the tension from their argument.

While the store was open, Jen used her psych ability on each customer who came in, practicing and testing her ability to read their stats, emotions, and increasing her eavesdrop skill, all while helping customers with purchases.

The customers already knew what and how much they wanted to purchase by the time they were finally able to get to the front of the line, but they would want to linger because of the relaxing and cool AC in their store.

Jen tried to rush them through their purchase unless they were talkative about the Decks or other enchantments they had used or seen. Sam primarily handled the healing customers. He could sell them the healing charm and monitor their use, while using his multi focus to literally craft charms behind the counter at the same time.

After three weeks of running the store and making adjustments to how it operated, Jen said, “Meet Long Bi and his wife Ji Bi. I have hired them to sell the charms and administer the healing charms.”

The store had performed so well, they had agreed to hire someone to do the grunt work. “Nice to meet you!” said Sam.

He knew Jen would have used her psych skill and found the perfect employees.

Jen then pointed at two children that looked to be between 12 and 14, and said, “Their kids will keep the line orderly, and to speed up the purchases, they will describe the charms to the customers while they wait in line.”

A few days later Sam changed the operating hours to 5 days a week, and said “Great job, Jen. You really know how to hire good employees. I’m surprised that Long and his family learned how to manage the store so quickly.”

Jen replied, “We’ve been neglecting our skills growth while getting the store up and running. The stats we know we can grow through training are strength, agility, stamina, and stamina regen. We aren’t growing at the 12x rate like back on Earth, but we know we can grow them without earning ability points or experience points from The System. Get ready, because unless there is an emergency, we are going to push our limits on these stats first thing every morning.” With that statement, she sent a training schedule over to Sam’s onboard.

Sam groaned inwardly as he thought he was past this type of training at his age, but he knew Jen’s plan was needed if they were going to get Kelly back.

A few days later, sweating and tired, Sam said, “You were right, Jen,” as he was wheezing for air.

Jen looked at Sam indignantly as she lifted her hands up in the air behind her head, trying to get her breath back and said, “Of course I was right. We just gained 2 ability points in strength, stamina, stamina regen, and 1 point in agility. That’s like gaining 3 and ½ levels. The odd thing about the Decks is that experience points can get you levels and ability points right away, but when gaining ability points through training, it won’t increase your experience points for a level gain, but those ability points that will grow your power.

It surprised Jen and Sam to learn how little interest there was by people in transferring to higher decks. The farmers were mostly content with being left alone to run their farms. There was so much of the First Deck that still hadn’t been explored, the adventurers in the guilds didn’t see any reason to transfer to a higher Deck. Especially since Deck Jumpers were drained of all their mana, and they couldn’t take any of their hard-earned gear when being teleported naked.

The only reasonably safe way to transfer up a Deck was to be part of a guild that would protect the Deck Jumper when they arrived. However, even then, the jumper was naked and had nothing to offer or any method to increase the power of the guild. New jumpers ended up being a lackey for one of the stronger guild members for many years until they could eventually acquire enough power to contribute to the guild.

The only other option was to take an unprotected transfer pad out in the wilderness, but that almost always meant certain death at the hands of gamblers or wild beasts in the Deck you jumped to, just like those transferred from Earth.

After learning more about Deck Jumping, they didn’t want to join a guild to teleport up, and they especially didn’t want to tell anyone their secret about taking gear inside of dead animal party members.

            

    
        Chapter 32:  Duke Card

    
    
    
    
                The first big break for Sam was when a blacksmith, named Victor, brought in a sound dampening enchanted anvil. Sam agreed to try and fix it in exchange for the blacksmith teaching him about the different metals that were available, and how he tempered the metals for making all different kinds of items from horseshoes to swords.

Victor turned out to be a high-level blacksmith who did a lot of work for the major guilds. It was a double win for Sam; he basically obtained an enchantment that he could use to make silencers for their guns, and he gained knowledge about different metals that could help him in making better quality enchantments.

The silencing rods were mana-intensive; they identified the sound waves coming from the anvil and sent out a counter-sine wave to negate the noise. That was when Sam had an epiphany. He created another space ring, but added the runes for identifying sound waves, but only sounds waves, and then increased the absorption area to anything within five feet of the ring. The ring would store any sound waves made within 5 feet when activated. His space rings saved the day again when it came to mana usage. It took much more mana to create something like the counter-sine wave from nothing, than it did to just store incoming sound waves into a space ring.

A few weeks later, a local jeweler brought in a broken enchanted engraving tool. The enchantment, when working properly, would cause the tip of the tool to spin like a drill head. Sam easily fixed the tool, but then with the help of Victor built a dremel tool that would allow him to engrave enchantments directly into iron, steel, and the other precious metals he discovered worked well with enchantments. The dremel enchantment was a huge mana suck, but Sam couldn’t figure out any method to decrease the mana usage this time.

While Sam was working on enchantments, Jen was using her psych skill to gather intel on just about everything that might help them.

“Captain Tamako, would you be so kind as to introduce me to you friend?” said an older tall man that walked up to Tamako and Jen while they were attending an outside theatre event.

Tamako bowed, and replied, “Of course, Duke Card, this is Mistress Jen of the new enchantments and charms shop in the City.”

Jen didn’t sense any cause for alarm or concern from either Tamako or Duke Card. After a few minutes of exchanging niceties, Duke Card said, “Mistress Jen, might I have my head Ranger contact Master Sam for a confidential meeting to discuss her armor?”

“Of course, Duke Card, here is a note with my sound-wave contact information you can give her. I will be happy to make a private, and very confidential, appointment at her convenience.”

When they were alone again, Tamako said, “Duke Card is the only true Noble in Casino City. He actually puts the interests of his people before his own personal gain.”

“Really!” replied Jen in surprise.

“Yes, really. The System creates a flood of gambling quests all over the City when his estate is looking to take on a new hire.”

A few days later, Sam and Jen were contacted by Ranger Vicki and invited out to Duke Card’s estate to inspect the Ranger’s leather armor.

“This armor has been used by the Head Ranger of the Duke’s family for over three hundred years. It contains strength enhancing enchantments. Unfortunately, while I was hunting a spiked basilisk about five years ago, its fire attack warped the enchantment.The armor is next to useless without the enchantments working,” explained Ranger Vicki.

Sam nodded at Vicki’s explanation and picked the armor up off the display rack to inspect the enchantments more closely.

Ranger Vicki was as impatient and worried as an expectant mother, and after no more than a few moments of Sam inspecting it, she said, “Master Sam, please tell me you can fix the armor!”

Sam could hear the love for the armor in Ranger Vicki’s voice, and replied sympathetically, “Ranger Vicki, I truly wish I could say yes, but working with enchantment-laced leather is beyond my skill. I was hoping the enchantments were etched on metal sewn into the leather.”

Ranger Vicki’s look of disappointment was heartbreaking to see.

Jen spoke up, and said, “I’m not sure how expensive it would be, but we could try purchasing a leather-working technique scroll from the System Shop.”

Ranger Vicki nodded while frowning a little in thought, and said partly to herself and to Jen, “He would need a high-level technique scroll to work with mana-infused leather, and I bet The Shop would charge 8 to 10 gold for one.”

Jen replied apologetically, “I’m sorry, but we can’t afford to front that kind of cost or take that much of a loss if my father is unable to fix the enchantments after using the scroll.”

“How much would you charge to fix the armor if you were able to get a scroll?”

Sam just shrugged at Jen leaving the decision to her, and she said, “Normally, we don’t charge anything if we can’t fix an enchantment. However, in this case we would have to charge the cost of the scroll, even if the enchantment can’t be fixed, but…if it can be fixed, we would agree to charge you nothing extra above the cost of the technique scroll.”

Ranger Vicki nodded at Jen and held up her hand in a motion requesting them to wait as she walked to the other side of the room and spoke with someone using her sound-wave.

“What are they saying?” texted Sam.

Jen texted back, “I’m not using my skill to eavesdrop on Vicki. It just seems like it would be ‘wrong’”.

Sam rolled his eyes at her with a slight smile when he read her reply.

Jen could tell Sam thought she was being silly, but in no way was he upset or going to ask her to do otherwise.

Vicki returned with a smile on her face, and said, “Done. Up to 10 gold on a scroll, any amount you don’t need to be returned.”

“Would you like us to prepare a contract?” asked Jen.

“No. Duke Card does not like contracts. However, I would warn you against thinking you can take advantage of his trust.”

“Of course not," replied Jen. "We just like to use contracts to make sure that there is no misunderstanding between good people regarding the requested work. So, just to be extra careful and clear since we won’t be using a formal contract …”

Sam only half listened to Jen discuss the details of their agreement with Vicki as he started studying the enchantments on the armor some more.

As Sam and Jen were getting ready to leave, Ranger Vicki said, “One last thing, be careful, I heard the Farmer’s Guild is angry about you helping the independent farmers with their crop production.”

            

    
        Chapter 33:  Leatherwork

    
    
    
    
                “How did she like it?”  asked Sam.

Jen laughed, “Ranger Vicki was so happy, she wanted to come over here and bed you!”

“It’s not her fault I’m so irresistible!  If I were only single.”

Jen barked out a laugh, and said, “you keep telling yourself that.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“Yes, she loved that you moved the enchantments to the inside of the armor, and she was through the roof when I told her about the weight reduction enchantment you added.  I told you to come with me to drop it off.  You could have listened to her praise your skill yourself!”

“I told you.  I’ve just got too much work to catch up on after focusing on that armor for the last three weeks.”

 Jen had found a high-level leather technique scroll in the shop for 7 gold, but she added 3 of their own gold to purchase a technique scroll that covered multiple types of materials in addition to mana-infused leather-working in order to expand Sam’s ability.

Sam spent two weeks practicing his leather-working almost non-stop on different hides, before he felt he could take the chance to modify and fix the enchantments on the mana-imbued leather.  It took him nearly another full week, but he decided that it made more sense to replicate the enchantments on the inside of the armor to help protect them from future damage.  He also felt a little guilty about how long it was taking, so he added a weight reduction enchantment like the one he copied from Gango’s armor.

While decrypting the strength enhancing enchantments on Ranger Vicki’s armor, Sam learned they required massive amounts of mana to be stored in the mana-imbued leather of the armor, but for the short 10-minute fight or battle a hunter was typically in, the advantage would be significant. 

Since she didn’t mention it, Sam believed that neither Duke Card nor Ranger Vicki realized that the enchantment also contained some runes that gathered and purified mana around the person wearing the armor.  Unfortunately, even with these mana gathering runes, it would likely take a week of charging if all the mana were drained out of the armor in a battle.

“Do you think they will tell anyone that I was able to fix the armor without a confidentiality contract?” asked Sam.

Jen rolled her eyes at Sam, and replied, “Like I told you before, Tamako trusts almost no one in this City, but she said Duke Card’s and Ranger Vicki’s word was reliable.  Everyone else on their staff think I delivered some of your healing charms for Ranger Vicki to use in emergencies.”

“Okay, okay, you know I get worried.  Earlier, after you left, I was in my workshop when I heard the back door’s enchanted alarm go off.”

“What happened?”

“Not sure, by the time I was able to get back there, they had already set off the trap. There was quite a bit of blood on the floor, but they must have been carried off by an accomplice.”

Jen’s eyes tightened with anger at the thought of someone trying to break in, and she said, “Damnit, do you think it was a gambler? Or maybe someone with the farmer’s guild?  Is there anything you think we should do?”

“Without being sure who it was, I think all we can do is stay alert and keep up our guard.  I am going to make some more security enchantments to place around the store and warehouse, but then I have to get caught up with this backlog of charms and enchantments that I need to craft and fix.”

Jen replied, “O.K. you do that, and I’m going to start investigating the Farmer’s Guild just in case it was them.”

After spending the next week getting caught up with his work, Sam was giddy with ideas as he sat in his workshop preparing to turn the mana-gathering runes he copied from Ranger Vicki’s armor into enchanted mana gathering rods.  He experimented with the code of the mana-gathering enchantments until he was finally able to get them to pull and condense the ambient mana around wherever the rods were placed, while also absorbing just enough of the mana to keep the enchantments continually powered.  Sam then placed these rods around his workshop to artificially increase his mana regen ability.

Jen was in the kitchen when Sam hollered from his workshop, “I need some money for a hardened steel rod.”

“I’m sure you do at your age boomer!” replied Jen.

She heard Sam laugh at himself, and reply, “Yea, I walked into that one, but seriously, I need some money for a new experiment.”

“How much?”

Jen ran into Sam’s workshop and pretended to have a heart attack after hearing Sam say they would cost 2 gold, “You’ve got an expensive enchanting habit!  I hate to tell you this, but you and your habit are going to have to wait a few weeks until we receive the gold from the auction of Gango’s armor.”

Jen didn’t mind spending their gold on Sam’s enchanting, but she was frustrated that the cheapest anything on a psych skill was over 500 gold at the System Shop.

            

    
        Chapter 34:  Rods of Gold

    
    
    
    
                A few weeks later, Sam ordered from Victor the blacksmith, 20 special, small, thin rods of hardened steel that had been mixed with monster core dust.  He planned to use these to create strength, purifying, and mana gathering combination rods.  Victor explained that when powerful beasts capable of using mana were killed, they would sometimes drop a “monster core”.   These round cores ranged in size from a small marble to that of a man’s fist.  The cores were incredibly expensive because of their ability to absorb and store mana.

Unfortunately, Sam ruined 12 of the expensive rods before he was able to get the enchantments to work in sync together, and then he went through another 2 rods tweaking the enchantments for maximum efficiency.  He only had six left, three unenchanted rods he was going to use on another experiment, and three enchanted rods that he could sell to the shop for 5 gold each.  He didn’t want to tell anyone about these enchantments.  He felt the risk of being kidnapped and enslaved by one of the powerful guilds or Noble estates was too high.  He was so paranoid; he wasn’t even going to take the chance of telling their friends at the Arc guild.  Sam was still constantly second guessing their decision to fix Ranger Vicki’s armor, so with everyone else, he was sticking to the story that he could only repair simple enchantments and make low-powered charms.

“Jen, you ready?  I’ve finished the rods.”  Sam called out from his workroom. 

Jen came running into his workroom and excitedly said, “I’m ready; let’s do it!”

“That’s what she said!” 

Jen groaned as she went to lay down on the bed. “Whatever, with your boomer pervert jokes, as long as you have the rods ready.”

“That’s what she said!” cackled Sam.  Jen threw her shoe at him.

“You’re no fun sometimes, kid,” Sam said as he placed the enchanted rods around Jen’s body. 

“I bet these rods will amp up my mana enough to allow me to reach all the way across the city with my psych power.”  Jen said as she adjusted her mind into multi-focus.  She then began meditating, circulating, and powering her mana with one mind, while preparing her mind’s second focus.  She wanted a single blast of psych power to reach across the city. 

A few minutes later while still directing her focus on the mana in her body, Jen said to Sam, “My mana feels like a raging torrent smashing around inside.” 

Sam replied, “Focus on your mana, slowly use up or push out your old dirty mana and reach for the purified mana coming from these rods.  When it is completely filtered, try to stop letting it escape out of your body.” 

Sam tried imagining he could see where the mana was entering Jen.  He imagined looking in Jen’s body for her mana like he looked at his muscles and tendons when healing them.  He could sense the mana, and his gut told him, if he just kept trying, he would be able to see and inspect her mana. 

Several minutes later he received a message for learning the mana inspection skill.   Now Sam was able to actually watch as her mana entered the channels in her body and flowed to a pool in the middle of her chest right beneath her sternum. 

He noticed the mana was having difficulty being absorbed and it was running into a channel of hers that was clogged, but he realized he needed to focus on the experiment, and said,  “Jen, your mana is almost completely pure now.” 

With a strained voice she replied, “I know, I can feel it. I’ve stopped letting it escape.” 

Just then Sam noticed something strange happening with her clogged channel, but before he could say anything, the mana pushed through the clog and through the channel like a volcano erupting from under the ground.  The channel opened, releasing the pressure that the mana was creating insider her. 

“I did it!” Jen cheered as she read the stat sheet of a bartender she knew was working on the other side of the city that night.  She sat up looking flushed and excited, but said “If I hadn’t been in multi-focus with meditation running, I could have lost control of that spell and injured myself from all that mana I was pumping out.  Thankfully, I was able to immediately push all the mana into my ‘sonar ping’, and it worked great!... Ohhhh I just got enough experience points to make it to level 10!  Whoa…I just received an unusual gambling quest.  I declined it of course, but read it.”

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest:  Open your mana channels!

==

Requirements:  Open your mana channels!


	Within one year, open 12 mana channels – odds of failing 74%

	Reward of 8 ability points and euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.







==

Accept:  Yes/No

==

They typically quickly read and declined a multitude of stupid gambling quests they received every day, but sometimes the content of the quest contained clues they could use.  Jen said to Sam, “Look at the payoff.  The quest indirectly confirms there is some significant benefit for opening these channels inside our bodies.”

Sam was excited too, but said, “First, I want you to review the message I auto-forwarded you on mana inspection.  Get into double focus with meditation and then think about looking at where the mana enters your body.” 

It didn’t take long for her to get the skill with Sam’s guidance and her natural affinity with mana.  To Jen’s delight, she believed that as a result of constantly manipulating mana while using her psych skill, she received a mana inspection skill level of 3, which was already higher than Sam’s. 

Sam gave Jen a smile and a wink, “Good work, now calm down, focus on your mana flow, and take another look at the mana channel you just opened.” 

Jen concentrated on the mana in her body, found the channel that ran down her left arm and then flowed all the way back to her center.  Her mana channels made loops from her ‘mana core’ out into her body and back to the core again. 

As she focused on guiding mana down the opened channel, she tightly gripped the arms of the chair she was sitting in, as the mana in her newly-opened mana channel caused her to go pale and dizzy, and almost pass out from the pain as the mana passed the area that had been clogged.  She was sure this was a result of just blowing it open the way she did. 

Jen took a deep breath of air into her lungs and also took a deep pull of mana into her system, but this time she only let a tiny trickle of mana into her new channel. She grabbed Sam’s shirt with a manic look in her eyes, and said, “DO YOU KNOW WHAT THIS MEANS!  We can train our bodies to increase our ability points in mana and mana regen!  I’ve researched, eavesdropped, and spied on everyone in this city trying to find out how to increase mana and mana regen, and I’ve gotten nothing.  The only thing I’ve been able to find out is that in higher Decks, the mana is so much better than on the First Deck, that Deck Dropping is like water-boarding yourself.”   I’m forwarding you the system message I just received.

System Message:  Your mana regen has been increased by 4.

Jen complained, “It’s so frustrating, the level 1 skills are easy to get, but if you don’t know to look for something, or to even try something, you don’t know what skills you are missing.  I literally just gained two skills, the one skill for mana inspection, and another skill for mana manipulation, because just now, when I was inspecting my mana channels, I focused on controlling the flow of mana in my open channel to try and ease the pain.” 

Sam responded by nodding and staring at his own core and channel for a few minutes.  And then he said, “Yeah, I just got the mana manipulation skill, too.”

Jen looked uncertain as she said, “I know that if anyone learned we knew this much about mana channels, it would likely lead us to being kidnapped and tortured for this knowledge, but I would really like us to think about helping Tamako with her mana channels.” 

Sam could tell that Jen was taking a real liking to Tomako and said, “I know she has been helping you train your fighting skills, and I’m not against the idea, but I think we should first wait and see what we learn about opening more mana channels, before discussing it with her.” 

Jen knew that Sam was sincere with his answer and said, “Let’s get started on more channels!”

            

    
        Chapter 35:  Mana Flow

    
    
    
    
                Jen used her mana inspection skill to watch while she circulated her mana through her newly-opened channel.”

Sam was also inspecting her mana system, and said, “Right before you broke open your mana channel, I noticed your mana was just an uncontrolled torrent of power smashing around your core. When you kept pulling mana in without releasing any, your core and your channel filled until your channel burst open like a sewage line being cleaned out. I think this happened because the channel was mostly open, and the clog was a very small one at the end of the channel. You basically used brute force to smash open a small clog that was keeping you from circulating mana through the entire channel.”

“Do you see my other two channels that were already open and working?” replied Jen.

“Yea, what about them?”

“See how the walls of the channels are not smooth, but have some sort of grime building up that is slowing the flow of mana.”

“Yea, I see it.”

“Well, I think the grime or corruption that was blown out of my new mana channel has spread throughout my mana system, impeding the flow of mana elsewhere.”

Sam thought for a second as he watched her mana coursing through her channels, and asked, “Maybe there is a way to clean out the grime, or maybe there is another way can you open channels without smashing them open?”

Jen replied, “The gambling quest gave me a year with a pretty high return on my bet, but I still had over a 70% chance of failure, so I can’t imagine that there is some easy way to open them. Also, I can see another channel coming out of my center, but it looks like it only extends out an inch from my core and is 95% blocked with grime. I can’t see any other channels at all. There is so much grime along the walls of my core, it’s like looking for hidden doorways to find where the channels start.”

“How many channels do you think we even have?” Sam asked.

Jen replied, “Lay down; I want to look at where your mana channel is, and compare it to where mine are located.”

Jen grabbed the enchanted mana rods and placed them around Sam and said, “I’m going to try to talk as relaxing as possible, like a hypnotist, just listen to the sound of my voice. I want you to start meditating, don’t try to break your mana channels open and don’t try to bloat yourself with mana. I want you to simply focus on bringing in pure mana and pushing out the unfiltered dirty mana.”

After about an hour, Jen could see that Sam’s mana was about as pure as it was going to get, and she said, “We need to focus on the mana entering our bodies and start self-filtering all the time. Your mana looks very clean and pure, but your channel has gunk or build-up in it. It’s like someone’s artery that slowly fills up with cholesterol. Every time your unfiltered dirty mana bumps into your channel, a fractional amount of corruption is building up and thickening the channel like cholesterol blockages. If you burst open a channel, and that “dirt” is not removed from your mana system, I believe it just flows throughout your mana system, clogging everything up. It makes me wonder about how much build-up people who have lived here all their lives have.”

Jen made some adjustments to the location of the rods around Sam’s body, then said, “Now just relax all your muscles again and focus purely on the mana flowing through your body. Look at your center, where most of your mana is, it looks like a tangled fishing line of mana. Work on that fishing line. Try to untangle it and turn it into a smooth coil of line that runs from your center and smoothly spools out into your channel, through your channel, and back into the spool. Also, imagine your purified mana flowing through and against the sidewalls of your mana channel picking up the dirt and pushing that dirt out of the pores in your body. Make sure the corruption is pushed completely out of your system, I don’t want any of it clogging up other areas in your mana system.”

After a few hours of focused effort by Sam, Jen said to him, “I think you have removed all the loose dirty corruption in your channel and in your core. All I can see left is the hardened build-up in certain areas on your channel walls.”

“But look at my mana center along the walls where mana channels should be!” replied Sam.

“Wow, now that you’ve cleaned the major grime out, I can see the grimy circular spots indicating the entrance to where more mana channels should be. Their everywhere. There must be hundreds of them!”

“I know, and some of them are much larger than others. It’s a network of channels that make the circulatory system look simple!” replied Sam.

==

System Message

==

Mana filtering skill - level 1 Novice.

Mana system cleaning skill - level 1 Novice.

==

“Nice skill messages! Come out of your meditation and tell me your thoughts.”

Sam opened his eyes, but he didn’t look very rested, and said, “You can see I’m almost out of mana. I would have run out long ago without these enchanted rods. The good thing about almost running out of mana is that I was able to make more improvements to the tangled mana in my core as the total amount of mana decreased. The mana system cleaning skill allowed me to identify all the corrupted and dirty mana sticking to my mana system and scrub at it with my pure mana. My open channel feels raw but mostly clean.”

Jen nodded, and replied, “I see that, but look again at your open mana channel. Some of the areas that look dirty are actually clogged smaller channels that branch off your open channel.”

“My god this is going to take a lot of work to open all these channels. Well, anyways there is still some grime on the walls that is going to take repeated scrubbing, but I think it will eventually come clean. The corrupted dirty mana is ‘sticky’, and as I would get it to break free, I had to focus on getting it out of my system before it had a chance to stick to other areas in my mana system. However, I think it would take years to simply scrub at a clogged mana channel to get it open.”

Jen nodded her head in agreement while waving her hand in front of her nose and said, “Man! You stink like 2-week-old sweaty underwear from all the grime and corruption you pushed out of your body. Go shower and rest. I need to lay down, purify my mana, and start scrubbing the corruption out of my system.”

Sam showered, but he didn’t go to sleep. He said to his empty room, “Kelly, I need to use those rods I was holding back for that other experiment to immediately make more of these mana purification rods, and then place them around our bodies while we sleep. I think after all that Jen has done today, there is no way she is going to be able to focus on mana purification while she is sleeping.”

It was almost morning when Sam finished the purification rods. He had heard Jen head to the showers about an hour earlier. Sam went to Jen’s room and found her passed out asleep, and he placed the rods around her body before heading to his room and placing some around his own body, and then going to sleep himself.

The rods were not really staying in place too well, but Sam planned on enchanting some gold bracelets and chains with a mana purification enchantment, to wrap around their wrists and necks until they could train themselves to naturally purify their mana all the time.

Gold was a great conductor of mana for enchantments. “Kelly, Jen’s going to go through the roof when I tell her how much we are going to need to spend!”

The system informed Sam his mana regen had increased by 4 points, and his mana pool increased by 2 points for partially untangling the pool in his center. He saw a system message Jen forwarded him where she had increased her mana regen another 3 points from cleaning up corruption and also increased her mana pool by 2 points. Sam thought, “Good, she is untangling the mana pool in her center as well.”

            

    
        Chapter 36:  Garbage Disposal

    
    
    
    
                Jen woke up before Sam, and she thought, “I need to expand my multi-focus skill from double focus into triple focus. I need to be able to use part of my mind for mana filtering 100 percent of the time.”

Jen sat still and split her mind between meditation, which was almost second nature to her now, and her new mana purification skill. She found that she could keep these two skills going indefinitely with her speed of mana regeneration. The problem was, she thought her mana regeneration should have been much higher after opening a mana channel, but the filtering of her mana slowed down the regeneration and made her pull harder at the surrounding ambient mana.

She had to draw much more dirty ambient mana to filter out enough clean mana to fully operate her mana system.

Jen thought, “My mana system is much more powerful with the purified mana and clean mana, but even with my new open channel, I am only drawing in about 90% of the mana I drew in before. With Sam’s purification and mana collection rods laying around my body, I can get close to full regeneration going, but I can’t simply tape those on my body.”

After a few hours of simply meditating and mana filtering, Jen split into a third focus to simultaneously use her mana cleaning skill. The meditation was calming; the mana filtering was repetitive and boring, but the mana cleaning required constant focus of her mind to guide her mana through her mana system to scrub and remove corruption deposits.

It was kind of like driving a car, while listening to a very boring book on tape, and also, eating a taco without making a mess. At first, you’re making a mess, but then, as you eat tacos while driving and listening to the book over and over again, you eventually figure out how to eat the taco without making a mess and then eventually, doing all three becomes second nature.

Several hours later Jen was getting mentally tired keeping up her triple focus and took a break. She noticed Sam walking around the house and said, “You are so country; did you really just tie those rods around your chest?”

Sam responded with a grunt. “You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it!”

Jen laughed at him and said, “You just keep telling yourself that, Boomer!”

Sam did feel stupid and didn’t even try to think of a comeback; he just changed the subject. “I feel like I have been taking half breaths all night and morning. I just can’t keep my mana regeneration up without these rods right next to me.”

Jen walked over to Sam and started to inspect his mana channel and told him, “We are going to open another one of your mana channels today. Yesterday, when my mana channel burst open, I shoved all my mana into a spell. Today, if we are able to smash open one of your mana channels, I want you to be ready to take that built up mana and push it into your “mana system cleaning skill” and sweep up all the corruption from the opened channel, and expel it from your system as quickly and completely as possible.”

Sam nodded his head in agreement but said, “Before we start, I was thinking about how surgeons use stents to allow blood to flow through blocked veins, or how plumbers use augers to open clogged pipes.”

Jen slapped herself in the forehead, and said, “Of course! Take a look at the channel I opened yesterday down my arm. As you can see, even after cleaning on it for many hours last night, there is still quite a bit of corruption around the edges. I think it may take me several weeks of regular mana scrubbing to get it completely clean.

“If we simply smashed a small hole right down the middle of your channel, you may have weeks or months of scrubbing the corruption. However, if you could form your mana into the shape of a hole saw, like those used to cut out holes for door knobs, you could just cut a thin circular line around the edges of your mana channel, breaking free one large chunk, and then use your mana cleaning skill to blow that one large chunk out of your system.”

Sam listened to Jen’s idea but had a worried look on his face and said, “Sounds good, but I’m concerned a large chunk of corruption like that may get stuck in the center near my mana pool. It would look like a giant snake of corruption floating around my center. Maybe like a large loose chunk of cholesterol that breaks free, it can cause a stroke or heart attack.”

“Maybe, but I agree with your point. We should take it slow and be careful,” replied Jen.

Sam thought for a second and said, “I’m going to try to form my mana into something like the blades in a garbage disposal. I’ll then spin the saw blades and smash them into the clogged channel like a hammer drill. As the mana blades spin and pound into the corruption, I will reserve some mana to carry off and expel the smaller bits of corruption that break free. I just don’t know if I will be able to generate enough clean mana, to keep it all going at the same time.”

Jen’s eyes widened as Sam finished his thoughts, and she jumped up. “I’ll be right back,” and she ran outside. Only a few minutes later, Jen returned, left the door ajar, opened the windows in the house, and said, “It just hit me! Both of us have been inside filtering the same ambient mana for almost a full day now. The ambient mana in here is horrible. When I walked a little way from our house, it was like I had left a coal plant and was able to get a fresh breath of air. My mana generation outside is still lower because of my filtering, but it’s much better than in here!”

Sam looked a little flustered and said, “Of course! You’re brilliant, Jen! I’m going to need a day, maybe two, before we work on my second mana channel.”

Sam was a little put out. His pure mana was much more powerful, and he had greater control over it, but even with the doors and windows open, his mana regen was terrible. Sam had to constantly slow down his work and wait for his mana pool to fill up, but he refused to let any mana enter his body that was not purified.

It actually took almost two weeks, but Sam had finally outfitted their shop and home with enchanted mana filtering and gathering rods. Sam wanted to put more mana gathering rods around their building, but more rods might have caused a literal breeze of mana, possibly bringing unwanted attention. The purifiers released all the clean mana into their home, but unfortunately, for those around them, all the dirty mana was vented straight up into the air like a smokestack. Some of the pure mana leaked into the shop area of their building, but the customers believed the jolt they received from the pure mana was simply the relaxing feeling from Sam’s mini AC units.

***System Message*** Mana Regen increased by 2X while in mana dense and purified area.

Jen looked at Sam when he finally finished modifying the building and said, “I’m glad you’re finally done. You spent a shit-ton of money on all those materials. We are going to have to build up our savings again after all this.”

That said, Jen did stretch and just let the mana flow into her and purred. “This pure mana is glorious though! Not to mention the doubling of our mana regen while in the house!”

Sam replied, “Once we get back into a rhythm, we can make tons of gold selling the mana filtering and purification rods to the System Shop. Also, I couldn’t have gotten it all done this quick without you taking care of the business and getting all the supplies; you’re the best.”

Jen inwardly smiled at the compliment but said, “Enough procrastinating. Let’s get that mana channel of yours opened.”

Over the last few days, Sam and Jen had discussed exactly how they were planning to open his mana channel. They also discovered that Jen could push her mana into Sam if his mana pool was low as a result of his mana regen not keeping up. They had done this several times to allow Sam to work on some of the more complex enchantments for venting the corrupted mana out the roof.

Sam lay on the cot in his workroom, and Jen said to him, “Just like we talked about, use multi-focus and get your meditation going and your mana manipulation going. You’re going to be constantly using your mana to run your mana manipulation spell. I’m placing all the mana gathering rods around your body to help your mana regen, which should keep your pool full. If it doesn’t, I’ll pump mana into your system.”

Jen watched as Sam started filling his mana system to bursting and then he swirled his mana into a claw-like tunneling blade that he started to run down one of the largest clogged mana channels they identified. It was really like a plumbing snake used to clean out plumbing lines. As he spun the claw and drove it down his channel, the corruption was ground off the walls of his mana channels and the blockage was smashed and ground, Sam would bring in the mana he was holding in reserve, and use that mana to sweep up the corruption and expel it out of his body.

Sam had been grinding through his mana channel for almost three hours. They didn’t want to just blow his mana channel through and have the corruption spread all through his mana system. Jen had spent many hours over the last couple of weeks trying to clean up the corruption from her blown open channel, and she still estimated it would take her another week to get it all cleaned out.

Jen spoke softly and encouragingly. “You’re doing great; you’re almost to the end of your arm where the channel should loop back into your center like mine does. Keep it up, just a little bit longer.”

Sam gritted his teeth with strain and concentration, but still hissed out, “That’s what she said.”

Jen wanted to slap him but smiled inwardly. She could see that he was getting a little tired, but his meditation skill kept him in a focused trance, and he had not let up on the grinding, hammering, or cleaning for even a second.

Jen saw when his channel eventually broke through, and she calmly said, “It’s broken through. Take your mana and chase down all the corruption that just broke apart into your core.”

Sam’s mana was chasing down so much corruption and expelling it, that his pool started running low. Jen then said, “I’m placing my hands on you like we discussed. Don’t be surprised; I’m pushing my mana into your system.”

As Sam spent the next hour cleaning up the corruption, Jen inspected his center and his original channel to see if there were any changes. When he was finally done, she said, “Your channels look pretty good, but there is still some corruption around the edges of the channel you broke through. How do you feel?”

Sam sniffed at his own stench and said, “I’m pretty tired, but with meditation, I didn’t have too hard a time keeping focused. I was able to get most of the corruption out, but it stuck like glue if it hit any of the corruption that was already on the walls of my other mana channel, then it wouldn’t budge easily.”

***System Message*** Mana regen increased by 4 points

Jen was pleased with these results and said, “That’s great, because my other mana channels are noticeably harder to clean since I didn’t immediately expel the corruption right away. We should both clean all the corruption off our opened mana channels and mana walls before going further. That way when we unclog our remaining mana channels, the corruption will have fewer places to stick. Anyways, it’s been a long night and you stink. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Sam wrinkled his nose as he went to take a shower. He was tired, but with the house purifying the mana and having another open channel, he felt much more in touch with the mana around him, and he thought to himself, “Slow is fast, fast is Slow. We’re picking up momentum. I will get you back Kelly!”

            

    
        Chapter 37:  Hot Streak

    
    
    
    
                Jen was walking with Cristi Ford when Cristi said, “By helping with all the crop problems, you and Sam have really saved the independent farmers from the sleezy farmer’s guild.”

“That’s good, but I’ve heard rumors they are beating up some of the independent farmers.”

Cristi nodded, “That’s true, but you can’t do everything.  Also, those farmers refused to join in with most of us that hired guild fighters to patrol our lands.  They were easy pickings for the farmer’s guild.”

“They couldn’t afford it?” asked Jen.

“No, they were too cheap and just hoped the farmer’s guild would do nothing.” Cristi replied, then pointed up ahead of them, “Robert Krane’s farm is on the edge of Hot Streak Dungeon Forest, it’s just over there.” 

Once they arrived at Robert’s farm, Jen said to Cristi, “This shouldn’t take too long, but why don’t you go relax with Robert and his wife at their house while I inspect the fields.”

Cristi knew that Jen wouldn’t allow anyone to accompany her while she cleaned the farms of any poisonous mana or infected plants, and said, “Okay, see you in a bit.” As she headed to tell Robert they arrived and that Jen would inspect the fields for problems.

Jen had an iron rod with a fake enchantment on it.  She would use her psych skill to identify if any poison mana rods were causing the crop problems.  In case anyone was watching her, she would pretend that the enchantment on the iron rod would help her locate infested plants that were harming crops.  In reality she would use the iron rod to smash any poison rods she found. 

When Jen finished smashing the last of the poison mana rods on Robert’s farm, she noticed mana flowing from the woods carrying what felt like a volatile almost fiery flavor.  After Jen went to the farmhouse to meet Cristi, Robert and his wife, she asked, “What caused the destruction of the dungeon?” 

Cristi’s friend Robert, the owner of the farm, spoke up and said, “About 100 years ago, when my dad was just a young boy, a group of adventurers was granted permission from the City Lord to visit the dungeon.  Instead of just farming the dungeon for monsters and loot, the adventurers must have done something to destroy it, because they were never seen again, and the dungeon never produced any more monsters that would give loot drops.  The City Lord was furious because the dungeon produced spell scrolls, technique scrolls, armor, weapons, and other valuable drops.  He sent in several dungeon teams to find out what happened, but those that came back, always came back with nothing.”

Jen was excited about investigating a dungeon, even if it was empty.  Plus, there was that strange mana she was sensing.  She turned towards the forest and asked Robert, “Is anyone allowed to explore the forest and dungeon, or is it off limits?”

Robert replied, “Go explore all you want.  Because of the quarter year, most of the bandits are out in Blackjack Forest where the majority of transfer pads are located.  Years ago, the City Lord did keep a guard force at the dungeon entrance, but since it was destroyed, it’s been left open.  Every few years, an adventuring team will go in there. Some don’t return, but those that do always come out complaining about wasting their time.  It’s probably been almost 20 years since the last group went in the dungeon.  I haven’t heard of anything unusually dangerous in the forest lately either, but… you should always be prepared for the worst when in the wild. 

Jen turned back to look at Robert and his wife, and with a smile on her face changed the topic, “I think we’re all finished here.  You should notice an increase in the health of your crops.”

Robert had heard how much better Cristi’s and other independent farmers’ crops were doing after Jen’s and Sam’s visit, and hesitantly said, “You only want payment if the crops improve right?” 

Jen really liked most of the farmers around the city, and she replied with a smile, “That’s right, you pay 3% of the value of only the improved crops at the end of the season.  If there is no improvement, then you pay nothing.”

Robert and his wife were watching Jen and Cristi head back towards town when Robert said to his wife, “I’ve never heard of such a powerful mage helping out farmers for such a paltry fee.  We’re in the Decks!  Do you think she is working on some sort of gambling quest and is out to ruin us?” 

Robert’s wife looked sternly at him and said, “Only the truly powerful have the luxury of helping others.  Cristi’s brother, the Director of the Honorable Arc Guild, has vouched for them.  Without her aid, we would certainly have lost our farm by the end of the season.  Now, we have a chance.  Say nothing to anyone about what she has done for us today.  Those in the farmer’s guild will surely be angry that she has improved our crops. Now, they can no longer hope to steal our farm for a fraction of its true value at the end of the season.”

When Jen returned to the shop, she was surprised that the lines of customers had disappeared, and Long Bi and Ji Bi were nowhere around, but then she spotted Richard Loshen meeting with Sam in the shop.  She had never met him before, but she knew of him.  He was the Director of the Stone Guild, the largest and richest guild in Casino City.

When Sam saw Jen enter the store, he texted her a quick update, “Director Loshen is trying to get me to enchant a rod with a powerful healing spell.  He says he has a healing enchantment that I can copy but just wants another healing rod – offering 50 gold.  I’ve told him that I can only repair SOME enchantments and can only create simple charms.”

Sam looked over at Jen and said out loud, “Director Loshen, please let me introduce you to my daughter Jen.” 

Jen curtsied and bowed her head and said, “Director Loshen, it is an honor to have you visit our humble store. Please excuse my father’s complete lack of manners.  May I get you a drink or something to eat?”

Director Loshen smiled kindly at Jen with a slight nod and laughed, “Your father has been perfectly gracious.  I rather like dealing with men as straight forward as him.”

Jen could sense with her psych skill that everything about Director Loshen was just a front, and his true emotions and intentions were kept hidden from others.  She also noticed that his stats, mana channels, and mana center were somehow hidden from her mana sight and psych skill. 

Sam said to Jen, “Director Loshen wishes me to re-create the major healing enchantment on this rod.”  While Sam explained to Jen what Director Loshen wanted, Jen was making an obvious and unmistakable frowning face of disappointment, trying to give the impression that she knew her ‘father’ could not re-create the healing enchantment.  Jen replied to both of them, “Did you inform Director Loshen of the healing charms you can make, or of that new charm you are working on that will dull the pain during healing by almost 10%?”

Her response successfully convinced Direct Loshen that Sam wasn’t lying when he claimed to be unable to re-create the healing enchantment, because Loshen quickly indicated that he would not personally be interested in the healing or pain-relieving charms.  He thanked them both for their time and hospitality and promised to send them as much business as he could.

Sam texted Jen, “Shit!  That was a close one.  He wasn’t taking ‘No’ for an answer, but your performance convinced him.”

Shortly after Director Loshen left.  They opened the shop back up, and Jen went and called Long Bi and Ji Bi back to work.  When other customers were in earshot  Jen gossiped with the Bi’s about how they were fortunate enough to have a private meeting with Director Richard Loshen and how Director Loshen said he would send them as much business as he could.

Sam and Jen both worked in the shop for the rest of the day, and it wasn’t until later that night when Sam said,

“I’m glad Loshen didn’t ask for that pain relief charm, I don’t have any idea how to make one.”  Sam cringed when he saw Jen grimace at his words.  He hadn’t meant it as a rebuke, and so he said, “You saved my ass!  Without your quick thinking, I have a feeling I might be a permanent guest of the Stone guild.” 

Jen replied, “A weak pain relieving charm was the only thing that popped in my mind.” 

Sam laughed, “It worked.  That’s what counts.  The only thing I could think of, was whether or not they had cushions in their permanent guest ‘room’.”

Jen cheered up and asked, “How do you think we came up on his radar?” 

He shrugged. “I’m confident that Victor keeps my orders confidential based on our magical contracts.  My guess, and it’s only a guess, is that his spies saw us meeting with Director Devon a few times, and they believed our store was just a front for something more. So… Director Loshen decided to offer us a literal fortune to see if I would re-create his healing enchantment.  I only wish I could’ve had some time to decrypt it. His rod was crazy powerful.”  

Jen replied, ripping on Sam, “That’s what he said!”

Sam laughed, “You got me with that one. Why does everyone have to refer to these wands as rods!”

Jen and Sam joked around a little bit more, and when Jen brought up the dungeon, she was shocked when Sam immediately agreed to check it out.

He said, “I feel like we should get out there and evaluate our skills in a somewhat safe place.  It made me sick over the last few months when we heard the rumors about the rainbows coming down in the Black Jack forest and not knowing what happened to the people from Earth.  There’s only 2 months left in the year, but if we could just do something to help others like us!” 

Jen could only frown with sympathy and agreement, “It makes me sick too, but I told you it didn’t matter. Tamako said she heard that the gamblers and guilds keeping watch on the transfer pads were furious because the people teleported in were already dead.” 

Sam grimaced. “Earth can be just as evil as the Decks.”

            

    
        Chapter 38:  Timber!!!

    
    
    
    
                Jen finished slipping on the mana gathering bracelets and necklace that Sam made for them and yelled to him in the other room, “Are you ready yet?”

“Almost!” Sam said, as he pulled the trigger and fired another crossbow bolt into one of his space rings.

“Gimme!!!” Jen demanded from Sam as she came into his room and pointed at some of the storage rings. Sam gathered up five of the rings on his worktable and handed them over to her and said, “These three each have 50 crossbow bolts. The bolts in this one have armor piercing enchantments. This one has bolts with fire enchantments, and this one has bolts with poison enchantments, but FYI, the poison is kind of weak.”

Jen felt it looked a little gaudy, but she equipped all three rings and asked, “What about these other two rings?”

Sam gave Jen a Dr. Evil grin and said, “That my dear is going to be a surprise!”

Jen knew better than to try and dig it out of Sam, because he would just gloat about his secret the more she asked.

A week earlier when Jen had returned from Robert’s farm and said she wanted to explore the abandoned dungeon, Sam had been excited about trying out some of his new enchantments and weapons. While working on storage rings, he learned through some testing that if you threw something into a storage ring, when it came out, it lost almost all its kinetic force, and it would come out facing the same direction as when it went in.

Understanding of the complete code behind the storage rings was still beyond Sam’s skill, but he had figured out quite a few modifications he could make to the storage enchantments.  He learned that the storage rings would absorb the kinetic energy from any item placed into them, and would release the kinetic energy out of the ring so slowly that it was unnoticeable.  Through a lot of trial and error he discovered a way to modify the enchantment so that items placed in the ring would come out of the ring facing the opposite direction.  He also learned how to switch off the part of the enchantment that killed the kinetic force and slowly drained it out of the ring.  This actually cut down the mana consumption of the storage rings dramatically.

Additionally, he modified the ring’s enchantments with a passcode that could lock and unlock the rings. Even if you died or someone stole the ring, if it was locked, without the passcode, it could not be opened.

Finally, while it wasn’t an enchantment modification that Sam made, Jen had shown Sam how to extend his mana out to the rings to allow items to be placed into and removed from the rings without having to be in physical contact.

“This is the place!” Sam said as he was looking up at some very tall trees a few miles into the forest outside of Casino City.

Jen looked perturbed at Sam as she said, “So, are you finally going to tell me what you plan to do with the rings?”

Sam walked around the trees looking at the terrain as he said, “I have eight rings, three with crossbow bolts like yours, two with different types of enchantment grenades, and three empties.”

Jen looked at Sam as though he had cheated her, but she knew he must have a reason for not giving her the enchantment grenades, “What’s wrong with the enchantment grenades?”

Sam looked a little guilty and said, “I’m not planning on using them because I haven’t had a chance to test them yet. I just wanted to make sure you knew what I had on me. As for the empty rings, well in just a second, you’re going to see what will be going inside them.”

Sam walked over to the tallest tree at the edge of the clearing, pulled out some climbing equipment he’d purchased in the market when he came up with his plan, and said, “Hold my beer,” as he gave Jen his empty rings.

Jen choked back a laugh as she looked up and rolled her eyes “hold my beer!” she just wasn’t expecting to hear that.

As he started to climb the tree, Sam hollered down to her, “Stand back and throw the ring where the log looks like it is going to fall, and then open the ring and catch the log.”

“TIMBERRRRRR!!!!!” Sam hollered as he cut about a six-foot length log off the very top of the tree about 150 feet up. With Jen’s speed and agility, she was not worried about getting hit by the log, but the weight and force of that log as she caught it inside the ring was impressive. “Holy Shit, Sam is an evil genius.”

            

    
        Chapter 39:  Slim

    
    
    
    
                Robert gave them a map to the dungeon that had been passed down from his father. Jen tried to pay him for it, but he wouldn’t accept even a copper.

It took Jen and Sam two more days to travel from Robert’s farm to the dungeon entrance. Jen could have followed the unusual mana trail straight to the dungeon even without a map. Robert was also correct about the beasts, their levels were so low, none of them even tried to attack Sam and Jen.

Jen was kind of disappointed as she looked at the dingy cave entrance, and she said, “I know this was my idea, and it looks like we might have wasted our time, but like I said, I can feel an unusual mana coming from the cave that I hope will make it worth the trip.”

They watched the dungeon entrance from cover and concealment for several hours and didn’t notice any signs of anything going in or out of the cave.

“That’s the problem; we should have seen some animals or at least signs of animals using that cave. Don’t get relaxed; something is not right here.” Sam said to Jen.

A few moments later he asked her, “What’s the plan, Boss?”

“Stay alert, stay alive!” Jen said as she left her overwatch position and headed towards the dungeon.

Sam kept his rifle trained on anything that might jump out at Jen as she approached the entrance. “All clear!” Jen said to Sam, as she then kept her rifle trained on the surrounding area, to cover Sam as he approached her location.

She continued to keep watch as Sam placed several enchanted mana blocks around the entrance that would sound an alarm if anything came in the dungeon behind them.

They both cast their night vision skill as they entered the cave. Almost six intense hours later, after they cautiously and tediously explored every tunnel of the dungeon, and placed enchanted mana warning block alarms at every junction behind them, they arrived at what they believed to be a cavern at the very bottom of the dungeon.

“This is where the mana is originating from. According to the stories I’ve heard about dungeons on this world, if there were a boss monster in this dungeon, it would be up ahead in that cavern,” Jen texted to Sam’s onboard.

“Cover me.” Jen said as she slowly inspected the open chamber while staying on the inside edge of the tunnel. “Clear! I don’t see anything or sense any mana traps. The only mana I feel at all is the same mana stream that’s been flowing from the cave.”

Sam slowly walked backwards to meet up with Jen at the cavern entrance while keeping their rear covered. Sam suddenly scream-whispered “What the fuck!” as he jumped about four feet to the other side of the tunnel. The fattest black and white tuxedo cat, out of nowhere, had just purred and rubbed up against his leg scaring the shit out of him.

Sam almost shot the fat pudgy cat on instinct. “Should I shoot it?” he asked Jen, as it waddled towards her.

“No, give me a second,” she replied. While focusing her psych skill on the cat, Jen was thinking to herself, “Why did my psych scanning skill not pick up any emotions, sounds, or mana signals from the presence of this knee-high adorable cuddly cat? He looks so cuddly!!!!”

The cat then looked at Jen with intelligent eyes and used its own psych skill and said in Jen’s mind, “Of course you can’t sense me unless I want you to; I’m a mana cat!” The cat then walked a little closer to Jen, looked utterly exhausted from waddling around, collapsed to the ground, rolled over on his back and said, “Tummy rub pleeeeeease!”

Jen’s jaw dropped open, but she was speechless after hearing the cat ask for a tummy rub! She then looked at Sam before approaching the cat, and said, “Keep me covered. You won’t believe this, but this cat just talked to me through my onboard, using a psych skill.”

“What the hell?” replied Sam.

“He says he’s a mana cat, whatever that is. I can’t crack his stat sheet to see his level either.”

Sam kept his weapon trained on the cat but also kept his other focus through his peripheral vision on their surroundings, “Are you sure about this Jen? This is fucking weird. We don’t need to take this risk.”

Jen kept her eyes on the cat as she replied, “I’m not sure, but I have a feeling about this cat.”

Sam’s gut was not warning him, but his stomach was still in knots as he watched Jen kneel down and start petting the cat’s massively fat and furry stomach. The cat simply purred, stretched, and rolled so that Jen could also scratch his side and back.

A few minutes later, Jen said to Sam, “Long story short, he’s been in the dungeon for about 100 years. He’s a mana cat and came down here with a group of adventurers who were controlling him with a slave collar. The strange mana in this dungeon interfered with the collar, breaking the control of the slavers. He immediately killed all the slavers, but the strange mana keeps him trapped in the cavern, and he can only go out about 20 feet down this tunnel before collapsing from lack of mana. He says that over the last 100 years, we’re the first people or beasts that didn’t try to immediately kill him, and the dungeon hasn’t released any monsters since he’s been here.”

Sam replied, “OK, what does ‘Slim’ want us to do about it. Everybody always wants us to fix something for them!”

Jen looked up at Sam with “that” look and said, “He’s been a slave to either people or this dungeon for over 100 years. Are you saying you don’t want to do anything about it?”

Sam grumbled, “No, you’re right. It’s just, why is it always us?...Wait, don’t answer that. I need to quit bitching. Let’s get this done. What does Slim say?”

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Enslave the cat and escape the dungeon!

==

Requirements: Demand the slave collar from the cat in exchange for his freedom from the dungeon!


	You have 6 hours to meet the quest requirements – odds of failing 99%

	Reward of 20 ability points and euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.







==

Accept: Yes/No

==

They immediately rejected the quest, and Sam said, “Ask him why the gambling quest has a 99% chance of failing.”

Jen looked at Slim and a moment later replied, “Because he would kill us rather than give over the slave collar and continue to be enslaved, even if by people instead of the dungeon.”

Sam shrugged and said, “No worries there. How do we go about getting him out of here?”

After a moment, Jen replied, “He says that I need to use my mana to shield and block the dungeon’s mana from his mana system until we get out of the dungeon.”

Sam was surprised and asked, “Is that something you can do?”

Jen nodded her head and said, “Yes, I can do it. It won’t be “hard,” but it’s going to take ALL my focuses. His entire body is literally made up of mana channels. That’s not all. He says the dungeon has stored up a lot of energy, and once he is disconnected from it, the dungeon is likely to release a lot of monster mobs that will attack us.”

Sam bit his tongue in an effort to keep from bitching about what they were going to do. He then said, “OK, wait here. Right now, there are no mobs in the dungeon. I’m going to go and use some of my enchanted grenades to cave in all the side tunnels to keep the mobs from coming at us from the sides.”

Jen looked at Slim and then said to Sam, “You don’t need to do that. Slim says all the mobs will spawn in this cavern. We just need to get back out of the entrance before the mobs overrun us.”

Sam walked over and knelt down next to Jen, and while absently scratching Slim behind the ears said, “Give me all your rings, except the one with your guns. We are going to go to the very edge of Slim’s tether. When you get his mana system blocked off, I want you to run, and don’t stop running until Slim is out of the dungeon. Then come back for me. I don’t know how far I will be able to follow you before the mobs catch up, and then I’ll have to cover your escape.”

            

    
        Chapter 40:  Run Sam Run

    
    
    
    
                “Run!” yelled Jen as she took off down the cave tunnel with Slim laying over her shoulder watching their backs. Their agility made them fast, but it wasn’t ten minutes before Slim let out a hiss to warn Sam of mobs approaching.

“Keep going!” Sam hollered as he turned to face the mobs. His first thought was, “Damn they’re fast!” and his second thought was “LOG!!!!” as he pointed his ring finger at them.

The log was almost as wide as the tunnel and smashed through the ghouls pushing them about 20 feet back before coming to a stop in a jumble of broken and crushed bodies. Sam didn’t stay around to take a long look but RAN for all he was worth.

Within a few minutes he heard one of his enchanted alarms go off behind him, and he knew they were close. He turned around and logged them again, before taking off in a sprint.

“Kelly, I may actually make it out of here”. That was when Sam heard another enchanted alarm go off, and he turned and logged more ghouls that were chasing him. These ghouls looked like bodybuilders with huge muscles, and braced themselves for catching the log. It knocked them off balance and crushed the one up front but didn’t smash through and confuse them like before.

“LOG, LOG, LOG.” Sam shot three logs at the ghouls and that did the trick. “Shit, at this rate, I will run out of logs before I can get out of here,” Sam thought.

Sam ran; he guessed he was about halfway out of the dungeon. A crossbow bolt flew past him. He dove on the ground and spun around and rapid-fired about 10 armor piercing crossbow bolts into what appeared to be leather-armored, crossbow wielding ghouls, and then he logged them for good measure.

He jumped up and ran, and as he reached a turn in the tunnel, he pulled out one of his enchanted fire grenades, threw it back around the corner and ran. Sam had made the fire enchantment grenade with a timer, and it was set to explode about 3 seconds after it was thrown, at least that’s what he hoped would happen.

The timer worked perfectly, but the explosion was not what he expected. Sam was around the corner and with his agility he was easily more than 100 yards away when the grenade went off. The explosion propelled him forward about 25 yards and it felt like it melted off the back half of his body.

If he hadn’t been around a corner, he definitely would have died. Sam curled up on his side just trying to breathe. Thankfully the explosion must have done even more damage to all the mobs behind him.

He dropped almost all his healing charms out of a ring and set them to healing his burned backside, but the power in the healing charms ran out before he was completely healed.

Sam was in severe pain, but he ran and hobbled along anyways. He knew he was going the right direction, but he no longer had any idea how far he had left to go. He cursed at himself, as he threw on a bunch of his forgetme charms around his neck just before he heard his alarm enchantments go off, but as he turned, he could tell that the ghouls knew he was in front of them somewhere as they slowed and started pointing their crossbows in different directions. Luckily the forgetme charms prevented them from knowing exactly how far or exactly where to fire their crossbows.

“Stealth Log,” he thought as he silently launched the log, before continuing to limp and run. Sam passed a narrow bend in the cave, turned around and “logged!” all his remaining logs in the small space. The logs were jammed between the walls and ceiling, completely blocking off the passage, but for how long, he had no idea.

He continued to run as best he could. That’s when Jen showed up. She took one look at Sam and threw him over her shoulder and turned and ran. He was looking backwards as he hung over her shoulder, and he thought that the log barricade must have stopped them for good, but just before they made it out of the cave entrance, he saw some more ghouls chasing them and he fired a deluge of crossbow bolts of every kind at them.

When he noticed his fire-enchanted bolts explode upon impact, and destroying the ghouls, instead of just catching them on fire as they were designed, he guessed it was the strange mana in the dungeon that caused them to become super-charged. “Thank goodness those bolts were not as powerful as my enchanted fire grenade,” was all Sam thought before he passed out.

Jen exited the dungeon with Sam on her shoulder. She had no idea what he did to cause all those explosions as they were leaving the dungeon, but she could tell he passed out when he fell limp on her shoulder. Thankfully, she could also tell that he was breathing OK.

She took Sam to the rally point they had set up in the forest a short way from the dungeon. She started the slow process of using her bandage and healing spells on his burnt body. Slim was passed out next to Sam. He hadn’t done well with having his mana system blocked off while escaping the dungeon, but with her connection and new levels, she felt like Slim just needed to rest and absorb mana, and he would be OK.

            

    
        Chapter 41:  To Loot or Not To Loot? Is that ever a question?

    
    
    
    
                “What do you mean go back in there!”  Sam exclaimed. 

Jen looked at Slim, and then back to Sam, and replied, “Slim says that the dungeon threw everything it had at us to keep him from escaping, and the dungeon is going to need time to recover more mana before it can create more mobs.  If we go in now, he’s confident that the two of us can take on the few ghouls or other mobs that might be remaining and recover a ton of loot.” 

Sam’s system messages made it clear that his fire enchantment grenade had killed a metric shit-ton of ghouls, and his inner greed demon really wanted to get the loot, but he said, “The loot won’t do us any good if we’re dead.  Now that he has escaped the dungeon, how do we know Slim over there isn’t simply trying to get us killed off?” 

“We can discuss how I know later, but you were out for almost three hours, and Slim says if we don’t get the loot soon, the dungeon will absorb the loot in the next hour or two.”

“How does he know?” asked Sam.

“Please assume that everything Slim says is true, and decide if you want to go after the loot.  I am still kind of freaked out right now from almost losing you, so if we don’t go back in there, it’s not that big a deal to me.” 

Jen had split one of her focuses off on meditating to work through her emotions in order to stay functional after almost losing Sam. 

He looked up at the trees in the area and asked, “I’ll follow your lead, Boss, but how much time did you say…?” 

They spent about half an hour loading up on more logs before they entered the dungeon. 

When they approached the first dead ghoul, Sam said, “Why don’t you collect the loot, while I keep watch?” 

Jen gave him the evil eye as she collected the loot, “You lazy ass, you just want me stuck doing the inventory.”    

Sam knew he was guilty as charged but just kept his mouth shut and gave her a wide-eyed innocent puppy look. 

Jen grumbled, “Your silence is an admission of guilt!  You are going to owe me for this.”   Jen knew her threat was hollow; she already kept and handled all their money and valuables. In reality, Jen was happy that Sam was joking around after almost dying, and she actually liked collecting and seeing the loot messages from the System. 

Slim had been right: with them taking turns, providing cover for each other as they moved, they were easily able to log, firebolt, or shoot the few remaining ghouls that attacked them. 

Jen was pressing her psych ability to its limits when they entered the large cavern at the bottom of the dungeon.  In the middle of the room was a scroll lying on the floor.  Jen slowly walked over and picked it up and placed it in her ring, and said, “I was worried it was some sort of trap, but it’s a Ninja Skill technique scroll.  It’s not just a knife, sword, or bow technique scroll, but a complete Ninja skill technique scroll!  The starting price for scrolls like this is at least 75 gold in the System Shop!”

“Wow, that’s cool, but there still may be a trap in here.  Stay alert.” Replied Sam.

“Do you sense any hidden rooms or anything?” asked Jen.

Sam looked around but primarily continued to keep watch, and said, “Are you looking for hidden treasure rooms in addition to the scroll you just picked up?” 

“No, Slim said that one of his slavers had a dungeon master ability where she could find the dungeon’s core and take control of it.  Slim said he spent years searching for it while he was stuck here but finally gave up.  Slim thought since I was not linked to the dungeon, maybe I could find it.” 

Jen could sense that the strange mana originated from the cavern, but it just swirled around in the cavern, and she couldn’t locate its origination point, or anything she thought might be a dungeon core. 

Jen stared again at the swirling pattern of the dungeon’s mana once again, and said, “Take a look at the pattern in which the dungeon is swirling its mana.  It’s like a chain of spools connected together, with each spool releasing mana in a different direction.  I wonder if we swirl the mana in our pool in a certain way it might have an impact on our mana pool size or regen ability.” 

Sam shrugged, “We can give it a try, but let’s get out of here first.” 

Jen said, “You’re right; we’ve pushed our luck enough. Let’s go.”

            

    
        Chapter 42:  Paperwork

    
    
    
    
                “Come on Jen!  Just take the rings and give me the Cliff Notes on what we got from the dungeon!” Sam begged as he placed his bedroll next to the camp fire. 

Jen shook her head slowly, “Nope, I’ve been telling you for weeks to develop your inventory skill.  This is the perfect opportunity for you to grind it.”

To Sam it felt like tax season, “Fine, you’re right; I will go through the ring inventory while on watch, but you could at least give me the cliff notes on all my messages?”

Jen looked at Sam and she spoke very calmly but slowly for emphasis, “Sam, I AM NOT YOUR SECRETARY!” 

Sam feigned a look of surprise and replied, “Of course you’re not my secretary. You’re the BOSS, which is why I send them all to you.  That way you can tell me what I need to do!”

Sam’s last comment caught Slim’s attention, and he looked up at Sam and did some sort of cat snickering.  “What’s so funny Slim?” Sam demanded.

That’s when Jen reached up and put Sam in a headlock and said, “Do you know why I can do this so easily? It’s because you have not distributed any of your ability points for weeks.” 

After Sam stopped struggling for a second, Jen said, “Say Jen is right!” 

Sam reached up and tickled her. 

“Ahhhhh” Jen screamed and jumped about ten feet away from him.

Sam laughed and said, “Don’t mess with the old man. I know your weaknesses!  But you’re right, I will go through my messages.” 

Jen laughed and said, “That’s more like it!” as she pulled her bed roll out of her ring.

Sam asked, “So, are you going to use the Ninja scroll before you go to bed?”

“I want to, but we could sell it for at least 75 gold.  That’s like 750 thousand back on Earth!”

“So what, you’re worth it. The only reason for you not to use the scroll is because you’re going to sell it and use all the money to buy an even better scroll.  I don’t know if the system, or dungeon, or whatever does things intentionally, but that seems like the perfect scroll to augment the training you’ve been doing with Tamako.”

“Yea, it’s exactly what I want.”

“Then case closed.  Use it before you go to sleep.”

Slim spoke to Jen, “That is an extremely rare and valuable drop, likely caused by the inactivity of the dungeon for so many years.  A drop like that is probably not seen on the entire First Deck more than once every 50 years.  Use it.”  He then gave Jen a cocky look before running off into the woods. 

“Where’s Slim heading off to?” asked Sam.

“He’s heading “out.” Jen said using her fingers to make quotation symbols around the word “out.”  Let me bring you up to speed on Slim first.  Then… Yes, I will use the scroll before I go to sleep.”

            

    
        Chapter 43:  Slim

    
    
    
    
                Jen began Slim’s story, “Once upon a time, about 200 to 250 years ago, there was a dungeon in the Fifth Deck that spawned a level 94 mana cat.” 

“Level 94!” exclaimed Sam. 

“Wait for the rest of the story before asking all your questions.” Jen commanded.  “This is the same mana cat that you have affectionately named “Slim.”  Slim had been guarding the core of a dungeon on the Fifth Deck for over 50 years, successfully killing or scaring off any adventurers who invaded the dungeon. 

“One day a group of over 300 adventurers entered the dungeon to destroy Slim once and for all.  While Slim was handling the adventurers without too much effort, one of the adventurers, who had a “dungeon master” skill, snuck off and found the dungeon core.  Slim later learned that her name was Vicki Chang.  She waited, allowing Slim to kill all the remaining adventurers before she took control of the dungeon core.  Once Vicki Chang took control of the core, she was able to place a specially made slave collar on Slim. 

“For the next 75 years, give or take a few years, Slim was kept in a covered cage and not allowed to see anything. However, Slim could hear Vicki Chang as she would torture people in her hunt for information on dungeons.

“When Vicki Chang would find a dungeon, she would put together a party of adventurers.  She would lead them through the dungeon and capture the dungeon core.  She would only release Slim when she encountered a monster that the party could not kill or to kill any of the other adventurers that were still alive after she captured the dungeon core.

About 100 years ago, Vicki Chang heard about this dungeon and put together a party of adventurers to capture its core.  Unknown to Vicki Chang, the strange mana in this dungeon interfered with Slim’s slave collar.  Without the need to monologue about the revenge he would take, he tore out of his cage and killed Vicki Chang and the other adventurers before she even realized what had happened.

Slim thought he was finally free, but this dungeon’s mana would block his mana system anytime he tried to leave the main cavern.  As a mana cat, he does not have any power without access to mana and would collapse 20 feet outside of the main cavern.

The dungeon quit producing monsters and simply had Slim kill any adventurers that entered.  However, Slim decided to just let the adventurers find an empty dungeon instead of killing them.  Within a few years, adventurers quit entering the dungeon.  The beasts tended to stay away from the dungeon because of the strange mana it radiated.    After that, there were only rare occasions when new adventurers would enter. 

Slim searched for a way to escape from the dungeon for many years without any success.  He then tried to seek help from some of the adventurers who would explore the dungeon. 

Slim would take his smallest form and try to appear as friendly as possible, but even when he did not sense that the adventurers were evil, they would still immediately try to kill him out of fear of dungeon creatures.

Finally, after around 200 to 250 years of slavery to dungeon cores or to Vicki Chang, Slim nuzzled up next to you, and you did not try to kill him right away.  He sensed us using our onboards to talk, and because of my psych ability, he was able to communicate with me in a way that would make it obvious if either of us tried to lie to the other.

As Slim and I left the dungeon, Slim realized that the dungeon’s mana could still reach him, and that any other dungeon’s mana he might get exposed to could possibly pull him in and trap him again.  Slim sensed that you would not make it back out of the dungeon if I did not return right away.

Slim requested that we become mana bound to one another.  This type of binding creates a greater connection than even soul-binding, but it benefitted me much more than it benefitted Slim.  Because my level was so much lower than Slim’s, mana-binding with Slim caused the destruction of most of his experience points, but it also transferred a sliver of his experience points to both me and you since we were both sharing experience points when clearing the dungeon. 

Slim and I are now both level 18. I have 16 ability points to use, and Slim and I will level together as long as we are mana bound. 

The mana binding also instantly blocked any connection the dungeon mana could make with Slim, and I was finally able to return to the dungeon to get you.

Later, while you were still asleep and recovering, Slim explained that Vicki Chang had tried to convince him to mana-bind with her through threats and torture, but Slim always resisted.   

Slim is a sentient creature and the mana-binding allows me to control Slim in many ways. Additionally, the binding makes him need to constantly return to me if he has been away for too long.  I have told Slim he is not my slave, and that he is free to go and do whatever he pleases, as long as he does not hurt innocent and good people.

I still have a lot of questions too, but now, you know everything I know.”  Jen finished her story and leaned back against the tree trunk.

It took all Sam’s self-control not to interrupt Jen a hundred times during her explanation.  Finally, when Jen was done with her story, he took a second and thought about all Slim had been through, and said, “Wow, he has been a slave confined to a solitary existence for the most part of 250 years.  The poor guy.  I feel guilty about calling him ‘Slim.”  I didn’t realize he was sentient when I first gave him the nickname ‘Slim’ for being so pudgy and fat.”

Jen laughed as she was laying down in her bedroll and said, “Don’t worry.  He is a mana cat, not a pussycat.  He calls you ‘Log.’  The two of you will get along fine.  I’m exhausted, and I’m going to distribute a shit-ton of ability points from reaching level 18, use this Ninja technique scroll, and then go to sleep.  Don’t forget to go over your messages and work on your inventory list!” 

Sam groaned defeatedly, “Yes, Boss.”

Sam took a look at his stats first and was thinking, “Kelly, you know she could have just told me.  This is your influence on her.  Going through all these system messages and reviewing all the loot…It’s like tax season!  At least, let’s do the fun stuff first, I guess.  Ohhh…look at that.  I’ve made level 19.  I received a ton of experience points for killing all those mobs.  I also received experience points for rescuing Slim. 

“Ok Kelly, that adds up to 18 ability points. Cool, she was right, I hadn’t been paying attention, but my strength, agility, stamina, and stamina regen have all gone up 2 more points from the daily physical training-hell that Jen has been putting me through.  I can’t wait to see what she is able to do after using that scroll.  We were sure lucky when Jen came into our lives.  I so miss you being with us.” 

Sam was starting to tear up and lose control of his emotions.  He wanted Kelly to be there with him and Jen. He just ached to really talk to her.  He didn’t know what he would do if anything happened to Jen.  Sam recognized his emotions were spiraling, and he dropped into triple focus.  One for staying on watch, one for meditation, and one focus for finishing the review of his stats and loot. 

“Sniff…Ok, where were we?  Points, I have 18 points to distribute.  What the heck does “luck” really do?  It looks like it is getting out of balance, and my gut is telling me to do something about that.  Jen’s going to kill me, but I’m going to put 7 points in luck. 5 points in stamina regen and 6 points in mana regen.

            

    
        Chapter 44:  Sold!

    
    
    
    
                A few weeks later Jen walked into Sam’s workshop and said, “We’re completely broke. We only have about 50 silvers to our name."

Sam cringed, “Wow, it cost that much?”

Jen nodded, “Sure did, but I have the title documents from the City System Shop. We are now the proud owners of 100 acres of land, both surrounding the dungeon, and including all rights to the Hot Streak Dungeon!”

A few hours later as Jen took a seat in Director Devon’s office, he asked, “Ms. Jen, would you like something to drink?”

Jen laughed, “Not today, I can’t drink like you guildies!”

Devon took a seat behind his desk and asked, “You’ve got me on the edge of my seat with your request for this confidential meeting. I truly can’t imagine what you have in mind.”

Jen held her finger up to her lips requesting they both be silent. She pulled out several of Sam’s silencing rods and started placing them around the room.

Devon was getting nervous, but Jen whispered as she continued to position the rods, “these rods will keep our conversation from being overheard,” easing his concerns. When Jen finished, she finally said, “If we stay in this area in the middle, no sounds or words will leave this space.”

Devon nodded and said, “Interesting, let me give it a try.” He took a deep breath and hollered as loud as he could, “Guards! Guards!”

Jen could tell that Devon was pretty impressed with the silencing rods. Then he said, “Are you wanting to sell these through our public store? I’m sure there would be a lot of interest. The silence enchantments we have are tied to a specific room or location and can’t be easily moved.”

Jen shook her head and said, “No, these rods are not the reason for my visit, but you will soon understand why they are necessary. Sam and I own some land, and we have purchased complete ownership rights for everything on or in the land. There is an active dungeon on our property that we also have title ownership of. Before we offer the property for sale at auction, does your guild have any interest in purchasing it?”

Devon asked her to say no more until he gathered all the available guild officers. Less than 30 minutes later, Jen was getting seated in a larger conference room with Devon, as the last of the available guild branch executive officers entered the room for the emergency meeting.

As soon as Devon activated a built-in sound barrier especially made for the conference room, there was an immediate explosion of questions.

“Are we under attack?”

“What is Ms. Jen doing here?”

“Have we been robbed?”

And several other questions, all demanding an immediate response.

Devon raised his hand for silence and announced to the room. “Ms. Jen has full ownership of an active dungeon and has asked if our Guild branch would be interested in buying it.”

Everyone in the guild knew that it had been over 10 years, anywhere on the First Deck, since the Arc Guild acquired ownership of an active dungeon. New dungeons didn’t just pop up every day, and when they did, there was fierce competition for them.

There was complete stunned silence for about a second, before another roar of questions and comments from the guild officers.

“How much does she want?”

“How did she get a dungeon?”

“What kind of loot does the dungeon drop?”

“Where’s the dungeon located?”

Devon raised his hands for silence again. “Following Arc Guild bylaws, I called this meeting immediately. All of you now know everything I do at this time.” Devon then turned to Jen and asked, “Does anyone else know about the dungeon?”

Jen replied, “I can tell you this, if you’re able to purchase the dungeon now, your guild will have no interference, and those who do know will not disclose any information about the dungeon to anyone.”

Devon didn’t like Jen’s somewhat vague answer but went on “OK, please tell us about the dungeon.”

Jen intentionally gave the appearance of being cautious and a little uncomfortable, as she said, “Before I tell you anything about the dungeon, I need to know if your guild even has the ability to pay for it.”

The room went into chaos for a third time.

“How dare you!”

“Who does she think she is?”

“Throw her out now!”

“Fair question.”

Devon had dealt with Jen before and knew she was not the type to go around insulting people, and raised his hands again for calm. When the last muttering finally stopped, Devon looked at Jen with a warning in his eyes, and said, “Please continue.”

Jen was undisturbed by the rooms comments, kept her composure, and simply continued, “My father and I are not just asking for gold. We are also looking for a service and a relationship. We are not asking to be members of your guild. In fact, we do not want to be members of any guild at this time. However, part of the price will include providing us a multi-deck bank account with your guild where we can access our funds on any deck in any city that has an Arc Guild branch.”

Jen almost burst out laughing as the group of directors started mumbling comments again and Devon’s look of frustration with them.

“What the hell do they want that for?”

“Do we even have that type of account?”

None of the board members cared about Deck jumping. There was so much that still needed exploring in the First Deck. They all had chosen long ago to keep growing stronger and continue their adventures without any concern for jumping to higher Decks. Most people on the First Deck didn’t understand why anyone even cared to Deck Jump.

Devon just spoke over everyone and said, “Before I go through all the trouble to see if your request would be granted by our headquarters guild in Slot City, what else do you want?”

Jen knew she could squeeze them for gold, but her goal was to get the multi-deck account and maintain good relations with the Arc Guild. She smiled, and said, “No one knows how much gold I would get if the dungeon were to be auctioned off, but we all know it would be a ridiculous amount. I mean the Stone Guild is paying top dollar for just information that may lead to a dungeon.”

The board members cringed as she mentioned their primary competitor the Stone Guild.

Jen continued, “Keep my comments in mind, because all we’re asking for is a multi-deck account, access to the dungeon once a month, and the reimbursement of our actual costs and expenses for acquiring the dungeon, and these terms are non-negotiable.”

The board started mumbling with excitement.

“Just the title to land can still be very expensive.”

“We need to know her actual costs and expenses before we waste any more time.”

“Maybe we can trade some loot for it?”

While setting up the multi-deck account would cost next to nothing, only Devon and a few of the others actually knew how difficult it was going to be to convince the Guild HQ in Slot City to allow non-guild members to acquire one.

Director Devon activated another enchantment that silenced the sound in the room, and then waited patiently as each of the board members realized no one could hear them, and they each quit trying to talk. Once they were all paying attention again, he deactivated the room silencer.

“Ms. Jen we would need to contact the Arc Guild Deck Director regarding the multi-deck account. Before we do that, we need more information about the dungeon, and we’d need to know exactly how much it will cost us in addition to the account.”

All the board members were nodding in agreement and looking expectantly at Jen. She smiled and said, “Two multi-level accounts, 300 gold, once-a-month dungeon access. As for information about the dungeon, it is closer to Casino City than any other Deck City. That’s all I am going to tell you about the dungeon at his time.

“Thank you, Ms. Jen, for bringing this opportunity to us first!” Director Devon quickly said to hold off any more mutterings by the other board members. “We are interested, but we must consult privately before making any decisions. May we have until tomorrow to get back with you?”

“Of course, tomorrow is fine. Thank you everyone!” Jen said cheerily as she stood to leave.

Devon also rose and walked with Jen out to the street. By the time he returned, the board room was in chaos with everyone talking over each other.

As he made his way to the head of the table, he chuckled at the crazy group of men and women in the room. They were stubborn, cheap, brash, cranky, tired, excitable, disagreeable and a multitude of other traits, but they were all reliable and honorable men and women he would fight next to any day. He knew this dungeon could start a new era for their local branch.

After a moment, the room went silent as they all eventually turned their heads waiting for him to lead the discussion.

“Let me start off by saying that I think we, as the local branch, should do everything we can to purchase this dungeon and keep ownership 100% in our branch. If we can get this dungeon without sharing any ownership with any of our sister branches, our hall will be one of the wealthiest on the Deck!”

There was unanimous nods of agreement, and then Devon asked their Chief Financial Officer, who was second in command, “Judy, do we have any multi-level accounts already assigned to our guild hall?”

“Yes, we have four that are assigned to our local guild members that are not being used.” Judy pointed down the table at two of the board members and said, “Carol and Rob both have multi-level accounts they purchased years ago when they were thinking about deck jumping.” She pulled some paperwork out of her storage ring and reviewed the documents a moment before saying, “Jackie Roll and Three Dice have the other two.”

Carol spoke up, “We should see who is willing to sell their multi-level account, and then negotiate a fair price with those willing to sell. However, I am definitely willing to sell mine.”

Rob followed up her comment with an excited, “Me too! I paid 2 gold for mine, and will sell it back at cost.”

Devon said, “Good, then we definitely have two multi-level accounts available, IF we can get the Deck-Director to sign off on transferring them to Jen and Sam.”

“She better!” one of the board members mumbled loudly.

“Let’s stay focused everyone,” Devon said taking back control of the discussion. “How much gold do we have Judy?”

She pulled some more documents out of her ring, and after a few moments said, “If we keep the bare minimum for operating expenses, we can pull together maybe 200 of the 300 gold needed to purchase the dungeon.”

There were some groans in the room, but no one was surprised. Adventuring guilds were focused on buying better gear and funding new expeditions.

Marky Bett, one of the guild’s oldest members and a former director from many years earlier said, “What about those two legacy technique scrolls we have in the vault? Maybe they would consider taking them in trade?”

Carol spoke up, “It’s been a couple of years since we checked the value of the scrolls with the System shop, but even then, they were worth more than 400 hundred gold each!”

Marky replied, “True, the System shop would sell them for over 400 gold each, but it will only pay 50 or 60 gold for each for them. They’ve been in our vault doing nothing for over 300 years, and we can’t auction them for very much because everyone, even a few deck droppers, that have tried to use them, have failed because they had insufficient mana pools.”

Carol countered saying, “All together we would be paying between 950 and 1,000 gold for the dungeon. Maybe more, depending on the current market value of the legacy scrolls.”

Shasta Dice spoke next saying, “I’m pretty sure the last dungeon that was auctioned off went for over 1,200 gold. Even at full market value for the legacy scrolls we’re getting a good deal, all because they want those multi-level accounts.”

Carol nodded, “Good point.”

Marky Replied, “Assuming we can get the Deck Director to approve the accounts. I move we offer to purchase the dungeon for 200 gold plus the two legacy scrolls.”

Shasta seconded Marky’s motion, and it passed with unanimous consent of the board.

            

    
        Chapter 45:  Let's Make a Deal

    
    
    
    
                The land and dungeon cost Jen and Sam 275 gold.  They borrowed 175 gold for the purchase price from Duke Card.  He agreed to loan the gold for 3 months, with 25 additional gold paid back in interest.   Duke Card wasn’t told what they needed the money for, so the 25 gold in interest seemed reasonable to Jen for the risk he was taking.

“I think we should do it.” Said Sam. 

“I know, but after we pay Duke Card back, we’re still going to be broke,” replied Jen.

“Who cares about money.  My gut is telling me those scrolls are powerful.  We may not have enough mana to use them as technique scrolls for learning the lightning and healing spells, but I can decrypt them and turn them into enchantments!”

“I care about the money! I’m the one responsible for making sure everything gets paid.”

“Of course, you’re right Jen, but I can have 2 more mana purification rods completed by the end of the week, and you can sell those to the shop for at least 20 gold,” replied Sam.

“I think we flooded the market when selling so many to the System Shop while raising the money to purchase the dungeon.  The Shop will only pay 4 gold per rod now.”

Jen saw that Sam was going to continue to argue for the scrolls, and gave up, “Fine, we’ll do the trade with the scrolls, but we’re going to be on beans and rice for the next few weeks.”

“Yes!” Replied Sam as he pumped his arm in excitement and headed back to his workshop.

Three days later Jen was sitting down to a meeting with Devon and the Arc Deck Director Constance Smith in Slot City.  Devon had said to Jen before they left Casino City, “Before the Guild HQ will agree to grant you an account, you must meet with the Arc’s Deck Director in Slot City.  Our guild hall will pay the cost for the System Shop to transfer you to Slot City with me.”

Devon and a few other Arc guild city directors on the First Deck were the only people that knew Deck Director Smith was a Deck Dropper from the Third Deck.  Years ago she had agreed to permanently drop down to the First Deck for an unknown reason.  If someone knew to look, they could see the strain of the ever-present nausea the First-Deck mana caused her. 

The Deck Director had refused to budge on Devon’s request to provide Jen and Sam a multi-deck account.  Devon finally called in a favor she owed him to get her to agree to a face-to-face meeting with Jen.  He hoped that if Deck Director Smith just met with Jen, she would change her mind.  If she didn’t, he was afraid his local branch guild might have an exodus of a few of its most powerful board members over losing the opportunity to get an active dungeon.

When Jen entered the Deck Director’s office, she immediately noticed that the Deck Director was hiding her level and mana channels.  Even so, Jen could feel mana being pulled in by her channels and the swirling corruption her body was dealing with. 

“Ms. Jen, it is so nice to finally meet you.  I have heard so much about you and your father from Devon.” 

Jen smiled and replied, “Deck Director Smith, it is an honor to meet you.  I appreciate you taking the time to consider my request.” 

The Deck Director looked over at Devon and said, “Ms. Jen, please call me Constance, but you should know that Devon called in a favor for this meeting.  I have already informed him that we do not set up multi-deck accounts for non-guild members.”

Jen looked back and forth between Constance and Devon, and said, “Please call me Jen, and I’ve always respected the wise guidance Devon has provided me and my father since we moved to Casino City, and I certainly appreciate his efforts in this matter.”

After hearing Jen’s comment and understanding her deeper meaning, Devon smiled at Constance, and she couldn’t help but smile back.  She appreciated dealing with intelligent people and said,  “Jen, this account matter could easily be resolved if you and your father were interested in joining our guild.” 

Jen looked at Constance and again at Devon, then replied, “We are very interested in a close relationship with your guild.  It is the main reason we have offered to sell the dungeon to you at basically the cost of acquiring the land.  However, I am going to tell you something that is very private, and I would appreciate your and Devon’s confidence in this matter.”

“Of course” , “Absolutely,” replied both Constance and Devon.

Jen continued, “We are pursuing the return of a family member, and we are unable to accomplish her return with the restrictions of a guild membership.”

Devon was stunned at Jen’s words.  Everyone knew that Sam was a quirky enchanter, but Devon had sensed a savage protectiveness in the man towards his daughter Jen, and the loss of a loved one would certainly explain his fear of losing his daughter.

Constance’s heart was breaking from the flood of memories Jen’s words brought to the forefront.  Constance was older than anyone knew, but her memories from over 100 years ago still stung when she thought of her big brother hiding her in the woods right before bandits swarmed in around their wagon and kidnapped him.  She vowed to get strong enough to find him, but she had lost him forever.

Jen felt the wave of deep emotional heartbreak from Constance and continued on, “Fortunately, my father and I have each other, but we must remain guild-free.” 

Constance’s expression never changed, but she recovered control of her emotions and said, “I believe your terms are reasonable, and I am aware that you said they were non-negotiable, but we might be willing to grant you an account if you agree, that should you ever join another guild, the account will be terminated.”

Devon was surprised, and Jen was excited about the change in the offer and immediately agreed to the additional provision involving the account.  It had only been a few days, but Jen didn’t like the feeling of owing so much gold to Duke Card.

Jen finalized the details of the agreement and enjoyed a working lunch with Constance and Devon, but just before they were about to leave, Jen took one of Sam’s best mana gathering and purification enchantment bracelets out of her ring of holding. Its area of influence was large enough to cover someone’s entire body.   Jen then said to Constance as she handed her the bracelet, “This bracelet was a drop we received in the dungeon.  We have finalized our negotiations, so please understand, this is a simple gift from my father and me, so please accept it as just that, a simple gift with no strings attached.”

Constance felt put on the spot by Jen’s gift, but didn’t really have a way to refuse and said, “Jen, thank you for the gift; you really shouldn’t have.  Leadership doesn’t normally accept gifts in our guild.”  

Jen smiled and said, “Thank you for making another exception just this one time.  Please try it on. I would like to see how it looks with your robes.”

Constance looked over at Devon who simply shrugged, and she kept her forced smile in place as she first inspected and then tried on the bracelet.  Just a few seconds after the bracelet wrapped around her wrist and locked in place, a wave of relief ran through her body.  It wasn’t complete relief, but the nausea the mana in the First Deck caused her, went from a 10 on the vomit scale down to a 4.

Jen spoke up seeing Constance’s response and said, “I’m so glad you like it.” 

She stuck her elbow out for Devon to hold, while waving goodbye to Constance and with a knowing smile said, “Director Devon, I guess it’s time we get headed back to Casino City.”

After the two had left, Deck Director Smith looked at the enchanted bracelet thinking, “This is no dungeon drop.  I guess I can quit feeling soft-hearted and guilty about bringing them closer to our guild without demanding membership, but what power are they hiding?”

            

    
        Chapter 46:  Guild Head

    
    
    
    
                “Just as we expected, they are at it again.  There are four of them, consisting of three brute fighters and one guild-farmer.  They are definitely intent on killing us,” Jen said to Sam as they left the gates of the city.

Jen voiced the reasoning for their plan to Sam again, “If we continue dodging them it will only encourage them to strike at us when we are unprepared.”

“Agreed, we’ll lead them far out into the forest before losing them and then quickly return to the City,” Sam said coldly as he powered down their distraction charms to make it easier for the hired thugs to follow them. 

Except for the Arc Guild, the other powerful adventuring guilds in the City didn’t give much thought to Sam and Jen after Director Loshen had checked them out and found them uninteresting.  The leaders of the farmer’s guild, however, turned out to be a problem.  Jen’s ability to locate and destroy the poison rods allowed many of the independent farmers to improve crop production, infuriating the farmer’s guild.

The farmer’s guild-leader had already ordered several of the local farmers beaten up and threatened the lives of their families.  He also tried to have Sam and Jen killed on several occasions when they left the city to practice their skills or work on Sam’s gadgets in the forest.

Jen and Sam decided they were not going to sit passively and allow the problem to grow.  Today was “go time” as Sam put it.  After allowing the group to follow them far into the forest, Sam quickly powered up their forgetme charms, immediately losing their tail and racing back to the city gates. 

At the City gates, Sam kept his forgetme charms powered up to avoid notice, while Jen used her Ninja skills to block all trace of any mana signatures they might send out.  They might as well have been invisible while walking through the gates and crossing the city. 

Jen pinged the location of the guild leader, and she knew he was in his office located in their guild hall.  As they neared the farmer’s guild, Sam and Jen ghosted up to the roof of an adjacent building. 

Jen had spent several weeks gathering intel on the farmer’s guild hall and the buildings surrounding it, just in case they had to pursue this course of action.

On the rooftop Sam pulled out and activated an enchanted silencing rod.  Jen kept up her multi-focus, used one of her Ninja skills to block their mana signature, and used her psych skill to intercept any coms signals that might be relevant. 

Sam pulled out his Winchester 308 rifle with a Nikon M-308 4-16x42mm riflescope.  He took aim at the guild leader sitting next to the window where he worked, and without even a last question or comment to Jen, he pulled the trigger.  The guild-leader’s head jerked backwards as his brains splattered across the room. 

Jen had felt the need to say something to Sam before they assassinated the guild leader, but Sam’s death-like demeanor, had stilled her tongue.  She now wanted to vomit all over the rooftop.

Jen and Sam left the city without a word.  Once they located the thugs, Jen and Sam allowed the idiots to “find” them again, and then promptly led them back to the city gates using their superior agility to prevent any opportunity for the thugs to engage with them. 

Now they had the guild’s own henchmen as alibis, and nobody would suspect them.  Jen was sure from the intel she had gathered, that the guild members would start a blood-bath among themselves with opportunistic finger pointing, and they would be much too busy with their own power struggle to continue to bother them anymore. 

Jen had taken lives before, and she had personally gathered intel on assassination targets before, but this cold surgical assassination was something different.  She may not have pulled the trigger, but she was right next to Sam and was as directly responsible for taking the life of that dirt-bag guild leader as anyone.  “I know he tried to kill us several times, but it just seemed dishonorable to kill a defenseless human.” Jen thought to herself.

Logically, she knew they could have made it a “fair” fight by killing the thugs, and then returning to the City to charge the guild hall and killing many “innocent” guild guards and killing everyone inside.  Logically, she knew this would cause more death and possibly their own deaths, but she still “felt” like a murdering coward.

Jen knew Sam had performed several assassinations for the agency before meeting Kelly, and that Sam’s PTSD would cause him to sink into depression and regret when something would remind him too much of his past. 

“Aren’t I doing the same thing right now, berating myself for being a coward?” Jen thought to herself.  The image of the man’s head and brains exploding across the room was burned in her mind, and she could barely keep herself from throwing up as her mind replayed the image over and over again.

            

    
        Chapter 47:  Easy Clean Up

    
    
    
    
                “Captain, the farmer’s guild-leader has been murdered. His head simply exploded in his office! The guild is calling for an investigation by the city,” exclaimed one of Tamako’s sergeants.

“Gather ten of the guards and the intelligence team, we will head there immediately,” announced Tamako.

Upon arriving outside the Farmer’s guild, Tamako ordered, “Sergeant, tell the men to question everyone in the area, and find out if anyone heard or saw anything.” She then entered the guild hall with her intelligence team.

“It’s nice of the captain to finally show up,” whispered one sleazy guild member.

“The only reason she was made captain was because of her father,” another said.

“She is level 19 and almost no one in the city is as strong as her, but everyone says she is a bully, only caring about how powerful she looks,” said a thin weasel looking man.

Tamako could hear all the comments, but it was nothing new. The other guards always assumed that she obtained her power through expensive magical potions and they constantly gossiped about how she didn’t deserve her position as captain. They had no idea of the brutal daily torment her father put her through growing up.

And of course, everyone in the city hated the Guard until they needed saving. This left Tamako with no one - “almost no one” - Tamako mused to herself as the thought of Jen flickered through her mind.

“Show me the body!” Tamako commanded to the guild farmer standing in her way.

Luke Rogers sneered at Tamako, “Obviously the body has already been looted.”

It was clear to Tamako that Luke was trying to establish his authority over the guild by embarrassing her and the guard. “Good, that should make it easier. We will lock off the guild and search everyone’s storage devices!” announced Tamako.

“No, no, Captain Tamako, I looted the body to make sure the guild leader’s property remained safe!” cooed Luke Rogers.

“You’re either an idiot or the killer. It is going to be very difficult to investigate the murder now! Take me to where he was killed then, or did you burn down his office so I can’t investigate in there either!” Tamako snarled at Luke.

He took Tamako to the guild leader’s office, but he could see the other guild members eyeing him suspiciously already.

Tamako and her team looked around the room for any useful information. Tamako took note that the door had not been forced. There was no sign of a struggle, and the window was open, but an open window was normal in the sweltering heat.

“The room is on the third floor with no balcony. There are very few people in Casino City who could scale the building and enter through the window, and none with that level of power, would care about this filthy farmer’s guild,” Tamako said to her team.

Jen had told Tamako that the City Lord’s cousin, Li Zhang, was mixed up with the farmer’s guild and some slimy dealings, but Tamako knew he was too incompetent to pull something like this off.

Sam also briefly crossed her mind as she looked at the scene. Jen told her that this guild leader had started harassing them. Sam was kind of a nerdy enchanter, but Tamako knew how hard he and Jen trained every day to build up their physical stats. She felt that Sam could flip a mental switch and turn into a cold-blooded killer, and she had no doubt that Sam would kill this guild leader without batting an eye, if he became too annoying.

“Martha, have you cast your spell for any mana signatures, yet?” Tamako asked the investigations team leader.

“Yes Captain. The only lingering mana signature in the room comes from him,” said Martha, pointing a finger at Luke.

“It was not me Captain Tamako. Your lieutenant senses my mana signature because I was the one that found our dear leader, just before I made sure to safeguard his personal items!”

Tamako activated her sound wave. “Sergeant, were there any witnesses, and did you find out anything?”

The sergeant and his men had interviewed everyone in the nearby buildings and on the street. “Captain Tamako, there are no witnesses. No one heard or saw anything until the guild members started screaming about their leader being murdered,” he reported.

“Take him away,” Tamako said pointing at Luke.

As they were heading to the prison, Tamako was thinking, “He may not have done it, but his greed has probably signed his death sentence. The City Lord will be happy getting to confiscate the property of the guild leader and Luke’s property as ‘evidence.’ The remaining guild members will be happy to have Luke out of the way as they fight for control. All done.”

Tamako had no intention of officially investigating Jen and Sam for the murder. She knew what horrible things the guild leader did to the local farmers, and the City Lord’s policy was for the guards to stay out of the squabbles among the guilds, so long as they did not interfere with the city or the City Lord’s business.

However, Tamako did investigate a little for her own benefit and found out from the guards on gate duty that both Jen and Sam had been outside of the city all day.

            

    
        Chapter 48:  Rotten Luck

    
    
    
    
                “My meditation skill has really saved my sanity,” Jen thought as she was assimilating not only her feelings about the assassination, but also her feelings about killing the bandits from when they first arrived. She hadn’t realized how she had just pushed those feelings down over the months.

As expected, the farmer’s guild was in the middle of a bloodbath among themselves while fighting each other for control. The guild had completely forgotten about Jen and Sam, for now anyways. “No one suspects our involvement in the assassination, except maybe Tamako,” Jen thought.

After Jen realized that Director Loshen could hide his mana channels and the mana pool in his center, Jen and Sam agreed to hold off on expanding their mana channels and experimenting with the structure of their mana pool. It became obvious that if they could see other people’s mana channels, then some people like Director Loshen could see their channels as well.

Jen had said to Sam later, “It’s not just about hiding our mana channels, because that act itself will give away our knowledge of them, and it will tell anyone around us that we feel the need to hide our channels and mana system. For someone powerful like Director Loshen, that would be normal, but why would nobody’s like us want to hide our channels?”

Sam then asked Jen, “Have you tried hiding or forging your channels like we do with our stats?”

Jen groaned, “Only a thousand times and a thousand different ways.”

“I know if anybody can figure it out, you can.”

Jen was frustrated. She knew Sam was relying on her to figure a way to not only hide their mana channels but also how to ‘forge’ or disguise them to look like those of people with a level of 7 or 8. She was getting so grumpy, Sam finally threatened her with a discussion of pocket space and dimensional space rings if she didn’t take a break and go hang out with Tamako or Cristi.

Tamako had been on duty non-stop for the past week. Jen wished she could go train with Tamako or check out some of the new weapons and armor the guilds might have recovered, but Cristi was also a lot of fun to hang out with. Cristi’s finances were still tight, so they were just window shopping, looking at clothing, jewels, and buying a few small food snacks.

While Cristi was across the street looking at some farming tools for sale, Jen purchased some bittersweet fruit that was very similar to an apple and the vendor placed the bittersweet in a sack for Jen to take with her. Later when she opened her bag to eat one of the bittersweets and offer one to Cristi, they noticed all the bittersweets were badly bruised.

Cristi was furious explaining, “Many of the guild farmers’ vendors will cast a cheap illusion spell on fruit and vegetables to make it look heathy.” Cristi then apologized, “I’m so sorry Jen, I should have warned you about them. I bet they won some euphoria for tricking you, too.”

Cristi was surprised because Jen was not upset at all, but actually appeared excited. Jen then asked Cristi, “That is pretty slimy of them, but do you know where I can learn or purchase that spell?’

“Yeah, Robert’s wife knows the spell and counter-spell, but it’s not very good, and it will not work on anything that you are not in touching distance. Plus, with the counter-spell you can cancel it out when shopping for produce.”

Jen laughed, “Don’t worry. I would like to learn it just for a joke to play on Sam. Do you think she would teach it to me?”

Cristi smiled, “I’m sure she would. Their crops have been doing much better since you helped them out.”

A few weeks later, Jen was sitting in the kitchen looking like the cat that ate the canary when Sam came in. When he noticed her look, he backed up slowly, but Jen yelled, “Wait! I’ve got something to show you.”

Sam was worried; this sounded like one of Jen’s tricks when they were training, when she would throw a hidden knife at him, and he replied, “That’s O.K. I’m good.”

Jen laughed seeing his fear. “You don’t have anything to worry about, Boomer. Use your mana inspection and take a look at my mana system.”

Sam focused on Jen and realized he could only see one channel open. “What did you do? Why can I only see one channel flowing?”

Jen cheered for herself and said, “I figured it out. I figured out a way to ‘forge’ our mana progression. It took me a while, but I learned a cheap illusion spell used on produce from Robert’s wife. Once I learned the illusion spell from her. I then broke down the code of the spell using my Words of Understanding skill, like you do with enchantments. For a while there, I thought I was going to need to get your help, but I wanted to surprise you.”

“Well, I’m definitely impressed!” replied Sam.

Jen continued, “I finally decrypted the entire spell and studied the code to learn exactly how it worked, and then I adjusted the spell with a lot, and I mean a lot, of trial and error with the code, and I was finally able to change the spell to cast an illusion on our mana system instead of produce. And….. I gained enough experience points from creating a unique and new spell, combined with all the points from the beast killing that Slim has been doing, that I am now level 19! I got to place an ability point in mana and mana regen.”

Sam ran over to Jen and put her in a friendly bear hug, and as he kissed her on the forehead said, “I told you that you could do anything you set your mind to. Don’t doubt me next time.” Sam released Jen from his hug and said, “Now, teach me!”

With Jen’s help he soon received a system message.

System Message – You have learned the mana system illusion spell – novice, level 1.

            

    
        Chapter 49:  Tamako

    
    
    
    
                “Tamako, good to see you!” Sam exclaimed as she came into the store right before closing. Sam waved good-bye to Long and his family, and then turned to Tamako and said, “Jen is in the back feeding her lizards and mice. Before you go see her, if you have a moment, I want to show you an enchantment on a staff that I have been trying to fix for the Joan Guild. It’s just this way in my work room.”

“Arc Guild!” Jen shouted in exasperation from the other room.

“Sorry, Arc Guild” Sam corrected while rolling his eyes at Tamako, who was half smiling at his antics.

Tamako was thinking about how refreshing it always felt when walking into their house, when Sam asked, “Do you recognize what this staff is made of?”

Tamako took a close look and was shocked at what she thought she was looking at, “I believe this entire staff is made out of mana-infused steel. A Deck Dropper with a very high level in blacksmithing must have made this! You could sell this staff and buy half the city!” she exclaimed with only a little exaggeration.

“Thank you Tamako, your insight confirms my thoughts, but leaves me with many more questions,” Sam replied and mumbled while staring intently at the staff, thinking about how much the System shop had shown a staff like this would cost.

Sam hated even having it in their home, and was going to return the staff the next day with his apologies for being unable to repair it.

Just then, Jen came into the room and teased at Sam. “Tamako like your staff?”

Jen often made jokes that didn’t make any sense, but Tamako decided to just ignore it when she saw Sam roll his eyes at her.

“Thank you for inviting me to your home this evening,” Tamako said changing the subject. She liked how direct Sam could be. She knew both Sam and Jen were aware of the formalities that some of the aristocrats used in the City. However, after meeting her a few times, it was clear that Sam just didn’t give a damn about the formalities. Tamako was also very glad that Jen’s father was accepting of their relationship.

Normally, Jen would take the lead on this type of issue, but when they were planning to have this meeting with Tamako, she demanded that Sam do the talking.

Sam gave Tamako a rare serious look before saying, “Tamako, I need you to enter into a magical gambling contract stating that you will not discuss with anyone what I am about to tell you. The information you will learn is of great value, and Jen and I believe it may help you tremendously.”

Tamako looked at Jen who nodded supportingly, and then said, “I will agree to entering into a magical contract if it does not violate my gambling oath to the city or City Lord.”

Sam and Tamako briefly discussed her oaths with the city before Sam concluded, “I don’t see any conflict, and here is the magical contract. I will add an exception regarding your gambling oaths to the city and City Lord.”

After she signed the contract, he asked her, “Do you know how many mana channels you have open?”

Tamako was shocked by this invasion into her privacy. People never spoke of their mana channels except to their families or closest friends. Her father always resented her for only having one mana channel open.

Sam could tell that he had unintentionally insulted her. Sam hurriedly continued “You don’t have to answer; I just wanted to let you know that Jen and I can help you open more mana channels if you are interested.”

Tamako looked up at Jen to see if Sam was kidding around, but Jen was nodding her head confirming what Sam was promising.

“How much would you charge for this service,” Tamako said hesitantly. She knew that this hidden knowledge could be sold for hundreds, maybe thousands of gold, and while she was not poor, she did not have that kind of wealth.

Sam was confused by Tamako’s words for only a second and replied “I will charge you the same amount you’ve charged Jen for all the combat training you have given her all these months.”

“But I’ve charged her nothing, I train her because I care about her,” explained Tamako.

Sam smirked, “Good, the price is agreed on then.”

At this point, Tamako looked down as if embarrassed and said, “I only have one mana channel open.”

Jen was astonished and exclaimed, “How have you become so strong with only one mana channel open!”

Tamako grimaced remembering her childhood and replied, “With a lifetime of training and tempering.”

Sam butted in and said, “Enough pillow talk, we need to get started if we are going to open up one of your mana channels by the end of the week.”

Jen blushed, and Sam was lucky Tamako didn’t know what the expression “pillow talk” meant, and that she was still stunned by his announcement about opening a mana channel by the end of the week!

Tamako was surprised to learn that Sam and Jen could see her mana system when Sam asked permission to take a look. Tamako shook her head thinking how odd it was for someone with that power not to just look whenever they wanted. She said, “Of course, please take a look.”

Sam inspected Tamako’s system and then explained, “Tamako, Jen is going to walk you through learning several skills that you will need before we can open your mana channels. You will need to learn the Meditation skill, Multi-focus skill, Mana inspection skill, Mana manipulation skill, Mana filter skill, the Mana system cleaning skill, and the Mana system illusion skill.”

Tamako was slowly shaking her head, and was almost speechless, but found a way to exclaim, “All of those skills would cost thousands of gold in the System shop! I will never be able to repay you!”

Sam smirked at her and gave her a wink. “We already agreed on a price; you can’t back out of the deal now!”

Sam asked Tamako to lie down on Jen’s bed. “These enchanted rods I’m placing around your body are to help gather mana which will speed up the process, but it also filters the mana going into your mana channels.”

“Interesting, this purified mana actually gives me a feeling of greater power.”

“Exactly, you have commented about how refreshing it always feels in our home, I must confess I was not telling you the truth when I told you it was from my HVAF units. We filter the mana in our home using these rods. Right now, with the rods placed all around your body, you are getting pumped with a high concentration of purified mana.”

“How does this help me long-term? I can’t lay rods around my body when I am fighting.”

“The filtered mana from these rods is not completely clean, but it is much better and more powerful than the ambient mana. We are going to teach you a skill that will allow you to filter the mana on your own. However, until you get your filtering skill level up, it will slow down your ability to draw in and regenerate mana. You will need to constantly filter your mana for the rest of your life.”

Tamako looked over at Jen as if she had figured out something and said, “Are you and Sam Deck Droppers!?”

Jen shook her head and said, “No, we are not Deck Droppers. Sam and I are just very good at trying to blend in and gathering information.”

Tamako still looked a little shocked after hearing all this from Sam and Jen, but asked, “If I change my mind, will anything you are suggesting keep me from using my mana like I always have in the past?”

Sam considered Tamako’s question and answered, “Even if you choose not to stay on the path we are going to teach you, your control and the power of your mana will only be better.”

Tamako nodded in agreement at Sam’s explanation and turned to look at Jen and said, “Let’s get started then.”

Jen sat down on the bed next to Tamako and said, “Listen to my voice and try to open your mind. You are going to feel my presence in your mind when I walk you through learning these skills. The more you are able to open your mind to my instructions, the quicker you will be able to learn these skills.”

Jen used her psych skills to nudge Tamako’s thoughts and understanding in the right direction while Tamako learned and practiced the skills. It took most of the night, but Tamako was able to acquire all the skills, and become proficient enough with multi-focus to clean her mana channels while going about normal activities.

Tamako was exhausted, but very excited with learning so many skills in only one night, and said to Jen, “When I was much younger, my father purchased a sword technique book for me to immediately learn the skill. The technique book left me with a terrible headache just like the one I have now. I have never heard of anyone learning so many skills so quickly without a technique book. What did you do?”

Jen reviewed a system message she received while helping Tamako.

***System Message – psych skill has increased to Apprentice level. You have learned the skill Mind Imprinting ***

Jen forwarded the system message to Sam and he texted back “ I think we should keep your skill private for now.”

Jen looked at Tamako and said, “I would love to be able to tell you more, but I do not wish to create any conflict with your oath to the City Lord.”

Tamako smiled and hugged Jen before saying, “I understand your need for privacy. Thank you both for everything.”

Sam pulled some jewelry from a drawer on his worktable and said with a grin, “Put on these bracelets and necklaces. They will help filter the ambient mana, allowing you to use your multi-focus on cleaning your mana channels. As you are aware, after expelling corruption from your mana system, you will stink, like you do now!”

“Yes, that is true, but you must be very weak to be so affected by the smell of this grime. You need to train more with me and Jen to get stronger.” Tamako replied trying to joke in their strange way.

Sam chuckled at her response and continued. “When you leave the clean mana of our home, you will feel like you only have half a mana channel open as a result of these filter bracelets. If you have an emergency, store the bracelets and do what you need to do, otherwise suck it up and keep filtering your mana and cleaning your mana channel. I want you to focus on cleaning your mana channel and cleaning your mana center. Your mana channel is so full of grime, it is almost closed off. When they are much cleaner, we will then open one of your closed mana channels.”

Tamako was inspecting her mana channels as Sam was talking, and she asked, “How long do you think it is going to take?”

Sam instructed Tamako to inspect his mana channels. Tamako gasped, “Your mana channels are so much larger and healthier looking than mine!”

Sam nodded with a disappointed frown on his face, “Exactly, the corruption has been building up in your channels your entire life. Jen’s been inspecting people’s mana channels all over the city. She believes your capacity for mana is less today that it was when you were young, because of the buildup and clogging of your mana system.

Tamako nodded. “That might explain why children always seem like they can learn new skills and spells easier than adults.”

“Yes, so unfortunately even with just one channel, I think it will take at least a month for you to scrub away the corruption, and then more time for your mana channel to breath and heal after the scrubbing. Additionally, you will need to continue working on cleaning up your tangled mana pool in your center.”

“I will,” replied Tamako.

“You are welcome to come and use the purified mana in our home anytime you like. I’m sorry; I had hoped we could open a new channel by the end of the week. Remember to always keep your mana system illusion going, otherwise, there will be some very powerful people in this city taking notice of you.”

Tamako replied, “Possibly, but I think you are mistaken. The City Lord, some of the nobility, and guild leaders use a spell to hide their experience level so that no one can really know how strong or weak they are. I don’t think they are aware that this spell is also preventing you from seeing their mana system.”

Jen looked a little flustered at learning this, but said, “Just in case, keep the illusion spell going, O.K.”

Tamako nodded with understanding at both Sam and Jen, and said, “No problem. This is so amazing! Just thinking of having another mana channel open in only a month!”

            

    
        Chapter 50:  Luck

    
    
    
    
                Sam was looking pretty pleased with himself when he asked Jen, “Did you take that gambling-quest for teaching all those skills to Tamako?” 

Jen looked shocked at Sam and replied, “Of course not. I haven’t touched euphoria.  What are you talking about?”  

Sam looked surprised and said, “My gambling-quest didn’t mention anything about euphoria.  Take a look at the quest I forwarded you.”

Jen brought up Sam’s gambling-quest in her onboard.

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest:  Tamako’s New Skills!

==


	Requirements: Tamako must learn four new skills within the next 24 hours– odds of failing 35%



Select your Fortune:

A.  Accept reward of 1 ability points for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 1

B.  Accept reward of 2 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

C.  Decline Quest and continue your life as a risk-avoiding little bitch!

==

Sam selected “a” and the quest was accepted.

==

Sam was nodding at Jen, and said, “You see, it was a great bet for an ability point.  I know how smart and what a hard a worker Tamako is.  I took the bet without the euphoria, and I just received my extra ability point.” 

Jen looked like she had been robbed, “Look at the quest I received.”

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest:  Tamako’s New Skills!

==


	Requirements: Tamako must open two mana channels within the next 24 hours– odds of failing 90%



Select your Fortune:

A.  Accept reward of 3 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 4.

B.  Decline Quest and continue your life as a risk-avoiding little bitch!

==

Jen selected “B” and the quest was declined.

==

Jen said, “See, that’s not fair.  I would have taken your gambling bet in a heartbeat!  Why did you get a better gambling-quest than me?” 

Sam shrugged his shoulders. “Just lucky I guess.” 

Jen’s jaw dropped, as the light bulb turned on in her head, and she said, “Finally!!! That’s what the damn luck stat does for you.  You’re getting better gambling quests because you invested so many points in your luck stat.  What is wrong with the people in this world?  Why won’t they just tell each other how everything works?”

Sam raised his eyebrow and gave Jen a directed look, and said, “Really?  Who are you now going to tell about the luck stat?  I bet only the nobility or the really old and powerful guilds even know what the luck stat is for.” 

Jen still looked frustrated to no end, but she nodded her begrudging agreement to Sam’s point, “True, everyone’s stat sheet I’ve viewed has almost no points in the luck stat.  Everyone just considers it useless.  That’s why I was so upset with you when you told me you put 7 ability points into your luck stat.  The gamblers usually have almost no ability points, and the only thing they are after is the euphoria.  I wish I could hack into the stat sheet of Director Loshen and see what his luck stat is.” 

Sam glowered, “Don’t even think about it. You know if they were to detect you trying to do something like that, we’d have to run for our lives.” 

Jen nodded, “I know, I know, just wishful thinking.”

Over the next few weeks Jen had finished opening her 4th mana channel, and Sam had opened his 3rd mana channel, boosting their mana pool and mana regen.  The process was taking longer than they hoped.  Cleaning the corruption off the walls of the mana channels, after they tunneled them, was a laborious time-consuming process to keep from damaging the channel itself.

Tamako had been relentless in scrubbing her entire mana system and channel, but her open channel was so nearly clogged, they finally decided it would be quicker to tunnel through it to clear out most of the grime.  Even then it took longer than Sam expected for her channel to heal after being cleaned. 

It was six weeks before they were able to open Tamako’s second mana channel.  During this time Jen opened her 5th and Sam his 4th channel.  Tamako beamed with pride as she inspected her SECOND open mana channel. 

Sam pinched his nose and said, “Jen, please show Tamako to the shower!” 

Jen laughed, and Tamako asked, “what is a shower?”

Jen winked at Tamako, and said, “just follow me.” 

Tamako looked amazed as water poured out of the “shower head” as Jen called it, and then flowed into a drain, but not a drain. 

Jen explained, “Sam created a storage device that he fills with warm water and we hang it above our heads so that it will pour water on us like a waterfall.  He then created a another storage device that automatically opens and allows the water to drain into it.”

“I had no idea your father could make such powerful storage enchantments!”

“Wait till I show you a “toilet” he also invented which works almost the same way, but for going to the bathroom instead of a chamber pot.  We send Long bi’s kids out every few weeks to refill and empty the storage devices as needed.” 

Tamako was amazed as she basked in the luxury of the water flowing over and cleaning her body, and said, “you could make enough money selling these showers and toilets, that you would never need to work again!” 

“Remember, everything is confidential.” 

Tamako sighed in contentment from the water, and said, “fine with me, as long as I am allowed to visit a lot.” 

Jen smiled, and said, “That’s a requirement!” 

            

    
        Chapter 51:  Donut Travels

    
    
    
    
                “Hey Slim!  I was getting worried about you.”  Jen said, as Slim walked into the kitchen and jumped up onto the counter and rubbed against her.  Jen gave him a good scratching behind the ears. 

Slim purred and flipped over for a belly rub as he said, “Wow, the mana feels amazing in here.  It reminds me of some of the dungeons I was forced to go into.” 

Jen was rubbing his belly and scratching his neck and replied, “Yeah, Sam built a mana filtering system for our home.” 

Slim continued to purr but opened one eye and looked closely at Jen “You have five mana channels open!  How did you do that?” 

As Jen explained what she and Sam had been doing, Slim rolled over and took a closer look at her mana channels. “Your mana channels are beautiful!  Not as amazing as mine, but quite lovely for a human.”

Jen laughed and scratched his neck even more, “You definitely have the ego of a cat!  What have you been up to anyways?”

Slim was about to tell Jen his story when Sam walked in and said, “Hey Slim! It’s good to see you, Big guy!” 

To Slim’s horror, Sam then proceeded to pick him up and sit down on the couch with Slim in his lap and then started scratching his neck.  Jen completely failed to protect him, as she dropped down next to Sam, and both of them started to give him scratching and affection.

Slim whipped his tail with the indignity of his treatment by Sam, but then began to purr with pleasure as they both worked at scratching and cleaning his fur.  Slim looked up at Jen and said, “Log is lucky that you do not wish him to be hurt, and that he is good at cleaning my fur!” 

Sam said, “Hey, I can hear him, too!” 

Slim looked annoyed at Sam’s outburst and said to Jen, “Did you just have to help Log improve his psych skill enough to talk?”

Sam laughed and said, “You are going to fit right in around here, big guy!” as he continued to scratch Slim’s chin. 

Slim looked exasperated but continued to let Sam scratch his chin and said to Jen, “Just let me know if you would like to get rid of Log.” 

Jen just chuckled and said, “Log makes lots of neat gadgets and jewelry for me, so be nice to him.  Anyways, you were about to tell me what you’ve been up to.”

Slim was trying to stay aloof, but these two within just a few minutes made him feel like they had all been part of the same pride for years, and he didn’t really know how to feel about this, so he rolled onto his back for more grooming before telling them what he had been doing.

“Since you were both safe, I went to stretch my legs and ran into a couple of panther sisters.  After a few weeks with them, I decided to head into the city, that’s when I ran into a caravan that had the most delicious smelling food.  It turns out that these things called “donuts” are kind of addictive. After eating all of the donuts, I felt like taking a nap in the back of one of their wagons.  Unfortunately, I didn’t realize the caravan was leaving the city, and when I woke up a couple days later, I was in a small city south of here.  I’m sure you are aware of this, but female felines find me irresistible, and there was a literal plethora of all breeds, sizes, and shapes of female cats in that city.  Unfortunately, they were all mind-numbingly basic and dumb, but their pheromones were intoxicating.  I would probably still be there if I didn’t feel the mana bond tugging on me.  Anyways, I found a wagon heading this way and hitched a ride back.”

Jen looked a little shocked at his sex-escapades but just shook her head laughing and asked, “Did you run into any trouble during your adventures?” 

Slim rolled over and hopped down off of Sam’s lap, and as he strolled around taking a better look at the house, he laughed at Jen’s question, “None of these simpletons would even think of interfering with me!  Why are the two of you still hanging out in the First Deck anyways?”

Jen replied a little sadly and said, “We won’t be here much longer.  Sam’s a little bit psycho when it comes to over-preparing.  He has been building enough log and crossbow bolt enchantments to supply an army, and he’s been working on decrypting some legacy technique spell scrolls.  He is almost finished.”

“I hope?” Sam chimed in. 

She then looked at Slim and asked, “Slim, do you need to be with us when we transport to the Second Deck?” 

Slim kept looking around and said, “If you leave, I won’t feel your presence, and I will know to travel up or down the Decks, until I feel the pull of our connection.  Anyways, I like the mana in this house.  I’m going to hang here with you until we go to the Second Deck.”  Slim didn’t admit it, but the family connection and acceptance he was feeling from Jen and Sam’s aura was…nice.

Slim nudged open one of the large spare warehouse rooms and announced, “This is mine.  I’m going to take a nap.” 

Sam asked, “Do you want some blankets or pillows or anything?” 

Jen sensed something between her link with Slim and looked over at Sam and said, “No, apparently he does not sleep on cushions when claiming a den.  This is going to be interesting!”

Slim circled the center of the room, unhinged his jaw, and “clean-vomited” out a pile of gold, jewels, weapons, armor, spell scrolls, beast cores, mana steel, and a whole bunch of other stuff in a pile the size of a minivan.  He then jumped on top of the pile and nested in the middle of it.

“You’re like a walking space ring” exclaimed Sam. 

Jen was a little stunned herself, but cracked up at Sam’s expression and said, “Apparently mana cats are considered to be loot monsters.  He looted everything from Vicki Chang and every other adventurer he had to kill over the last 200 years.” 

Sam finally found his tongue and said, “You’re kind of like a dragon in there sitting on top of all that loot!”

Slim hissed at Sam with anger and said, “I will excuse your ignorance this time but never compare me to those fat and lazy lizards!”

“Sorry, I don’t know what got into me comparing you to a fat and lazy lizard that likes to sleep on loot.”  Sam replied sarcastically. 

Jen cracked up at Sam’s joke, and Slim pretended to ignore the two stupid, but lovable maybe? humans.

            

    
        Chapter 52:  Pest Control

    
    
    
    
                Slim was exploring the warehouse where Jen and Log exercised and performed their strange experiments, when he noticed Jen feeding mice, rats, lizards, and some other pest animals, and he said, “I don’t need you to hunt for me, young one.” 

Jen laughed, “These little guys are not for you, Slim.  I’ve been trying to figure out a way to communicate with them and get them to let me see through their eyes for spying and gathering information. 

Slim replied, “That will never work; they are too stupid.  You need to dominate their minds and control them like puppets.  Reach for their mind. You call it your onboard, and push out their consciousness completely.”  Jen cringed at the idea of basically destroying the animal’s mind to control it.

Slim replied, “I don’t know why that bothers you; they are not thinking beings.  Up to you.” 

Jen grudgingly agreed with Slim and focused her psych ability toward the mouse’s onboard.  However, she focused on simply pushing the mouse’s mind to the background and creating a remote terminal for her to access, in order to control the mouse’s onboard.  It was strange, with her eyes closed, she was “looking” at her onboard’s screen and seeing out the mouse’s eyes.  It was like watching a security monitor where you could control the direction the camera was pointing.

System Message – Psych Skill Level 50:  Journeyman

==

For entering the journeyman rank you are rewarded with a new spell:  Mental Manipulation – Level 1.  Imbue your words with mana to get others to do your bidding.

==

While reading her system message, she barely heard Slim say, “You’ve got it.  Vicki Chang just crushed the minds of animals she controlled, but I can sense you figured out a way to just push their conscious aside momentarily.  I don’t know if you have as much control as she did, but I am glad I am with you now, gentle heart.  I’m heading out for a bit, but I will be staying in the city.  If I am not around when you are about to Deck jump, just call me.”

Jen called out blindly with her eyes closed, still looking through her mouse-eye video and thinking about her new spell, “Thanks for the help, Slim!  Be safe!” 

Slim snorted at her last comment, but he knew she meant well.

Jen was excited to try out her mental manipulation spell, but she was even more interested in controlling her little spy force. 

It took her over a week of trial and error, but she finally figured out the best way for her to control her animals was by creating a “First Person Shooter” app in her onboard.  With the app and keyboard, she would control the animal, just like in a FPS video game. 

“This is awesome,” Jen giggled to herself as she wiggled under the door into Sam’s workshop.  She was running this little mission with her lizard.  She was narrating like those YouTubers back on Earth, “Up the wall we go.  Now, we are going to look over Sam’s workbench, and we are waiting for just the right moment, and jump……”

            

    
        Chapter 53:  Bloody Lizard

    
    
    
    
                Sam was in a foul mood. “We need to jump to the next Deck soon, but I haven’t been able to create a really powerful offensive or defensive weapon that will protect us and grow as our levels increase! I also haven’t found a mundane weapon in this world that we can use to protect ourselves when we get transported.”

Jen and Sam were flush with money; he had just finished a contract with the Arc Guild which paid them an enormous amount of gold, and his part in it was kept anonymous.

Sam had created some permanent air conditioning and heating enchantments (HVAE – Heating, Ventilation and Air Conditioning Enchantments) out of high-quality steel rods mixed with monster-core dust. He built the enchanted boxes and had them installed in all the rooms of the Arc Guild’s headquarters and then he ran iron “wire” from the boxes to a central power supply that contained a mana charging enchantment for mages to re-charge everything once a week. The downside was that he estimated the entire HVAE unit would only have about a 10-year life expectancy.

He also installed a refrigerator and oven for the Arc’s cooks – they called them cold boxes and hot boxes. These were somewhat crude, because to control the amount of cold or heat the box created, you had to actually switch the enchantment that was made to snap into the top of the box.

He made four enchantment rods for each box that varied in temperature. Just thinking about the crudeness of his temperature control system pissed Sam off. However, Director Devon wanted to pay him to travel all over the Deck building HVAEs and cold/hot boxes in all the Arc Guild branches.

Director Devon knew they were looking for a family member, and politely asked him multiple times to join the guild, offering to help him travel, provide him with all the materials he needed, and even to help them jump a Deck if they were interested.

Sam politely declined, but he could tell they wanted to know how his enchantments worked. He didn’t blame them; he himself stripped the secrets out of the enchantments owned by other people.

Sam was gaining a decent amount of experience with all his enchantments and inventions, but after he made a new enchantment once, he received almost no experience points for re-creating them. He even made it to level 45 in his words of understanding skill. Sam gained 6 more ability points from a few good gambling-quests related to his enchantment work, but unfortunately, he lost 2 ability points overestimating his own skill in fixing a couple of enchantments. To Jen’s frustration he kept putting all his “winnings” back into his luck stat.

Jen beat him over the head about keeping his skill-level secret and constantly reminded him of the risk of being kidnapped, if his true level became known. They were both continuing to increase their stats through training, but they were reaching a limit on being able to challenge themselves within the city and the surrounding area.

“That’s what pisses me off!” Sam thought as he was working on some of the daily charms for the store. “Our rifles work, but for how long! Tamako’s body is probably strong enough to take shots to her tempered body…..Ha! ‘Hot body’ ha! Need to remember that to bug Jen… Back on track, she could take 8 to 10 shots to her body before going down, and unless you got a solid headshot on her, she would still be in the fight.”

Sam continued muttering to himself, going round and round in his mind trying to come up with a weapon or armor solution that would grow stronger as they grew stronger. Neither he nor Jen had enough mana to use the legacy scrolls, but even if they did, that’s not what he wanted to do with them. As he decrypted each symbol in the scroll, that piece of the scroll would evaporate. Sam was almost finished with converting them into enchantments, but he was worried about finding any material on the First Deck that would be strong enough to handle the enchantments. He felt like he should have more “something” before they jumped to the Second Deck.

“Shit!” Sam yelped, as a lizard jumped across his arm causing him to cut himself with his engraving tool, and his hand was bleeding all over the minor healing charm he had been working on. Sam quickly charged up the charm to heal his hand.

“God damnit, that is so obvious!” he said quietly and tersely to himself, as he watched the blood-covered enchantment on the charm soak up the mana like a sponge.

“Jen, you got a minute,” he hollered to her in the other room.

Jen hadn’t meant for her little lizard distraction to cause Sam to cut his hand, and she replied using her onboard, “I’ll be over there in just a second. I didn’t think a lizard would startle you so much?”

“Yes sir, what’s up, sir? Did the lizard scare you, sir?” Jen mocked as she walked into the room a few minutes later.

“Don’t call me ‘sir;’ I work for a living,” Sam automatically responded from his military days. Jen thought she just might have found something that annoyed Sam!

“I’ve discovered something, but wait, I almost forgot: how’s that hard body of yours doing?” he smirked.

Jen just looked at him not needing to pretend that she was confused by his stupid joke.

Then Sam went into explanation mode. “You know, strength stat for your body, hard body?” he said looking at Jen for approval for his pun.

“When you feel the need to explain one of your stupid puns, that’s nature’s way of telling you, that you’re an Old Man, sir,” Jen replied shaking her head at him with disappointment.

“Ha Ha,” Sam responded rolling his eyes.

Jen could tell her barb bugged Sam just the tiniest bit, “Two swings and two hits!” Jen thought, and then said guiltily, “I’m sorry about the lizard.”

Sam, looked funny at her. “Thanks, but not your fault.”

Jen cringed and said, “Well….it kinda was. I was practicing my new FPA “First Person Animal” psych app, and I didn’t expect the jump to startle you so much.”

Sam was stunned. “You mean you’re controlling them enough to run them around all over the place. That’s amazing!”

Her app placed a lot of stress on her multi-focus skill, but she was getting better with it. Sam watched as she ran the lizard up her leg and into her open palm. She smiled and said to Sam, “Thank you for the compliment, but I should have known better than playing around in your office. I’m sorry, it was my fault you cut your hand.”

Sam wasn’t that concerned about his hand and wanted to talk about his epiphany. “No worries. I believe I’ve made a breakthrough on the problem of weapons and getting them to power up with us, and partially addressing the issue of being naked and defenseless in a Deck jump,” Sam said, as he started to explain the enchantments he wanted to try, and how they should be built.

Jen interrupted, “Wait, don’t go all enchanting nerd on me. Just tell me what you need.”

Sam replied, “I really just need several weeks with no interruptions, but I don’t think we can simply close the store without drawing too many questions.”

Jen came up with an excellent plan, but it was torture for Sam, because it required him to wait a couple of weeks before he could go “All In” on his research.

Jen explained, “First, make the enchantments on your basic charms simple enough for you to train Long Bi and Ji Bi on how to make them, and we cut them in on part of the profit for the small charms. This also solves my worries about them and their children when we Deck jump. Second, go ahead and fix all the enchanted items you currently need to repair for customers. Third, any enchanted items that come in for repair, we tell the customers it will be two months before we can work on them.”

“What reason do we give everyone for the wait?” asked Sam.

“We say it’s because you have to make more charms for a merchant to sell in another city. This will allow us to keep collecting most of the enchanted items people want repaired. They will continue to drop them off, wanting their items to be first in line for repair in two months. You can then take a quick look to see if any of the enchantments are new or interesting enough for you to incorporate in your research. Fourth and last, you better come up with some good shit for me, because I will be taking care of everything else….Maybe a drone to fly my lizard around in or something.

            

    
        Chapter 54:  Scar Wars

    
    
    
    
                “It’s been almost three weeks, not two weeks!” Sam grumbled as he was finally heading into his research room, instead of heading to the front store. 

“Sir, I’m so sorry I couldn’t satisfy all your demands, my esteemed Master Enchanter.” Jen said exaggerating the “Sir” and “master” as she watched Sam hurry into his workroom and shut the door.  She had learned that Sam hated being called “Sir” or when customers or people called him a “Master Enchanter,” he would get awkward and uncomfortable, and… she was getting payback.

“Efficient Code and High-Quality Mana Infusion” Sam said to himself as he tried to narrow down the essence of building enchantments.  Of course, there was a lot more to it than that, but if you didn’t satisfy these components of an enchantment, you would not be successful.  He was sure of this basic concept after having repaired hundreds of enchantments.  Admittedly, many of the enchantments he fixed were simple or copies of other enchantments he fixed.

Sam spoke to Kelly as he reviewed the principles of enchantments and laid out all his materials in his workshop.  “Kelly, the “High-quality infusion” is based on the amount and efficiency in which the material could use mana.  A person could supply the power directly from their mana pool, but the amount of power would be limited by the size of their mana pool and mana regen ability.”

“What can mana be infused in?  That’s a good question Kelly”

“I believe mana can be infused into anything.  Electronics react violently to mana and melt down.  Paper will hold mana just long enough for a very weak enchantment to be cast before it disintegrates.  Iron is a very poor conductor of mana, and as a result the mana will slowly drain out of it to the point where there is just ambient mana remaining.  Forged steel is strong, and enchantments carved into forged steel will last for many years.  Steel is a poor man’s power conductor for enchantments.  Mana infused steel mixed with monster core dust can conduct and hold the power for years and can withstand being recharged many, many times, so long as they are not completely used up or damaged.”  

“Yes, you’re right Kelly there is also Mana-infused thorium or mana-infused titanium, well…with those, you can create true powerhouse weapons.”  Sam had not been able to afford these materials, but he had re-charged or repaired some that were imbedded in weapons under close observation by the Arc Guild.  He knew they could hold significantly more power than the normal items he had recharged. 

“I know spell scrolls are one-time use item and use special mana infused ink and paper to hold the power until activated, but the activation destroys the ink and paper, and most importantly, I haven’t been able to figure out the trick for creating paper or ink that can hold the amount of mana necessary,” Sam continued to himself as he organized his tools as a way to stall before continuing.

“It’s simple Kelly, if I can’t solve the power problem, there is no need for the enchantment!”  Sam already decided to work on the power issue first but had just wanted to go through the mental steps and process one last time before diving in.

Sam looked down at his arm, and he could see how his mana channels interacted with his body.  “Fuck this shit hurts!” Sam screamed quietly as he started to carve the shortest mana containment rune he knew into his arm and then tie it into a breeze, initiator, and direction rune.  This was a slow painful process, and Sam was physically and mentally drained after carving into his arm all day. 

The containment rune didn’t make his arm contain mana, but would contain the mana within a certain area on his arm.  If his experiment failed, he didn’t want his entire body to disintegrate or burst into flames like some of the different types of papers and materials he had tried in the past.  Sam also had water next to him as well as a very expensive healing enchantment he engraved into a rod made of mana-infused steel and monster core shavings.

Sam used his minor mend spell on his arm leaving a scar where he had carved the rune.  Next, he cleaned up all the blood on the table and equipment.  “O.K. Kelly, if this works, my arm should store the mana power like a battery, and when I’m ready, the initiator rune should activate the breeze rune in the path dictated by the direction rune,” Sam said.

He was doing everything possible NOT to get his hopes up, but he wanted this to work so badly, so they could start Deck jumping and get Kelly back!

“Kelly, maybe I should rest tonight and try it out in the morning when I’m fresh?” Sam thought, but he knew he was just making excuses because he was afraid of failure.  “Quit being a little bitch and do it,” he berated himself.

“Jen, would you come in here for a minute,” Sam called to her as she was closing the shop up for the night.  He really didn’t want her to see him fail, but he wasn’t going to be that stupid, prideful person, who kills themself because they were afraid to ask their best friend for help.

“What the shit happened in here!” Jen exclaimed, when she saw the blood-soaked towels and the nasty rune scars all down his forearm.

Jen’s eyes kept getting wider and wider as Sam explained what he was trying to accomplish and how he needed her to be ready in case his arm caught on fire or even completely disintegrated.  “Throw water on my arm or tourniquet it if necessary, and then start the enchanted healing rod,” Sam finished.

“No, No I won’t. You’re a fucking idiot! No wonder you wouldn’t tell me what your plans were for the last few weeks.  I thought you had something so great, you wanted it to be a surprise.  But no, you had thought of something so stupid! You were embarrassed! You moron!”  Jen ranted for several minutes before running out of breath just shaking her head at Sam.

Sam had kept quiet during her rant.  He knew she might think he was stupid, but he didn’t expect her to be upset like this.  “It’s not that big a deal; It might take all our savings, but we could travel to Slot City and hire some of the guild healers to grow my arm back if it’s that bad,” Sam unsuccessfully tried to explain as Jen went off on another five-minute rant about how insane he was.

Sam and Jen argued for a while, when Jen finally said, “I’m the boss, and I’m giving you a direct order not to do anything until we finish this conversation.  I’m going out to think about how insane you are, and I will be back in a few hours to finish this conversation.”

“Don’t tell Tamako! At least not the details. Her oath may require her to tell the City Lord about a new weapon in the city,” Sam explained as quickly as possible. 

Jen paused, and then nodded her head in agreement before heading out.

            

    
        Chapter 55:  Sunburn

    
    
    
    
                Jen returned and the worry on her face made her look ten years older.  “Ok, you are an adult, an insane adult, but an adult.  If you still want to do this, let’s do it now, I don’t want to wait till tomorrow,” Jen said with disappointment.

Sam felt terrible, but he wasn’t going to drag this out a second longer.  “Everything’s ready.  I’m going to push just a touch of mana into my arm and runes,” he said, as he focused on his arm containing the enchantment.  “It’s holding!  I think this is going to work better than the mana-infused steel with monster core shavings!” Sam exclaimed with excitement.  He looked intently at his arm and at the mana that was being contained within his muscle, blood, and tissues.  “The mana is not bleeding through the walls of my mana channels.  I was a little worried about that.”  Sam clinically stated as he peered into his arm and channels. 

Jen just glared at Sam after hearing this comment.  She wanted to punch him in the face, and she was barely able to keep from tearing up as she raged internally at him: “What the fuck am I going to do if something happens to him!  He is the only family I have and the only person from Earth here with me.  Sure, I can make plenty of money and actually thrive here financially, but WE ARE FAMILY YOU ASSHOLE, AND WE ALREADY LOST KELLY!”

“Ooops, she is really upset,” Sam thought to himself when he looked up from his arm and noticed Jen’s expression.  “It’s been about ten minutes, and I haven’t felt any of the mana leak out.  I’m going to initiate the spell, releasing the mana through the rune scar.  It should cause a light breeze for about five seconds.”

Sam thrust his arm into a bucket of water, “Shit! That’s like a bad sunburn,” Sam said, while trying to hold back a whoop of excitement after the enchantment had blown a gust of wind from his arm.  He knew Jen was still pissed; he just hadn’t realized experimenting on himself would cause her to react so badly.  Sam could see that she was relieved, but she looked emotionally beat.

“Good night Sam.  I’m really tired.  Love you.  See you tomorrow.” Jen said in a tired monotone voice, as she left for her room.

“I wish she had just punched me in the face,” Sam thought, as all his excitement and energy was just crushed by her simple but honest words.

Sam made a few notes and went to sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 56:  Talk It Out

    
    
    
    
                Sam’s dreams that night involved some crazy weird shit about Jen burning up and disintegrating from a mana explosion.  Sam didn’t need his meditation side to interpret that obvious shit.  “I need to work on these body enchantment spells, but I should have discussed it with Jen before I ever started, and included her in the process,” Sam said to himself with guilt surging through his chest.

Thankfully, Jen had meditated as well and worked through her emotions.  Additionally, she felt a world better when Sam gave her a heartfelt apology first thing in the morning.  They both knew there were going to be risks, but they should be upfront with each other before taking them whenever possible. 

Sam discussed all the remaining experiments he was planning, and Jen wasn’t perfectly happy, but she understood it was a potential game-changer for them.

Unfortunately, he still didn’t have any idea on how to create drones for her pets.

            

    
        Chapter 57:  Burning Desire

    
    
    
    
                Sam continued to increase the mana charge in his arm.  “Each time my arm burns like hell, but I don’t want to heal my arm, and risk the rune scars disappearing.  I am pretty sure that my arm is being strengthened or tempered by the constant burning as well.  We’ll just have to keep experimenting Kelly” Sam said as he was analyzing his arm for the tenth time. 

“I am nowhere close to filling the mana reservoir in my arm, and my next charge will need to be released outside of town, or I might knock down a wall.  Finally, we’ll be jumping to the Second Deck soon Kelly!”  Since Jen was busy and couldn’t go outside of the city until tomorrow, he decided to carve the enchantment into his other arm, and practice with that arm until both forearms were evenly powered and tempered. 

Just before he started to carve the rune in his arm, a light bulb went off in his head, “I should change the enchantment so that it doesn’t completely drain all the mana out of my arm.  Everything has some trace ambient mana in it, but I’m draining every ounce of the mana out of my arm with my enchantment.  This is probably causing damage to my muscle tissue, and the cause for most of the pain.”  Sam adjusted the enchantment to leave a trace amount of mana in his arm if fully activated.

The enchantment burned Sam just as much when the mana drained out of his arm, but he didn’t feel the aching muscle damage that he did in his original arm.  “This sucks!” Sam thought to himself as he healed his original arm completely and prepared to put the modified enchantment on it as well.

            

    
        Chapter 58:  Ninja

    
    
    
    
                The next day Jen and Sam left the city early in the morning.  Sam was continually increasing the output and dunking his arms in water.  It was taking him all day to run his experiments because of the amount of mana he had to infuse in his arms.  Unlike his space rings which simply stored and released wind that was naturally collected, the enchantment runes on Sam’s arms required massive amounts of mana to actually create the wind and force.

“It’s getting late, after this test we need to go back in the city before the gates close.  I think my body enchantments are almost half full with mana this time,” Sam said, as he prepared to launch twin columns of air at the nearest trees.  The trees were as thick as a man, but the air power from his enchantments blew them so far over, they almost snapped.  “Thankfully, there’s no recoil with spells like there is with shotguns and most other projectile weapons,” Sam said to Jen while they readied to leave.

As they were heading back to the city, Jen thought towards Sam, “Heads up, there are three men in front of us about a mile out, with three more behind us about the same distance.” 

“Man, her psych skill is getting crazy powerful,” Sam thought, as he looked at Jen with admiration. 

Jen ordered Sam, “Power up your spells, but don’t push more power than we practiced.  We can handle this without doing something crazy.  Get ready to pull your rifle from your ring.  I want you to turn around and start walking towards the men behind us, while I flank them.” 

“Jen, why don’t we just lose them with my forgetme charms?” Sam asked. 

“I’ve intercepted their coms, one of them has a skill that allows them to watch people from extremely far away.  He was up in a tree watching us this afternoon, and they’ve prepared an ambush while waiting for us to leave.  They want to kidnap us for your or my powers; they aren’t sure which of us was blasting trees over, and they want to take us back to their bandit gang.  We can’t let them live with what they know, and how they would use that knowledge.” Jen explained, as Sam nodded his head in agreement.

They both powered up their forgetme charms for the confusion it would cause.  Sam moved directly towards the three men in the rear, while Jen flanked them.

Jen was getting closer to the three men; the men were about 1/4 mile away when she was able to hack their character sheets and get a full sense of their levels and skills.  “They are level 10, 10, and 11 brute fighters with their highest stat being strength at 13; they haven’t spotted us yet.  Don’t fire your rifle unless you have to.  I’m going to jam their coms when we get closer, so they can’t alert the other three,” Jen sent to Sam. 

“Jen, I’ve spotted them, and I’ve dropped into position.  I have them in my crosshairs, waiting on your signal,” Sam sent to Jen.   

“Stay in place and only engage if you have to,” Jen replied.

Sam watched with stunned amazement as Jen moved with her full agility and Ninja skill; she was so fast he had to use his overclock ability to follow her movement. 

“Tamako has trained you; don’t hesitate. Make your every move and strike count,” Jen thought to herself. 

The men were just walking next to each other, and Jen could sense their thoughts of rape and torture.  Jen blurred up behind them and used two katana swords enchanted by Sam with sharpness, strength, and poison to swiftly decapitate all three of the bandits.  She then blurred out of range, just in case one of them had some hidden reflection skill that might work automatically even after their death.  No, they were all dead without a sound.  Jen looted the bodies, but it was just junk.

Sam and Jen turned towards the men in the other direction.  It was rinse and repeat.

As they walked back toward the city gates, Jen could see that Sam was worried about her.  He was usually quiet after shit like this, but she wanted to reassure him and explained, “Sam, those men were evil; they were definitely going to rape and torture us, and they clearly had raped, tortured, and killed others before.  I didn’t just Log them or bombard them with arrows because I need to get real world training with my Ninja skills.  I’m going to be OK.” 

Sam nodded at Jen. It did make him feel better that she wasn’t going all serial killer on him and that she also wasn’t going to let the violence crush her with regret.  He changed the subject, “Tamako has definitely paid us in full for opening those mana channels; she has brought your Ninja skills up to another level.  However, I really need to fix the enchantment on your swords.  I just don’t understand why the poison enchantment starts to glow when you swing them at top speed.”

“Tamako says it’s better to have the poison and the glow, than no poison.   She also thinks the strange glow might scare away some attackers.”

Sam raised an eyebrow at Jen’s response, and she relented with the truth, “O.K. she really said to get rid of the stupid glow no matter how cool it looks.”

Sam chuckled at Jen and pulled her close into a side hug, “It does look pretty bad-ass when you use them.”

As they approached the City gates, Slim came up behind them and said, “Why do you get to kill the bandits, but I don’t?” 

Jen thought about his request a moment and said, “If you know where their main bandit camp is, and you want to dish out some justice, go ahead, just don’t hurt any innocent people.” 

As he bounded off, Slim replied, “I’m not really sure ‘justice’ is motivating me, but whatever you want to call it.  See you in a couple of days, but I’m not splitting the loot with anyone!” 

Jen groaned, not sure what she just unleashed on the bandits, but the rape and torture she had seen in their minds kept her from calling out and stopping him.

            

    
        Chapter 59:  Penmanship

    
    
    
    
                “We way out leveled those bandits, but that will not always be the case.  I’ve got to make this work Kelly,” Sam thought, as he sat down in his workroom.  Sam looked over all the supplies and materials on his desk as he liked to do while thinking, “Now that the power issue has been figured out…I hope.  I need to work on the enchantment issues.  I really don’t want to keep carving enchantments directly into my body.  Not only is it painful, but it is slow, and the detail of the runes would be too limited for the legacy enchantments.”

Sam turned on the burners for several steel cauldrons he was heating up.  In one cauldron he placed some gold shavings, in another he placed mana-imbued steel shavings, in another he placed some of his own blood, and in the last he placed shavings from a monster core. 

Sam thought to himself, “All this stuff was stupid expensive. I really hope this works. I only have enough left for seven or eight experiments.” As the metal in each of the cauldrons was melting, Sam tried to push mana into each one as much as possible, and he kept doing this until the metals were completely melted, and then continued to push and fuse his mana into the liquid metal until it finally resisted his attempts to pump any more into it.

Sam then added the steel to the gold and continued to stir and push mana into the mixture.  He could get a little more mana into the mix, but not much.  He then added the steel and gold mixture to the melted monster-core shavings, and this mixture seemed a little more receptive to his mana, but again, not much.  Then Sam poured his own blood into the mixture and pushed a touch more mana into the swirling mass of liquid.  Last, he reached over and poured some regular ink into the mix. 

He continued to stir the mixture and pump and compress the mana in as much as he could.  While the mixture was still hot, he continued to stir, and when it cooled down just enough, he poured his “mana ink” into an iron jar and sealed it.    Sam placed the jar into an enchanted “shaker” that he created for the purpose of trying to keep the mixture from separating or hardening.  While the mixture was shaking, he then grabbed an enchanted machine “pen” he created to work like the tattoo needles that artists used on Earth. 

Sam double-checked the pen-drawn enchantment on his arm that he was going to trace with the “tattoo pen.”  “OK, everything looks good, all I need to do now is put the most expensive ‘ink’ on the planet into my homemade tattoo pen, and make magic,” Sam smiled to himself.

He could only tattoo his arm a little at a time, if he put too much mana ink into the tattoo pen hopper, it would start to thicken and clog up the needle.  Sam would tattoo his enchantment a little bit, then reload some of the mana ink, tattoo some more, and so on.

Sam swore to himself, “Dammit, the tattoo looks beautiful, but I think the metal is poisoning me.”  He didn’t want to heal his entire arm and destroy his tattoo, so instead of using one of his healing charms, he manually cast his minor mend spell and tried to focus on just healing the poison. 

“Shit, if I have to fight off poison every time, I’m not sure if the tattoo would even be better than just carving into my body,” Sam mumbled in frustration as he was working on the poison effect.  It was slow going and thank god it wasn’t some really fast-acting venom, but eventually after several hours, he was able to cure the metal poisoning.  “Hey! I didn’t know you could alter your body to be resistant to poison!”  Sam said excitedly, after he received a system message.

System Message == You have gained metal poisoning defense

Sam realized with a start that he’d leveled up his minor mend spell while curing the metal poisoning. That was something to consider: maybe he shouldn’t rely so heavily on enchantments. His mind raced through a dozen scenarios before he dismissed the idea. What was a minor spell compared to the mana powerhouses that were his enchantments?

Another part of him pointed out that if he didn’t use his spells, they’d never get more powerful. “What’s to stop me from hacking spells like I hack enchantments?” Sam said aloud, and that made him sit back for a moment.

He stared at the cauldrons around him and the tattoo pen. “That idea will have to wait.”

Sam felt the conductivity of the tattoo-enchantment, but was worried about how resilient it would be after he pumped mana through it.  “Please don’t be a one-shot stupid expensive tattoo enchantment,” Sam prayed as he pumped just a little mana into his forearm and aimed his palm at some trash in the corner.

Sam could feel the breeze leave his palm as it blew the trash across the workroom.  “My arm has been tempered from my practice and mana use, but that burned more than it should have.  The conductivity of the tattoo materials also made a much more powerful spell out of the small amount of mana I used.  Interesting…what if I… wait, stay focused,” Sam ordered himself, as he lowered his arm to inspect the tattoo before dunking it in a bucket of water.

            

    
        Chapter 60:  Bad Boy Sam

    
    
    
    
                “You are so dangerous with those tattoos, Sam. I don’t know if I can resist you anymore,” Jen laughed at him. In truth, Jen could feel the pressure and intensity that had lifted off of Sam after he’d made a working prototype of a “body enchantment tattoo,” as he called it.

“I don’t know if the tattoos would make me stick out more right now or wearing this long-sleeve tunic in the hot afternoon,” Sam said, as he felt like a spotlight was on him walking down the street.

Jen knew that she and Sam, or other professionals would zoom right in on someone wearing a long sleeve shirt right now, but everyone, not just professionals, would notice a man with tattoos running down his arms in the Decks.

“Even if someone was suspicious, you just blew over an entire field of trees with your tattoos, what could they do now.” Jen said in jest.

“I just wish the mana-barrier spell in the System Shop hadn’t been so crazy expensive. But, in the time we have left, finishing and tattooing the two legacy enchantments will probably push me to my limits anyways, and I don’t want to change our timeline for jumping to the Second Deck,” Sam said, as they were entering their store.

Jen could see Sam’s ears starting to turn red as all the people in the lines were talking. “That is Sam, the great Master Enchanter,” one man said.

“He has saved so many lives with his affordable healing charms,” a small older lady praised.

“As a Master Enchanter he could demand hundreds of gold to fix enchantments for the nobility and live in the biggest mansion in the city, but he fixes enchantments for the common man and farmers! He is truly an oddity in the Decks,” a farmer exclaimed.

The people in line weren’t aware that Sam actually made special appointments for the nobility and did in fact charge a lot of gold for repairing their enchantments. However, Sam had an enchanting habit to pay for.

Jen and Sam now had eight open mana channels and were on track to open more, but Sam was just too busy with his mana enchantment tattoos.

Tamako’s mana channels were taking much longer because of all the corruption she needed to clean out around every mana channel, but she now had four open mana channels and her fighting power had soared.

“That man is so frustrating, he just forwards all his skills, levels, and every other system notice to me and expects me to tell him if there is anything he should know.” Jen thought to herself as she watched Sam head into his workshop, not to be seen again for days.

Sam was level 20 and was almost to level 21 from all the experience points he gained working on his legacy enchantments and the tattoos. Jen was stuck at level 19 and wasn’t even close to all the points needed for level 20. “But my Ninja combat training has soared with Tamako’s help,” Jen thought as she was getting ready to meet Tamako for dinner.

Jen was OK with slowing down their leveling until they jumped to the Second Deck, because she was trying to spend as much time with Tamako as possible. As soon as Sam finished converting his new enchantments into tattoos, they planned to leave.

            

    
        Chapter 61:  Journeyman Drool

    
    
    
    
                “He is such a nerd,” Jen had discovered a new application for her onboard, and laughed to herself as she took a “screenshot” of Sam laid out on his workbench with drool all over the table. Jen had been bringing food and drink to Sam for over three weeks. “I don’t even think he is aware of time passing or of the food he’s been eating and drinking. He is one driven old man,” she thought as she dropped off dinner.

A few hours later Sam was looking around lost. he felt dried spit on his face, and it took him a few moments to realize where he even was. His body ached and his mind felt wrung out, but he’d done it. “Kelly, I’ve been using quadruple focus with meditation for days, weeks? but digging through the thousands of lines of code will be worth it if these mana enchantment tattoos work with these legacy enchantments. So many of the lines, I’ve had to push my mana around the concepts and directions to understand, and so many lines…Those two spells are way more powerful and complex than anything I’ve ever decrypted and turned into enchantments before. Who would have thought that meditation could allow such focus and elevation of the mind, damn!” Sam thought as he glanced at all his System messages that he had ignored, surprised at how much XP he earned for decrypting the technique scrolls and spells, and his Words of Understanding skill reached level 51 breaking into the journeyman ranks. Sam slowly picked himself up and headed to his bedroom for some real sleep.

It didn’t surprise Jen when Sam slept almost 2 days straight. “Hey sleepyhead! Did the smell of breakfast wake you up finally!” she said, and smiled at Sam as he came into the kitchen famished. “You look recharged, and I saw that you got a shit load of experience points. I’m guessing you figured something out?” Jen asked Sam, as she put some food on the table for him.

“Thank you, Jen. I know you’ve been handling absolutely everything again. I really appreciate the incredible support you’ve been giving me.” Sam said sincerely, as he started to dig into his food.

“It’s only because I expect you to come up with some major powerful shit for us, and don’t forget my drones you need to invent!” she replied, turning towards the sink to hide her embarrassment at the compliment. Jen then turned quickly remembering a system message Sam had forwarded her and asked, “What was that message about an enchanter’s book you received when entering the journeyman ranks for Words of Understanding?”

Sam nodded and replied, “Yeah, that was kind of weird. It was related to a gambling quest I received.

Jen looked a little jealous. “Oh yea, I do remember seeing an odd quest you forwarded me, but I was busy and ignored it. Just a second while I pull it up.”

System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Make it to Journeyman in Words of Understanding!

==


	Requirements: Reach Journeyman in Words of Understanding within 48 hours– odds of failing 45%



Select your Fortune:

A. Accept reward of 3 ability points for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3

B. Accept reward of 5 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

C. Accept reward of enchanter’s book for gambling 5 ability points.

D. Accept reward of enchanter’s book plus euphoria for gambling 3 ability points.

E. Decline Quest and continue your life as a yellow-bellied chicken!

==

Sam selected “C,” and the quest was accepted.

==

Jen complained, “That is so unfair!”

Sam looked pleased with himself, “I’ve been getting a lot of good gambling-quests lately. I’ve been putting all my winnings back into any ability points I lost on other bets and all the surplus winnings into my luck stat. My luck stat is now 25. What’s your luck stat?”

Jen gave him a concerned look. “Still pretty low, but be careful, gambling can be a dangerous habit.”

Sam nodded, “I agree, it’s like investing. You never invest money you can’t afford to lose. Additionally, you have to start out investing small, but the more you make, the more you can invest without worrying about losing everything. Of course, I never accept any quest that includes euphoria.”

Jen frowned as she thought about it, and said, “You’re right I guess, I should probably start increasing my luck stat at level ups. So where is the enchanter’s book?”

Sam pointed at his temple, and said, “It’s in my head. I thought I was going to receive a book from the System store, but the reward was downloaded directly into my brain. I can still feel the lingering headache it caused. It was strange because it integrated with my enchantment app and added a few new enchantments. It also linked my enchantment app with my inventory skill. It’s like what I’ve learned is instantly recalled to my brain, and I don’t have to do a query or a sort function to search for the best enchantment when working.”

Jen was green with envy, but she was truly happy for Sam’s success, and said, “Dang I’m jealous. I can’t find any information about my psych skills that we can afford from the System store. I would love to get some sort of psych skill book. Anyways, back to business, how are your enchantments going?”

“I was able to finish turning the legacy spells into enchantments, and modify them to use variable amounts of mana. It was much more difficult than I thought it would be, even after I received the enchanter’s book,” Sam said with his mouth full of food.

“You’re such an arrogant idiot. Did you really think it would be easy turning two high-powered legacy spells like those into enchantments? Those spells cost a literal fortune,” Jen said as she was sitting down to eat. “But you did do it!” she smiled at him showing her support for his accomplishments.

“I’ve done part of it anyway. I need to tattoo both of them onto my arms and practice how to cast all the variations the enchantments will allow. You’re right: they are more powerful than you or I thought. Reading through the code on the spells, I learned there are a LOT of options when casting. I’m really excited to see exactly how they work, but I am pretty sure the lightning spell can strike just one target or multiple targets in a designated area, and it can be originated from anywhere. The lightning does not have to come from my body or even anywhere close to me. It can come from the sky, the ground, the side, etc.… That really makes it more useful if there is no signature trail back to our location when it is cast!

“Wow! You could make someone think they were surrounded by striking them from different directions!” replied Jen.

“Exactly, and the healing spell has some crazy options too, but I’m going to have to practice with both to really be able to maximize their potential. Last, the raw power of the spells is really only limited by the amount of mana that can be pumped into them.” Sam said with excitement.

Trying not to pressure Sam right back into his workshop, Jen asked, “Do you need a break or want to do something else for a little while before you dive back in and start tattooing, or what.”

Sam looked guilty as he faced Jen. “No, but the real question is, do you need a break from handling everything?” not wanting to take advantage of her.

Jen laughed, “Go run back to your workshop! Long Bi and Ji Bi are handling the store just fine. I’m having a great time hanging out and training with Tamako. I’ve really found it fun and challenging mixing my psych skills with my Ninja skills.”

“I don’t need to be told twice,” Sam replied, feeling reassured that Jen was doing just fine. He actually missed spending time with Jen, but he felt they would be heading out of the city together in just a few days to train his new spells anyways.

            

    
        Chapter 62:  Legacy Tattoos

    
    
    
    
                Sam healed his old tattoos on his left arm first by using one of his healing enchantment rods. Then he spent several days tattooing the legacy healing enchantment up and down the entirety of his arm. The powerful legacy tattoo enchantments were quite large, but he knew that with better equipment he could eventually get them smaller. After he finished the enchantment tattoo, he pumped a little mana into his left arm and tested its healing ability by clearing off the old tattoos on his right arm. “Success!” he whispered with glee to himself as he dunked his hot arm into a tub of water.

“Did you see that Kelly? With this enchantment I could focus the spell to heal exactly what I wanted. I healed and removed the tattoos with less than 20% of the mana I use when casting my minor mend spell.”

Sam was a little quicker with tattooing the enchantment lightning spell on his right arm, but it still took him over two days, and just as he was finishing it, he heard Jen call out as she was leaving the house, “I’m heading over to the palace to see Tamako. I don’t think it’s serious, but I just intercepted some strange coms talk and want to give her a heads up that something may be going on.”

Sam had been working non-stop, but he wasn’t in the same trance mode as before. “OK, but be careful.” Sam said out of habit, as he continued to put the finishing touches on his tattoos.

The lightning tattoo enchantment could only be practiced outside of the city, and Sam decided to take a well-deserved nap. If Sam had not been so tired, he probably would have felt his gut screaming at him.

            

    
        Chapter 63:  Surrounded

    
    
    
    
                Casino City’s palace was completely surrounded by the Roulette Confederation’s army. “Have you heard from Sam?” Tamako asked Jen, as she directed the guard to maintain their defensive positions.

“No, he looked pretty tired when I left, so he may have gone to sleep. If no one breaks any of the enchantments protecting the store, I don’t know when he might wake up,” Jen replied, as she was checking her weapons and using her psych ability to intercept signals.

Tamako’s face was grim, she always knew that someday she would either be assassinated or die in a fight, but she didn’t think she would have to see Jen die. However, they were outnumbered by at least 3 to 1.

The only reason they were able to get the City Lord inside the palace gates in time, was because Jen stopped by and said some odd things were going on over at the System Shop. Right after Tamako sent guards out to investigate, they were returning with the City Lord fighting off the Roulette Confederation in a running battle trying to get back and behind the safety of the palace gates.

It turned out that the City Lord’s cousin Li Zhang had made a deal with the Roulette Confederation. Li Zhang set up a sound wave jammer and organized some bandits to surprise and kill the Casino City guards surrounding the System shop. The Roulette Confederation had already purchased travel for and transferred 6,000 soldiers through the System Shop into Casino City, when Tamako’s guards discovered them. The Roulette Confederation would have brought in thousands of soldiers more through the System shop, but once Tamako had received news of the battle, she used the City Lord’s Shop interface to close it for 24 hours. The Guards were running back to the Palace when they linked up with the City Lord and his guard contingent. It was sheer luck they were able to get back through the palace gates before the Roulette Confederation caught them.

“They haven’t attacked yet, but I bet they are going to send out a representative to demand surrender,” Jen said to Tamako as they observed the enemy from the top of the wall. Jen actually knew it was about to happen because she was intercepting their coms. Jen could see that most of the enemy soldiers were levels 10 to 12, but there were a few that clearly stood apart from the regular soldiers, and they ranged from level 15 to 20!

“They don’t want to try and take the palace by force. Their numbers are not high enough to ensure victory, and more importantly they want the City Lord’s treasure. I’m guessing they just spent around 600 gold transporting those soldiers through the shop.

Even though we are outnumbered 3 to 1, the City Lord has access to the System Shop from the palace. With the City’s treasury, and his status as the City Lord, he can purchase buffs and defensive measures that can even the odds. If the City Lord spent all the treasury funds protecting the palace, or if the City Lord were to die in battle, they would never even recover their 600 gold.” Tamako explained, as she continued to watch the enemy’s preparations.

Jen asked Tamako, “Why couldn’t they just siege the palace while taking over the rest of the City, then wait the City Lord out, or wait until the System Shop opens in 24 hours to bring in more troops?”

Jen’s words automatically made Tamako suspicious, but she kept all traces of her thoughts to herself, “how does she not know the basic rules of the Deck cities?”

Jen could immediately feel Tamako’s emotional spike of suspicion, and said, “Sam and I are from a small town, so we don’t know much about how these types of battles are fought.”

Tamako thought to herself, “I know I can trust Jen, but I also know that she and Sam keep lots of secrets. Hmmm, if we survive the next 24 hours, I’m going to demand some answers, but for now, it can’t do any harm to explain it to her.”

Tamako replied, “When a Deck-named City attacks another Deck-named City, the attack must be tied to a gambling-quest from the System.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that,” replied Jen.

“Yes, and except for a revolution of citizens from within the Deck-named City, if there is any other type of attack on a Deck-named city, it can be repelled by the City Lord using System defenses built into the City. The power of those defenses is so great and brutal, no one ever dares attack a Deck-named City.

“Then why doesn’t he use those defenses now?”

“I’m getting there. If a Deck-named City accepts a gambling-quest from the System to attack another Deck-named City, they have 24 hours to take over the City or demand as much ransom as they can before the System supplied defenses can be used.”

“What about the adventurer guilds, merchants, and farmers?” asked Jen.

"They would never attack the guilds within the City, because of their power throughout all the cities and decks. If they have not succeeded or left the boundaries of the City territory within 24 hours, any attackers remaining within the City’s territory will have all of their ability points forfeited to the System. Attacking and looting poor non-guild farmers and merchants simply isn’t worth the money or the time, but that doesn’t mean that they wouldn’t kill, rape, and pillage the poor if it is convenient. In our situation, as a result of them being unable to catch the City Lord before he made it back to the palace, they have three options. 1. Demand we surrender the City, offering safety to the City Lord and all its defenders; 2. If we don’t surrender, they will begin an all-out attack and try to kill the City Lord and take Control of the palace. If they succeed, they will then torture and kill all of the defenders to set an example; or 3. Demand a ransom from the City Lord to leave.”

Jen replied “I guess that makes sense, our town was so small we never learned all the details of the Deck Cities.” Jen had tried to hide her amazement at the mechanics of war in the Decks, but her astonishment was noticed by Tamako.

Jen’s last comment about her small town didn’t make any sense to Tamako. Even small towns were given minor defenses by the System when they were established. Tamako was struck with a realization, “Jen and Sam must be from Earth!” but she decided to keep her thoughts to herself unless they made it out of this mess.

About 10 minutes later, the Roulette Confederation sent out an emissary. Nothing fancy from the Roulette Confederation, as the emissary simply announced, “We demand you lay down your arms, open the gates, and surrender. In return, we will guarantee the safety of City Lord Julius Caesar the X, and all his defenders. You have 1 hour to comply.”

            

    
        Chapter 64:  Launch Party

    
    
    
    
                Sam was awakened when Slim smacked him with his tail. As he opened his eyes, he saw several messages from Jen that brought him up to speed on what was happening. “Shit, we could be out of the City in 10 minutes if Jen wasn’t caught in the palace.” Sam swore as he took about 5 minutes to run around the house gathering everything important into some rings. He also started pushing more mana into his tattoos. Within a few minutes, Sam had used half of his mana pool charging his tattoos, but the amount of mana his arms could hold was massive. He continued to charge his arms with his mana regen, fortunately, he had eight channels open sucking in the mana from the house. He had never filled his arms with more than half his mana pool, but he wasn’t going to hold back with Jen trapped in the palace.

Jen was texting Sam in real-time on her status. The Roulette Confederation had given them an hour to surrender. The City Lord announced to his people that he had no intention of surrendering, but said to Tamako that he was going to take the best soldiers with him, and be the last line of defense in front of the City’s treasury vaults and the City Lord’s System interface. He then ordered Tamako to lead the defense of the palace and gates.

Tamako had ordered Jen to escape from the City as soon as the battle started. Tamako did not trust the City Lord, but she was bound by her oath to follow his orders. She expected the City Lord to throw away all the defenders’ lives while trying to minimize his purchase of city buffs and defenses from the System. Unfortunately, they were far outnumbered and there was simply no escape for Jen or any of the other guards.

Sam’s agility and forget-me charms allowed him to move quickly through the City. Sam was surprised that the chunky Slim had no problem keeping pace, if anything, Slim was the one constantly waiting on him. When he arrived near the palace gates, he quickly climbed onto a rooftop that overlooked the Roulette forces between his and Jen’s location. Tamako had moved Jen to an area where the enemy forces were the thinnest hoping an opportunity for Jen to escape would present itself.

“Glad he woke up! and I swear you better get your ass out of here when the shit starts, or I will kill you myself!” Tamako said to Jen, with tears barely noticeable in her eyes. The pressure in Jen’s chest was crushing, but it wasn’t out of fear of battle, but the knowledge that she would be losing Tamako forever. “This isn’t the time or place for the goodbye I wish we could have.” Jen cried inside herself.

“He’s over there on top of that building,” Jen said as she nodded to where Sam was waiting.

While trying to figure out exactly what he was seeing, Sam messaged Jen, “can you hear any coms from the City Lord’s contingent, because I’ve got my scope out, and It looks like a group of people are emerging from the bottom of the slope behind the palace.”

At that moment, Tamako and the other guards felt a current of power pass through them, as they each realized the City Lord had relinquished his rights as the Lord of Casino City.

The System notification screen appeared in front of Tamako’s vision.

==

The City Lord has left Casino City while under attack. Your gambling oath to the City or the City Lord is cancelled. Maybe you should take over the City!

==

City-Wide System Message:

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Become the New City Lord of Casino City

==


	Requirements: Seize and login to the Casino City System interface until the end of Roulette City’s attack. Odds of dying – Yes!



Select your Fortune:

A. Accept reward of 50 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3

B. Decline Quest and continue your life as a commoner!

==

Jen Selected “B” declining the quest and messaging Sam. “Who the hell would want to be stuck with all the boring details of empire building!” Sam Selected “B” declining the quest and messaged back, “True dat! Plus we’re here to get Kelly! Now, let’s get you out of that palace!”

==

Tamako explained to Jen, “The City Lord has abandoned the City, and I’m sure he has taken the entire treasury with him. I’ve got to figure a way help the rest of the guards escape. The Roulette Confederation is going to kill us all once they realize the City Lord is fleeing with the City’s gold.”

At that moment, a signal rang out, and a contingent of about 100 Roulette Confederation troops started mobilizing. Within a few minutes they were heading out of the City chasing after the City Lord and his guard contingent.

To Tamako’s surprise, the emissary approached the walls again and said, “Your Lord has abandoned you and the City. You no longer have a duty to him or this City. Don’t be foolish. Surrender now! You have 10 minutes to decide.”

Jen had been listening in on the enemy’s coms and said, “Tamako, I feel certain that if you surrender, they are going to kill, rape, and enslave every single one of you anyways.” Tamako nodded and simply responded, “I know. His demand didn’t include a promise of safety.”

Tamako started to take charge of the guards to prepare them for the battle. None of the other guard’s believed the Roulette’s promises either, but to Tamako’s shock, during their hurried battle meeting, all the lieutenants under her rebuffed her as their leader and basically told her to fuck off.

Without the authority granted to Tomako by the City Lord, her chief lieutenant, Tanya, a woman that always resented her leadership, convinced the other lieutenants to support her and her gambling-quest to become the new City Lord.

Tamako knew they all resented her because she would not allow them to take bribes or abuse the poor in the city, but she never imagined they would be so stupid as to follow the battle orders of Tanya. However, Tamako did worry for many of the front-line guards that had no idea what was going on, but after a pause to consider everything, Tamako laughed and said, “Good luck!” as she turned and left the battle meeting to go find Jen.

Tamako was happy to be rid of the unappreciative shits, but she was still looking stricken with the knowledge that Jen was trapped with her.

Jen messaged Sam with everything that was happening. She estimated there were close to 500 Roulette Confederation soldiers outside the wall in the area between Sam and her.

Sam placed only a little mana in his healing enchantment, because he was primarily powering up the legacy lightening tattoo enchantment with his mana regen the entire time. He messaged Jen, “Get ready, I’m about to make a distraction. Don’t move until after you see the lightning, it will be your best chance to get out. Once you are out, come to the building where I am hiding if you can. If not, I will meet you at the safe house you set up.”

“Wait!” Jen messaged back.

Jen looked at Tamako and said, “Sam is about to create a distraction. This will be your best chance to get out of here.”

Tamako nodded in agreement saying, “I’ll fight with you to the very end.” There was both a look of determination and impending death in her gaze.

Jen pulled some forget-me charms out of her ring and handed some to Tamako and told her to charge them up and get ready to run.

“We’re ready when you are,” Jen messaged Sam.

Sam dropped five strange devices out of his rings that he called clay trap launchers and said, “Slim, can you charge those up for me?”

Slim looked at the spring-loaded levers and said, “Easily, but when this is over, don’t wait on me. I’m going to be collecting the shit out of some loot.”

Sam rolled his eyes at Slim’s looting comment while he continued to lay out strange-looking round enchanted disks in each of the trap launchers. He designed them to hold a maximum of 8 disks in each of the trap launchers.

Sam adjusted the distance setting on three of the trap launchers so that they would shoot the enchanted disks evenly over the enemy soldiers, and the other two were both aimed directly at the soldiers between his location and Jen’s.

“Thank goodness it’s starting to get dark. That should help them get through the enemy lines” Sam said to Slim. The first and second disk that Sam loaded in each of the launchers were each equipped with a small parachute that unfolded allowing the circular disks to float slowly down to the ground. These disks were basically space rings that Sam enchanted to collect all the corruption from the mana filtering chimney above their charm’s store. He had the idea to build enchanted rings and place them near the stack to keep the surrounding area free from the mana pollution, but then he thought about how he could use them to attack the mana flow of an enemy combatant, so he designed them as disks.

The third and fourth parachute disks he placed in each of the launchers would start emitting smoke after being fired. The smoke was collected from their actual fireplace chimney. He hoped the smoke would make it even darker and harder for the enemy to see.

The fifth and sixth parachute disk he placed in each of the launchers contained literally thousands of logs Sam had been collecting while exercising and improving his stamina and strength stats with Jen in the surrounding forests.

The seventh parachute disk contained about 300 crossbow bolts each. Sam smiled as he thought about Long Bi’s sons gaining strength stats from shooting the bolts into his enchanted disks, and how excited they were to make the extra money.

The last parachute disk he placed in each of the launchers threw out fire, poison, and ice enchantment grenades.

Slim finished charging up the plate launchers by the time Sam finished loading them. Sam quickly did one last check. The whole process had taken less than five minutes with Slim’s help. Sam messaged Jen, “I’m about to shoot my Wad all over their heads, but wait for the lightning before you make your move!” Jen groaned, “gross, you have to make old pervert boomer jokes now!” Sam stress-laughed and replied, “love you too, see you when this is over.”

Just then Jen could see the parachute enchantment disks start opening up over the enemy. Tamako looked up following Jen’s gaze. She didn’t see anything at first, then she saw a dark mist start descending over the enemy.

“Holly Shit! Are those fucking trees!” Tamako exclaimed as thousands of trees, logs, and stumps starting appearing out of the sky raining down on the enemy. In a matter of seconds, it was total chaos in the enemy ranks. However, those that could, immediately responded by trying to charge the palace gates, but then hundreds of enchanted crossbow bolts rained down on the enemy, and those were soon followed by the enchanted grenades which blasted and poisoned the enemy soldiers. The 6,000 strong enemy army was being shattered, but there were still soldiers everywhere that had fight left in them, screaming for vengeance.

Last, Sam planned on making one hell of lightning storm that he hoped would surprise and confuse any remaining soldiers that were directly between Jen and his location. “Kelly, please let the distraction last long enough for Jen and Tamako to make it through.”

Sam looked out over the enemy and targeted the entire group between them. “Go!” he messaged Jen. Sam’s arm was nearly full of mana now and he didn’t hold back and pushed every ounce of the mana stored in his arm through his enchanted lightning tattoo.

Several things happened all at once. Sam’s right arm almost instantly disintegrated in a blazing hot fire. As Sam was falling to the ground trying to fight the pain and stay conscious, he cast heal with his left arm. There was not much mana in his left arm, and his legacy healing tattoo was only able to cauterize the stump that was left. Sam stayed conscious just long enough to see a storm of hundreds of lightning bolts coming down from the sky, and as he hit the ground he received countless system messages notifying him of enemy soldiers killed, before passing out.

On Sam’s message to “Go”, Jen and Tamako had started to make their escape when they saw a lightning attack of the gods. Lightning bolts cracked from the sky striking all the soldiers between them, killing all but the very strongest instantly, and there wasn’t much life left to those that remained. The lightnings power and utter destruction stunned everyone remaining, even Jen and Tamako for a second.

With the chaos and disorder of all the dead, and those still alive screaming from the near electrocution, the city guard counter-attacked what was remaining of the Roulette Confederation’s strike force.

Jen and Tamako did not join the counter-attack, but powered up their forget-me charms and within a few seconds crossed through the destruction, and disappeared without being noticed.

Slim messaged Jen and let her know Sam was still on the roof, but she didn’t understand why Sam wasn’t responding or hadn’t already come to escape the city with them. Slim assured Jen that Sam was still alive, just unconscious.

Jen and Tamako raced to the rooftop and found Sam, “Holy shit! What happened to his arm!” Jen asked in shock at his condition.

Slim reassured her, “He’s alive and in stable condition. He’s just passed out from the pain of losing his arm.”

Jen shuddered with relief when she confirmed for herself that he was still breathing, but there was no time for emotions now, she thought to herself. They grabbed Sam, the rings, and the equipment on the ground near his body.

Slim said to Jen with a greedy purr, “Take care of him, there is some loot that belongs to me out there!”

Tamako’s strength made it easy for her to carry Sam as she followed Jen. She was using her Psych and Ninja ability to dodge the enemy remaining in the streets while keeping the forget-me charms powered up. They were all out of the City within 20 minutes, and no one was the wiser.

            

    
        Chapter 65:  Cocky

    
    
    
    
                “Ohh, shit, it just won’t stop hurting,” groaned Sam as the intense pain in his shoulder forced him to open his eyes. 

“Shhh, I know it hurts Sam, but I need you to do your best to stay as quiet as possible.  Listen to me.  Jen is OK and she is checking the surrounding area to make sure we lost the Roulette Soldiers that were trailing us.”  Tamako said, as she was trying to make Sam somewhat comfortable on the forest floor. 

Sam’s pain and the heat of the forest made it hard for him to focus his mind, so he just closed his eyes, and tried to shut it all out.

Only a mile away in the forest Jen heard, “I can smell you and hear you,” and the mocking laughter of the General.

Jen had intercepted the coms of the enemy and knew this General was a former Ranger with a tracking skill.  The General was leading a small group of Roulette soldiers that escaped the City upon their unexpected defeat in the battle. 

After pinging his specific location, Jen used her Ninja skills, increasing her speed, suppressing her mana signature, suppressing the noise she made, and powering up her forgetme charm.  She was going to kill this General without him ever knowing what happened.  That’s when, almost quicker than the eye could see, the General spun in her direction and shot an arrow right at her.

“Shit!” Jen screamed from the pain, but she immediately rolled with the momentum, hit the ground, sprung up, and raced to some cover and concealment.  “Damn, I can’t simply run from this guy, he moves almost as fast as me, maybe faster.  If I didn’t have my overclock skill active, this fucking arrow would not be in my arm, but through my damn heart.”

Jen was embarrassed being caught flat-footed.  She was so confident that she would be able to kill this guy, just like she had killed the bandits. “Great job Jen, assuming you are Ms. Super Ninja, but this fucking guy could freaking SMELL and HEAR me coming. Stupid, Stupid, Stupid!” She berated herself.

Jen called out, “How could you Hear me?”

The General laughed, “I could hear everywhere else, but nothing from the spot where you were. You stupid fucking amateur.  I’m going to have fun killing you.”  Then the General moved.

Jen could no longer see, or even hear where the General was.  Thankfully, she could tell he was trying to flank her by constantly pinging his location.  He was not stupid like her; he was being cautious as he stalked her.  There was no way he was just going to stand out in the open and let her pull a pistol from her ring and shoot him.  “Get your head in the game Jen!” she told herself.  There was no need for her to be silent, he knew where she was.  She pulled the arrow out of her arm and cast minor mend on it, but her arm was still very weak. 

She noticed a sudden change in his location and she instinctively rolled away, but she had to keep moving as arrow after arrow was being shot in her direction.  It was all she could do to keep from being skewered. 

The big General closed the distance and tackled Jen to the ground.  He was not Tamako strong, but Jen realized he was clearly skilled in grappling. 

“I can’t let this fucker kill me!” Jen thought, but she was losing, as she struggled to keep the man’s hunting knife away from her face with her injured arm.  Unfortunately, her injured arm simply wasn’t up to the task for much longer, and the General had immediately dominated her good arm holding her knife when he tackled her.  

She was desperate, trying to twist or buck him off… or anything, but he was overpowering her and had better grappling skills.  Jen could see his angry, wild face, determined to kill her in their struggle, but she also saw his coms device in his ear.  With a panicked thought of hope she sent a mana blast at his coms device causing it to overload and emit a high-pitch piercing blast of sound in his ear.  The man flinched, not much, but enough for Jen to free her knife arm and sink her poisoned blade under the man’s chin and into his brain.  

Jen didn’t have time to relish being alive, she had to move before the rest of the soldiers found them.  Jen rolled the big man off of her, looted his body and got a safe distance away to rest up and heal herself.  She had to use several of Sam’s healing charms before her arm fully recovered, and she used multi-focus with meditation to get her sanity and fear under control. 

Later, Jen would learn from Tamako, that she should be dead.  If the General didn’t still have his Ranger SMELL and HEARING skill activated during the fight, she seriously doubted Jen’s sonic blast would have done a damn thing to a former Ranger, that was now a level 26 general who probably had over 100 years of battle experience.

After Jen made her way back to Tamako and Sam, Jen explained, “I intercepted their coms messages and learned that a General was leading the Roulette soldiers following us.  He tortured some of the guards they captured while retreating out of the City.  It turns out those guards, YOUR former guards were hunting you.  They believed you secretly had the City Treasury and used some of the money to activate the City defenses so you could escape with the rest of the treasury.”

Tamako was picking up on an odd tone in Jen’s voice, and asked, “What do you mean a General WAS leading the soldiers?” 

Jen clarified a little, “I know the plan was to avoid engagement, but he was closing in on our location too quickly.  Once I identified his coms, I pinged his location, stalked, and killed him.  That is why I was gone so long.  The General was the one with a tracking skill, and the remaining soldiers have no idea how to follow us.”

Tamako’s eyes narrowed at Jen suspiciously, she knew the Roulette Generals were at least level 25 with years of battle experience.  She promised herself to find out the rest of the story later. 

Tamako then changed the subject looking at Sam, “He has woken up, I think he is half awake right now, but he is in a lot of pain from his shoulder stump.”

As Jen moved over to look at Sam’s shoulder stump, she again cast her minor mend spell on his arm, and the cauterized stump appeared to smooth over a bit more. 

“That helped a little,” Sam mumbled, as the intensity of the pain decreased just enough to allow him to focus his mind better.  Sam sat up with Jen’s help and looked down at his remaining arm, inspecting the legacy healing tattoo, and after a few minutes said, “My healing tattoo enchantment was not damaged.  I’m going to push a small amount of mana into my healing tattoo and work on my shoulder.”  About 10 minutes later, Sam activated his tattoo enchantment and was able to thoroughly heal his shoulder and stump.  His remaining tattoo arm only burned a little from the small amount of mana he used casting the spell, but he didn’t want to push it and destroy his remaining arm and the power of the legacy healing enchantment.

Jen was relieved seeing that Sam was no longer in constant pain, and Tamako was on watch while Jen tended to Sam. 

“How do you feel about Tamako joining us on our travels?” Jen messaged Sam as she was preparing some rations for him to eat. 

“What does she want to do?” Sam messaged back. 

Jen replied as she helped to feed him, “I don’t know. She told me that during the battle she guessed we were from Earth.  I then explained your disk enchantment and lightning attack, and my psych ability that I used to help us flee the Roulette Confederation troops.  Tamako and I haven’t talked about what happens now.” 

Sam paused for a moment with a smirk on his face before messaging Jen, “Roses are Red, Violets are Blue, Tamako likes Jen, and I’m sure she wants to travel with you too!” and then gave her a kissy face. 

Jen blushed, and “accidently” spilled food all over Sam’s face, while Sam just cackled quietly at her.  “Why do I even bother with you,” Jen grumbled. 

Before Jen could say anything, Sam said out loud, “Tamako, we are planning to eventually jump all the way to the seventh Deck, and we would like for you to join us, but you should know, Jen’s the boss around here.”   

Tamako was surprised by Sam’s question.  Not about joining them, but the part about travelling to the Seventh Deck.  When she took a minute to really think about everything she learned about both of them, she realized she shouldn’t be surprised at their attitude about jumping to the Seventh Deck. 

She liked how straight forward Sam was.  There was no one in Casino City that really cared about her. Jen was the only person that ever went out of her way to actually help her.  Jen and Sam both had spent countless hours helping her open her mana channels, while expecting nothing in return.  She knew she could put her life in Jen’s hands if needed, and Sam, well…he was the kind of guy that would literally burn his arm into oblivion while risking death to save you. 

Tamako didn’t need to be told that Jen was the boss, that was obvious, she then thought to herself “But do I care if she is the boss….?  Hell no, let someone else take the responsibility for once.  I can just sit back and focus on kicking ass! Hmmm, Sam’s assumption that they would be able to eventually jump all the way to the seventh deck, shows his shear arrogance and stupidity, but did it matter if they made it there or not?”

Jen wanted to die inside as Tamako appeared to take a while to think Sam’s invitation over. 

Tamako could see the worry in Jen’s eyes, but Tamako wanted to take a minute to be certain she was making the right decision.  “No, it doesn’t matter if we make it to the Seventh Deck or not. I will be with people I trust, and that care about me.” 

Tamako decided to try being straight forward like Sam with her answer, and she said, “Yes, I will jump Decks with you both.” But she couldn’t bring herself to make the assumption they would make it to the Seventh. 

Sam was thrilled that Tamako was joining up with them, and he was thrilled for Jen, but…he just couldn’t help himself when he smirked, “Tamako, something might be wrong with Jen, her face is turning a little red, like she’s overheating or something!” 

Tamako turned facing outwards away from their small perimeter, so Sam, and especially Jen, would not see her grin with amusement at Sam’s words, and at the rations that ended up all over Sam again.

            

    
        Chapter 66:  Destination:  Big Money

    
    
    
    
                “Have you checked your level and stats yet?” Jen asked Sam as they were breaking camp the next morning.

“Yes, I’ve made it to level 24.  Did you and Tamako get any experience points from the battle?”

“Yes, the System included both of us as part of your group. Tamako reached level 21 and I reached level 22.”

Tamako replied, “At these levels we should be jumping to the Third Deck, not the Second.”

Jen replied mimicking Sam’s voice, “Slow is Fast, Fast is Slow”, “Slow and Steady Wins the Race”, “Hasty Climbers Have Sudden Falls”, “Less Haste More Speed”.

Instead of laughing as Jen expected, Tamako looked seriously at Sam and said, “Truly wise words.”

Sam laughed at Jen giving her the finger, “See!”

Then Tamako continued, “are the more surprising when said from the mouth of a child!”

“You two keep it up, I’ll get you back,” replied Sam laughing.

Tamako said, “I agree though, it is a good plan to be powerful before starting a fight.”

“Jen, did you see the shit-ton of ability points I won from the gambling quest on your escape!”

Tamako looked at Sam in horror, “You are using euphoria!”

Jen interjected, “Sam’s luck stat is so high that he gets some gambling quests that don’t include euphoria.”

“That’s what the luck stat does?  Just how high is your luck stat?” Tamako asked.

“My luck stat is 32, but in addition to winning ability points without euphoria, the System sometimes offers other types of rewards.”

“What kind of rewards?”

“For me, the rewards help my enchanting skill.”

“But what about all the strength or agility you’ve lost by not putting those points in your stats,” replied Tamako.

“True, but I would never have received the ability points from gambling in the first place if I didn’t increase my luck stat, and we’ve learned ways to grow the other stats.”

Tamako replied, “I’ve already distributed my ability points from my level increase, but even so, I’m still not sure I would place them in the luck stat.”

“Each to their own,” replied Sam as he continued to clean up their camp site.

Sam loved how quickly you could pack up a camp using space rings, but he found it a little frustrating with only one arm.  When he finished, he asked Jen, “What’s the plan?”

She replied, “We’re not returning to Casino City.” 

Sam didn’t disagree with Jen’s decision, but asked “Why not?” out of curiosity.

“The New City Lord and all the guards think Tamako took off with part of the City Treasury.  Additionally, I like the idea of everyone thinking we were either killed in the battle or killed by the retreating Roulette soldiers.”

“So where are we headed?”

“The remaining Roulette troops roaming the forest are heading back towards their territory.  We are going the other direction towards Big Money, which is a small trading outpost about two weeks travel from our current location, and from there we are going to Rolling Dice, a port Deck-City about four weeks travel from Big Money.”

“What’s the general plan once we get there?”

“Rolling Dice is the closest city with an established Arc Guild, where we can decide if we want to use a guild’s service to jump to the next deck or wild jump from the untamed lands.”

Tamako just listened to Jen’s plan and nodded when she finished, and said, “I’m ready to go when you two are.”

Jen said, “Sam, you just keep healing yourself and be ready to heal us, keep up, and stay out of the way.  Tamako, you and I are going to take care of everything else until the one-armed bandit over there recovers.”

“Ha! Good one Jen.  You’re finally learning,” joked Sam.

“Oh my goodness, your terrible sense of humor is rubbing off!” groaned Jen.

The trip to Big Money was pretty uneventful.  It took them a little longer than expected, but Sam was able to completely re-grow his arm by the time they arrived.  “Good times!” Jen thought to herself as she wistfully remembered all the fun she had mocking Sam’s little T-rex arm as it grew to full size. 

Jen and Sam spent quite a bit of time answering all of Tamako’s questions about Earth.  Surprisingly, she was not too freaked out.  Everyone had heard stories of those in the past that were transported from other worlds and into the Decks. 

Jen struggled with teaching Tamako the psych ability.  The concept of using an onboard computer in her mind was so strange and foreign to Tamako that she had very little natural aptitude in learning the skill, but it was paramount that she learned to at least suppress her level and stats.  This also caused her to struggle with learning the messaging app that Sam and Jen used to communicate.  Finally, the best Tamako could do, was envision a sound wave device in her status screen, and this allowed her to message Jen and Sam mentally.  

            

    
        Chapter 67:  Big Money

    
    
    
    
                Jen, Sam, and Tamako approached the gate guard at Big Money. It was a trading outpost of a few thousand merchants, adventurers, and gamblers. Jen didn’t want them to look so weak they would be a target for bandits in the city, but not so strong to gain the attention of the guards and the Town Mayor, so they forged their levels down to ten.

“12 copper,” said the board guard. Jen paid the copper and they went to the only decent looking Inn to get some food, clean up, and rest a few days before heading to Rolling Dice.

Sam didn’t rest much. He spent the entire first day tattooing his lightning enchantment on his arm. Then he said to Jen, “I need your help with my healing enchantment tattoo.”

The way he said it, made Jen look suspiciously at Sam, and she cautiously said, “Surrrre, what do you need?”

Sam smiled, as he explained that he wanted Jen to tattoo his healing enchantment on his butt cheek.

“What the hell is wrong with you, do you really need anything or not?” Jen asked, laughing at him.

Sam expected this type of response from Jen, and put on as serious a face as he could, and explained, “Jen, think about it, if someone were to cut my arm deep enough to sever the tattoo completely, I would lose the use of my healing spell. No one ever gets stabbed in the ass, the back maybe, but almost never the ass. If I place my healing tattoo on my butt, it will remain hidden, and is much less likely to get damaged in combat. I’m serious!”

Tamako chimed in, “Sam, for someone that is so woefully inept at close combat, that is a surprisingly good idea.”

Jen loved that Tamako’s comments on Sam’s lack of combat ability always flustered him. With her dry sense of humor and deadpan delivery, he could never tell when she was serious or messing with him.

“Whatever, I’ll do it, but Gross!”

====

The next morning, after Sam prepared everything for his healing enchantment tattoo, Jen linked her onboard with Sam's.  While tattooing she needed to be guided by Sam's understanding of the runes for the enchantment to work properly. She then spent all morning and afternoon tattooing the healing enchantment on Sam’s butt cheek.  As much as they worked and travelled together, they had seen each other naked, but tattooing his butt cheek was a little more personal than she was used to.

When Jen finally finished, Sam inspected all the runes while looking in the mirror, and said to Jen, “Now that is one bad-ass tattoo!”

Tamako chuckled as Jen groaned at Sam’s pun. Once Sam was satisfied all the runes were correct, he started charging up his butt cheek tattoo and went over and sat in a tub of water as he began using his butt tattoo in the healing and erasing of the legacy healing tattoo on his left arm.

Tamako looked at the crazy enchanter, and said to Jen, “Let’s go see if there is any decent armor or weapons in this city while Sam does his weird naked in a tub thing.” Jen agreed immediately, and they left laughing at his eccentric antics.

Sam spent the rest of the afternoon and evening tattooing his simple wind enchantment on his left arm again. He planned on getting a better tattoo enchantment for that arm as soon as possible, but until then, the wind tattoo did have some serious knock-down power.

He was thinking about Jen and Tamako as he was finishing his wind tattoo, “They think I am being funny do they, just wait till they get back and I tell them, ‘are you ready for me to tattoo your asses’, no…’I’ve been thinking about tattooing your asses all week’, or ‘it’s about time I get to tattoo your assess’,” Sam just kept working and grinning, he may have even been wasting his multi-focus skill on coming up with ways to embarrass Jen, but he didn’t care!

As Sam was placing the major healing tattoo on Jen’s but cheek, he giggled out yet another stupid joke like a 10-year old, “Don’t worry, we’re all close, and I’m sure Kelly will have no problem with me tattooing your asses.”

Jen had enough of Sam’s tattoo jokes, he had been telling them non-stop since she and Tamako returned from the market, she turned and fumed at Sam, “One more tattoo joke and I swear, I will not help you with tattoos again.”

Sam could tell she was serious, so he just said, “I’m sorry about all the tattoo jokes Jen, but this major healing spell is amazing, and when you finally get to cast it, you’re going to have a real hot ass!”

Tamako, just inwardly laughed at the antics of the two. She didn’t get all of their slang and references, but she knew Sam was getting the better of Jen today. Tamako had longed to be in a family like Jen’s and Sam’s her whole life, and she was having a great time.

Tamako’s experiences growing up and living as a soldier taught her not to be shy about her body. She instantly agreed to getting the healing tattoo, it was way too practical not to have. Only a very few of the best guild healers had such an amazing ability, and those healers refused to help anyone outside their guilds, unless they were paid massive amounts of gold.

Tamako expressed how excited she was about the possibility of getting other mana enchantment tattoos.

Sam promised her, “If you find a spell you want, I will do my best to turn it into a mana enchantment tattoo for you.”

Tamako thought, “that silly man just doesn’t fully understand the power he is just flippantly offering me.”

            

    
        Chapter 68:  Merchant Mischief

    
    
    
    
                During dinner at the Inn that night, Jen messaged Sam and Tamako, “Don’t look, but I’ve been intercepting the coms and listening in on the conversations of the group of mercenaries taking up the back half of the room.”

“What did you hear?” messaged Tamako.

“They’ve been hired to provide security for five merchant families travelling to Rolling Rock.”

“Are you wanting to travel with them?” asked Tamako.

Sam closed his eyes, raised his hands, and buried his face into his palms. Tamako narrowed her eyes at Sam when he did this, and said, “I don’t get it, what’s wrong?”

Sam messaged back, “I don’t know the details, but I get the feeling we are going to…” he pulled his head out of his palms, opened his eyes and looked around the room, before continuing, “…kill about 18 mercenaries.”

Jen looked offended and a little angry at Sam, and messaged, “I didn’t say that!”

Sam replied, “Alright. I apologize for interrupting. Please go ahead and answer’s Tamako’s question if you want us to travel with them.”

Jen huffed, “No, I don’t want to travel with them. I heard them discussing plans to kill the merchants and enslave the kids after they escort them out of Big Money.”

Sam just kept quiet giving Jen a “knowing” stare.

Jen continued, “We don’t have to kill anyone. We can simply tell the merchants they are in danger.”

Tamako replied, “Why would they believe us without any proof, and won't the mercenaries confront us when they hear we’ve accused them?

“Good point, but what other options do we have?”

Tamako said, “We don’t have to do anything, but we could just send the merchants an anonymous note.”

Sam looked at Tamako with skeptical eyes, “Do you think an anonymous note will change the merchants’ plans?”

Tamako shook her head, “No, but they might be on the lookout for the mercenaries double cross.”

“Do you think that will change the end result?”

Tamako shrugged, “No, but a few more mercenaries might get killed in the process.”

Sam looked back to Jen, and asked, “Are you O.K. with us just sending an anonymous note to the merchant families?”

Sam had hit a nerve, and Jen messaged, “You’re an ASSHOLE!” and then she abruptly stood up and headed towards the room.

Tamako stood up to follow Jen and Sam grabbed her arm, “Just a second before you go.”

Tamako replied angrily, “times ticking.”

“She’s right. I handled that like an asshole. We’ll change our plans and leave tonight. While I pack everything up and pay our bill, You and Jen gather information on the mercenaries, including where they are staying. We will sneak back into town tomorrow night and kill them all, unless either of you come up with a better idea.”

Tamako shook her arm free, but nodded, and left to go after Jen.

That night they were making camp a few hours out of town, but Sam was getting the silent treatment.

“Hey Slim!” Jen said, as she felt his presence and then noticed him saunter into their little camp. Her mana bond would let her know if anything injured him badly, so she had not been worried after the battle in Casino City.

Tamako looked as Slim with interest, but Jen and Sam had already told her everything they knew about him.

Slim rubbed up against Jen’s knee and she bent over and scratched him behind the ears.

Sam had taken a liking to Slim and rushed over and started scratching Slim until he rolled over on his back and Sam said, “Man, it’s good to see you. Without you around, I’ve been outnumbered with these two ladies.”

Slim noticed the evil eye Jen was giving Sam, and said, “Log, what did you do?”

Sam explained everything to Slim, which also gave him an opportunity to acknowledge to Jen and everyone else that he had acted like a jerk.

Slim sent a message directed just to Sam, “You need to remember she has a gentle heart. She is not like you and me. If you change her, you will answer to me.”

Sam was unconcerned with Slim’s threat, because he agreed with him, and gave Slim a slight nod of understanding.

Slim also sent a concerned thought to Jen, but then changed the subject, “I have some of your stuff.” Slim rolled over, opened his jaw and emptied out all the enchanted disks that Sam had launched over the Roulette army. Slim then gave Sam a serious look, and said, “but I fought and killed for the rest of the loot and it’s all mine!”

Sam scratched Slim even more behind his ears, and said “Thanks buddy! I really appreciate you picking these up for me!” As usual, Sam didn’t really care about the other loot, but he was overjoyed at getting his enchanted disks back. After He invented something once, he barely received any experience points for re-making the same enchantment, and he had been dreading the boring task of making more enchanted disks.

Jen brought Slim up to speed on their plan to kill the bandits in Big Money, and then they were heading to Rolling Dice before jumping to the Second Deck.

Slim replied, “No, I will go with you and watch your back, Tamako will keep watch, and Sam will stay out of the way unless we need to kill everyone in the town.”

The rest of the night, Jen and Slim worked with Tamako to improve her psych ability enough to allow her to communicate directly with Slim.

The next evening Slim was licking his fur in the alley as Jen used one of her Ninja techniques to quietly scale the wall up to a window where a few of the mercenaries were sleeping. The window opening was closed with wooden shutters that were locked shut.

They learned all the mercenaries planned to turn in early to be prepared for the caravans leaving early the next morning. Tamako was on watch inside the Inn and sent a message to Jen when the last of the mercenaries went to her room. There were also a few mercenaries staying in tents near the merchants’ wagons, that Tamako was watching out for, just in case they came into the Inn for some reason.

Jen sensed the mana alarm placed on the inside of the window by the mercenaries. She reached out with her psych skill and cut its mana connection turning it off. She then pulled a small mouse out of her pocket and sent it squirming into the room through the cracks in the window. She used the mouse to look around the room to locate the mercanaries and make sure they were all sleeping before she made her next move. Jen then used the mouse to disable the mechanical trap that was also protecting the window entrance. Last, before opening the window and entering the room, Jen activated her silencing rod to make sure that the mercenaries did not hear anything.

Once Jen went inside, Slim took a single jump and landed on the now open window sill. Slim watched without comment as Jen went to each of the four mercenaries in the room and placed her hand over their mouths as she slit their throats. However, when he looked into her eyes as she climbed out the window heading to the next window over, Slim somewhat regretted telling her to use the Ninja Technique scroll. Slim noticed she failed to loot the mercenaries and their gear. “It’s the least I can do for her!” he thought, as he jumped around the room taking everything of value.

Jen only had a problem with one of the four mercenary’s rooms where they were all still awake playing cards. Just as her mouse finished disarming the mechanical trap, one of the mercenaries noticed what it was doing. Jen’s silencing rod was already activated, and she immediately kicked the window open and pin-cushioned all the bandits with one of Sam’s armor-piercing crossbow rings. As she continued into the room to finish them off, she realized all of them had already removed their armor, and the crossbow bolts had been enough to kill them all.

While sneaking out of town, Jen stopped and finished off the last two mercenaries near the caravans.

Slim messaged Log and Tamako, “Tomorrow, if the merchants leave town without an escort, wait for the merchants to catch up with you and offer to travel with them to Rolling Rock. Jen needs to be around the children to reinforce why she felt it was necessary to kill the mercenaries.”

Neither Sam nor Tamako wanted to travel with the merchants. Sam wanted to work on his enchantments, and Tamako wanted to continue their combat training, but they both understood and nodded towards Slim in agreement.

After the night’s events, Tamako had a realization, and said to Sam, “You and Jen killed the Farmer’s Guild leader huh?”

“Yep.”

            

    
        Chapter 69:  Merchant Travels

    
    
    
    
                “James, why are we leaving without an escort?” asked Amy.

“That giant weasel of a sheriff says that we are somehow to blame for the death of all the mercenaries last night, and has ordered us to leave town immediately or be thrown in prison.”

Jack ran up next to James and Amy, and said, “The wagons are ready to go. I’ve dressed all the kids up to look like adults and armed them with weapons. With any luck we will fool any gangs into believing we have a full escort of mercenaries with us.”

James was trying to keep his composure for everyone else, but he knew if they were attacked, they were as good as dead. There were 10 adults and 18 kids in the convoy of five families and six wagons, but none of them were skilled in combat or hunting, they were all merchants. James wasn’t even sure they could survive if a pack of wolves attacked them. However, he did know that they would all fight to the death to protect their children.

“I made those fools leave town without their escort,” said Sheriff Gilda.

“What happened to all the mercenaries that were supposed to take them to Rolling Dice?” asked deputy Rod.

“They either got themselves killed, or they skipped out after getting paid up front. I don’t really give a shit. What I know is those merchants are going to be easy pickings.”

“What about the Mayor?”

“What about him. No one is going to know.”

“O.K., so what’s the plan?”

“I’ll be about 20 minutes behind you after I round up a little help from a few of the others that know how to keep their mouth shut. Now get going and see which direction they take at the junction, and leave a sign for us to follow you, and stay out of sight!”

Jen’s eyes narrowed suspiciously when she noticed the man leave Big Money following the caravan. Twenty minutes later when another group of 15 people hurried out after the merchants in the same direction, she knew for sure what was going to happen.

Jen messaged, “They just left following the caravan. There are about sixteen of them in total. One tracking the merchants and fifteen following further behind. I believe in a couple of hours when the caravan has to stop to rest and feed the oxen that are pulling their wagons. They will make their move.”

Tamako replied, “What do you want to do?”

“We’ll follow behind, and when the bandits start to make their move against the merchants, we’ll move into the woods for cover and concealment, and hit the group of bandits from their flank.”

James was driving the oxen hard trying to make good time, but just a few hours outside of Big Money they stopped to water and rest the oxen for a short break.

“James!” called out Jack from the rear of the caravan.

As James ran to Jack’s position he hollered, “circle up and get your weapons ready everyone.” James knew there was only one reason Jack would call out to him like that. His heart fell to his stomach as he quickly counted 16 bandits strolling down the road towards them like they had nothing to worry about.

James hollered out, “Stop right there if you know what’s good for you!”

Sheriff Gilda laughed, “Whatcha going to do to stop us Big James!”

James was stunned as he recognized the voice, “Is that you sheriff?” James was pissed, he figured she must have run the mercenaries out of town to force them out here by themselves where she could rob them and kill them.

“James, we don’t want to harm you. Just peacefully lay down your weapons and give us your money and wagons. Then we will let you and your families keep going to Rolling Dice.”

Before James could say anything, lightning bolts came out of the sky striking all 16 of the bandits.

As James and Jack were trying to pull swords out of their scabbards, they watched all but three of the bandits drop to the ground dead. Sheriff Gilda immediately twisted and threw her great spear into the forest, just as another spear came out of the forest piercing her through the chest. As Gilda was pulling a potion from a storage ring on her hand, an odd piece of metal flew out of the woods smashing the potion before she could get a chance to drink it. A scream of pain came from the woods, but then a small woman leaped about 15 feet through the air from the edge of the forest, and after landing, she kicked Gilda in the head so hard her brain splattered all over the remaining two bandits.

James motioned for Jack to back up with him to form a tight perimeter with the other adults around the children.

After the little woman splattered that bitch’s head like a watermelon all over the two remaining bandits, one of them turned to run, and the little lady cut him down before he took a step, but then she had to parry the axe the other bandit was swinging down towards her face.

Tamako was a little disgusted at the bandit’s poor technique, but she knew he had just been hit with a lightning bolt. She reversed her parry of his axe into an upward swing sinking her sword through his shoulder and half way through his chest. She let go of her sword and pulled a small hand ax from her waist and smashed it down through his helmet and skull. She checked to make sure all the bandits were dead before heading to check on Sam’s condition.

After Jen threw her Ninja star at the big women’s potion, she turned to Sam who was screaming on the ground with a spear through his side.

As Jen started to grab for the spear that was impaling him, Sam yelled in pain, “Wait! I’ve already healed myself.”

“But the spear is still in you, let me get it out!”

“Fuck it hurts!, but just wait a second!” he screamed in pain.

Jen’s multi-focus was aware that Tamako had already killed the remaining bandits.

Sam was in terrible pain and was having a hard time talking, “Before…I…cast another heal…..yank the shaft out only after you snap off the tip!”

Jen grabbed the tip of the spear with both hands and while snapping it off yelled, “That’s what she said!” Then she yanked the shaft of the spear out of his body.

Sam used his legacy heal tattoo and cast a mana-heavy general heal over his entire body. His ass was now burning, but he could feel his insides mending back together, as he just laid on the ground trying to deal with the pain, while allowing the enchantment to wash over his body.

Tamako returned to where Sam and Jen were, and after seeing that Sam was going to be O.K. said, “Why didn’t you dodge?”

Sam looked flustered, but replied, “I was behind a tree that was two feet thick! I didn’t think the spear would punch clean through the tree!”

Tamako looked disgusted, and said, “That’s what you get for thinking instead of dodging! Next time you see a weapon heading towards you, Dodge it! God you’re an idiot!”

Tamako turned around walking back onto the road to loot the bodies. Jen said to Sam, “She was terrified that you were going to die, and she’s upset that she let you get hurt.”

“That’s not what it sounded like to me!” said Sam.

“Well, you’re not a good listener! And she was not the only one worried!” Jen said as she continued to watch over Sam and offer him some water to drink.

About 20 minutes passed while Sam just laid on the ground casting minor heals on himself; then he started laughing.”

Jen looked both pissed and curious, and said, “what are you laughing about?”

Sam raised his hand for a fist bump, and quoted Jen, “That’s what she said! That’s going to be a hard one to beat!”

Jen didn’t rise to the bait and just got up and walked towards Tamako.

“Hey! Don’t leave me hanging!” Sam called to her after she didn’t return his proffered fist bump.

Slim hadn’t been worried after he watched Sam almost instantly cast a heal on himself after being struck with the spear, but he was glad when he could sense that Sam almost got Jen to laugh when offering a ‘fist bump’.

Slim strolled over to Sam who was still laying flat on his back resting, and proceeded to climb up on top of him and sit on his chest, and said, “Clean my fur until they get back!”

Sam half laughed, and said, “whatever,” but reached up and started scratching Slim behind the ears.

“Slim, do you know how that big bandit knew where I was to throw her spear at me?”

“My guess is she had activated a reaction skill before she approached the merchants.”

“What’s a reaction skill?”

“A skill that allows you to immediately react to the point of an attack from any direction. It’s good for reacting to hidden attackers or to an ambush. Depending on the person’s skill level with it, the skill can stay activated and ready for an hour or two. After it is triggered by an attack, there is usually a cool-down period for 20 to 30 minutes before it can be activated again.”

“That’s pretty cool!”

“Do you know what’s even better?” asked Slim.

“No, what!” Sam said excitedly.

“Dodging!” Slim said, as he jumped off Sam’s chest heading over to Jen.

            

    
        Chapter 70:  Bandit Magnets

    
    
    
    
                James, Jack, and the rest of the merchants were trying to get everyone going while the bandits fought each other. He was trying to see where the bandits were when he felt a razor-sharp knife press against his throat, and heard a woman’s voice from behind him, “Don’t move.  I’m not going to hurt you.  Don’t try to attack me when I take my knife away from your neck and release you.  Do you understand?”

All the other merchants were now looking towards James, as he replied, “Yes, I understand perfectly.”

Jen released James and took several steps backwards to allow James and the other merchants some room for comfort.

James rubbed his neck where the knife had been, as he watched the small woman step out of the woods to stand next to the woman with the knife.

James heard his great-aunt Martha murmur, “They are level 28 and 29!  They could kill us all by barely lifting a finger!”

To discourage any attempts by the merchants to try and fight them, Jen and Tamako forged their levels artificially high, and Jen smiled inside as she heard the merchants’ comment.

Jen knew that merchants would never believe something was free, so she said, “We are heading to Rolling Dice, how much are you willing to pay for an escort?  We are not bandits.  If you don’t want an escort, we will be on our way, and good luck to you all.”   

The merchants mumbled among themselves for a few minutes, then James said, “We know the standard rate for an escort all the way to Rolling Dice is 1 gold, and we do not want to insult you.  However, we paid half our money up front to some mercenaries for an escort, and they ran off with it.  We only have 50 silver remaining to pay you.  We have some goods we can offer you for the other 50 silver.”

Jen nodded, “Separate out the goods and we have a deal.”

James was about to tell Jack to start separating out some goods, when the small woman, without turning or looking, threw a rock into the forest.  James heard someone in the forest yell, “God Damnit!  That Hurt!” and the small lady yelled, “It doesn’t hurt when you dodge!”

He felt like the little lady might hit him with something any second, but James turned to help Jack separate out some goods and pretended like nothing happened. 

Jack said to James quietly, “After paying them with all these goods, are we going to have enough to get our business started?”

James replied, “I don’t know, but I feel without an escort we will surely be killed or worse.”

Jack replied with a nod, but James knew he and everyone else in the caravan would be worried about providing for their children in Rolling Dice.

A few days later Jen was riding in one of the wagons, when she messaged everyone, “I finally succeeded using my new flight simulator app!”

Only Sam really understood what she was talking about, and said, “That’s awesome!  How far were you able to control the bird when flying?”

“Without depleting my mana pool, my regen will allow me to fly my birds about ¼ mile in any direction.  If I go out further, it starts draining my mana pool more and more the further I go.”

“If you can break down the app into code, I can probably build you a body enchantment tattoo that will store mana that can be used when flying the birds on recon.  You already know how it works, so I can just turn it into an enchantment without spending all the time learning it myself.”

“Maybe in the next few days, but I’ve just seen something I want to recon more thoroughly with my flight app,” Jen replied.

It was still early afternoon when Jen called a halt to the caravan, and directed them to make camp for the night.

Sam complained to Jen as the others were making camp, “You won’t believe it!”

“Believe what?”

“Tamako has promised the kids a piece of candy every time they hit me with a rock!” Sam replied.

Jen laughed, “she told you she would quit training you how to dodge if that’s what you wanted.”

“I think training up my dodge ability is a great idea, but I’m casting minor healing spells on all the bruises constantly!”

Jen just shrugged at Sam’s complaint and messaged for Slim and Tamako to join them.

“Why did you have the caravan stop so early to make camp?” asked Tamako.

“While flying my bird I spotted a bandit camp several miles ahead of us.  They haven’t spotted our caravan yet.”

Sam asked, “How do you know they are bandits?”

Jen’s face saddened a little as she said, “They have several slaves locked in cages, and other slaves serving them.  There’s about 6 slaves in total, and around 20 bandits.”

Sam knew what Jen would want to do, and said, “What’s the plan? We sneak into their camp tonight and kill the bandits while they are sleeping?”

Jen shook her head, “Not ‘we’, just Slim and me.  No offense, but you and Tamako will make too much noise.”

Tamako replied before Sam could say anything, “I don’t think so! You are not going into a camp with 20 bandits with no backup.”

Sam also chimed in, “I don’t like our group getting separated out here.”

Slim said, “Jen and I can easily handle such unworthy opponents without assistance.”

As Tamako and Sam continued to argue with Jen, she interrupted and said, “I have heard your comments.  Any additional tactical considerations I’ve missed?  If not, Slim and I are going, and the two of you are going to stay here and protect the merchants, and that’s final!”

Sam unhappily capitulated to her decision, shrugged his shoulders, and said, “O.K. you’re the boss.”

Tamako turned her head towards Sam with fury in her eyes when she heard his response. Before Tamako returned her glare to Jen, Sam shook his head slightly and privately messaged her, “she IS the boss! Please THINK before you say something you regret later.”

Sam watched the balancing act going on in Tamako’s head.  He knew if Tamako said the wrong thing, Jen’s relationship with her would possibly be over.

Tamako finally said, “Fine, but I don’t like it!” and walked off obviously needing to calm down.  Sam let out a sigh of relief and said to Jen, “Love you millennial, be careful.”

Jen gave a half laugh, and said, “I will, but you’re the one staying here with Tamako and her rocks.  You be careful!”

            

    
        Chapter 71:  Help is Coming

    
    
    
    
                When Mistress Jen and her cat did not return, James waited over an hour before cautiously approaching Sam. James figured if Master Sam let the kids throw rocks at him, he might not be offended if asked a question. “Master Sam, we are happy and appreciate your groups’ guidance in escorting us to Rolling Dice, but is there anything we should know about why we made camp so early? We would like to be properly prepared so as not to burden any of you when you are ready to leave.”

Sam could taste James’ fear as he watched the man approach him. Of course, Sam understood the man didn’t want to do anything to cause harm to his family, but it made him feel like a bully, and before answering the man’s question, he replied with a laugh, “Your daughter Lisa has one hell of a throwing arm, she’s scored several hits on me yesterday.”

“Thank you?...” replied James uncertainly.

“Anyways, Jen went out to kill a gang of bandits several miles ahead of us.”

Fear came over James’ face as he wanted to ask why she went by herself, but he knew better than to question warriors like these, but he still asked, “Is there anything you need us to do?”

Sam looked over the wagons and said, “Yes, as a matter of fact there is, and it’s going to take a soft touch. She will be returning with 5 or 6 freed slaves that may need your family’s assistance in adjusting after what they’ve been through.”

Sam was glad to see the sadness and concern reflected in James’ face at the mention of slaves.

James said, “My wife and Jack’s wife have both volunteered at one of the shelters back home. We will all do our best to help. I will go and tell them to prepare.”

“Thanks James.”

“Of course, Master Sam,” he replied. James didn’t understand why these warriors were willing to risk their lives freeing slaves. Most of the adventurers he had ever met were only concerned about the loot and experience they could get.

After a very uneventful, but worried filled night, Tamako spotted Jen and Slim leading six new people back to the caravan camp as dawn was rising. As Tamako ran to Jen, Sam waved to James and his people to go help comfort the freed slaves.

Sam could see Jen’s relief when the merchants were quick to properly clothe and feed the traumatized people, and generally try to make them feel comfortable and safe.

Sam let Jen and Tamako have some private time as he went and provided any healing that was needed by their new guests. To his surprise several of the merchants were combating health issues as well. The merchants were shocked when Sam started casting healing spells, but Sam didn’t correct them or tell them he was really using enchantments.

Sam wasn’t comfortable being around traumatized people, so he didn’t really inspect or talk to them in an effort to figure out the best way to heal them and conserve his mana. He just burned through the mana in his enchantment by throwing total body heals at each one of them, and then did the same for the merchants.

“He’s a healer!” Amy said to her sister.

“Did you see how fast he cast those spells? He hardly said a word or even moved his hands!” said great-aunt Martha.

“He didn’t even look tired after all the healing! He’s so powerful!” said one of the children.

Jacks wife said, “Why are they escorting us? He could make a fortune in gold staying safe in the city as a healer?”

‘Old’ Greg, Martha’s husband said, “The cost of the healing spells he just used on us is greater than all the goods in our wagons!”

One of the former slaves added, “They may not be allowed in the City. The young women that rescued us, she moves like one of those legendary dark-elf assassins.”

“But she saved you!” replied Martha.

The former slave shuddered, and said, “If you saw what she did to all those bandits, you would not be able to sleep a restful minute at night.”

Jack said, “Without their help, we would all be taking a permanent dirt nap. Anyways, enough of this gossip, they might hear us.”

Sam did over hear them and thought, “Damnit Kelly, I forgot to pretend to cast the healing spells and look mana exhausted. You would be proud of Jen, but I worry about her getting hurt going off alone.”

Slim strolled over to Sam, and said, “I have gentle-heart’s share of the loot, she keeps refusing to pick it up.” as he ‘spit’ out a pile of money, weapons, food, tools, and other items from the bandit camp.

Sam put the loot into one of his rings and bent down to scratch Slim’s neck, and said, “Thanks for watching over her.”

Slim purred from the attention, and said, “She didn’t need any watching over. Her ninja techniques combined with her psych skills makes her a truly scary assassin, but you’re welcome Log.”

Over the next several weeks travelling to Rolling Dice, Jen and Slim wiped out two more bandit camps and freed 8 more slaves. The kids loved Slim and were constantly making special food for him and giving him constant attention. Sam just laughed to himself as Slim tried to pretend he didn’t like the kids by feigning indifference.

            

    
        Chapter 72:  Odd Mana

    
    
    
    
                They were a week away from Rolling Dice when Jen kept looking West towards the mountains several miles off.  “What is it?” Sam asked her. 

Jen turned towards Sam and Tamako, held up her hands as though feeling something in the air, and said, “I’m feeling a strange mana current, both similar and different than the Hot Streak Dungeon near Casino City.” 

Tamako shrugged, “there’s no reason to go to the dungeon for loot, we’re going to lose all our stuff as soon as we Deck jump anyways.” 

Jen looked at Tamako and said, “Well… not necessarily.” 

Tamako gave Jen a look knowing there was yet something else unbelievable about her and Sam, and said, “Just out with it.” 

Jen laughed, “well there are two reasons actually.  One, somewhere on the first Deck every month, the Arc Guild has a Deck dropper jump back up to the second Deck with all their messages.  We have a multi-deck account with the Arc Guild to access our money on any deck.” 

Tamako interrupted, “What?  I’ve never heard of a major guild agreeing to transfer funds in a higher deck to a non-guild member.  It’s one of the ways they try to control competition.” 

Jen gave a sly grin and said, “that’s a longer story for over dinner tonight, but the second reason is, Sam figured out a way to take our stuff with us when we are teleported by the Decks.”

Tamako froze in her steps, and, if it were possible, her eyes would’ve popped out of her head.  “What?!  That’s impossible!  You do understand there is a difference between a Deck-City teleportation from a System Shop, and a jump or drop to an entirely different Deck, right? 

Jen laughed at Tamako’s expression and assured her, “oh yeah, we are intimately familiar with dropping naked onto a transfer pad after having all our mana drained out of us.”

Tamako couldn’t imagine Jen was teasing her this way, but the absurdity of what she was talking about, was getting her somewhat angry, and she argued, “then what makes you think Sam’s theory on how to keep your stuff will work?” 

Jen could see Tamako was getting flustered, and reached out for Tamako’s hand before saying with a sincere smile, “Mako, I’m not teasing with you, and It’s not just a theory, Sam and I have already done it.” 

Jen explained to Tamako how they were able to transport gear inside the bodies of dead animals that were designated as part of the party or adventuring group from Earth. 

It took much longer for Tamako to assimilate this information compared to the news of them surviving their journey from Earth. 

Jen explained, “Our knowledge and abilities would make it easy to become wealthy in the First Deck.  However, when you consider that our main plan is to eventually jump to the Seventh Deck and get back Kelly, while it gives us a chance to survive our initial teleportation, it certainly isn’t a game changer compared to all of the powerful gear and items available on the higher Decks.” 

Tamako nodded at Jen, but she disagreed, this information was a game-changer for them.

Jen said, “O.K., let’s keep an eye on the mountains in case there is a dungeon with beasts escaping while we are camping here tonight.  After we get the merchants and everyone safely to Rolling Dice, we’ll come back and investigate the dungeon, unless either of you have a better idea.”

Both Sam and Tamako nodded their agreement, and began setting up camp.

            

    
        Chapter 73:  Safe and Sound

    
    
    
    
                Once they were in sight of the city and entered Rolling Dice’s farming territory Jen said to James, “You’ll be safe on your own from here. We have somewhere we need to go.”

Jen nodded at Sam, and he said, “James take this space ring. Inside you will find your 50 silver and trade goods you gave us. We don’t want it. Additionally, the rest of the contents belong to your guests. I want you to use it to help your guests to get home or find a safe place to stay here, and anything left over should be split equally among you and them.”

James looked a little confused, but his fear of Sam had alleviated just a little over the past few weeks, and he asked, “Master Sam, what is a space ring?”

Jen slapped Sam’s arm, and Sam clarified, “It’s a storage ring. Draw on your mana and think the password, ‘1,2,3,4’ to access its content.”

“Great password Boomer!” Jen commented.

James ignored the confusing manner the two always talked to each other. He didn’t have much mana, but he found he was able to access the storage ring as directed by Master Sam. James blinked in surprise, because it was a HUGE storage ring. Bigger than any he had ever heard of. The ring alone was probably worth two gold!

James ‘looked’ inside and realized that it must contain all the money, weapons, equipment, and loot from the bandits that Mistress Jen killed. There was enough to make them and all their guests extremely wealthy, and he planned to do his best to follow the wishes of their saviors and share everything equally. He knew they would all be dead if the three powerful adventures and their ‘cat’ had not intervened. They all knew Slim was no ordinary cat.

“Mistress Jen, we will never be able to repay you for everything.”

Jen replied, “True, so I want you to try and help others when you can.”

James replied, “We will do our best. I promise.”

Jen then raised her voice so that everyone could hear her, “One last thing before we go. We need all of you to enter into a gambling quest to promise to never disclose our identity or that we helped you.”

It was a few minutes before everyone completed the system enforced gambling quest, and James watched as the strange group waived good-bye and turned back towards the forest.

James and Jack looked at each other with disbelief as they started leading everyone the remaining way into Rolling Dice.

            

    
        Chapter 74:  Hydra Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                Sam was not looking forward to resuming the nightly combat training now that they were finally away from the merchants. The possibilities were endless, and he just wanted to work on his enchantments, but he knew it was important for them to train together.

Jen explained it in gaming terms, “Tamako was the tank, Jen was the rogue, and Sam was the fragile and weak support healer/mage.”

Sam had learned weeks ago, not to rise to her bait calling him weak. You couldn’t show any emotional weakness around those two, or they would be relentless with the ridicule – “why don’t they just grow up!” he thought with a wicked smile on his face.

Without the Merchants and former slaves, the mood lightened up tremendously and they were able to move much faster, and it only took them a few days to return to where Jen noticed the strange mana at the edge of the mountains.

Team Kelly, as Jen decided to call them, spent the next day gathering lots of logs into the enchanted space discs. Sam pulled out a “surprise” that he had partially finished before stopping everything to work on the mana enchantment tattoos. Over the last few weeks of travel, he finished carving the last piece that he needed. Sam grinned as he pulled out what looked like a carved wooden rifle with a mana-infused steel revolver and trigger mechanism built into it, and said, “feast your eyes on this!”

Jen deadpanned, “wow, you have a toy wooden rifle, how amazing.”

Sam grumbled, “Alright smartass, we’ll see who will be begging me for one of these in just a few minutes,” as he demonstrated with every pull of the trigger a crossbow bolt shot out, and holding the trigger caused the bolts to shoot out full auto like a machine gun. Then Sam showed that by turning the revolver mechanism, he could choose between bolts with fire, ice, or poison enchantments, or enchanted fire and ice grenades.

Sam laughed as he pin-cushioned a tree, and said, “accuracy of fire and projectile selection is so much better and faster than using rings on your fingers.”

Tamako was quite impressed and said, “with such enchantments, have you already reached the master enchantment rank?”

Sam shook his head sadly, “Unfortunately, I’m not even close. When it comes to making enchantments, I’m really just a one-trick pony. Almost everything I do of any complex nature involves interdimensional storage spaces. The only other powerful enchantments I’ve created are the lightning and healing enchantment tattoos, and there is still quite a bit about the enchantments that I don’t understand. I can control them for the most part, but I don’t yet fully understand how they work.”

Jen groaned in response to Sam’s explanation, “in summary, bla, bla, bla, he has not reached master enchantment rank. Moving on, how many bolts and grenades do you have for that thing?”

Sam replied, “not enough. I only have 30 of each type of bolt, and 5 of each of the grenades. That includes the ones I just shot, so I need to go and collect and reload them tonight.”

The next day, the dungeon was about a 4-hour detour into the mountains. They were forced to go single file through a slot canyon that they never would have found if Jen wasn’t following the mana trail. Once through the small crevice, the area opened up slightly, and they spent about an hour inspecting the area surrounding the dungeon, and it appeared to be relatively safe considering their levels.

As Tamako approached the dungeon, Jen and Sam provided overwatch, and Slim stayed back at their rally point not wanting to go anywhere near dungeons again. When Tamako was only about 15 yards from the entrance to the dungeon, she noticed some strange looking vines growing out of the rock-covered ground. She messaged Sam and Jen, “Somethings strange. I’m going to back up and take cover. Sam, can you shoot a bolt into one of those vines?”

Sam replied, “No problem, let me know when you’re ready?”

A few minutes later, Tamako had backed up behind a boulder near the base of the gorge they were in and said, “Go for it.”

Sam took careful aim and sent a bolt into one of the strange vines near the dungeon entrance.

Tamako was just about to comment that it must have been nothing, when a three-headed hydra came roaring to the entrance breathing a stream of fire jetting almost 20 yards out of the dungeon entrance.

Jen messaged, “Tamako, pull back!”

“It hasn’t spotted me; I’m going to hang tight.”

Just then one of the hydra heads raised up sniffing the air like a dog. Jen could feel the emotions the hydra was giving off and knew it had located Tamako’s location and hollered, “It’s spotted you. Sam, distract it while Tamako pulls back.”

Sam started firing bolts at the hydra. They either bounced off or exploded doing some damage, but mostly just pissing it off, and he said, “Shit! That thing is tough.”

The hydra was only slightly distracted by the bolts. Unfortunately, the head that caught Tamako’s scent wasn’t losing focus, and the hydra started charging in Tamako’s direction. Tamako fired a ring log at the hydra and it snatched the log out of the air with one of its heads and threw it to the side. Tamako didn’t hesitate and fired a small forest of logs at the hydra. This did slow it down, but didn’t appear to cause it any significant injury.

Sam targeted the scenting head and used his lightning tattoo to drop a bolt of lightning straight into its forehead. The hydra’s scenting head was disintegrated by the lightning bolt, and the impact almost knocked the hydra off its feet. The hydra and its other heads were dazed just long enough to allow Tamako to sprint out of danger. The hydra was pissed off, and it looked like its scenting head was growing back, but instead, there were two heads growing back instead of one!

As Team Kelly re-grouped far back at their rally point. Tamako asked, “Any ideas on how to kill that thing?”

Jen laughed, “Yeah, I have one idea. Let someone else do it. We’re out of here. Next stop, back to Rolling Dice City.”

Sam winked at Tamako, “Gotta know when to hold’em and know when to fold’em.”

            

    
        Chapter 75:  Rolling Dice

    
    
    
    
                “What’s your business in the City,” said the gate guard. 

Jen replied, “We have business with the Arc Guild.” 

The guard looked over them closely, and paused just for the briefest of moments when looking at Tamako.  Tomako’s psych ability was the weakest at forging her level and stats.  Jen sent a light static buzz into the sound wave on the guard’s ear distracting him. 

The guard fumbled with his sound wave settings and said, “That’ll be 24 copper, and be warned, we execute unauthorized gambling quests!” 

“Of course,” said Jen as she paid the man, and they entered Rolling Dice City. 

It was only about one-half the size of Casino City, but it was still considered a large city on the First Deck.  They could see the City’s Shop and crafting sectors, but Jen also wanted to make a quick stop by the Arc Guild to find out if Director Devon and his sister’s family were O.K. after the Roulette attack.

They purchased supplies for their Deck jump, and made a few stops in the market area.  On their way to the Arc Guild, Jen commented, “Rolling Dice doesn’t have near the constant chaos of Casino City.  There are alert guards everywhere ready to crush any system gambling activity.  It’s nice not constantly worrying about gamblers trying to steal from you or attack someone.” 

Tamako looked a little envious and replied, “This is the way a Deck City should be run, but most of the City Lords in the First Deck will not hire enough guards to keep the peace.  They don’t give a damn about the chaos gamblers create, as long as it doesn’t impact the amount of taxes they can collect.  They’re too cheap and short-sighted to realize that if you make the city safer, it will encourage trade, which in turn will generate enough additional tax revenue to pay for the extra cost of the guards, and then some.”

Slim messaged Jen as he headed off down an alley, “I’m going to take a look around the city, call me when you are ready to leave.”

“O.K. be safe!” Jen called after him, purposely annoying him like a family member is supposed to.

As Team Kelly requested entrance into the Rolling Dice Arc Guild branch, the guards were actually expecting them, and lead them straight to guild Director Tobin. 

“Ms. Jen, Captain Tamako, and Master Enchanter Sam, I am Director Tobin of the Arc Guild.  We heard rumors you might have been killed during the attack on Casino City, but Director Devon believed you survived and would be heading our direction.  Please have a seat and let me get you a drink.” 

“Thank you Director Tobin for seeing us and for the refreshments” Jen said.

Director Tobin and Jen made niceties for a while and Sam was thinking how he was grateful that she handled this stuff.  Director Tobin seemed like a really nice man, but Sam just wanted to find out if Director Devon was Ok, and look through the guild shop, but “when in Rome...let Jen handle it,” he thought.

“Director Devon, his sister, and her family are just fine.  No City Lord or invading army would risk losing the trade affiliations associated with the Arc Guild, but I will pass along your concerns to him.”

“Do you know what happened with the City Lord?” asked Jen.

“After the unexpected defense of the palace System Shop, the New City Lord tracked down Caesar X.  Rumors say that Caesar had only about one-half of what was supposed to be in the City accounts, and he told everyone that Captain Tamako was supposed to keep the rest of the treasury safe.  You should be aware; the New City Lord purchased a gambling-quest from the System Shop for your capture Captain Tamako.” 

Jen looked at Sam, and he spoke up, “Director Tobin, the Arc Guild has been very honorable and fair in all our dealings, please keep it confidential that we survived the battle.  Additionally, we are about to Deck jump, is there anything we can do for the Arc Guild to show our appreciation before we leave?” 

“Director Devon informed me that you set up a multi-Deck account with our guild, but I don’t recall him mentioning payment for a deck-jump.  Are you looking to purchase a deck jump with us, or are you jumping with one of the other guilds?” asked Director Tobin, not believing they would have enough gold to purchase a Deck Jump, unless... 

Jen replied, “We are planning on Deck-jumping in the wild.” 

The shock on Director Tobin’s face was unmistakable.  Jen’s statement made it clear to him that Captain Tamako definitely did not loot the Casino City treasury as rumored, and he advised, “I understand you are anxious to get to the Second Deck with its mana, technology, and gold.  However, the beasts and gamblers that roam the wilds are much more powerful than what we have here.  Additionally, keep in mind, the shop on the second Deck may pay more for loot you gather in the wild.  However, the weapons you will need to purchase from the system shop or guild shops in order to kill Second Deck beasts, will also cost much more, and that’s assuming you even make it into a city in the first place!” 

When Jen and her companions did not look concerned enough, Tobin said, “Look, I know you had a successful enchantments store in Casino City.  I believe you could easily do the same thing here.  If you save up for a year or two, you might have enough to purchase a safe Deck Jump with us.”

Jen couldn’t explain to Director Tobin that they had a way to carry their gear with them to the Second Deck, so Jen smiled and replied with an excuse, “your advice is logical and sound, but with the gambling-quest for the capture of Tamako, we are going to take the risk.”

Director Tobin wanted to argue against their decision, but they were not of his guild and it was not his place, and said, “We wish you the best of luck, is there any other business you would like to discuss before your journey?”

Jen smiled, “Just one.  Any interest in the location of a new dungeon?”

Director Tobin was speechless for a second as he thought, “The last dungeon discovered on the First Deck had been almost five years ago.  This would be two new dungeons for our guild in less than a year!  How are they finding these dungeons?  What can I do?  We don’t have nearly the budget of the Casino City Arc Guild Branch.”

Jen felt Director Tobin’s emotions spike before he said, “Ms. Jen, we are certainly interested, I will call in our executive board to discuss.  We will certainly want to hear more.”

Jen smiled as she prepared to discuss terms.

            

    
        Chapter 76:  Dungeon Deal

    
    
    
    
                When negotiations were finally completed, Jen agreed to provide Director Tobin with the location of the dungeon so his guild could purchase the land rights from the System Shop. The land and rights were cheaper than Hot Streak dungeon because it was in an area that had no previous ownership. In Exchange, Director Tobin agreed that Team Kelly could stay in the Arc Guild’s guest quarters for two months. At that time they were to be transferred to Slot City for teleportation to the Second Deck. Additionally, Team Kelly would be allowed to participate in the first-ever raid on Hydra Dungeon, but they would get last choice on loot drops.

Director Tobin said, “To be allowed to participate in the dungeon raid, all of you will have to enter a gambling oath to keep our skills and techniques confidential. We never dungeon dive with non-guild members, and HQ’s approval of this part of the deal requires a gambling oath.”

Jen wanted to shout for joy, but only replied, “Of course, and I assume a similar gambling oath will be entered into regarding our participation, skills, and techniques.”

After the terms were finalized and as Jen explained everything to Tamako and Sam, Tamako was confused and asked, “why did you want us to jump with the guild instead of Deck Jumping in the wild like we previously discussed?”

Jen explained, “I agree, and I’m not sure this will turn out to be that valuable for us, but there is a little part of me that is worried that the animal transport technique we used coming from Earth, may not work on the rainbow teleportation between decks. Additionally, and not nearly as important, I want to see the Arc Guild’s best fighters in action.”

Tamako nodded as Sam Shrugged and asked, “So what now?”

“We are going to leave for the dungeon in a week, and in the meantime, we are scheduled for training with the raid team Tobin is putting together. I’m guessing Tobin wants to make sure we know enough to stay out of their way.”

Director Tobin put together three five-person teams of his best adventurers for scouting the Dungeon’s location and defenses. He was the raid leader, with Jen, Tamako, and Sam in support. He didn’t like having them along, but Jen had insisted on it as part of the deal.

Jen was surprised to learn that the four weakest guild members on the raid team were planning on jumping to the Second Deck, but instead chose to give up their deck-jump slots to Team Kelly for the chance to go on the raid and get first pick of the loot. They ranged from level 13 to level 16, while the rest of the raid group ranged from level 20 to 28.

“Assuming none of them knew how to forge their levels.” Jen thought.

Tamako explained, “At a certain level, a guild member needs to decide to Deck jump or stay and grow stronger in the first Deck. If you Deck Jump, you go back to the very bottom of the pack in your guild, and not many like going from being rich and powerful to being a broke newbie again. However, if you jump, you can eventually increase your power and skill to a much greater skill than those on the First Deck.”

Jen replied, “I just didn’t think our true skills would be so much higher than the guild members that planned on deck jumping.”

Tamako warned, “remember, on the second Deck, they would have the elite members of their guild to protect them, and we will only have each other.”

Jen nodded her head, “good point.”

After the first day of training, Director Tobin and the rest of the raid group realized that Team Kelly was more than competent to accompany the guild on the dungeon raid.

Sam wanted to get a look at all the enchantments on the raid groups equipment, and offered, “Would anyone like me to repair their enchanted gear and maybe add a few comfort enchantments?”

All but one of the raid group, politely declined, but one of the ‘tanks’, Stone Wall Lucky, took Sam up on his offer, “Master Sam, my enchanted breast plate hasn’t been working properly since a recent battle in the Dice mines with some orcs. If you can do anything about, it would be greatly appreciated.”

“No promises, but I’ll do my best.”

Sam was grinning as he quickly fixed the damaged rune and then copied the breastplates’ enchantments for elemental defense into his enchantment app.

The major problem with most of the combat-oriented enchantments he copied was the massive amount of mana they used. This resulted in the enchantment only working for a very short amount of time before the wearer had to spend hours recharging the enchantment with mana.

Sam was sincere in his offer to the raid members and Lucky. He wanted to try some “comfort” enchantments he had thought of while they were traveling to Rolling Dice.

Sam was also truthful with Tamako when he said he was only really good with interdimensional space pockets and enchantments. He loved Jen, but she had no appreciation for his explanation of his enchantments, and liked to annoy him by simply calling his work ‘ring magic’.

Sam designed and carved some ‘cooling’ and ‘heating’ enchantments on the armor. They required almost no mana to use, because all they did was absorb cool air into a space pocket when it was too cold outside, and then release that same cold air onto the wearer of the armor when it was hot outside. The ‘heating’ enchantment did the same thing. It would absorb hot air when it was hot outside, and release that hot air on to the wearer of the armor when it was cold. With both runes carved all over the armor, depending on the weather and the usage, it would cool or heat the user as needed. Sam’s enchantments didn’t need the massive amounts of mana necessary to actually create cold or hot air.

Last, Sam placed an enchantment on the weapons and armor that would absorb sweat or blood, keeping the sweat and blood from getting in the eyes, or causing weapons to get slick in the hand. Sam hoped the enchantment would also absorb any liquid poison or acid that landed on the gear, keeping both the armor and the wearer a little safer.

A little part of Sam made him go all out on Lucky’s ‘comfort’ enchantments to make all the other guild members jealous after they refused his assistance.

Stone Wall Lucky looked at Sam with disbelief and amazement after Sam finished explaining how the enchantments ‘functioned’. However, Sam left out how the enchantments actually worked.

Lucky said, “Master Sam, these upgrades are far better than any loot I expected to recover in the dungeon. I’ve never heard of enchantments like these before. I…I…can’t afford to pay you for these.”

Sam was tired from working all night, but laughed, “All I ask is that you tell me how well they work. You should be happy the rest of the raid team didn’t need repairs, or I would not have had the time or mana to create these on all your weapons and armor. I am nearly out of mana as it is, and will need to spend the rest of the week building it back up before the raid.”

“Indeed, I’m very lucky!

Sam laughed at the bad pun, and said, “Please remember that under our oath, no one outside the raid group should ever learn that I created these enchantments for you.”

Stone Wall laughed with joy, “Thank you! After the dungeon raid, the beer is on me, and I only hope I can repay your generosity someday!”

Sam wasn’t really out of mana, but he didn’t want to spend the rest of the week making those same enchantments again. He already knew he was going to be spending several nights placing them on Jen’s, Tamako’s, and his own gear.

Sam secretly enjoyed seeing the rest of the raid group sick with envy when they learned about the enchantments placed on Stone Wall’s armor and weapons.

Director Tobin had primarily been negotiating with Jen, but when he inspected Sam’s enchantments, he finally realized the value Director Devon had placed on Master Sam’s enchantment skill.

After they left for the dungeon raid and were nearing the mountains, Jen pointed out the hidden slot canyon to Director Tobin, and said, “We will need to travel single file through there. It will open up on the other side. We will then be able to spread out, and you will see the entrance to the dungeon.

Tobin thought, “How in the Decks did they ever find this place?” As he looked to his three squad leaders, seeing the same question mirrored in their eyes.”

Jen groaned inwardly as she compared the gambling-quest Sam auto-forwarded her to the one she received.

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Kill the Hydra

==


	Requirements: Kill the Hydra within 30 minutes



Select your Fortune:

A. Accept reward of 5 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

B. Accept reward of one bottle of 100% imbued mana ink for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

C. Decline Quest and continue to be pathetic!

==

Sam accepted “B” gambling 3 ability points.

Jen looked over and gave Sam the stink eye for gambling, but she also knew he had been trying to find some real mana ink to analyze and practice with. The shop was selling one bottle of 60% mana imbued ink for 100 gold, which was way more than they were able to spend right now on ink. Jen’s and Tamako’s Gambling-Quests were useless to them.

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Kill the Hydra

==


	Requirements: Kill the Hydra within 30 minutes



Select your Fortune:

A. Accept reward of 5 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

B. Accept reward of 2 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3, but time to kill extended to 60 minutes.

C. Decline Quest and continue to be pathetic!

==

They both selected “C” declining their gambling quests.

Jen, Tamako, and Sam had talked about the Hydra since their last encounter. Jen knew that the Hydra from Greek mythology had nine heads instead of only 3, and according to legend, if a head were cut off, two would grow back in its place. The Greek legend, Hercules, had to cut off each head and cauterize the severed neck before two more would grow back in its place.

Jen only said to Director Tobin that she believed they needed to burn the next stumps after taking their heads. Based on her advice, Director Tobin had split the raid group into three teams. Each team had a man or woman ready to cauterize the neck with an elemental fire weapon. They were also prepared with torches, but they were a last resort tool.

Jen noticed that each of their team members were cross-trained with multiple melee weapons, and bows or crossbows. The teams were made up of two members that were tank oriented, two focused on dealing damage, and one spellsword that could fight and do some minor magic and minor healing.

The plan went off flawlessly with the Hydra’s acid head and scent head. All three teams approached at once overwhelming the hydra, cutting off the heads and cauterizing them. Jen, Sam, and Tamako were impressed with the speed, strength, and skill in which the raid team struck. Jen could see how tense Sam was because he wanted that mana-imbued ink so badly.

Unfortunately, the cauterizing of the fire breathing head didn’t work, and two fire breathing heads grew back. Upon seeing this, Director Tobin ordered everyone to retreat and hold. Sam called out to Director Tobin, the raid leader, “Just a suggestion - take only one of the heads, while I try to kill the stump with a blast of water since it’s a fire head?”

Director Tobin asked, “Can you cast a spell with enough water?”

Sam shrugged his shoulders and replied, “If it’s not enough water, then water will not work.”

Tobin nodded agreement, and ordered the raid teams forward again, but Sam joined the team that was ordered to sever the head. As they moved forward, and the head was severed, Sam opened his water ring for only a couple of seconds. Sam had filled the ring from a fast-moving river, and the water flowed out of his ring like a firehose blast. The water covered the hydra’s neck and the force of the water almost knocked it to the ground.

The teams retreated, and after a moment, cheered when the neck didn’t grow two more heads back. Within seconds, Tobin called out for an attack on the remaining head.

Sam was grinning as he received a system message asking where he would like his mana ink stored. He selected one of his rings and gave Jen and Tamako a wink as he forwarded the message to Jen.

Director Tobin did not realize that Sam was using his water ring to drench the Hydra. He was wondering, “What is the size of his mana pool to cast water spells with such power. I thought he was a Master enchanter, not a Master mage!”

Tobin then picked up the loot drop from the Hydra. The loot was to be divided after the raid was over. Tobin knew that with such a large raid team, the difficulty of the dungeon would impact the quality of the loot drops, but damn that was just the entrance beast. “Scout the entrance and let’s move in” he ordered.

Almost a day later, Director Tobin looked at the Nine-headed monstrosity in front of him with dismay. He was thinking about their raid through the dungeon and estimating their chances with the final boss, “The hydras have just kept getting bigger. Seven raid members are out of the fight, but thankfully alive, and if not for Master Sam’s healing ability, three of them would surely have died. Ms. Jen’s perception must be at an unknown level. She was able to spot almost every trap and warn us in advance. Tamako stepped in as a tank after the third raid member went down, and her skill and strength matched that of any of the other tanks, even with her short height. Only a couple of the hydras had fire-resistant necks, but the acid spitters had caused the most problems. Much of our armor and gear has been damaged by the acid, but to their credit, my team and guildmates have killed over 20 hydras in the last day. The quality of the loot drops have already made the trip a financial success for everyone!” but Director Tobin just shook his head at the sight of the Hydra Boss. It not only had nine heads, but it was also two stories tall. He was thinking he would need a raid team with twice as many fighters to come back and kill the boss.

Sam could see the decision on Director Tobin’s face, but he was also looking at the gambling-quest he just received.

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: Kill the Hydra Boss!

==


	Requirements: Kill the Hydra Boss within 60 minutes



Select your Fortune:

A. Accept reward of 10 ability points plus euphoria for every ability point gambled, maximum bet of 3.

B. Accept reward of mana shield technique scroll for gambling 15 ability points.

C. Decline Quest and probably die like a loser!

==

Sam wanted a mana shield almost more than anything. A plan started to form in his mind, “If I hit every one of its heads with a full-on lightning strike, it would probably stun them long enough for the raid team to sever and cauterize all the heads, and I could drench any fire heads with my water ring, but… Stupid is as stupid does.” Sam cried a little inside as he selected “C” declining the quest, and followed Tobin’s orders to start heading out of the dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 77:  Beers on Lucky

    
    
    
    
                Stone Wall Lucky visited Team Kelly in their guest quarters and took Sam, Tamako, and Jen out for drinks with the rest of the dungeon raid members. True to his word, Lucky bought all the drinks for Sam, but he also insisted on paying for Tamako and Jen. After witnessing their skill and teamwork in the dungeon, the raid party treated Team Kelly like they were brothers in the guild. They knew Team Kelly was going to be Deck jumping in a few weeks, and they did their best to tell them everything they knew about the higher decks, which really wasn't that much.

Over the next few days, while they waited for their Deck Jump, Sam commissioned a jeweler to make teeth molds. He then placed mana-infused steel and mana-infused gold ‘ring’ enchantments on the teeth caps for each member of Team Kelly for them to store their weapons and gear.

Sam spent his “spare” time enchanting several hundred more cross bow bolts for his enchanted wooden repeater rifle. His biggest and constant complaint to Jen and Tamako was his almost complete lack of a defensive mana shield.

Jen finally said, “Sam, lock up your inner boomer. We’re more prepared than most Deck jumpers, and just don’t forget to Dodge!”

Sam nodded in embarrassment and replied, “you’re right boss.” Sam hated to realize that he was being the whiner in the group.

Finally, a few days before they were to Deck jump, Slim joined them and they all went to the System Shop and transferred to Slot City where they were greeted by Deck Director Constance herself. She escorted them to the Arc Guild’s facilities, and thanked Sam for the bracelet charm Jen had given her during Jen’s last visit.

Jen messaged Sam, “Reminder, like we discussed, I had told her it was a dungeon drop.”

Sam replied to Constance, “It was a wonderful loot drop from Hot Streak Dungeon, I’m glad you like it.”

Deck Director Constance simply gave Jen and Sam a knowing smile, and then said, “Tomorrow you will party up with Paul Pascal. He dropped from the Second Deck six months ago. He has served his First Deck tour and will be jumping back to the Second Deck with you.”

The morning of the Deck Jump, Slim noticed everyone putting the metal and gold caps over their teeth and asked Jen, “What’s up with the metal teeth, are they supposed to be some kind of weapon?”

Jen replied, “I forgot you were off playing with the Rolling Dice felines when Sam made these. They are storage devices. We are hoping with the caps on our teeth, while keeping our mouths shut, the system will not force-drop them on our rainbow teleportation to the Second Deck.”

Slim shrugged, “It might work. I’ve always been able to keep my loot when Deck jumping or dropping.” Slim then hissed saying, “Vicki Chang always treated me like her personal purse between the decks.”

Jen was not shocked at how Vicki Chang treated Slim, but then felt ashamed for the request she was about to make, and asked Slim, “This is only a request, but we have some very unique items from Earth that we cannot replace. Everything else we will carry ourselves in the teeth caps, but do you think you could carry one storage ring for us?”

Slim looked like Jen had betrayed him with her request, but before he could reply Jen said, “In exchange, we will give you the first loot drop we receive in the Second Deck.”

Slim didn’t really understand favors between friends, but he could sense through his mana bond with Jen that she wasn’t trying force him to do anything. It felt more natural when she offered to pay him for his service, and he calmed down and countered, “First two loot drops, and you have a deal, but you should be aware that after a rainbow jump between decks, I will be completely out of mana. It will take maybe 10 minutes before I have enough mana generated to give you your ring back.”

Sam was ecstatic when he learned that Slim would be carrying their gear from Earth. They were all just wearing simple robes, but Sam couldn’t stop grinning on the way to party up with the Arc Guild’s Deck dropper, and finally leave for the Second Deck.

Constance introduced them to the Honorable Paul Pascal, who was an Alchemist. Paul seemed like a fairly nice guy, but Team Kelly could see that Paul was in a constant state of nausea from mana on the First Deck.

Sam said, “No wonder no one wants to return to a lower deck.”

Tamako replied, “Exactly. They may be powerful, but every minute on a lower deck is miserable. As part of their bargain to jump to the next deck, the jumpers are then obligated to return a few years later and spend a minimum of 6 months on the First Deck teaching and training.”

Without another delay, Paul added them to his System Party, directed them all to stand on the transfer pad, and when the system options appeared, they all closed their mouths tightly and selected teleportation to the Second Deck.

As the rainbow and fireworks enveloped them, Sam thought, “Kelly, I’m on my way!”

            

    
        Bk2 Chap 01:  Welcome Party

    
    
    
    
                Oracle of Cognitio

Seven Decks Book 2

Chapter 01:

Rainbows and fireworks appeared out of the sky, completely engulfing their bodies.

Jen was better prepared this time for the rainbow transport. For the second time, she felt all the mana get ripped out of her in an instant. She couldn’t move. It locked her entire body in place, but she could still sense that Slim, Tamako, and Sam were nearby. The Second Deck slowly came into focus. She noticed that night time was just starting on the Second Deck, even though it had been early morning in Slot City.

Prior to their jump, Sam pulled the mana out of his wind and healing-enchantment tattoos, but left his lightning tattoo about half charged. He was concerned about the effects of the rainbow teleportation draining all the mana from his tattoos, and losing every tattoo-enchanted body part like he'd lost his arm. If they were lucky, it might not pull the mana from his tattoo and they would be better prepared to fight if needed. Sam’s muscles, veins, and organs all tightened in excruciating pain from the teleportation. Sam wanted to collapse to the ground, but he forced himself to check out his surroundings. He thought the pain was much worse than when he teleported from Earth. Sam was too weak to do much, but he noticed several things right away. First, there was much more ambient mana in the air. Unfortunately, it was just as full of corruption as the mana on the First Deck. Second, he could feel that his space storage teeth caps were still with him, and third, the teleportation had drained almost all the mana from his lightning tattoo. He thought maybe the mana containment runes in the tattoo might have kept a little mana in the tattoo preventing damage to his arm. However, he wasn’t really able to properly analyze all the issues, as he slowly dropped to a knee gasping and trying to recover.

The pain from the rainbow teleportation shocked Tamako, but she had been through much, much worse at the hands of her father. She rarely used mana to augment her raw strength, and even though she was in terrible pain, she stayed standing, alert, and ready to fight with her bare hands if needed.

Tamako noticed Paul, the Arc Guild’s alchemist, retching and vomiting all over the teleportation pad. However, she primarily kept her attention on the two men armed and standing at the edge of the pad. “I hope they are with the Arc Guild,” she thought.

The larger guard mumbled to the other guard, “what the shit, how is she still standing and ready to fight?” The other guard only shrugged and then called out to the group. “Get your gear on! Except for Paul, all of you have the same basic guild-supplied jumper’s gear. Paul, your gear is in a separate pile over here. We’ll keep watch while you get dressed and get ready to move. The longer we stay here, the greater the risk we’re taking with gamblers or other guilds arriving.”

Tamako nodded her understanding at the two men.

Before they left the First Deck, they had received a briefing on the procedures. The only difference was, these guards didn’t know that Tamako, Jen, and Sam were not the guild members they were expecting. However, the gear still belonged to them as part of their deal with the Arc Guild to be teleported to the Second Deck.

Tamako pulled on the light robe and sandals, and readied the cheap shield and sword that were also provided.

The smaller, but not small, guard noticed Sam moving and getting dressed, and said to the bigger guard, “Damn, this group is recovering fast!” They didn’t realize that Sam was already using his multi-focus to filter and pull more mana into his channels and build a smooth spool of it in his center.

Jen glanced at Tamako and Sam with envy as she repeatedly vomited while trying to make some kind of attempt to get to her gear and get dressed.

Tamako asked Sam, “Are you ready?”

Sam mumbled back, “sort of … maybe? … I’ll make it happen.”

“Good. Stay alert while I help Jen.”

Tamako helped Jen get her robe on, and then helped Paul get his on. Paul seemed like a decent sort to Sam, and he was glad to see from the corner of his vision, Paul showing acceptance and gratitude for Tamako’s help.

Jen picked up Slim and placed him on her shoulder, and said, “I’m able to walk, but I would only put my ready status at about 60%.”

Jen used her on-board to message Sam and Tamako. “The guards are both level 30. Don’t worry about suppressing your levels just yet, but suppress your mana channels ASAP!”

“Done!” Sam texted.

Jen nodded at Sam with a “be ready for anything” look, but didn’t reply as the Arc guards signaled for them to help form a perimeter around Paul and Tamako.

Alchemist Paul looked worried about something, but waved for the guards to listen to him, and said, “Captain Gru, Lieutenant Row, these are our esteemed guests, Mistress Jen, Master Sam, and Mistress Tamako.”

Jen could feel confusion and concern emanating from the guards when Alchemist Paul addressed them.

“These aren’t guild members?” Captain Gru asked, looking at Paul for an explanation.

Paul shook his head no, and said, “they paid for the rainbow jump, and for the starter gear that was designated for our guild members.”

Captain Gru looked at Tamako and said, “Are you the leader of your group?”

Tamako pointed at Jen, and said, “She’s the one in charge.”

Jen nodded at the guards and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Captain Gru. We have already paid for transport to your guild hall, where we are to be allowed access to our funds. After that, we will be out of your hair.”

Captain Gru smiled, but looked to Paul, who was nodding in agreement with Jen’s statement. Captain Gru said, “It's an honor to meet you all. Please allow us to escort you to the Arc Guild. We must be careful. Just after Alchemist Paul dropped to the First Deck, a conflict between The Stone Guild and The Poison Dagger Guild began.”

Without being noticed by Alchemist Paul or the guards, Slim whipped Jen’s arm with his tail. He then nuzzled her hand and secretly dropped a ring into it, then he casually jumped from her arms and headed down a side street.

As they left the jump pad, Sam noticed the level of destruction to the buildings and stores in the area, and he messaged Jen and Tamako, “He called this a ‘conflict’, this is a war zone.”

            

    
        Bk2 Chap 02:  Steaming Mad

    
    
    
    
                Mak Luck, the leader of the Poison Dagger Guild, was watching Captain Gru and Lt. Row escorting the new arrivals from the jump pad.

“What are your orders, Director Luck?” asked his body guard.

Mak Luck ordered, “call the rest of the guild fighters and prepare the privacy enchantment. The Arc Guild thinks it is so honorable, always staying neutral and going wherever they want. It is about time someone takes them down a notch. Once we have killed the entire party, we will plant the evidence to frame the Stone Guild for the deaths, and then let the Arc Guild take out its revenge on them.”

Captain Gru was hurrying the group through the streets towards the Arc Guild when Jen said, “heads up everyone, we are about to have company!” Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe acknowledged her comment, but there wasn’t much they could do, except keep them moving.

Within a few moments of her warning, about fifteen fighters entered the street ahead of them and blocked their path, then about ten more moved onto the street behind them. Jen began analyzing the levels, stats, and skills of the fighters surrounding them.

Captain Gru recognized some members of the Poison Dagger Guild, and announced, “We are with the Arc Guild and have no interest in your conflict with the Stone Guild. Let us pass!”

Jen and Tamako had turned to guard the party’s rear, keeping Sam and Alchemist Paul in the center of their small perimeter. Jen said, “There’s some type of mana signal-jammer starting to flow around us!”

=======

The Greater the Risk, the Greater the Reward!

==

Gambling Quest: The Loot Is All Yours.

==

Select your Fortune:

A. Accept the quest, survive the attack and kill any of your party members that remain alive, and keep all the loot for yourself. Receive 3x the ability points you gamble, 1 euphoria, and 1 euphoria antidote. Maximum bet 4. Odds of success 2%

B. Accept the quest, survive the attack, loot the enemy, and hide half the loot you collect from your party members. Receive 3x the ability points you gamble and euphoria. Maximum bet 4. Odds of success 10%

C. Decline Quest and continue your pathetic and slow rise to power.

==

Jen Selected “C,” and the quest was declined.

==

Jen messaged Sam and Tamako, “Wow! Didn’t know there was an antidote to euphoria. Talk about it later. Get ready, here they come!”

Sam pretended to be stressed rubbing his temples with his hands, then lowered his arms, and pulled his hands deep into the arms of his robes, hiding the log, grenade, water, and crossbow bolt rings he was equipping. Sam messaged to Tamako and Jen, “I’m ready with my rings, and I have maybe 5 lightning strikes worth of mana built up in my tattoo. I’m now directing all my mana regen to charge my healing tattoo enchantment.”

Jen noticed Sam hiding his rings and replied, “Good, Tamako and I are going to use the Arc Guild’s crappy swords and shields. However, we’re ready to pull our rings and gear depending on the next few minutes.”

Alchemist Paul announced, “My sound wave can’t get a message through to the Guild! It’s the signal jammer you sensed!”

Jen said to Alchemist Paul, “Throw me your sound wave, and leave the Arc Director’s contact info in it. I have a skill that will allow me to boost its signal.”

Paul immediately threw her the sound wave. Jen focused on what little mana she’d gathered, and used her psych skill to reinforce the sound wave. With her mana so low, she just barely pierced the signal jammer long enough to get a call out. Unfortunately, the Arc Deck Director did not answer the call.

Jen announced, “I could only leave a quick message regarding our situation and location. I hope he checks his messages.”

While Jen was sending the message, Captain Gru pulled out an enchanted scroll and activated it. A mana barrier formed up around their small group and he said, “This spell scroll will block projectile weapons and enemy spells for five minutes, but we can still fire arrows and spells out of it. Unfortunately, it will not stop them from entering melee combat with us.”

Mak Luck was unaware that Jen could punch a message through his privacy enchantment, and he laughed, “Captain Gru, your little barrier will not save you. We’re going to kill all of you, and your precious Arc Guild can’t do anything to save you!” Then he ordered, “Attack!”

Mak Luck’s guild cast spells, fired arrows, threw spears, and several even fired what looked like steam-powered crossbow bolts, but Captain Gru’s mana barrier held strong. Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe then drew their own steam-powered crossbows.

Sam watched the red-hot metal bolt fly from Gru’s strange weapon as steam billowed out of the barrel. The bolt punched through the armor and body of one woman, leaving a cauterized steaming hole in her chest the size of a fist before it lodged into the chest of a man behind her. Both dropped instantly, appearing to be dead. Rowe’s bolt exploded the head of a woman that was in the middle of chanting what Sam thought must be a spell. Without pause, Gru and Rowe smoothly and quickly transferred their steam-powered crossbows for their regular bows from their storage rings. They fired several arrows into the enemy before being forced to transition to their swords. The efficiency and speed of Captain Gru’s and Lt. Rowe’s attacks surprised Sam. He noticed Jen and Tamako had not been idle either. They recovered some of the thrown spears that were halted by the barrier, and had returned them to their owners, tip first.

Mak Luck watched the barrier block the spells and ranged weapons, and turned red with rage and screamed, “Quit wasting time! We outnumber them! Charge them now!” The fighters facing Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe were cautious and slower in their advance, but those facing Jen and Tamako readied their weapons and ran forward.

When traveling to Rolling Dice City, Jen, Tamako, and Sam trained and planned for responding to an ambush. As a result, Jen and Tamako were ready when Sam hollered, “Gru, Rowe, Paul, when I say ‘duck’, DUCK! When I say ‘Clear’ start fighting again!” Sam waited another half second, allowing his orders to sink in, and he yelled, “Duck!” The entire party ducked down and Sam pointed one robed arm towards the enemy in the front and the other arm towards the enemy in the rear. He released all the crossbow bolts out of his hidden rings. It was like a rapid-fire machine gun, but instead of firing bullets. He fired over 100 crossbow bolts out of each of his extended arms. His armor-piercing bolts penetrated the poison dagger fighters’ armor. Unfortunately, many of the poisoned bolts that were not armor piercing simply bounced off, and only a few of the fighters were unlucky enough to have a bolt strike them in an unarmored area of their body. The poison caused their blood to turn green and muscles to seize up, slowing them down, but not killing them.

“Damn!” Sam thought in frustration. He imagined the crossbow bolts might not be as effective on the Second Deck, but he didn’t expect so many to just bounce off the armor or even the exposed skin of a few of the enemy. He immediately yelled, “Stay down!” and followed up with “Logs!”. The massive logs flew out of his hidden rings, smashing the fighters against the buildings and knocking them all over the alley. Sam hollered, “Clear!”

When Captain Gru heard the command in Sam’s voice, he didn’t hesitate to follow Sam’s orders. Even while ducking down, he and Lt. Rowe continued to fire arrows into the enemy. Unlike Sam’s bolts, the draw power of their bows caused their arrows to penetrate the armor of most of the Poison Dagger fighters.

When Captain Gru saw hundreds of bolts fly out of Sam’s arms, his surprise almost caused him to lose his focus on the battle, but he couldn’t help but wonder “He must be a deck dropper heading back to the Third or Fourth Deck! His mana absorption and pool must be that of a minor gambling god!” Then Captain Gru saw logs and literal trees fly over his head, smashing and crushing the enemy! This actually did shock Captain Gru to the point of pausing for a second until he heard Sam announce, “Clear!”

Tamako was blocking the fighters with her shield and keeping them at a distance with her sword, while Jen had used her speed to ‘borrow’ some knives off of a few of the downed enemy. She then retreated behind Tamako for cover, as she used the throwing knives to pin cushion the fighters that tried to flank them. The Poison Dagger fighters could not defend against Jen’s speed, accuracy, and power with the knives, while also attacking Tamako.

Unfortunately, many of the injured were taking healing potions and moving behind cover, waiting for the mana barrier to burn out. They didn’t know how long it would last, but they knew most mana barriers with this amount of power could only last a few minutes.

Sam was grinning like an insane demon; he’d taken notice of the Poison Dagger’s spell casters and ranged fighters taking cover, and launched lightning bolts at a few of the enemy that refused to move into melee range.

Sam was keeping a tally on the battle and could tell that Tamako and Jen were getting the better of the remaining enemy fighters attacking from their end of the alley. However, the best enemy fighters had attacked from the front, taking on Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe. They were currently in melee fending off 5 enemy fighters that were trying to get around them to attack Sam and Paul. One fighter nicked Lt. Rowe with some sort of fire blade that cut through what Sam guessed was Rowe's femoral artery.  Rowe's leg was gushing blood as he dropped to the knee of his good leg. Sam hit the enemy fighter and two others next to Rowe with a log. It knocked them back about ten feet, giving Sam enough time to cast a healing spell on Lt. Rowe.  Sam was thankful that the life threatening injury could be fixed with such a minor amount of healing mana targeting just the artery.

Sam messaged Jen, “My healing tattoo is already out of mana, and I only have a little left in my lightning tattoo.”

Jen replied, “Hold steady. Keep your other rings hidden. I think they’re about to break.”

Just then, the remaining two enemy fighters facing Captain Gru tried to retreat. As they turned to run, he cut them down with ease. Sam took out one more of the ranged fighters with a lightning bolt, but held back from attacking anymore, as it looked like the remaining fighters were indeed scattering.

Jen ordered, “Don’t give chase. I’ve just received a message that reinforcements are on their way, and if there are any ranged fighters in hiding, we will expose ourselves outside of the mana barrier.”

Sam gave Jen and Tamako a conspiratorial wink, and then collapsed to the ground, while secretly storing his rings back into his teeth caps. He was trying to give the appearance of being completely drained of all his mana and strength.

Arc Guild fighters started arriving and striking down some of the fleeing Poison guild fighters. Jen’s psych skill allowed her to intercept a sound wave message between the Arc Guild and Stone Guild, wherein they negotiated a short-term alliance. She learned an additional twenty Stone Guild fighters were also on their way to help.

Mak Luck was furious as he watched the destruction of his guild in less than 5 minutes and yelled, “That mage and his group must have dropped from a higher deck! No one has that much mana to keep casting spells!” Mak Luck knew he needed to leave the city and go into hiding. His plan had failed, and The Stone Guild, with the Arc Guild’s help, would hunt down and kill every Poison Dagger member in the City.

As Mak Luck made his way down a side alley, he didn’t even notice the fat black and white cat sitting in a doorway. After his head left his body, and for the one second his brain continued to work, he couldn’t comprehend what had killed him.

            

    
        Bk 2 Chapter 03:  Director's Greed

    
    
    
    
                After the ambush, a small contingent of fighters escorted Jen’s party to the Arc Guild compound, while most of the other fighters scoured the city trying to kill all the remaining members of the Poison Dagger guild.

Sam messaged Jen, “Any ideas on how to get Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe to stop bragging to Deck Director Roger about how I am some sort of Grand Master Mage?”

Jen replied, “Your spells killed over half the enemy and saved Lt. Rowe’s life. It would draw more attention if we tried to stop them from relating the events to their Deck Director. I do have a couple of ideas on how we can manage the situation, but for now, just let it play out.”

While heading to the Arc Guild, Lt. Rowe pulled Jen aside and whispered, “just a word of advice, our Deck Director charges and taxes guild members for every little thing we do. As non-guild members, he will try to charge you way more than market price for anything you purchase! Make sure you get quoted the price before you accept even a sip of water from the guild.”

Jen nodded to Lt. Rowe with appreciation and said, “Thank you, Lt. Rowe. I hope I can return the favor someday.”

Lt. Rowe replied with a smile, “I’m alive. You owe me nothing!”

When they finally arrived at the guildhall, Director Roger said, “Mistress Jen, you must know the significant costs the Arc Guild spent to rescue your party from the Poison Dagger Guild.”

Jen smiled tightly and replied, “I would advise you to consider the cost to the Arc Guild’s honor if you failed to meet your obligations.”

Director Roger explained, “Don’t worry too much, you will recover ‘most’ of the cost of the rescue from the poison dagger loot drops your party is entitled to, and the rest of the cost of the rescue can come from the money in your multi-deck account.”

Alchemist Paul saw the murder in Tamako’s eyes and the revolt in Captain Gru’s and Lt. Rowe’s, and immediately spoke, “Deck Director, the Arc Guild was obligated to escort them safely to the Arc Guild.”

Director Roger objected, “Do you know how much that mana barrier scroll, that Captain Gru used cost the guild!”

Paul calmly stated, “Director, please give me access to the enchanted meeting minutes notebook, and you can read the Guild’s obligations yourself.”

The Director’s attitude was pissing Sam off. He texted Jen, “Your decision, but it wouldn’t break my heart if you wanted to come back later and give him an old-fashioned ‘accounting’! :)”

Jen groaned at the old man’s stupid pun, and was about to reply to Sam’s text, but then saw Sam’s attention snap towards Paul at his mention of the enchanted meeting minutes’ notebook.

Paul continued to unnecessarily explain to Director Roger, in an effort to help Jen, Sam and Tamako, stand against the Director’s claims, “As you know, I am required to update the meeting minutes notebook immediately upon arriving at the guildhall.”

Director Roger grudgingly handed Paul a notebook with an enchantment sewn into the cover. Paul placed the notebook against his forehead, and the Arc Guild’s meeting minutes from the First Deck were transcribed from Paul’s mind directly into its pages.

Paul said, “Mistress Jen, you and your party are not guild members, so I cannot give you access to the meeting minutes, but on my honor, I will allow no one in our guild to deny the truth they contain.”

Paul turned the notebook to the section regarding Jen’s party and handed it to Director Roger.

Paul laughed internally as he watched Director Roger read the specific message Deck Director Constance had left for him, “Roger, you cheap, greedy shit, don’t let me find out that you tried to charge our guests even a single copper for the guild’s transport services. Trust me, if you double-cross them, they will not hesitate to kill you, and if they don’t, I will travel to the Second Deck myself and kick your ass. I will then call for a multi-deck removal committee on your dumb ass! These guests have POWER, and I do not want you alienating their friendship with the Arc Guild.”

Paul noticed the Deck Director grumble quietly, “that uppity bitch,” but Director Roger apologized to Jen and her companions, and even offered them a FREE place to stay in one of the guild’s guest houses for the evening.

Jen avoided any further questions by expressing their exhaustion and accepting the guild’s hospitality for a room.

The next morning Jen grinned at Tamako when they heard Sam finally waking up and heading into the kitchen, and she said, “Good morning Grand Master! Tamako, please set the breakfast table for the great and powerful Grand Master Mage!” Tamako briefly smiled, before hiding her emotions and pretending to ignore Sam and Jen’s unique relationship and humor.

“Tamako, I heard Captain Gru tell Director Roger that our little Sam here was actually a Grand Master Mage with the most unusual and powerful spells, and a mana pool so massive that he suspected Sam might even be a Deck dropper from the Fourth Deck!”

Tamako stood up and replied to Jen, “Leave me out of this. I thought Sam did an admirable job considering his normally terrible fighting ability. I am going to go get ready for exploring the City!”

Sam just groaned at Jen’s ribbing. With his ring projectiles and body enchantment tattoos, he had killed about one-half of the enemy fighters, but in reality, the strongest fighters could withstand his attacks. Captain Gru cast the barrier scroll, and Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe killed and defended against the strongest of the enemy that attacked from the front. Tamako and Jen had a relatively simple time with the remaining weaker fighters advancing from the rear.

“Alright! Alright! We’ve lost the anonymity we were hoping for. What do you suggest we do?” Sam asked Jen as he tucked into his breakfast.

“I hope Alchemist Paul will be O.K.,” Jen said as she sat down next to Sam at the breakfast table. Sam nodded in agreement. They both knew he went to bat for them last night with Director Roger.

Sam realized he forgot about operational security and jerked his head towards Jen with concern and said, “Can we speak freely?”

Jen replied, “yes, I’ve double-checked the house for any listening devices. We can speak freely. Also, to answer your question about what we should do, well … Paul, Captain Gru, and Lt. Rowe all think you are hiding your real level. We should assume that everyone in the Arc Guild thinks the same.”

Sam finished a bite of some type of egg that Jen had whipped up, and asked, “They saw us when we teleported in, if they checked our levels, why would they think I’m any higher than level 27?”

“They definitely checked our levels when we jumped in. Tamako’s fighting ability reflected a very skilled level 25 fighter, and my fighting reflected my skill level. Also, did you notice that after the ambush Tamako reached level 26?”

Sam nodded at Tamako and said, “Congrats! Where are you putting your points?”

Tamako perked up at this question. Her level as Captain of the Casino City guard hadn’t increased in many years, and she loved finally leveling again, and said, “We already have enough Mana points to jump to the Third Deck. I’m putting all my points into strength, stamina, and agility.”

Sam looked back to Jen, “What about you? How far are you from Level 27 after the attack?”

“Really close! I only need another…”

Sam’s mind revolted against the whole “experience points” calculations. The whole system just irritated him. There was no rhyme or reason that he could figure out why the experience points requirement increased at each level. The only thing that was consistent was the point requirement went up a LOT. It also frustrated him that the number of points gained for killing beasts, people, or for the creation of new magical techniques was so varied. The only consistency was, the more difficult the challenge, the more experience points earned.

Jen stopped talking when she noticed Sam’s glazed look, threw some of the blue eggs at him, and said, “Why ask me if you’re not going to pay attention!”

“Come on! Those eggs stained my stupid robe. You answered my question when you said ‘really close’.”

Tamako shook her head in sympathy with Jen and said to her, “Sweetheart, you know he is old. He can’t help it that he can’t pay attention for longer than a few minutes.”

Sam just grunted “ha ha”. He realized that Tamako actually just bailed him out and didn’t want to try to defend himself from her insult.

Jen still looked ticked, but asked, “When you hit level 28 last night, how many experience points did the System tell you were needed to reach level 29?”

Sam rolled his eyes and said, “A BaJillion!”, but then forwarded her the System’s message he received when he hit level 28.

“Wow!” replied Jen after reading the System message.

“Exactly! A complete waste to even think about it. So back to the issue we need to deal with. What are we going to do about my level and the Arc Guild?”

Jen paused, and then shrugged. “Show your actual level, and let them think what they want to think. I’m pretty sure they also think you are a much more powerful mage than you are an enchanter. They didn’t realize the crossbow bolts and logs came from your rings, and they definitely don’t know about your body formation tattoos, so … we should let them keep thinking your main strength is in your casting ability.”

Sam sighed in agreement and said, “True, they know from the First Deck that I can cast lightning, healing, and water spells. I believe they will just assume I also have a spell for the crossbow bolts, but I doubt they’ve ever heard of someone casting log spells.”

“I have a plan. I want you to forge your mana system to look broken. Make your channels and core look like your mana is flowing erratically and blocked off in some areas.”

Sam perked up and replied, “I like what you’re thinking. Nice plan, boss lady!”

Jen smiled at his compliment and said, “Switching topics a little. What did you think of those guns? It looked like some kind of steam contraption powered them.”

“They were powerful enough to punch through the enemy’s armor, but I think they were one-shot and done weapons. I definitely want to ask about them in the City today and see what else the Second Deck offers.”

Tamako finished their discussion, saying, “Let’s finish breakfast, get our money from the account, collect the loot we’re owed from the battle, and then go shopping!”

Jen cheered and then laughed at Sam’s groaning.
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                Deck Director Keisha, of the Stone Guild, was a level 48 powerhouse. Most of her ability points were in strength, stamina, and agility. She wasn’t a flashy fighter, but her strength made her body almost impossible to injure with any of the weapons on the Second Deck. She had a reputation for ripping a man’s arm off his body and beating him to death with it. However, no one mistook her for a simple dumb brute, at least no one that wanted to stay alive. In the Stone Guild, her commands were the law.

Director Keisha received a sound wave message from her secretary, “Deck Director, Captain Jonas has returned, and is at your service.”

Keisha replied, “send him in.” Keisha didn’t play power games with her command staff by forcing them to wait needlessly, or by manipulating them with chicken-shit assignments. Her command staff were the best of the best, and she rewarded and treated them properly, but if they slipped up, the punishment was just as certain.

Captain Jonas entered Deck Director Keisha’s simple, yet tasteful office, and said, “Deck Director, at your will, I’m ready to report on the status of the Poison Dagger Guild.” Jonas respected the Deck Director, but was very aware that if his job performance did not meet her exacting standards, he might leave her office with one less arm, or not at all.

Keisha replied, “Relax Jonas, have a seat, and tell me everything.”

Jonas took a seat, but didn’t relax, and reported, “The temporary alliance with the Arc Guild was successful. When the other Deck Guilds learned Poison Dagger ambushed the Arc Guild, they did not raise any complaints about us killing all the members of Poison Dagger. However, we could not find their guild leader, Mac Luck. We are continuing our search for him.

Keisha asked, “Do you think the Arc Guild might have killed him and looted his belongings?”

“That slimy Director Roger doesn’t have enough control over his guild to keep it secret if they did. We will keep searching for him unless you wish otherwise.”

Director Keisha responded, “Yes, keep searching for him. You can go now, I have much to do.”

Jonas did not get up right away, but said, “Director, I believe there is more you should hear, if you have the time.”

Keisha gave Jonas a warning glare, but nodded for him to continue. Without delay Jonas continued, “Three non-guild members teleported in with Alchemist Paul. Two women and one man. The man is a mage, and within 30 minutes after his jump, he had enough mana, power, and spells to kill half of the Poison Dagger fighters all by himself, but he collapsed from exhaustion as the battle ended. He is the only reason they stayed alive long enough for reinforcements to reach them. Of course, we have our people gathering more intel as we speak. That is all I have to report, Director Keisha.”

Director Keisha waved her hand at Jonas and said, “I want to be informed about the mage as soon as you learn anything. You may go now.”
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                The Second Deck, and specifically, Venezia City was odd. Unfortunately, the Arc Guild did not involve itself with investments beyond adventuring and their public loot shop. Captain Gru was waiting for Jen, Sam, and Tamako after they accessed their funds and collected their share of the loot from the ambush. Fortunately, their share of the loot included several storage devices, and they did not have to go through the motions of pretending to buy storage rings before collecting the entirety of their loot.

Captain Gru asked them, “Any idea where you might stay in the City?”

Jen smiled and replied, “Not yet. Any suggestions?”

Captain Gru turned to walk with them and said, “It’s the least I can do. Head over to the shop and get a technique map of all of Venezia City, including the gnome, dwarf, and elf zones.”

Sam texted Jen, “I can't wait to meet them!”

Captain Gru continued, “If you are looking for an inn to stay in for just a few nights, check out the Raven’s Inn. If you are looking for a more permanent place to stay, head to the Stone Guild’s Public Shop and ask for Bruce. He handles their real estate holdings. I would suggest you stay in the human zone unless you hire a guide to take you into one of the other zones. Also, Lt. Rowe and I often head over to the City arena for battle training. Here are our sound wave contacts. We would love to have you join us once you get settled in.”

Jen thanked Captain Gru, but asked one last question before they left. “Do you know where we could find a healer or potion for a damaged mana system? My father overextended his power in the ambush last night, and it severely compromised his ability to use mana.”

Captain Gru cringed when he heard about Sam’s mana system, and said, “I’m not sure what you heard on the First Deck, but I think you would have to go to the Third, and more likely the Fourth Deck to find a healer with that level of ability. I can ask around confidentially if you like?”

Jen could sense the sincerity in Captain Gru’s offer of help, and replied, “Thank you, that would be very helpful.”
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                When they arrived at the Stone Guild’s management offices, the leasing agent was less than excited when she said, “Do you have an appointment?”

Jen replied, “I am Jen and this is my father Sam. Captain Gru with the Arc Guild suggested we speak with Bruce about leasing a place to stay.”

Tamako agreed to remain a short way down the street, ready to provide back-up if needed.

The secretary’s attitude did a 180 as she said, “Oh, Mistress Jen! My apologies! Bruce is the general manager for all the Stone Guild’s holdings. He has requested that I show you directly to his office. May I take you to see him now?”

Jen messaged Sam and Tamako, “I’m guessing Captain Gru told them we might stop in to check on lodging.”

Jen indicated to the receptionist they were ready, and they followed her up to a third-floor lobby where Bruce was already waiting for them. Jen hadn’t noticed any sound wave messages or other signals from the receptionist, so it surprised her that Bruce knew they were on their way up the steps.

Bruce smiled and waved for them to follow him. “Please come into my office and make yourself comfortable. May I get you something to drink?”

Bruce’s office was spacious enough for his desk, several chairs, a sitting area with a couple of couches, a mini-bar, and there were double doors that opened up onto a balcony overlooking the street.

Bruce was only level 18, but he had a rare skill in management that was almost in the expert rank. His skill gave him a type of sixth sense into future business actions of people. He couldn’t see the future, but he could often anticipate events and the actions of others. The more data he had about something or someone, the better he could prepare a proper response ahead of time. When he sensed that Jen and Sam arrived downstairs, he immediately notified Director Keisha’s office in case the Director wanted to meet them.

Bruce looked at the pair from the First Deck and quickly imagined several opening questions to get an idea of how the party would respond.

Bruce imagined “What would happen if I pulled out my sword and attacked Jen?” Bruce almost stumbled at the backlash of overpowering death his skill sent him. “O.K. don’t fuck with them!” he laughed to himself.

Bruce ran through several more mundane scenarios, and quickly realized Jen was definitely the decision maker, and that she and Sam were here to do business with no interest in power or political games. “Thank god! Just a normal business transaction without all the other bullshit,” Bruce thought.

Bruce smiled and said, “Captain Gru called me earlier and said you were looking for a place to stay, and that you might stop by. We appreciate your help dealing with the Poison dagger guild, and I believe we can help you find what you are looking for at a very reasonable price.”

Jen was using her psych skill to read Bruce’s emotions. She felt he was being sincere, but she was also getting a strange sense that he was constantly testing them somehow. Jen smiled and replied, “Thank you Bruce,” and then explained to him the type of home they were looking to lease.

During their discussions, Bruce’s secretary politely knocked on the office door to get their attention and then she simply nodded at Bruce.

Bruce gave Jen a friendly smile as he said, “I hope you don’t mind, but Deck Director Keisha, and our guild healer, Cleaner Clubs, will soon arrive to thank you personally for helping with the Poison Dagger Guild.”

Within a few minutes, Director Keisha entered the office with Clubs. Everyone stood as she walked in, but Director Keisha waved them back down and joined them on the couch and said, “Thank you all for your help with the Poison Dagger Guild. Of course, I’ve heard what happened, but I would love to hear it firsthand from your perspective.”

Jen felt the strength and power that was radiating off of Keisha, and it did not surprise her in the least bit when she couldn’t read the Director’s stats or view her mana system. Jen was pleased with the opportunity Keisha’s question presented her. She gave a recounting of the events with emphasis on the mana barrier, and the fighting skills exhibited by Captain Gru and Lt. Rowe. However, Jen knew that downplaying the power Sam exhibited too much would only bring more attention to them.

After Jen’s summary of the ambush, Keisha replied, “I am going to bring up a topic that many people consider private and very personal. If you do not wish for me to continue just speak up, and I will happily respect your wishes.”

Jen and Sam nodded at Director Kisha to continue, while internally controlling the apprehension her words caused.

Keisha looked at Sam as she continued, “We’ve learned that Captain Gru, with the Arc Guild, is looking for information on repairing mana systems. From the accounts of the powerful spells you cast against the poison guild, I thought Gru might be asking around at your request. Cleaner is our top guild healer, and if you’re having mana problems, Cleaner can evaluate your condition and discuss some options. We feel it’s the least we can do in return for your help with the Poison Guild.”

This was better than Jen had hoped for, and she didn’t see any risk in agreeing to Cleaner evaluating Sam. If Cleaner had the power to inspect Sam’s mana system, he surely had already did it while they were talking to Keisha.

When Sam looked to Jen for her opinion, she simply shrugged, and said, “Up to you.”

Sam replied, “I would appreciate any advice or anything you can do.”

Cleaner nodded and said, “I’m happy to help. Sam ,all you need to do is try and sit perfectly still while I cast a spell that will allow me to inspect your mana system.”

Jen and Sam both were expecting Cleaner to use a mana inspection skill similar to theirs. Jen looked at Sam and messaged him, “Shit, I figured he already checked your mana system, keep your fingers crossed that our mana forging spell works against whatever it is he is casting.”

Sam just shrugged, and messaged back, “Nothing to be done about it now. Let’s just be ready and see what happens.”

Cleaner stood and walked in a circle around Sam while waving his arms and hands in a complex motion, causing the air to glow slightly. After spending almost two minutes casting his spell, Cleaner collapsed into his seat with apparent exhaustion.

Bruce handed Cleaner a glass of water as everyone else waited patiently for Cleaner to catch his breath and speak.

Cleaner’s eyes lost their focus as he appeared to be reading a system message, and then he said, “Most of your mana channels are broken. This is causing your mana to escape your body before it reaches your center. You have one channel that is still complete and functioning. Without it, you would not have any hope. However, with mana still flowing to your center, you can purchase potions from an Alchemist or the System shop that can heal broken channels. These potions are extremely expensive and you must take them for two, maybe three years, for complete recovery. That is assuming you don’t damage your channels further by trying to cast anything but the simplest of spells.”

Keisha, Cleaner, and Bruce noticed the look of relief on the faces of Sam and Jen, but they didn’t realize the relief was from learning that Sam’s mana-system forgery worked on Cleaner’s spell.

Sam replied, “Thank you, Cleaner. It is a great relief to know my condition is curable. Hopefully the adventuring in the wilds beyond the City will be prosperous enough so that we can afford the potions.”

Keisha followed up by saying, “That is excellent news! Of course, we will keep this information confidential, and I hope Bruce is helping you with whatever you need.”

Bruce then stated, “I believe that is the original reason for your visit, a place to rent?”

Keisha received a call on her soundwave, and as she stood up to leave and answer her call, she first said, “I apologize I can’t visit longer, but Cleaner and I need to go and attend to some guild business. It was a pleasure meeting you all.”

They all stood as Keisha and Cleaner left the office, but Jen used her psych skill to listen in on Keisha’s conversation even after she had left room.

Keisha said, “I just met with them and Cleaner says his mana system will take two to three years to heal up.”

The man on the other end replied, “So you don’t think we will need to worry about him?”

Keisha replied, “I didn’t say that. Don’t underestimate him Jonas, just because he can’t cast spells, doesn’t mean he is weak. He might even be willing to teach some of our weak mages a spell or two, plus his mana channels may heal up in a few years. I’ve ordered Bruce to give them a good deal on the lodgings they are looking for. That Roger is too stupid to recognize excellent resources when they fall in his lap. Of course, they did mention adventuring in the untamed lands beyond the City. If they are not careful, either the beasts or the bandits will kill them quickly. Just keep an eye on them for now.”

Jonas replied, “Yes, Deck Director,” and that was the end of the conversation.

Jen thought, “That woman is cunning. I’m glad we had Sam forge broken mana channels.”

A little while later, as they left the Stone Guild’s management office and linked up with Tamako, they started heading towards the apartment they rented, and Tamako asked, “How did it go?”

Jen replied, “I think we are mostly off everyone’s radar. Unfortunately, I had to spend some gold to rent a small apartment for six months.”

Tamako’s forehead creased with confusion, and she asked, “Why did you do that?”

Jen explained, “They think Sam’s casting ability is destroyed and that we are going to be adventuring to raise money to purchase medicine to heal his mana channels. I want everyone here to think we are off adventuring on the outskirts of this city and staying here for the foreseeable future.”

Tamako commented, “You know we are being followed, right?”

Jen nodded and replied, “Yes. The plan is to lead them to the apartment where we will get changed into our own gear, then lead them outside the City gates. Once we’re out the gates, we’ll shake them off our tail. Then we’re going to power up our forgetme charms and sneak back into the City.

A few hours later, they were back in the City and continued to make several switchbacks to ensure no one was still following them, Sam asked Jen, “Where’s Slim?”

Jen replied, “He is a little way behind us making certain no one with far sight is following us at a distance. He’ll meet us there.”

When they finally arrived at the City Shop and Slim waddled up to them, Jen said, “We have our loot from the ambush. Take a look and let me know which items you want in return for carrying our stuff from the First Deck.”

Slim smiled and replied, “Keep your meager loot. Your little distraction allowed me to acquire a very unexpected boon from killing the leader of that Poison Dagger guild.”

Jen asked, “What did you get?”

Slim raised and eyebrow, and replied, “Do not concern yourself. Just know the loot I recovered makes us even.”

Sam then said to everyone, “Great, now let’s get the hell out of here! Bot Battle City here we come!”
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                Team Kelly heard about Bot Battle City, aka Bot City, from Lucky and the other Arc Guild members on the First Deck. Bot City was famous for having the best and most advanced battle arena on the Second Deck. Jen, and especially Tamako, wanted to train their skills in the arena and assess their skills in comparison to other fighters on the Second Deck.

As they stepped off the teleport pad in the Bot City System Shop, Jen said, “That teleportation was more expensive that I expected. We are about out of coin, so let’s go to a terminal and see what we can get for some of the Poison Dagger loot we recovered.”

“Why is it so empty in here?” Tamako asked as they all noticed that of the 30 or so shop terminals, there were only four or five being used.

“That is odd.” Commented Sam.

Slim huffed with annoyance, and said to Jen, “See you later pure-heart.”

    Jen smiled and waved, and Sam said, “Take care of yourself, and let us know if you need help with anything.” Slim gave some kind of snicker at Sam’s comment but kept heading towards the exit of the Shop.

    Jen turned back to the terminal and moved all the loot to one of Sam’s large capacity rings. She then placed the ring to the terminal. When the Shop message showed up in her vision, she used her onboard to share it with Sam and Tamako. They were both facing outwards keeping watch on those around them.

    Jen exclaimed, “These prices are ridiculous! Do you see what it says? It’s ignoring the value of the enchantments on the gear!”

    Tamako replied, “Do you see the notice at the very bottom where it gives you the option to pay and have the enchanted gear identified?”

    Jen nodded, and quickly selected one the enchanted rods for identification.

System Message:

Identification of this Item will cost 5 gold.

Select “Yes” or “No” to proceed.

Jen selected “No.”

She then pulled one of Sam’s mana gathering rods from her personal ring and placed it in the loot ring and pressed it against the terminal again. She then queried the terminal for a purchase price of the mana rod.

System Message:

High Quality Mana Gathering Rod: Price 10 gold

Select “Yes” or “No” to sell the item.

Jen selected “No.”

Jen growled in frustration, and said, “Sam, if we don’t want to get ripped off with paying an identification fee, you’re going to have to identify all the enchantments on the loot before we can sell the items.”

Sam replied, “Not a big deal. Should only take a few days to go through it all. Do we have enough money to get a place to stay? If not, I’ve got some extra gold in one of my rings that might help.”

“Me too,” replied Tamako.

Jen shook her head, “Keep your gold, we’ve got enough to get lodgings, unless the prices here are way higher than Venezia City. I was just hoping to get a better idea of our total financial situation.”

Tamako asked, “Are we ready to go then?”

“One last thing,” replied Jen, as she scrolled through the Shop menu looking for Joan of Arc’s book on the Second Deck. When she found it, she again growled in frustration, and forwarded the message to Sam and Tamako.

System Message:

This book is on back order. Try again later.

Sam’s eye’s narrowed as he read the message. His paranoid and suspicious nature started to present itself, and he said, “Do you think the System is trying to screw with us.”

Tamako laughed at Sam’s question, and assured him, “The System doesn’t care about anyone, especially nobody’s like us.”

Sam snorted, and said, “Maybe you’re right, but I guess there is nothing we could do about it anyway.”

Jen said, “Wait. I’ve found something else for sale under Arc’s name. It’s a book entitled: “A Guide to Bot Battle City – Everything You Need to Know”. I’m going to buy it and buy us each an enchanted scroll-map of Bot City that we can download into our onboards.”

After spending 17 gold they were finally leaving the Shop. As they stepped outside, they noticed it was getting dark in Bot City. Jen flipped through the guide book and found a reputable Inn for them to head to.

As they walked towards the Inn, Jen kept her psych skill active looking for threats. While they also tried to make their faces match the “prison stares” of those around them that were still out on the streets at night.

    Just as darkness swallowed the city they reached the Rabbit’s Foot Inn, and also received a gambling quest.

==

Gambling Quest:

Lie to the innkeeper. Convince him you are a member of the Highland Games Guild.

If you’re successful, you will receive a 20% Guild Discount on the room, and 2 euphoria.

If you fail, you will lose one random piece of gear, and feel the innkeeper’s wrath.

Select “Yes” to accept the quest.

Select “No” to decline the quest and continue your unimaginative existence.

==

Jen, Sam, and Tamako all quickly selected “No” and waved the quest away. There was only one other couple in the Inn having a drink at the bar. Sam and Tamako took a seat where they could watch the doors and room while Jen approached the bar to find out about lodgings for the night.

“Good evening, Lass! I’m Lucky-Heart McCloud. What can I help you with?” the bartender said to Jen with what she thought of as a Scottish accent.

Jen was surprised when she couldn’t read the giant man’s level. Of course, maybe it was just more common for ordinary people to hide their levels on the Second Deck she thought. However, her psych skill gave her a generally good vibe from the man, and she asked, “Good evening, I’m Jen. My friends and I are looking for a room for the night. Do you have anything available?”

“Aye little lady, I do, but in about 30 minutes I will be closing the Inn early tonight. Once the Inn is locked up, I will not be opening for any reason until first light. A room large enough for the three of you will be 1 gold, and it comes with breakfast and security,” he said flexing his bicep with a laugh and a friendly wink.

Jen laughed and replied, “Agreed,” handing him a gold coin and then said, “How about a friendly wager, no euphoria, no system. An arm-wrestling match between you and my girlfriend over there. She wins, you return the gold. You win, I pay you an extra gold for the room.”

Lucky-Heart looked at the tiny woman sitting next to the non-descript man for a second while considering Jen’s offer. He’d seen their type before. They didn’t worry him, but he guessed the tiny woman must have some sort of short-term power-arm skill, and said with a raised eyebrow, “She looks like a mean little one. Cute, but mean. I think I will keep the gold as well as my pride.”

Jen laughed, and said, “See you in the morning then. Where is the room?”

Lucky-Heart pointed to the railing around the second floor and said, “You’re room is the largest one on the very end.”

“Thank you Lucky-Heart.”

Sam started setting up enchanted security traps on the door and the window when they entered their room, even though there were already bars and locks on them.

Tamako commented, “They were serious about no leaving the Inn until morning. Did you see the heavy beams he used to block the front door?”

Jen nodded, “Don’t know if that is good or bad. I did notice when reserving the room that there is only us and a husband-and-wife couple staying here tonight. I could tell they were listening in on my conversation with Lucky-Heart. They acted like it was normal when he explained the policy that the door would be barred all night, and that no one could leave.”

“OK, just seems odd we can’t leave. I mean, we will leave if we need to.” replied Tamako.

Sam was setting up a small mattress on the floor that he pulled from his space ring, and said, “since you ladies are going to gossip all night, I’m going to go on to sleep. Wake me up when it’s my turn to pull watch.”

Jen gave Sam an evil look for his comment, but just nodded and said, “No problem. Sleep tight.”

Sometime later in the middle of the night, Sam was shaken by Jen, but it wasn’t the normal way she usually woke him up, and he knew immediately something was wrong.
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                  Jen put her finger to her lips and used her onboard to message Sam, “Something’s happening downstairs. Place the silencing rods around the door, and keep all the lights off. I’m going to find out exactly what’s up.”

  Sam placed the silencing rods around the door before removing the bar and unlocking it. When he finished, Jen charged-up her forgetme charm and left the room without making a sound or disturbance of any kind. Tamako and Sam waited impatiently for Jen to update them, after less than a minute, Jen messaged them both, “It's not good, we need to act fast. Sam, get to the edge of the balcony with your silencing rods and use your special bullet on the lady holding the little girl. Tamako, get as close to the Inn’s front door as possible, and when Sam takes out the lady, I want you to drop down from the balcony and bar the door closed. While you’re baring the door, I’m going to retrieve the little girl. Once I have the girl away safely, we clean house.”

  Sam didn’t like Jen’s plan. She wanted him to use the bullet he hadn’t had a chance to test. It was a 7.62 mm hollow point, and he’d placed several enchantments onto the bullet. Sam had learned that the lead in bullets was not very good for holding the mana necessary to empower enchantments. The test bullet he created was enchanted to increase its speed by 10%, increase strength and armor piercing by 15%, and he enchanted a very small storage space on the inside of the hollow point. The problem was, he needed to charge the bullet with mana, load it, fire it, and hit his target within 10 seconds or the mana would cause the bullet and its enchantments to disintegrate, or maybe even explode if the gunpowder in the shell were ignited by the mana in the failing enchantment.

  As he activated his own forgetme charm, Sam crawled forward behind Tamako. When they reached the edge of the balcony, where Sam finally got a glimpse of the woman down on the first floor holding a knife to the little girl’s neck, he placed around him, his silencing rods, his rifle, his special bullet, and his wooden storage rifle for backup. As Tamako continued to crawl down the balcony to get as close to the front door, Sam didn’t have time to focus on the threats and arguing between the bar owner and the gang of people with the woman. He relied on Jen to message him if the plan needed to change. Sam understood why he needed to use the bullet instead of one of his enchanted bolts from his wooden storage rife. The bolts were fast, but those with a fast perception had a good chance to dodge them. However, a 7.62 millimeter bullet, even without any enhanced speed, travelled at nearly 3000 ft a second. There was no way anyone on the Second Deck would be quick enough to dodge a bullet fired at this range.

  After charging the bullet, he messaged Jen and Tamako with a countdown, 5….4…(round is loaded), 3 aim… 2 (exhale and pause)…1 fire!

  Sam didn’t wait to see the result after pulling the trigger. He grabbed his wooden storage rifle and rolling about 3 feet to his right, before taking aim on the gang. He wasn't going to get ridiculed for not dodging again.

  The situation was tense and Jen was worried chaos was going to breakout between the bartender, Lucky-Heart, and the gang of 7 people. She didn’t really understand why they were not already attacking Lucky-Heart with their greater numbers, but they were trying to get him to submit to being bound by threatening to kill the little girl. Jen could hear the woman humming something to the girl, and it worried her how the girl was standing freakishly still without making a sound. Lucky-Heart was making his own threats swinging a double-bladed axe defensively, clearly stalling hoping his situation would change. Jen guessed he knew that if he submitted, he would be killed and the little girl would be fortunate if all they did was kill her. Jen felt like breathing a sigh of relief when Sam’s countdown appeared in her onboard. She thought it was strange to watch the ”1” disappear and almost simultaneously, without a sound from Sam’s direction, the head of the woman holding the little girl simply exploded before a split-second later imploding back into a piece of the bullet shrapnel Sam enchanted.

  As Jen dropped down from the rafters, she was glad the woman’s brains didn’t splatter all over the little girl. When Jen landed, she grabbed the girl from the lifeless arms of the woman that was slumping to the ground. Jen empowered her legs, and leaped up and over the balcony on the second floor. Jen said to the girl, “I’ve got you safe,” as they landed and rolled on the ground.

  The little girl started crying, and asked, “What’s going on? Where’s my Grand-Dey?”

  Jen said quickly, “I’ll get him, but you must be still,” as she pulled a shield from her storage ring to lay it on top of the girl. Jen then moved down the balcony towards where Tamako had leaped down to bar the front door and keep anyone else from coming inside.

  Lucky-Heart was angry, embarrassed, and scared for his little granddaughter’s safety. His daughter and son-in-law left her with him before going on a mission for the Highland Games Guild. They were to track and kill a sphinx that was attacking caravans on the trade route their guild was hired to keep safe. His son-in-law was the best tracker in the City, except for the elves, and Lucky’s daughter took after her Dad, wielding an axe.

  Lucky was woken up when he heard the door from his granddaughter’s room open up, but then, when the door that connected to the main room of the Inn opened, he jumped out of bed and rushed through his bedroom door to see what was going on. His granddaughter would never unlock and leave their apartment in the middle of the night. As he reached the apartment door, he could hear the song of the Siren as it drew his granddaughter directly to her. The woman had a knife to her throat before he could do anything. He reached up grabbing his double-bladed axe from above the inside of his apartment door and walked towards the woman intending on getting his granddaughter.

  “Let her go or die!” bellowed Lucky.

  The siren continued to hum her song, but the man she rented the room with replied, “Not before we cut her throat open. Take one step forward and she’s dead,” then the man pointed to the front door of the Inn, and demanded, “Unlock and unbar the door so we can leave. If your daughter deals the deck like she’s told, her little girl will be returned to her.”

  Lucky thought about just killing the man, but knew siren’s had little control without their handlers, and would only be all too happy to cut his granddaughter’s throat and drink her blood, so he moved towards the door unlocking it, but stepped back and said, “remove the bar yourself!”

  He didn’t think the man would take the bait, but he was really just hoping to distract the two while he came up with a plan.

  The man replied, “Fuck you! Quit playing games, we both know the bar is too heavy for me to lift.”

  Lucky couldn’t think of anything that he could do in the current standoff. If they hurt his granddaughter, they knew he would kill them both. However, if he tried to free her, there was no way he could get her safe before they could cut her throat.

  Lucky’s face hardened and his heart ached as he told the two, “you have one option, when I unbar the door, you let her go as you leave, or I will chase you down and kill you in the streets. We both know my granddaughter is good as dead if you leave with her.”

  The siren looked at the man and said, “Let’s not die over this. We were supposed to get out of here without waking anyone!”

  “Fine!” replied the man.

  Lucky removed the massive bar from the door, but instead of the man and the siren moving towards the door, five men and women barged through the room spreading out between Lucky and the couple holding the girl.

  Lucky’s jaw drooped and he wanted to scream in frustration. He didn’t think the two had more accomplices outside.

  The siren laughed as she saw the expression on Lucky’s face, and said, “You fucking fool. You thought you were going to save the girl!” As his granddaughter started to squirm, the siren started humming again to keep her in the trance.

  Lucky moved towards the front door. The closest men moved away from him, but kept themselves ready, waiting for directions from the man. Lucky kicked the door shut. He couldn’t turn and lock it, but he hoped he was making his intention clear – No one was leaving with his granddaughter, without going through him first.

  The man laughed at Lucky and said, “We’re not leaving with just her. Lower your weapon, you’re coming with us too.”

  One of the gang members removed some shackles from a bag. She looked at Lucky with a sinister smile and said, “be a good little boy and I won’t make them too tight.”

  A few more threats and demands were made back and forth, and just as Lucky decided to rush the siren in the hopes of saving his granddaughter. The siren’s head just exploded…sort of. A person then dropped from the rafters, grabbed his granddaughter from the dead body of the siren, and made a massive leap back up over the balcony railing on the second floor.

  Lucky’s mind lost track of where the woman jumped too, but he knew this gang no longer had his granddaughter. Then another person dropped down near him and started lifting the bar to block the door. Something was strange as he tried to focus on her, but he just let it go and roared in anger.

  Lucky took a short step forward getting him into range with the first gang member and took the man’s head off with his axe. The axe passed through the man’s neck like butter and Lucky continued with its momentum allowing the axe to rise back up before redirecting its power back down as he jumped across the room slamming the axe through the woman’s body holding the shackles. The rest of the group were shocked by the siren’s head exploding and then with the impossibly fast killing of two others of their gang.

  Tamako was intrigued as she saw the big bartender slaughter everyone in the gang in less than 15 seconds. She used her overclock ability to keep track of Lucky’s moves, but the gang members were barely able to move before they were chopped through. Lucky kept the lead man alive with the intention of interrogating him.

  Lucky turned towards the door and Tamako, and said, “I can feel your glamor, but you better tell me where my granddaughter is now!”

  Tamako ordered, “Stop him!” pointing at the gang leader that Lucky had pinned to the ground with his foot. The man popped a pill in his mouth, and a moment later he was throwing up blood as he died.

  “DAMMIT!” roared Lucky-Heart, but before he was able to ask Tamako another question, Jen dropped down from the balcony with his granddaughter.

  When Jen set the girl down, she ran and jumped into her grandfather’s arms crying, “Grand-Dey, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to leave the apartment!”

  Lucky felt the power of the glamor on the two women go out as he could finally focus on them, confirming his assumption they were the other group staying at the Inn. He then watched as their companion came down the stairs to join the two women. He knew they weren’t a threat, since they had just saved his granddaughter, but after consoling his granddaughter a few more seconds, he said to them, “Give me a moment to put her to bed, and I’ll be right out. I have a few questions I’d like to ask you if you don’t mind?”

  Jen replied, “Sure, take your time with her. We can wait.”

  Lucky nodded at Jen in appreciation, but then when he looked at Sam, as he started for his apartment door, he chuckled slightly, saying, “When I get back. I’ve also got to know why he has dicks and ball-sacks drawn all over his face!”

  Sam pulled a small mirror out of his storage ring looking at his face, as Jen hollered to Lucky, “It’s something women draw when they are gossiping all night!”
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                    Lucky-Heart’s axe was slung on his back as he walked back into the barroom, after shutting and locking his apartment door behind him. He noticed the older man scrubbing his face with a washcloth and water that he must have pulled out of a storage device, while the two women were looking over the dead bodies. Lucky was surprised they hadn’t already looted them. They all looked over in his direction as he walked up behind the bar and poured four mugs of ale, and then brought them over to the table where the man was cleaning himself, set the drinks down, and then sitting down himself. He slid a beer over to him.

    Sam nodded his “thanks” to Lucky, but then looked in Jen’s direction, signaling to Lucky that she was in charge.

    Lucky then said, “You’re welcome to all their loot. I want none of it, and I’m sure there is a bounty on that siren you killed.”

    Jen nodded at Tamako, and messaged her, “Please loot them while I figure out what we involved ourselves in.”

    Tamako nodded back and started gathering the loot. Lucky eyed the tiny woman as she went about looting the bodies. He knew she must have incredible strength. Very, very few people besides himself could lift the door-bar into place like she did.

    Jen flipped the chair around and rested her arms on the back, and took a long pull on the ale before asking, “So, what’s the deal?”

    Lucky-Heart replied, “I’m guessing those mercenaries were hired to kill or kidnap me and my granddaughter and pressure my daughter for something. I can't guess anymore than that because the mercenary in charge killed himself before I could question him.”

    Jen commented, “He was that afraid of his employers!”

    Lucky shook his head, and said, “No. He just knew my questioning would only end in a painful death anyways.”

    Jen nodded her head in understanding, and said, “Look, we’re happy that we were able to help, but we’re not interested in getting involved any further.”

    Lucky held up his hands, and said, “Nothing to worry about there. Me, the girl’s parents, and our guild can take care of this, now that we know someone is up to something. I can sneak you out the back tomorrow and no one will ever know of your involvement. However, I owe you a debt for your help. If there is something reasonable that you need help with, just let me know.”

    Jen really, really wanted to ask what a “siren” exactly was, but she didn’t want to do anything to give away that they were noobs to the Second Deck, so she said, “We just teleported over from Venetia City last night. What recommendations can you make for a place to stay for a few months, and who to do business with?”

    After Lucky-Heart gave them his recommendations on the different vendors and merchants that were reliable, he said, “Look, I want to make us square. Before retiring and opening this Inn, I used to be the Director of the Highland Games Guild. My ex-wife is on the guild board of directors, and my daughter and son-in-law are also both well established with our guild. You don’t need to get further involved in what happened here, but our guild does have a few properties that we rent out to visiting guild members from time to time. My ex-wife’s name is Crapshoot. Go see her at the Highland Games Guild, and tell her what happened and that I sent you. She can probably set you up with a place to stay for a reasonable rent for maybe as much as 3 months. The guild wouldn’t agree to rent to non-guild members longer than that, but that should give you time to get settled and find something more permanent.”

===============

    Venezia City was half-destroyed from the guild war, but Bot City was a sea of merchants bustling with activity during the day.

    “The steam builds up pressure inside the steambow and then it launches the bolts with enough force to puncture through all but the strongest of armors,” said Razz the merchant.

    “How long does it take for the steam to build up the pressure?” asked Sam.

    “About five minutes, but if you can afford a steambow, you can afford a storage device. After you charge the steambow, you simply place it in storage until you are ready to use it.”

    How does the weapon make the steam to build up the pressure?”

    “The gnomes make all the steam weapons and mechanical devices. I don’t know how their enchantment makes enough heat to turn the water into steam, but all you need to do is pour water into this tube and direct your mana into the handle right here, and in five minutes it is ready to go!” replied Razz.

    “Does a steambow have more power than that wagon-mounted ballista you have for sale over there?”

    “The mounted ballista is much cheaper, has a bit more power, and does not take any mana, but even if you placed a loaded ballista in a large storage device, you could not withdraw it, brace and mount it, and aim it in less than 20 minutes. However, you can draw and fire a steambow within seconds.”

    “Do you have any steambows that can fire more than one bolt at a time?”

    “I have a double-shot steambow, but the two bolts only contain half the power. Great for some low-level beasts, but doesn’t have enough punch to get through the toughest hide or armor.”

    Tamako was looking at several shields being offered for sale, and asked, “Do you have any shields that can stop a bolt from a steambow?”

    “The mana-imbued steel shields will stop just about anything, but to stop a steambow bolt, I would need to special order a triple-welded shield. Only the largest customers order this type of shield. A small lady like you might have enough strength to lift and maneuver the shield, but I suspect you don’t have enough body weight to counter-balance the shield when you lift it up.”

    Tamako nodded towards Razz with understanding, just as they all noticed a noble lady walk in, followed by several servants.

    Razz’s merchant skill was at a level where he already knew the three that introduced themselves as Sam, Jen, and Tamako were not serious about buying anything, but might be in the future. He didn’t mind answering questions and building customer relationships, so long as there was no one else in the store actually interested in buying his goods.

    Upon seeing Noble Lady Shuxter, Razz inwardly groaned with the necessity of dealing with the arrogant brat, and swiped away the gambling quest that offered him euphoria and ability points for putting Lady Shuxter over his knee and giving her a spanking. However, to stay motivated, Razz thought of the commission he would make from selling her fancy over-priced weapons.

    Razz turned to his three customers and said, “Excuse me while I attend to the other customers. Please look around as much as you like and I will be happy to help you once I am finished.”

    Jen’s psych skill gave her a hint of the dynamics that would play out between Razz and the noble lady, and said, “Thank you for your hospitality, Master Razz, we will return another day when we are in a better position to purchase your excellent goods,” and waved goodbye as she left the store with Sam and Tamako following her.

    As they left Razz’s store, they continued to marvel at the steam devices being used in the streets by the elite and wealthy, Sam said, “The gnomes steam-powered devices are mana-cheats like I’ve been trying to create.”

    Tamako replied, “what do you mean mana-cheats?”

    “I don’t mean that anyone is being cheated. I just mean that they have come up with a method to get around the high mana cost of creating raw power.”

    “How did they do that?”

    “For example, my storage devices don’t actually create trees or crossbow bolts, and then shoot them out at people. They use very little mana because they simply store the kinetic energy of the trees and crossbow bolts that are manually placed in them. The gnomes are creating steam instead of raw power from mana. The steam builds up the pressure in the steambow that creates the raw power that shoots the bolts out. For example, you see that self-propelled steam buggy over there?”

    Jen replied, “Yea, that’s pretty amazing!” as she simultaneously declined and swiped away the gambling quest, offering her euphoria and ability points to steal the buggy.

    “It’s kind of like the steam train engines back on Earth, but instead of using wood or coal to create the steam pressure, the gnomes have come up with an enchantment that creates the steam pressure from mana in a much more compact and economical way.”

    Tamako asked, “Do you know how the gnome’s enchantment creates enough heat to make the steam?”

    “Not yet, but that may be the easiest part to figure out,” Sam replied as he declined and waved away a gambling quest to build a steam-powered buggy with a reward of four ability points and 20 euphoria.

    Jen gave Sam a confused look and said, “Why is that?”

    “My Words of Understanding skill may allow me to figure out the enchantment the gnomes are using, but the heating enchantment is only one small part of the thermodynamic engineering of the steam-powered engines and weapons!”

    Jen looked thoughtful for a second and replied, “fortunately, I don’t think it matters. Based on the prices we’ve seen on steam-powered items, only the super wealthy can afford them. Your enchantments and charms should still be able to fund our needs for preparing to jump to the Third Deck.”

    Tamako looked unimpressed as a steam-bike puttered past them at about 10 mph, and said, “I understand why someone might buy a steambow, but most of these gnome inventions are just over-priced toys. Useless!”

    Jen replied, “I know, can you imagine how many pairs of shoes they could buy with all that money!”

    “Exactly! No sense of priority!” replied Tamako with a grin.

    Sam groaned, and said urgently, “Wait! Before you two get started, let’s go to the System Shop, retrieve our bounty for the Siren, and then find a place to stay.

    Almost 30 minutes later, they made it to the System Shop. Jen looked exhausted as she commented, “These gambling quests are relentless. I’m exhausted from steering us around all the idiots with quests to pickpocket us!”

    Sam blew out a breath of air, and said, “Well, let’s make this quick then. It looks pretty empty with plenty of terminals open.”

    Tamako walked up, placed her storage ring carrying the bounty ticket on the terminal. They were all curious on how much the bounty was. Tamako had received the bounty ticket when looting the siren’s body, but it hadn’t shown how much it paid out.

    When the System screen popped up in her vision, she shared it with Jen and Sam. When she selected the bounty ticket, the message linked them to a new screen that read:

Bot Battle City Daily Gambling Bounty’s:

  A. Collect 75 gold by bringing in another restricted human bounty within 24 hours.

  B. Collect your 25 gold reward for the weak siren death ticket.

Tamako selected option “B”, and 25 gold was transferred to her storage ring.

    Jen commented, “What's a ‘restricted human’? Tamako, select the Bot Battle daily bounty link and see what other bounties there are.”

    When Tamako selected the link, they all started reading through the list, and then Sam said, “What the hell!”

    Jen looked at Tamako expectantly, but Tamako just shrugged, “I’ve never heard of any of these. I don’t know what they are. Why do you two looked so surprised?”

    Jen replied “Well, I don’t know if the are the same, but on Earth we have fantasy stories about supernatural creatures like these vampires, werewolves, beastmen, banshees, mermaids, zombies, bugbears, gremlins, and there are a bunch of others on the list that I vaguely remembering hearing the names, but I have no idea what they even are.”

    Sam’s paranoia was starting to make him jumpy thinking of vampires coming out at night and trying to suck his blood, but he was also curious, and said, “select ‘vampire’ and see what it says.”

A moment later the screen read:

***

Private Gambling Bounties: Bot Battle City

Vampire – reanimated body of a dead person that drinks the blood of humans. May morph into a bat, has the strength equivalent to a human with a 25 strength stat, speed equivalent to 25 agility stat, and hypnotic powers on children and weak-willed adults. Can be killed with a wooden stake through its heart, complete burning of its body, and beheading. Also known to be killed from direct sunlight, and can be hurt with silver weapons.

Amount:

25 gold for killing any vampires in the city

30 gold for capturing a vampire alive in the city and turning it over to the arena guards

30 gold for killing a vampire in the city with your bare hands

100 gold for killing a nest of 3 vampires in the city at night by yourself

***

    Tamako snorted, “I can kill one of these easily. Why do you both look so worried.”

    Jen replied, “I guess you’re right. With our increased abilities in the Seven Decks, vampires wouldn’t necessarily be that much of a challenge for us.”

    Sam added, “But for the merchants, farmers, gamblers, and just about everyone that is not a soldier, guard, or fighter of some sort, these vampires could be a real terror.”

    Jen took Tamako’s place at the terminal and for a few minutes quickly flicked back and forth between a bunch of screens before saying, “Wow… you can actually purchase potions from the shop that will turn you into some of these creatures. No experience points needed, take the potion and become a werewolf with a strength stat of 35. Only downside, on the full moon you become crazed and try to eat anything, including your family and friends. It says upon becoming a werewolf, you lose all mana manipulation ability, but you can still gain system experience. All system experience will be limited to growth of your strength and agility.”

    Jen continued to read through the bounty screens, but Sam was getting anxious, and said, “Jen, we can look at this more later. We need to get over to the Highland Guild and check on a place to stay. Otherwise, we are going to need to stay at one of those other Inns that you said were crazy expensive.”

    “Found it! I just purchased a city guide containing all the information on the current private bounties the city is offering. Now we can go.” Jen replied.

    An hour later, Crapshoot was looking at the three people her ex-husband told her about earlier that morning. They were being escorted into her office by Splits, the guild’s head of security. Her Ex had said, “There was no sound. Can you believe that ‘I’ heard nothing? The siren’s head just exploded, and then imploded! Somehow, they’d moved around the Inn without making a sound, exploded the woman’s head, and were doing something that made it hard for me to focus on them. Ohh! I almost forgot, the tiny woman lifted the Inn’s door-bar, putting it in place by herself!” Lucky had made it clear that he thought the guild should try and create a relationship with them, but more importantly, he owed them for saving their granddaughter. Crapshoot wasn’t so sure, she didn’t owe them anything, and really didn’t have the time or temperament to deal with three nobodies.

    Crapshoot’s office, or more accurately a workshop, was a disaster. Sam looked at the tools and equipment everywhere. “Idiot!” he thought to himself. They’d asked around about the Highland guild, and it appeared they had a good reputation, but they clearly hadn’t asked enough about Crapshoot. Sam messaged Jen and Tamako, “All this stuff in her workshop screams that she is an enchanter.”

    As Jen started to introduce them Sam picked up a rod discarded on Crapshoot’s side table, “Mistress Crapshoot, I’m Jen and these are my companions…”

    Crapshoot cut off Jen impatiently, and said, “I don’t care who you are or what Lucky thinks he owes you, why should I help you!”

    Jen was surprised by Crapshoot’s response because her psych skill didn’t read anger from the woman, but maybe this was just her normal attitude. Maybe I need to calibrate my psych skill for “bitch” detection Jen thought. However, before Jen could reply, she felt Tamako’s mood turn, and Tamako replied, “Fuck off!” and then said to Jen and Sam, “Let’s go!”

    Tamako noticed Jen’s surprise and Sam’s raised eyebrow, but they only nodded and turned to leave with her. Tamako was tired and the bitchy lady tweaked her last nerve, but she’d also agreed that Jen was the boss when it came to situations like this. she knew they would support her decision in front of other people, but she also knew she would need to apologize to Jen later.

    “Dammit!” Crapshoot thought as she looked at Split’s reaction. She was sure he was going to tell Jacks, the guild director, about this meeting. She wouldn’t get in ‘trouble’, but she would have to hear him refer to it in every board meeting for months. She then called to the three people, “Wait! I’m sorry for being rude. I’m always rude. Lucky said you needed a place to stay for a few months.”

    The trio turned to Crapshoot and Jen replied, “Yes, we are looking for a safe and clean place to stay.”

    Crapshoot fumed inwardly, “Why the hell does everyone feel the need to repeat everything I say!” She then looked to Splits and said, “Splits, escort them to Chip's office, and have him set them up with a place to stay at guild rates on my account.” She saw Splits raise his eyes at her with annoyance. “God! Everyone is so sensitive!” and she followed up with “please!”

    As they turned to leave with Splits, Sam said to Crapshoot, “If you don’t want to waste anymore time, you better fix the ignitor rune on that rod before you do anything else.”

    Crapshoot shot back, “What do you know?!”

    Sam replied with a roll of his eyes as they continued to leave with Splits, “Probably nothing. Thank you for seeing us.”

    Crapshoot knew she should get up and stop them. Splits would definitely take this information to the guild director immediately. If this man was an enchanter, they needed to keep him on good terms, but she couldn’t bring herself to grovel. She would see if he was correct, and if he was, she would find some other excuse to contact him.

    A few hours later when she finally fixed the ignitor rune on the rod, she cursed at the world. Her skills as an enchanter were considered average for the Second Deck, but since there were only two other enchanters in Bot City, and so few enchanters in general on the Second Deck, her skill maintained her position of importance on the guild’s board of directors. This man was able to find the faulty rune on the rod in a matter of minutes. She needed his help, and she would stoop to kissing his ass to get it if needed. She remembered Lucky always saying, “It’s not kissing ass, it’s simply being polite!” She then grumbled to herself, “Fuck his 'being polite'!”
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                  A week later, the night and City had just turned dark, and as they were leaving one of the many small alleys in the slums, Jen said to Tamako, “my butt cheek is really burning after that last healing spell.”

  Tamako asked, “Why did the healing take so long with this one?”

  “His lung disease required me to heal his lungs at the same time as I destroyed the disease, and I’m taking it slower trying to understand how the healing spell is using the mana to heal the injuries.”

  They both pulled the hoods of their robes close around their heads as they walked further out into the street. Tamako pulled Jen towards another alley that she spotted a disabled vagrant limping into. “I’ll heal this one. It looks like there’s something wrong with her legs.”

  Jen gave Tamako a quieted snort, then said, “You’re just hoping its another vampire you can spear through the heart with that wooden javelin of yours.”

  Tamako messaged, “You have your fun, I have mine!”

  As Tamako moved into the alley closer to the limping person, Tamako and Jen stayed hidden from the vagrant's sight, and Tamako waved Jen to hold still. Once the alley was quiet, Tamako held her breath and listened. She could hear her own heart, Jen’s, and then she heard a third.

  “Dang it! I can hear her heart, she’s not a vamp! Oh well, let’s get her healed up. Do your mind control thing,” Tamako said to Jen.

  Jen learned she could infuse her voice with mana and combine it with her psych skill, this combination made it possible for her to place a person in a sedated state, and hypnotize them. Once hypnotized, she could turn off their mental pain receptors.

  “Listen to my voice and relaxxxxx. Focus on my voice and relaxxxx. There is nothing but my voice. Continue to relaxxxxxx. What is your happiest memory?”

  The old woman’s eyes were closed as she mumbled, “It was when my father used to sing me to bed at night when I was a little girl.”

  Jen told the woman, “You are a little girl in bed listening to your father sing to you. Nothing else exists. Your body does not exist. You can’t feel your legs, arms, you can’t feel any pain. All that exists is the memory of your father singing to you.” Jen then nodded at Tamako.

  Tamako activated her body scan, and said, “It looks like the bones in her legs are rotting… maybe?”

  Through a lot of trial and error, Jen and Tamako had learned that they could just flood the person with power from their enchanted tattoo, and it would heal whatever was wrong with the person, but it took a LOT of mana. Using this method, they could only do one major healing before their tattoo healing enchantment ran out of power. If they focused their power on the specific injury, it would heal the injury while only using about 20% as much mana. Unfortunately, while they could use their power to “see” a person’s insides, they rarely knew if what they were seeing was an injury, disease, or simply normal. Eventually, they decided the most efficient mana usage was to use focused mana on all the injuries they understood, and then flood the person with healing mana for any injuries or diseases they may have missed. They would then keep their body scan going to watch and learn about the injuries and diseases the flood of healing mana would fix.

  Jen watched as Tamako used her body healing tattoo enchantment to flood the rotten bones in the vagrant’s legs, and then she saw Tamako focus the spell on re-healing her leg ligaments and muscles back correctly. Last, she lightly coated the woman’s entire body with healing mana to cure any minor problems remaining. When she finished healing the old woman, they placed 10 silver coins and some food in her pockets.

  Tamako looked over at Jen, and said, “Quit looking at me, and keep watch!”

  Jen smiled, and replied, “If I do that, your little treat will turn and run.”

  Tamako then carefully looked past Jen, and then hurled her javelin through the alley piercing the vampire through the heart. “Yes!” Tamako whisper shouted as she jumped up from her squatting position and ran over to loot the vampire for the bounty ticket. For some reason, the System didn't allow vampires to loot the bodies of the dead, and both Jen and Tamako while on several night-time healing excursions had found the gruesome dead remains that vampires left in the alleys. Men, women, and even children. No one was safe from them, and Jen and Tamako were happy to rid the City of as many of them as they could.

  Last, just before leaving the alley, Jen left the woman with a hypnotic command to forget ever seeing them, and to wake up fully after 30 seconds.
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                  The next morning Tamako and Jen were getting ready to head to the battle arena, when there was a knocking at their door. The “apartment” that the Highland Guild rented them turned out to be a large courtyard house. It was in the “safe” part of the City, but right on the edge with the casino district. Even so, it was surrounded by other Highland guildmembers’ “apartments,” and they were all within a gated, walled-in enclosure. They also rented a shack on the outskirts of town where they’d hidden some basic “bug-out” necessities, just in case.

  So far, none of the Highland guildmembers living around them did anything other than nod their direction when they entered the gated community on the way to their apartment. When they heard the knock, Tamako and Jen looked at each other in curiosity and some concern, but as they were pulling out their weapons they heard a loud voice, “Jen, Tamako, Sam, it’s me, Lucky-Heart, from the Inn.”

  Sam came out of the room that he’d turned into his office, and they all continued to ready their weapons as Jen approached the front door at an angle in case someone smashed through it in an attack, she then hollered, “Whatcha want?”

  Lucky was surprised by their refusal to answer in a more friendly tone, as well as the multitude of barely-visible and tiny runes carved into the door, but continued on, “I’ve brought a couple of invitations for you that you might be interested in.”

  Sam messaged Jen and Tamako, “Jen, wait a second before you answer the door. I finished this last night while it was still dark, so I haven’t tested it yet, but watch the door.”

  Jen and Tamako knew that Sam had been working non-stop around the apartment for the last week on enchantments buffing the mana quantity and quality, as well as some security features. Jen watched as Sam activated an enchantment on the door. Tamako gasped as the door seemed to turn into a hazy window, and they could see Lucky-Heart standing in front of the door with two envelopes in his hand.

  Sam messaged, “It’s working better than I hoped. We can see him, but he can’t see us. It’s like a one-way mirror.”

  Jen called out to Lucky, “Just a second!” and as she opened the door, the enchantment automatically shut down.

  Lucky-Heart’s eyes raised as he noticed they all had their weapons out, not at the ready position, but “ready.”

  Jen noticed his look and said, “We were just getting ready to head to the battle arena, do you ever attend or participate?”

  Tamako broke into the conversation before Lucky could answer, “Jen! Where are your manners? Lucky, it is so good to see you, please have a seat. Would you like something to drink or eat?”

  “No thank ya Mrs. Tamako. I’ll only take up a minute of ya time. I have two invitations for ya all. This one is from my daughter and son-in-law. They have some time scheduled in the re-call area of the arena later this week and have invited ya to join them, if ya like. The details are in this letter.” Lucky replied, and then handed the letter to Tamako. He then looked a little guilty as he turned in Sam’s direction, and said, “The invitation in this letter is from my ex-wife Crapshoot. I don’t know what ya did to impress her, but she is offering to work with ya on enchanting some gear she has. She has also agreed to split the proceeds from the sale of the gear once it goes to auction.”

  Sam nodded as Lucky handed him the letter, but then Lucky said, “She made me promise to give ya the letter, but I must warn ya, even though she has a good heart way, way, way deep down, she is terrible difficult to work with. However, her items at auction usually go for quite a lot of gold.”

  Sam laughed, and said, “Thanks for the warning. I had a similar impression when we met her last week. I will review the letter and consider her offer.”

  Before Lucky could turn to leave, Jen asked, “How’s your granddaughter doing?”

  “Thank you for asking Mrs. Jen. She is doing just fine. Her mother and father are home and she’s not stuck being bored at the Inn with her old grandpa! Speaking of which, I’ve got to get back there now. Please stop by anytime for a pint on the house.” Lucky replied, and then waved as he left.

  “’Crapshoot’, what a crappy name,” Sam commented with a grin.

  Jen rolled her eyes at the horrible pun, but Tamako just ignored him and replied, “They say the worse a name is, the greater the gambling reward to the parents and the child. I’m guessing her reward is pretty darn good if she has continued to use it.”

  Jen shook her head, “I know you said your mother put her foot down about your name, but considering your father, I’m still surprised you don’t have a gambling related name.”

  Tamako only grunted at Jen’s comment.

  Sam could see that Jen’s comments unintentionally put Tamako in a bad mood, and changed the subject, “What’s a recall arena?”

  Tamako perked up, “We’re accepting this invitation. The recall setting in one of the battle arena’s training grounds allows full contact sparring. When someone is killed, the arena brings you back to life in the same condition as when you started the sparring match. It won’t fix any equipment that is broken, or replace any scrolls or magic equipment that is used up in your sparring though. Also, the pain of any injuries, until your sparring match is over is, is at 100%.”

  Sam asked, “Why do you have to accept their invitation to use the recall arena?”

  Jen replied, “Because the City Shop charges you a fortune to make the reservation, and even so it still has a waiting list that is four months long. This invitation to join them is free and it’s scheduled for next week!”

  Tamako frowned at Sam, “You will be going too. You’ve only been doing your morning training in the courtyard, and haven’t even been to the practice arena with us even once yet.”

  Sam looked peeved and replied, “Well I’ve been a little busy setting all the enchantments up on this house, and I haven't even started on the enchantments for the safe house...err shack!”

  Jen didn’t want to hear this argument again, so she asked, “When did you come up with that door enchantment? Does it make the door see-through or turn it into a one-way mirror?”

  Sam stared at Tamako before deciding to drop the argument. They both knew that the other was only looking out for the other’s general welfare, but they just had different priorities. As a result, they argued on this topic every few days, but the argument didn’t go deep enough to cause any true anger towards each other. They argued for the exact reason that they cared deeply for one another. Sam then answered Jen’s question, “I know you just want the 5-year old’s answer. Simply put, I carved hundreds of storage ring enchantments into the door. However, I was able to simplify them because they are not storing anything, they just pass light through.”

  “O.K. give me the three-year old’s answer, because I don’t understand what that does.”

  Sam rolled his eyes, and replied. “I placed two ‘doors’ on each enchantment. One ‘door’ on the outside of the actual front-door, the carving for that enchantment then goes to the corresponding location on the inside, where I created another ‘door’. The storage ring enchantment, simply opens both doors at the same time allowing light to pass through and exit through the ‘door’ on the inside, the light carries what you 'see' with your eyes. That is why Lucky looked blurry when I activated the enchantment. They are like pixels on a computer monitor. If I carved more enchantments, the ‘picture’ of Lucky would get less blurry.”

  Tamako stated, “I’m not sure what a computer is, but I think I understand. So, like your other storage ring enchantments, this one doesn’t cost much mana to operate?”

  Sam shrugged, “Yes and no. Each enchantment uses almost no mana, but there are literally hundreds that you have to activate to see through the front-door. Still, operating them for 30 seconds or so, should not be a significant drain on any of us."

  “That is so cool!” replied Jen.

  “Yea, but I won’t be doing them all over the house. Carving the enchantments, even using my ‘dremel’ tool, just simply takes too long.”

  Jen nodded, and said, “I know Crapshoot is kind of a bitch, but maybe you could learn some new enchantment tricks if you accept her invitation.”

  Tamako laughed and said, “Kind of a bitch?”

  Jen snorted a laugh back, “OK, Queen bitch! But that doesn’t help sell the point to Sam. I can’t even imagine what convinced Lucky to marry her.”

  Tamako gave Jen a skeptical look, and Jen gave in saying, “O.K. maybe I can see why Lucky married her.”

  Sam laughed, “Look, I only have eyes for Kelly, but even Kelly would call me out if I pretended Crapshoot wasn’t incredibly hot. But there is no need to sell the idea to me. I’m definitely accepting her invitation. This will be my first chance to really see how another enchanter works.”

  Jen warned with a smirk, “Stay alert. If you impress her too much with your ‘enchanting’ skills she is likely to try and take you to bed!”

  “And you have the audacity to roll your eyes at my puns!”
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                  While Jen and Tamako walked with Lucky’s daughter, Dicey, and son-in-law, Poker, towards the City’s bot-battle-arena Dicey commented, “The City is starting to calm down with someone thinning Night-Jack’s vampire herd, but he’ll probably come out to hunt them if they keep it up.”

  Tamako asked, “Who’s Night-Jack, and with the bounty on vampires, why would anyone be afraid of him?”

  Poker replied, “That’s right, you two are new to the City. Night-Jack is the vampire clan-leader in the City. Their hide-out is suspected to be hidden somewhere in the miles of catacombs below the city.”

  Jen’s creased her eyebrows in confusion, and said, “Okay… so why doesn’t a guild party just go down in the catacombs and kill them all?’

  Dicey rolled her eyes, “It would make more sense if Poker hadn’t failed to mention that Night-Jack and his other clan officers are effectively as strong as level 45 to 50 adventurers. They are incredibly fast and strong! Plus, with no light so far down in the catacombs, it’s not like you can assault their hideout during the daytime.”

  Tamako nodded in understanding, “So, the City’s bounty is just high enough to thin the herd of weak vampires, but not high enough to cause problems with the more powerful and politically connected vampires."

  Dicey gave Tamako and Jen a strained, hard stare, and replied, “No, you are mistaken. That is not how we were describing the situation, nor is that what is happening. The City Lord is doing a great job on behalf of the citizens, and spending our gambling taxes wisely. I mean, everyone knows that revenues from gambling taxes are not unlimited.”

  Tamako and Jen understood Dicey’s “look,” and Tamako replied, “My mistake. It was foolish of me to jump to such conclusions. We lived in a city with significant political corruption, and I should not have assumed the same was going on here.”

  Poker then changed the subject and asked Tamako, “How do you like your apartment?”

  Tamako replied, “It’s nice.” Discussing housing was not interesting to Tamako. She liked to discuss combat, weapons, armor, clothing, jewelry, and food. She was more than happy to let the Boss handle all the boring topics. “Thank goodness Jen enjoys being the boss, because I’m with Sam on letting someone else deal with all that crap!” Tamako thought to herself.

  Jen piped up, “We checked on several places that were for rent, and we were very fortunate and appreciate your guild renting such a spacious and lovely apartment to us.”

  Poker was just trying to change the subject and really wasn’t trying to get them to ingratiate themselves. It was the least they could’ve done for their help saving their daughter’s life. “You saved our daughter! Dicey and I are trying to see if there are any options to get it extended another three months on our account when Crapshoot’s account time runs out.”

  Dicey added, “But don’t hold your breath, our guild doesn’t often give weight to loopholes.”

  Jen replied, “No worries. Thanks for trying!”

  Just then Poker noticed a beggar that frequented the street they were walking down. He pointed in the beggar’s direction, and said to the group, “It looks like the angels of mercy have struck again. That woman could barely stand up, but look at her now!”

  The old lady was calling out, asking for work, “The angels of mercy have healed my legs. I can walk perfectly. I can work! Please let me know if anyone is hiring!”

  A young man selling fruit said to his wife, “These angels of mercy have been healing beggars all over the city!”

  His wife replied, “They must be master healers on a gambling quest, because none of the guild healers would ever heal beggars that couldn’t pay!”

  Tamako gave Jen a knowing wink. She knew good deeds helped Jen cope with the killing and suffering that seemed to be a constant in their lives. However, Tamako’s primary concerns were the benefits of grinding for improvement of their healing spells, and the fun of killing a few vampires. They had organized their day by training their fighting skills in the arena during the morning, and then practicing their healing spells every night in the city’s back alleys. However, based on what they just learned about Night-Jack, Tamako was now considering whether they should visit the catacombs.
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                  “Do you want the recall arena open or closed?” asked Poker.

  Jen replied, “What’s the difference?”

  Dicey rolled her eyes at Poker, “For the love of The System! Try and remember for even a few minutes that they just arrived in the City.” She then addressed Jen and Tamako, “The recall arena reservation time belongs to us. We can leave the recall arena ‘open’, and anyone is allowed to watch and offer gambling quests. However, we also have the option of keeping our training and sparing private, by closing the arena to the public. Of course, without an audience, we won’t be offered any gambling quests.

  Jen replied, "Doesn't matter to us. Whatever you want."

  Poker insisted, "You are our guests, and we wish for you to make the choice."

  Jen's psych ability sensed Poker and Dicey were hiding something, but she didn't think it was anything underhanded. She shrugged, "Leaving it open is fine with us."

  At her reply, she sensed a spike of excitement and elation from Poker and Dicey.

  Tamako was watching Dicey while thinking, “I’m going to beat the living snot out of her!” Jen could feel the emotions radiating off of Tamako. She knew Tamako was furious that Dicey had bested her in their first sparring match. Dicey was level 33 and clearly very experienced in combat with the double-headed battle axe. Tamako and her were at stalemate when Dicey did something to imbue her axe with mana allowing it to shatter Tamako’s sword which she’d raised to block the attack. Dicey’s axe then continued through its swing nearly severing Tamako’s arm off at her bicep. With Tamako’s injury and blood loss, the stalemate was broken and Dicey was able to kill Tamako with just another few attacks of her axe.

  Jen felt like she was getting used to the violence in the Decks, but seeing Tamako “killed” almost broke something inside of her. Fortunately, just a few seconds later, her psych skill picked up Tamako’s presence as she was recalled behind them in the arena changing rooms. After they received the invitation, Tamako wasn’t concerned at all about the idea of The System recalling her “dead” body. The idea of getting killed and “relying” on The System to bring her back to life made Jen’s stomach do summersaults.

  Tamako entered the bull-pen on the side of the arena floor after “recalling” from her death. The mask she was wearing made it more difficult for her to see, but she and Jen agreed that it was better to keep their identity hidden while sparring in the open recall arena.

  Dicey was still in the middle of the arena when Tamako called out, “Ready for a rematch?”

  Dicey replied with cocky smile on her face, “I’m still waiting for a first match from you! Bring it!”

  Jen noticed the observation seats filling up quickly, and commented to Poker, “Wow, is the recall arena always so well attended?”

  Poker looked a little sheepish as he explained, “Dicey reserved the recall arena, and as soon as we set the recall arena to ‘open’ a system message went out to every audience member in the entire Bot Battle Arena facilities with her reservation information. Before the birth of our daughter, Dicey was one of the favorites in the Bot Battle Arena tournaments. Since Sugar-Luck was born, Dicey has focused on building our family’s standing in the guild. When we reserve a recall arena, we usually keep it private for this reason.”

  Jen was looking confused as more and more people continued to enter the arena, and said, “But there’s never this many fans watching in the whole Bot Battle arena in the mornings.”

  Poker nodded, “True, but everyone that was here probably burned up their sound waves calling all of their friends.”

  Jen replied, “Dicey was that popular!”

  “Yep! and Tamako made her use her mana-strike…. So this is going to get crazy!”
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                  Tamako pulled another sword out of her storage ring, and started running the 30 yards to the center of the arena. With her axe held in the ready, Dicey was bracing herself to block the attack.

  Tamako grinned inwardly as she charged, and as she closed within 10 feet of Dicey, she used a speed burst skill to almost double her speed instantly while replacing her sword with a tower shield from her storage device.

  Jen was thinking it looked like Dicey was hit by a speeding train. Dicey’s face and arms shattered as she was thrown back towards the arena wall. Her armor protected her chest, and she may have survived but for Tamako’s spear that buried itself in her face a split second after she hit the wall. Most of the crowd that was still entering the arena and trying to get seated, stopped in stunned surprise, then exploded in cheers and screaming for more. For a second, Jen was worried Poker might be upset at watching his wife get killed, but then she heard Poker cheer with excitement, “Fuckin A! That was awesome!”

  Poker then leaned over to Jen and said conspiratorially, “We are going to make a damn fortune!”

  “What do you mean?” replied Jen.

  Poker grinned and said, “Just wait for it.”

*** Recall Arena Gambling Quest***

Wait 10 minutes for gambling bets to be made.

Select “yes” and receive 10% of all winnings.

Select “No” and opt out of gambling proceeds.

  Jen messaged Tamako, “Do you want to do this? I don’t want you to feel pressured in sacrificing your well-being to make gold.”

  Jen could almost feel Tamako roll her eyes all the way across the arena, then she received Tamako’s message, “Love you! You’re silly. Hell yea I’m taking the gold!” Tamako was buzzing inside with anticipation. Sam had his enchantments, and Jen had her psych skill, but this, THIS! Made her feel alive. This was Tamako!

*** Recall Arena Gambling Quest Update***

Your opponent has accepted “Yes”.

  Tamako grinned at Dicey as she watched her come out of the arena bullpen, and then Tamako also selected “Yes.”

  Dicey was unprepared for the shield bash. She didn’t expect such a tiny woman to wield such a heavy shield and be able to hit so hard. She looked over at Poker, and could see the smirk on his face. She knew she would have to give him a “wifey bribe” to keep him from telling her dad. A few days earlier, Dicey had snorted dismissively to Poker when her dad had been insistent on telling them how dangerous these people were, and how strong the little woman was. If Poker told her dad about how she was just killed in the recall arena, her Dad would never let her live in peace. Dicey missed the excitement of the arena. Unfortunately, unlike other guilds, her guild looked down on open arena fights. However, since she was paying back a debt owed to Jen, Sam, and Tamako, and they chose to leave the recall arena open, she was obligated to participate.

  Dicey’s skin was tingling with anticipation, she waved at Poker and then pointed to the arena interface, signaling him to handle the gambling quests. Poker said to Jen, “I’m going to manage Dicey’s gambling quests over at that manager’s podium interface. Do you want to join me, and we all split the take equally, or would you like to use one of the other podiums and separate out the winnings?”

  Jen’s jaw had dropped as she watched the stands becoming packed with gamblers going crazy with bets, and she looked over at Poker, nodded, and said, “If Dicey is so popular, won’t her share be larger?”

  “Probably, but you’re our guests, and we would like for you to share equally in the payout. However, we are happy with and respect whatever decision you make.”

  Jen’s psych skill was putting together the emotions she had been feeling from Dicey and Poker all morning, and she was confident his offer was sincere, and answered, “I’ll join you if that’s alright.”

  Poker replied, “Great, I was hoping you would. It will make coordinating the challenges and bets much easier. Our reservation was for two hours and included six recalls, and we’ve used two recalls already. We can add more recalls, but they cost 10 gold each. Depending on the amount of gambling to pay for additional recalls, we’ll want to run as many matches as we can in the next hour and half.”

  “Anything else I should know?” asked Jen.

  Poker laughed, “Yea, Lots! Most of it you’ll learn as we go, but if you're looking for advice, I would suggest we spend 10 gold on an anonymous mask for Tamako, unless she prefers wearing a mask during fights.”

  Jen asked, “What does and ‘anonymous mask’ do?

  Poker was surprised that someone with their skills had never heard of or watched an arena match with an anonymous mask being used, but explained, “It will make her face look completely different than it normally does. You can even select hair color, nose size, whatever you want, when you select it. However, we are short on time, so I would just select a random female description.”

  Tamako heard Poker’s suggestion though Jen’s soundwave and said, “Yes, we need to select that option. My vision is terrible in this mask.”

****

  “Van Joe, get back to the arena quickly! Dicey Death has opened a recall arena, and I just watched her get killed!”

  A fat merchant laughed with his friend, “Dicey looks pissed, I’m putting 10 gold on her for the next match!” The fat merchant placed her hand on the enchantment inscribed into the arm of the arena chair. A System screen similar to those in the System Shops appeared in her vision. She paid one gold to temporarily increase her mental processing speed and distance vision. This enabled her to mentally keep up with the speed of the fight and to perfectly see the fight, even though she was near the top of the arena stands. She then pulled up the betting function and considered the odds being offered by the arena, and placed 10 gold on Dicey Death.

  The merchant’s friend was also accessing the betting system from her seat and replied, “but the tiny fighter just smashed her to a pulp into the arena wall! What’s her name? Oh, the system just has her labeled as ‘Tiny’,” then she placed a bet for 7 gold on Tiny.

  A father turned to explain to his son, “Little Gavo, Dicey was among the top 10 arena gladiators in the City before she quit fighting publicly. Her strength and fighting skills with the axe are infamous! More importantly, she’s a brute. You will get to see some serious bashing! We are very lucky to have been here today!”

  The boy asked his father, “If Dicey is level 33, why was the Tiny fighter with a lower level able to kill her?”

  The father shook his head, explaining, “Levels are gained through experience points, and while a person’s level might reflect their power and fighting skill, that is not always the case. Someone can be at a lower level, but improve their strength and skill through practice in an arena. Dicey’s levels reflect her experience and skill earned in life and death combat in the arena, but also as one of the enforcers of her guild. She is actually comparable to most level 35 to 38 gladiators. This Tiny fighter used power and strength, along with strategy to catch Dicey unprepared. She too must have significant combat experience. On the other hand, many fighters have a very high level by paying adventuring teams to allow them to group up and share the experience points through hyper-leveling. They end up having lots of ability points, but very little fighting skill in combat. There are also alchemists, mages, enchanters, and other artisans that can gain high levels through experience points because of their creations, but they may have very little combat ability. Similarly, we gain our experience points and levels through trading as merchants.”

  The little boy was looking at Dicey and said to his father, “I want to have genuine power like her!”

  The boy’s father nodded, and asked, “why?”

  The boy looked confused, and answered, “Because she can do whatever she wants!”

  The boy’s father gave a knowing laugh and said, “What is it you think she can do? I can easily hire 20 average guild fighters to overwhelm and kill her. A level 15 alchemist could easily create a poison and slip it into her drink and kill her. Who is really more powerful, an average merchant like me or Dicey Death?”

  The father was being modest when he called himself an average merchant, but his son’s eyes widened with the realization that power and strength could take many forms. The father smiled with pride as he observed his son beginning to understand true power in the world.

  Poker said to Jen, “To make money, Dicey is going to change out of her good armor and use an old set. Remember, the recall arena will not fix the damage to your equipment.”

  Jen replied “Good point. Thanks for the tip!” She then called Tamako with her soundwave to explain about the armor.

  Tamako looked at the cut in her leather tunic where Dicey had nearly cut her arm off and replied, “Yea, that’s a good idea. I don’t think Sam is going to be happy if he needs to fix too many enchantments on my gear.” The storage rings Sam enchanted were far larger than any Tamako had ever seen or heard of. Fortunately, among all the stuff in her ring was extra armor. She then had a thought and messaged Jen, “If I break more weapons and equipment, I’m going to need to pretend to get extras from you, or people will wonder how my ring could possibly hold everything.”

  Jen reprimanded herself, “damn, I should have thought of that!” She then replied to Tamako, “Good point! I’ll pretend to remove several storage rings from my pack when you come to me for equipment.” Jen’s paranoia kicked up even more, and she pulled her hood even further over her head to make sure no one would recognize her.

  The crowd was now chanting “Dicey Death! Dicey Death!” or “Tiny! Tiny!” as they waited for them to finish changing their armor. One creepy looking spectator was accessing the gambling system while she screamed. “Twenty gold to fight shirtless!”

  Jen and Poker watched the gambling stats and all the quests that were popping up on the battle management podium. Jen cringed when she saw the quest to fight shirtless.

***Recall Arena Gambling Quest***

Quest: Fight without shirts

Reward: 20 gold if you win

Accept: Yes/No

Spectator Funding: Pending

Spectator Funding: Complete

Opponent(s) Decision: Independent – you can accept this quest without your opponent agreeing.

  Jen’s eyes widened and her mouth slightly dropped open in surprise when she watched Tamako take off her shirt.
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                  Jen had introduced Tamako to sports bras back on the first deck after learning that women just relied on their armor to hold their breasts in place while fighting. Jen had thought about selling them in their charm store, but they had just gotten too busy and she just dropped the idea.

  Jen now watched as the crowd reacted in stages. First, they went insane as they watched “Tiny” start to take off her shirt and put it into her storage ring. Second, they laughed at the gambler when the system awarded “Tiny” the gold even though she still had some sort of covering over her breasts. Finally, as the crowd looked closer, there was quiet muttering before all hell broke loose as the gamblers went into betting frenzies.

  Jen's heart ached with sadness and sympathy for her Tamako. The scars were everywhere. They covered her shoulders, arms down to the wrists, back, chest, stomach, and you could tell they continued on down past her waist under her pants.

  Poker looked over at Jen in bewilderment, but Jen simply replied, “It’s Tamako's story to tell, and she wouldn't tell you if you asked.”

  Poker nodded with understanding, but to avoid the uncomfortable feeling, he changed the subject, “Crap, look at all the new bets!” He started dancing a jig behind the podium chanting, “It’s raining money, it’s raining money!” Poker’s enthusiasm was contagious, and Jen started laughing and dancing with him.

  Their match was going to start in about two minutes, and Jen noticed Dicey staring hard at Tamako’s scars. Just as Jen was about to get offended, Dicey ran back inside the arena changing-room and came out with just 10 seconds on the clock. She had taken off her shirt and was wearing some kind of cloth tied around her breasts.

  Jen felt foolish as she realized Dicey had been looking at the sports bra, and not Tamako’s scars. The crowd cheered with laughter as the creepy woman lost another 20 gold to her poorly worded gambling quest, but then someone hollered with some sort of sound magnification skill, “By the Seven Decks! Her tits are huge!”

  Jen was looking at the little piece of cloth and armor around Dicey’s chest, when Tamako messaged her, “Damn, they are big! Mine are a much better size for fighting.”

  Jen was trying to hold in the laughter with Poker standing right next to her, but then Dicey faced the direction of the man that hollered at her, gave the crowd a crazy middle finger (which apparently meant the same thing as back on Earth) and grabbed both her tits suggestively. The crowd roared with approval, and Jen busted out laughing as Poker blushed as red as a fire truck.

  Poker just looked down at the Podium shaking his head, and said, “If you’re going to hang with her, you’re going to have to get used to attention. O.K. the match is starting, 3, 2, 1…”

  Jen could sense that neither Dicey or Tamako were going to take it easy on the other, and you didn’t have to have a psych skill to tell they weren’t planning on dancing around the arena with delicate sword thrusts.

  Dicey swung her axe, but this time Tamako ducked and twisted out of the way as her sword was shattered. She then threw the broken blade into Dicey’s face to give her time to draw a thick steel mace from her storage ring, that she was fairly confident would not shatter from an axe strike. The spear and shield were Tamako’s favorite weapon load-out, but she also knew that different situations required different weapons, and she had trained and fought with just about every weapon that was available on the First Deck.

  Dicey wanted to crush “Tiny”, and activated her controlled rage skill. It was an upgrade from a berserker skill, because controlled rage gave her all the strength and pain numbing of the berserker skill, but it still allowed her to think.

  Tamako was successfully using her mace to block the onslaught of what she thought was a berserker skill activation by Dicey, but then mid-swing, Dicey unexpectedly pulled a caltrop out her storage device and threw it right into Tamako’s face.

  Tamako was unable to stop the swing of her own mace, which actually crushed Dicey’s arm holding the axe. Unfortunately, the caltrop went deep into her left cheek and eye.

  The two women backed up from one another. Dicey was trying to recover her axe with her good arm, and Tamako pulled the barbed caltrop out her check and eye with a scream of pain. To the crowd’s delight, the caltrop tore out most of Tamako’s left cheek, forehead, and her entire left eye.

  Jen wanted to run into the arena and help Tamako. Jen hated watching this, even if Tamako looked like someone else with her anonymous mask. This wasn’t like killing rapist and vampires. She liked Dicey and loved Tamako, Jen hated watching them hurting each other.

  Tamako pulled a rag from her storage ring and was trying to keep the blood pouring from her forehead into her good eye, while wielding her mace with the other hand.

  Dicey recovered her axe, but she didn’t have time to use a tourniquet on her smashed arm, and was hoping to finish Tamako off, before losing so much blood from her arm she bled out.

***

  A little noble boy sitting in one of the box seats asked his mother, “How do they keep fighting through all the pain?”

  His mother replied, “These fighters are nothing more than animals for our entertainment. Just like many animals, fighting brutes are too stupid to feel much pain when whipped or branded.”

  The boy nodded his understanding to his mother, and said, “Is that why only noble families are allowed to rule most cities?”

  “Exactly! Most people are nothing more than stupid animals and rely on us to guide them.”

***

    Almost completely blinded from the blood pouring down into her one good eye, and with a serious injury to the left side of her entire face, Tamako was still able to stop Dicey’s first few attacks, but it wasn’t long before Dicey took Tamako’s head off with a one-armed swipe of her axe.

    The crowd erupted in cheers and boos depending on if they won or loss their bets. There were also quite a few spectators that sat down and started drooling in their seats after receiving the euphoria they gambled for.

    From behind Jen, she heard Sam’s voice as he said, “EYE could have told you something like this was going to happen.”
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                Jen turned to find not only Sam standing behind her, but Crapshoot and Lucky-Heart as well. Poker said to Lucky, “I was hoping you would get here sooner. No one’s better at the arena manager’s podium than you.”

Lucky replied, “I got your message right after The System sent out the notice about Dicey fighting. Before I could even close up the Inn and head this way, her mother was …” Lucky gave Crapshoot an annoyed look, then continued, “…very upset because Sam was cutting their enchanting collaboration short to find out what was going on in the arena with Tamako.”

Poker said quickly, “Here, I need you to take over now. Tamako is about to enter the arena again, and there are a ton of gambling quests coming in. I will explain everything to Sam and ‘mom’”.

Lucky stepped in front of the podium, and replied, “Deal! Better you than me. I’ve already explained the basics to Sam about the arena gambling quests.” A few seconds later, Lucky summarized for everyone, “Three recalls spent, three recalls remaining. Gold is being split equally by all the recall arena managers. Ten Gold spent on a hidden face… Nice, they got 20 gold for fighting shirtless! And their 10% share of the take so far is 124 gold.

Poker said to Tamako, “No one can get the spectators hyped about a fight better than Lucky! He used to announce all her exhibition fights in the arena.”

Lucky turned on the Arena soundwave system and said, “We have Tiny coming in from the left bullpen and Dicey Death waiting patiently on the right. Tiny is fit as a fiddle after getting recalled, but Dicey Death looks a little worse for wear. Will she be able to repeat the slaughter of Tiny with only one arm! Tiny looks mad! Ladies and gentleman let’s see if we can entice Tiny into fighting the one-armed axe-wielding Dicey Death, with her bare haaaandsssssssss!”

***

A young woman exclaimed to the old man covered in jewels sitting next to her, “Father, isn’t that Lucky-Heart announcing the recall fights!”

The old man replied with a grin, “We are truly fortunate to have been close enough to get seats before this arena filled up. The System does not play favorites when getting seats. Your brother sent me a soundwave message complaining how it isn’t fair that even he can’t get in!”

***

Tamako waved away and declined the arena gambling request before the spectators could even fund it with the gold. Lucky looked at Jen and Sam in shock, but before he could ask them why in the Seven Decks she would turn down the arena quest before it even had a chance for getting funded, Tamako said with a quiet menacing tone to herself, “Fuck that! I’m going to bash that bitch to hamburger meat with my mace!” Tamako looked up in surprise, as the arena amplified her words for everyone to hear.

Lucky and Poker did a fist pump as the arena spectators went wild hearing Tamako’s bloodlust. Crapshoot just scowled further as she looked like she was holding all her anger in, just waiting to let loose on Dicey when the recall arena ended.

Lucky announced, “Ladies and gentlemen! Who would have guessed such a tiny woman could hold so muuuuuuuch ANGERRRRRRR!”

Dicey had just finished synching the tourniquet on her arm. She smiled at hearing her dad announcing the fight, reminding her of old times. She then focused on the match, and growled in frustration, wishing she just had another 5 minutes for her regeneration skill to stop her arm from bleeding, and maybe even let her use it partially, but she thought to herself, “That crazy Tamako isn’t going to be stalled by the gambling quests. Doesn’t she realize how much more money we could make from the gambling if she would just let the arena drama unfold a little longer. Oh well, at least the fans are going nuts over the little woman’s fighting lust.” Dicey started bouncing back and forth on the balls of her feet and swinging her axe with the cocky skill of an expert, then called out, “Hey Tiny! Don’t let your anger cause you to lose your head… again!

Tamako didn’t reply, but she wasn’t angry, she was exhilarated. She loved a good fight. People almost always underestimated her because of her height, or if they knew of her strength, just assumed she was a basher. The latter misconception was understandable, she did like to bash! However, she was not so foolish to limit herself, because she liked winning even more than bashing. Tamako noticed Dicey’s injured arm wasn’t looking as bad as it should have, and she wanted to use her enchanted healing tattoo to evaluate Dicey’s true health. However, she had no intention of doing anything to expose their hidden powers and enchantments. She knew she would just need to keep an eye out for any surprises.

Dicey watched as Tamako stalked towards her. If her arm wasn’t useless, she would pincushion her with arrows, but the crossbow she had ready in her storage ring would only give her one shot, and she had to use it wisely. She continued to taunt the tiny woman. Dicey knew she was going to troll Tamako for… forever, about the name The System gave her in the arena. The System tuned out the crowd’s noises and her dad’s voice out as he continued to whip the crowd into a frenzy. She was stalling hoping her arm would improve, but she was ready when the tiny woman pulled two curved knives out and whipped them at her with ridiculous speed and accuracy, one right after the other. Dicey couldn’t pull a shield out with her bad arm, but few people were more flexible than her. She bent backwards at her knees, almost at a 90 degree angle. She then did a spin kick into a roll to the side causing both knives to fly over and miss her. Mid roll she exchanged her axe for her crossbow and let the bolt fly almost point-blank at the Tiny woman.

Tamako instinctually reacted to Dicey’s twisting avoidance of her Rang Knives. Dicey’s movement had created a little extra space between them, and instead of following up with an attack when you would expect your opponent to be out of position, she pulled her tower shield creating a wall between the two of them, that she then kicked directly at the other woman. Tamako, couldn’t see around the tower shield, but the clang of a crossbow bolt against it was well known to her ears. Tamako raced behind the kicked shield to close the few feet between the them, and as the shield fell down to the ground, she gave a mighty swing of her mace right where she knew Dicey’s head would be. The jarring of her mace against Dicey’s axe was expected.

As Dicey blocked the woman’s mace, she then quickly turned the mace to the side, setting up her axe for a counterattack. Dicey knew she was at a disadvantage with her arm, but her axe was a superior weapon for this type of fight, and she would use her mana strike to smash through any other weapon the tiny woman might try and use. Just as Dicey recognized the sneaky feeling of confidence, she only had a split-second of dread before she felt two blades, one right after the other sink into her lightly armored back. One severed her spine and the other punched through her heart. She was alive just long enough to feel the tiny woman’s mace turn her face into hamburger.

From the time a match started, the system made it impossible for a contestant to understand anything the crowd or manager might say. So, all Poker could do was watch as Tamako’s spinning curved knives flew past Dicey, continuing on up into the air before they banked back around and returned with devastating killing strikes into Dicey’s back.

As Poker cheered with everyone else in the arena at the unique attack, he heard Lucky quickly ask Jen, “What type of weapon was that?!”

Jen replied, “They are called ‘boomerang’ knives. Their shape causes them to return to the thrower, and with practice, you can use your mana to guide them with deadly accuracy.”

Lucky replied quickly, “Thanks!” and turned back to the podium and announced to the crowd, “That will teach Dicey Death to turn her back on Tiny’s boooooomerrrrranggggggg knives! Next we are going to…” At that moment, Lucky received an Arena Quest proposed by the City Lord. He immediately accepted the quest, before continuing, “Wait folks! I just received a message from the The System. The City Lord has activated Bot Battle Day!”

“No way!” exclaimed Poker as he and everyone else started reviewing a message from The System.

***

System Message

Bot Battle Day Initiated by City Lord Bankroll!

All non-essential City Workers that make bets on the arena battles will be given the day off!

All fight participants’ winnings will be tax free!

All spectators in the Dicey Death recall arena, you have 20 minutes to move to your designated seat in the main arena.

Recall settings in the main arena are activated.

Death fights start in 60 minutes!

***

The young woman said to the older man covered in jewelry, “Do you think our City Lord still has his teenage crush on Dicey Death?”

The old man chuckled, and then replied, “The only crush your brother has these days is on gold! You could have been City Lord if you had wanted to be.”

“Oh, The Seven Decks No! Not that again. You know my investments make much more gold without all the oppressive and boring details of running a city.”

“Do you think Bankroll was wrong in initiating Bot Battle Day?”

The young woman asked, “truth?”

“Truth,” replied her father.

She paused to actually give the question her full consideration, used her soundwave to contact her information chief, then replied grudgingly, “It’s still quite early in the day. The timing is right, there are no festivals or tournaments for another month or so. Dicey and this Tiny woman are certainly entertaining. The crowd is in a gambling frenzy, and there were hundreds of requests sent to the City Lord to expand the recall arena seating. It’s not a slam dunk, but it should turn a profit.”

Her father grinned, and said, “What if I told you that your brother received a gambling quest from The System to initiate Bot Battle Day, reducing the normal cost by half?”

“What The Seven Decks!”

Her father nodded in agreement, “My thoughts exactly. We will need to stay alert for whatever The System is up to. For now, let’s go get our seats. I don’t think we’re going to want to miss anything.”

***

Lucky turned to the group, and said, “Hurry, we need to go now. Sam, Jen, I’ll explain it all to you on the way. Dicey will grab Tamako and show her where to go.”

Crapshoot finally lost her patience and screamed at Lucky, “The Guild’s going to be furious when this is over!”

Lucky replied, “They can be furious all they want. Dicey and Poker haven’t broken any rules!”

Poker just shrugged to Crapshoot as if it were out of his control, and said to Crapshoot, “Soundwave Dicey if you like.”

Jen noticed that Crapshoot ignored his suggestion and just grumbled as she also started following Lucky.

Lucky said to them all as he led them through a maze of hallways, “We are insanely lucky! In all of mine and Dicey’s years fighting in the arena, nothing like this ever happened to us. We are going to make a fortune!”

Lucky’s words caused Jen to pause in thought for just a second, as she started thinking about the odds of everything that had happened… Their friends in the Arc Guild on the First Deck mentioning Bot Battle City. The ambush in Venezia City making Sam expose some of his abilities. The untrustworthy Arc Guild deck director on the Second Deck. The nosy Stone Guild. Joan of Arc’s book about the Second Deck on back order, causing Jen to search and find “The Guide to Bot City” with Lucky’s Inn. The attack on Lucky and his granddaughter the night they just happen to be at the Inn. Crapshoot being an enchanter. Dicey and Poker’s recall arena invitation. Jen thought, “Are we lucky or unlucky? Probably depends on your point of view.” Jen turned, looked at Sam, and messaged him, “How high is your Luck stat?”
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                  Sam gave Jen a cocky grin and messaged her, “It fluctuates between 30 and 40 depending on my gambling bets. It’s my highest stat! Jealous?”

  “No! Yes… a little maybe, but that’s not the point. We need to talk about this. I can’t believe you haven’t mentioned to me that you’ve gotten your luck stat so high!”

  Sam started to reply, “I didn’t…” when Jen cut him off, “Love you boomer, don’t mean to cut you off. My fault for getting distracted and bringing this topic up now when I should be more focused on Tamako and these arena fights.”

  “No worries millennial,” replied Sam as he was happy to avoid the topic. Sam did feel a little guilty for not mentioning it to Jen and Tamako, but he wanted to wait till his luck stat hit 50 and then shock them with how high he’d gotten it. His Luck stat was all the way to 43, but then he made a couple of bad gambling quests on how fast he could complete the see-through door-window, and now it was only 36. He knew Jen was going to start theorizing on The System again, and whether it influenced their minds, free will, etc… etc…, but he just couldn’t find the inspiration to care. He knew that The System hadn’t changed his goal of getting Kelly back, but he also understood that Jen needed someone to talk to about The System, because Tamako, who’d grown up with The System, just didn’t understand Jen’s perspective.

***

  Lucky-Heart pushed open 10-foot tall double doors that opened out onto the main arena, and announced, “We’re here!”

  Poker explained, “We get a private arena manager’s podium since Bot Battle day was initiated in our recall arena. Some will pay to have their own as well, but most of the other contestants will only get to use one of the other manager podiums during their fights.”

  Sam asked, “What about the gnomes, dwarves, and elves? Are they going to compete?”

  Lucky replied, “The gnomes and dwarves will, but the elves never compete.”

  As Poker and Jen walked towards Lucky as he was connecting with the manager’s podium, Poker asked Lucky, “What do you think?”

  Lucky let out a deep surprised breath, turned to Poker and Jen, and said, “She’s here!”

  “No way!” replied Poker.

  Jen didn’t know who they were talking about, but it was clear they weren’t talking about Jen or Dicey, and said, “Who’s here?”

  “Bellagio!” replied Lucky.

  At Jen’s lack of response to hearing Bellagio’s name, Poker explained, “The City’s gamblers love Bellagio. She is the highest ranked fighter, that participates in bot battles, on the Second Deck. She is cruel to her opponents and can’t be trusted by her allies in the arena. She once tossed one of her own guild-mates under the wheels of one of the gnome’s bots, just to give her a few extra seconds to get out of the way. Groups will want to fight her for payback, while other people will want to be paired up with her and ride her coattails.

  “Which means there will be a lot of gambling today, and even with our share of the gambling rewards reduced to 2%, after the City Lord activated Bot Battle Day, our share of the winnings will be significant!” added Lucky.

  Jen realized that her and Sam’s questions were showing their ignorance in something they should be familiar with and messaged Sam about her concerns, and they decided to just stay quiet and quit asking so many questions.

***

  It was almost midnight on the Second Deck and The System was preparing the final fight. Jen had learned that Bot Battle Day was a mix of unrelenting gore and chaos. Fights were ultimately coordinated and managed by The System. However, podium managers would request fights with other podium managers. If the podium managers were in agreement, The System might accept the proposed fight or demand a payment in gold from the managers and spectators if they wanted to see the fight. It appeared that The System was balancing whatever interests that created the maximum amount of gold for each fight. The System didn’t rank the fighters based on their level, but based on whatever information it must have had available. Out of the nearly 500 fighters present, Dicey was ranked close to 100 and Tamako was ranked at almost 300. Rankings were also not on a straight-line basis. Bellagio could defeat the bottom 150 ranked fighters by herself. Of course, the bottom 100 fighters were all gamblers with levels between 1 and 10. The System had simply sent out a gambling quest offering a free recall and euphoria for their participation. If they lost their fight, they received one euphoria and for every fight they won, they would receive 3 euphoria.

  Tamako had only been in two fights the entire day. The first one involved her and two other fighters close to her rank. Their opponents consisted of 25 fighters ranked between 350 and 400. The fight seemed lopsided with 3 against 25, but the spectators knew better. The spectators then crowd-funded a gambling quest offering 1 gold each to Tamako and the other two fighters for every killing blow that took their opponents head off. Jen wanted to vomit at the memory of the fight. The fight didn’t take long. The lower ranked opponents were so outmatched, it looked like adults slaughtering two-year old toddlers. Tamako used skill to behead her opponents, but the other two fighters on her team took a more profitable tactic by dismembering as many of their opponents as possible, before returning strike the heads off of their bleeding, crying, screaming, and now defenseless opponents…. The crowd loved every minute of it as they gambled on every aspect of the fight you could imagine. They gambled on who would win, how long it would take to win, which fighter would take off the most heads, etc… To create a bet, a spectator simply accessed the system through the enchantments in their seat, and other spectators could accept the bet, make counter-bets, or ignore the bet and choose bets made by others or The System.

  The System constantly adjusted the rankings of the fighters depending on the events, but some fighters, like Bellagio, ranking never changed. Tamako was ranked 225 by the time she was called for her next fight. She was paired up with 8 other fighters with similar rankings, and another fighter that was ranked 83, named Dimeback. Their opponents turned out to be 6 dwarves all ranked between 100 and 150. This was the first fight that involved any race other than humans.

  The gnomes, dwarves, and humans all sat in separated sections within the arena. The cultures and languages were so different, that it would lead to a significant number of unintended insults. The different races could sit together if they wanted, but it was apparently an unspoken rule not to.

  The gold the dwarves paid and crowd raised to pay The System for the fight was astronomical. Before the fighters were allowed onto the arena floor, it changed. A maze of tunnels rose out of the ground. The tunnels were six feet wide, but only 5 feet high. Tamako’s head just did touch the ceiling of the tunnels, and most of the other fighters on her side were severely hampered with bending over or even crawling on their knees. It kind of resembled Sam’s one-way door window. The audience could see through the roof and walls of the tunnels, it looked like the maze of tunnels were made of glass. However, Jen learned that from the fighter’s perspective inside the tunnels, everything was pitch dark.

  Apparently, Dwarves had exceptionally good dark vision, all of their fighters were less than five feet tall, and were extremely experienced fighting in tunnels with these dimensions. Jen learned that their mountain tunnels were built this way giving them the advantage when fighting against humans, elves, orcs, and trolls. The human fighters were not incompetent, they knew spears and shields were the only weapons they could hope to wield in the tunnels.

  As the fight started, the dwarves moved through the tunnels as a group with speed and comfort. It was obvious the dwarves had worked with each other before. While all the humans, except Tamako, were crouched or crawling and getting in each other’s way. The dwarves stayed together in the tunnels, but some of the humans split apart in groups of 2 or 3, leaving one larger group of 5.. Jen believed that some split apart hoping they could move better with more space if others were not around them. She knew that others split apart because of individual gambling quests they received promising them more gold if they got the first kill, killed the most dwarves, etc… Tamako was in the lead with her group of 5, which included Dimeback. Jen’s heart sank when she saw this, because she and all the spectators were aware that Dimeback took a gambling quest to kill all six of the dwarves himself. Jen was furious at all the gambling quests rewarding Dimeback if he killed “Tiny” after she engaged the dwarves, but before she killed any of them, but there was nothing Jen could do but seethe with anger.

  The dwarves spotted Tamako before she saw them, and threw a spear she was only partially able to deflect, which knocked her sideways and causing her to turn half way around. This was partially fortunate because it allowed her to spot Dimeback who was in the process of thrusting his spear towards her back. She dodged his thrust, which surprised him since he was expecting an easy kill. Dimeback’s surprise allowed Tamako to counterattack with a thrust of her own spear, lacerating his thigh and fracturing his bone. Unfortunately, the dwarves were not idle and their next spear pierced through her back, punching through her heart, and out the front her chest. She died instantly… before being recalled by The System.

  With Dimeback injured, only two of the dwarves were killed before they were able to overwhelm and kill him. The remaining dwarves easily found the remaining fighters in the tunnels and dispatched them efficiently.

***

  The Final battle was a matchup between the gnome’s undefeated battle-bot, they called Bladeroller, and the fighters ranked 2 through 16. It was a round ball with a 15-foot diameter. The ball was covered with razor sharp ridges running all around and over it. The gnomes could be seen operating it with a “remote control” from their manager’s podium. There was some mechanism inside of it that was powered with steam that caused it to roll in any direction. Jen imagined it was something like a hamster running inside a ball making the ball go any direction. The ball was made of what Sam guessed was enchanted metal that had resisted any damage so far during the fighting. The ball would crush and cut up anyone or anything in its way.

  For some reason, Bellagio refused to accept the fight, no matter the amount of gold she was being offered in the gambling quests, and Jen asked Lucky, “Even if Bellagio loses, she would still get all the gambling quest gold that is being offered her to just participate. With her background in the arena, she can’t be afraid of the pain or being killed?”

  Lucky replied, “You’re right about one thing, she is definitely not afraid of pain or the threat of being killed. I think she has a strategy to beat the Bladeroller, and she doesn’t want to show her hand before the next annual BotBattle championship tournament. The gold has been great for us tonight, but Bellagio will make way more winning the championship. Additionally, she would ruin her reputation if she participated in any fight where she didn’t give 100%.

  The final fight was interesting, but not very exciting. It was just a giant ball shrugging off every attack while crushing and cutting anyone in its way. Some of the fighters tried to just run away constantly, but after about 20 minutes passed, the arena started shrinking in size preventing them from escaping.

  The aftermath of the tournament was disgusting as the drunk and drug-fueled spectators started orgies, fights, or gambling on the orgies and fights around them. Eventually the City guard pushed everyone out of the arena.

  Tamako was down in the bull-pens with the other fighters and messaged Jen that she and Dicey would just meet them back at the Highland Guild compound instead of trying to fight through the crowd to meet up with them.

  Poker asked Lucky, “How much did we make?”
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                  Sam looked up, as Tamako walked past his workshop, heading straight for the training area in their private courtyard. Jen came in a few seconds later and shook her head laughing, “she won today, but she was not happy with the ‘way’ she won.”

  Sam shrugged and said, “what do you expect from a perfectionist?”

  Jen walked further into Sam’s shop and said, “I finished setting up the safe house, and I’ve marked its location on your map. Now you just need to go over there and set up some wards.”

  “Great, I’ll get some wards up this week.”

  Jen picked up the miniature siege tower on Sam’s desk and asked, “Anyways, how’s your work coming along?”

  Sam smiled and replied, “Crapshoot and I finished the tower yesterday, but it will take weeks for the Highland Guild to charge it up with mana.”

  “Was she O.K. to work with?”

  “She’s has a passion for enchantments, but feels insecure about her enchanting ability. I think it stresses her out. The stress just ramps up her bitch temperature. However, I learned a ton of enchanting basics from her that I was missing.”

  Jen asked, “She didn’t think it was strange that you didn’t know the basics?”

  “The funny thing is, when I advised her about the rod in her office, she got the impression I was a master enchanter. While working together, as I asked her questions, she thought I was testing her, and that I was trying to help reinforce her understanding of the basics.”

  Jen asked, “did you have time to inspect her mana system?”

  “Yes, and you’re rubbing off on me. I’m feeling guilty after examining her mana system without her permission. Anyway, she only has three channels open and her entire system is full of corruption.”

  Jen nodded and said, “I’ve noticed that people on this deck have more channels open, but they are not manipulating or cleaning their mana system.”

  Sam replied, “What about opening more of our channels, running multi-focus with all the subsystems for cleaning, gathering, filtering…and everything else is still almost maxing out my mana regen, even here on the Second Deck.”

  “I know. It’s on the list, but you just gave me an idea. What if our skills can be organized like subsystems on a computer?”

  “What are you thinking?”

  “I’m going to try and see if organizing our onboard apps and multi-focus can increase the efficiency. I’ll let you know… So, how did you fix the tower?”

  “The damaged runes provided a reinforcement function that I could easily replace using a substitute from my enchantment book. The good news was Crapshoot explained several of the rune enchantments on the tower that I would have needed to spend weeks studying in order to understand its functioning fully. I kind of feel like a fraud. She did all the work, she explained the enchantment functions to me, and she explained a mana carving technique for etching enchantments on mana-imbued metals. I simply pointed out the one damaged rune that needed to be fixed, and she thinks I’m the enchanting genius! I’ve told everyone in her guild how she fixed the enchantment, and they all think I’m just being modest!”

  Jen put down the expanding siege tower and started looking through some of the other loot they gained after the fight with the Poison Dagger sect in Venesia City, and asked, “So, what are you doing now?”

  Sam continued separating the loot and replied, “I invited Crapshoot to inspect and study all the enchantments on the rest of our loot with me. She got approval from the her Guild, and she is going to bring by all their enchanted loot that their guild has in storage, that they were waiting for her to work on.  We are going to identify and study all of it together.”

  “How long before we can send all this stuff off to be sold?”

  “We’re planning to start in a couple of days. I think we can enhance some of the pre-existing enchantments, and add some simple enchantments to the blank weapons and armor. This should increase the sale price. Ohhh! Speaking of money, I need 120 gold to purchase a mana-carving technique book from the system shop.”

  Jen paused and looked at Sam before saying, “Do you have any idea how much 120 gold can buy?”

  Sam looked worried and said, “I thought we had plenty of money. Do we need to wait until after the auction for me to buy the technique book? Based on what Crapshoot has said, I think we should make well over 500 gold from the sale of all this stuff after we’re done with it.”

  Jen shook her head and pulled a bag of gold out of one of her rings and said, “No, we’re O.K., especially with the rental discount we received from the Highland Guild for this place. There is 150 gold in this bag for you to spend. However, you should know that 150 gold is still a MASSIVE amount of money on the Second Deck!”

  Sam put the money bag into his ring. “Do you want to come with me to buy the technique book and some imbued metal mana shavings?”

  Jen thought about it before saying, “Maybe, but afterwards can we go check out some cute boots I was thinking about buying?”

  Sam rushed to the door hollering, “Sorry, I can’t hear what you said. See you later!”

  Jen laughed, knowing her request to go shoe shopping would send him running.
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                  Sam could smell food in the kitchen as he came back from shopping. He had a shit-eating grin on his face, but then looked surprised at the plated food on the table sitting ready for him, and said, “How did you know I would be back right at this moment?”

  Jen smiled, “I have you and Tamako set up with my psych skill on auto-ping. It’s like a real-time gps tracker. Obviously, I’m not really worried about where Tamako goes because she can take care of herself, but you have been letting your combat training slide. Also, get your head out of the enchanted clouds and start paying attention boomer!” and she threw a chicken bone at his head. “Tamako followed you while you were shopping, and she intercepted two gamblers that had been targeting you. You didn’t notice Tamako, and you didn’t notice the gamblers.”

  Sam was embarrassed and felt like an idiot. He knew Jen’s assessment was spot on, and replied, “Shit! you’re right. That’s just damn embarrassing. I’ll make a point to have my situational awareness back in place when I’m out. About combat training though, I’ve got to get through all these enchantments before the auction Crapshoot is sending all our stuff to. After that, I can get back into the swing of things.”

  “Fair enough, but then no more excuses.”

  “So you’re tracking everywhere Tamako and I go now, huh? You sound like some sort of crazy girlfriend stalker. Don’t make Tamako go get a restraining order against you!”

  “Ha, ha!” replied Jen with a sarcastic laugh.

Sam continued to tease her and said, “You should call it your Clingy girlfriend skill.”

  Just as Jen was about to throw another chicken bone at Sam, they heard Tamako coming in the front door.

  Tamako had watched Sam go into numerous weapon shops, but she didn’t follow him in, and as she entered the kitchen, asked. “What weapons did you buy today?”

  Sam glanced cautiously over at Jen, and hesitantly said, “about that, there are two things I feel need mentioning. First, I purchased this high-adept ultra-light mana-imbued steel shield for Tamako.” Sam then pulled the shield out of his ring, passing it over to her Tamako.

  Tamako was speechless, but finally said, “A shield of this size and quality must have cost a small fortune! How did you get it?”

  Sam glanced at Jen and said, “that’s the second issue I need to bring up. I’m out of money, completely out of money.”

  Jen looked like her head was about to explode, but said with a scary-calm voice, “please explain how you spent ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY gold in a single day of shopping.”

  Sam laughed nervously and replied, “well… it was actually more like 230 gold, but tomato, tamahto, Tamako!” Sam laughed at his own stupid joke, but then hurried to explain, “anyway, I already had 30 gold in my ring when you gave me the 150 gold. As you know, I spent 120 gold on the mana-carving skillbook, which I immediately used. I then went to several shops where I purchased some basic weapons. I used my forgetme charm and took everything to our safehouse, where in addition to setting up a few enchanted wards on the house…well more like a shed I noticed.”

  Jen was feeling the stress of managing everything for their little family, and defended her choice for the safe house, retorting, “It’s all we need, and if you want something better, you go set up a different one!”

  “No, no… that’s not what I meant. Thank you for setting it up. I just meant it was a small space for what I did next. I laid out all the basic weapons I’d just purchased, and with my new mana-carving skill, I carved some simple durability enhancing runes into the weapons right there on the floor. I then went to several other weapons shops and sold the weapons for a profit, until I had the 110 gold I needed to purchase this shield.”

  Tamako finally chimed in and said, “You did fantastic today, Sam!” as she moved the shield around, testing its balance and handling.

  Jen cut in and said, “Sam I don’t disagree with the purchase, but we are a team, and we should discuss things like spending 110 GOLD on a shield! Tamako has several shields already.”

  Tamako raised an eyebrow at Jen, but didn’t reply knowing that she did indeed have several quality shields…just not this high a quality.

  Sam held up his hands and said, “You’re right again, but I got excited when I thought about how detailed I could carve enchantments into the mana-imbued steel with my new mana-carving skill. I knew I could finally make the shield I’ve been thinking about for Tamako.” Sam gestured towards Tamako “please hand me the shield back so I can explain.”

  Tamako looked like she was going to tell Sam to go to hell, but she reluctantly handed the shield back to him, saying, “It’s mine now, don’t mess it up!”

  Sam laughed and threw the shield into his ring as he ran into his workshop, slamming and locking the door. He hollered out to them, “It’s a surprise. Tomorrow morning it will be ready.” Sam’s Stamina had risen to a level where he could skip a night of sleep without too much fatigue.

  Tamako banged on his door. She could have easily broken it down if she wanted, but only said, “It better be amazing or you are going to regret this little trick!”

Jen could hear Sam laughing maniacally to himself in his workshop.

            

    
        Bk2 - Chapter 20:  Tamako's Shield Sucks!

    
    
    
    
                  Tamako was waiting at the kitchen table. She was refusing to go anywhere until Sam came out of his workshop with her shield. She even skipped arena practice, telling Jen to go on without her. Her blood was rushing with anticipation, and her mana control was even a little chaotic.  She was trying not to get her hopes up too high, but she’s seen some of the amazing things Sam had come up with before. 

  Sam still wasn’t finished with the shield when Jen came home for dinner. Jen knew that Sam sometimes overestimated the speed at which he could finish some of his enchantments, so she went back out into the City to work on improving her psych hypnotic technique by trying to increase the number of people she could influence at one time.

  Tamako was trying to be patient, but she was getting antsy waiting. It was almost nighttime when Sam finally came out of his workshop, holding the shield, and Tamako literally ran over to Sam, taking the shield from him while asking, “What did you do?”

  Sam looked around for Jen and not seeing her anywhere, asked, “Do you want to wait for Jen?” Sam noticed Tamako looked like she was about to attack him, and said, “Okay! I guess we’re not waiting for Jen.” Let’s go out to the courtyard.

  “Don’t run! Don’t Run!” Tamako was saying to herself as she was trying to maintain her dignity on the way to the courtyard. To Tamako, it felt like an hour walking the 20 feet. When they were in the courtyard, Tamako said, “Please explain,” as she noticed a name that Sam placed on the inside of the shield, which read “Tamako’s Shield Sucks.” 

  Sam could see that Tamako was out of humor. “Hold the shield up.”

  Tamako looked back at him, but when he refused to say anything more, she rolled her eyes, snorted impatiently, and then held the shield up.

  Sam pulled an apple out of his ring and threw it right at her shield. Tamako looked on with wonder as the apple disappeared, or appeared to be sucked right into the shield. “Keep it up!” Sam directed. 

  That’s when they heard Jen yell, as she was coming inside the house, “That’s what she said!” 

  “Ha! Good one!” Sam laughed and shot a crossbow bolt straight towards the edge of the shield.

  Tamako commented in disbelief, “The bolt disappeared! There wasn’t even any impact!” 

  Sam repeated, “Keep it up!” as he fired a small lightning bolt at another part of the shield.

  “Holy Crap!” exclaimed Jen as she witnessed the lightning bolt disappear into the shield. 

  “Keep it up!” Sam ordered, and he pulled a short sword from his ring and smashed it into the shield with a loud “clang”. Tamako expecting it to also disappear, paused for a second, but then said with surprise, “Oh, I could almost feel that Sam!” Sam cringed, knowing what was coming next.

  “That’s what she said!” laughed Jen.

  Sam gave himself a pity laugh after Jen’s verbal attack. “O.K., just a second Tamako, while I set up these targets. Now, let me hold the shield.” 

  She reluctantly handed him the shield, and out of the shield he fired the apple, crossbow bolt, and lightning bolt into the targets he just set up.

  Sam then handed the shield back to Tamako and said, “This is just like one of my space rings, I am transferring it so that you can bind it to yourself.”

  While Tamako admired the shield and its enchantments, Sam explained, “You have the option of having the projectile immediately shoot back in the direction it came from, or you can ‘save’ the projectile and release it later. Remember, it only works with projectiles. As you experienced when I smashed the sword into the shield, since I didn’t intend to ‘release’ the sword, it did not go into the space shield. If I had thrown the sword at you, it would have disappeared just like the other projectiles.”

  Tamako smiled and started thanking Sam, but he interrupted her and said, “That’s not all. It will be difficult, but with practice, you might be able to coordinate the activation of the storage enchantments on the shield to absorb the kinetic force of the sword strike when it hits the shield, taking away all the force of the strike.”

  Jen couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and stated, “This is impossible! You don’t have enough mana to make a storage enchantment the size of a shield!” 

  Sam smiled slyly. “If you look closely, I actually enchanted the front of the shield with hundreds of interwoven space ring enchantments. Whatever part of the shield the projectile hits, that is the part of the shield the projectile will enter and be released from. I used a lot of mana with the creation of each space enchantment, but if you add together all the mana I used for each individual space enchantment… It adds up to a staggering amount.” 

  Jen marveled, “That’s ingenious!”

  Sam gave her and Tamako a crazed look, and Jen said, “Why are you looking at us that way, weirdo?”

  Sam raised both his arms and balled his hands into fists and jokingly screamed like a mad scientist, “Because I have saved the best for last!”

  Sam’s pronouncement stunned Tamako into silence, but Jen said, “Oh my god! Are you serious? It can do more?”

  “Yep, the last enchantment I am going to explain; is something a little like the front door, and unfortunately, it uses a lot of mana. There is a low-quality, but very expensive power-stone, that you will need to keep charged up with your personal mana on the inside of the shield. I’ve tied this power stone into the enchantment.” Sam then turned the shield in Tamako’s hand in order for him to show her the activation rune near the shield’s handle. Sam then said, “kneel behind the shield as if you were trying to protect your entire body.” 

  Tamako replied, “ready!” 

  Sam said, “activate the rune.” 

  Tamako gasped as the shield became translucent, and she could see right through it. She then turned the shield, but the front side hadn’t changed, and she said, “it’s like the door, a one-way window, but much clearer!” 

  Sam replied, “pretty cool eh, but deactivate the rune so you don’t waste the stored mana in the power stone. If you leave it activated more than a few minutes, you will burn out the power stone. Make sure you recharge the power stone before it goes empty, or it will burn out, and that will cost you another 20 gold! Additionally, like the front door, the shield doesn’t actually become see through. I can’t imagine how much mana that would take. I’ve actually just redirected the light waves around to the inside of the shield, where what you see is re-created.”

  Tamako and Jen were both dumbfounded by the weapon Sam had created. Tamako spoke first, “Sam, do you realize that in only two days you’ve created an ‘epic’ weapon! This shield is unique. I have never heard of anything like it. It might sell at auction for 10 or even 15 thousand gold, or more! It’s a truly priceless item. I can’t even use the shield in public, or we will have entire guilds trying to kill us for it!”

  Jen interrupted, “Don’t worry about others seeing it, we can use the same illusion spell on your shield that we use on our mana system, but you will need to be careful not to show its power off in the arena too much.”

  Sam continued, “It may be worth a lot of money, but we’re not selling it. I don’t want anyone outside of our party having the ‘good stuff’. Anyway, let me tell you about what I had to do to create the custom dimensional ring enchantments to cover the shield…”

  Jen and Tamako in unison interrupted Sam, saying, “NO!!!!” and Tamako followed up with a delayed but heart-felt “thank you!” She then explained that she wanted to start training with it immediately.

  Sam sulked as he headed towards his room to get some sleep. “Well… I’m kind of too tired to explain it to you anyway. Crapshoot would find my dimensional ring enchantment runes amazing, but ‘No’ I can’t tell anyone that would actually appreciate my enchantments… Don’t worry Kelly, we’re coming.”

  Jen laughed as she watched Sam go, and said, “he is so awesome! I just love that guy!” 

  Tamako quietly replied, “Yea, me too” and her voice might have cracked just a little bit with emotion, but Jen didn’t point that out.

  Before Sam went to sleep, he reviewed the gambling reward he received for building an epic weapon. He had been hesitant to accept the gambling quest, because he wasn’t sure of the definition of an epic weapon.

===

System Message

===

You have 2 points to distribute from reaching level 29

===                                                                                                                                                                                                

You are awarded enchanter’s boundary. This enchantment hasn’t been seen in the first four decks in over 400 years. This augmenting enchantment will expand the target enchantment to cover the entire surface of the item being enchanted.

===

  Sam inspected the enchantment that was downloaded into his mental onboard app by the system. He was both frustrated and ecstatic, but mostly ecstatic. The augmenting enchantment was so simple, he was kicking himself for not already thinking of it. With Enchanter’s boundary, instead of engraving hundreds of enchantments, he could just engrave one target enchantment, and one augmenting enchantment to multiply the effects across the defined boundaries of the item being enchanted! The days of work he spent interweaving the sweat, heating, cooling, and dimensional ring enchantments on their robes, weapons, and armor, could be done in hours!

  Sam thought he was going to have a hard time going to sleep with the excitement of imagining all the things he could do with his new enchantment, but he was wrong, and he fell asleep within seconds of his head hitting the pillow.
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                  “Go without me today. I’m still working on the new app for my psych skill,” Jen said.

  Tamako frowned as Jen sat in a lotus position in the middle of their bed with her eyes closed, and Tamako said, “This is the third day in a row that you’ve skipped training to work on your app. Don’t get like Sam and ignore your training.”

  Jen distractedly replied, “Sure. Oh, on your way out, please ask Sam to come in here. Thanks.”

  At that moment, Sam passed by Tamako, heading towards Jen carrying a handful of enchanted bracelets and rods, and said, “Good morning Tamako, I got her text. She is just being bossy.”

  “I’ll bring some dinner home for everybody tonight.” Tamako said as she left the house on her way towards the arena.

  Tamako made it a habit to leave early enough to beat the city crowds, and she enjoyed the quiet of the early morning darkness before sunrise. Vampires didn’t risk being out this close to dawn, but a lady had her dreams.

  “Are you sure the little lady will walk down this road?” asked the tall, fat, hooded woman.

  “Yes, my far sight picked her up easily. She is alone today, so it should be easier. I want to capture her now. My caravan leaves for RaceHound City at the end of the month. I’ve been watching the tiny little blossom from afar for several days, and today she will be mine.” replied a very short, thin, fidgety man standing next to the fat woman, as he looked down over the road from atop the building.

  “I know. I know. You’ve told me the quest requirements several times, but I don’t need to hear your pervert reasons,” said the fat woman as she activated a formation, and then started casting a spell. After she noticed her spell was complete, she activated her sound wave and ordered, “Get her… and hurry! She won’t be able to use her hands, her sound wave, or access any storage rings for 5 minutes.”

  There merchants usually waited until sunrise to start getting their shops ready for the day, and Tamako’s sixth sense for danger kicked up when she heard some people moving off somewhere out of sight. She immediately tried to call Jen using her sound wave, but the static feedback showed someone was using a sound wave jammer on her. As she started to draw a spear out of her ring, two force shields appeared, encompassing each of her hands. The realization that she couldn’t access her storage device, or hold a weapon, caused her to pause in confusion, but when a gang of gamblers appeared out of an alley, she immediately moved to place her back against a nearby wall. Then, using her bowling ball shield-fists and feet, she smashed a merchant stand into pieces, trying to create some type of barrier between her and the gang of ten or twelve gamblers running towards her.

  Thankfully, with her night vision skill and mental overclock skill, she slowed down her perception enabling her to dodge and/or strike down several darts that were fired at her. “Those darts have to be poisoned. So… they must plan to capture me,” Tamako thought as she dodged another dart.

  The fat lady said to the fidgety man, “Why didn’t you tell me the woman could move so fast! Without the darts to knock her out, this is going to get loud if they can’t take her down quick, and my mana is too low for casting anymore spells.”

  Tamako shifted both her motion and direction after dodging a dart, and punched the nearest gambler so hard in the head with her shield-fist his eyes burst from his face, while at the same time his head and neck bent sideways, noticeably breaking.

  The fat woman physically jerked back in shock as she saw the eyes pop out of the gambler’s face and said, “Oh shit! What kind of monster is this little lady! What the fuck have you got us into, McRat!”

  “Shit! She’s so small, and I thought it would be easy. We can still pull this off. She’s outnumbered 12 to 1.”

  “You mean 11 to 1,” said the fat lady with no confidence in the weak gamblers below them.

  Tamako quickly realized the shields around her hands allowed her to strike aside weapons and punch armor without causing damage to her hands. There were now two more dead on the ground, and another that obviously wished he were dead, if you considered the volume of his screaming.

  The remaining eight gamblers tried to surround her and force her away from the wall so they could attack her from all directions. Tamako went on the offensive again, kicking parts of the broken merchant’s stand at those on her left, and quickly jumped into melee range of those on her right. She smashed the closest woman’s knee backward with a kick as she landed. She then parried a short sword coming from a fat sweaty man on her left. The sword’s edge slid off her hand-shield and sliced a deep cut down her forearm, but she’d brought her other hand into a smashing strike directly down on the man’s neck, crushing his collar bone deep down into his chest.

  Tamako grinned to herself as she used her healing tattoo to close up the wound on her forearm.

  “Damn! I’m out of here,” said the fat lady as she watched Tamako quickly kill the gamblers in the street.

  “Wait for me!” said McRat as he hurried after her.

  One of the remaining six gamblers turned and ran, and then another ran. Before they could all run, Tamako struck down and killed two more. She then walked over to a woman on the ground screaming in pain and stepped on her head, crushing it like a bug. She huffed in frustration, as she knew these gamblers wouldn’t know anything other than what was in their quest.

  A minute later, the shields around her hands disappeared, just as the City guards arrived.

  The guards leveled their weapons at Tamako, but noticed she was unarmed and she was not trying to flee. The sergeant of the night guard eyed the little woman covered in blood-splatter for just a moment, before demanding, “What happened here?”

  “I was simply walking down the street when they smashed the merchant’s cart and attacked me.”

  The sergeant raised his eyebrow skeptically while listening to Tamako’s explanation.

  Tamako huffed in frustration at the guard and said, “Can anyone in your squad cast the spell to check for a gambler’s quest? I would gladly exchange any of their loot I’m entitled to in exchange for the cost of casting the spell.”

  The sergeant perked up at Tamako’s words and replied, “You’re in luck. I can cast the spell and I accept your terms… that is… if it is determined that they actually were on a gambling quest.”

  The sergeant waved his hands and mumbled some words as it took several minutes for him to finish casting the spell on one of the dead bodies. While waiting, Tamako contemplated how she was so used to the speed at which Sam and Jen cast their spells or activated their formations. A few seconds later, her musings were interrupted as everyone received a system message.

System Message

Failed Quest to kidnap tiny woman…..

  While the guards looted the bodies, Tamako began to walk off when the sergeant said, “Ms., this was a privately funded quest. We don’t have the resources to investigate matters like this. You really need to be careful in case they try again.”

  “Thank you for your help with the spell and clearing this matter up. I will definitely take your advice and be careful.”

  Tamako cringed at her blood-ruined clothes, and was getting irritated that The System kept referring to her as a "Tiny" woman, but then smiled inwardly as she reviewed a system notice she received while dealing with the city guards, and said to herself, “Very good. Ability points are a rare reward for defeating a quest!”

System Notice

Someone has failed their quest… you receive 3 ability points.

  Since the attack was over, Tamako didn’t see any reason to call Jen and Sam and interrupt their work on the app. She knew Jen would want to track down whoever was behind the attack immediately. Unfortunately, Tamako also knew from her experience as a City Guard Captain, that there was no easy way to track down the parties responsible for funding the attackers through a private gambling quest.

  When Tamako returned home to change her clothes, she was relieved when neither Sam nor Jen quit work to greet her. She cleaned up, changed her clothes, and headed back out to the City Arena without distracting them.

  Dicey stuck out her hand to help Tamako up off the arena floor in a gesture of sportsmanship, and asked, “How have you been withstanding most of my attacks over the last week? I’ve struck you with enough force to knock someone of your weight back 5 or 6 feet, but most of the time it’s like I’m hitting a brick wall.”

  “I’ve been working on a new technique where I offensively block your attack in a way to counteract the force of your strike,” lied Tomako. She wasn’t going to tell Dicey about her shield. In fact, she wasn’t even trying to win the sparring matches anymore. She was working on the timing needed to activate her shield at just the perfect moment to absorb the kinetic force of her attacks.

  “Huh,” grunted Dicey in response to Tamako’s explanation, but she didn’t believe Tamako was telling her the complete truth. However, she wasn’t offended. She understood most fighters kept many of their skills secret.

  Tamako asked Dicey and Poker as they were leaving the practice arena floor, “Have you ever heard of a mage casting a shield spell encircling their opponent’s hands?”

  Poker raised an eyebrow at Tamako with a knowing look. Tamako’s question had confirmed his suspicions. “So that was you.”

  “What was me?” replied Tamako.

  “The gambler attack this morning.”

  “How did you hear about that?”

  “I heard the arena guards this morning gossiping about how a tiny little woman viciously killed a gang of gamblers just before sunrise. You always get to the arena at the crack of dawn, but today you arrived late.”

  “I’m not ‘tiny’!” replied Tamako.

  Poker held up his hands in mock self-defense, and said, “The guards’ words, not mine!”

  “Whatever, please don’t spread the rumor that it was me. The incompetent guards were so greedy for the loot, they never even asked me for my name, and I want to stay out of the rumors.”

  Poker made the universal gesture across his mouth as he said, “My lips are sealed.”

  “Thank you. I appreciate your discretion.”

  Poker nodded and asked, “So, what happened?”

  Tamako described the attack and said, “Except for the mana shields keeping me from using my hands to draw weapons from my storage device, it wouldn’t have been much of an attack. Even then, they were vastly slower and weaker than me. I don’t know what they were thinking, creating a quest directed to such weak gamblers.”

  Dicey failed to hide her amusement as she rolled her eyes and sarcastically said, “I don’t know? A tiny woman walking by herself in the dark through the city. Maybe they imagined you would be an easy kidnap victim.”

  “Tiny!” said Tamako as she punched Dicey on the shoulder good-naturedly.

  “Yes, tiny!” Dicey said as she punched her back just as hard, and then said, “but you are obviously way stronger than they expected.”

  “O.k., your words hold some wisdom and truth. It probably was just a random kidnapping attempt,” she replied in a thoughtful tone.

  Poker was thinking back to her description of the attack and her original question, and said, “There’s only one thing that makes me wonder if it was not a random attack.”

  “What’s that?” asked Tamako, surprised that there was something else she was not considering fully.

  “They must have quested for an expensive high-powered mage, if you weren’t strong enough to break the shields against one another, or against a brick wall or something.” Poker noticed Tamako frowning at his words, and he guessed aloud, “You didn’t even try did you? I sometimes forget that with all your skill and strength, you’re not used to big cities.”

  Tamako was mad and embarrassed at her rookie mistake, and angrily ridiculed herself, saying, “No, I didn’t. Like an inexperienced idiot, I just assumed they were too hard to break.” Tamako just ignored his attempt to get her to comment on whether they were from a big city or not.

  Dicey didn’t want to embarrass her, so she tried to argue, “Well, they were strong enough to crush bones and bodies. It’s understandable that you didn’t think you could easily break them.”

  Tamako shook her head with appreciation for Dicey’s attempt to make her feel better, “Thanks, but we both know I didn’t even try to break the shields before the gamblers reached melee range.”

  “Ah well… at least you can someday hope to be as perfect as me,” replied Dicey with a snarky smile.

  Tamako laughed and shook her head as she said, “See you two later,” and left the arena facilities, heading to Lucky’s bar to find out any gossip on kidnappings.
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                  Tamako decided to wait until Jen and Sam finished the “app” they were working on before telling them about the kidnapping attempt. For the next few days, she brought them food and other necessities while they focused on their project, but primarily she started investigating several kidnappings she learned recently happened in the city. Unfortunately, if you were not protected by a guild, noble house, or merchant association of some sort, kidnappings seemed to be a common problem.

***

  Tamako entered the alley where the beggar, Flippin Wild, was known to hang out. Jack Pot, a euphoria dealer that hung out near Lucky's inn, told her the beggar was always in the know about criminal activity.

***

  Flippin Wild snorted and spit in the dirt as the little woman, wearing a hood covering her face, walked towards him, and he said, “spare change for the needy?” It was obvious to him that she wanted something.

  Tamako ignored his question, and asked, “Who’s been kidnapping people off the streets?”

  Flippin reached down, and with lewd exaggeration, scratched his balls before saying, “Who the hell are you?”

  Tamako back-handed the beggar against the wall, and as he slumped down towards the ground, she grabbed him by the neck.

  The unexpected blow momentarily dazed Flippin, but when the woman started choking him, he reached for his poisoned dagger, thinking, “I’m going to gut this little bitch!”

  Tamako saw the beggar reaching for something, and with her other hand she grabbed his balls and squeezed, saying, “keep moving and I’ll tear them off!”

  Flippin squealed in pain, but had enough sense to freeze in place. His fury was building as the tears rolled down his cheeks from the pain, and he choked out, “I’m going to kill you!”

  Tamako slapped the beggar again, before releasing him and stepping back a few feet and said, “Go for it!”

  Flippin struggled, trying to jump quickly to his feet, but as he started reaching for his knife, the utter calmness of the little woman just waiting for him, caused his sense of self-preservation to kick in, and he said, “Leave me alone! I’ve done nothing to you!”

  Tamako replied calmly, “Option one, you have five seconds to tell me who’s been taking people off the streets, and I’ll pay you 50 silver, or option two, I kill you. If you choose option one and lie to me, I’ll come back and kill you slowly. Five, four, three…”

  Flippin blurted out, “Wait, wait! I don’t know for sure, someone’s always getting taken, but every time that Tarot-Card Merchant caravan is in the City, more people tend to go missing than usual. Now leave me the fuck alone bitch!”

  Tamako threw a bag containing 50 silver right at Flippin’s head, causing him to duck and dodge out of the way. By the time he looked back up, Tamako had already left the alley.

  Flippin tucked the coin bag into his tunic as he swore to himself, “If I ever get the chance, I’m going to kill that bitch.” He then started casting a mana detection spell, which would allow him to recognize her if she ever used mana around him in a public place. “Shit!” he exclaimed, as his spell came up with nothing. Guessing that he messed up his cantation of the spell, Flipping calmed himself down and started chanting and performing the hand gestures of the spell very slowly. “What the hell! Is she some kind of demon!” Flipping thought to himself, as the spell, for the second time showed the woman didn’t use any mana when smacking him around. Flippin pulled out his sound wave placing it in his ear and said, “This is Flippin reporting in. I have some information that needs to be sent to the City Spy Chief, immediately.”

            

    
        Bk2 - Chapter 23:  It's Huge!

    
    
    
    
                                When Tamako arrived home, Sam asked, “Can you help me tomorrow?”

                Tamako replied, “Yes, but where’s Jen? Did you finish the app?”

                Sam’s eyes drooped and his forehead crinkled with weariness and said, “Nope, we have a long way to go still, but my package is arriving tomorrow, and I have to pick it up.”

                Tamako sighed, frustrated with Sam’s vagueness. “I’m getting a little tired of not knowing what’s going on. What exactly is the app and what is in the package you need help with?”

                “O.K.” Sam said as he raised his hands in the semblance of a surrender, and then explained, “Jen wants the app to be a surprise, so you need to take that question up with her.” Sam could sense Tamako was about to lose all patience when her mouth tightened and her muscles visibly tensed, so he hurried to finish, “But I can tell you everything about the package I’m getting. It’s a wall-mounted fortress-ballista with a loading hopper.”

                “What do you need something like that for, and who did you buy it from?”

                Sam rolled his eyes and said, “You remember Razz, the weapons merchant?”

                “Yea, I remember him. What did he charge you for it?”

                “I was looking at his wagon-mounted ballistas and when I told him I was just ‘looking’ because I could not afford one, he took me into the warehouse behind his store and showed me B-squared.”

                Tamako looked to the ceiling and shook her head in exasperation, and asked, “What is B-squared?”

                “That’s what I’m calling the Beast Ballista, B-squared.”

Tamako rolled her eyes at Sam, but gestured for him to continue his explanation.

“Razz said B-squared had the power to kill just about any beast in the Second Deck, no matter how tough their hide, and it would punch through at least ten fighters wearing the best armor.”

                “O.K., so are you going to tell me how much it cost you?”

                “He sold it to me at cost. Apparently, there’s not much demand for ballistas this size. They are too cumbersome to move and aim. He’s been trying to sell it for years, and offered it to me at his actual cost, just to get it out of his warehouse.”

                “Why do you need my help? Still trying to keep the size of your storage rings secret?”

                “Exactly! I’ve asked around, and confirmed that even on the Second Deck no one crafts storage rings. They’re all purchased from the System shop, inherited, won on gambling quests, or found in dungeons, and even the largest and most expensive of those are only the size of a 10-foot cube.”

                Tamako nodded, and said, “Makes sense, but something like this, you can bet there will be system gambling quests to steal or destroy it while we’re trying to get it back here.”

                “Way ahead of you there, I’ve hired several adventurers from the Highland Guild to meet us at Razz’s shop and act as guards. Razz is going to have B-squared covered and ready for us to place it on a wagon which will be pulled by a team of those oxen used by the caravans.”

                Tamako huffed at Sam before correcting him again, “They’re not called ‘oxen’, they’re Bowler Beasts.”

                Sam started walking toward his crafting room, and said, “O.K., yea, that’s it, Boozer Beasts. Anyway, I’ve got some more work to do improving the enchanted defensive wards and wall strengthening wards on this place before tomorrow.”

                The next morning, when Sam and Tamako arrived at Razz’s warehouse, the guards, the wagon, and the bowler beasts were all there, ready to go. Everyone could ‘feel’ the frenzy of activity from the alleyways, rooftops, and open windows. Tamako and the Highland Guild’s guards gave each other a knowing look as they prepared for the brief journey across the City.

                Tamako followed Sam to the warehouse door, where he went inside to make sure Razz had the ballista properly covered and ready to be moved to the wagon. Tamako could see the ballista was on a pallet and covered with a large tarp, but she stayed at the door for security.

                Tamako heard Sam say to Razz, “Good morning, Razz! Like we talked about, could you clear all your people out of here while I place a few security enchantments on the ballista?”

                Razz replied, “No problem, Mr. Sam,” as he cleared all his men out of the area and left with them. 

    Tamako noticed from the corner of her eye, Sam working on the outside and underneath the tarp preparing his wards. When Sam finally finished, he went and found Razz to finish the transaction.

    Razz said, “It’s all yours now!” and then had his men move the pallet outside and set it down near the wagon.

    Within moments of Razz’s men setting the pallet down near the wagon, gamblers attacked. There were close to a hundred gamblers fighting the guards and each other to get to the pallet. Tamako quickly understanding that there was no way of fighting them all off, ordered the movers to leave the pallet and just take their wagon and run for it, and then she ordered the Highland guards to fall back on her and Sam. As they pulled back, surrendering the area with the pallet, Tamako launched an exploding crossbow at the pallet. When the bolt hit, Sam’s wards caused the pallet and the ballista to implode in a ball of fire, preventing any damage to the surrounding properties or people, but completely destroying the ballista and the pallet.

    In the process of pulling back and striking down a few gamblers to get clear of the area, Tamako watched some gamblers trying to put out the flames, but they only succeeded in burning themselves.

    Jimmy, the Highland Guild guard in charge of their convoy said, “Ms. Tamako, we were willing to stand and fight, but I agree with your decision. I don’t think there was any way we could have stopped that many gamblers.”

    Tamako nodded to him in appreciation for his support of her decision, and said, “Thanks, Jimmy, but keep your people alert. Your job’s not done until we get back to our warehouse safely.”

    Jimmy nodded, and replied, “Yes, Ms. Tamako!” as he started barking orders at the other guards.

    As Tamako waved the guards off and shut the door to their home, Sam said, “Did you get them to take the payment?”

    Tamako nodded her head, “Eventually, but they claim they are now in our debt and owe us a favor.”

    Sam thought about it for a second, and replied “Let’s hire them for some minor job in the future, and suggest a small discount on it to make us even.”

    Tamako grinned, and said, “That’s probably best, but let’s get it set up. I can’t wait to see it in action!”

    Sam winked and grinned back at Tamako as they walked to the back half of their house near the enclosed courtyard, and he unloaded the ballista out of his ring.

    “Wow, your new ballista is huge!”

    Sam smirked and replied, “Yes. Yes, it is!”

    Tamako simply pulled a rock out of her pocket and threw it at Sam. “Ouch!” he screamed. Tamako said, “I just remembered we haven’t been working on your dodge skill lately.”

    Sam grumbled, “We also need to work on your sense of humor.”

    Tamako rolled her eyes, and said, “Do you think the wall is strong enough to handle the recoil?”

    “Nope. That’s why I reinforced it with a bunch of enchantments to enhance its strength.”

    “O.K. That makes me feel better. Onto another topic. Does Jen have a plan yet?”

    Sam frowned. “I’m waiting for her to finish the app before pestering her, but after that, I hope she kicks it into high gear. All I want to do is visit the gnome sector before heading to the Third Deck, and if I don’t get to see the gnome’s district, that’s fine too. The sooner we move on, the sooner I get Kelly back.”

    Tamako nodded, but inwardly still worried about Sam at some point having to face the possibility that they may not make it to the Seventh Deck. She also concerned that even if they made it to the Seventh deck, what were the odds the gods on that Deck would really be able to bring Kelly back.

            

    
        Bk 2 - Chapter 24 - Still Working App It

    
    
    
    
                    “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Jen said as the diagnostic test she was running failed again for probably the hundredth time. “Maybe I’m trying to do too much? I can just delete this last self-learning function… NO! this will be epic! Never quit dammit!” she thought to herself as she leaned back and rubbed her eyes. Jen was tired, but it was her frustration with all the recent failures, that was causing her to lose her temper. She forced herself to step back and keep everything in perspective as she mentally reviewed her progress.

Shortly after she started building the app, the System sent her a message.


	System message:

	Neural Integration Skill, Level 1

	This is a new and unique skill to the Seven Decks.

	Whether this is a valuable or useless skill will depend completely on you.



    The System message had ignited a passion in Jen, and little did she know that it would start her down a path that would almost drive her mad with frustration. Sam tried to help her initially, but he could not gain her new skill, and only slowed her down. She decided to work on her app alone, and hardly noticed Sam and Tamako bringing in food for her, but she refused to let anything distract her from her app.

    Jen looked at the chalkboard with the outline of the code and neural mapping she was building into her app. She rotated her multi-focus again. This slowed down her progress, but it relaxed her mind and gave her a fresh look at the problem. Jen then returned all her focus into her mind, body, and mental onboard system and got back to work.

            

    
        Bk 2 - Chapter 25:  Gnome Knockers

    
    
    
    
                  Dawn was just rising as Sam approached the intersection of the human, gnome, elf, and dwarf district. The size of the inter-species trade hall was at least four times larger than any other building he’d seen since arriving in the Seven Decks. “It’s no New Century Global Center in China with its’ 18 million square feet, but damn, it’s bigger than any sports arena or civic center in the U.S.” he thought to himself.

  As Sam walked into the hall from the human entrance, he found separate receptionist desks designated for each of the districts. He approached the gnome counter and said, “Good morning. I’m Sam, and here’s my documentation for my tour of the gnome merchant district.”

  The receptionist replied, “Mr. Sam, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Have a seat and your guide will be out in just a moment.”

  As Sam took a seat, he could see past the reception desks into the warehouse where goods were exchanging hands between the different races. Many translators of each race were running frantically back and forth between different groups, trying to facilitate or complete trade negotiations.

  Since arriving on the Second Deck, Sam caught glimpses of gnomes, dwarves, or elves only a few times, and each time, they were too far away for him to make out any details or hear them speak. He was hoping during his tour that he might learn some of the gnome language with his Words of Understanding skill. Razz the weapons merchant had told Sam that most inter-race trades took place in this hall, and that only the Elves could speak and understand the language of the other races without a translation stone. Sam found out from the system shop that translation stones were really, really, really expensive. When he went to view one for sale in a jewelry and stone store, they required him to show a letter of credit to even get in the store, but they still wouldn’t even let him hold it without an oath affirming his ability to purchase it.

  “Hello. Mr. Sam?” Melvin the interpreter said as he approached. As Sam nodded, Melvin continued with a smile, “Just follow me. All your paperwork is in order and we can begin our tour immediately.” Melvin looked to be around 30 years old, was a little over six feet tall with severe acne scars covering his face, and Sam noticed he tried to keep his mouth closed when he spoke to hide his extremely crooked teeth.

  “This gnome tour is going to be great, even though it’s a little short,” Melvin joked.

  Sam laughed and could tell he was going to get along with Melvin, and replied, “you’re not belittling the gnomes with that comment, are you?”

  “Ha! Absolutely not. I was just about to explain to you that one of the difficult things about translating gnomish is they love to use word-play and puns. Unfortunately, puns don’t translate very well. Also, Gnomes are very proud of their short stature. Telling a gnome they are short is like telling a human they are handsome or pretty.”

  As they continued to walk through the giant hall, Sam asked, “If it’s not too personal a question, how long have you been giving tours in the Gnome District?”

  Melvin stiffened a little when Sam starting asking the “personal” question. He initially thought Sam was a decent fellow by his joking, but quite a few of the rich arrogant shits he gave tours to over the years would make fun of his teeth or facial scars. When Sam only asked about his work, he was hopeful this would continue to be a pleasant tour. “I specialize in gnomish culture and trade, and I’ve been doing tours for almost four years now.” Melvin didn’t look like it, but he was almost 5% gnomish, which made him one of the best translators the hall had. Unfortunately, they didn’t want him in the trade hall because the merchants were uncomfortable looking at him, or would make fun of him, so he was on tour and document translation duty.

  Sam felt a good “vibe” from Melvin, so he took the risk of exposing his ignorance, and asked, “Why is it that only elves can speak without a translation stone?”

  Sam didn’t realize that very few people on the Second Deck had any interest in learning the language or culture of the other races. Most only cared about what they could trade. Melvin replied, “You’ll see soon enough, but only elves can actually hear all the sounds the different races make when speaking. When the gnomes speak, you will only hear a few of the words they say. It will look like they are mouthing words, without making a sound.”

  “Interesting! Does the translation stone allow you to hear all the sounds?”

  “Mr. Sam, unfortunately, we're not allowed to discuss any details about the translation stones we use.”

  Sam replied, “Of course, not a problem. So, how long does it actually take to get out of this building and into the Gnome District?”

  “I know right, this building is massive, but just down this hall is the gnome reception area. We’re almost there.”

  Sam focused on keeping his jaw from dropping at the sight of the little gnome women working behind their receptionist’s desks. Unlike the human side, their desks had fancy writing utensils that were connected to the wall with small tubes. Sam could see what looked like the vacuum tubes that some banks back on Earth would use to send you money if you were in the teller drive thru. He wanted to spend hours just in this reception room as he turned his head to the sound of what looked like a steam powered photocopier.

  As Sam waited for Melvin to finish presenting their paperwork for entry. Sam noticed a bearded male gnome making deep grumbling sounds to one of the gnome women. Seeing her blush, and the reactions of the gnome girl next to her, he guessed they were flirting. Sam laughed to himself as he thought, “they’re so short and fat, they’re kind of cute, but how the heck do the women keep from falling over with those huge boobs?”

  “Everything is in order, Mr. Sam. Time for us to go. Once we step out that door, we are in the gnome district and subject to their laws. Please don’t speak directly to anyone other than me, and don’t touch anything without asking me first.”

  Sam nodded, pointed at the gnome woman Melvin had spoken with, and in an exaggeratedly deep voice said to Melvin, “She is really small!” while bringing his hands close together as if she were only a foot tall.

  Sam noticed the gnome girl blushing, and Melvins’ eyes widen with surprise as he said quickly, “Mr. Sam, please follow me now, and quickly.” as he almost pulled Sam through the door and out into the gnome street.

  Sam asked, “What was that all about?” as Melvin shut the door to the hall.

  “Your hand gesture was the equivalent of making an hour-glass shape with your hands to a human woman. Plus, even though you were speaking to me with an unusually low voice, since it was clear you were talking about the girl, under gnomish law she could have demanded you take her to bed.”

  “What! Take me to bed!” exclaimed Sam. He had thought, based on his observations, that she might take his hand signal and voice level as a compliment, but he never imagined there would be a law that would allow her to take him to bed!

  “Exactly, and gnome women are very open to all kinds of physical relationships with other gnome men and women. Gnomes are basically a crafting, building, sexual orgy race. If I didn’t get you out of there, I’m not sure what might have happened. Now, let’s get moving before she comes out looking for you.”

  Sam quickly followed Melvin down the street, but soon commented, “My goodness! It’s so clean, and it smells so good here!”

  “Yes, gnomes are an incredibly clean people. They have mechanical devices that pump all their waste into a field, and then another device that turns that waste into fertilizer. Plus, they don’t allow any work animals to urinate and crap all over the city streets, only magic driven steam carts are allowed.”

  Sam nodded while enjoying the fresh air, and asked, “What kind of gambler activity should we expect?”

  “Gnomes are a different race and their culture differs significantly from humans. The System’s gambling quests are geared towards enticing gnomes.” Melvin noticed the confusion on Sam’s face and continued, “Gnomes would never physically attack, kidnap, rape, or use physical force to steal from another being. It is so against their nature, it would be a complete waste of time for the System to entice them with gambling quests which require any of those type of actions.”

  Sam asked, “That’s really interesting, so what type of gambling quests do gnomes get?” Melvin’s explanation made sense to Sam, because he had received several gambling quests that were directly related to things he wanted.

  Melvin replied, “Aside from all the weird sexual quests they get, they might get a gambling quest to copy your invention, or to improve on your invention and sell it themselves, or to get you drunk and convince you to sell a patent you own, or something like that. If you have a valuable invention or prototype, you better keep it hidden from gnomes.”

  Sam snorted, “I’m safe then, because there is nothing I could invent that is anywhere near as amazing as all these steam-powered gizmos of theirs.” However, Sam made sure his clothing fully covered his tattoos, and when Melvin wasn’t looking, he casually took his rings off and stored them in his tooth crown storage device, and then replaced them with one of the generic rings he acquired on the first deck.

  As they turned a corner, Melvin pointed ahead and said, “You see all those people in the street just up ahead? That is the market. We’re going to get lunch, and you can visit a few of the shops before we have to leave.”

  “Melvin, if the gnomes won’t physically fight anyone, how come the other races haven’t conquered them or turned them into slaves?”

  Melvin replied, “Ahh, I understand your confusion. I said they won’t physically attack someone for their own selfish gains in a gambling quest. They will compete in arena competitions so long as the recall function is activated, and they will defend themselves with extreme violence. They have some crazy powerful weapons that can blow up entire cities. It also makes little sense to kidnap or blackmail a gnome. If you kidnap one, and try to make them give up their secrets, they have an ability where they can instantly kill themselves, and they will use it before giving up their secrets or betraying other gnomes. If you try to take a gnome hostage to ransom them back to another gnome, it won’t work. All other gnomes know in their core, that it is part of the nature of the kidnapped gnome to kill themselves. Of course, then the entire gnome city or community will band together to exact revenge against the attacker. You never just pick a fight with a gnome, you can only pick a fight with an entire gnome city.”

  “Wow, that is crazy!” replied Sam.

  “They’re not perfect or anything. They argue and bicker among themselves, make fun of other gnomes that are too tall, or pick on gnomes that are stupid, etc… but when picked on by outside forces, they band together.”

  Melvin guided Sam to the edge of the street as they arrived at the market, and said, “What type of food would you like to eat?”

  “Is gnome food different from human food?”

  “Yes, it is much better!” replied Melvin.

  “Can I purchase food from several different food carts and place it in my storage device? I would like to take it back and share it with my family?”

  Over the next hour, while Sam sampled and purchased food from many different food stalls, what really caught his attention was how the gnomes worked. They automated almost everything. Gnomes used small metal devices that reminded him of the pen used by The Doctor, in the Doctor Who TV show back on Earth. The gnomes simply pointed their “pens” at their different automatons to direct them to do the physical work for them. Sam smiled to himself as an idea came to him while watching one gnome exchange what looked like a battery pack that powered an automaton, for a fresh one. The "mana batteries" reminded him of the batteries used in power tools back on Earth.

  Sam really liked Melvin and felt miserably guilty for what he was about to do. “Melvin, I know we don’t have much time left, but before we go, I want to visit that craft shop again, the one with the purple-bearded gnome.”

  Melvin replied, “Not a problem, it’s on our way back to the Hall anyway.”

  Sam listened to the “laughter” of the purple-bearded gnome and his assistant. He learned from Melvin that they were not being “jolly”, but were laughing and joking about how stupid Sam was for asking questions about some of the shop’s gadgets and tools, that “even a gnome child could figure out”. After getting approval from the store owner, via Melvin, Sam dug through a box of comparatively cheap storage rings to distract everyone from his real goal. While “shopping” he kept track of the timing and path of a cleaning automaton in the store. Unexpectedly, and interrupting his plan, Sam found a storage ring with an unfamiliar enchantment on it. He could sense there was something different about it. He could also tell the storage ring’s capacity was only about one cubic foot, damn near useless, but his gut was telling him there was something special about it.

  “Melvin, please ask the gnome how much this storage ring is.”

  A moment later, Melvin replied, “He will sell it to you for 100 gold!”

  Sam did his best job of acting, by widening his eyes in pretend shock, and said to Melvin, “Please reply to the gnome that your client wants to know if the storage ring has a massive storage space to match such a massive price!”

  After some back and forth with the gnome, Melvin replied, “He says that the storage is one cubic foot.”

  Sam pretended to look both surprised and disgusted by squinting his nose and dropping his jaw, and threw the ring back in the pile before turning to leave.

  Before Sam took two steps, he heard the gnome saying something to Melvin, and Melvin interpreted, “The gnome said he quoted you the price for a different ring, and didn’t realize you wanted the small one, but he would give you a deal on the small one.”

  Sam shook his head no, while squinting his mouth in distaste, but then said to Melvin, “I don’t think I’m interested, but it depends on what kind of deal he is offering.”

  Melvin spoke to the gnome again, and then said, “This gnome is crazy. He’s trying to get you to pay 20 gold for that useless storage ring.”

  Via Melvin, Sam bickered back and forth with the gnome for a few more minutes before finally agreeing to pay 12 gold and 90 silver for the ring. Melvin was shaking his head, thinking Sam got fleeced, but Sam’s gut was sure there was something special about it, and he just needed more time and privacy to inspect it properly.

  On the way out of the store, Sam “tripped”, knocking Melvin towards the cleaning automaton just as it was raising its’ metal broom from the floor. The broom smacked Melvin in the head, opening a bloody gash and knocking him off balance. Simultaneously, Sam raced forward, but while “catching” Melvin in his attempt to safely lower him to the ground, Sam’s arm also accidentally hit Melvin in the head, knocking him out.

  The gnomes’ eyes were wide with worry, and they moved towards Sam and Melvin to help, but they stopped when they noticed Sam casting a healing spell on Melvin.

  Sam was actually busy doing two things simultaneously. He was using his Words of Understanding skill to decrypt the enchanted translation stone in Melvin’s ear, while also using his hidden healing enchantment tattoo to mend the cut on Melvin’s head. However, Sam didn’t stop there. He healed all the acne scars on Melvin’s entire body, and straightened and cleaned his teeth. The pain of Melvin’s teeth straightening caused him to start waking up, but Sam was finished by the time Melvin completely opened his eyes.

  “Damn! That hurt! What happened?” Melvin asked as he looked up at Sam.

  As Sam stood up, pretending to wobble from mana exhaustion, he reached down, trying to help Melvin to his feet, and said, “Melvin, I’m so sorry! I tripped knocking you into the cleaning thing over there, and then when I tried to help stop you from falling, I made it worse knocking you into the ground where you hit your head pretty hard.”

  The gnomes were speaking excitedly to Melvin as well, and he turned to Sam reaching up with his hand to feel his teeth, and asked, “You healed me?”

  Sam looked down slightly, raising his eyebrows, trying to look sheepish, and said, “I hope you can keep this private. I don’t like to advertise that I can use a healing spell. It utterly exhausts me and I will be drained for a few days, but it does a whole-body moderate healing on a person. It was the least I could do since I injured you with my clumsiness.”

  Melvin kept touching his teeth, and feeling the skin on his face and neck in disbelief, but finally said, “This level of healing costs a fortune. I can’t afford to pay you.”

  Sam noticed Melvin was quite a handsome man now that his teeth were white and straight, and his face, neck, and body were no longer covered with deep acne scars. Sam replied, “You don’t owe me anything. I injured you! However, it would be a big favor for me if you don’t tell anyone.”

  Melvin pulled a small mirror out of his storage ring to look at himself, and said, “I will do my best, but everyone is going to notice the changes!”

  Sam grunted in understanding, and said, “Maybe if you keep your hood up over your head when we return, you could leave the Hall for the rest of the day, and when you return, you can tell them you and I received a confidential gambling quest we were able to complete after we returned to the human district, and that the quest reward healed your scars and healed an ailment I was suffering from as well.”

  Melvin was only half listening to Sam as he continued to look in the mirror, but when Sam finished talking, Melvin had tears in his eyes, and said, “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Mr. Sam. I will do as you suggest, and not tell anyone of your help!” He looked over at the chattering gnomes and said to Sam, “Even if the gnomes tell their friends, I doubt any humans will ever hear about it.”

  “Thanks Melvin. That’s the best I can ask for.”

  “Oh! We need to get going quickly! If we get back too much past our scheduled time, the receptionist will stop us, and require extra payment from you. If that happens, they will surely notice my changes.”

  All the way home, Sam smiled about how happy Melvin was. However his good mood was somewhat soured by how he injured and tricked Melvin in order to inspect the translation stone in the first place. He really felt like an ass. “Why couldn’t Melvin have been a dick! Then I wouldn't feel so bad.” he thought.

            

    
        Bk 2 - Chap 26:  Appout Time

    
    
    
    
                  Jen’s shoulder’s slumped with weariness, but her eyes were bright with accomplishment as she walked out of her study room. Tamako was preparing Jen lunch and turned towards her in surprise when she came out of her room. She could sense Jen was excited, and asked, “Did you finish your app?”

  “Yes! and you’re going to love it!”

  Tamako rushed up to the taller women, picked her up in a bear hug, well… more of a belly hug, and swung her around in celebration, and with a smile on her face said, “I’m so proud of you! But out with it! What does this app do! I’m tired of your ‘It’s going to be a surprise’ bull crap!”

  “Where’s Sam? I want to tell him too!”

  “He’s on a tour of the Gnome District, but you’re going to tell me now! I’m not going to wait until he gets back to find out what you’ve been working on all this time. When he gets back, we’ll also need to take care of a minor problem though.”

  “What problem?”

  “Nope! I shouldn’t have said anything. I’ll tell you about that later. Explain your app!”

  “It’s going to be easier to show it to you as I explain it. I’ve programmed two additional on-board modules. One for you, and one for Sam. It won’t take me long to embed it into your neural and mana systems.”

  Tamako grunted in frustration, and replied, “Blah, blah, blah! What does that mean? Just tell me what it is!

  Jen rolled her eyes and said, “I’m trying to tell you. Just come with me into my study and I will explain as we go. Seriously, you won’t understand any of it until the app gets loaded into your onboard and you activate it.”

  As Jen directed Tamako to lie down on the bed, she pulled a chair up near Tamako’s head where she could place her fingertips on Tamako’s face. Jen smiled to herself as she thought of Star Trek and Spock’s Vulcan mind meld, and said, “The module I’m going to install into your mental onboard and tie into your neural and mana systems is a type of artificial intelligence.”

            

    
        Bk 2 - Chapter 27:  Seeing Things

    
    
    
    
                Sam opened the door of their house intending to work on either the information he learned from the translation stone or the odd storage ring he found in the Gnome District, but when he noticed Jen hanging out in the kitchen finishing lunch, his mindset completely changed, and he asked, “Did you finish the app?”

When Jen looked at Sam and heard his voice, her AI tapped into and used Jen’s memories of Sam to almost instantly analyze his voice, clothing, posture, facial expression, physical movements, his smell, and any visible equipment. The AI then automatically activated her psych skill to sense his emotions and read his stats, and then it activated her mana scanning skill to estimate his mana pool and mana regeneration ability. Last, her AI used her body healing tattoo to cast a simple health scan. In less than a second, words and status bars appeared in her vision, like those on a first-person shooter video game. Hovering next to his head was his name, “Sam”, followed by “level 29”. Underneath his name and level were two colored bars. A green bar showing his current health was full. The second bar was blue. It showed the level of his mana pool. The mana bar was only about 40% full. Jen then looked at each of the items on Sam that appeared to have a slight blue glow, showing they may be magical. When she focused on one of his glowing rings, a pop-up appeared with an estimate of what the magical item was, reading, “storage ring”. If Sam were carrying any weapons, or even if it looked like he was concealing a weapon, the weapon or area of concealment would glow a faint red in her vision.

With a thought from Jen, all the text cleared out of her vision except Sam’s name, level, and health and mana bars. She could clear those out too, but this information was relatively small and didn’t interfere with her vision. Jen said, “Yea, I finally finished my app, and it was definitely worth all the effort! I’ve already loaded the app into Tamako’s onboard.”

“Where’s she now?”

“You just missed her. She went to see how the app would work in the arena.”

Sam grunted with concern. “I thought the gladiator recall tournament was scheduled to start this afternoon. That could be painful!”

“And expensive, if she doesn’t place!” finished Jen.

Jen and Tamako learned the City Lord put on monthly gladiator recall tournaments just for humans, but had decided they were not interested in competing them. Tamako wanted to participate, but she knew it bothered Jen to see people brutally “murdered” in the recall tournaments. The System required an advance payment of 50 gold into the City Shop from high-level fighters to enter the gladiator tournament, and The System would entice lower-level fighters to enter the tournament with gambling quests that included free entry. Just like any recall arena match, even though participants were returned to full health, the fighters felt every bruise, cut, stab, disembowelment, or injury incurred in the fight. Additionally, if any of their gear or weapons were damaged or destroyed in the fight, the system would not restore the equipment. The gladiator recall tournament was set up more like a traditional tournament, without all the randomness of the Bot Battle Day Tamako had participated in before. The System matched fighters up based on their levels. It might match a level 24 fighter against another level 24 fighter, or against two level 12 fighters. Except for the finals or semi-finals, fighters didn’t know exactly who or how many opponents they would fight, because The System only announced the match-ups a few minutes before each fight was to begin, but leaving just enough time for betting to take place. City residents gambled insane amounts on the gladiator recall tournaments, and both the City and The System took a cut of the wagers. Fighters could also benefit from some of the gambling options started by the spectators. Ultimately, fighters placing fourth received a return of their 50-gold entrance fee. Third place received 60 gold. Second place received 70 gold, and first place received 100 gold.

“Do you want to go and watch her compete?” asked Sam.

“Watch her kill a bunch of people, or get killed herself just for sport? No thanks!”

Sam imagined the gore and cries of pain from a level 20 fighter slaughtering 20 level 1 gambling addicts. Even though they would all be returned to full health, he understood why Jen was repulsed by it. Sam didn’t think it was appropriate to gossip behind Tamako’s back, by commenting to Jen on Tamako’s decision to enter the gladiator tournament, so he simply said, “Even if she doesn’t win her money back, we still have enough gold to get ready to jump, so let’s start preparing to travel to the Third Deck.”

While Sam was talking, Jen’s AI alerted to Sam’s expressions and flashed a notice on her on-board, “Impatient and frustrated.” She mentally waved the message aside and asked, “Speaking of spending money, how much did that ballista cost!”

After Sam explained how much he spent acquiring the ballista, Jen asked, “Why was purchasing the gambling quest so cheap?”

Sam replied, “In the Shop interface, I noticed that the easier the quest, the lower the rewards provided by the system. This resulted in a lower cost for me to purchase a private gambling quest. The private quest I paid for only required the gamblers to charge forward and get within 15 feet of the ballista to get their reward. However, there were also quite a few gamblers there responding to system generated quests that were pretty aggressive about destroying the ballista.”

Jen replied, “Pretty clever! You call a retreat and burn the decoy under the tarp. Everyone thinks it’s destroyed, and no one suspects or wonders why you own a giant wall-mounted ballista.”

Sam understood why it was important to Jen, but he was getting a little exasperated with all of Jen’s questions about their finances, he felt they must have plenty of money, and said, “You’re now up to date about everything, are you going to install my AI or what?”

“You haven’t told me about your trip to the Gnome District yet,” replied Jen.

As Sam’s eyes widened and his jaw clenched with impatience, Jen laughed and said, “Don’t get your old man boxers in a bunch! Follow me. It’s easier for me to install the module into your neural and physical system if you're lying down. It shouldn’t take too long.”

Sam frowned as he stood to follow Jen, and asked, “Is it going to hurt?”

Jen replied, “Yea, it hurts a lot!”

“You’re kidding right!”

“Nope, dead serious. See those finger marks in the bed’s metal? That’s from where Tamako was gripping it in pain.”

Sam replied, “Wait! Let’s hold on for just a second. Maybe there is something we can think of to decrease the pain.”

Jen nodded her head in sympathy and said, “I offered to put Tamako to sleep during the procedure, but she felt it was important that she stay aware of anything being done to her.”

“What? No! She’s crazy like that! I don’t need to stay aware of anything. Knock me the ‘F’ out first!”

“Don’t you want to prove you’re just as tough as Tamako?”

“I may be old, but I’m not an idiot! Also, you need to hurry up with this, Tamako's family, and we're going to go watch her as soon as your finished whether you like it or not.” replied Sam as he lay down on the bed.

            

    
        BK2 - Chapter 28:  Sandbagging

    
    
    
    
                  Tamako’s AI auto-activated several of her skills as well as her healing enchantment tattoo, and within a second it informed her there were eleven fighters that were level 2 and level 3 entering the arena against her. Next to each fighter’s head floated the words: Name: “unknown”, followed by whether their level was 2 or 3, and a bar representing their health and mana pool. Tamako was nervous, but not about this first fight with a bunch of low-level gamblers. In this fight, she wanted to test the AI Jen installed in her head before the more challenging matches to come. Even though she paid The Arena for an anonymous mask, without a guild to protect them, it would be quite dangerous for her, Jen, and Sam if she used the special armor and weapons Sam enchanted for her to fight in the tournament. There were simply too many powerful organizations in the City that would try to take their equipment and enslave Sam for his enchanting abilities. She suspected her skill would not overcome the added advantage of the special equipment other fighters would use in later matches. As a result, her nerves were on edge.

                The AI was not “smarter” or “better” than her at strategy or analysis of fights. She realized that the AI actually used her understanding of combat to provide its feedback to her. However, her AI’s processing speed and ability to analyze every micro amount of data and provide relevant feedback instantly, left her dumbfounded at her increased combat capability.

                A noble spectator said, “Ha! Look at that tiny fighter!”

                His skinny friend replied, “She probably used some special weapon when fighting beasts to gain so many levels.”

                The noble scoffed, “You’re right! I bet if she were forced to fight hand to hand, these low-level fighters would kill her easily!”

                Tamako ignored the comments, but heard the sentiment being echoed by others. She was wondering why the arena hadn’t announced the start of the fight when she received a system message.

System Message:

Arena Quest: Fight without the use of weapons or shields

Reward: Five gold if you win

Accept: Yes/No

Spectator Funding: Pending

Opponent(s) Decision: Pending (5 gold divided equally by all team members)

                Before Tamako even finished reading the System Message, it changed.

Opponent(s) Decision: Accepted

Spectator Funding: Complete (5 gold contributed by spectators for quest reward)

                Most of the crowd was now chanting, “Accept! Accept! Accept!” While other spectators in the crowd that originally bet on her to win looked concerned. They didn’t like their odds as much if she accepted.

                When Tamako mentally “accepted” the quest, the crowd exploded in an uproar of excitement and a frenzy of new bets.

                Jen and Sam had just made it to their seats in the stands, and watched as Tamako put her sword and shield away in her storage ring.

                Jen’s eyes widened with confusion and frustration, and she said, “what’s going on! What’s she doing?” as she watched Tamako run from her opponents while stopping every now and to throw clumsy punches. When Tamako occasionally landed a punch, it would generally break the face of the low-level fighters, knocking them out. She would then struggle with any of them that caught up with her before breaking free and running around the arena again. While running in circles, any opponents that were lying knocked out on the ground, she would kick them hard enough to kill them.

                Sam replied, “she’s sandbagging, you know, pretending to be an incompetent fighter. She doesn’t want to give away any of her techniques.”

                Many of the spectators in the crowd were screaming at Tamako,

    “Stand and fight!”

    “Don’t fight like a coward!”

    “What a waste of five gold!”

                Sam watched Jen’s jaw tighten in anger as she listened to the comments from the crowd, and he said, “Don’t let it bother you. Tamako’s probably laughing about how easily she’s earning five gold.”

                Jen grumbled, “logically, I know you are right, but emotionally, it still pisses me off!”

                “O.K., so long as you don’t go and punch someone,” replied Sam.

                A few minutes later, Tamako allowed her last three opponents to wrestle her to the ground, where she “struggled” to “clumsily” break their necks or choke them to death.

                The winners in the crowd half-heartedly cheered, but the sulking faces made it apparent that the crowd did not get the type of fight it wanted.

                As the next contestants entered the arena, Tamako walked through the tunnel that would take her back to the gladiator holding area, and then she received Jen’s onboard text message, “Great job! But Sam and I didn’t enjoy seeing you let those chumps hit you.”    

                “I love that you came, but you don’t need to stay if it’s too much.”

                “I’m staying, and I bet you didn’t know our new AIs could do this,” and Jen linked the information feed from her AI to Sam’s and then linked them both to Tamako’s. Tamako paused as a small portion of her vision filled with a moving picture of the arena floor.

                Then Tamako actually heard Sam’s voice in her head as he said, “That’s amazing! It’s like a picture in picture, with video and audio feed of everything you’re seeing!”

                Jen replied, “Exactly, and you can mute the sound or dismiss the video feed altogether with just a thought. You can also re-size the video or move it to a different area within your vision. Unfortunately, I realized during your fight, The System blocks any messages or information trying to be sent to a fighter while they are actually in combat in the arena.”

                Tamako was speechless. Unlike Sam and Jen, she didn’t have any frame of reference for what a video feed was. She just watched the ‘video’ of the gladiator match currently in progress. She could also feel her AI scouting and analyzing the skills of the competitors in the video, even while she was still in a state of awe and confusion. Finally, Tamako reached the gladiator prep room she was assigned to and just sat down with her eyes closed, allowing the match to fill her vision. After a few minutes of passively watching the match and ‘listening’ to Jen and Sam going back and forth about the potential use of their AI’s, Tamako asked, “How is my AI reading all the levels and other information of the combatants without actually being there to activate my skills and body tattoo?”

                Jen replied, “You’re seeing what my AI assessed for their level, health, and mana capacity. However, your AI is analyzing the combat ability of the fighters in this match. Actually, all of our AIs, mine, Sam’s, and yours are communicating back and forth, providing input to each other’s AI regarding the fighters’ abilities and skills. Ultimately, our AIs are tied to each of us individually, even though they talk back and forth comparing theories and strategies based on our unique minds and memories. Your AI’s final conclusions are your own. It’s just like if we sat down together and talked back and forth for several hours about a match discussing our different opinions. When we finish, we each take away our own individual conclusions.”

                Sam looked thoughtful for a second, and said, “I’m going to sit on the other side of the arena. That way we can evaluate the match from multiple angles.”

                “Exactly!” Jen replied.

                Tamako asked, “What do you mean, exactly?”

                Jen answered, “Even if you’re not watching the video feed from Sam’s perspective, your AI will consider all the input from every angle it is receiving from both my viewpoint and Sam’s viewpoint. With just a mental thought, you can see Sam’s video feed or both of our video feeds at the same time.”

                Tamako sighed to herself at the thought of the implications of Jen’s creation, and said, “O.K. I’m going to mute the both of you while I relax and watch this video match. Will my AI know if I need to unmute you for any reason?”

                “You’ve got the jist of it. You relax and we’ll talk to you later.”

                As Tamako tried to relax while waiting on her next match, she couldn’t help but think to herself, “Jen and Sam are both creating powers the Seven Decks have never seen! What am I doing? What do they even need me for?” She shook her head with disappointment in herself and her lack of contribution to the group. She forced her mind to quiet down her worries, and to focus on analyzing the match she was ‘watching’.

            

    
        Bk2 - Chapter 29:  Old Fashion Dust-Up

    
    
    
    
                  “It’s that little chicken shit bitch again!” said the noble.

  “Her luck has run out. She’s facing two level 16 fighters from the same guild,” replied the noble’s suck-up of an attendant.

  “Yes, they are both from the Race Track Guild. They will know how to work together, and their combined levels are six levels higher than her level 26. I have a plan to pay that bitch back for making me lose money!” the noble sneered.

  As Tamako stepped into the arena and assessed her opponents, she again heard and ignored the comments from the crowd. A moment later, It didn’t surprise her when she received a System message.

System Message:

Arena Quest: The two level 16 fighters must dismember both arms and both legs of the solo fighter before killing her.

Reward: Ten gold if you win

Accept: Yes/No

Spectator Funding: Pending

Opponent (s) Decision: Pending (10 gold divided equally by all team members)

Tamako was about to call out to the other fighters to discuss the Quest when the System message updated.

Opponent (s) Decision: Accepted

Spectator Funding: Complete (10 gold contributed by spectators for quest reward)

This quest required all the affected fighters to accept it, or it would be declined. When her opponents noticed the Quest update, and her still-pending acceptance, the short-muscled fighter yelled dismissively at her, “If you accept the quest, we will dismember and kill you quickly.”

The taller female fighter then snarled and threatened, “If you don’t accept, we’ll still dismember and kill you, but we’ll do it real slow, shorty!”

The quest only required her to win. Tamako thought, “Why wouldn’t I accept? Maybe some fighters would refuse such a gruesome quest if their opponent didn’t accept?” Tamako inwardly laughed at the two idiots before accepting the quest. Jen and Sam had watched the previous matches of her opponents, and Tamako felt confident in the fight against them based on her AI’s assessment of their skills. However, she also remained cautious in case they too had hid their true skills in previous matches.

This time the crowd remained silent while waiting for her to accept or decline the quest, but as soon as she accepted, the crowd again exploded in an uproar of excitement and a frenzy of new bets.

After five minutes of Tamako fighting almost purely defensively, the short one’s stamina was running low, and he yelled, “What are you scared? Fight dammit! If you don’t quit messing around, we’re going to kill you slow little girl!”

The tall woman was kneeling on the ground panting as well, and screamed, “No. To hell with giving her anymore chances, we’re going to cut her to ribbons before we kill her.”

The guy’s comments pissed Tamako off, she thought, “Why is everyone calling me little and tiny! I’m taller than he is! He’s the size of a dwarf!” However, she didn’t lose her cool. Tamako’s AI guided her through the match with the two arrogant idiots perfectly. She would block or dodge with just the narrowest of margins. She even took a couple of shallow flesh wounds to keep up the facade. It surprised her that these two were level 16. Her AI estimated they put most of their stat points in agility, but they didn’t have an overclock ability to allow their minds to keep up with their actions. They could move extremely fast, but had to stop when transitioning to a different type of movement or direction.

Tamako watched the tall woman attempt to covertly grab two fistfuls of dirt from the arena floor. A moment later, they both charged her. The man arrived in front of her almost instantly, but he slowed down to bring his sword up and feint a strike at her shoulder. If his intentions were not so obvious, it could have been a devastatingly-fast killing blow.

    Just as he feinted at her shoulder, the woman arrived, throwing two large handfuls of dirt in her face, creating a small dust cloud. Tamako blocked the man’s sword when he “unexpectedly” changed directions to strike at her thigh. She then pretended to get some of the dirt in her eyes and to stumble, while kicking up a veritable dust storm, making it impossible to see what was happening.

No more than two seconds later, Tamako and the tall women had moved out of the billowing dust cloud. Tamako had another small bleeding wound on her thigh. The tall woman was looking for her teammate. Then, as the dust and dirt settled down, and the man’s headless corpse became visible, the woman screamed, “You lucky bitch!” and charged.

Without fighting off both of them, it was easy for Tamako to pretend to use the strength of someone with a greater level, but with a lower fighting skill, to beat down and kill the tall woman.

Most of the crowd screamed in anger at Tamako. The noble man said, “It’s disgraceful watching someone with no fighting talent win like this!”

A woman dressed in more jewelry than clothes said, “Her family must have paid for her to be leveled up, but she was too lazy to train her skills. Pathetic win!”

    Jen heard another man quietly ask his daughter, “What do you think?”

    She replied to her dad, “A win is a win, right?”

    He smiled at her thoughtful question and said, “Yes, that is true, but what do you think of the tiny woman’s injuries in the battle?”

    The little girl understood when her father questioned her like this, that he wanted her to stop and think critically before answering. After a brief pause, she hesitantly said, “Her wounds are superficial, and probably will not cause any problems in her next match. She also quickly killed the man when no one could see what was happening, but then it took her a while to beat down and kill the tall woman. She could have just been lucky, but there is also a chance she is pretending to be weaker than she really is?”

    “Are you asking me a question or is that your opinion?”

    The little girl lifted her head and looked her dad in his eyes and confidently said, “that is my opinion.”

    “That’s my daughter!” he said proudly to her.

    Jen thought to herself wistfully, “I wish my parents treated me like that when I was a kid. Well, maybe not the part where we’re sitting together watching people kill each other in an arena.”

            

    
        Bk2 - Chapter 30:  Why are They Here?

    
    
    
    
                  “This is going to be interesting!” Jen exclaimed to Sam, as Tamako walked out onto the arena floor, paired up with Captain Gru from Venezia City as her teammate. Their opponents were Marbles, a fighter with the Stone Guild, and Lt. Rowe with the Arc Guild.

  Jen and Sam had pulled their hoods even lower over their faces, and Sam said, “What do you think brought them to Bot Battle City?  The winnings alone can’t be enough to justify them coming here to fight in this tournament.”

  “Yea, I don’t know.  Something else must be up.”

  Sam continued asking, “This doesn’t make sense.  They’re with the Arc Guild, and they also have a policy of not fighting in the recall tournaments.”

  Jen’s mouth dropped open as she remembered something, making an ‘oh,’ sound as she said, “Wait, I just remembered, a few weeks ago, I heard that The City Lord changed the first-place prize. Instead of 50 gold from The System and 50 gold from the City Lord. The City Lord substituted a five-party token to enter the City’s dungeon instead of gold.”

  “So, you think they came all this way to compete for the dungeon token?” asked Sam.

  “Exactly. The wait cost and the waiting period to get a dungeon token is ridiculous.  I’m guessing that even with Bellagio, they think it’s worth trying for.  Of course, they could be here for some other reason… just guessing here.”

  “Bellagio’s the big armored woman that likes to toy with her opponents before killing them right?” Sam asked.

  “That’s the one. She sucks up to the crowd for their quests, and they love watching her torture her opponents.”

  Sam replied, “At least Tamako hasn’t had to fight her yet. Do you think anyone has figured out Tamako’s identity, or associated her with “Tiny” from Bot Battle Day?”

  “No, I’ve been intercepting soundwave signals coming from the fighters in the arena all evening, and no one has any idea who she is.”

  “That’s good. Heard anything else that might be concerning?”

  “Not really. Whoever wins the next three matches wins the tournament. The remaining fighters are all hoping to face the anonymous ‘over-leveled, but unskilled’ little fighter next.”

  Captain Gru grimaced when he watched the small fighter exit the tunnel and walk over to his side of the arena. He understood the matching was logical. He was a higher level than Rowe and Marbles, and the small fighter was just one level less than Marbles. Gru was stream of conscious thinking, “should I attack Rowe or Marbles, will the little fighter be able to hold the other off long enough for me to kill my opponent, and then would she be any help in teaming up against the one that’s left. It would be best if the little fighter could hold off Rowe just for a minute or two, but that’s probably not likely. Oh well, it’s going to take me longer to take out Rowe. I hope she can keep Marbles occupied long enough.”

  Captain Gru looked over at the small lady and said, “You keep Marbles occupied. Give me enough time to take out Rowe, and then we will finish Marbles together. Got it?”

  The little woman just nodded silently in response, and Gru groaned inwardly at his bad luck.

  Tamako heard the loudmouth noble again, when he commented, “Dammit! Gru and Rowe are on opposite teams. They won’t accept any kind of quest that’ll make the match more exciting.”

  A richly dressed fat man also complained, “They’re so boring! Why did they have to enter the tournament?”

  Tamako waited for an arena quest, but apparently everyone thought the same thing as the noble, and a moment later the match began.

  Marbles was a skilled fighter, and Tamako wouldn’t be able to defend for too long, without displaying a much higher fighting skill-level than she had shown so far in the tournament.

  Soon, everyone realized Rowe’s strategy. He was fighting purely defensively against Gru, waiting for Marbles to finish the little woman off.

  The two sets of fighters were about 10 feet apart when Tamako feinted a wild attack, causing Marbles to flinch for barely a second, but it was just enough time for her to run over behind Rowe and stab him deep in the leg. Unfortunately, even with her AI, in order to get the strike on Rowe’s leg, she had to leave herself open, and Marbles was on her thrusting his blade into her back left shoulder. Tamako had known Marble’s strike was coming, and she took a diving roll forward even as the blade was piercing her shoulder. She came up out of the dive just in time to bring up her sword and block another strike from Marbles. However, her left arm was useless.

  Sam asked Jen, “What’s he doing?”

  “I think he activated some kind of berserker skill,” replied Jen as she watched Marbles go into a fit of rage, striking down repeatedly, trying to break through Tamako’s one-handed defense.

  It wasn’t taking much skill, but it was taking every bit of Tamako’s strength to stop Marble’s attacks from breaking through, and her strength was running out.

  Tamako collapsed under Marble’s onslaught, and just as she was falling to the ground expecting Marble’s next strike to deliver a killing blow, she saw Gru’s sword pierce through Marble’s chest from behind. Tamako knew if Gru had taken even one more second, Marbles Berserker attacks would have killed her.

  Tamako just lay there as Gru pulled his sword out of Marble’s chest, letting the dead body fall to the ground. The crowd cheered wildly. Tamako didn’t know if they were cheering because of their victory, or if they were cheering because she was badly injured. “Probably both,” she thought.

  As Gru reached down to give her a hand up off the ground, Gru said, “Good work. I’m not sure how much further you’ll go, but you’ve made it to the semi-finals. I would help you with that wound, but you know the rules. You’re on your own.” Gru hoped the fighter would say something, but she just nodded and started heading out of the arena. The silent treatment frustrated him, but before heading towards his exit tunnel, he hollered, “Good luck!”

  As soon as Gru helped her up, Tamako was taking bandages out of her storage device to slow the flow of blood from her shoulder. She nodded politely at Gru, but she needed to get out of the arena, and alone as quickly as possible. She was getting light-headed from blood loss. By the time she was finally by herself, she fell to the ground unconscious.

  As Jen relayed to Sam what was happening to Tamako, he was getting up, saying, “We’ve got to help her!”

  Jen replied, “It’s against the rules. All non-participants can do is talk with the fighters between matches. Besides, even though she is unconscious, her AI is not. Right now, her AI is activating her body healing tattoo to fix her shoulder.”

  A few minutes later, Jen and Sam ‘heard’ Tamako through their AIs, “My AI healed me, even though I was unconscious, that’s just… I don’t know what to think!”

  Sam’s eyes were wide open and his mouth was slightly open at the realization of what Jen’s app could do, and he asked, “Why didn’t it heal her in the arena?”

  Jen replied, “Because the AI takes directions from you. It knows what you want. Tamako’s AI knew she didn’t want her self-healing ability to be seen by the crowd or other contestants.”

  Tamako cut into the conversation and said, “You’re amazing, Jen! You’ve made us so much stronger, but now, I’ve got to mute you both and start preparing for my next fight.”

  Tamako examined her shoulder and tested its flexibility and strength before taking the blood-soaked bandages and wrapping her now non-existent wound.

  When she heard Captain Gru get called for his semi-final match against Diamond Jack, she knew she would fight Bellagio next. Her AI already analyzed all the woman’s fights, and Tamako knew she had little chance of winning without using her enchanted armor and shield, but there was no way she was going to use it in this tournament. A few minutes later, she learned Captain Gru won his match and would be in the finals.

            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 31:  Chuckie

    
    
    
    
                    Bellagio raised her hands to the crowd to encourage their cheering, and when Tamako walked out onto the arena floor, Bellagio screamed to the crowd, “How would you like me to kill this cheating midget!”

    The crowd started chanting, “Pain, Pain, Pain!”

Tamako was unsurprised when the arena quest appeared.

System Message:

Arena Quest: Make your opponent beg for mercy before killing them

Reward: 30 gold

Accept: Yes/No

Spectator Funding: complete

Opponent (s) Decision: accepted

Tamako had watched Jen’s mental “video” of Bellagio’s previous fights. She knew this woman wouldn’t show mercy. She enjoyed getting the crowd excited as she tortured her opponents. Tamako mentally accepted the arena quest, hoping Bellagio would feel the need to play up to the crowd in exchange for the quest the crowd just funded.

The match started, but Tamako didn’t move, keeping her sword in a defensive position with her left “injured” arm hanging down by her side. However, Bellagio slowly sauntered towards Tamako while grinning evilly, stopped about 10 feet away, and said, “You are sooo mistaken if you think I’ll take it easy on you. You’re going to beg for mercy repeatedly before I kill you!” She then coughed and snorted up and a large ball of snot and spit it onto Tamako’s chest. When Tamako flinched at being spit on, the crowd roared in approval. Bellagio raised her arms to the crowd, continuing her show. Tamako was ready to drop her act and try to bash the bitch’s brains in, but then Bellagio did what Tamako’s AI estimated, at a 30% chance, she might do again. Bellagio turned her back on Tamako, just like she did in an earlier match to mock her opponent and show the crowd her contempt for how weak and pathetic Tamako was. When Bellagio did this in her previous match, the man tried to attack her from behind, but Bellagio easily turned in time to block his attack, and then she kicked him in the balls so hard it caused him to double over and vomit.

Quicker than a breath, Tamako dropped her sword while pulling a spear from her storage ring, and with a grunt, threw it using every bit of her strength, aiming her throw for the opening between Bellagio’s helmet and the armor covering her back.

Bellagio was a much higher level than Tamako, and many opponents claimed her skin to be tougher than steel. However, Tamako’s spear contained enchantments by Sam for both extreme sharpness, piercing, and speed. A week earlier Sam had tried to explain to Tamako how one of his enchantments on the spear somehow redirected the air around it, almost eliminating any air resistance, and how he had to reinforce the strength of the spear because… but all Tamako heard was bla, bla, bla, as she had stopped listening to Sam and without warning turned and lightly threw the spear at the training dummy to test out its balance. Her jaw had almost hit the floor when her eyes could barely follow the trajectory of the spear as it flew so quickly to the target. Tamako had been surprised when Sam freaked out complaining they needed to test the spear outside of the city because if it broke the sound barrier everyone would hear it. Tamako had agreed to wait and test it more later, but she hadn’t really understood what Sam meant when he said it might make a lot of noise, but she grinned at the thought of how fast the spear would fly if she really tried to throw it hard. Tamako knew these types of enchantments were normally very expensive, but Sam’s were even more unique, because as long as she could channel mana into them, they didn’t have a cool-down before being used again. The down-side was, if you ran out of mana, they were no better than any ordinary weapon.

Tamako started to charge towards Bellagio with her full speed and force immediately upon throwing her spear, but just as she started to move a loud “BOOM!!!!” split the air, and a pressure smashed into Tamako, but she pushed through the distraction, lowering her head and shoulder, continued her charge to tackle Bellagio at the level of her butt. Tamako used her arms to reach around the front of Bellagio’s knees, and forced the big woman to fall to her stomach. As Bellagio was crashing to the ground, Tamako reached up feeling the mush of blood and bone, but Tamako wasn’t taking any chances keeping her head turtled into the center of Bellagio’ back, and as they both landed on the ground, Tamako pulled out a large heavy hunting knife and repeatedly stabbed Bellagio in her back, until she realized just a moment later ,that the woman wasn’t moving and her neck and head were mostly gone.

    Tamako knew she could only use the spear one time in the tournament, without bringing too much unwanted attention to her, but for two reasons, that was no longer an issue. One, everyone was now paying way too much attention to her and her spear, and two, the spear was shattered into pieces all over the area floor with bits of Bellagio’s head.

“Holy shit Sam! Did her spear just break the sound barrier?”

    “Don’t blame me! I told her we needed to first test it way outside of the city!”

    "Why did you let her keep it, if you hadn’t tested it yet?”

    Sam snorted in frustration as he replied, “Don’t blame me for this! After I showed it to her, she refused to give it back to me.”

    The entire fight lasted less than 30 seconds, and most of that was Bellagio’s taunting of Tamako. The crowd had been cheering, screaming, and watching Bellagio so much, they almost completely missed what happened. The crowd was now stunned into silence, but only for a second while the realization of what just happened sank in, then there was an explosion of excitement as everyone was trying to explain what they just witnessed. Sam and Jen watched as Tamako stepped off the back of the giant woman with a giant bloody hunting knife, and saw her look forlornly at her broken spear for just a moment, before she quickly turned, and walked off the arena floor.

    As Tamako left the arena, the crowd was screaming for her blood. Jen heard the lady with all the jewelry complaining to the guards, “That little woman cheated! She stabbed Bellagio in the back before the match actually started!” The guards ignored the woman and all the other complaints. Everyone knew The System wouldn’t allow any of the contestants to break rules in a City-arena recall tournament.

    A man dressed in fine robes said, “I can’t believe the small woman destroyed such an enchantment! This isn’t even that important of a tournament!” Many in the crowd around him nodded in shocked agreement.

Sam glared at Jen for blaming him for the unwelcome attention, but then leaned over to her with a smirk and said, “Tamako sitting on top of that big woman, and stabbing her with that giant hunting knife, reminded me of that horror movie with that little doll “Chuckie” running around killing people.”

Jen cracked up with laughter at the visual of “Chuckie” and little Tamako stabbing the giant woman. Her laughter caused several in the crowd to give her the evil eye, which caused both Sam and Jen to laugh even harder.

Jen finally said, “O.K., O.K., we’ve got to stop laughing. We’re drawing too much attention!”

Sam pulled it together and said, “You’re right, boss. Let’s move to different seats.”
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                                “Yes! Yes! Yes!” cheered Captain Gru when he heard that the little woman killed Bellagio. He especially enjoyed that most of the fighters and adventurers were laughing at how Bellagio’s own arrogance got her killed. Gru hated Bellagio, but he couldn’t deny her combat skill. He estimated that he only had, at most, a one in five chance of beating her in the arena himself.

                Marbles said to Gru, “The tiny woman must have some very wealthy backers to own an enchanted spear strong enough to kill Bellagio like that.”

    Rowe commented, “She’s going to be in hot water with someone for breaking it!  However, now that she can’t use it, your match will be a cake-walk.”

                Gru replied, “Maybe, maybe not, but I won’t make any assumptions or underestimate her like Bellagio did.  If Bellagio had been paying attention, I think she could still have dodged the throw.”

                Marbles laughed, “Yea, good point. You don’t want everyone laughing at you like they’re doing at Bellagio!”

                Rowe interrupted, “Marbles, let’s get out of here and let Gru get ready for his match. Good luck Captain!”

                Less than 15 minutes later, Gru looked over at the little woman as she walked onto the arena floor. Her shoulder appeared to be healed. “Why would she take an expensive healing potion? She must think she has a chance of beating me.” Captain Gru thought to himself.

    Sam asked Jen, “What trick do you think Tamako is going to try against Gru?”

    Jen snorted out a laugh, answering, “Not a damn thing unless you gave her another one of those spears or something else that is going to break the physics known to this world!”

    Sam grunted, “No, no other enchanted weapons! but don’t act like your AI isn’t game changing!”

    Jen raised her eyebrow, and responded, “The whole city isn’t going to find out about my AI!  Anyway, the weapons and armor she’s fighting with now, may suck in comparison, but she’s as relentless as a honey badger!”

    “Do you think she can beat Gru without using her enchanted gear?” asked Sam.

    “Not sure. Gru’s weapons and armor are top-notch. I’ve also got the sense that he has some pretty good skills he hasn’t displayed yet.”

    “Makes sense. He used that mana shield and his steambow bolt gun when we were attacked by the Poison Dagger Guild.”

    Jen replied, “I don’t think he’ll use a mana-shield scroll, they are way too expensive to use in this tournament.”

    Jen and Sam were not the only ones talking about the matchup. Across the arena, a shriveled old man walked slowly towards a woman and said, “Deck Director Keisha, how are you doing tonight?”

    Keisha was one of the few people that knew the old man was the City’s Spy Chief, and she knew he was digging for information about something. She kept her demeanor relaxed, but waved for one of her guild fighters to move, allowing a place for the old man to sit, and she said, “I’m doing well, and you Elder Cards?”

    The old man carefully sat down in the vacated seat and said with a sly smile, “Thank you for the seat, Director Keisha. My body is growing weak, but my mind is still getting stronger.”

    “What does your mind tell you about this match?” asked Keisha.

    “It wonders why you did not enter the tournament with a dungeon token up for grabs.”

    Keisha’s contacts informed her the only reason the City offered the token was because the dungeon had just moved. The City Lord was going to continue offering these tokens, hoping the guilds would spend their resources to find its new entrance over the next couple of years. Of course, she knew if Gru won, it would tick him off when he realized the dungeon had just moved.

    Keisha smirked internally at the Spy Chief’s attempt to change the direction of her question, and gave a nonsensical answer with her next question, “True, but what do you think of the small fighter? Do you have any guesses as to who they are?”

    Elder Cards wasn’t surprised when Keisha replied without answering his question, and said, “I assumed she was in your guild from a sister city, and teleported here for the tournament, but from your question, my assumption is clearly wrong?”

    “So that is why you came to visit?” replied Keisha.

    The spy chief continued, “The small woman is very impressive, and I am curious, but unless Marbles’ berserk skill has lost its power, it’s safe to say she is much stronger than her level would indicate.  However, you are a much more skilled fighter than I ever was, and I wouldn’t presume my theories on the outcome of this match are better than yours.”

    “How do you think Bellagio will take the loss?” Keisha asked.

    “Ha!” laughed Elder cards, and said, “In the arena, Bellagio will show no mercy if they meet again. Outside the arena, Bellagio is more likely to try and take her to dinner and bed!”

    Kiesha chuckled at Elder Cards comment, and said, “Yea, she is a horndog! Heads up, the match is beginning.”

    “What is that?!” Elder cards asked Keisha.

    Keisha wasn’t sure what she was seeing. The woman pulled out of her ring a giant tower-shield that was mounted on a small platform and slammed it to the ground in front of her. The shield was clearly too heavy for anyone to fight with in a battle, but the woman crouched behind it, hammering a steel spike deep into the ground and locking the platform in place.

    The woman’s shield surprised captain Gru, but he wasn’t standing around doing nothing. He pulled his bow and fired several armor-piercing arrows, but they shattered on the shield. “Dammit!” he swore to himself and started running to the side to get around the angle of the shield for a clear target. He knew that if the shield could shatter his arrows, it would be too heavy for anyone to maneuver quickly.

    Elder Cards couldn’t believe what his eyes were telling him. As Gru ran to the side to fire arrows behind the angle of the shield planted in the ground, the woman easily turned the shield to keep it between them. “Where did she find a powerful enough enchantment to move a shield of that size!” he exclaimed.

    Finn, the Stone Guild’s enchanter, was sitting a few seats behind Elder Cards and Keisha, and replied, “That’s not an enchantment. It’s mechanical! See how she is pushing down on a lever that allows her to turn the shield before locking it back in place on the platform.”

    Everyone was zooming in on Tamako, watching her as she stomped on a lever mounted on the base of the platform. This lever lifted the shield just a hair off the ground, allowing her to turn the shield easily with one hand while keeping her spear ready in her other hand.

    Keisha said to Elder Cards and her guild members sitting around her, “That shield will not do her any good once Gru closes the distance, but that is clearly what she wants. She must have heard of Gru’s reputation with a bow.”

    Bellagio was on the edge of her seat, cheering for the small woman. Her guild-mates sitting around her already knew she had the hots for the little woman. Bellagio laughed, saying, “Gru is so pissed that his expensive arrows are just shattering on that shield.”

    Tamako sighed with satisfaction as Gru cut the bullshit and finally closed the distance between them so they could have an actual fight. As Gru moved in close enough for Tamako to strike him with her spear, she knew he wouldn’t be able to pull out his bow without first storing his shield, and leaving himself open to her attack.

    Tamako circled Gru, moving the fight away from the platform shield Sam had made for her after Razz the merchant said it would be too heavy for her to use. Now that Gru was close enough, she needed to use the reach advantage her spear provided, while also being ready to charge him in case he tried to back away and create enough distance and time to use his bow.

    She couldn’t use her enchanted spear again for obvious reasons, but that wasn’t her current problem. Gru was fighting cautiously and patiently, and she wasn’t able to get any strikes through his defense. Then he chopped at her spear with his sword, breaking her spear in half before she could withdraw her thrust. Tamako thought little of it as she simply dropped the broken haft of the spear and started to pull another spear out of her ring while keeping a safe distance.

    Gru smiled to himself as Tamako backed just a step away after he smashed her spear. As she was drawing a new spear from her ring, he dropped his sword and pulled out his steambow with one hand, and fired a bolt at point blank range.

    Tamako knew Gru had a steambow, and was prepared to dodge, but with her transitioning to a new spear, the speed of the steambow bolt, and their close proximity, it made it impossible for her to completely dodge the attack. She lunged to the side, but the bolt tore through her armor grazing her ribs. Tamako felt the pain and knew it was a little bloody, but the wound was not all that bad, and she was feeling more confident, now that she didn’t have to worry about when he would use the weapon against her.

    Tamako just grinned at Gru as he pulled another sword out of his ring and she advanced to meet him with her spear, but then her Grin faded as her AI informed her, she was mortally poisoned if she did not heal herself within the next 30 seconds.

    Tamako screamed at Gru, “You fucking poisoned me!”

    Gru just shrugged at Tamako, while keeping a defensive stance. He was happy to just let the poison do its work and win the dungeon token.

    Keisha looked sideways at Elder Cards, and said, “never expected Captain Gru of the oh so righteous Arc Guild would use poison in an arena fight.”

    “Apparently, neither did the small woman!” replied Elder Cards.

    Keisha then said with a little satisfaction, “He must have wanted that dungeon token pretty badly. Just how pissed do you think he is going to be if the dungeon has in fact, moved recently?” Keisha smiled to herself as Elder Card’s face went a little pale and he turned back to watch the rest of the match.

    Tamako knew she didn’t have much time left, but she was pissed. She dropped her spear and pulled a heavy mace from her ring, and charged Gru. Leaving herself open, Gru struck a killing blow through her arm and side, but she was able to smash his leg nearly off at the knee with her mace.

    The crowd cheered as Tamako died and Gru screamed in pain for a good 20 seconds before the arena removed them from the floor.

    “Holy shit!” exclaimed Sam.

    Jen replied, “Yea, Tamako was clearly pissed at being denied the fight she was hoping for, but there is no rule against poison.”

    Sam shook his head and said, “No, I was thinking of the money Gru will need to spend to fix his enchanted armor.”

    “Oh, I didn’t think of that, but we need to come up with a plan to get Tamako out of the arena without someone seeing us or following us.”

    “Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan for that,” replied Sam

    “What’s your plan?” asked Jen.

    “You’ll see. Just follow me to the System Shop.”

    “No, you’ll tell me now!” demanded Jen.

    “You millennials have no patience! Whatever! We can purchase a gambling quest for any woman about Tamako’s height to run into the arena and then back out again all at the same time. It might cost us a few gold, but a simple gambling quest like that will get hundreds of women running into the arena to earn a few easy copper, and it will allow Tamako to run out with them without being noticed. Especially if she disguises herself by changing her hair, putting on makeup, and wearing a wig”

    “Not a bad plan. Let’s get going boomer!” replied Jen.
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                  Director Keisha looked toward Toss Up and said, “Is someone following her?”

  “Yes, Deck Director, I’ve situated someone at every exit to the arena,” replied Toss Up.

  “Good! I want to find out about that spear,” replied Keisha as she was getting up and preparing to leave the arena. Director Keisha paused in thought and said to Toss Up, “Put someone on Captain Gru as well. I want to know his reaction when he learns the dungeon has moved.”

“Yes, Deck Director, I’ll…”

    Toss Up’s reply was interrupted by Little Luck, “Captain Toss Up! Deck Director Keisha! I just received a quest you should know about.” Little Luck was a small woman in the back of the Stone Guild party that attended the tournament.

    Toss Up noticed Deck Director Keisha looked interested in what Little Luck was going to say, but for Little Luck’s sake, he hoped it was important. Toss Up liked Little Luck’s work ethic and didn’t want the Deck Director making an example of her for not knowing her place. He looked over at the small athletic woman and said, “What’s the quest Little Luck?”

    Little Luck’s eyes lost their focus as she read the Quest.

==

Private Gambling Quest:

You meet the requirements for a private gambling quest. In exactly 10 minutes from the receipt of this quest, run into the arena and touch an inside wall, wait 5 seconds and immediately run out and away from the arena for at least two blocks. If you fail the private gambling quest, you’re an idiot, and you will also lose 2 ability points.


	Accept the request and receive 10 copper upon successful completion.

	Accept the request and receive 5 copper and 1 euphoria upon successful completion.

	Accept the request and receive 2 euphoria upon successful completion.

	Decline the quest.



You have 9 minutes and 10 seconds remaining to accept and compete the quest.

==

Little Luck then said, “I think I received the quest because I’m about the same height as the…”

Deck Director Keisha interrupted Little Luck, “Of course that’s the reason. Accept the quest and see if you can find out anything.”

Little Luck selected “A” accepting the quest and took off. She knew it was unlikely that she would find out anything, but she didn’t say anything before immediately following the Director’s orders.

Director Keisha then said to Toss Up, “With this distraction, there is no way our people will be able to figure out which one is the spear woman. Get an Elf over here to track her before her scent gets to old.”

Toss Up’s eyes’ widened at the cost of an elf tracker, and he almost commented on it, but wisely kept his thoughts to himself, and replied, “Yes, Deck Director!” and moved off to the side, activating his sound wave to try and hire an elf tracker with such ridiculous short notice.
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                  After Sam and Jen purchased the gambling quest and left the System Shop, Sam spotted Slim just a moment before Slim leaped up onto his shoulder and proceeded to try and sit on Sam’s head.

  Jen laughed as Sam said, “What the hell Slim?”

  Slim sighed and replied, “Log, be a good human while I let everyone around know that I am in charge here.” Then Slim paused for a second as he stared intently at Sam and Jen, and said, “What skill are you two using that is draining so much of your mana?”

  Sam shrugged, as he said, “Jen can explain that, but I have something for you.”

  Slim rolled his eyes, and said, “Of course she will. I didn’t expect you to be able to explain anything complicated Log.”

  Sam just laughed at Slim’s comments as he hurried over to a knee-high wall outside of the arena. He’d been waiting to give this to Slim ever since he returned from the gnome district. Sam pulled out a small round can from his ring, set it on the wall. He then pulled a tab unsealing and opening the can with a “creeshhh” sound.

  Slim immediately smelled the amazing aroma released from the can and jumped down onto the wall. He only faintly heard Sam explaining about how he purchased it in the gnome district, but he did hear it, and said, “Do you have more?” as he tried to lick every scrap of the Turgo fish out of the can.

  Sam called the fish “Tuna” because that’s what it reminded him of, and replied, “No, that’s all the Tuna I have. I wasn’t sure if you would like it or not. I’ll try to get some more when I get a chance though.”

  Slim glanced at Jen, as he said, “Good! Because that damn dungeon just moved over near there somewhere, and I’m not going anywhere near it!”

  Jen replied, “What? The City dungeon moved! It can do that?”

  Slim pawed at the can of Tuna clearly frustrated that it was empty, and pretended to be an expert, and said, “Of course little one, this is the Seven Decks. What I can tell you for sure is that a few days ago the dungeon was over near the lumber merchants guild hall, then it shifted someplace over near the gnome district. I got the Seven Decks away from that area as fast as possible.”

  Jen nodded her head in thought, but changed the topic saying, “That’s interesting, and I would like to discuss more later, but Tamako used a very powerful enchanted spear in a recall fight, and in just a couple of minutes Tamako is going to be running out of the arena with a bunch of other women that look like her. She’s also going to be wearing a forgetmenot(Jen, Sam, Slim) necklace, but I would like for you to make sure no one follows her.”

  Slim kicked the can off the wall and onto the ground, and said, “That sounds fair in exchange for the tuna Sam just gave me.”

  “No, the tuna was a gift from Sam. You don’t have to help. I’m asking you as a ‘friend’ to help.”

  Sam snickered internally as he watched Slim’s disdained frown and his ears drop back in frustration. Slim turned and Sam thought he was going to lope away from the arena, when he then turned back to Jen and with almost a hiss, said, “Fine! Whatever! But only since I have absolutely nothing to do right now.”

  Jen smiled and replied “You’re the best Slim. Thank you!”

  As Slim loped towards the arena, he said, “Fine! But you owe me one.”

  Jen replied, “Do not!”

  “Do too!”

  “Do not!”

Sam laughed at how Jen somehow pulled Slim into such a childish reaction with her. He couldn’t “hear” messages from Slim nearly as far as Jen, but he could tell the back and forth with Jen went on a while.

            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 35:  Dicey Times

    
    
    
    
                  Guessing Gabe, a guildmember of the Highland Games Guild was heading into watch the recall tournament when he noticed Tamako heading in the same direction.  The guild had tried to track the movements of the trio of guests staying with them, but had found it too difficult, and not worth the additional resources if they really wanted to follow them.  However, everyone was on notice to call in the trios location to Dicey if they noticed them out and about.   Unfortunately, he lost track of Tamako and never noticed if she actually went into the arena or not, but he still called it into Dicey with his soundwave.

  Dicey’s best guess was their new “friends” had escaped a noble house indentured service contract.  It was almost unheard of because even when indentured service contracts ended, the noble house would coerce them to enter into extensions by threatening horrific treatment to their family and friends that were still under contracts.  Her theory didn’t fit perfectly, but it was the only thing that could explain their high skill levels, but ignorance of many everyday activities.

  It was Dicey’s responsibility to make sure their guests did not bring any trouble to their guild from other guilds or a noble house that might be hunting them.  She was surprised to learn from Guessing Gabe that Tamako was possibly entering the recall arena tournament, because she knew how much Jen expressed her dislike of the gore, pain, and torture that people could experience.

  After watching a small woman defend against Marbles’ berserker attack, Dicey said, “Poker, that is definitely Tamako with a recall arena anonymous mask.”

  Poker nodded, “She changed her style up a little in her earlier matches, but I agree, that’s her.  I don’t think she’s attracting too much attention.  Do you?”

  Dicey replied, “She’s getting attention, but not for being overly skilled.  I think she’s playing it smart.”

**************

               “Seven Decks!” exclaimed Dicey when she watched Tamako throw a spear that was too fast to see, made some sort of concussion sound, and killed Bellagio before she could even dodge.

               Poker looked towards Dicey, and said, “O.K., there’s no way that’s going unnoticed.”

               Dicey replied, “Shit! Mom is going to be pissed now that we have to ask them to leave.  She was actually becoming tolerable since she’s been collaborating with Sam.”

               Poker said, “Well… the spear is shattered and is now useless.  Maybe people won’t be excited about it.”

               Dicey just shook her head, “You don’t believe that.”

               “No, not really.  I guess I don’t. You want to head back to the guild and let everyone know?” asked Poker.

               “No, let’s at least finish watching the tournament.  No one can do anything to her until she leaves the arena anyway.”

****

               After Tamako bashed Captan Gru’s leg in, Poker commented, “Well at least she put on a good show.”

               Dicey nodded in agreement, pointed in several directions as she replied, “Yea, but look at the Dagger guild, Cornhole guild, Stone guild, and over there at Noble House Shell Game, and over there, and there.  They all look to be calculating on discovering who Tamako is.

               Dicey was shaking her head with failed ideas on how she could possibly help the trio out after this type of exposure, when Poker laughed and said, “Look!  There are hundreds of women running into the arena.  What’s going on?”

               Dicey and Poker realized what was happening at the same time, and Dicey laughed, “They’re all about her size, she’s going to run out with them, and there’s no way anyone can track down every one of those women, and then figure out if they were the woman in the recall tournament.”

               Poker nodded, but commented, “I think it will work, but using that spear was stupid!  Are you going to still make them move out of the compound?”

               Dicey shrugged, “I have to take this information to the Board.  It’s going to be up to them.”
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                Tamako walked into the side alley where Jen and Sam were waiting for her, and said, “I don’t think anyone followed me.”

Just them Slim came sprinting around the corner messaging them, “Run! There’s an Elf tracker on your scent. Your forgetmenot (Jen, Sam, Slim) charms aren’t working against his skill.”

They ran through the backstreets and alleys using their forgetmenot charms to avoid notice and attention from the random people they were running past.

Jen messaged everyone, “any ideas?”

Slim replied, “We’re getting ahead of the elf, but distance won’t stop his ability to track you, it will only buy us a little time. The only way to break his link is to go Deck jumping, and that’s probably more dangerous than simply killing him.”

Sam replied, “O.K. let’s just set up an ambush and kill him.”

Slim replied, “Works for me, but you’ll have every elf on the Deck, or really anywhere, tracking you down, because I doubt we can kill him before he marks us.”

Sam nodded, “If we get enough distance, I bet…”

“Enough!” interrupted Jen, “We are not going to kill someone just because he is tracking us! Other ideas, now!”

Tamako asked, “What is he using to track us?”

Slim replied, “I’m only guessing, but since you left the arena before he started following you, he is probably using shadow tracking. How he figured out which shadow was yours from all the others, I have no idea.”

“So how do I get rid of my shadow?” asked Tamako.

“You don’t. It’s not your shadow from the sun, but your mana shadow. Unlike your mana, the shadow your mana leaves behind changes constantly, but the elf is following that change constantly while he is on your trail.”

Jen said, “Turn right up ahead.”

Sam replied, “Will do! Where are we heading?”

Jen pointed towards some taller buildings off in the distance, and said, “generally that direction.” She then glanced at Slim, and only messaged him, “What if you do your ‘thing’, while we throw Tamako in a wagon and head out of the city?”

Slim’s ears laid flat with his dislike of Jen’s suggestion, but he recognized she was clearly not making it an order, and she only messaged him keeping it private from the others. Slim replied, “It might work, but why should I even consider that if we haven’t even tried killing the elf first?”

“Because I’m not going to kill someone just because they are following us!”

Slim hissed, “That’s not my problem.”

“O.k., got it! You won’t do it,” replied Jen.

Jen said to Sam, “Let’s run to the top of one of the buildings and try to lose the elf by travelling over the rooftops.”

Sam replied, “Jen, I haven’t even started working on the hang gliders we talked about.”

She replied, “I know, just jumping distance between rooftops.”

Slim yowled slightly, and said to everyone, “That’s not going to work. Elves are raised jumping between trees that are further apart that we can even think about jumping.” Slim paused for a second and then grumbled, “Just go get a wagon Jen.”

“What’s up? Why do we need a wagon?” asked Sam and Tamako at the same time.

Jen replied, “I’ll catch up with everyone in a few minutes with a wagon and a tarp, explain later why I can’t explain.”

********

When Jen caught up to them with a wagon, Sam commented, “That was quick, and when are we going to find out what you have planned? Slim won’t tell us anything.”

Jen looked stressed when she replied, “I stole it, but left enough gold for them to buy 10 wagons.”

Slim ordered, “Get into the wagon and cover yourselves with the tarp.”

Sam asked again, “What’s going on? What’s the plan?”

Tamako wanted to know as well, but her embarrassment and guilt at being the cause for all the problems had kept her unusually silent.

Jen replied, “I’m not going to tell you. You simply have to trust me and Slim with this. We’re getting in the cart, and then we’re all going to feel terrible, while Slim gets us safe.”

Sam wasn’t too pleased with the explanation and he knew now was not the time to start demanding more answers. Last, and most importantly, he trusted Jen, so he climbed into the cart without any more questions.

Once the three were in the cart and were covered with the tarp, slim expanded in size and placed his head through the harness and activated his skill. The cart and Slim were simply invisible to anyone’s sight or mana senses. Neither Slim nor the cart left any tracks or made any sounds as Slim pulled the cart at a steady pace for about 15 minutes until they arrived at the group’s safe house where Slim moved them all inside, sealed the door, and collapsed from exhaustion.

******

Toss Up had to promise a small fortune to hire an elf tracker on such short notice, but the tracker showed up a few minutes AFTER the quest activated and the arena was now empty.

    “You’re late! How are you going to be able to track her!” demanded Toss Up.

    Elves despised everything that was not, well….an elf. However, they would tolerate the other races for enough gold, and they knew they couldn’t realistically exterminate all the other races. The elf tracker was quite tall and looked down his nose at Toss Up, and replied, “You may address me as Andarlian Sanova Valtonian.”

    Toss Up hated dealing with elves, he knew they were all arrogant jackasses, but he also knew “how” to deal with elves, and replied, “The contract was signed and is binding. You’re late! We agreed to pay a lot of gold for you to get here on time.”

    The elf replied, “I will track her as I wish. The Elf Tracking Guild has never failed to find a human we wanted to find. Pay the gold now or face the wrath of our guild!”

    Toss Up knew that no amount of being nice changed anything with the Elves. If anything, Elves saw kindness as being weak. If you were nice to them, they would just bully you more, and Toss Up replied, “Fuck you! Under the contract you’ve forfeited advance payment by being late. I will pay you the full sum once you lead us to her and help us follow her until she gets to where she is staying, leaves the city gates, or teleports from the shop. That’s the deal!”

    The elf turned on his heal and headed down to the arena exits. As the elf circled the arena he said, “It was just her and a man that was in the finals?”

    Toss Up narrowed his eyes suspecting the elf of more weaseling and said “That’s correct.”

    “This is going to take longer without anything to identify her. I’ll have to use a shadow scent and search for the oldest female scent to weed out all the women that have run in and out of here. That’s going to cost extra!”

    Toss Up replied, “Fuck you again! I’m not agreeing to a re-negotiation. Just do your job!”

    Toss Up watched the elf closely. He knew that if he turned his head for a moment the elf was likely to take off after the woman, leaving them there and later claiming it was Toss Up’s “fault” for not following him to the woman’s location.

    As expected, without warning, the elf turned and quickly left down a side street tracking the woman they were after.

    “Asshole!” Toss Up mumbled to himself as he hurried to follow the elf.

    The elf slowed his pace back down as soon as he realized Toss Up was still with him. The elf looked back at Toss Up twisting his face up in disgust at the human, but said nothing as he slowed his pace down. The elf was tracking the woman as slow as possible to increase the fee, but he couldn’t go too slow or the shadow scent would fade.

    When the shadow scent clearly indicated the woman’s pace changed and that she was on the run from him. The Elf didn’t understand how the woman found out she was being tracked, but then he complained at Toss Up, “You must have done something to give away our location. We’ll need to pick up the pace and that will cost extra!”

    Toss Up showed his verbal diversity to the elf with his reply of, “Fuck you! Do your job!”

    After trailing and running through the streets for about 15 minutes on the woman’s shadow scent, Adarlian paused as the shadow scent simply vanished. Andarlian’s first instinct was the human man behind him was doing something to block his tracking, “But that’s impossible!” he thought to himself. He turned towards Toss Up to accuse him of interfering even if he knew it was impossible, but saw the impatient look on the man’s face and knew for sure it wasn’t him, plus he didn’t want to show the human that there was a problem.

    Andarlian followed the scent backwards a little way and confirmed the woman hadn’t backtracked. He’d noticed earlier that something kept trying to distract him while following the scent, but the magic was weak, and he’d easily been able to ignore it. There was only about ten minutes before the shadow scent would disappear. Shadows blurred and changed constantly, and if he couldn’t get back on her trail quickly, he would never find the woman. The elves’ tracking reputation was at stake, and he knew disgracing his guild would be worse than the embarrassment of asking for help.

    Andarlian activated his sound wave, “I’ve lost the shadow scent.”

    “How long do we have?” came the immediate reply.

    “Ten minutes at most.”

    “Competent elves are on their way to finish your job.”

    Andarlian’s pale skin, paled even further at the rebuke.

    Toss Up asked for the 3rd time, “What’s wrong? Why have we stopped?”, and as the elf ignored him again, he was about to get right in the elf’s face when five additional elves arrived. “You’ve fucking lost her haven’t you! Deck Director Keisha is going to hear about this.” Internally, Toss Up thought Keisha had made a mistake when she authorized spending the gold to track this woman just because of a powerful spear… that broke after being used against Bellagio, but he’d never heard of any human on the Second Deck with the ability to shake an Elf tracker off their trail. He gave a slight sigh of relief that he didn’t question Keisha’s directions even slightly.

    Andarlian advised the other elf trackers, “There’s still about 6 minutes left on the shadow scent. This is where it ended.”

    Toss Up used his sound wave to call in the situation directly to Deck Director Keisha.

    Director Keisha replied, “Damnit! I can’t get there in 6 minutes. Call me back immediately if they pick her trail back up and I’ll join you.”

    An hour later, after the elves cast multiple spells and used several enchanted scroll, Andarlian turned to Toss Up and said, “The contract is complete and no payment is required,” before turning with the other elves and leaving.

    Toss Up hollered at them as they left, “You bitches are incompetent. You breached the contract when you showed up late. Your guild is going to be hearing from Deck Director Keisha about this!”

    The elves simply ignored Toss Up as they continued to walk away.

******

    Jen, Sam, and Tamako, felt the mana get ripped from the body a few moments after they laid down in the wagon. Their mana channels convulsed as they tried to pull mana in from the air surrounding them, like a drowning person trying to breath in air. Jen and Sam soon passed out from the pain, but Tamako struggled through it and was about to throw the tarp off of them, when Slim messaged her, “Quit fighting, or this will all be for nothing!”

    Telling a drowning person to not try to reach the surface of the water and breath in air is easy, but for the drowning person to actually listen is something else. However, Tamako’s pain was overshadowed by her shame in causing all the problems. Unfortunately for her, she did not pass out from the pain like Jen and Sam, but she did will herself to be still and accept the pain as punishment for her mistake.

    Slim ran his mana almost empty getting everyone to the “safe house” as Sam called it. He was exhausted from using his mana, but it only took him a few minutes of rest before he got up from the floor to check on the others. The tarp they were laying on was covered in filth, but they were all breathing and he could tell with a little time they would be fine. However, Slim wasn’t going to hang around with the smell another minute. As he was about to leave and keep an eye on things from outside the safe house, to his surprise he noticed Tamako start to move. He wanted to ask her how she was able to start recovering so much fast than the others, but the stink outweighed his curiosity, and he messaged her, “I’ll be outside keeping a lookout in case they somehow were able to follow us. Take care of them.” and then he slipped out and shut the door.

*****

    Two Bets hated elves after one beat his cousin senseless for simply “being in the way” while the elf was tracking someone for a guild.  Luckily for Sam, Jen, Tamako, and Slim, it was Two Bets, a low-income maintenance man that found the pile of gold in his shed, instead of his little wagon. Two Bets then declined the System Gambling Quest, that offered him more gold and euphoria, to simply tell the elves that were running around his neighborhood about the gold, which Jen had been holding for several weeks before she used it to pay for the wagon.

            

    
        Bk 2 - Chapter 37:  Give till it Hurts

    
    
    
    
                The recovery for Jen, Sam, and Tamako was far worse and took much longer than a Deck Jump. The next morning when Slim determined they were well enough to look out for themselves, he messaged, “I’m out of here. Let me know when you get more tuna.”

Sam gave a feeble laugh, and replied, “I’ve got you covered,” and then he went back to meditating and cleaning his mana channels of the corruption that entered his system during his initial recovery from Slim’s mana syphon, as Sam thought of it. If his AI hadn’t kicked on and started forcing his system to filter the mana he was able to absorb again, the corruption would have been much worse.

Tamako was outside keeping watch and gave Slim a slight nod of thanks as he ran by. She wasn’t feeling the best yet either, but she wanted to be useful after all the problems she caused.

Jen was the last to recover from the ordeal. Sam and Tamako generally had an idea of what Slim did to their mana, but they didn’t actually understand what or how he did it. Of course, they knew neither Jen nor Slim were going to explain it further. Jen looked over at Sam, and could sense Tamako was outside, and messaged them both, “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Agreed,” replied Sam.

Tamako entered the safe house, and said, “I understand why we need to go. My lack of foresight in using the spear makes me unworthy as a companion for you two. Ascending to the Seventh Deck is probably impossible, but it definitely will be with someone with my poor judgment.”

“Tamako enough!” Interrupted Jen. She didn’t usually use her psych skill to pry into Tamako’s feelings, but Tamako’s feelings were radiating so strongly, it was impossible for Jen not to sense them.

Sam wasn’t blind to the emotional gymnastics that were about to happen. He quickly came up with an excuse to dodge all the mushy feelings and crap, and said, “Just a second, I’ll get our stuff from the guild house, run a few other errands, and then meet you both back here before noon. Good?” with emphasis on the word “both”.

Jen sighed in frustration, knowing Sam was dodging out of helping her calm down Tamako, but said, “Fine, just stay low-key about leaving.”

Sam nodded at Jen and gave Tamako a brotherly wink, and then said, “See you both soon, and Tamako, a word for the wise, the sooner you decide to agree with the boss, the sooner all the emotional, sappy talk will end.” Sam noticed Tamako’s slight smile in reply as he headed out pressing his hand to his soundwave and sending a message to Melvin.

****

Luckily for Sam, he ran into Dicey and her husband Poker on the way to the Highland Guild compound, and he said to them, “Just who I was looking for. I wanted to let you know we’ve picked up a confidential quest and will be moving out of the guild apartment today.”

Dicey nodded at the news, and said, “Congratulations! Where are you going?”

Sam gave a friendly frown, and said, “It’s confidential, and I also can’t say exactly how long we’ll be gone, but it’ll probably be at least several months.”

Poker said with a grin, “We appreciate everything you did for our daughter, and it was a lot of fun having all of you around. I’m especially sure Crapshoot is going to miss you! Would you like me to get her for you? She might have some sort of going away present she’d like to give you!”

Sam laughed at Poker’s good-natured joking and offer, and as he was turning off towards the apartment, said, “Too funny Poker. You all take care.”

Dicey and Poker waved at Sam as he headed away, and once Sam was out of hearing distance, Dicey said to Poker, “That makes things a whole lot easier.”

Poker nodded, and replied, “Sure does. Do you think they suspect someone recognized Tamako and will be looking for her here?”

Dicey shrugged, and said, “Don’t know, but either way, not our problem anymore, and we don’t have an obligation to say anything to the Board.”

Poker let out a sigh of relief, then changed the subject slightly, and asked, “Why didn’t Sam hook up with your mom? She’s smoking hot and was all over him.”

“Mom’s crazy, and Sam’s a smart man. That’s why.” Dicey laughed as she slapped Poker on the ass, and said, “Oh, and don’t call my mom ‘smoking hot’ again, even if it’s true, that’s just creepy!”

*******

Sam spent the next hour removing or destroying the enchantments he’d placed around the apartment. The only thing he couldn’t replace, and really wanted to come back and get was his ballista. As he stored it away in one of his storage rings, he noticed that even with all the reinforcement enchantments he’d placed on the wall, the wall was still damaged from when he’d fired bolts into a storage ring. He smiled as he remembered the explosive recoil of the weapon, and he started to grin as he imagined firing a bolt from one of his rings into a massive monster like the hydra they fought on the First Deck.

*******

Sam was running short on time as he hurried over to Melvin’s home, and when Melvin answered the door, Sam asked, “Do you have the goods?”

Melvin laughed at Sam’s abruptness, and said, “Well, Hello! and it’s good to see you too.”

Sam smiled at Melvin’s good nature and sheepishly replied, “Sorry Melvin, just in a hurry as I’m heading out of the City today.”

Melvin nodded, and said, “Please come in so I can make this quicker then.”

Sam’s guess was both “right” and “wrong” as Melvin introduced Sam to his family. Sam found out that Melvin’s kids were suffering from the same acne skin problems that Melvin had suffered from. What Sam didn’t expect or anticipate was that Melvin’s wife suffered from a degenerative disease that had already crippled her hands and feet.

After introducing his family, Melvin pointed to a waist-high stack of tuna, and said, “That’s all I could fit into my storage ring or afford. I know you offered to pay me a premium for getting it so quickly, but I won’t hear of it. I won’t accept a copper over my cost. Because of your help, my employers have promoted me and moved me to the gnome trading floor.”

Sam shook Melvin’s hand and said, “Congratulations on the promotion! I really do appreciate your last-minute help today.”

Sam placed all the “tuna” into his ring and then paid Melvin, but as he tried to pay extra, Melvin again refused. Sam nodded and said, “Fair enough. Can I sit down just a moment before I head out? The rushing around this morning has worn me out.”

“Of course!” replied Melvin, and Sam took a seat across from Melvin and his family.

“Melvin, could you get me a drink of water?” Melvin nodded and headed into his kitchen with Sam getting up and following him. As Melvin entered the kitchen, Sam shut the door and placed an enchanted lock on it, keeping Melvin out of the living room. As Melvin’s family started to get up in alarm at Sam locking Melvin in the kitchen, he activated his healing tattoo.

Melvin’s wife, son, and daughter all fell to the ground in pain. Sam was horrified by how much they were screaming in pain. He’d expected them to suffer a little discomfort and to make a little noise, but he was shocked by their reaction. He quickly threw down several of his silencing rods to hopefully keep any neighbors from hearing. Sam thought about stopping the healing, but under the stress decided to accelerate the healing on all three of them at once. Sam wasn’t as good with the healing spell as Jen, and didn’t understand how to alleviate the pain like she did. The spell continued on longer than he expected as his AI slowed the enchantment to keep his butt cheek from incinerating. Soon the enchantment drained all the mana stored in his butt cheek, then his AI tapped into his personal mana to finally finish the full healing process on Melvin’s family after about 10 minutes.

Sam slumped into one of Melvin’s chairs while trying to keep his burning and sore butt cheek off the seat, and then he mentally released the locking enchantment on the kitchen door. Melvin immediately stumbled through the door, and Sam could see where Melvin had bloodied his fists pounding on the door.

Drop Shot, Melvin’s wife, was looking back and forth between Melvin, her children, and Sam. She was breathless and crying, but then her tears turned to joy when she realized her children’s’ skin condition, teeth, and everything else was perfect. Additionally, she discovered that she could move her toes, feet, legs, fingers, hands, arms, and everything without the excruciating pain she lived with daily.

Melvin was excited to see the condition of his family, but he was furious at Sam for “how” he healed them, and looked over at Sam, and hollered, “You’re an asshole! I thought my family was being killed in here. Why didn’t you tell us what you were going to do?”

Sam replied with embarrassment, “Melvin I’m sooo sorry! Things didn’t go like I expected. I thought you might refuse the help, and so I thought it would be a cool surprise for you and your family.”

Melvin shook his head in disbelief, “Who would be so stupid as to refuse such a gift of healing for their family?! What in the Seven Decks would make you think I would refuse?”

“I thought you might demand to pay me or something, or refuse until you could pay. It sounds stupid hearing myself say it out loud. I clearly should have simply discussed it with you and your family first.”

“Ya think!” Melvin replied still angry and emotionally drained.

Sam was feeling really, really stupid. He was very weak from activating and using his healing enchantment, but he stood up, grabbed his silencing rods, and stumbled towards the door as he was also pulling a healing charm from his ring.

Drop Shot leaped up, pausing just a second as her movement surprised herself, before she rushed over to Sam and guided him back to his chair, and said, “Master Sam, we all make mistakes, but the goodness of your heart and generosity to our family, far, far exceeds such a minor misjudgment. I insist you rest here for as long as you need.”

Melvin calmed at his wife’s words, and said, “Master. Sam, she’s right. I appreciate what you have done for my family far more than you can ever understand.”

Melvin’s kids were hugging each other in excitement, and then their mom, and then their dad. They had already suffered the bullying from the other kids, and couldn’t believe their good fortune. They didn’t know what Mr. or Master Sam was going to demand from their family for the healing, but they were willing to work hard to pay him somehow, and asked what they could do.

Sam shook his head, and said, “I was serious when I said I was in a hurry. I’m heading out of the City and may not return this way for years. I have one more thing for all of you. I was just making this charm earlier this week out of some new materials I was experimenting with, so…I’m not sure how long it will last, but it should last for many years if you don’t abuse it.”

Melvin nodded, and said, “Master Sam, I promise we won’t abuse the charm and will use it as directed.”

Sam looked at Drop Shot, and explained, “Your body is working now, but I don’t think your underlying disease is cured. Your kids are still growing, so they may have more skin problems as they continue to mature. If anyone is having problems, simply place this charm on your body as you sleep at night, and it should help cure or alleviate your problems after several nights. Do NOT try and will the charm to heal you instantly or you’re likely to destroy it. Everyone understand?”

They all nodded their heads showing they were listening to Sam’s directions.

Sam then continued, and explained, “This is a blood bonded item, and will only work for you four. You all need to mix a little blood from the end of your fingers together, and smear it on the charm at the same time.”

Melvin’s family took a moment to bond the charm as Sam instructed, and Sam said, “Last, I need you to swear a gambling oath keeping my healing skill, charm, and identity secret.”

They were all more than happy to take the gambling oath, but as Sam was leaving, Melvin said, “I know you like the gnomes ‘tuna’ fish as you call it, unfortunately, it’ll cost quite a bit extra with The Shop’s upcharge, but with my merchant skill, I can keep an inventory of it for sale in the Shop on reserve, just for you to purchase. I can then check the inventory every week and fill it back up if you’ve purchased any. If you’d like me to do this, that is.”

Sam’s face and smile lighted up at Melvin’s offer. He was also surprised to learn that people with a merchant skill were offered additional options by the System’s Shop. He wanted to ask Melvin more questions about the merchant skill, but he was already going to be a little late meeting back up with Jen and Tamako, so Sam said, “That would be very helpful! Thank you! You and your family take care!”

As Sam left Melvin’s house and started heading towards the meet-up point with Jen and Tamako, he heard, “That was over the top sickly sweet. I didn’t know you had that in you,” laughed Slim.

“Shut up! That was none of your business. What are you doing here?” Sam replied feeling embarrassed and uncomfortable.

“After I finished a small errand this morning, I went back to the safe house to check on Jen and she said all of you were leaving this afternoon and that you were going to get me more of the tuna fish. So, I had her ping your location so that I could find you and make sure you didn’t forget.”

“Are you going to tell Jen what happened in there?”

“Are you going to ‘give’ me the tuna?”

“Deal, if you stay quiet,” replied Sam as he dropped the tuna fish for slim to pick up.
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                “What’s the plan boss?” asked Sam.

Jen replied, “We’re heading south towards Bingo City. The trip should take about two weeks. Bingo City is kind of small, but as soon as we arrive there, we’re going to The Shop and teleporting to Dominoes Hill. Dominoes is about the same size as Bot City, but some sort of quest is kicking off there drawing lots of guild fighters and noble clans. With so many people travelling there right now, we should blend in easily. Everyone ready?”

At Tamako’s and Sam’s nod, Jen led the way to Bot City’s southern gate, and they all powered up their forgetmenot charms. An hour later, they were out of Bot City and completely unaware of the pressure cooker that was about to go off.

****

Hat Trick hated being on guard duty at night, but as he looked over at the slaves in the cages, he shuttered with fear as he thought, “Thank the Seven Decks I’m not a slave anymore.”

Trifecta noticed Hat Trick’s expression even in the low light of the moon, as she too looked towards the slaves and then gave him an understanding nod, and said, “Try not to think about it. We’re part of the Billiard’s now. As long as we keep doing what Eight-Ball says... at least we won’t ever be in cages again.”

Hat Trick looked into Trifecta’s eyes and said to her, “Yea, but we killed their family and friends, and helped put them in those cages.”

Trifecta broke eye contact and looked towards their bandit camp, and replied hopelessly, “What do you suggest we do? Disobey Eight-Ball? Try to run away? I’ll take any reasonable chance to get out of here alive.”

Hat Trick and Trifecta had witnessed what happened to anyone that tried to leave the gang or disobey Eight-Ball. Hat Trick snorted as he mentally declined The System Gambling Quest that popped up offering him 50 gold and 10 utility points if he ran away from the Billiards gang within the next 30 minutes. He didn’t even bother reading the entire quest as he internally snarled at the rewards offered, and then he replied to Trifecta in frustration, “Of course not! I just wish we didn’t have to pull guard duty. It sickens me to stand by watching the others come to take turns with the slaves. We both know how it feels to be sitting there in those cages waiting for the next nightmare!”

Trifecta's eyes watered at Hat Trick’s words, but she hardened her heart, shrugged at Hat Trick and without saying another word, walked off to the far side of the clearing, now standing between the cages and the forest to finish her guard shift, but she wasn’t planning on finishing her guard shift. Unknown to her or Hat Trick, they’d both received the same Gambling Quest. However, Trifecta accepted the quest. She read the quest carefully, and it said: “Chances of death 5%.” With only a 5% chance of death before completion, she figured/hoped all she had to do was run away, and the quest would be complete. The Gambling Quest didn’t say how far away she had to run, so as soon as she was outside of camp a certain distance, The System should give her a notice the quest was complete, she hoped. Then she planned to dump all the points into her agility. She prayed the System wouldn’t wait too long before awarding her the stat points. Without them, Eight-Ball was faster than her, and would surely catch her. Of course, her chances of death from getting killed from beasts in the forest, or from a multitude of other hazards before she made it to a safe town were probably much higher, but she was willing to take that gamble over staying with the Billiards any longer.

*****

Flush sat in her cage leaned up against the bars with her eyes closed. Her spirit, mind, and body had been shattered at the abuse from the bandits. She apparently was one of their "favorites". Flush’s eyes barely opened when her cage was rattled. She closed them after she saw it was the young girl Trifecta bringing her food. Flush sighed with a little relief. Trifecta hadn’t abused her yet, but Flush hated her and all the bandits for what they had done to her family and the caravan.

Flush’s mind replayed the attack over and over. She wished she'd been killed in the attack. In the last town, they were warned about the small group of about 15 bandits, and Flush had argued they should take a different route. The Caravan Guide had only laughed at the reports that the infamous gang leader, Eight-Ball, couldn’t be killed.

It turned out, the Billiard’s gang only had 12 members, and their caravan scouts had even spotted them ahead on the road, but their caravan had more than 100 people with 30 fighters between levels 15 and 25. The Caravan Guide had sarcastically reassured everyone, “There’s nothing to worry about, with such a small gang, even this "infamous and unkillable" Eight Ball wouldn't think about attacking us.”

Flush seethed in fury and heartbreak as she remembered the crossbow bolts, arrows, and swords just bouncing off of Eight-Balls freakish head and body. He tore through all of the caravan’s fighters, as the rest of his gang mopped up behind him, killing the injured, week, and defenseless. Flush squeezed her eyes closed even tighter, trying to shut off the memory of her husband and daughter being slaughtered as they tried to turn over their goods while also begging for mercy.

**********

Sam settled into position as he double-checked his cover and concealment, his line of sight, and everyone else’s position on his onboard battle map. Jen’s AI app was next level. He could see everyone’s position, and he could also see the location of every one of the gang members based upon not only what he observed, but also on what Tamako and Jen observed. Jen manually placed markers on their shared mental battle map for anything Slim told her about or anything she found with her little mind-controlled scouting bird. Jen and Slim worked together a few hours every night trying to build him an AI, but they just hadn’t finished mapping his neural and physical connections, so he wasn’t linked to the AI “net” yet.

Sam pulled out his wooden “rifle,” and locked his ballista bolt ring into its’ sighting mechanism. He then placed the cross hairs on Eight-Ball’s giant head and mentally placed a green check mark on their battle map showing his "ready and waiting" status to the others. Sam was hoping the power of his ballista bolts against Eight-Ball’s head would be enough. He couldn’t imagine it being harder than the city walls his ballista was built to siege against, but with Eight-Ball’s head and body being so round, he was afraid it might deflect off with even a partial dodge by Eight-Ball. However, the caravan guard they found half dead on the trail a few days back had warned them Eight-Ball’s body was impervious to any damage, so… maybe even a straight on strike wouldn’t do it. After the guard refused to lead them back to exactly where their caravan was ambushed, Sam didn't want to provide any help to the coward. He and Tamako wanted to strip the guy and leave him on the road naked to finish the walk back to the town after Jen confirmed the guard had lied about trying to help others escape with him, but it was no surprise to either of them when Jen shot down the idea.

Sam could see in the corner of his vision Jen’s movements, as she moved through the dark camp slicing the throats of several of the bandits, and when she had killed as many as possible or she was discovered, the plan was for her to send the signal for him to fire.

Sam was waiting for Jen’s signal, when his AI suddenly popped up a small picture in picture in the corner of his vision showing someone running out of the camp. It looked like they were trying to be as quiet as possible while running full speed…so not really quiet. Before any of the bandits in the camp could react to the runner, instead of a firing countdown from Jen, his AI flashed the message “Fire!”

With no recoil and no sound, the ballista bolt shot towards Eight-Ball’s round pool-ball shaped head, and a millisecond later, another one was flying center mass towards Eight-Balls round pool-ball shaped torso. Eight-Ball was not looking in Sam’s direction when he fired, and the ballista bolt struck the back of his head dead center, but the bolt didn’t penetrate his head, and it ricocheted upward as Eight-Ball’s head and body were falling forward and down to the ground. Sam’s second bolt that was aimed lower, instead of hitting Eight-Ball in the torso, it smashed into Eight-Ball right where his weird cylinder of a neck attached to his pool-ball of a head. Without waiting to see exactly what happened to Eight-Ball, Sam rolled to the side, and while staying alert to dodge anything that might come his way, he took aim and fired a regular cross bolt through the head of the only remaining guard near the slaves. His AI informed him that the other guard was no longer there, and it was that guard, that had ran off through the woods.

Jen cursed inwardly when she heard the guard running away in the woods. She had already killed 3 of the guards slicing their throats and decapitating them, and she was certain she could have killed 2 others that were asleep in their bedrolls just 10 steps away before getting noticed. Jen shrugged as she mentally ordered Sam to fire, while she quietly ran towards the other two drawing her swords.

“What the hell!” screamed a bandit that watched two giant ballista bolts come out of nowhere and tear Eight-Ball’s head right off his body.

The guards that were now at Jen’s feet barely moved from hearing the scream before Jen used her swords to take their heads off. Decapitation was gruesome, but it was usually one of the best ways to make sure someone stayed dead in the Seven Decks.

Jen’s AI kept her up to date on the body count. She’d killed 5, Sam had killed Eight-Ball and one more, for a total of 7…her AI updated a split second later as Tamako killed two more with her spear. The last two bandits were only slightly tougher and were giving Tamako a little fight, but that wasn’t the problem that Jen noticed.

Jen jumped between Tamako and the two guards taking their attention from her, and ordered, “Tamako smash Eight-Ball!”

Tamako was closest to Eight-Ball when Sam’s Ballista bolts struck. She’d seen the second bolt knock the man’s head completely off his body, and then when his head landed on the ground, it cracked in half where the first bolt had hit it.

Tamako responded to Jen’s order immediately, trusting that Jen could finish off the remaining two bandits by herself, and she knew Sam was providing overwatch in case they’d missed a bandit out in the woods taking a shit or something.

Tamako was surprised by what she was seeing, but not stunned into inaction. She dropped her spear and pulled a heavy war hammer from her storage ring. As she moved towards Slim and Eight-Ball’s head she stopped a second to grab Eight-Ball’s body by the foot. His headless body was slowly crawling and feeling around on the ground for his missing head. She heaved his foot with all her might and threw it across the bandit’s campsite, before continuing the few remaining steps to where Slim was standing next to Eight-Ball's head. She noticed that his head had partially fused back together. Tamako could tell that Slim was doing something that was stopping the head from fusing together more.

Slim messaged Tamako, “Don’t get near me. Stand on the far side and use your hammer to smash his head, while staying as far away from it as possible. If you get too close… it will be bad for you.”

Tamako nodded, and without replying gripped her war hammer on the very end of the shaft and smashed down on the pool-ball head. It was like smashing her hammer into a Deck-City wall.

“By the Seven Decks!” exclaimed Tamako.

“Again!” ordered Slim.

This time Eight-Ball’s head actually cracked a little more.

Jen then turned to help Tamako and Slim after finishing off the last two bandits without much trouble.

Slim messaged Jen, “It will take a few minutes, but Tamako can handle this. Go take care of the slaves pure-heart. They need you.”

It was 10 more swings of Tamako’s hammer, when on her eleventh swing her hammer strike didn't just crack the head further, but shattered it, turning it mostly to powder, and Tamako asked Slim, “What happened?”

Slim relaxed and replied, “The head is dead, and it will stay that way after we smash the rest of his body.”

Tamako asked, “How do you know that?”

Slim rolled his eyes, and said, “As a mana cat, I know all. Now let’s go finish killing his body, so I can gather my loot, and we can collect our experience!”

Tamako asked, “What level do you think he was, and how many experience points do you think we’ll get?”

Slim chuckled, “Who or what do you know that could take two hits from those ballista bolts, and still not be down for the count?”

Tamako just shrugged and shook her head in response to Slim’s question.

“Exactly! He was definitely over level 40, probably closer to level 50. Even with all four of us sharing the points, we’re probably each going to go up at least two levels!”

Tamako grinned as she picked up her pace, and said, “Well, let’s get to smashing!”

Slim and Tamako were panting in exhaustion a few hours later after having to wrestle down and tie up the headless body, and then hammer and hammer and hammer on the body until it was finally crushed into dust.

When the final toe was crumbled to dust, Tamako panted, "Look at this!" as she held up a bounty ticket she received from looting Eight-Ball.

Slim looked at the bounty and replied, "It will probably pay out a very large sum with all those cities and towns listed as payors!"

*******

Sam was doing everything he could think of not to make eye contact, or any type of contact with the young men and women that Jen set free. Of course, he understood why they still looked devastated, even after being freed. He wanted to do anything that would make them feel better, but he primarily felt rage and wished he could have skinned some of the bandits alive.

Tamako and Jen were healing the survivor’s injuries, and Jen was using her psych skill to help many of the survivors cope with, or completely forget some of the things that had been done to them, but only if they requested it. Sam understood he was the coward as he let Jen and Tamako handle the survivors’ situation. Unless Jen or Tamako asked him for something, he busied himself getting the remaining loot and equipment loaded on the wagons and hooking up the “oxen” as he called them.

They were going to take the survivors back north a few days to a small town called Fuzzy Dice, give them all the loot Slim didn’t take, and make them swear a gambling oath to keep everything about them secret. Then they’d turn back south and continue towards Bingo City.

When they were finally ready to leave, in private, Sam asked Jen, “Do you want me to take care of it?”

Jen shook her head and blinked in surprise at Sam, and replied, “God no! I’ve got this. We both know you don’t handle people well!”

Sam’s face turned red as he said, “Did Slim tell you what happened!”

Jen shook her head slightly in confusion, and asked, “What are you talking about? What do you think Slim told me?”

“Nothing! Nothing! Just forget I said anything!”

Jen chuckled at Sam, and said, “No, that's not the way it works Boomer. I’m going to find out whatever the heck it is you think Slim told me. Just not right now, because this can’t wait.”

*******

Trifecta had heard the sounds of a battle shortly after she’d started running away from Eight-Ball and the Billiards, but she didn’t need to turn around to know that Eight-Ball was about to kill the fools that dared to ambush him. She wanted to scream in joy when she received her gambling quest reward 20 yards later, but she kept quiet as she put all the ability points into agility, and started running at a much, much faster pace. Unfortunately, Trifecta’s stamina wasn’t high enough for her to run the rest of the night, but by the time she stopped, she was a quarter of the way to Fuzzy Dice. Trifecta hoped Eight-Ball would assume she was killed by whoever had attacked their camp, but just in case, she planned to purchase a spot on a caravan to the nearest Deck City, and then use the rest of her gold to teleport somewhere far away from Eight-Ball.

Trifecta awoke with a start. She didn’t realize how exhausted such a high agility stat would make her with her low stamina stat. She was terrified that Eight-Ball might be somewhere close. Sneaking wasn’t their gang’s…his gang’s “thing”, so she knew she would hear them if they got close. She decided she would move as slowly and quietly as possible and save her stamina for running away in case he found her.

Trifecta was travelling parallel to the trail that headed to Fuzzy Dice so she would not get lost, but her pace was painfully slow as she tried not to make any sounds. A few hours after the midday sun, she was surprised to hear a caravan coming from the north, the direction of Eight-Ball’s camp, and she thought to herself, “I guess Eight-Ball was too busy after the fight to bother with this caravan, but that’s not like him.” Trifecta was scared and confused about the caravan, but she knew the only thing for her to do was stay hidden as they passed by.

Trifecta was at a loss for words when she recognized several of the people in the caravan were Eight-Balls’ slaves. She knew from personal experience that Eight-Ball would never let them go, but she also knew that no one had ever beaten Eight-Ball. Trifecta wanted to know what happened, but she wasn’t stupid. She would simply never know what happened, and that was O.K. These people would kill her if they found her, and Eight-Ball would do worse than killing her if she went back to see what happened and got caught. No Trifecta was smarter than that. She would just wait until the caravan passed, and then continue to sneak towards Fuzzy Dice.

A few minutes after the caravan passed her location, Trifecta wet herself after feeling a blade press into her back. She knew what Eight-Ball was going to do to her, and she wouldn’t be fast enough to kill herself, or “maybe I am with my new agility stat” she thought to herself as she reached for her knife sheathed at her side.

Jen noticed the girl reaching for her knife and she smacked Trifecta’s hand hard with her blade, and said, “Don’t reach for your knife again! Now, slowly turn around and face me.”

Trifecta was confused when she heard Jen’s voice behind her, she’d expected it to be Eight-Ball. There was nothing else for her to do, so she raised her hands up away from her knife and slowly turned to face the woman. Trifecta dropped to her knees placing her hands out in front of her with her forehead pressed into the dirt, and begged, “Mistress, I meant no harm! I swear! I was only waiting for the caravan to pass! Please spare me! I will do anything!”

Jen’s bird had been following the bandit ever since she’d run from the campsite, and it was apparent to Jen the girl had been trying to escape from Eight-Ball. What Jen didn’t know was why she’d run from Eight-Ball, and she ordered, “Quiet!”

Trifecta immediately stopped talking, but Jen could still hear the whimpering sounds the girl was making into the dirt. The girl’s emotions were just bombarding Jen’s psych skill with emotions of every type, but mostly fear and despair, but fear and despair were not an excuse for what these bandits had done to those in the caravan. Jen waited a few moments for the girl’s whimpering to ease, and said, “Sit up and look at me.”

Trifecta raised her head looking up at Jen while still down on her knees. Trifecta took a closer look at Jen, but it didn’t help her much since all but Jen’s eyes were covered with a face mask. However, Trifecta could see the anger in Jen’s eyes, and she knew she didn’t have much time to figure out some story to keep herself alive.

Jen’s psych skill picked up Trifecta’s emotions as the girl started to control her fear and switched to scheming, and Jen said, “I’m going to ask you some questions. You give me truthful answers, or I will kill you. Understand?”

“Yes Mistress, I understand.”

“What is your name?”

“Trifecta, Mistress.” Jen’s psych skill confirmed her answer was (true).

“How old are you?”

“Mistress, I think I’m 19 or 20, I’m not sure exactly sure.” (true)

“Why did you run away from Eight-Ball’s camp?”

Trifecta was now sure this woman was part of the group that she heard fighting with Eight-Ball, and they clearly were taking the slaves back to Fuzzy Dice. Trifecta started crying a little bit in order to give herself some time to think of a good answer. She just didn’t understand why Eight-Ball had let them go… Trifecta thought to herself, “Maybe one of the caravan slaves was a hidden noble or something and these people were sent to pay a ransom.?” Trifecta, dried up her tears as she saw the woman’s patience disappear, and answered, “I didn’t want Eight-Ball to kill me.” (true)

“Why would he want to kill you?”

“Eventually he was going to figure out that I didn’t want to be in the gang, and then he would kill me for that. Plus, I received a gambling quest giving me extra ability points if I were to run away right then. I hoped if I put those points in agility, I would be able to outrun Eight-Ball when he came after me.” (true)

Jen was surprised by the timing of the girl’s gambling quest, she thought Sam and Tamako might find it interesting also. Actually, she knew Sam would just get more into his conspiracy theories about how The System was really controlling everything. Jen wasn’t so sure he was wrong either. Jen then forced herself to quit that train of thought, and refocused her psych skill on the girl. Jen could tell the girl didn’t tell the whole truth about what she was offered in her gambling quest, but Jen didn’t really care what gold or euphoria the girl might have also received, and asked her, “You’re a bandit, why shouldn’t I kill you right now?”

“Mistress, I heard the fighting as I ran away, and I know you must have watched Eight-Ball kill several of your fighters before you offered to pay enough ransom in some sort of gambling quest for him to let you go. Even though he will kill me when he finds me, if you kill one of his bandits, he will find and kill all of you for messing with his property. I’m not trying to threaten you with what I say, I just beg you to let me live and go free in exchange for the information.” (true) Trifecta paused for a second, and when Jen didn’t say anything right away, Trifecta then continued, “I just want to get as far away from here as possible and find some work on a farm where I don’t have to face killing and torture every day of my life.” (true)

Jen was surprised that the girl thought Eight-Ball was still alive, but decided not to tell her any different, and ordered, “Tell me why or how Eight-Ball can’t be hurt?”

“Potions from the System Shop. I don’t know which potions. He spends every copper he loots on buying the potions every chance he gets. We move from town-to-town looting caravans, other bandits, anyone, or anything, and we all live like dogs because every copper goes to buying his potions. He’s not invulnerable though, or maybe he his, but we do continue to move because he fears that if enough city leaders and guild leaders in a particular area get upset at him, they could interfere with his stealing and looting enough to slow down his purchase of potions.” (true)

“Is it the potions that causes his body to look so weird?”

“Yes, over time his body has been turning more perfectly round as he’s gotten stronger and more durable.” (true)

“I’m going to let you go, but I suggest you run far… far away, and keep a very low profile, because when I return to pay Eight-Ball the ransom, I’m going to tell him that I saw you on the way to Fuzzy Dice.”

Jen watched Trifecta’s face go pale with fear at her words, and then Jen said to her, “Go! Get out of here now!” and Jen watched as the young girl jumped to her feet and ran with all her speed through the forest in the general direction of Fuzzy Dice. Jen sent her little bird to follow the girl, and said to herself, “letting her live with the fear of Eight-Ball tracking her down someday, may not be enough punishment for what she’s done, but she’s clearly been a victim too. I pray she turns out O.K.”
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                “I’m sick and tired of walking,” exclaimed Sam.

Jen replied, “I thought you didn’t want to keep one of the wagons and a Bowler Beast?”

“No, I don’t want wagons and oxen. Animals are too much of an upkeep when travelling, and they would only slow us down. I miss driving in an air-conditioned car or truck… with shocks!”

“I forgot how you boomers love your Cadillac sedans. Maybe one day we can…”

“Fuck!”, “Shit!”, “Oof!” Jen, Sam, and Tamako all responded, and less than a second later, “Boom! Crack!” Sam’s AI activated his tattoo responding with a massive lightning attack.

None of them wanted to talk because of the pain moving their mouth would cause, but they could still communicate through their onboards. Jen messaged as she stood completely still, only moving her eyes, “I don’t see anything moving and you may have killed it, but our healing tattoos can’t keep the toxin from spreading for long. We’ve got to remove these ‘porcupine quills’ before we can heal up completely.”

Sam turned his head to look at Jen, and noticed tears streaming down from her eyes’, but he held off on moving his head the additional distance to find out how Tamako was doing, and just messaged everyone, “I'm willing to try and move to get the quills out, but I’m likely to pass out from the pain. How are you doing Tamako?”

There was no answer from Tamako, but a few seconds later, Sam and Jen heard a gasp of pain, and Tamako rasped a reply, “I’m coming.”

As Tamako entered Jen’s field of view, Jen noticed dried blood around multiple healed puncture wounds, and that Tamako was swaying in either pain or dizziness, or both. Jen’s AI immediately informed her that Tamako was still trying to cure the poison running through her body.

Pain was a close friend of Tamako’s growing up. She knew pain extremely well, but the pain from the barbs and poison was a different level of torture. Tamako also knew that this was her job! She considered her circumstances, and thanked The Seven Decks there were no needle barbs in her back where it would be harder and slower for her to remove them. Taking a mental deep breath, she quickly identified the order of the 5 quills on her arms, legs, and torso... and yanked them out one after the other without pausing. She could tell that if it wasn’t for her AI auto healing as she yanked each barb out, she might have passed out from blood loss.

Tamako was only vaguely aware of Jen and Sam trying to message her, but she croaked out a reply, “I’m coming.” She then stuffed the trauma of the pain far down inside her and looked at Jen and Sam. Jen was closest, so she moved to her, identified the location of all the quills stuck in Jen, and said, “focus on healing and don’t stop healing yourself.” Tamako didn’t wait for a response, and said, “Three, Two, One!” and pulled the barbed quills out one after the other without pausing. Jen fell to the ground screaming in pain and passed out, but Tamako could sense Jen’s AI activating her healing tattoo.

Sam’s eyes widened with apprehension after watching Tamako pull the quills from Jen, but he knew there was no other way. He only hoped she was quick enough. Sam could feel that the poison was also starting to shut down his mana system. He didn’t have a separate mana tattoo designated for powering his AI, and it along with his other mental based skills were shutting down. He couldn’t speak or message Tamako to warn her that he might need healing help.

“Three, Two, One!” Sam heard as Tamako counted down.

“Sam heal yourself!” screamed Tamako as she noticed him collapsing to the ground, and blood pouring out of his wounds. She clamped her hand down hard on his femoral artery near his crotch, to stop the worst of the bleeding. Tamako stopped healing herself, and poured all the remaining healing power of her tattoo into Sam. Tamako vaguely felt the burning and disintegration of her butt healing tattoo as then her AI then used the last of its power to cauterize her own injury before she too passed out.

Slim was pretty far away exploring for a nice cool shady place to take a nap, when he felt Jen’s distress. He made it back in time to see Tamako pass out clutching Sam’s crotch. Slim could sense that Jen’s AI was aware, even though she was still out cold. He could sense that Jen's AI was finishing the healing that Tamako had started on Sam. Slim was impressed with how the AI responded to Jen’s unconscious desires. After Jen’s AI cleared the poison from Sam’s mana system, her AI then jump-started Sam’s AI in order for it to activate Sam’s mana system and his own healing tattoo.

Watching Jen's AI work, he was confident they were all going to recover, but Slim knew what he needed to do first. Even more important than looting the StuckUBarb, he needed to go over and sit down on Jen’s chest until she woke up. He also rolled his eyes and snorted mentally, “They’re going to owe me for ruining my afternoon nap plans!” he thought to himself as he kept watch in case anything tried to bother them.

******

Jen was shaking her head trying to dodge the barbed quills that were being shot at her face. She couldn’t comprehend how the quills were turning into little hairs that were getting into her mouth. The worst part was, no matter what she did, she couldn’t get the beast off of her chest, “But how can it be on my chest!?” Jen mentally struggled with understanding how she was being attacked and how to defend herself.

Slim snickered to himself as he stuck his tail in Jen’s face and watched as she would scrunch her nose and face, then turn her head and spit hair out of her mouth before relaxing again…then he did it again.

After about an hour, Jen’s eyes finally struggled open, and Slim hopped off of her chest and said, “It’s about time you woke up.”

Jen rolled off her back and onto her side seeing Sam and Tamako still on the ground, and said, “What? Sam, Tamako?”

Slim replied, “They’ll be fine, but stay calm, I think Tamako might be cheating on you.”

“What are you talking about?” Jen said, and then rolled up on her knees and exclaimed, “My body is killing me. Every muscle aches!”

Jen heard Slim reply something about her running out of mana, while she was reviewing a report her AI gave her on the party’s health and status. She then heard Slim snickering, before he said, “Just stay calm. I bet Tamako thought you were dead from the StuckUBarb, when she decided to make a move on Sam.”

“StuckUBarb, what? Tamako made a pass at Sam?” Jen asked aloud still trying to read her AI’s report, but also trying to get the cobwebs out of her mind. Jen moved over to Sam and Tamako to see if she could do anything, and noticed Tamako’s head on Sam’s stomach and her hand on his crotch. Jen’s eyes widened in confusion as she heard Slim snickering at her, and she said, “You better quit trolling me, and tell me what happened and what’s going on!”

Slim continued to snicker as he replied, “Don’t take your anger out on me Pureheart, I would never betray you like Tamako.”

Jen gave Slim the finger and networked with Tamako’s AI to “see” what happened through Tamako’s memories before she passed out. Jen watched the picture in picture with understanding when she saw Tamako grab Sam’s femoral artery to apply pressure and slow the bleeding.

Jen wanted to immediately heal them both, but her own healing tattoo was also completely out of mana. Jen knew she needed to start channeling all her spare mana into her tattoo so she could start helping everyone’s recovery, but first she took a “screenshot” of Tamako’s hand, where it had apparently moved up from his femoral artery onto Sam’s crotch. Jen was grinning from ear to ear as she imagined how she would troll Sam and Tamako with that picture. What she wasn’t going to think about at that moment was how closely they all came to getting killed.

******

Sam was squatting over inspecting the StuckUBarb in amazement and commented to Slim, “I’m not really mad at the StuckUBarb, kind of jealous of his? her? technique actually… just lays there hidden under the dirt, unnoticeable, waiting for the right prey to cross its path, then it strikes, and your dead. If my AI didn’t activate my lightning tatoo, he’d just sat back and shot more quills at us faster than we could have removed them. We’d all been StuckUBarb dinner!”

Slim raised an eyebrow in agreement, and added, “After eating you three, he could have hibernated at least six months before his next ambush.”

Jen added, “It kind of reminds me of a porcupine.”

Sam chuckled, “Yea, a porcupine that can expand its body like a snake and can eat three adults!”

Tamako could sense the underlying tension in Jen’s and Sam’s banter after almost getting killed, their humor was grating on her nerves and she wanted to get out of there after what happened, “Hurry up and loot the damn thing. We need to get moving and be more on guard. We’ve been relying too heavily on Jen’s birds to give us advance notice of any problems.”

Sam mumbled to himself, “almost failed you Kelly”, then as he looted the StuckUBarb he said, “You’re right Tamako, and we need to get a mana shield spell that can block this type of surprise attack ASAP!”

Jen shrugged at Sam’s comment, but then seeing Sam pause after reading the loot message, she asked, “What loot did we get?”

Sam stood up and said, “A dozen poison quills, a poison sack, but we also received a ‘hibernation core’. It doesn’t give me any more information than that.”

Jen looked at Slim, and he replied, “No idea Pureheart.”

Tamako impatiently said, “Let’s go boss! We can try to figure out what it is when we get to Domino Hill.”

As the group started moving out, Jen said, “Cut the chatter, onboard messaging only, and spread out everyone.”

*******

A few hours earlier, Jen’s birds had already confirmed Bingo City was near, but when it came into sight, Jen pointed and confirmed, “Last chance if anyone wants to look around Bingo City, otherwise It’s my understanding we’re going directly to the System Shop and paying for a teleportation to Domino Hill.”

Sam grumbled, “The sooner we get setup in Domino, the sooner I can get to work on enchantments and tattoos.”

Tamako replied, “Agreed! I feel naked without my healing tattoo, and now that you’ve finished healing my ass, I want Sam to tattoo it as soon as possible!”

Jen didn’t even finish groaning at Tamako’s comment before Sam replied, “Don’t worry Tamako, I’ve been thinking about what I would do with your ass, ever since you squeezed my femoral!”

Tamako nodded seriously, “luckily your femoral was so small, even with my tiny hands I could completely squeeze it off.”

Jen smiled to herself as the joking finally returned, helping lift the oppressive weight that had been following the group ever since they were almost killed by the StuckUBarb. While Sam was flustered trying to think of a comeback for Tamako’s inuendo, Jen hurled a rock at Sam’s leg. Jen then heard a soft ‘crack’ as she observed a static-sized lightning bolt, activated by Sam’s AI, surge out and knocked the rock off course.

Sam seized on the opportunity to change the subject to something besides his femoral, and said, “My AI is indicating that using a deflective electric strike instead of a head-on destructive strike reduced the mana consumption by almost 70%! Of course, I still haven’t figured out a way to compensate for ranged attacks that I don’t or can’t see, smell, or hear coming at me.”

Tamako had been impressed when Sam had his epiphany on how to turn his offensive lightning strikes into defensive strikes, and for the rest of their journey she’d been helping him and his AI “collect data” on the power, speed, angle, range, and just about everything imaginable that would allow his AI to learn the best response to keep him from getting hit while minimizing the mana usage from his lightning tattoo. After hearing Sam comment on his AI’s analysis for the umpteenth time, she thought of a potential problem, and grabbed a handful of dirt and gravel and threw the hundreds of tiny pieces at Sam all at once.

Sam’s AI sent hundreds of static and larger electrical charges to destroy or deflect every piece of gravel and dirt, but Sam fell to one knee breathing hard. Tamako nodded with confirmation of her theory, but asked Sam anyway, “So what happened with your mana?”

Sam was a little pale, but he was already recovering, and replied, “My AI draws from my mana pool, not from mana that I have stored and contained in the muscles of my body with a tattoo. Let me get the actual numbers from my AI…Let’s see, it instantly pulled almost 60% of my mana pool to speed up its’ processing speed enough to analyze and attack every projectile you threw at me.”

Tamako replied, “I’m sure you and Jen can figure a way to link our AI’s to a mana tattoo instead of the mana pool in our core.”

Sam groaned, “Great, just another problem to add to the list.”

Jen was glad the mood was changing, but she was also getting tired of travelling and just wanted to get to Domino Hills, “O.K. let’s get going. You can work on your experiments much more efficiently when we get setup in Domino Hills.”

“Yea, hopefully we get enough gold from Eight-Ball’s bounty to get us settled in a decent place.”

“Less talking, more moving! If we’re lucky we’ll be in Bingo city before noon, and then teleport into Domino Hills shortly thereafter,” Jen replied. She didn’t want to think about the costs of getting setup in Domino Hills. She’d heard prices were astronomical as a result of the Quest that was kicking off there.
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                “Move outside! Make way! Keep moving! No questions, just move out!” The guard announced over and over again as Sam, Jen, Slim, Tamako, and other travelers moved from the receiving teleportation pad in the The Shop, to out the door, and into Domino Hill.

As Jen, Sam, Tamako, and Slim left the shop, Jen messaged, “Let’s push through the crowd and get to the side of the street and make some space. I want to listen in to the sound waves and gossip around here for a few minutes before we move out.”

Sam replied, “Sounds good boss…wait, look how long The Shop line is. We’ll look more natural if we wait in the line while you eavesdrop. Plus look at all the guards making sure no one in the line starts any trouble.

Jen nodded, and said, “Agreed, let’s go there.”

On their way to the end of the line, Slim messaged all of them as he headed the other direction towards a side street, “I must go and inspect my City, and graciously accept the gifts of my subjects.”

Jen rolled her eyes, and messaged him as he ran off, “Take care, don’t be a stranger.”

*****

The guard marking the location at the end of The Shop line said to them and the other recent additions to the line, with a monotone bored voice, “From this point the wait is about three hours. The System has marked everything in the shop above its normal prices by 150%. Teleportation out of the City is marked up by 300% until after the Oracle Quest is over. Jen started to ask the guard a question, when she noticed the guard hold up a finger for silence, then the guard droned on, “The line is long because even though The Shop is only paying 90% of its’ normal prices for merchandise, the local shops and merchants are no longer buying common merchandise or loot items. Additionally, many of our wealthy citizens and guests that are using The Shop’s teleportation are required to wait in the line like everyone else. Furthermore, there are many newcomers in the line that are waiting to purchase the Oracle Quest from The Shop. Last, No! I can’t help you find a place to stay for the night. Go out the South gate and rent a spot on the Cities’ Camping Decks or Deck Towers.” After the guard finished the long explanation, he simply glared at everyone daring them to ask a question.

Jen chuckled to herself as she thought of all the security guards she’d seen give that same look. She simply nodded, and replied, “Thanks,” sensing the guard was the type that would take pleasure in refusing to answer any additional questions. Jen then looped her arm through Sam’s to keep her orientated. Unlike Earth, The Seven Decks didn’t give a damn whether you were male or female, or about your sexual orientation, but Jen looped her arm through Sam’s, to keep her physically orientated, instead of Tamako’s, because Tamako was the best fighter and she needed her arms free if anything were to happen.

Jen shut down her meditation and other multi-focuses that she was running in order to direct all her mana into her psych skill. The only multi-focus she kept running was her mana filter and cleaning. Sam and Jen were aware that their filtering both decreased the potential power behind their mana and the speed in which they were able to absorb mana. Even so, they decided to continue this method of filtering after watching the growth in Tamako skills after she began filtering her mana. Jen and Sam theorized the purity of their mana is what continued to promote the growth in their mana-powered abilities. Of course, the problem they faced even with continuing to open new mana channels, was having enough of their “weaker”, but purer mana to support all of their abilities. Unfortunately, using her AI to help interface with her psych skill, drained even more mana out of her mana pool, but her AI allowed her to process exponentially more data gathered by her psych skill. The power management of her skills and mana was driving her crazy.

Within a few moments Jen expanded her senses out to almost 100 yards. Within this area she was able to eavesdrop on conversations, identify any active enchantments or wards, and get the general sense of the emotions of those around her. Within the zone of her psych influence, she was basically like a cell phone tower. She didn’t explain all the boring stuff to Tamako or Sam, but the soundwave devices people used like the cell phones back on Earth, were actually sending signals similar to radio waves that travelled at the speed of light and originated from all over the city. However, people’s voices still only travelled using actual soundwaves, and those diminished drastically with distance. Prior to using her AI, she was only able to pick and choose the soundwave conversations she intercepted. She would listen for a few seconds to see if there was anything interesting, and if not, intercept a different group’s soundwave conversation, and so on. However, with her AI, she could process hundreds of the soundwave conversations simultaneously, while quickly filtering out all the useless ones.

Jen heard a group ahead of them gossiping about Bot Battle City, and she linked Sam and Tamako’s AIs into the conversation.

A chunky short man said, “It’s a relief being in Domino Hill where Lady Domino controls everything with an iron grip. She doesn’t take shit from the guilds, nobles, thieves, or anyone! Bot City is tearing itself apart right now, and their Lord isn’t able to put a stop to it.”

The large flabby man in barbarian gear asked, “What do you mean? I was just in Bot City a couple of months ago, and everything was fine.”

The short man explained, “Well, it’s crazy now! The tracking elves and the Stone Guild are posturing and may start fighting any day. A couple of the Arc Guild officers were looking for the new dungeon entrance and were jumped by some vampires. The Arc Guild is now hunting down and killing every vampire in the City, which rumor has it, is upsetting the City Lord because he had some hidden side deal with the vamps over there. On top of all that, some caravan traders were caught kidnapping some people, which included family members of several of the Bot Battle City legacy guilds, and those guilds are taking some heads and rampaging through the caravans looking for any other slaves. All in all, it’s a shit show right now.”

The Barbarian man commented, “Glad it’s not our problem!”

The short man snorted in frustration, and replied, “Of course it’s our problem! Why do you think Domino Hill is bursting at the seams?” Without waiting for the Barbarian to answer, he said, “Bot City’s wealthy are coming here to stay safe and take vacations, and anyone else in Bot City is trying to scrape enough money to teleport or catch a caravan here to get some work during the Quest. The property manager out at Deck towers told me they are going to be out of rooms by tonight or tomorrow for sure, and Lady Domino isn’t going to allow migration into the City once the housing is maxed out. Anyone else that arrives will be forced to camp on the outskirts past the City’s safety.”

Jen brought in her psych skill to a range that was easy for her to manage, and said, “We need to go now and get a room in the Deck Towers.”

As Sam and Tamako started following Jen toward the South Gate, Sam asked, “O.K., but since we were already waiting in the line, why didn’t we wait to turn in the Eight-Ball bounty, before getting a room?”

Jen started walking faster, and explained, “I intercepted a lot of conversations, and from what I gathered, the City is probably going to be out of rooms in the next hour or two. Let’s activate our forgetmenot charms and get moving.”

*****

Tamako reclined on the bed in the efficiency apartment, which consisted of one bed, a couch, and nothing else, and said, “By the Seven Decks that was a lot of paperwork!”

Sam nodded, and replied, “Just glad the Boss took care of most of it.”

Jen flopped down on the bed next to Tamako, and sighed, “We cut it close, even getting this place.”

Sam sat on the couch, closed his eyes, and grumbled, “This Lady Domino sure as hell wants to track everything anyone does. It’s like Nazi Germany where you have to carry papers everywhere.”

Tamako knew it was an Earth reference, and asked, “What’s Nazi Germany?”

Jen replied, “It was a socialist fascist country that controlled everything its citizens did and killed anyone that got out of line. This Lady Domino is kind of similar, but different. From what I’ve learned everyone is treated equally under the law. Noble, guild-leader, farmer… break the law, and Lady Domino’s forces will track you down and punish you.”

Tamako replied, “It appears that Lady Domino’s favorite punishment for almost every crime is death. This is the safest city I’ve ever visited.”

Sam turned and laid down on the couch getting settled for a nap, and commented, “Yea, that works well for us, but people will still remember what they see and learn in this City when we run into them in other cities. Anyway, bedtime for me! Tomorrow I’ll get a shower pan, curtain, and seat to set up a private bathroom in the corner. I’m too old to be sharing outhouse facilities with hundreds of people.”

*****

“Good afternoon, I’m Sam, and I would like to submit a few items for the auction,” Sam said to the clerk in the auction house. After asking around, Sam found out there was only one auction house in the city, and Lady Domino controlled it. She didn’t run it, but she did control it. Sam found it interesting how she allowed free enterprise by preventing any group from manipulating the market to create monopolies. It was said that Domino Hill was the richest city in the Second Deck even though Lady Domino had the lowest tax rates.

The clerk was a diligent employee of the city, and like all the well-paid city employees, he took his job seriously. Even so, he appreciated it when people were civil when asking questions. The slender man replied, “Hello Mr. Sam, my name is Card. To submit items for auctions, you can enter the trading hall on your left and list your items with any of the licensed merchants. Alternatively, you can fill out the paperwork and obtain a merchant's license for listing your items and those of others. It usually takes three to four weeks to get registered and licensed. If you would like to know more about licensing, I can schedule you an appointment with ShellBall in the licensing department.” Card laughed good naturedly as he noticed Sam’s eyes widen in terror after hearing about the registration and licensing department, then said, “I guess getting licensed doesn’t interest you.”

“No, not at all!” replied Sam with a chuckle of his own, then he asked, “Any recommendations on one of the licensed merchants?”

Card replied, “Sorry Mr. Sam, but City employees are not allowed to comment or recommend any particular licensed merchant over another. Even though Lady Domino will not allow any of them to steal from you, they certainly do not all have the same ability or passion to get you the best deal.”

Sam nodded his head in thought as he asked, “Are any of your licensed merchants, also members of the Merchant Guild?”

“Yes, they actually have a guild-wide license that allows any of their members to represent you. You’ll find their office near the Auction Shop at the end of the trading hall. Good luck!”

Sam was reaching for a few silvers, and replied, “Thanks! Can I give you a tip for being so helpful?”

“Not allowed Mr. Sam, but I appreciate the thought. I can tell you're new to Domino City, but I think you’ll find it a great place to do business and stay, even if it is a little crowded right now. Good luck!”

Sam waived and said, “Thanks Card,” as he headed into the Traders’ Hall to find the Merchants Guild representative.

When Sam walked through the hallway, he looked around thinking about how it reminded him of the conference centers on Earth with all the product representatives everywhere selling items. He was surprised it wasn’t too crowded, but then he noticed the prices on most of the items being sold, as well as the expensive clothing of most of the patrons. Fortunately, it was immediately apparent where the Auction Shop was located at the far end of the hall. There was a teleport center surrounded by at least 50 podiums, almost completely filled with merchants actively doing business. Some of them had some type of haze around the podium and the person using it, so you couldn't see what they were doing. As Sam neared the Auction Shop, he spotted the Merchants Guild logo on a large booth. Their booth even had a small office attached to the backside of it for private meetings.

Sam walked up to the Merchant Guild’s booth and said to a woman that was looking down at a list, “Good afternoon. I’m Sam and a friend of mine in Bot City is with the Merchants Guild, and I thought I would check in here to see if you were interested in selling some goods of mine.”

The greasy-haired woman looked up excited, but then her face turned to a sneer as she noticed the worn travelling clothes and simple armor Sam was wearing, and said, “I’m not taking anymore clients today. Unless you want to spend 2 gold to call your “friend” in Bot City, you’ll need to find someone at another booth to help you.”

Sam wanted to slap the sneer off the face of the woman, but was momentarily stunned to learn that he could somehow call someone in another city, so he gave the woman a “fuck you” smile, placed 2 gold on the counter, and said, “Here, now show me how to call Melvin in Bot City.”

The greasy, bitchy woman flinched when she heard the name “Melvin”. Everyone in the guild had heard the gossip about the ugly man that actually won a quest, and how it rewarded him with stunning good looks. He was supposedly so good-looking, the guild placed him on the gnome trading floor, and he’d been mesmerizing the gnomes, while making a fortune in trades for the guild. She was a low-level guild member stuck taking walk-ups in the trading hall, so she bit back a retort, and swept the 2 gold into her purse, and said in a bitchy bored voice, “Follow me to the podium and we’ll see if Master Melvin will take your call. It would be unwise for anyone to waste his time if they weren’t truly a ‘friend”.

Sam could immediately understand why Lady Domnio would cut off anyone’s arm for starting a fight, because he deeply wanted to drop a log on the woman’s head.

When they arrived at one of the trade podiums, the woman selected several options that Sam had never seen before. She then activated her soundwave and said, “This is ‘bitch’ from Domino Hill, a Mr. Sam claims to be a friend of Master Melvin’s and would like to discuss business. Please connect me with him.”

Sam didn’t actually hear what the name of the woman was, but he was sure it was “bitch”, a few minutes later Sam noticed Bitch’s eyes widen as she turned the podium over to Sam and explained how to connect his soundwave.

Sam linked his soundwave and said, “Hey Melvin, this is Sam. I’m over in Dominio Hill.”

Melvin replied, “Before you say anything else, is our guild representative still next to you?”

“Yes.”

“Thank her for her help, and tell her we’ve got it from here.”

Once the lady turned walking and sulking back to her booth, Sam said, “O.K. she’s gone…”

“Hang on,” interrupted Melvin. “I don’t want to be presumptuous, but if you just spent 2 gold to contact me, I’m guessing it’s about something important. It’ll cost me 50 silver to activate a privacy setting under my merchant account, just give me a minute.”

Sam watched the podium’s “screen” as Melvin selected the option for sound and visual distortion, and then before Melvin had a chance to pay, Sam placed his ring to the podium paying the 50 silver.

“Damnit Sam! I owe you. You have to let me return your favors somehow,” replied Melvin.

“I’m hoping you can do just that. I have some enchanted items that I want to auction off here in Domino Hill, and I was hoping you could give me a reference.”

“Sam, I want to be careful not to step on any toes. Who were you using to auction items here in Bot City, it might be proper for them to get any referral fee?”

“I don’t think that’s an issue. I was working with Crapshoot. She’s with the Highland Guild, and she was auctioning the items off for us.”

“Wait…working with her? Are you an enchanter as well as a healer?” asked Melvin in confusion.

“I do whatever is needed, but I’ve had some success with enchanting.”

“So… you and Crapshoot were enchanting items together in Bot City and she was auctioning them off for you?”

“Yea, I wanted to stay anonymous, and she agreed to auction the goods for us. What’s wrong with Crapshoot? Do you think she was stealing from me?”

Melvin replied, “The Seven Decks NO, she definitely would not have stolen or cheated you. I suspect she did her very best to get you both the best prices. However, her dumpster fire of a personality probably cost you a lot of gold.”

Sam sighed in relief, having for a second thought he misjudged Crapshoot’s character, then said, “It’s an auction, what does her personality have to do with the final bid price.”

Melvin replied in surprise, “That’s one type of auction, but there are numerous methods of auctioning or selling off goods. Anyway what is The Shop offering to purchase your goods for in Domino Hill?”

“I’m not sure, The Shop line was too long the other day when I arrived, so I didn’t get to check the price.”

Melvin replied, “No problem. You’re in the Trading Hall and I have access to check the Domino Hill Shop Prices for you, if you like?

Sam was thrilled not to have to go wait in The Shop line later, and said, “Absolutely! Let’s do that.”

Melvin explained, “Just place your ring to the podium, and I will be able to price everything out.”

Sam placed his ring to the podium, and Melvin said, “Great, I’ll have it done in…YOU! WHAT! HOW! OH, THE SEVEN DECKS!” and then Melvin just stopped talking all together.

Melvin’s response worried the crap out of Sam, and when he went silent, Sam finally said, “Melvin! What’s wrong!?”

Melvin was expecting to see a few enchanted items worth 50 to 60 gold total. Instead, he saw that Sam owned the largest storage ring he’d ever heard of in the second decks, carried over 75 enchanted items, including weapons, armor, tools, and other strange inventions, and carried a bounty slip for EIGHT BALL! Melvin had to physically focus on calming himself down, and replied, “I’m teleporting to your location. I’ll be there in less than 10 minutes. PROMISE ME SAM, that you won’t go anywhere until I arrive. We need to have a conversation in person!”

“What about the teleportation fee?” asked Sam.

“Please Sam! Not another word until I get there.”

Sam was surprised at Melvin’s response, but agreed, “O.K. See you in a few minutes.”
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                The greasy woman was eavesdropping on Sam’s conversation until he activated the privacy distortion. She couldn’t believe that this “Melvin” from Bot Battle City was muddying the prestige of the Merchant’s Guild by accepting a soundwave from this poorly dressed low-class man. When the conversation lasted less than a minute, and the privacy distortion was dropped, she noticed a concerned look on the man’s face, she guessed Melvin properly chastised the man for wasting his time. The more she thought of the arrogant upstart even approaching their Guild’s booth, the more it angered her, and she decided to teach the man a lesson before he left.

“Mr. Sam!” the greasy woman called out.

Sam looked over at the bitchy woman, who was now trying to give him a friendly smile, and replied, “Yes, have you heard from Melvin?”

The woman couldn’t hide the roll of her eyes, and dropped all pretense of being friendly before saying, “Look… Melvin is not going to help you. Our guild doesn’t help your type.” The greasy woman then received a gambling quest.

==

Gambling Quest:

Get Mr. Sam to leave the Trading Hall in 5 minutes any way you can.

If you’re successful, you will receive 50 gold, 6 euphoria, 6 euphoria remedies, and 2 ability points in your merchant skill.

If you fail, you will lose 2 random ability points.

Select “Yes” to accept the quest.

Select “No” to decline the quest and continue being a pathetic Merchants Guild's Booth Representative.

==

After accepting the gambling quest, she said in an overly arrogant voice loud enough for everyone in the vicinity to hear, “Master Sam why are you continuing to waste everyone’s time looking at goods that you can’t afford.”

Sam was pissed, he was going to get revenge, but right now, he wanted to shut the woman up and dispel everyone’s attention, so he pulled his hood up over his head to hide his face, and said, “Lady, what’s your problem? Melvin can vouch for me, so cut it out.”

Several wealthy merchants and nobles started to watch the spectacle and make side bets on how long it would take before Sam was thrown out of the Hall, or if Sam would punch the woman and get arrested by the guards.

The Merchants Guild and all the traders' booths only displayed their most expensive items to try and increase their status among those in the Hall. The greasy sneering woman didn’t have much time left to win her gambling quest, so she said, “I’ll do everyone here a favor. Master Sam, if you can buy any single item displayed in my booth, I’ll give you a second item of equal or lesser value for free, but if you can’t buy a single item, leave our hall within a minute!” The woman felt confident Sam would need to leave, because the cheapest item she had on display was 200 gold.

Sam turned so that only the woman could see his face, he then pretended to look crestfallen for a split-second, then smiled as he loudly announced from the shadow of his hood, “Deal! I accept!” and he walked over to the booth items clearly indicating he was going to purchase something.

The crowd went wild paying and collecting bets they had made, as well as starting new bets on the amount of the item he was going to purchase. The greasy woman face had turned ashen, and she begged, “Please forgive my rudeness! I can’t afford to cover the offer!”

A man dressed in the fashion of the nobles in the City warned, “You made the offer on behalf of the Merchants Guild. The items are in the booth for selection. If you do not sell him the goods as promised, Lady Domino will be notified of both your thievery and the Merchants’ Guilds thievery!”

The woman started sobbing, saying “I will be indentured to the Merchants’ Guild for life! Please forgive me, and agree to cancel the deal!”

Sam ignored the woman as he quickly browsed through the items. There weren’t a lot of choices, but they all looked powerful. Sam didn’t have an inspect skill that would tell him what level the items were or anything else, so he had to rely on the description tag next to each one. There was a 6-shot repeater steam-bow, a recurve bow that magically loaded the arrow from the quiver each time the draw string was pulled, a sword with two extra “phantom” strikes of the blade every time the blade was swung, several light-weight shields, potions that would increase your mana pool, strength stat, agility, and other effects, but Sam couldn’t find any type of mana shield. There were also several impressive gnome gadgets, one which appeared to be some type of steam-powered rocket boots, but he wasn’t really interested gnome gadgets unless they could create a personal protection shield like a mana shield. Sam then quickly glanced at the descriptions of the technique and skill scrolls. “Damnit! No mana shield,” Sam exclaimed to himself. Sam felt pressed for time, he wanted to find something to buy and get out of the Hall ASAP, before someone decided to take too much interest in him. As he thought about quickly going back through the scrolls to look more closely at the other options, his AI just popped a screen in his vision, displaying two scrolls. One scroll was entitled, “Multi-race perception scroll,” and his gut screamed at him to get it. Sam almost choked when he saw the listed price of 680 gold, but grabbed it and the other scroll his AI highlighted, a “Mana Manipulation” scroll, even though it was priced even higher at 700 gold! Sam pulled 700 gold out of his ring and placed it down on the counter in front of the sobbing lady for everyone to see, then he ran out of the Trader’s Hall.

As Sam left the Hall, he activated his forgetmenot charm and quickly moved several blocks away before sneaking into a clothing store, where he purchased a change of clothing for a few silvers. As Sam left the clothing store, he was trying to think of a way to explain to Jen how even though he only had about 30 gold left, they could sell the mana manipulation scroll… when his thoughts were interrupted by a soundwave call from Melvin.
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                Melvin's soundwave startled Sam. With trying to pick out the best items, and then getting away from the Trader’s Hall as quickly as possible, he’d forgotten all about Melvin transporting into Domino Hill.

“I know it took me 15 minutes, instead of 10, to get here, but really!?” Melvin paused just a second, but before Sam could continue, he chuckled and asked, “Is there somewhere I can meet you to talk in person?”

Sam looked around for a location that would provide good visibility for Sam to spot anyone following Melvin, and said, “Meet me outside Hat-trick’s Hardware. It’s on Vegas Boulevard, two blocks north of the intersection of Vegas Boulevard and Fremont Street.”

***

After getting a map of Domino Hill, it took Melvin about 30 minutes of fighting the crowd before he arrived in front of the hardware store. Melvin looked around for a few minutes, and not seeing Sam, used his soundwave to call him again, “Sam, I’m here, but I don’t see you anywhere.”

Sam was across the street on top of a building where he’d been watching Melvin approach while looking for anyone that might have decided to follow him, and he replied, “See that small stump, it's in front of the store and used as a stool to sit on?”

Melvin looked around quickly spotting the stump, and shrugged his shoulders with confusion as he replied, “Yes, but what about it?”

“As you're facing the stump, shove it from the left side, and you’ll see a charm I left under it. Pick up the charm necklace and put it on under your shirt against your skin. When the system gives you a message asking if you want to activate it, do it by mentally select the numbers ‘1776’. Then walk two more blocks north, turn left on Trash Card street, and you’ll see Shifty’s Shoes. I’ll meet you there.”

“What’s this all…” Melvin started to ask, but then Sam interrupted him, “Just do it, and I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Sam watched Melvin do as he instructed, and before he left to meet Melvin, he noticed two women getting overly excited as they couldn’t figure out where Melvin disappeared to.

***

Melvin and Sam were sitting inside an enclosed carriage that Sam paid to take them across the city. Sam had closed the windows and placed his silencing rods around the two of them for privacy.

“Master Sam, what is it that you are so paranoid about?” Melvin finally got a chance to ask.

“Just ‘Sam’, just call me Sam O.K.,” replied Sam.

“O.K. Sam, what’s going on? Why are you so paranoid?” Melvin asked again.

“Did you know you were followed to the hardware store?” replied Sam.

Melvin looked a little surprised, but then responded, “No, I’ll swear an oath to the Seven Decks I had no idea anyone was following me!”

“I believe you, but the people following you is why I’m paranoid. In the Trader’s Hall there must have been over 50 people that watched me purchase two scrolls with a value of almost 1400 gold. One or more of those people there might try to find me to steal these scrolls, or any other money, they think I might have. I’m also not sure if the Merchants Guild would be after me too since they lost so much money,” explained Sam.

Melvin nodded his head in understanding, then said, “O.K., that makes sense, but the Merchants Guild absolutely does not care about your purchase. The local Merchants Guild’s treasurer, Super Splits, arrived just a couple of minutes after I did. He placed ‘Bitch Face’ [at least that was name Sam heard] under a Gambling Oath to confess everything that happened. When I expressed my displeasure at her treatment of one of my clients, Splits explained that ‘Bitch Eyes’ owed the local guild 680 gold, which caused her to break down in tears again. He then further rubbed in her stupid mistake, when he told me that the perception scroll did have significant ‘value’ that ‘Bitch Lips’ was required to pay off, but not much 'real value' to the guild…”

“Wait, why’s that?” Sam asked, interrupting Melvin.

“According to Splits, The System Shop sells the same multi-race perception scroll for 1,800 gold, but The System Shop will only buy that scroll for 280 gold. So… the local guild is thrilled to have ‘Bitch Chin’ on the hook for 680 gold for a scroll they could only get The Shop to purchase for 280 gold. Plus you paid full price for the mana scroll, which they would have sold for probably 650 gold.”

Sam held up his hands to stop Melvin’s explanation, and said, “Wait, back up for a second. Just because The Shop would only pay 280 gold for the scroll, doesn’t mean the local guild couldn’t sell it for a lot more!”

Melvin shook his head, “Actually, no they couldn’t. Splits said they’ve been trying to sell that scroll for over 20 years after one of their member merchants acquired it as part of a dungeon loot drop. They’ve just left it on the shelf to look elite, because of the retail price placed on it by The Shop. Over the years, everyone that showed any interest, backed out of the deal after discovering the problem with the scroll.”

Sam’s stomach dropped through the floor of the carriage at Melvin’s comment, and he asked, “what’s wrong with the scroll?”

Melvin winced as he answered, “Technically, nothing. However, none of the other races will agree to teach anyone their language. They will only use translation stones.”

“That’s not that big a deal,” replied Sam as he was starting to feel a little relieved.

Melvin then said, “But that’s not all. The scroll takes months for the user to acclimate to the perception changes, while they end up stumbling around in a confused state, or they constantly vomit from the way food tastes, or scream hysterically from the sounds or visions they get. Additionally, the internal changes to the body the scroll makes are said to be very painful. All the internal modifications won’t make you look any different, but there is a lot of pain. From what we know, the last few people that activated the scroll, either went crazy or their guilds purchased a ‘Purge scroll’ for 100 gold to delete the effects from the person’s body and mind.”

Sam asked, “Then why would anyone even try to use the scroll if it is worthless?”

Melvin nodded, and said, “Exactly! That’s why it has no market value. But if someone could successfully adopt the perception modifications, it would be much, much cheaper than a 3,000 gold translation stone. Additionally, you wouldn’t be just limited to the voice translation, you could actually perceive everything all the other races perceive! You could feel the ground vibrations like the dwarves. You could hear all the sounds that elves hear. Gnomes are rumored to be able to actually see additional dimensions and runes, and who knows what other perceptions you might gain from trolls, orcs, and goblins! I mean there are only rumors… Unfortunately, these amazing potential benefits are outweighed by the fact that no one has been able to successfully use the scroll.”

Sam was drooling at the possibilities, but he was hesitant at the risk of losing the 280 gold The Shop would pay, and the potential loss of another 100 gold for a purge scroll… Then his AI allowed a gambling quest to appear in his vision.

==

Gambling Quest:

Activate the Multi-Race Perception Scroll within 1 week.

After activation, if you don’t purge the scroll for three months, you will be awarded 8 ability points.

If you fail, and purge the scroll within three months, you will lose 16 random ability points.

Select “Yes” to accept the quest.

Select “No” to decline the quest and continue being a senseless idiot.

==

Sam minimized the gambling quest. He was pumped at the idea of expanding his perception and understanding of all the races, plus the additional ability points would finally put his Luck stat over 50! He just needed to finish his business with Melvin before he convinced Jen and Tamako to help him beat this quest.
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                “This isn’t a technique scroll or a skill scroll, it’s actually a body enhancement scroll,” Sam announced to no one in particular as he continued to research the multi-race perception scroll.

Jen’s eyes were closed as she absent-mindedly replied, “That’s nice,” and she continued to try and create the mana circulation pattern she learned when activating the mana manipulation scroll. She was a little disappointed that the scroll didn’t instantly allow her to manipulate her mana in the new method, but instead only gave her the knowledge of what could be done. She was hoping to get the “App” not just the knowledge of how to build the “App”. What she now knew was that each of her skills or spells that drew on mana needed an optimum amount to work efficiently, and different components of the same skill also worked more efficiently with different amounts of mana. Previously she had been just activating her skill or spells and she didn’t even think about how her skill pulled the mana from her core. It was like she was flooring the gas pedal from stop light to stop light. She was now trying to circulate the mana in her core so that different areas of her fishing spool would release at different densities. When she eventually trained the mana in her core to circulate properly, she would then have to train her skills to pull on the most optimum “thread” of mana. Jen was used to compressing and spinning all the mana in her core together, separating it in different thickness of “strings” of mana wasn’t a natural process. Her mana seemed like it was “mad” at her for asking it to do something different and was revolting against her efforts.

Jen opened her eyes as she heard the door of their room open. She then said to Tamako, “Thank The Seven Decks you’re back! Did you get everything?”

Tamako replied, “Yes, somebody had to, since Sam decided to go on a scroll spending spree instead of doing his job and getting a large pan for the shower floor and his enchantment tattoo ink ingredients. It took a little longer because the streets on the way back here were even busier than yesterday. There was a big crowd around the fourth street city square.”

“What was going on?” asked Jen.

Tamako replied, “One of the daughters of the City Lord in Coin Toss City was getting caned by the guards for trying to break in a line of people waiting for City carriages.”

“Holy crap! Lady Domino is strict.”

Tamako nodded in agreement, and said, “Yea, apparently there are a lot of people in the City familiar with the City Lord’s daughter, and they were all really trying to get a good view of her getting punished.”

Jen got up from the bed and said, “We need to get a copy of the city rules and read through them before we screw up accidently.” She then sat down next to Sam on the couch where he was studying his scroll, and said to Sam, “How ya feeling old man? Can you take a moment to set us up with a bathroom?” Jen was taking it easy on Sam, she knew how frustrated he was. He’d explained how strongly his gut was telling him he needed to activate the multi-race perception scroll, but by doing so, it would set back their timeline for going to the Third Deck. She could tell he was also upset because it wasn’t just his gut, but he was personally excited about the possibilities of how an expanded perception could improve his enchanting skills. Hence the guilt he was also feeling for causing a delay in getting Kelly.

A few hours later, with the bed and couch shoved together and up against the wall, their 3ft by 3ft “wet bathroom” was in the corner of their room. It was a shower and toilet all in the same ridiculously small space. When it was finished, Sam said, “Move!” as he entered the bathroom and started to pull the leather curtain around him for privacy.

Jen said to Sam, “Good thing you put a silencing rune on the curtain.”

Tamako laughed, and said, “Too bad you don’t have anything to stop the smell!”

Sam turned a little red with embarrassment, but before closing the curtain, fired back with, “In a few moments, your going to be smelling those words!”

Jen groaned, and said, “I don’t even think they sell scrolls powerful enough to stop the stink your body makes!”

Tamako raised an eyebrow towards Jen at her comment, and said, “Good point, let’s go take a walk!”

Before Sam closed the curtain and they left the room, Sam hollered, “When you get your asses back here, be ready for me to tattoo them.”

Jen shook her head at him in disappointment, and as they left said, “You’re getting old boomer, if you have to recycle your bad puns.”

“Whatever,” Sam grumbled as he closed the curtain to ponder on his throne.
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                                 Sam set down the scroll he’d been studying, and said, “It’s going to take seven days for the physical modifications.”

                Jen nodded, and commented, “Let me guess, one day for each race?”

                “Exactly,” replied Sam, “The first day should be the ‘easiest’, because the modifications will be for humans, and should only need to improve any of my current senses that are lacking.”

                Jen grinned, as she replied, “You’ve been lacking any sense for years!”

                “Ha! That might be true,” laughed Sam, “After the human changes, the order of modifications that will follow are dwarf, gnome, elf, goblin, orc, and then troll… I think.”

                Tamako asked, “Why are you not sure about the order?”

                Sam shrugged his shoulders, and answered, “I could fully interpret the portion of the scroll relating to humans, but I couldn’t perceive the full content of the sections of the scroll pertaining to the other races.  The goblin, orc, and troll sections were extremely incomplete due to my current perception, so much so, that I’m not even confident I’ve identified which section belongs to which race.  I’m hoping that the changes the scroll will make in me, will actually allow me to perceive this type of information.”

                Jen looked to Sam with an idea, and said, “Hey… why don’t you take a mental screenshot of the scroll so you can review it again after it’s disintegrated upon activation.”

                Sam nodded, “Good idea.  I’ll do that.  Not to be a pessimist, but I don’t think the parts that I can’t currently perceive will show up in the screenshot, but worth a try.”

                Tamako was still trying to get “comfortable” with Jen, Sam, and her new life, so she forced herself to be “uncomfortable” as she laid back on the bed placing her head in Jen’s lap, looked up at her, and asked, “So what’s the plan?”

                Jen could feel the stiffness in Tamako’s body as she tried to be relaxed, so she casually ran her fingers through Tamako’s hair, as her mind briefly flicked to the scars across Tamako’s body, which were the only times her father ever touched her.  Jen’s mind refocused quickly, and asked Sam, “When do you want to get started?”

                Sam replied, “I’m ready now.  I’ve already given Tamako the ring with everything I’m willing to sell.”

                “O.K. let’s get some rest tonight and get started first thing tomorrow morning.  I’ll be taking care of you, and Tamako will be dealing with Melvin over the next week or so.”  Jen looked at Tamako, and continued, “Unfortunately, that means you’re going to have to take care of all the boring crap.”

                Tamako turned so she could see Sam, and said to Jen, “Better than having to take care of him crying, and most likely all his literal crap and vomit from what he’s about to go through.”

                Jen gave a gross face, and said, “Ugg! There must be some kind of cleaning spell we can buy.”

                Sam looked guilty as he nodded, and replied, “Someday we’ll find one, and maybe it could clean our clothes too. But seriously, thanks boss.”
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                “Hey hon, I’m back.” Tamako said as she entered the room. She then pulled some food and drink from her ring, “Eat this and rest. I’ll take care of everything. Just one day left.” Tamako then walked over to their little shower where Sam’s naked body lay. She ran some cool water over him while cleaning up all the “mess” that wasn’t contained within the shower pan. She’d ended up taking care of all the crap, boring and otherwise.

After Jen ate and drank a little, she immediately fell asleep. Tamako used her mana to recharge the silencing rods. It didn’t take much, but Jen and Sam needed every bit of their mana for what they were going through. Thankfully, after the fifth day, or goblin day, Jen figured out how to get them over the hump, and connect Sam’s AI and neural connections to the sense receptors that were being created in his body. Unfortunately, she couldn’t shut down Sam’s pain until after the modifications were created, but it was significantly better than the pain from all the modifications just adding on top of one another. The scroll made changes to his body for 10 to 12 hours straight, then would give him only an hour or two of rest.

Less than an hour later, Tamako looked down with pity on Sam as he quietly whimpered in his restless sleep. She could tell the changes were about to start up again, and Jen would hold him and work on silencing his pain while he screamed inside the silencing rods. Tamako was much happier taking care of the shit.

Jen stirred awake as her psych skill notified her that Sam’s body was reacting to the scroll, she noticed Tamako had cleaned everything up again, and said with a soft exhausted tone, “Thanks.”

Tamako sat on the bed and grabbed Jen’s feet and started to rub them, as she said, “I think you’ve got a few more minutes before it really kicks into gear.”

To change the subject, Jen said, “So how much money did we end up making off of Eight-Ball?”

Tamako wanted to kick herself. She berated herself internally, of course Jen wants to keep her mind off of Sam until she’s forced back to work. Plus, she had great news for Jen. Tamako then said, “That Melvin is something! For the last few days, he sold the knowledge of where Eight-Ball wouldn’t be to a bunch of different caravans around the Deck, before turning the bounty into The System this morning. There were City bounties for his death going back for ages. Apparently Eight-Ball was almost 300 years old.”

“What! How!?” exclaimed Jen in surprise.

“Don’t know, but after Melvin’s cut and Lady Domino’s taxes, we received a grand total bounty of 1,750 gold,” replied Tamako with a grin.

“How did he live so long though?” Jen mused out loud as if not hearing what Tamako had just said.

Tamako couldn’t believe that Jen just ignored how much money they had, and said “Didn’t you hear me! ONE THOUSAND SEVEN HUNDRED FIFTY GOLD! We’re rich!”

Jen smiled, and replied, “Yea, that is nice, but it won’t last long with the way you and Sam like to buy toys!”

Tamako raised an eyebrow, and said, “I didn’t see you trying to sell that mana manipulation scroll.”

“True!” Jen chuckled, “This has been one hell of a week so far, but the nonstop use of my psych skill and training it to work with my mana “spool” has increased my power by at least 40%. I’m hyped about using it with my fighting skills. Can you imagine if I can increase my mana-powered strength and speed similarly!”

Jen’s words shifted Tamako’s attention off the money instantly, as she said, “You said you could teach the skill to me and Sam right!”

Jen replied, “I hope so,” but as they heard Sam starting to groan in agony, Jen continued, “But first I’ve got to take care of the boomer.”

****

After the Seventh Day, and Sam’s body modifications were finished, Tamako asked Jen, “How is he able to rest? I thought he was going to be overwhelmed with the new senses from all the different races,” before waiting for a response, Tamako continued, “Never mind, YOU need to rest. I’ll take care of him from here.”

Jen held up her hand in a stopping motion, and explained, “Don’t worry. I’m definitely about to take a good long sleep. But I’m pretty sure it’s going to be somewhat easier from here on out. I Worked with his AI, and we labeled toggle switches for each race and each new sense that he is now able to perceive. Right now, all his new neural perceptions are all toggled ‘off’. After he rests, he’s going to need to spend some time getting used to each sense by toggling them on and off, one at a time. First, I think we’re both going to rest for the next few days. Thank you for handling all the boring stuff this last week, it’ll only be a few more days, do you mind?”

Tamako scrunched her face at Jen, and said, “Don’t be ridiculous. This has been a boring vacation for me, of course I can handle it for a few more days… or for years, if needed to take care of you two!”
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                “We’ve got them!” Jen announced to Sam as she and Tamako came into the room.

When Sam looked over in their direction, Tamako asked, “Why are you drooling?”

Sam replied with closed eyes, a restrained voice, and a breath of ecstasy as he said, “You both smell so delicious! I want to take a bite out of you SO bad right now. Just hold on a second.”

Jen watched as Sam took a second before visibly calming down and then wiping the drool from his face, and she asked, “Was your troll sense of smell active?”

Sam replied, “Yea, if it’s active I can smell the movements of everyone in the building. As long as the door was shut, I could mostly keep my craving to eat humans under control, but when you two opened the door, well…I had to toggle it off before I tried to make Jen and Tamako soup of the two of you. Anyway, you got the gnome anonymity masks?”

Tamako pulled what looked like a theatre mask out of her ring and handed it to Sam, as she said, “Melvin got them for us at a cost of 120 gold each, and said he couldn’t find anymore, so don’t break it trying to figure it out. The ones in The Shop are 200 gold each.”

Sam was already turning the mask every which way analyzing the enchantments, and replied, “We could have just purchased one of these. I’m sure I can figure out these enchantments, now that I can see them with my gnome vision.”

Jen replied, “Yea, I don’t think so. I don’t want to wait around for weeks while you work through the enchantment code on all your other projects… and then someday get to these masks. They work just like the anonymous mask in the arena that Tamako used, but of course, these work anywhere. They won’t stop an elf from tracking you, but even an elf won’t know what you actually look like.”

Sam shrugged acknowledging the truth of her words, and said, “True, my focus right now is figuring out this ring I purchased in the gnome district back in Bot City. At least this mask will make it a lot easier for me to anonymously buy any materials that I need.”

Tamako replied, “Well, you can’t buy too much more and still be able to work in this little room. We need more space!”

Jen sighed, and said, “Hopefully, this Oracle quest will kick off soon and a lot of these people will be leaving. There are some pretty strict rules here. I mean every vagrant has their own dedicated spot for begging and sleeping, but with all the rules comes a lot of freedom. We’ve actually seen kids walking around by themselves. If anyone is hungry, there is free food offered by the City cooks in every quadrant.”

Tamako cringed when Jen referred to the free food, and said, “I’m not sure if I would call that food!”

“O.K. point taken, the food is terrible tasting, but it’s clean, healthy, and no one goes hungry. Also, no one has to worry about being bullied or strong-armed by a guild or someone stronger than themselves.”

Tamako replied, “I agree it’s definitely the…”

Before she could finish her sentence, they heard a siren “Nee-Naw, Nee-Naw, Nee-Naw, Nee-Naw…”

They all looked at each other in confusion, and could also hear shouts of confusion from people in other rooms. They put everything in their storage rings, but before going outside they each put on their anonymity masks.

Sam reviewed the options that popped up in his vision and selected a pre-designed generic description, and then looked at the two average-looking blondes that were standing next to him, and said, “It’s going to take a little time getting used to the way you both look.”

Tamako replied with impatience, “Access the mask options again. Go to ‘shared access’ and select it.”

A few seconds later, Sam replied, “Done. Now what?” Sam then noticed the two blondes, that were Jen and Tamako touching their noses together, then Jen grabbed him and pulled him in close until all their faces were touching.

Jen said, “Just a second while I select the ‘linking’ option, and…..done,” and then they could all see through the illusions created by each other’s mask.

“Holy cow! This is some serious enchanting work,” exclaimed Sam.

Tamako chuckled, and said, “Oh Sam…, did you already forget all the gold we spent to buy these.”

Jen interrupted, and said, “O.K., I’ve been listening in to everyone. This is what’s up. A goblin horde is heading from the North. Numbers are estimated in the twenty thousand range. Lady Domino is going to send out…”Jen was herself interrupted by a City-wide quest announcement appearing in her and everyone’s vision as the sirens stopped blaring.

Domino City Gambling Quest

Option A: Quick Reaction Force - Assist the 200 City Guards currently Defending the wall at the Northern Pass from the goblin horde. The wall is 130 miles from the City, and you must arrive by sundown. Free use of City fast lanes for 30 days and 10 gold.

Option B: Assist the City Guards in preparing the defense of the City against goblins, and assist in the care of refugee farmers from the surrounding area. Must report to City Defense officials within the next 2 hours for non-combat assignments. Free use of City fast lanes for 30 days.

Option C: Do nothing. Lose access to City fast lanes for next 30 days. Interference with City preparations or unauthorized use of City fast lane will result in the loss of 2 ability points paid to The System.

Tamako’s eyes raised in surprise as she looked around, and said, “Wow, almost everyone is just heading back into their rooms and going on as if nothing happened.”

Jen was clearly using her psych skill to intercept messages, and responded, “They’re all here for the Oracle Quest, and most don’t care what happens to the farmers and their farms. Inside the gates, many of the citizens are answering the call to assist the defense of the City and to help the farmer refugees. Some of the visiting nobles are also going out with their guards to help the fleeing farmers.”

Sam could see Jen had already made up her mind, so he tried to make her next orders easy on her by saying, “So, who are we going to help? The farmers or the guards stationed in the pass?” Sam was hoping she would pick fighting the goblins. He felt woefully inadequate at dealing with the emotional tragedies refugees from war suffered.

Tamako was trying to keep her face emotionless, while internally begging, “PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE pick fighting the goblins!”

System Gambling Quest

Make it to the pass by sunset and prevent the main Goblin horde from getting past the wall for 24 hours, or until Lady Domino’s main defense force arrives, whichever occurs first.

Chances of Death 20%

Reward for success: 50% of the total experience needed for your current level.

Failure: Loss of 2 random ability points.

Accept/Reject?

Jen’s AI let her know that both Sam and Tamako had received similar gambling quests. Jen snorted internally that Sam’s gambling quest offered 25% more experience points than either hers or Tamako’s, but realized she needed to get over her jealousy of his luck stat, and asked them, “We’re just outside the South gate right now, do you think we can make it to the pass in time?”

“Yes,” and “Absolutely,” came the immediate replies from Sam and Tamako. Jen thought to herself, “O.K., they both clearly would rather fight than help the refugees.” She then said, “Let’s get running then.”

Sam accepted the City Quest and the System Gambling Quest, and as he started following Jen, he asked, “Do you know if Slim is going to come with us?”

Jen replied, “I’ve pinged him with my psych skill, and he’ll know we’re going. I don’t know if he’ll decide to go with us or not.”

At that moment, Slim messaged them, and said, “There’s no way I’m going to let you go off and get killed pureheart. I’m just ahead of you scouting for possible trouble.”

Jen replied, “Slim, will it be faster to go through the City or around it to get to the North side?”

“Through the city. Anyone that has accepted the City Defense Quest is allowed to use the carriage lanes in the streets.”

Sam asked, “How will they know if we’ve accepted the quest.”

Somehow Slim managed to message them all a snort of exasperation at Sam’s question, and then Jen explained, “It was part of the City’s Mandatory Quest. Anyone that chose to do nothing will lose two ability points for interfering with the City’s defense.”

Sam replied, “Interesting! Yea, I didn’t read the part about doing nothing. That City Quest must have cost Lady Domino a fortune!”

Tamako commented, "Maybe not as much as you think, anyone that interferes with the City preparations will lose 2 ability points paid TO the System."

"Oh! Interesting! I bet that did keep the cost down." replied Sam.

****

As they neared the Southern City gate, the party could see the ordinary line for people waiting to enter and another ‘not-line’ where people were entering and leaving in a hurry in furtherance of the City Quest, but only a very, very few were moving at a top speed like themselves, and Jen commented, “I guess the quick reaction force (QRF) heading north is going to be relatively small.”

Tamako replied, “Most of these non-combat types will be supplying and assisting the main force that will probably be moving out tonight.”

As the carriage lanes were even becoming overcrowded, Jen said, “We’re not slowing down! We may need to split up a little to Zig and zag through this crowd. We’ll regroup if needed at the North Gate.”

*******

“Captain! Something is heading this way,” Corporal Sticky Fingers said from atop the Wall, next to the City's North Gate.

Captain Wager turned to find out what the corporal was talking about, and was surprised to find Sticky was not pointing outside the gate, but pointing towards the main road leading from the South Gate. The corporal couldn’t make out the three people racing through the crowd in the carriage lane, but the Captain’s overclock ability allowed him to see the three people. “Damn! Their wearing anonymity masks, but by The Seven Decks they are moving fast!” he said to no one in particular. Then Captain Wager made a call on his soundwave, “This is Captain Wager. I have Deck Dropper activity. They’re moving through the carriage lanes extremely fast. They must be trying to reinforce the Wall at the pass before sundown sir!”

“Can you identify them?” replied the Spy Chief.

“No sir. They're wearing anonymity masks,” replied Captain Wager.

The Spy Chief ordered, “Hold a minute.” He then made several calls checking with his contacts. All of the deck droppers that rainbowed down to the City for the Oracle Quest were kept under surveillance, and according to his contacts, none of them were lifting a finger to help with the goblin horde. That was expected, however, he couldn’t understand why these particular droppers would keep their entrance into the city hidden, or why they would help the City, he knew the reward just wasn’t big enough for their type. “Maybe they aren’t Deck Droppers?” He thought to himself. But again, with stats high enough to travel that quickly through the busy carriage lane, he couldn’t understand why they would accept the City Quest. The spy chief then said to Captain Wager, “Captain, are you fast enough to follow them?”

“No sir., but we know they are heading to the pass if they are using the carriage lane,” replied Captain Wager.

“My sources tell me that you are very fast, is that correct?”

“Yes sir., compared to most.”

“If you leave now, could you make it to the pass by sundown?” asked the Spy Chief.

“Close, but probably not, and I would be completely drained of mana. (pause) Sir… what are you wanting me to do exactly?”

The spy chief breathed a heavy sigh of concern, before answering, “I don’t know why they would take the City Quest. It simply doesn’t pay enough. I’m worried they were willing to take the loss of 2 ability points to appear to be on our side, in exchange for taking a System Quest offering much more if they sabotage our wall at the pass, or sabotage some other component of our defense. So… I want them followed, our men at the wall warned, and then for you to return to warn the main force if they are backstabbing us.”

“Sir, I would need you to authorize two mana potions, the speed shoes from the armory, and I might as well take a couple of health potions for the guards on the wall. But you should know, the distance to the wall will burn out the remaining enchantment on the shoes,” replied Captain Wager.

The Spy Chief hesitated as he considered the resources he would need to authorize for something that may turn out to be nothing, then said, “Do it.” The spy chief was worried that Lady Domino would be upset with his decision. He wasn’t afraid that she would punish him in anyway, he was just worried that his decision might disappoint her. He, as most every citizens of Domino Hill, was intensely loyal to Lady Domino. She put the City’s needs in front of her own time and time again, and the citizens were grateful for her leadership and loyalty to their well-being.

Captain Wager replied, “Yes sir!” as he ended the soundwave call. He hoped to make it back to the North Gate before the trio of Deck Droppers arrived. Captain Wager was fortunate to have one of the largest storage rings available, so he dumped out everything but his few coins and a water skin, and quickly placed his armor in his ring. He commanded corporal Sticky, “Take care of all my junk on the ground,” and then leaped off the 30-foot wall landing in a sprint heading for the armory. The running reminded him of his younger days when he was the fastest courier in the guard… He smiled to himself with pride as he thought, “I’m still the fastest, just not a courier anymore.”

****

“Corporal Sticky, have they left yet?” called Captain Wager from his location at the bottom of the wall near the gate.

“No sir., Captain Wager. I can’t see them for sure, but I think they’re about three blocks away.”

Captain Wager Knew it would only be seconds, so he ran over the open lane at the gate, stuck out his arm giving the signal to stop, and yelled, “Please wait a moment!”

Slim ignored the man standing in the middle of the open lane and ran right past him, but Jen, Tamako, and Sam clearly understood the man wanted something from them.

Sam messaged Jen, “Up to you boss,” and a split second later she received the same message from Tamako.

Jen thought about running past the guard, but the annoying part of her tried to respect authority when she could, so she signaled everyone to stop, and said, “You know why we’re in a hurry, please make it quick.”

“I’m Captain Wager with the City Guard, may I travel with you to the pass?” He didn’t think they would try to kill him with the steady flow of refugees coming down the road from the pass as potential witnessess, and he figured it was less likely they would try to do something while he was watching. Of course, that would only be true if he was fast enough.

Jen didn’t receive a comment from Tamako or Sam, and figured a City guard captain could clear up any questions they might run into in their trip. She didn’t provide their names or make any polite introductions, but simply said, “Yes, but you’ll have to keep up. We’ll not slow down for you.” Jen then took off at a run out the gate and down the open road.

As they left the City, Jen messaged Sam and Tamako, and in private said, “I picked up some information while we ran through the city. Apparently, the goblins attack the farmlands around Domino Hill every three or four years. When the goblins attack, the farmers head to the City for safety. People say that the goblins attack when the goblins become overpopulated.”

Tamako replied, “That sounds about right. Goblins are known to breed at insane rates. There is usually a chief, a shaman, a few cooks, and 50 to 100 strong guards that protect the chief. The rest are just the breeders, cannon fodder, and slaves for whatever the tribe leaders want.”

Sam also commented, “Let me guess the tribe leaders push all their weak and starving cannon fodder towards the farms, knowing the humans will kill all the weak cannon fodder, while they use the distraction to steal from the farms and kill any humans that weren’t able to escape for some reason.”

Jen replied, “That’s the short of it. Except, if the goblins can be kept from breaching the wall at the pass for long enough, reinforcements can arrive protecting the majority of the farms from destruction. That’s where we come into the show, stopping the goblins at the pass.”

Tamako asked, “So what’s the rest of it?”

“There are only about 200 guards stationed on the wall at the pass at any one time. If you are a guard on the wall during a goblin attack, there is a very low survival rate. We may have screwed up this time, if we need to retreat, we’re going to lose those ability points,” finished Jen.

Sam shrugged, and said, “The die is cast. Let’s go fuck up some goblins!”

Tamako laughed, and then commented, “I second Sam’s motion to kill some goblins!”

Jen was feeling glum about leading them into a quest where they were likely to lose ability points, but instead of being angry at her, Sam’s and Tamako’s words were encouraging. Their messaging then turned to idle chat regarding the farms or the landscape they were running through.

****

Captain Wager was pushing himself, and the enchantment on the shoes to the limit, just keeping up with the trio. He could tell they had more power to go faster, but at their pace, they were sure to make it to the pass before sunset. He didn’t have any extra breath to try and chat with the trio, but he was surprised they were completely quiet and didn’t talk to each other at all.

When they were about half way to the wall, Captain Wager noticed the taller blonde woman point to a giant Mohegan Sun flying in the sky. He knew them to be vicious birds of prey, but he wasn’t worried about one of them attacking a group of 4 people with the strength to run as fast as they were. Captain Wager blinked in surprise when the bird started diving right towards the tall woman. He started to warn everyone, even though they were all obviously watching the bird, but the bird pulled out of its dive, and circled low near the ground, just above their heads. As the Captain watched the bird, he noticed the bird’s face and eyes looked blank. He wasn’t really sure, since bird’s always have a sort of emotionless look to them, but then he watched the tall blonde woman look up and stare very intently at the bird for just a second, then the bird took off flying ahead of them, and in the direction they were running. “What the hell was that!” he thought to himself, but didn’t have the energy to think on it too much, as he kept his focus on trying to keep up with the trio.

There had been a steady stream of farming refugees heading the other direction towards the city, but when they were about 30 miles from the pass, they saw a large caravan of around 40 injured farmers and guards. Wager was expecting to run on past them when the tall blonde called out, “Take a break!”

Wager bent over catching his breath, with his hands on his knees. He checked the enchantment on his shoes and realized they wouldn’t last another 5 miles. As he was contemplating what to do, he heard the tall blonde woman yell out to the caravan of injured refugees and ask them, “My name is Jenasta, She’s Make-it Take-it, he’s Slam Dunk, and that man over there is Captain Wager from Domino Hill. To confirm, you all are the last to come through the wall before they closed the gate at the pass correct?”

The least injured guard escorting the refugees to the City had started to challenge the woman for demanding they stop, but then she recognized Captain Wager as he was bent over heaving for air, and said to Captain Wager, “Sir?”

Wager was red in the face from exertion, but lifted one arm up signaling for the young guard to answer Jenasta’s question.

The young guard said, “Yes Mistress, and you are the first reinforcements from the City that we’ve seen.”

Jenasta replied, “We passed a few reinforcements on our run here, but they won’t make it to the wall before sunset. How heavy is the fighting at the wall?”

The guard replied, “None yet, the goblins that attacked this group pulled back after we engaged with them and brought these farmers past the wall and into safety.”

Captain Wager could see several of the refugees were in bad shape, and while stable, probably would not make it the whole way back to the City, and he said, “Mistress Jenasta, the speed enchantment on my shoes is about to burn out, and I have a couple healing potions I will administer to some of the refugees here. I will hopefully catch up with you in a few hours at the wall. Thank you for letting me tag along this far.”

Wager was confused as he heard Jenasta say, “Nonsense!”, and Slam order, “Give me your shoes!”

Wager replied with “Uhh?” Then Jenasta looked at Slam before continuing, “Captain Wager, while I deal with the wounded, you go see Slam for help with your shoes. Make-It, will you please keep watch.”

Wager replied, “Yes Mistress, thank you for whatever help you can provide, but…”

Wager was interrupted by Jenasta, as she said, “We’re in a hurry, if you don’t like the result, we’ll see you at the wall.”

Wager looked confused, but Slam was waving him over as he pulled a small work table out of a storage ring and placed it on the road, and said, “Give me your shoes! You said you haven’t completely burned out the enchantment?”

Wager was watching out of the corner of his eye as Jenasta ordered all the wounded to pack themselves as closely around her as possible, and he replied, “Correct Master Slam, but they will only last a few more miles,” as he handed his shoes to the strange man.

“Good, these bullshit cheap enchantments have a termination rune to destroy the enchantment after a certain level of mana has passed through the runes, but if you adjust…”

Wager flinched when Master Slam claimed the enchantment on the shoes were cheap. Those shoes would resize to fit almost anyone’s feet, they increased your speed by 20%!, and could be used for 500 miles before the enchantment ran out. The City guard had been using them for emergencies for years! Wager heard Master Slam go on about how any decent enchantments would have this and that, and then he started talking about the proper equations for calculating the repair… Then Master Slam, right there on the side of the road, pulled out some type of crazy spinning carving weapon and ignited a mana torch.

The brightness of the torch prevented him from seeing what Master Slam was doing, and he couldn’t understand what the man was talking about, so he turned to see what Mistress Jenasta was doing just as she announced, “I don’t have the time or the mana to spare, to make this comfortable for you. This is going to cause some of you intense pain. Suck it up and deal with it until I’m finished.”

“What are you going to do to us?” hollered out a farmer with a large goblin bite mark on his thigh.

“Heal you! Now be still or continue to suffer your injuries.”

A few seconds later, the refugees started to scream in pain, some more than others. However, they could all see their injuries being healed in real-time, and didn’t dare move. A chance to be healed for free by someone with this level of power was never heard of on The Second Deck.

After the first 60 seconds, most of the screaming died down, but there were still some moans and cries of unexpected pain over the next 10 minutes.

Wager noticed Jenasta appeared to be in pain herself when she finally finished, but just then Slam said, “Here’s your shoes. I charged them enough to get you going. Also, take these bracelets and put them on. They will help you gather enough mana to charge the shoes as we finish our run. You can keep the shoes, but I want those bracelets back when we get to the wall.” Master Slam then called over to Jenasta, and asked, “You O.K.?”

She replied, “Fine, just burns like a mother. I’ll be topped up by the time we get to the wall. Did you get Captain Wager’s shoes fixed?”

Slam replied, “Yep, he should be ready to go.”

The refugees were mobbing Mistress Jenasta with appreciation, and she said, “Happy to help. Good luck. You understand we’ve got to go NOW!” and they continued to thank her, but they also quickly got out of her way.

The young guard asked Captain Wager, “Should we go back to the wall or help the farmers?”

Captain Wager was putting on his shoes, and simply replied, “Figure it out corporal. I’ve got to run.”

He couldn’t believe his eyes. When he inspected the shoes, The System identified them as rechargeable! He’d heard Master Slam mention recharging them, but he didn’t realize he meant the shoes were now actually infinitely rechargeable by any user! Last, he reviewed his status, and muttered, "By The Seven Decks! These bracelets almost double my mana regeneration!” Wager then did a double-take as he swore to himself in surprise again, "And where in The Seven Decks did that big fat black and white cat come from that Make-It was petting? The Spy Chief isn't going to believe any of this! Crap, got to move." Then he took off running to keep up with the trio.
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                Soon after they left the injured refugees, they were able to see the 100-foot wall along the mountain pass on the horizon. Their elevation had been increasing, slowly but steadily, ever since they left Domino Hill. The mountains were getting cold, but the exertion of running was keeping Wager warm, and the Trio’s enchanted hot/cold armor was keeping their body temperatures at a comfortable level.

“Did you hear that?” Jen asked as they were about five miles from the wall.

The last 5 miles looked to be almost straight uphill. Sam was getting short of breath, and he noticed Captain Wager looked like he was about to pass out. At Jen’s question, Sam messaged Jen and Tamako, “Give me a second, I’m going to toggle my Elvish hearing and sight on.”

A few seconds later, Jen called out, “Pick up the pace!” as she received Sam’s AI message with the video and sound of the battle that was in full swing up on the wall.

Sam had to quickly toggle off his Elvish hearing and sight sense, it was just too intense an input for him to handle for much more than a few seconds.

Everyone noticed Captain Wager immediately fall back as they increased the pace. Tamako turned around and said to Captain Wager, “The battle on the wall has started. Hang on! This is not going to be comfortable.” She then picked up Captain Wager and hung him over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“You O.K.?” Tamako asked Wager.

Wager’s face was red from either embarrassment, or the blood running to his head as he hung upside down, but all he could do from the odd position, was grunt, “Yes….ug…thanks!” as he bounced on her shoulder.

Tamako was so short, and Captain Wager was…not really tall, but around six feet, his arms and legs nearly touched the ground almost covering Tamako like a blanket, as he was carried on her shoulder. Sam snickered, and sent a “meme” to Jen and Tamako of a picture of her carrying Wager that said, “Short Girl problems on the battle field”.

“Not the time for jokes, Sam!” Jen called out as she was trying to hide her laughter.

“That’s not even very funny!” huffed Tamako, causing Sam and Jen just to laugh even more.

Captain Wager didn’t know what the trio were laughing and arguing about, but he put helping his City and his fellow guards far above any embarrassment from being carried by the tiny blonde woman.

The pass-wall was 100-foot high, about 100 yards long, and 10 feet deep. However, the massive wall looked tiny compared to the sheer, 5,000-foot-high cliffs rising up through the clouds on either side of it. The pass-wall was the only thing that separated the valleys on either side of the mountain range. On the Domino Hill side of the pass-wall, another shorter wall, only about 25-feet high extended out and around the guards’ barracks and military buildings.

As the trio and Captain Wager approached the shorter wall, they could see and hear that the battle atop the pass-wall was fully engaged. One of the guards, shielded behind the battlements on the rear wall, called out, “Hold! What’s your…,” and then the guard recognized Captain Wager as Tamako set him down. She then called out “Open the Gate! Let them in!”

Captain Wager was sore from being carried and stiff from the freezing wind chill caused by the run, but he ran forward through the gate as they opened it only a sliver, and called out, “Where can I find Captain Bingo? She’s in charge right?”

Jen, Tamako, and Sam followed behind Wager entering through the gate. As they did so, they noticed there were only a few guards securing the rear entrance.

To be heard over the sounds of battle above them, the guard hollered her reply to Captain Wager, “YES, SHE’S IN CHARGE. SHE’S SOMEWHERE UP ON THE WALL. THE FIGHTING JUST STARTED ABOUT 10 MINUTES AGO!”

At that moment a two-ton boulder came flying over the pass-wall in a collision course with…something. Tamako saw the terrified look on the guards’ faces, but she didn’t hesitate and ran to intercept the boulder, pulling out the shield Sam made for her, and “catching” it just before it smashed into a small building. Tamako immediately fired the boulder back out of her shield, up and over the pass wall in the area of the main pass-wall gate.

The guard said to her team, exactly what Captain Wager was thinking, “What in the Seven Decks is the ranking of her reflection attack! It must have cost her every bit of her stamina!”

Another of the guards replied, “But look at her. She’s still running with Captain Wager to climb the ramps up the pass-wall!”

As the trio and Captain Wager neared the ramps to ascend the pass-wall, they could hear the boulders smashing against the far side, and could see small cracks starting to form near the gate.

Sam called out to Jen and Tamako, “Keep going. I’m going to see if I can reinforce the wall.”

The few guards near the base of the ramps started to intercept Sam, but Captain Wager ordered, “Stay out of his way, and give him anything he asks for!” Captain Wager wasn’t concerned about the loyalty of the trio after seeing Mistress Jenasta heal the wounded refugees, Master Slam enchant his shoes, and especially after seeing the short blonde, Make-it Take-it, reflect the boulder back over the pass-wall.

“Captain Wager, I’m going to need those bracelets back,” Sam called out, as he was thinking of all the mana he was going to need.

Without hesitation, Captain Wager removed the bracelets and handed them to Sam, “Thank you Master Slam!” and then Wager turned to follow Jen and Tamako up the ramps.

Sam approached the base of the wall near the gates, and the guard standing there said, “Mister, no need to worry about the gate. It is two-feet of solid steel that extends 10 feet below the ground, and 10 feet beyond the sides and top of the opening. The wall will fail before the gate does.”

Sam replied in confusion, “Then why aren’t you and the others up on the battlements?”

The guard tried to look innocent as he pointed to the top of the wall, and replied, “I bet you a silver that I can kill a goblin from down here with just my sword.”

Sam couldn’t believe the man was trying to make a bet in the middle of an attack, well…actually he could believe it. He started to look up at the cracks forming in the wall where he figured there had to be a hollow section where the steel gate would be raised up and out of the way when farmers were passing through.

The guard was grinning inwardly as he mistook Sam’s thoughtful look as one of considering his bet, then he hollered, “By the Seven Decks! The worst timing ever!” and he ran out away from the wall and beheaded a goblin that had been kicked from the top of the wall, falling to the ground breaking half its’ bones, but still partially alive.

Sam laughed good-naturedly as he realized the trick the guard had tried to pull on him with the bet, and said, “I don’t think I’ll be taking you up on that bet!”

“Guess you wouldn’t!” the guard replied, as Sam watched the guard quickly loot the body.

“Wait! What happened? Didn’t you loot it? Why is its’ body still there?” asked Sam.

As the guard removed the goblin body and threw it in a dumpster to keep it out of the way, he said “Never fought the little buggers before, have you? It’s one of their innate traits. The System doesn’t take their bodies right away, but waits until the battle they are involved in, is over. They have a large enough force, so they will keep sending goblins forward to be killed, until they’ve built a ramp of dead bodies to the top of the wall. Then they send in their stronger fighters, but…”

The guard’s explanation was interrupted by two more goblins crashing to the ground, and Sam watched as the guard ran out and ended them quickly. The guard called out, “I think it’s about to get a little busier, but at sundown, we’ll get a short rest…sort of.”

Sam was curious about how the goblins were expected to siege the wall, but he was also glad the guard would quit distracting him from inspecting the gate and wall. He turned back to where one of the larger cracks could be seen forming, placed his hands and an ear against its rough surface, and toggled on his dwarf senses for hearing and touch. With a slight tap on the wall, the vibrations through the stone gave him a mental image of the interior of the stone. His mental image didn’t extend all the way to the exterior of the wall, but it did go far enough for him to sense the location of the cavity where the steel door would slide into, and it didn’t “look” good.

Sam toggled off his dwarf senses to allow his mind to rest, and messaged Jen, “If you don’t stop the boulders that are bombarding the wall just above the gate, it’s going collapse any minute now. I’ll need…maybe an hour to carve some reinforcement and durability runes into the wall.”

Jen replied, “I’ll see what I can do. You start working on the enchantment.”

Jen and Tamako had both found the battle to be somewhat distasteful. The attacking goblins were all level 5 or less she guessed. They were four-foot tall, green, bulging eyes, floppy ears, sharp teeth, and naked. The goblins didn’t have any weapons, and their level was so low, that their claws and teeth didn’t even break the skin of the guards. The goblins were attacking directly at the middle of the wall around the gate. They had the ability to climb straight up the rough surface of the wall, but a simple jab would make them lose their grip and fall to their death. Captain Wager had explained that the goblin horde was sending these "fodder" goblins forward to tire out the guard force, and to build a ramp of the dead, in order to make it easier for later forces to reach the top of the wall. The guards were simply using the butt end of their spears to knock the goblins back down off the wall, but more just kept coming. If the goblins weren’t so completely wild and vicious as they tried to attack, Jen would have felt like the evil villain killing defenseless kids.

The only injury that occurred so far, was when a bunch of goblins all made it over the edge of the wall at the same time overwhelming a guard, causing him to trip, and a lucky goblin was able to poke out one of the guard’s eyes, before he could close them. The other guards near him quickly killed the goblins and got him back to his feet, but he was moaning in pain from the lost eye when Jen and Tamako had first reached the top of the wall with Captain Wager. Jen had quickly cast a healing spell, but she only used enough mana from her enchantment tattoo to deaden the man’s pain and to stabilize the injury. She intended to try and help him more, but only after the battle.

Jen was now staring at the squirming mass of goblins near the gate and also at those slowly climbing up the wall, and said to Captain Wager, “Tamako and I have to go down there. Slam said that the boulders will collapse the wall above the gate any minute now.”

“How can that be…” Captain Wager started to ask. He stopped when Jen interrupted him by raising her hand and her index finger. He knew she wasn’t being rude by the gesture, but must have something time sensitive to say.

“I can’t explain any hows or whys right now, I just believe Slam’s right.”

Captain Wager nodded, and said, “It’ll only take a few minutes, but I can have the guards clear the wall using arrows, so you can climb down with a rope.” Captain Wager was a senior captain with the authority to take command from Captain Bingo, but he’d left Captain Bingo in charge, and said he would only interfere with her command in an emergency.

Jen replied, “Too slow, just get a rope ready for us.”

Captain nodded, and then said, “Private Ringer! Get me three wall ropes tied off over here ASAP!”

As the private raced to get the ropes and tie them off for deployment down the wall, Captain Wager watched as the small blonde, Make-It Take-it, leaned out over the wall and cast a spell causing a blast of air to flow out of her arm. He looked on in amazement as she moved her arm left and right clearing a section of the wall about 20 feet wide, and all the way down to the base of boulders and bodies the goblins had created.

As she finished tying off the three ropes, Private Ringer said, “The ropes are ready Captain!”

Wager noticed Jenasta looking at the third rope, and he said, “I’m coming with you.”

Jen shrugged at Wager, and said, “Fine, but get back up the wall if you become a liability.”

Captain Wager nodded, and without comment followed the two women over the wall.

Private Ringer was stunned at how the woman talked to Captain Wager, and she said quietly to her best friend, PFC Two-Dice, “Captain Wager is the most powerful person here. Why would he let her speak to him that way?”

Two-Dice said, “You haven’t heard? Those two women, and a man somewhere down in the camp, are deck-droppers!”

“Why are they helping us?” asked Private Ringer.

In response, Two-Dice just shrugged his shoulders in similar confusion, and the two guards returned to jabbing goblins off the wall, while gossiping in speculation as to why the deck droppers were helping. Their gossip helped keep their terror off what might happen to them after sunset as a distant thought, for the time being.

******

Tamako was the first to hit the ground, and she used her spear in a sweeping motion to clear a small circle for Jen and Captain Wager. She squinched her face in disgust as she fully realized what she was standing on, a mound of dead bodies over 40 feet high and around 60 feet wide sloping down to the ground around her. The goblins were charging up the mound to attack her and they were also easily killed with the swipe of her spear, but the goblins further away, on the actual ground, were throwing and stacking all the dead goblin bodies onto the mound to continue making it higher. After Jen and Wager arrived, they soon created a perimeter to keep the swarming goblins back.

Tamako called out to Jen, “What should we do? Every swing of my spear just helps them to keep building this mound of bodies higher and higher.”

Jen replied, “That’s not our problem. You just stay ready to intercept the boulders they are catapulting into the wall around the gate. The steel gate is already covered up by all these dead goblins, but Slam says the wall above the gate, the area behind us is in danger of collapse.”

The goblins would try to climb up behind them and use their ropes to scale the wall more quickly, but every few seconds, Tamako would grab the ropes and shake them vigorously, throwing the goblins in all different directions. This would also clear the wall behind them from any goblins climbing directly on the wall.

“Incoming!” Jen called out.

Tamako replied, “Got it!” as she used a rope to assist her jump to intercept the boulder with her shield, and then she immediately released the boulder back into the crowd of goblins that were constantly pushing forward. The boulder smashed and crushed a five-foot trail through the goblins for close to 50 yards.

The fight continued this way for about 20 minutes, with a boulder being launched towards the wall about every 30 seconds. Eventually, as the sun started to set, Captain Wager said, “We’ve got to get out of here soon. After the sun sets, they’ll bring in the trolls and their archers.”

“What about the catapults?” asked Jen.

Jen and Wager had made a horrific wall of dead goblins in front of them by this time, and it was slowing down the goblins trying to climb over it. Plus, the goblins charging the wall also appeared to be finally thinning out. Wager batted one off the top of the wall of gore, and replied, “They sent the fodder in to be killed, to save them the energy from doing it themselves. They’ll still use the catapults, but they’ll be careful not to strike their archers. The boulders won't hurt the trolls, but will only make them more angry as they rampage.”

Jen messaged Sam, “The sun is about to set. How much longer?”

Sam normally needed to be able to see the gear he was using to be able to define the area covered by his “enchanter’s boundary” technique. However, with his dwarf senses active and his mental image of the location of the weakened cracks along the inner wall cavity, Sam was able to carve his reinforcement and hardening runes on the inner wall, and use his enchanter’s boundary runes to expand their coverage to the cracks within the wall cavity. Unfortunately, his dwarf senses only let him “see” so much of the interior of the wall, before he had to move and do the enchantments all over again for the next section of the wall around the gate. The enchantments actually made the reinforced area significantly and permanently stronger than the undamaged portions of the wall, but each enchantment needed to be charged with mana to make those changes.

Sam replied to Jen, “I’ve finished the enchantments, but I’m having to wait for my mana to regenerate to charge them. I’m 80% done, but it’s going to take me probably an hour to charge the rest.”

Jen replied, “I’ll be there in a few minutes. We’ve got to get this wall reinforced before the sun sets. Once that happens, Wager says we won’t be able to stay out here blocking the boulders, dodging goblin archer arrows, and fighting trolls all at the same time.”

Jen continued to knock the goblins back, she had been impressed with Wager’s strength, dexterity, and stamina. She’d underestimated him, and he’d held up his side of their little perimeter admirably. Jen was confident he could help Tamako hold out longer, and she said to Tamako and Wager, “I’ve got to go help Slam. Stay as long as you can, but DON’T stay so long you can’t get out alive.”

Tamako wasn’t worried, with the decrease in the number of goblins aggressing on them, she was sure they could hold the position and block the boulders without Jen's aid, and replied, “Yes, Boss!”

Jen stepped back to climb one of the ropes as Tamako and Wager adjusted their perimeter, and then scrambled up a rope in a matter of seconds.

*****

Sam was standing against the wall with his hands pressed against the enchantments he'd carved into it. There were mana gathering rods on the ground all around him, and his arms were covered with filtration and mana gathering bracelets. Jen could sense the veritable tornado of mana that was swirling around him, and said, “What do you need me to do Boomer?”

Sam’s body was pouring sweat, even as his armor wicked it away with its’ space ring enchantments, and he said, “There’s no encryption, just link to the enchantments and feed them mana. There’s plenty of pure mana in the air, but my body can’t process it, and then direct it into the runes quickly enough. I feel like my body is about to burn up from the inside out.”

Jen did a quick scan of Sam and his mana channels, and yanked him away from the wall and the tornado of mana he’d created. She pulled him to a nearby crate and sat him down, then said, “Rest and recover. Your mana channels look like they are on fire. ‘Chill out!’ That’s an order!”

Sam had a dazed look on his face, but then smiled, and said, “Ha! Good one millennial, ‘Chill Out’” and began to chuckle to himself as he closed his eyes, and leaned back against the wall to rest.

Jen took Sam’s bracelets and headed over to the enchantments that were left to be charged. She didn’t just start pouring mana into them, but tested each rune of the enchantment with different size and density of mana input. Her AI helped her make short work in determining the most efficient density and flow of mana that was needed for each rune.

After about 10 minutes, Sam felt like his body and mana was cooling down, he opened his eyes to see if Jen had made any progress, and said, “What the hell! How did you do that in 10 minutes! It would have taken me at least another hour! Kelly would be so proud of how amazing you are, girl!”

Jen beamed with pride, and said, “You’re not the only one that got a fancy scroll, remember. Stay here until you’ve rested and recharged your mana pool. You over did it. We need to keep strong enough to get out of here if needed.”

“True dat!” replied Sam as he continued to rest against the wall.

“Boomer!” Jen said rolling her eyes at Sam’s ridiculous comments, and while pointing at the wall, said, “Well, at least it's now harder than ever.”

“That's what she said!” Sam snickered.

“Oh my god! How did Kelly ever put up with you!” Jen exclaimed as she just turned and left.

Sam messaged Jen as she was heading back to the top of the wall, “And it’ll stay hard all through the night too!”

As Sam was laughing, a giant Mohegan Sun flying overhead took a huge crap that landed all over his head. “Ohhh my god! What the hell Jen!” Sam hollered to the world in general.

The guards around Sam didn’t know what in the Seven Decks happened, but they sure as heck got a laugh out of a giant bird taking a crap on the strange man that had been hugging, enchanting, and mumbling to the wall for the last half hour.

*****

Over 500 feet above the pass wall, Slim was bathing in the setting sun on top of a barrel, that was placed on a slight protrusion sticking out from the sheer wall of the mountain. Every now and then, he would smirk at Captain Bingo's look of frustration, as she would use her magnify skill to look at the cat sitting on the "boom dust" Lady Domino had placed there after the last goblin invasion.
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                There were almost no “fodder” goblins left, and Tamako knew that Sam and Jen finished the wall reinforcement. She turned to signal to Wager that they should head back up the ropes, when she heard Captain Wager say into his soundwave, “By The Seven Decks! There’s SIX of them? Are you sure?” There was a pause as Captain Wager listened to Captain Bingo’s comments, and he replied, “I agree, they must be planning to push all the way to Domino Hill. But with this fodder mound built up this high, they’ll probably only release one troll, and save the others for Domino Hill. Have you told the guards yet?” Wager paused for a response, and then said, “We'll hold to the last guard!”

When Wager finished the conversation, he explained to Tamako, “Captain Bingo has a magnification sight skill. She has informed me the goblins have six trolls they can release, and several thousand archer goblins have moved forward into position to provide air support.”

Tamako replied, “I have not fought trolls before, how do they impact the battle?”

Even though Wager and Tamako were still fighting with the “fodder” goblins, the numbers pressing were minimal, and they were not creating much of a distraction. Wager thought for a second and explained to Tamako, “This mound of dead fodder goblins is high enough that a troll can likely leap to top of the pass-wall. If there weren’t any goblins backing up the trolls, ready to barrage us with arrows, we could subdue and kill one troll, maybe two, but definitely not three. Even if they were to release one troll at a time, and politely waited for us to kill each troll before releasing the next one, we might have 10% of our force left able to take up defense of the wall. We are going to lose, but we plan on taking as many of them with us as possible.”

Sam and Jen heard Wager’s explanation to Tamako through their AI, and Sam messaged Tamako, “Ask him what would happen if there wasn’t a giant dead fodder mound.”

As Tamako asked her question, Captain Wager answered, “The trolls simply couldn’t make it over the wall. They would just pound uselessly against it all night…well, there is always the possibility that they might release all six trolls, and IF they all worked together, one or two might get over the wall, but then they definitely wouldn’t help the rest over. In that case we might survive the night.”

Tamako asked, “Why wouldn’t the goblins help the trolls get over the wall?”

Wager was surprised by the question, but answered, “Oh…yea, ummm.. the goblins have captured the trolls, and will be releasing them in our direction. Trolls hate everything and everyone, even each other. The only reason the trolls won’t turn around and try to immediately kill all the goblins, is because they will be smelling us humans. Trolls can’t resist the smell of human food! If the fodder mound weren’t here, the goblins wouldn’t be able to do anything but barrage us with arrows until the trolls were dead or gone. They might try to give them ropes or tools, but it would be risky for the goblins.”

As soon as Sam heard the trolls wouldn’t be able to make it over the wall without the dead fodder mound, Sam ran over to the goblin dumpster to check his theory, and then started running to the top of the tower. He messaged Jen and Tamako, “I’ve got a plan! How long before the trolls are released?”

Before he received a reply, everyone heard a horn far off in the distance. Then he 'heard' Wager explain to Tamako, “That horn notifies all the goblins that trolls are about to be released. See all the fodder running away. The other goblins won’t even wait for the fodder to get out of the way, and I’d guess within the next 20 minutes they will have the trolls moved into position and released, maybe a little longer depending on how many they release at one time.”

Sam messaged, “Send Wager up the ropes. Jen, get ready. I’ll be there in a second to rope down with you.”

A few moments later, Jen turned to see Sam running towards her and the ropes, and just as she asked Sam, “What’s the plan?” Wager pulled himself up over the wall next to her.

Sam looked at the two of them, and said, “Wager, good you’re here! I’ve got a garbage disposal spell that I think will work on the dead goblin bodies. If it does, I’m going to need every second to clear out as many dead fodder as I can. Let’s go Jen!”

As Sam and Jen jumped over the wall and roped down towards Tamako, he messaged them, “I’ve got to put on a show of casting a spell over and over again. As you know, The System doesn’t let you loot and dispel the goblin bodies as long as the battle continues, but they are dead. Anyway, I was able to store one of them in my space ring!

Tamako grinned with renewed hope, and said, “Get to acting then. We'll cover you.”

As Sam started waving his arms in a pattern to resemble a spell he’d seen cast by the Stone Guild’s healer, he messaged, “I’m using that big space ring of mine. It should hold most of these dead bodies.”

Jen nodded and asked, “Is that the expensive ring you failed to turn into a biome for living animals?”

“Yep, but I have some new ideas on that experiment.” Sam then stepped his foot in an area that gave way, causing his leg to sink up to his thigh in goblin gore, and he complained, “This shit is gross down here!”

Jen and Tamako rolled their eyes, and Jen said, “Really! We had no idea!”

Sam felt like vomiting, but kept slowly storing big sections of goblin bodies in his ring, and he said, “I’m hope none of the guards can sense how much mana I'm really using down here.”

Jen replied, “I don’t think so. There are only a few guards up there with significant power, and my psych skill gives me the impression, their mana manipulation skills are oriented to increasing their strength, stamina, and fighting skills, and not in mana detection. But I’ll keep my senses open for any gossip.”

Captain Wager and Captain Bingo were both watching Master Slam as every few seconds he would pass his arms over a section of the fodder mound, and it would just disappear. Captain Bingo asked, “Do you think Master Slam has enough mana to get rid of the entire mound?”

Captain Wager replied, “I hope so. I know he has some enchanted gear that can increase your mana generation. It's crazy powerful, like nothing I've ever seen or heard of before on the Second or Third Deck.”

Captain Bingo commented, “Yea, It's strange, they don’t seem to be sickly or nauseous like other deck droppers. What do you…”

Captain Bingo’s question was interrupted by another horn from the goblins. Captain Wager hollered down to the trio, “They must have seen what you’re doing. They just released a troll.” Jen could see Wager turn to Captain Bingo as she told him something, and then he yelled, “They released the troll too quickly, and it's destroying the goblins as it is tearing itself free. It’ll probably still be here in the next five minutes!”

Captain Bingo swore, “Damn The Seven Decks! Master Slam is only about half way done. That’s not enough! They need to come back up the wall now!”

Tamako called up to Wager, “Have they released anymore?”

Wager looked to Captain Bingo, then he replied, “No, they are taking it slower with the two other trolls they are preparing for release.”

Tamako started walking towards the troll, and said to Jen and Sam, “I’ll give you a few minutes to clear the rest of these bodies. Just get it done, who cares if the guards get suspicious. It’s better than letting this horde get past the wall and go on a rampage in Domino Hill.”

Jen and Sam both nodded in agreement with Tamako’s comment, as they watched her heading towards the troll.

Sam asked Jen, “Is she going to be O.K. against a troll?”

Jen replied with worry all over her face, “I don’t know. We don’t know crap about how trolls fight, or what their weaknesses might be, but I can tell there is no stopping her.”

Sam snorted, and said, “Get going! Go help her. I got this.”

****

As Captain Bingo noticed Jenasta heading out to meet the troll, she commented to Captain Wager, “looks like they’re trying to buy time for Master Slam to destroy the rest of the dead fodder bodies.”

Captain Wager asked, “They’re powerful as hell, but they don’t know shit about fighting goblins and trolls. How many shackles do we have?”

Captain Bingo replied, “We only have 3 sets. Are you wanting to send a team out there to try and shackle the troll with them?”

Captain Wager shook his head, “No, I won’t send any of our people out there on a suicide mission. Just give me a set.”

Captain Bingo frowned with a snort of disagreement, but she could see Wager wasn’t going to budge, and called out, “Sergeant Aces!”

A young sergeant ran over to Captain Bingo, and replied, “Yes, mam?”

Captain Bingo pointed to Captain Wager and said, “Give the captain the set of shackles you have in your storage ring.”

***

Sam looked up as he heard Captain Wager coming down the ropes. Sam was about to tell him he didn’t need any help, when Captain Wager said, “I’ll be back. I hope!” and he ran off to assist Jen and Tamako. Sam just shrugged, hoping he was right, but Sam didn’t feel it was his place to tell Wager what he should or shouldn’t do.

Sam made some crazy hand gestures, did a cartwheel, walked like an Egyptian, and swept all the remaining dead fodder goblin into his ring. Sam then staggered and stumbled around in a circle, before collapsing against the wall in a pretense of exhaustion.

Captain Bingo hollered down to him, “Are you O.K.? Do you need help?”

Sam gazed blearily up at Bingo as he grabbed one of the ropes, and called up to her, “O.K., just pull me up.”

As Sam was being pulled up the wall, he had a first-hand view of the goblins going ape-shit with the disappearance of all their fodder.

Captain Bingo used some sort of sound amplifier and called out, “The goblins are now rushing to release all six of the trolls, and are moving their archers even further forward. Get up the wall!

Tamako hollered to Jen and Wager as she dodged the troll, “It's fast, and nothing's getting through its’ skin.”

Captain Wager called out, “Keep it distracted. I need to get behind it.”

When Jen imagined trolls, she figured they would just be giants with green skin with cave man type clothing. However, this troll was around 15 or 16 feet tall, with very pale skin, no hair anywhere on his body, except a black-colored monobrow and goatee. He also had a very large nose with giant nostrils, and his arms almost reached the ground while it was standing. What she found very distracting and somewhat humorous, was his reproductive organ went almost all the way down to his knee, and was flapping everywhere since he wasn’t wearing any clothing. Unfortunately, she couldn’t think of way to distract the troll. She knew from Sam that the Troll’s sense of smell would tell it exactly where all three of them were located at any moment, so she didn't think a visual distraction would allow Wager to sneak up behind it. Then she noticed the horrific fungus-crusted toenails on the troll, and the idea came to her, and she messaged Tamako, “Try to ram a spear under its damn toenails!”

Tamako cringed at the gross toenails, but immediately raced forward and slid down low in front of the troll, keeping her shield between her body and the troll's arms above her. She braced her shield to absorb the kinetic energy of the troll smashing a fist down on her, but instead the troll simply grabbed the shield, and started pulling Tamako with it up off the ground.  Tamako pulled her body tight into the shield to keep from losing it, but she didn’t forget her goal and slammed her spear under the nasty gnarled toenail of the troll. That was one spear she didn't care to get back.

The troll screamed in pain and rage, and flung the shield, with Tamako still holding onto it. While the troll grasped its foot with one hand to steady it, and started reaching with its other hand to pull out the spear, Jen threw four knives towards the troll’s nose. One of the four knives struck home, lodging inside the Troll’s nostril.

The troll went wild with pain and anger, but instinctively continued to pull the spear out from under its toenail. However, its fingers were too large to reach inside its nostril to pull out the dagger, and when it tried to dig its finger in its nose, and drag out the dagger, it only shoved the dagger deeper into its nose septum causing it to scream in more pain and anger.

While Jen backed off from the raging troll, Wager had worked his way to the rear of the troll, and pulled out what looked like a bull whip made of chains. He lashed the whip towards one of the trolls ankles, and when it struck, it actually just wrapped around the troll's ankle like leg cuffs. He then whipped another chain that was still connected to the first one.  The second chain wrapped around the troll’s other ankle, and another cuff appeared. The two shackles, attached by the chain, then cinched together pulling the trolls ankles and legs together. The troll furiously spun around trying to face Wager, but its’ wrapped-up legs caused it to fall on the ground. Wager then used the chain-whip to lash cuffs around each of the troll’s wrist. As he activated the last enchantment on the shackles, it cinched all the cuffs together, and hog-tied the troll, preventing it from moving. As he was finishing, Wager sensed the barrage of goblin arrows that were coming straight for him.

"Thunk, thunk, thunk," sounded in Captain Wager’s ears as he heard the arrows slam against Tamako’s shield. Tamako yelled to him, “Slam cleared the fodder! The rest of the trolls are coming, run to the wall. I’ll cover us!.... but hunch over as you run, you damn giant!”

Captain Wager didn’t need to be told twice. It took less than 20 seconds for them to get to the ropes and get pulled up the wall, but even in that short amount of time, the trolls almost caught them.

As they were pulled over the wall and moved behind a barrier, Jen ordered, “hold still,” as she pulled an arrow out of Wagers shoulder, and two out of Tamako’s legs, and then healed them both. When she finished, they all leaned back against the barrier which was shielding them from the rain of arrows, and took a moment to catch their metaphorical breath as they absorbed their successful retreat up the wall.

The pass-wall guards were still cheering and hollering congratulations to them all across the wall. Ringer said to Two Dice, “By The Seven Decks, did you see that! Three people... all by themselves! captured a troll, and not a single one of them was killed!”

Two Dice replied, “I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it with my own two eyes! Also, how could Make-it Take-it be thrown against the wall so hard, and just jump up and run back into the fight without even getting hurt!”

Ringer nodded in similar bewilderment, as she said, “The power of these Deck Droppers is absurd!”

Sam smiled as he heard the comments of Two Dice. Fortunately, the troll had flung Tamako towards the pass-wall, and not out towards the goblins. Sam was amazed as he’d watched Tamako, while in mid-air, shift her body to the outside of her own shield, placing it between the wall and herself, then she activated her shield to absorb the kinetic energy of her body, preventing her from a devastating and painful crash into the wall. Instead, the shield took all of her kinetic energy, and she just lightly slid down the wall, before running back out to rejoin the fight.

Sam could hear the trolls pounding on the wall, and he could hear them fighting each other. He was a little relieved when the goblins stopped their barrage of arrows, but anytime one of the defenders stuck their head up too far, they were immediately met with a suppressive attack of more arrows. The goblins could see perfectly in the dark with the minimum moonlight and had no problem targeting them, and fortunately, Sam could also see perfectly after he toggled on his goblin sight.

Sam's impulse was to go over and physically check on Jen and Tamako, even though they already told him they were O.K., but the exposure to the arrow assault overruled his impulse. Using his AI, Sam listened in on Jen’s question to Wager and Bingo when she asked, “What now?”

Bingo replied, “They’re not going to waste five trolls. They’re going to keep us pinned down while they give siege ladders and grappling hooks to the trolls.”

Tamako asked, “I thought the trolls would attack the goblins?”

Bingo nodded, and answered, “They'll definitely kill them. That’s why the goblins will send some of their remaining fodder in with the equipment. But we have a little time before that happens, so now’s the time to execute our plan of retreat so we can all get out of here alive.”

Jen's psych skill could sense Captain Wager’s surprise at Bingo’s suggestion, even though he did an admirable job of hiding it, and then he asked, “Don’t you think we could destroy any siege device before the trolls could make it to the top of the wall?”

Jen focused her psych skill on Captain Bingo when she responded, “If it were just the trolls, probably. However, we are likely to suffer heavy losses from the goblin archers while we’re doing it.” Jen could sense Bingo’s worry, anxiety, and even a little fear, but Bingo was making several good points, as Bingo continued with her reasoning, “There are five trolls left, and we only have two shackles remaining. Also, while the three of you did an absolutely unprecedented feat of skill and strength, taking down the one troll, the wall ledge is only 8 feet wide, and I’m not sure you could do the same up here. Even if you could, there would still be three trolls you couldn’t shackle.”

Captain Wager started to reply, “What about…” when Bingo cut him off, saying “and don’t forget, once the trolls start to get up here, the other 10,000 or so goblins will launch a full attack.”

Jen was nodding internally at Bingo’s words. She felt some shame acknowledging the truth, but she knew that She, Sam, and Tamako had no intention of fighting to the death in order to save the people of Domino Hill.

Captain Wager replied, “If we abandon the wall before reinforcements arrive, the goblins will spread out through our lands like locusts, thousands of people will be killed, and it will take many, many months to kill or push all the goblins back through the pass. Every hour we hold on, will allow the reinforcements to get closer, and decrease the ability of the goblins to spread out through our lands.”

“But…” Captain Bingo started, and this time Captain Wager cut her off, and stated, “I will be staying. Domino Hill and Lady Domino has protected my family for generations, and I’m sure most of the guards on this wall feel the same way about staying. However, if you wish to leave and go with any guards that feel the same way, you may go, and I will not charge you with desertion, because I will sacrifice myself and every guard still here, before I let the goblins get past this wall.”

Captain Bingo shook her head with frustration, but said, “No... so long as the wall is being defended by our fellow warriors, I won’t leave either.”

Captain Wager nodded in approval, and yelled out, “For Domino Hill!”, and the guards on the wall echoed his words, “For Domino Hill!” Wager then called out, “For Lady Domino!” and the guards again echoed his words, “For Lady Domino!” Captain Wager also knew that any guards who abandoned the wall, would never be accepted by their families or the citizens back into Domino Hill.

Sam messaged Jen, “Send me that shitty bird of yours. I’ve got a plan!”
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                As Sam hurriedly tied the storage ring to the bird’s claw, he asked Jen, “Do you think you can reach out with your mana to activate the ring?”

Jen peeked to the side around the wall battlement, and said, “It’s not really that far out to the archers.”

Sam shook his head, as he clarified, “l need you to fly the bird up into the clouds above the goblin archers.”

Jen looked up, and up, and up, and asked, “How high up do you think those clouds are?”

Sam replied, “I’m guessing about 40 to 50,000 feet, plus about 250 to 300 yards out. I used to do HALO jumps from as high as 30,000 feet, but we needed oxygen masks on the way up. That just made me think of something, can your bird even fly that high?”

Jen said, “Hold on for a second. Let’s back up, why does the bird need to fly above the clouds.”

Sam explained, “So the goblins don’t shoot the bird…” Sam didn’t finish his explanation, as his mind evaluated his plan more thoroughly, and he realized the goblins' arrows couldn’t fly more than 200 yards in the air with any accuracy, much less enough accuracy to hit a bird. He asked himself, from 300 yards could 1000 goblin archers simultaneously fire arrows at the top of the wall with enough accuracy to keep them pinned down? “Sure,” he thought, realizing Jen probably only needed to fly the bird around 500 yards, or 1,500 feet, high.

Jen looked at Sam expectantly, as he had paused without finishing his explanation, but then he continued, “Scratch that. Just fly the bird about 1,500 feet above the goblins. That’s easy for you right?”

Jen nodded, “I can definitely do that.” Then she asked, “What about spells or other weapons that could reach the bird.”

Sam shrugged as he was finishing with the knots around the ring, “Your guess is probably better than mine, but a bird that high up would have to be hard to hit with most spells. Also, if you do it quickly enough, I don’t think they’ll have time for targeting with all the chaos…. I don’t know, but what do we have to lose?”

Jen grinned, and replied, “Exactly, and this is going to be crazy to watch!”

As Jen was about to send the bird up, Sam said, “Wait...What about Bingo? With her sight, she’s likely to spot the bird and the ring. She’ll know its’ value, and might guess even more.”

Jen paused in thought, then her face frowned in frustration, as she said, “All I can think of is having the bird shit on her. Then she’ll be forced to go clean it all off.”

Sam replied, “Damnit! She doesn’t deserve that, but I can’t think of anything else either. When you apologize for your bird, offer to pay for Bingo’s ruined clothes.”

****

“By the Seven Decks!” Bingo swore to herself as she scrubbed the bird shit off of her helm. Bingo didn’t want to go and clean it off of her helm, but it was a giant bird, and its shit had started running down towards her neck and hair just before she pulled her helm off. Considering all that their party had done, she really couldn’t get too angry at Jenasta in front of everyone else. However, she really would’ve liked to kick all three of them off of her wall and out of her fort. “Everything would have turned out just fine if those three showboats and Captain Wager hadn’t shown up,” she grumbled to herself.

Captain Bingo’s head jerked towards the door when she heard hollering and screaming from outside the latrine. She couldn’t tell if it was good, bad, or what was happening. She thrust her wet helmet on her head and ran outside.

****

Captain Wager noticed Bingo as she came storming out of the small latrine that was built into the top of the wall, and he yelled, “You missed it!” as he was pointing towards the goblin horde.

Bingo had already been looking towards the goblins after realizing all the guards were cheering and swearing in the direction of the horde. She took off her helm, and couldn’t really understand what she was seeing, even with her sight magnification skill activated, and asked Wager, “Holy Decks! What the heck happened? What is that?”

Wager replied, “From… like a thousand feet in the air, they dropped all the dead fodder goblins on top of the goblin archers, and they also fell on the pike-wielding goblins that had just moved into place behind the archers. It looked like hell had opened up and rained on them!”

“HOW?” Was all Bingo could ask, with a look of utter frustration on her face.

Wager couldn’t comprehend in that moment why Bingo wasn’t looking excited, but answered, “When Jenasta’s bird shit on you, and you ran into the latrine, Jenasta apologized and explained that Sam’s garbage spell placed all the goblins in a mana pocket inside the bird. When the bird shit on you, she knew the mana pocket and the bird couldn’t hold the ‘garbage’ any longer. Anyway, she said she couldn’t wait another second, and ordered her bird to fly over the goblin horde, where it…. Just shit dead goblins like an avalanche from the sky.”

Tamako made her way over to Wager and Bingo, and asked with a grin, “Slam’s done for the next day or so… maybe longer. He’s used up after casting so many garbage spells, and then holding garbage mana pockets that long. I hope the actual damage to the horde is significant.”

Wager looked to Bingo, and asked, “What do you see? Are there many archers or pikes left? And were their weapons destroyed as well?”

Bingo grumbled, “Hold on! Give me a second!.... Uhh sorry Sir. I’m looking now.”

Wager couldn’t understand why Bingo was so grumpy. Even without a sight magnification skill, Wager and all the guards could tell there was a huge mess, and they hoped it might slow the rest of the goblin horde up until after sunrise.

Bingo announced, “Good news! The goblin chieftains are erecting mana shields and building shelters. They are so concerned about another strike from the air, they haven’t started to do anything yet. There’s a little movement along the archer and pike lines, but they appear to be all but wiped out.” She then turned and high-fived wager and cheered with the other guards.

Over the next few hours almost a hundred rangers, fighters, and guild adventurers, trickled into the pass-wall having accepted the Domino Hill quest. The goblins finally cleared their way through the mass of dead bodies, and tried to deliver siege equipment or grappling hooks to the trolls, but the guards and reinforcements used flaming arrows, fire grenades, and several other skills that destroyed any of the equipment the goblins tried to supply.

Jen, Sam, and Tamako mostly tried to blend into the background once the others arrived. Jen was starting to feel confident they would hold the pass-wall for the two hours remaining until sunrise. She watched as the trolls were getting ever more desperate as they pounded, jumped, climbed, stood on top of each other, and generally never stopped trying to get through or over the wall. Jen was thinking about the gambling quest rewards when she looked over at Sam and noticed him watching Bingo as she exited the wall ramps at the bottom of the wall. He was holding his stomach.

Sam looked over towards Jen and Tamako, meeting their eyes, and before he could say a word, Jen said, “Oh shit! You’ve got that feeling in your gut don’t you. It’s Bingo?” and Jen and Tamako started racing down the ramps. Sam followed them, and messaged, “Yea, I think it’s Bingo. Something about her as been bothering me since we got here.”

“You’re just now telling us!” exclaimed Tamako, as she simply jumped off the wall, flipping her shield over to land on top of it as she and her shield dropped all the way to the ground. As she hit the ground, she grabbed her shield and yelled a warning, “Bingo has opened the gate! The trolls are coming through!” Tamako noticed Bingo running the other direction towards the back gate, but Tamako couldn’t give chase, she needed to help the guards that had been stationed at the bottom of the ramps.

Sam just reached the ground when he watched the guard, that tried to gamble with him just a few hours earlier, make a suicide run past three trolls to activate the lever dropping the gate and keeping the other trolls from getting through.

“GOD DAMNIT!” Jen heard Sam roar in rage, as one of the trolls snatched up the guard that closed the gate, and bit off the top half of his body. Jen called up to Captain Wager, “Bring the shackles!”

“Bingo took them!” Wager yelled back with the fury of her betrayal.

Jen, Sam, and Tamako were fast enough to evade the trolls, but the guards around the ramps weren’t, and another troll already snatched a guard that wasn’t quick enough to get up the ramps, and ate her in three bites. The tallest of the three trolls leaped up, grabbing the ramps, and snatched one of the guards trying to escape to the top of the wall. The troll let go of the ramp, falling back to the ground while biting the guard in half.

Everyone at the top of the wall were flinging spells, spears, fire grenades, everything at the trolls, but nothing really hurt them, and when they did get hurt, their bodies almost instantly regenerated, healing the minor wounds.

Sam and Tamako had circled over near the back wall attracting two of the trolls, while Jen was trying to keep the other one busy. Up on the small wall behind Sam and Tamako, were the guards they met upon arriving at pass-wall the previous day. One of the guards was shooting arrows over their heads towards the trolls, but the arrows were just bouncing off. Sam heard her scream in anger, “By the Seven Decks! We were so close to sunrise!”

Sam hollered at her in frustration, “Who gives a crap about sunrise, if Lady Domino and the reinforcements aren’t here! Stay focused on what we can control!”

The woman hollered back with anger and sarcasm, “Well… you might be able to control running around for the next two hours until the sun turns them to stone, but that isn’t going to do the rest of us lowly Second Deckers any good as we get eaten!”

Sam almost paused his dodging, but then messaged Tamako, “Did you know that sunlight would turn trolls to stone?”

Tamako dodged and cut another gash across the troll’s arm, but as the gash almost instantly closed, she replied, “Of course, everyone knows that. Why do you think everyone was trying to make it till sunrise?”

“SHIT!” replied Sam as he thought of the guards that had been eaten, but instead of losing his focus, he pulled a stone out of his ring, and threw it hard enough to break against the troll’s skin. He closed his eyes for a split second and repeated the same throw with two more stones against the other trolls.

Tamako was half-blinded when the stone Sam threw exploded into a flare of sunlight when it hit the troll, turning its entire front half into stone. The same thing happened to the second and third troll, killing them all.

Everyone paused in a quiet stunned confusion for a second, then they all started cheering and hollering questions at Sam, but he ignored them. Sam only gave a short response to Tamako and Jen’s messages, and said, “They were weak storage rocks that I turned into sunlight flashbangs. I made them when I thought the two of you might try and go kill those vampires in the catacombs in Bot Battle City.”

Sam ran over and climbed to the top of the small back wall. The guards were trying to thank him, and he hollered, “Get away. I need some privacy for a little while.” The guards immediately left the terrifying man that could kill trolls with sun explosions.

As Sam started to get setup on the wall, he soon found Jen and Tamako standing next to him. They were holding up blankets to give him privacy from the others. Sam pulled out his rifle, toggled on both his goblin and elf sight, giving him excellent dark vision and distance vision. It was a strain on his AI and mind, but he wasn’t going to let that bitch get away. He took a few moments to find his target, took aim, controlled his breathing, squeezed the trigger, and blew Bingo’s brains out. He was relieved that a normal bullet was able to kill her, and he didn’t understand why she had stopped moving, but it made an impossible shot, into a lucky kill, considering he’d been aiming at the center of her chest. Sam immediately toggled off his goblin and elf sight, and crouched down holding his head in pain. Jen and Tamako’s AI’s had let them know what happened, and Jen said to Sam, “We’ve got you,” as she stored his rifle, and Tamako picked Sam up to go find a private area for him to recover.

What Sam, Jen, and Tamako didn’t know, is that Bingo had stopped to see why Lady Domino’s boom dust hadn’t exploded and destroyed both the mountain pass and wall.

Bingo hadn’t wanted it to go this way. Her gambling quest gave her the option of destroying the wall, or making sure it was overrun by goblins before the first light of the sun touched the fort. “It was such an easy quest!” she thought, “All I needed to do was put up a half-ass defense, let the goblins overrun the wall, and then I could retreat with most of the guards back to Domino Hill. But Noooo, those System loving deck droppers showed up with Wager’s ‘die for Domino Hill’ dumb ass.”

Now Bingo knew she had to fake her death, and that she could never return to Domino Hill. However, she still planned on getting her Foresight Spell from the Gambling Quest. While the spell wouldn’t actually let her see into the future, it was the next best thing. By casting the spell, it would show her the near future that was most likely to happen based on the knowledge of The System.

After the goblin archers and pike lines were destroyed, Bingo set two plans into motion at the same time. First, she activated the plunger which ignited the boom cord that ran around the pass, connecting all of Lady Domino’s barrels of boom dust. Those barrels had been setup as a last resort if ever a full-blown goblin war brigade attacked the pass-wall. Second, she took the remaining shackles, and then opened the gate wall, letting the trolls through. With the trolls killing all the guards and running free into Domino Hill valley, there would be no one left to stop the goblins from charging past the wall.

Bingo removed her helm and used her sight skill to zoom in on the first barrel of a daisy chain of barrels, located throughout the pass, trying to figure out why it hadn’t gone off. “That fucking cat!” she swore as she noticed it sitting next to the boom cord, where it had clearly cut the line. “Is it fucking smirking at me! How does it know I’m looking at it? I’ll kill that damn cat if I ever get a chance!” she continued to swear to no one. “Well... Fuck you cat. I still have my contingency plan!”

Bingo then turned her sight towards the fort, and watched Slam turn the trolls to stone with some sort of exploding light spell. As she was about to go off on another tirade of swearing, she paused to read a System Message, and turned red with fury.

Gambling Quest Failed!

Thank you for playing. Big Swing and a Miss! You have lost all your ability points, except for one in each stat. Better luck next time.

“No! I have more time! His spell can’t count as first light!” she screamed at The System Message in her vision. “I deserve…” Bingo didn’t finish her rant as her body simply collapsed to the ground with most of her head scattered across the grass and dirt.
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                Captain Wager was squinting his eyes, but he couldn’t tell if he was seeing Bingo or just a shrub out along the road, he turned to Sargent Splits standing next to him. Sargent Splits also had a magnification skill, but it wasn’t nearly as high as Bingo’s, and Wager asked him, “Can you see Bingo out there?”

“Yes, Sir. She is looking in our direction, and she is looking very upset.” He replied.

Captain Wager was about to ask Sargent Split a question when Split visibly jerked his head back and exclaimed, “Holy Decks! Her head just exploded!” Captain Wager immediately turned, not to try and see Bingo, but to look in the direction of Sam, Jen, and Tamako.

When Captain Wager didn’t respond to his announcement, Sargent Split followed Wager’s gaze, and noticed the deck droppers on the short inner wall. He watched as the two women picked up their gear, and one of them even picked up the man, and they started walking away from everyone. He asked Captain Wager, “Sir, do you want me to have them followed?”

Wager recoiled at his question, and exclaimed, “By The Seven Decks, NO! We’ve lost enough men already.” Wager paused a few moments thinking, and continued, “Sorry Sargent, didn’t mean to bite you’re your head off, but a mouse doesn’t antagonize an injured lion. Have someone go out and loot Bingo. We need to recover those shackles. When the deck droppers come back, let them know that I have Bingo’s loot for them, and we will pay them for the shackles.”

“Yes, Sir!” replied Sargent Splits, and then he started barking commands to some of the other guards.

========

Jen, Sam, and Tamako, were resting in a small barracks building, and Tamako asked, “What’s the plan boss?”

Jen was watching the activities along the pass-wall through the eyes of her bird, and she used her AI to send the “video” to Sam and Tamako, and said, “The trolls have moved over near the walls of the cliff. It looks like they are trying to dig holes or caves into the ground to avoid the sunlight. The one we shackled is still just lying there. Do you think the goblins are going to try and free it?”

Tamako replied slightly emphatically, “Maybe. Should we head out there and kill them to get the experience points for ourselves?’

Jen shook her head, “We’ve drawn too much attention already. There are still thousands of goblins, and we haven’t even fought any of the elite, high-level ones.” She then said in a barely exaggerated voice, “but I bet you would get a lot of experience points for killing a troll. Maybe if the battle takes us out beyond the wall, an opportunity might present itself.”

Sam was inspecting his gnome ring again, when he half heard Tamako and Jen talk about the trolls, and mumbled, “Yea, sure. I’ve got 12 more of those flash bangs if you want them,” while never looking up from the ring. Sam was placing his primary focus on work, while using his multi-focus to help manage the emotional trauma of watching the guard he'd joked with getting eaten by a troll.

Jen shook her head as Sam failed to take the hint, but then shrugged at Tamako, and said, “Moving on… give me a moment to think of a rough plan for today.”

Tamako just relaxed, while watching Jen decide on a plan. A few moments later, Jen said, “Earth to Sam!”

Sam looked her way, and asked, “What’s up?”

Jen replied, “Put away your project, and let’s discuss what’s next.”

Sam put away the strange ring he bought from the gnome store, as Jen explained, “We win the gambling quest when Lady Domino’s reinforcements arrive, or sunset tonight, whichever comes first. Same as before. We stick with the gambling quest, but if it gets too dangerous, we’re out of here.”

Tamako asked, “What about after sunset?”

Jen nodded, and continued, “We stay in the background. Maybe do a little healing if it is needed. However, as soon as either sunset, or Lady Domino and the reinforcements show up, we’re out of here. Of course, instead of leaving, we can watch from the sidelines if it's safe and looks interesting.”

Sam raised an eyebrow, looked sideways at Tamako, and said to her, “You know she’s full of shit, right? As long as we’re near anyone in need, we’re going to be jumping into the middle of it.”

As Jen gave Sam the finger and stormed off outside, Sam said, “Wait Jen! I was just messing with you. I didn’t mean for you to take me seriously!”

Tamako shook her head sadly at Sam, and replied, “I have failed. I’ve taught you the ability to dodge, but I have not taught you the wisdom of keeping silent when the truth is already known and apparent to all. She’s willing to fight the gods of The Seven Decks for you. I know you are willing to risk everything for her as well, but you also need to quit being a sarcastic smart-ass, even if her plan isn’t realistic. You know you could have easily been constructive with a question instead.”

Sam knowing, he stuck his foot in his mouth again, nodded and said, “You’re right. I was just trying to be funny, and I also know being the boss is a lot of stress. I’ll go apologize to her.”

Tamako held her palm out to stop Sam from getting up, and replied, “No. I’ll go talk to her. She also needs to learn about being honest with both herself and us when making a plan, as well as not letting dumbass comments trigger her so easily.”

=========

As the rising sun was threatening to peek over the horizon, Sam was on top of the pass-wall watching the trolls digging their caves. Sam thought it kind of looked like mole mounds as they continued to dig their tunnels back towards the valley behind the goblins. One of the guards told Sam that the trolls could tunnel under ground at amazing speeds, but they couldn’t dig too deep because of something to do with their breathing magic, and how they just shoveled the dirt directly behind them as they tunneled forward.

Jen walked over next to Sam, grabbed his hand and gently squeezed it, and said, “I forgive you old man. I’m also sorry for being triggered too easily.”

Sam was glad that arguments with Jen generally blew over pretty quickly. Even so, he tried to take it to heart when he was in the wrong, and he replied, “I’m sorry for being an ass. Love you millennial.”

“Love you too Boomer. Now get ready, I’ve had the bird circling the main goblin force, and it looks like they are about to launch an all-out attack.”

Sam nodded, and asked, “What did Captain Wager say?”

Jen replied, “he said everything is as ready as its going to get. The guards may not be as high a level as us, but they are all strong, good with a bow, and have a pile of arrows ready for the goblins when they get into range. However, he still hasn’t heard from Lady Domino’s reinforcements.”

Sam snorted, “Any idea what’s taking them so long?’

Jen shrugged, “Some of the reinforcements that arrived earlier, said they were able to pass them because her troops’ heavy weapons were slowing them down.”

“What kind of weapons?”

“Captain Wager guessed they were heavy boom dust weapons that shoot heavy exploding steel balls. He wouldn’t say more, explaining he wasn’t allowed to discuss the weapons.”

Sam nodded, “Sounds like she must have some type of modified steam-bolt weapons, but for steel balls.”

Jen turned Sam to look at him, rolled her eyes, and said, “I can’t take it any longer! Didn’t you see that you reached level 30 after getting the majority of the experience points from killing those trolls!”

Sam’s eyes widened in delight, and he exclaimed, “No way! I didn’t notice! Hang on. I need to take my AI off of ‘do not disturb’.”

Jen scowled, “Why is it turned off!”

Sam replied, “After the guards getting eaten, and then killing Bingo, I just wanted to be left alone for a while.”

Jen’s face softened, as she said, “That makes sense. Anyway, get it turned on and distribute your ability points before this battle old man. I’m going to head back over near Captain Wager”

Sam was breaking his own rules, but he knew exactly where he was going to distribute the new ability points.

Before Jen had moved more than two steps from Sam, she noticed more movement with her bird’s view, and stuck out her arm pointing towards the goblins. She then yelled loud enough for all those around to hear, “Heads up! They're coming!”

=========

Thousands of goblins lined up facing the wall. These weren’t the fodder goblins of earlier. They were armed and armored. They were screaming madly and climbing all over each other, but they didn’t move forward past where they’d established a front line just beyond bow range for most of the guards.

One of the quick reaction reinforcement fighters that joined the wall earlier that night, had both a bow, and the ability, to fire into the goblins all the way out to their current location. He’d been killing goblins nonstop for the last couple of hours, but his ability only allowed him to fire an arrow about every thirty seconds. The two hundred or so goblins he killed were only a drop in the bucket, but every goblin killed helped, and it was also a boost to morale.

Captain Wager called out, “GET READY!” Everyone on the wall readied their bow. The easy accuracy of a crossbow was not needed with the numbers facing them. All they needed to do was fire as many arrows as quickly as possible, because none would miss with the thousands of approaching goblins.

Jen heard the sound of a goblin horn pierce the air, and watched the horde race towards them at a ridiculously high speed. Only a couple seconds later, she heard Captain Wager order, “Fire at will!”

Hundreds of arrows rained down on the thousands of goblins.

========

As the goblins were charging, instead of placing his two ability points from leveling into either his agility, mana pool, mana regen, stamina, stamina regen, or his strength stats as usual, Sam placed the two precious ability points into his Luck stat. Back when Sam’s Luck became his highest stat, he’d promised himself to only use ability points won in gambling quests to increase his Luck, but Sam broke that promise and grinned manically as his Luck stat finally hit 50… then he received a System message.

=======

System Message and Gambling Quest


	The first 50 Deck citizens under level 50 to achieve a Luck state of 50, will have their Luck stat evolved into an Active Luck Stat.

	Your Luck stat can be evolved into an Active Luck Stat.

	Number of currently evolved Active Luck Stats: 43 of 50 (7 remaining).

	This System Message and Gambling Quest regarding an evolved Active Luck stat is confidential. Notice to others will cause the loss of an evolved Active Luck stat, the loss all of your ability points in Luck, and the loss of having any of your stats evolved.



Option A: Delay the evolution of your Luck stat, and raise your currently lowest stat, Strength, from 27 to 50 points before reaching level 50. Once your Strength stat hits 50 points, at that time, both your Strength stat and Luck stat will be evolved simultaneously. Failure will result in the loss of evolution in both your Luck stat and your Strength stat, and the loss of 10 random ability points.

Option B: Accept your evolved Active Luck stat, and forever regret a once in a lifetime opportunity. Number of currently evolved Limitless Strength stats: 50 of 50 (0 remaining).

Time to decided: 30 seconds
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                Captain Wager ordered, “Guards and tanks to the front!”

Jen moved back and to the side to let the pass-wall guards take the front-edge of the battlements. There were essentially two lines of defenders. The front line was made up of the guards and the tanks, and the second line consisted of support fighters. The front line kept just enough space between themselves to allow support fighters to plug in wherever needed. The second line was also fluid, allowing the support fighters to move laterally along the wall wherever needed.

Jen looked over at Sam staring off in thought, and she hollered, “Hey Boomer! Get your head in the game!” As he threw her a thumbs up and moved behind one of the guards, Jen turned her focus back to the battle in front of her.

From Jen’s position and angle she couldn’t see down the front of the wall, but fortunately, she also had a bird’s-eye perspective. She could see the goblins had multiple waves of fighters advancing. The first and largest wave were so numerous, their dead and fallen couldn’t even be seen as they swarmed over themselves. This group carried simple looking weapons and armor, but there were also clumps of goblins within this wave, that were preparing siege equipment for deployment. The goblin’s second wave appeared more organized, and Jen thought they looked to be carrying specialized armor and weapons. The third and last wave she thought must contain goblin mages or shamans, based on the way they were dressed. Jen also noticed that major sections of the third wave appeared to be protected by mana shields.

Jen felt the tempo and heat of the battle escalate as the wall-climbing goblins finally started to breach the top of the wall. Even though the combat was frenzied, the defenders were effectively keeping the goblins from overtaking them. Jen noticed that the majority of the guards and tanks were using their shields or blunt weapons to simply smash the goblins back over the edge. What most already knew, or learned very quickly, was not to use any type of weapon that would bind you up with a goblin. A spear or sword pierced through a goblin, required the wielder to dislodge the goblin before kicking them off the wall.

The supporting fighters used a plethora of different skills, spells, and weapons as needed. One support fighter moved along the wall like an acrobat, and if he touched you, the weak point in the fighter, weapon, siege ladder, grappling hook, or whatever… would glow. When Jen felt his touch, a goblin at the base of a siege ladder glowed in her vision. The siege ladders were generally covered in goblins being raised towards the wall. As the particular ladder she was looking at neared its precipice, Jen threw a spear at the glowing goblin. As the goblin jerked away from the approaching spear, it lost its hold on the ladder, and without its added strength, the entire ladder went tumbling backwards, smashing into the ground and the surrounding goblins. Several other support fighters used minor healing and rejuvenation spells on the front line. Another, under the protection of a guard’s shield, would lean over and pour acid out of his palm. The acid would flow down the wall burning all the goblins in its path, causing them to lose their grips and fall to the ground below. However, Jen noticed the acid mage was quickly becoming exhausted, and she needed to wait longer and longer between the castings of her acid spell.

Jen thought the battle for the defenders was going well, but she was worried their stamina would run out before the goblins tired of throwing bodies at them. At that the moment, even though she was far away, and up at the top of the wall, Jen sensed a massive gathering of mana coalesce on a ring of goblins out in their third wave of attack. Before she could yell a warning, the spell exploded out from the goblins, but instead of striking the defenders, the spell was targeted at the attacking goblins in their front wave. As the attacking goblins speed and strength appeared to double in power, it was instantly clear to Jen and the other defenders, that the attacking goblins had received a powerful buff.

There were no longer two lines of defense. Every defender was fully engaged in keeping the buffed goblins from overrunning the wall. Jen was contemplating whether she should order Tamako and Sam to activate their lightning tattoos on the goblins. They had previously discussed the possibility of using their lightning tattoos, but they really didn’t want to show all their cards, and draw even more attention on them. As it was, even with their anonymous masks, they were considering moving on to another city after the battle.

There were only a few support fighters available to pull the injured and dead defenders out of the way. Through Jen’s AI, she knew that Sam was one of these support fighters healing or partially healing the wounded as quickly as he was able. Jen caught Sam’s eye while he was pulling a tank off the line, and was about to call for a lightning strike, when she heard Captain Wager announce, “Hold strong! Lady Domino is coming through the gate!”

=====

Tamako whipped her flail into another goblin as it breached the edge of the wall. She’d started out with a simple mace, but decided to switch to her flail with the short chain. She could constantly spin it, knocking back goblins at an incredible speed. She hollered to the giant of a man next to her, “You would be too big to be of help in a dungeon! By the way, I’m catching up to you!”

Massivo Suerte was over seven feet tall, close to 4 foot wide, covered in muscles from head to toe, and most notably, had two left arms and one right arm. Massivo, or “Mass” as his friends called him, was using a mace in his lower left hand, a hammer in his upper left hand, and carried a massive shield in his right hand. Massivo used his hammer to crush the head of a gobblin in front of him, and then used his mace to bat the goblin off the wall, and replied, “Nina Pequena (Tiny Girl), why would anyone go into those useless mouse holes, when they can conquer the System Caverns, where everyone knows the best loot drops can be found. That’s 120 for me! Have you even hit 100 yet?”

“This one is 104!” Tamako grunted as she knocked the next goblin off the wall with a little extra power, causing it to fly backwards for almost 20 feet before it started its fall to the ground. Tamako heard Massivo’s laugh as he continued to fight. The goblins didn’t have very many arrows, or many bows to fire them with, but the big man was a popular target for what they did have. The only armor he wore was a solid metal helmet over his head. It was obvious to Tamako, without eye-slits in his helmet, there was some type of enchantment that allowed him to see through the metal. However, he didn’t wear any other armor. Tamako marveled at how the arrows just bounced off his skin, or when they did break through his skin, they penetrated at most maybe an inch. His body, all on its own, would then push the arrows out and close up the wound. The streaks of poison some of the arrows held, simply stopped before they ran more than a few inches across his body.

The two were an odd site to behold, a giant of a man next to a tiny woman. However, there was no denying the two could keep 10 feet of the wall cleared all by themselves even after the goblins were buffed with extra power.

Tamako and the other fighters cheered when Captain Wager announced Lady Domino and the reinforcements had arrived, and were coming through the back gate, but mid-chear, Tamako yelled, “Spears!” as Jen’s AI suddenly warned her of the danger. Jen’s bird was able to see as hundreds in the goblin’s second line of attack, almost simultaneously, launched spears towards the wall. Just as she brought her shield in front of her body for protection, a spear punched through the back of the goblin in front of her, exiting out of its’ chest continuing on course for Tamako’s chest. The spear killed the goblin, however, with Jen’s warning, Tamako was able to block and catch it with her shield without injury.

Tamako looked over to Massivo, and noticed that the deceptively fast man-giant had dodged the spear, only receiving a minor scratch on his shield shoulder. Tamako said, “Damn that was sneaky!”

Massivo’s helmeted head turned towards her as his body collapsed to the ground. Tamako noticed about a third of the defenders were falling to the ground, and her AI told her that Jen and Sam both were also lying on the ground. She started to run towards Jen and Sam, when Slim messaged her, “I’m with them. They’re safe. They’re just sleeping. If you don’t hold off the goblins, the wall will be overrun before Lady Domino and her reinforcements get up here, and we will have to get out of here without any of the loot!”

The wall was mostly cleared by the fratricide of the spear-throwing goblins, but the pause in fighting it created only lasted a couple of seconds. Tamako wasn’t going to let them regain the momentum, and she cut loose on them like a demon god of lightning.

====

Lady Domino was working in her alchemy lab preparing some last minute goodies for the goblins, when she heard someone knock at the door. No one interrupted her in her lab, unless it was very important. She called out, “Come in!”

Spy Chief, Bluff Face, walked in and said, “My Lady, I hate to bother you, but the goblin attack is not our only problem.”

Lady Domino let out a loud sigh, and asked, “Bluff, when can I just kill them all!”

The Spy Chief gave Lady Domino an apologetic smile, and gave her the same answer for the thousandth time, “Never, My Lady.”

Lady Domino went back to preparing potions and powders, and while continuing her work, asked, “Do you have any names yet?”

The Spy Chief nodded, and said, “Yes, I noticed three possible deck droppers heading towards the pass wall, and we caught a city employee trying to sneak into the building archives.”

“Which deck droppers were they?” asked Lady Domino.

“I don’t know My Lady, all the deck droppers that are here for the quest, that we know of, are accounted for. To clarify, I only think they are possible deck droppers. Captain Wager’s report of their speed and agility make me think they are at least level 25. As they left the City Gate, I sent Captain Wager to follow them.”

Lady Domino turned from her work to look at Bluff Face in confusion, and asked, “No one recognized them?”

“No, My Lady. For some reason they were intentionally letting us know they were wearing gnome anonymity masks by leaving them on the default setting.”

Lady Domino furrowed her brow in thought, but then said, “If needed, I’ll just deal with them when we get to the wall. What about the employee?”

The Spy Chief, replied with venom, “I interrogated her with a truth potion. She’d sold the schematics to the pass-wall and several other buildings to the Loaded Dice caravan, and she was hoping to use the distraction of the goblin attack to sneak into the enchanted archives and steal the schematics of your weapons depot.”

Lady Domino replied, “Another idiot trying to use a phase enchantment to get past the guards and doors?”

The Spy Chief nodded, “Yes, but she didn’t get far enough to die from your poison traps. After seeing the deck droppers heading out to the pass-wall, I’d doubled the number of guard stations around all our secured buildings. She ran out of mana before getting half way there.”

“What was her level? Did the truth potion kill her?”

The Spy Chief scowled at the thought of the woman betraying Lady Domino, and replied, “She was only level 12, and her death was way too quick if you ask me!”

Lady Domino started placing different vials and potions into her storage ring and into different pockets in her cloak, and ordered, “The timing is very inconvenient, tell Captain Crane Claw it’ll be two hours before we can go. Send all the independent volunteers ahead. I’ve got to go take care of the Loaded Dice caravan.”

====

Less than two hours later, Lady Domino said, “Let’s go Captain Crane.”

“Yes, Lady Domino,” replied Captain Crane, as he ordered for the reinforcement force, made up of City Guards and the remaining slower volunteers, to move out.

Back in Domino Hill, Spy Chief Bluff Face coordinated the seizing of the Loaded Dice Caravan’s assets, and for the disposal of all the bodies by his shadow soldiers. Every man, woman, and child of the caravan were lying dead, except for three of their caravan leaders. These leaders were chained up in Domino Hill’s central park, under the effects of a truth potion. The potion would ultimately kill them in 24 hours, but for now, any person passing by could ask them a question, and they couldn’t resist the urge to tell the truth. They told all that asked, the reason for their caravan’s destruction and their treachery. Some savvy business people would also ask them details about their business dealings and trade routes, but that did not matter to Lady Domino.

====

Lady Domino was tired of the slow pace. She would have rather just went ahead and poisoned the entire lot of goblins without any help, but over the years, she’d learned that communities of people tended to prosper better when solving their own problems, and being a part of their own defense.

When Lady Domino learned of the Loaded Dice caravan’s gambling quests to supply City defense information to the goblins, she was resigned and pessimistic of the odds that the pass-wall would hold off the goblins before her arrival with the reinforcements. To her great surprise, they made it to the pass-wall without running into goblins. As they approached the pass-wall they could here the frenzied sounds of battle. Lady Domino couldn’t find Captain Bingo with her soundwave, but did get a response from Captain Wager. She could almost taste the relief and joy he felt when she heard him announce to his guards the reinforcements arrived. Lady Domino signaled Captain Crane Claw, and except for the boom dust cannon teams, he ordered all the forces to surge to the top of the wall and reinforce the guards.

In the middle of Captain Wager's situation report to Lady Domino, he hollered, “By The Seven Decks! They’ve taken out half the guards! We’re going to be overrun!”

“I’ll be there!” is all that Lady Domino said to Captain Wager before dropping the soundwave call. She then downed a potion and was about to leap to the top of the wall, when she witnessed a lightning assault that reminded her of the battles on the Sixth Deck, when she and Joan were still naïve about The System “gods” on the Seventh Deck.
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                Tamako wasn’t the most comfortable with how the AIs worked, and she was confused when Jen’s and Sam’s AIs messaged her for orders, but her orders to their AIs was simple, “Kill the goblins on the wall. Then Kill the rest, but don’t injure yourselves.”

Tamako didn’t know if Jen's and Sam's AIs were using the video feed from what she was seeing, or that of Jen’s bird, but she didn’t really care, as she watched their AIs turn world turn to lightning… and, she hadn’t even released her own secret weapon, yet.

Tamako jumped up on the top of the wall battlement, and kneeled down behind her shield. She then activated its’ enchantment that allowed her to see “through” the shield. She was initially going to target the goblins on the wall, but an electric grid formed across the outside of the entire wall, roasting the goblins that were climbing it. The other lightning strikes, were targeting the siege ladders and equipment the goblins were engaging. Tamako grinned at what she was now free to do. Contained in her shield, were hundreds of powerful, concentrated, lightning strikes that Sam had fired into its storage back when they were travelling on the road.

====

Even with almost half of the defenders down, Captain Wager didn’t give up. As Captain Wager readied his hammer, waiting for the goblins that were about to surge over the wall, he called to everyone, “Stand strong! Get Readddyyy!” Wager crowded the edge of the wall, preparing to bash the closest goblin, when he jumped back and yelled, “By the Decks, that hurt!”

The screaming, hollering, and burning stench of the goblins, told him that they fared far worse than he did, as he examined a lattice work of lightning, that he’d stepped on. He immediately moved forward again, but was careful not to get too close to the edge, where the lightning ran across the entire front of the wall. Captain Wager then jerked in surprise, and Sargent Splits, along with several others, literally dove to the ground, as lightning crackled loudly through the air, destroying the goblin siege weapons.

Sargent Splits hollered to Captain Wager, “Did you know Lady Domino could use lightning like this?”

Captain Wager was about to reply, when he noticed some type of massive lightning ray-beam exploding out of Make-it Take-it’s shield, and into the wave of goblin elite fighters. Her lightning beam only lasted a few seconds, but the swath of dead, burning, and half dead it left in its wake, as she passed the lightning beam across the elite goblin fighters, left Captain Wager speechless. Wager turned to his right, just shrugging at Splits, not knowing how to answer him, when Splits started emphatically pointing at Lady Domino behind Wager.

===

Lady Domino had leapt to the top of the wall to get a better look at what, or who, was able to use such powerful lightning attacks. Just as the little woman finished blasting the goblins with some sort of lightning shield, Lady Domino noticed her forces starting to swarm into, and fill the gaps on the wall, and helping move those that had been hit by the spears, out of harm’s way. Lady Domino knelt down, inspected, and smelled a guard where he’d been struck by a spear. She knew right away it was a sleeping potion, and gave a slight grunt of admiration for the goblin that came up with the idea.

Captain Wager jumped in surprise again, when he heard the booming voice of Lady Domino behind him. She announced, “Your friends and fellow defenders are simply asleep. It was a sleeping potion, not a poison! Don’t worry about them. I can wake them after this battle is over.”

Lady Domino lowered her voice, and said to Captain Wager, “Try to keep the little lady with the lightning shield from leaving. Don’t use force, so just follow her if she insists on leaving.”

Captain Wager replied, “Yes, my Lady, but I don’t think she’ll leave until her friends wake up from the sleeping potion.

Lady Domino nodded, and replied, “Good. That’ll give me time to finish this.”

Sargent Splits was using his magnification skill to observe the goblins, and announced, “Captain! It looks like a few of the goblin chiefs are starting to fight each other…Wait…the fights over. The rest are now kneeling to the victor.”

Lady Domino replied, “They’re not getting away.” She then pulled a smoking potion out of her ring, and downed it in one swallow. The potion caused her hair to go from dirty blonde to solid black. She reached up, activated her soundwave, calling Captain Crane Claw, and asked, “Are the guns ready?” She paused for a second, grinned, and then ordered, “Fire! And keep firing until I tell you to stop!”

Captain Wager ordered, “Prepare for incoming!”

As Lady Domino’s mana continued to merge with the potion in her body, her skin turned dark black, similar to the boom dust she was famous for. As the metal balls screamed overhead, she’d connect her mana to the dust in each ball, and then use her mana to force the balls to slam into the goblin horde wherever she targeted. When the boom-dust balls would fall to just above the goblins heads, or upon impact with the ground, she would ignite the boom powder inside causing the balls to explode, and turning the exterior metal of the balls, into deadly shrapnel.

As the front wave of goblins resumed their attack on the wall, Sargent Splits prepared his mace for the fight, and asked Captain Wager, “Why is she only blowing up the second and third goblin waves?”

Captain Wager called out to the wall defenders, “Get ready! They’ll be at the top of the wall any second!” He stepped forward, and with a grunt, swung his mace knocking a goblin from the wall, then he grunted out an answer to Splits, “She’s killing the…” grunt smash… “elite goblins in the back…” block, smash, kick… “before they can get in range…” Captain Wager stopped his explanation as he hollered, “look out!” and smashed a goblin that had pulled up on the back of another goblin, and then leaped off its shoulders, to try and get up and over Sargent Splits.

Sargent Splits replied, “Thanks Captain!” as he continued to fight off two other goblins, knocking them both off the wall at the same time.

Captain Wager continued, “The elite goblins are the ones that can think. Only about 1 in 100 goblins are elite, and born with the ability to think as well as a human. They don’t care about the dumb goblins, but if too many of the elite start getting killed, they’ll…” Captain Wager was interrupted, as a horn from the goblin chief started to repeatedly blare, trying to be heard over the exploding boom-dust balls.

The goblins in front of Sargent Splits started climbing down, or dropping off the wall. He used his magnification skill, and announced, “It’s hard to see through all the smoke and fire of the boom-dust, but the second and third-wave goblins are starting to retreat, and head back towards the pass opening.”

Cheers ran up and down the line at Sargent Splits announcement, but Lady Domino showed no mercy as she continued to explode the steel balls into the goblin horde until they were all finally out of range.

While Lady Domino continued to pummel the goblins, Captain Wager was busy getting both the wounded and sleeping down into recovery buildings in the fort. After the last steel ball exploded, Captain Wager watched Lady Domino drink down a potion, and noticed her skin start to slowly turn back to normal. She then drank another potion that removed a sickly yellow that had been creeping into the sclera of her eyes.

Lady Domino turned to Captain Wager, and said, “Good job! Where’s the tiny woman with the shield?”

Captain Wager replied, “You mean, Make-it Take-it, she’s in a separate building, watching over her sleeping companions, Jenasta and Slam.”

“Which building?”

Captain Wager pointed to a building near the rear gate, where a guard was standing near the entrance, and answered, “The green building down there, ma’am. They’ve been very helpful in defending…”

Lady Domino interrupted Captain Wager, and said, “Thank you, Captain. I’ve got this. Nothing’s going to happen to them. Please coordinate with Captain Crane Claw to send out teams to loot and finish off any surviving goblins that couldn’t retreat. Once done, I want the loot divided amongst the defenders as quickly as possible.” Lady Domino downed another potion, jumped off the wall, landed on the ground, and then started heading towards the green building.

Before entering the building, Lady Domino hid her thoughts and drank another potion to still her mana. She then downed another potion, which caused her eyes to turn red, but it allowed her to see the heat signatures and location of Make-it Take-it (Tamako), Slam (Sam), Jenasta (Jen), and even the cat (Slim). Last, she pulled three more potions out of her storage device. These potions were inside of glass vials that were made to look like small steel daggers. She kept these dagger/vials hidden in her sleeve.

====

Lady Domino stepped through the door and immediately threw the dagger/vials directly at Make-it Take-it and the cat. Lady Domino’s eyes widened with surprise at the cat’s reaction speed. “He’s literally going to catch the damn vials!” she thought, as she started to grab for a few other very expensive potions.

Slim caught two of the potions into his storage space, and was in movement to get the third, when he felt Tamako’s spear moving behind him. Slim messaged Tamako, “No!!!!” but it was too late, as her spear whipped past him blocking the third dagger/potion, and breaking it all over the both of them.

Lady Domino sighed with relief as Make-it Take-it, and the cat, both instantly slumped to the ground. She checked on all four of them to make sure they were O.K. and comfortable, and then dosed them with another potion before performing a few other tests. As she left the green building, she waved over three of her personal guards, and ordered them to protect the building and those inside.

======

Captain Crane Claw found Lady Domino inspecting the enchantments placed on the gate. He waved away everyone nearby, and said, “We need to talk privately.”

Lady Domino took out two potions, threw one to Captain Crane, before drinking the other one herself. Her ears thickened and became more circular, and Captain Crane’s did the same after he drank his potion. The potion’s effects would last about 30 minutes, and would allow them to “hear” and interpret the brain waves of those close by. Lady Domino mentally said, “What’s your thoughts?”

Crane replied, “Wager thinks they’re heroes. Everyone thinks they’re heroes. You can’t just kill’em Dom.”

Lady Domino’s face was sad with an old loss, as she shook her head, and replied, “They’re not deck droppers.  I'm pretty sure they just came to help out."

Lady Domino could tell that two of them were from Earth like Robin, but she wasn't going to tell Crane that until she learned more about them.

Crane’s eyebrows raised in surprise, and said, “You think they came out here just for the sake of helping, no one does that... well, except Master Hood would’ve back in the day.”

Lady Domino shrugged, and said, “Yes, and no. Their gnome anonymity masks show they are not as naïve as Robin was, but like I said, I do think they were here just to help.”

“Since you dosed them, what’re you going to do now, Dom?”

Lady Domino sighed with a slight bit of apprehension, and answered, “I’m going to wake them up, and apologize.”

Crane asked with uncertainty, “Do you think they might be good candidates for the Crusade?”

Lady Domino replied, “Probably. They're definitely trying to climb the Decks.  I'm not going to tell them directly, because I don’t want anything leading back to us and our location.  I'll plant the information for them to discover the Crusade on their 'own'.”

Crane nodded, “What about Wager? We were already talking about raising him up. After his performance here, there’s no doubt in my mind about his capability. Do you want me to bring him into the fold?”

Lady Domino sighed with disappointment, and replied, “No. He’s loyal and capable enough, but I think he’s too honorable. I’m going to put some effort into raising his levels and skills for the sake of the City in general, but I don’t think he’s right for the inner circle.”

“Works for me Dom. Anything else?”

“No. In a little bit, I’ll call you before I wake up our guests.”

Captain Crane Claw spoke out loud, and replied, “Yes, Lady Domino. I’ll have the guards ready.”
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                Jen opened her eyes groggily, and found herself seated upright in a bed with a nondescript medium sized woman sitting in front of her. Through the fog of just waking up, she looked around, finding Sam, Tamako, and even Slim lying in beds around her, and asked the woman, “What happened? Why aren’t they awake? Are they O.K.?”

Lady Domino learned from Captain Wager that Jenasta was the leader of the group. Lady Domino figured it would be easiest to explain and apologize to her before waking up everyone else. Lady Domino replied, “Mistress Jenasta, I am Lady Domino. Everyone is in perfect health and will be awake soon. What is the last thing you remember?”

“I can heal them! Give me a few minutes.” Jen activated her onboard, and her AI started interacting with Tamako’s and Sam’s AI, even though they were still asleep.

Lady Domino replied, “I need to apologize to you and your friends. You can’t heal them, because they are just asleep. I will wake everyone up in just a moment, and you are all free to take your share of the loot, and go and do whatever you want, but I would like for you to hear me out.”

Jen’s mind was coming out of the fog as she communicated with Tamako’s AI, and learned everything that happened, and demanded, “Wake my friends up right now. I don’t want to hear anything from you until they are O.K.”

Lady Domino sighed at Jenasta’s response, and said, “If that is your wish, just give me a moment.” She noticed Jenasta getting up out of the bed, but Lady Domino allowed it, hoping she could work this out amicably. Lady Domino pointed to the cat first, and asked, “Who’s the cat bonded with? I don’t want to wake him up, and have him immediately try to attack me. I would have to defend myself, and I already need to apologize to all of you, and don’t want to add a dead bonded animal to my debt.”

Jen replied, “Wake him last, I don’t want any injury to come to you either, not yet anyway.”

Lady Domino bit her tongue at the woman’s insolence, but let it go, and simply asked, “Who do you want me to wake first?”

Jenasta nodded, “Make-it Take-it is right next to you. Just wake her up, then move over and wake up Slam.”

Lady Domino took her time with sprinkling several worthless powders and potions on Make-it Take-it, as she explained, “We found some spies in Domino Hill that sold the design plans for the pass-wall to the goblins. When I arrived, I wrongly suspected that you and your friends were part of the planned sabotage of the wall. After we drove off the goblins, you and Slam were still asleep from the goblin’s attack, and I then immediately dosed Make-it Take-it and the cat with a sleep potion as well. Then, while I worked on negating the effect of the Goblin’s sleep potion on all the other defenders, Captain Wager brought me up to date on everything you and your friends did for our City, and the defense of the wall.” After she finished her bare-bones explanation, Lady Domino pulled out the actual antidote to the sleep potion, and poured some onto Make-it Take-it’s lips. She then moved over to wake up Slam.

Jen made sure that she was the first person Tamako would see when her eyes opened. Tamako’s AI brought her up to date on everything very quickly, but she was pissed! Tamako jumped out of her bed, and said, “Let’s get out of here and away from these ungrateful people!”

Jen could sense that Tamako was very upset at being tricked, and that Tamako felt the blame for her and Slim getting knocked out.

Lady Domino replied to Make-it Take-it’s outburst as she worked to wake Slam, “I understand why you feel that way, but I can assure you that we are very grateful for your help. It is my suspicious and untrusting nature, that you should be upset with. The guards and volunteers are all very appreciative of what you’ve done, and are incensed by the way I treated you. I don’t take any of the loot from battles, but allow it all to be split by the guards and volunteers, otherwise I would offer you my share. Instead, I'm asking if there is anything else, within reason, that I can do for you, to make up for the way I treated you.”

As Sam started to wake up, and Lady Domino moved over towards Slim, Jen nodded for Tamako to help Sam, and said, “I can’t speak for the cat. He will most certainly hold a grudge if you can’t think of something significant to offer him.”

Lady Domino nodded, “O.K., after I wake him, can you tell me what he would like?”

Jen activated her bond with Slim and used it to prevent Slim from immediately trying to rip out Lady Domino’s throat. Slim glared at Lady Domino, and then glared at Jen a second later. Jen messaged Slim with her onboard, and after bringing him up to date on everything, said to him, “I’m sorry for holding you back, but I wanted to tell you everything first. Please feel free to do whatever you want to do, but I would prefer it if you didn’t kill her.”

Slim hissed, “You mean you’re not going to stop me from killing her?”

Jen replied, “I’m really, really sorry I used my bond to hold you back from killing her when you first woke up, and I also wish you wouldn’t kill her now, but I acknowledge she wronged you, and all of us too. I’m not going to stop you from doing whatever you think’s reasonable.”

Slim harrumphed, and said, “Find out what she’s offering,” as he waddled over to Lady Domino.

Lady Domino wanted to roll her eyes at the fat cat, as it waddled towards her, and when Jenasta asked her what she had to offer, Lady Domino replied, “He obviously likes to eat. I can give him 100 pounds of the finest meats in the….”

Lady Domino didn’t finish making the offer, as the mana was ripped from her, and her head fell to the ground after being severed from her body by Slim’s claws.

Sam was completely stunned, but shook himself into action, as he quickly activated his evolved luck stat.

            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 53:  Let Them Eat Cake

    
    
    
    
                A floating directional arrow appeared in Sam’s vision, and was pointing to a ceiling vent. He really wanted to take a moment to analyze exactly how his evolved luck was working, but he ignored the urge, and pointed to the rear of the building, and said, “Hey, above the rafters, there’s a vent we can escape out of.”

Jen and Tamako were both still looking at the dead woman, when Lady Domino’s mouth started moving like she was trying to speak, but she didn’t have any air from her lungs to make a sound. Jen started to moving towards the woman, intent on trying to heal her, and said, “Look! She’s still alive!”

Tamako stomped down, thoroughly crushing Lady Domino’s skull into paste, and said, “Not anymore.” Tamako noticed Jen seething in frustration, and she’d guessed Jen was probably going to try and heal the woman, and quickly explained to Jen, "I had to finish her, she looked like she was trying to cast some sort of death spell on us."

Slim replied, “Nicely done.” Then he nudged Lady Domino’s body with his paw, and looted her body.

Jen was frustrated with Slim, but she understood why Tamako did what she did. Now, she needed to get control of herself if they were going to get out of there without killing a bunch of other people. With her AI’s help, she pushed her anger into a separate multi-focus to deal with later, and said, “Just a second, before you go out the vent. I’m bringing the bird over to see if anyone is watching from that side.” A moment later, Jen breathed a sigh of relief as she announced, “It’s clear. Follow my lead when we get out.”

Captain Crane Claw and Captain Wager were standing next to the back exit gate discussing logistical issues, when Crane paused in his conversation with Captain Wager, as he noticed the three deck droppers heading towards them. Captain Wager turned his head in the same direction as Crane was now looking. Wager waved at the deck droppers, and called to them, “I’m glad to see that Lady Domino was able to revive you from that goblin sleeping potion!”

Jenasta (Jen) replied, “Yea, she apologized that it took her longer than expected to cure us, but it all worked out.”

Captain Crane Claw was irritated at Lady Domino, as he thought, “By The Seven Decks! She was supposed to let me know when she met with them. But Noooo, just goes off and leaves me out of the negotiations again. She is so damn inconsiderate sometimes!” Captain Crane Claw tried to call Lady Domino on his sound wave as Wager chatted with the three, but couldn’t get through. Crane was getting more upset by the second as he assumed Lady Domino was intentionally ignoring him, but he didn’t realize that Jen had noticed him trying to activate his soundwave device, and she’d use her psych skill to jam his signal. He then asked, “Did you see what direction Lady Domino went?”

Jen replied, “Sorry, no. She just said it was super busy and she had a lot to take care of.”

Captain Crane Claw said, “O.K. Thanks. Does she know you all are leaving? We don’t have all the loot separated out yet.”

Jen replied, “Yea, but we received a time-sensitive gambling quest, and she offered to keep our share of the loot in Domino Hill for us when we return. And… on that, we’ve got to get going. See you soon.”

Captain Wager called after them, “Thanks for everything! Good luck with your gambling quest!”

Captain Crane Claw was pissed at Lady Domino, and thought to himself, “Screw her! She’s probably out there tracking down the goblin chiefs and snatching up the best loot. Well, when she’d done, she can go back by herself, or just wait until we’re all ready to leave on my time schedule.” He then pulled a whiskey bottle out of his ring, took a long drink, and said to Captain Wager, “Station a few guards, but call everyone else into the mess hall, for drinks on me. We’ll take care of the rest of this shit tomorrow!”

===

After setting a guard schedule and calling everyone else in to celebrate, Captain Wager was heading to the mess hall, when he noticed Lady Domino’s personal guards still posted next to the green building, and said, “What are you two doing there?”

The taller guard replied, “Lady Domino is inside with the deck droppers.”

Captain Wager shook his head, knowing how Lady Domino often forgot about the guards, and said, “Lady Domino finished with the deck droppers over an hour ago. Captain Crane and I spoke with them ourselves when they left. He’s ordered everyone to the mess hall for drinks.”

The shorter guard having been forgotten on guard duty several times by Lady Domino, replied, “Are you sure, Sir? Lady Domino would be furious with us.”

Captain Wager chuckled quietly, understanding the guards were afraid to go into the building and interrupt Lady Domino if she were in there, and said, “Let me handle this.” He then walked into the green building. A few seconds later, he came back out and said, “I just checked. No one is in there. Go enjoy yourselves.”

The tall guard replied, “But we didn’t see her leave!”

Captain Wager shrugged, and said, “That’s nothing new with Lady Domino. Look… if she even remembers, you can tell her Captain Crane Claw and I gave you permission to stand down.”

The guards were hesitant, but as the sound of music started up in the mess hall, they followed Captain Wager.

===

A few days later, when Captain Crane Claw and the defenders returned to Domino Hill, he expected to find Lady Domino ready to read him the riot act about taking too much time, but instead he found the city under a curfew. As soon as they made it through the gates, he was met by the Spy Chief, Bluff Face, and the City administrator, Pai Gow Poker.

Captain Crane Claw asked the Spy Chief and the City Administrator, “What’s going on? Why are the curfew flags raised? Where’s Lady Domino?”

Bluff Face replied, “We’ve been having some terrorist attacks after Lady Domino’s resolving of the caravan betrayal. We’re good though. Just last night we found the instigators and terminated them, but I’m going to leave the curfew in place for several more days.”

Pai Gow thought to herself, “If you consider massacring a bunch of out of control gamblers, ‘resolving’ a problem.” She then blinked in surprise as she realized that Captain Crane didn’t know where Lady Domino was, and said, “Wait. Isn’t Lady Domino with you?”

“No. I thought she was already back here.”

Bluff Face replied, “She’s definitely not here. As least not that we know of. Could she have gone somewhere else?”

Captain Crane thought about it, and replied, “I thought she might have pursued the goblin elite for more loot, but she should've been back by now.”

Pai Gow said, “Wouldn’t she have taken you with her, or at least told you where she was going?”

Captain Crane shrugged uncomfortably, and said, “She may have been mad at me for throwing a party after the wall victory.”

Bluff Face winced at the thought of how angry Lady Domino would be when she returned, and replied trying to change the subject, “The volunteers that returned earlier said there was a TON of loot. That’s good news”

Pai Gow agreed, and said, “Yes, and I’ve run some numbers on the City’s share of taxes on the estimated loot, and we should come out way ahead!”

====

The more Captain Crane Claw thought about it, the more it didn’t make sense that Lady Domino wasn’t already back in the city. Even if she went after the goblin elite, she should’ve caught up with them on the road back. Captain Crane Claw really didn’t want to deal with the possible answer, but forced himself to open the shop interface. After a few seconds he found the following entry with Lady Domino’s real name:

Private Bounty:

Wanted Dead or Alive: Marie Antoinette

Reward: 1,000 gold

Status: Completed

Captain Crane Claw looked into his storage ring where he held her mind stone and spare body. She hadn’t updated her mindstone for probably six months, but he knew she’d still somehow blame him for everything. He was also certain that helping her start over from level one would be a nightmare of complaining. “But I need her mana calming potions to deal with the crappy mana on the Second Deck.” He closed his eyes, wishing, “If only Master Robin Hood were still around to deal with her.”

Feeling depressed, Captain Crane browsed through items for sale in the shop. He’d given up on finding something to deal with mana sickness in the shop years ago, but he didn’t really want to go back to the palace right away and deal with Dom. After spending several hours pessimistically browsing for just about anything that might cure mana sickness, he saw something he’d never seen before, and said to himself, “Where in the Seven Decks did this come from! What luck! Calm down, calm down. It probably won’t work, but, if it does…”

Captain Crane expanded the selection to read the full description of the item:

Mana purifying rod:

Availability: 3 remaining

Price: 30 gold each

Origination: First Deck

“Shit! There’s no way this could work if it’s from the First Deck.” However, at the price of only 30 gold each, he still bought them all.

That night, he didn’t take one of his few remaining mana calming potions, but slept with his new mana purification rods against his body. After sleeping through the night, without waking up to his own projectile vomiting, he actually cried tears of joy. His mana regeneration slowed down significantly, and he still felt a little nausea, but nothing he couldn’t easily handle.  He was finally free of Dom.  A few days later, he carefully placed Dom's mindstone on the forehead of her spare body and activated it.  He smiled knowing that he would be long gone before she fully recovered, and couldn't wait to hear the sound of Master Hood calling his real name again - Friar Tuck.

            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 54:  My Precious

    
    
    
    
                Tamako was looking over the horseshoe-shaped valley hidden in the mountains and commented to Jen, “I still think it would have been better to head East, through the swamps, and out of Domino’s territory.”

Jen replied, “Sam hates swamps. If you think he’s getting a little grumpy and impatient now, you wouldn’t want to see him after travelling a few weeks though swamps. Plus look how beautiful it is up here, with the cabin down on the lake.”

Tamako rolled her eyes, and snorted, “You’re just trying to get me riled up. I’m a city woman, and on top of that, you two crazy paranoid idiots build a decoy cabin on a beautiful lake, while we live in that damp cave over there!”

As they started to jog towards the Town of Crossroads, Jen said, “You know as well as I do that when Sam gets done making those dehumidifier rods, and installing our indoor bathroom with hot and cold water, it will be better than any place in Crossroads.”

As they ran past the cabin, staying far from both it and the lake, Tamako said, “Too bad you couldn’t control the Thousand Tongued Toad.”

Jen laughed, “Yea, maybe someday, but it’s too advanced for me right now. I think it’s actually smarter than those trolls at the pass-wall. Anyway, it’s pissed that we kicked its’ ass, but Sam was right about leaving it alive.”

Tamako grinned, “He does have a few good ideas now and then, even though it was a pain fighting it off every few days while we worked on the cabin. Can you just imagine the look on anyone’s face that tries to get near the cabin, when a 30 -foot toad leaps out of the water ambushing them with all those damn tongues.”

“Well, I’m not sure I would’ve felt comfortable leaving Sam by himself without the toad ambushing any major predators, or people coming into the valley,” replied Jen.

Tamako nodded thoughtfully, and for at least the tenth time, asked, “I know he keeps saying it’s just his expanded perception from cycling through his multi-race senses, but are you sure there is nothing else going on with Sam? I mean, how does he keep spotting things like all the hidden trails on our trip here, or the hidden valley, the cave, and a hundred little things?”

Jen smacked Tamako on the ass as they were running, winked at her and said, “You conveniently forgot to include that his luck stat is over 50! I know you still don’t think his luck stat makes much of difference, except when he takes specific gambling quests, but I do. Anyway, enough about that. We’ve got a little privacy, let’s take our time getting to Crossroads.”

Tamako slowed down pulling Jen to a stop and bringing her close, grinned, and replied, “I thought you promised to never read my mind.”

=======

Sam had discovered at least one thing his evolved luck stat did, and that was in helping him find things. It didn’t show him anything he couldn’t have found on his own, if he’d spent enough time looking. However, it helped him find things much quicker, or helped him find things he wasn’t consciously looking for. Unfortunately, it was a mana hog, and drained his mana even faster than his mana-charged running. If he focused on a specific goal before activating his evolved luck stat, it really drank the mana.

Sam was placing the finishing touches on the dehumidifier rods he’d carved for the cave as he was thinking about the wilderness teleportation pad they’d found on their way from the pass-wall. The pad was different than the others they’d come across in their travels. This one, and the others in Domino Hill’s territory, contained two obelisks. One was marked for jumping to the Oracle Deck, and the other was for jumping between Decks. Sam had spent a minute focusing intently on the question of getting Kelly back as quickly as possible, before activating his evolved luck stat. He’d expected to see arrows pointing to the Deck jumping obelisk, and was hoping some other additional information might appear. Instead, the arrows that appeared in his vision, were clearly pointing to the Oracle Deck.

He was then thinking about the girls heading to Crossroads to buy them all the Oracle Quest and contact Melvin from the merchant’s shop, as he shoved a large boulder in front of the entrance to the cave. He knew the boulder would block anyone or anything from coming in, and if it was something that could move the boulder, it would make enough of a commotion to bring him out of his enchanting trance. Sam trapped the entrance, and also placed sound and smell privacy rods near the entrance to keep any noise or smell from leaving the cave. He only wished he could come up with a way to create a back door to escape out of.

Slim had taken off as soon as they found the valley, Sam recalled how Slim and the girls were excited to go on the Oracle Quest. Jen had said the only reason she hadn’t brought it up was because she thought he’d be upset delaying the jump to the Third Deck. Sam had acknowledged the partial truth of her comment to himself, but explained to her that he hoped the Oracle could tell them the fastest way to get Kelly back. However, Sam was sick with worry, as he forced himself to focus on what really scared him, and thought, “What if the Oracle tells me it is impossible to get Kelly back? Well, it probably doesn’t matter anyway. Even though most are taking the quest to mine the precious minerals on the Oracle Deck, there will still be hundreds racing to find the Oracle first.”

With the cave drying out, and a living space, bathroom, and bedrooms all setup, the cave was really feeling comfortable, and the natural lighting rods he placed around his workshop table gave him plenty of light to see by. Sam then ate a good meal, went to the bathroom, and then placed two items on his worktable as he said to himself with a joking grin, “My precious rings, to rule them all!” The first, was the storage ring Slim looted from Domino’s body, and the second was his gnome ring. He knew it wasn’t a ring created by the gnomes, but that was just how he mentally referred to it, since he bought it in a gnome store.

Sam grinned to himself as he remembered Slim’s dismay when Sam demanded payment if he was able to break the encryption lock on Domino’s ring, “Log! I thought we were friends. Tamako is already entitled to half the loot for crushing the woman’s skull! I will have nothing left if I have to pay you too!” When Tamako had immediately jumped into the conversation offering Sam 1/3 of her half, Sam snickered at his memory of Slim sulking for the next few days after agreeing to give Sam 1/4 of his half. However, Sam really wanted to work on the gnome ring.

Reluctantly, Sam picked up Domino’s storage ring first. He hadn’t seen anyone else with a storage ring that was locked or encrypted like the ones he made, so he was still fascinated with the challenge, even though he wanted to work on the gnome ring first. After several hours of decrypting and examining the enchantments on Lady Domino’s ring, he came to the conclusion that the encryption was a separate enchantment placed on the ring at some point in time after the original storage encryption was created. Additionally, the encryption code could have an infinite number of possibilities, so there was no way of breaking the code by using his AI to spin through numbers, letters, words, or symbols to match up an encryption key.

Next, Sam worked at trying to find a way to peel off, or break the encryption lock. Again, he ran into a problem. The enchantment encryption was set to destroy the ring if it was tampered with.

Sam was exhausted from focusing on the enchantment for so many hours, and decided to use the bathroom and get something to eat. As Sam was eating a sandwich, he was looking at the boulder blocking the entrance, and wishing, “If we only had another door to escape out of here… wait… that’s it! I’ll just build an entirely different door into Domino’s storage ring for removing the loot! I can do that…right?”

Almost 12 hours later, Sam finally broke into her storage ring with a second door, and said to himself, “Ha! Fuck you, Lady Domino! You’re shit is all mine now!” As Sam opened the storage device and read the listed items that popped up in his vision, he whispered to himself, “Holy Shittttt!”

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 55:  Handy Man

    
    
    
    
                Sam reached up with his tiny hand to activate his sound wave, and said, “You back already?”

Jen looked at Tamako with surprise at Sam’s greeting, and replied, “The two weeks are up, and just like we agreed, I’m calling you from the wood-line near the cabin before heading to the cave. Is everything O.K.?”

Sam was already moving around disarming the traps around the entrance, and replied, “Wait there. Acoredingly, I’m still disarming everything, and I added a few more traps around the cave perimeter that I need to guide you past corectly. Also, I have a few surprises, I want to show you.”

Tamako grinned greedily when she overheard Sam mention surprises. I wonder what weapons that silly man has made for me this time, she thought.

Sam was acting weird, but that was nothing new, and Jen looked reassuringly at Melvin and his family, as she replied to Sam, “I have a surprise for you too. See you when you get down here.”

Tamako stared hard at Melvin, his wife, and the kids before saying, “Stay here. I’m going to show you why you’re not allowed anywhere near the cabin.” She then jogged off in the direction of the cabin.

Melvin’s daughter, Trifecta, was about to ask Jen what Tamako was doing, when a scream of fear escaped her throat, as a giant thousand-tongued toad leaped out of the water near Tamako. Her dad jumped in front of her and her brother, as if to protect them, but Trifecta and the rest of her family became speechless when the toad jumped right back into the water, when it saw Tamako. Trifecta in a disbelieving voice, asked, “Mistress Jen, was that monster afraid of Mistress Tamako?”

Jen laughed, and replied, “It is now. We had to put a smack down on it several times before it decided to leave us alone. However, it wouldn’t hesitate to eat you, or anyone else in your family.”

After Tamako finished jogging back over to them, she added to Jen’s comment, saying “I hope all of you understand that when we tell you to do something, there is a good reason for it.”

Melvin was trying to swallow his heart back down his throat, as he said, “Thank you Mistress Tamako. We will endeavor to follow your instructions to the letter.”

Melvin’s son, Cha Ching, was ten years old, was reading his gambling quest, and said, “That was awesome! I was sure it was going to eat us all!”

System Gambling Quest (Cha Ching)

Touch the cabin with your hand.

Reward: + 1 to your agility stat and a pound of chocolate

Accept/Decline?

Cha Ching’s mom, Dropshot, turned her head and stared hard at him after hearing his comment, and Cha Ching quickly added, “and I promise I’ll follow everyone’s directions exactly!” He then asked both his mom and Mistress Tamako, “but, I just got a gambling quest to touch the cabin for + 1 agility and a pound of chocolate, and …”

Dropshot didn’t hesitate, interrupting her son “Absolutely not!”

Tamako replied, “Your mom, is of course right, but I’m curious what makes you think you wouldn’t get eaten?”

Cha Ching looked to his mom for permission to answer, and with her nod, he said, “Mistress Tamako, the quest only required me to touch the cabin. It didn’t say that you couldn't help me. I was thinking that if you took me to the cabin, I could touch the cabin safely, and get the chocolate and agility point.”

Jen and Tamako smiled at the boy’s way of thinking, and Tamako said, “I would be willing to help you, but it is up to your mom and dad.”

Dropshot replied, “Cha Ching, I’m proud of you for analyzing the gambling quest and coming up with a good solution to beat it, but it is still dangerous.”

Melvin thought his son should take the gambling quest, but didn’t want to contradict his wife in front of others, so he commented, “It is a dangerous world we live in, and you must ask yourself if the reward is worth the risk? Son, I’m proud of you for seeking the guidance of those around you before taking a gambling quest.”

Dropshot appreciated her husband’s tact, and thought, there probably isn’t much risk if Tamako is with him, and I do want to encourage him to tell us about any gambling quests he gets in the future. If I don’t let him take a somewhat safe gambling quest like this, he might hide something later. She then said, “I agree with your father, the reward may be worth the risk under these specific circumstances. You may take the gambling quest if Mistress Tamako agrees.”

Cha Ching was grinning from ear to ear as they returned from the cabin, as he offered to share his chocolate with everyone.

As they were all eating a small piece of chocolate, Dropshot noticed Master Sam coming down from the side of the mountain, but she couldn’t see where the cave they were heading to was located. Dropshot looked longingly over to the cute cabin near the lake, thinking, “Jen did warn us that we would be roughing it in cave for a week or two. If they can kill the giant toad, why aren’t we staying in the cabin?”

Sam shook Dropshot out of her thoughts as he called out, “Melvin, Dropshot, kids, I can’t believe you’re here!” Sam’s AI had already linked with Jen’s and he knew Dropshot and the kids were there to learn how to make simple healing charms, but he didn’t think it would be polite to skip past the small-talk.

Melvin replied, “It has been quite an adventure so far! Thank you for having us. Unfortunately, I will need to return with Mistress Jen and Tamako tomorrow, but Dropshot, Trifecta, and Cha Ching, will be able to stay for a couple of weeks.”

Sam gave them an inviting smile, “That’s great. It gets boring out here all by myself. Follow me back to the cave. It will be a little tight for everyone with my lab all set up, but it’s still comfortable. Also, follow my path up to the cave exactly, or… you’ll probably die.”

Tamako marveled at how her AI connected with Sam’s, and how she could already see in her vision, all the mechanical and magical traps outlined in red. When Jen hollered, “What the hell happened?” Tamako quit looking at all the traps, and over to where Jen was starring daggers at Sam and his tiny hand.

Sam said, “Surprise! I gave myself a hand job!”

Tamako almost burst out laughing and thought to herself, I wonder how long Sam’s been waiting to say that to Jen.

Jen turned beet red as she said, “Sam! There are kids here!”

Sam noticing Dropshot’s disapproving look, and quickly apologized to everyone, while Jen messaged Sam asking, “Why isn’t your AI updating me with everything you’ve done since we left.”

As Sam grinned, he signaled with his tiny hand for everyone to follow him, and as he started walking up the side of the mountain heading for their cave, he messaged Jen and Tamako, “If my AI told you everything, there wouldn’t be any surprises.”

Before Jen could reply, Tamako messaged, “I won the bet. He did something dangerous. You owe me a pedicure.”

Jen huffed, and messaged, “We don’t know that yet. Sam, did you do something dangerous?”

Sam thought he might have a way out, as he remembered the words of a wise man, Deny Everything, and Make Counter Accusations, and replied, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and don’t get mad at me. You keep secrets too. Your AIs didn’t tell me about your bet!”

Jen easily spotted Sam’s tactic, and asked again, “Did you do anything dangerous or not?”

Sam grunted, and messaged, “Depends on how you define dangerous? Also, what exactly was your bet?”

Tamako replied, “If you did something dangerous, she would owe me a pedicure.”

Sam jumped back into the message conversation before Jen could reply, and turned back to look at her with a sneaky grin, “Then Jen owes you at least a dozen pedicures.”

Jen could tell the two were trying to get her off the subject, and she decided to let it go for the moment, but she felt it was her duty to Kelly, to keep the old man safe, or at least safe-ish. Jen then turned to check on their guests, after sensing they were struggling to hike the short way up the side of the mountain, and said, “Don’t worry, as I promised on the trip here, I will help all of you raise your physical stats and get in much better shape.”

Trifecta and Cha Ching were excited about getting strong, Melvin was relieved that he had to head back to the merchant’s guild the next day, and Dropshot had no interest in Working Out, as Jen had described it, and tried to politely decline for at least the 4th time, “Mistress Jen, you are already doing too much for us. We just couldn’t accept such training, that is sure to take too much time out of your day.”

Jen considered for the thousandth time, why do so many farmers, merchants, and others that aren’t adventurers in the guilds, simply have no interest in improving themselves. Actually, many of the guards and adventurers also quit trying to improve themselves once they get to a certain level, unless they can buy some sort of no-effort scroll or armor to increase their power. So many people were fine with whatever they had, good or bad, and just lacked any kind of passion. Is that why The System created gambling quests? Of course, wasn’t that also true back on Earth. There were many people that were unhappy or bored, but not willing to put in the work to make changes. Of course, if someone was actually happy, and wasn’t constantly complaining about their lot in life, who was she to judge. Jen shrugged off her thoughts, and replied to Dropshot, “It’s not a problem. When I return from taking Melvin back, it will be a joy to help you.”

The air became wetter and colder as they hiked upwards, and Melvin was thinking, “I’m so glad I’m leaving tomorrow. I don’t know if Dropshot and the kids can handle this. What’s the best way to tell them that Dropshot and the kids won’t be able to stay? What have I gotten us into? And where in The Seven Decks is this Cave?!”

Only another 20 yards up the mountain, Dropshot groaned to herself, Finally! As they walked behind a boulder, and approached a small cave entrance covered with a gray-colored leather tarp, and a leather-skinned door. Her face paled at the sight of its dingy appearance.

“Coretesy of yours truly, I have prepared this little home away from home,” Sam announced.

When Jen looked at Tamako with a questioning look for why Sam was acting like such an idiot, Tamako replied, “How should I know.”

As Dropshot entered through the grungy door, with her family following behind her, she came to a sudden stop, and said, “Wow, it’s really big!”

Sam immediately messaged Jen and Tamako with, “That’s what she said! Also, quit looking so shocked. I’ll explain later.”

Melvin also commented, “You can see so well in here, and the temperature is perfect!”

Trifecta walked over to look at one of the stones emitting light, but paused asking, “Can I touch it?”

Ohhhh, how Sam wished Jen would give him such an opening, but he replied to Trifecta and her family, “Everything, except my lab over there, is safe. Feel free to look around.” He then pointed, and said, “Through that door is a bedroom and bathroom, another bedroom and bathroom through that door, through that door is my lab, behind that boulder is an escape tunnel, and we are all standing in the open floor plan, living room and kitchen.”

Cha Ching scrunched up his nose thinking about how difficult it would be to sleep with such a horrible smell nearby, and asked, “Master Sam, why did you put outhouses in the bedrooms?”

Dropshot said to Cha Ching, “Don’t ask such ungrateful questions.” She then said to Sam, Jen, and Tamako, “This is a lovely place. Much better than I ever expected as we travelled here. Thank you so much for having us.”

Jen could tell that Melvin, his wife, and kids were overwhelmed after they’d been shown how the bathrooms and the kitchen actually worked. She set Melvin’s family up in the larger bedroom so they could relax, and then messaged Sam, “Enough surprises and joking around, I need some answers.”

Sam said to Jen and Tamako, “Follow me to my lab while Melvin and his family get some rest after their long trip.”

As Tamako was walking towards Sam’s lab, she burst out laughing when she overheard Cha Ching say from the bedroom, “Master Sam is one weird dude, especially with that creepy little hand of his.” Followed by Dropshot shushing and scolding him.

Inside Sam’s lab, Tamako noticed Sam was setting up his privacy rods, so they could speak confidentially. Tamako thought, Did Jen take some kind of calming potion, as she noticed Jen sitting down, and patiently waiting for Sam to finish. Tamako was so distracted by Jen’s state of relaxation, she almost missed the storage ring Sam threw at her.

Sam said, “Focus on the ring, and think of ‘Sam’s Door’. Half the stuff is yours. I was hoping Slim might’ve come back with you two. Don’t take anything out, and don’t let your AI tell Jen what you see. I want her to see it for herself.”

A moment later, Tamako replied, “Ohhh my!” She then handed the ring to Jen.

Jen was no longer looking relaxed after seeing Tamako’s reaction. She inspected the ring as Sam indicated, and thought to herself, O.K., a few dozen potions. Wow, almost three thousand in coin. What’s a mindstone, and what’s a Crane Claw duplicate body? And, Holy Shitttttttt. Jen looked at Tamako, and then to Sam, and asked, “Why can’t we take either of them out?”

Sam wiggled his little hand fingers at Jen, and said, “Well, I only took out one of the dungeon cores, because the other belongs to Slim. I hope that was O.K. with you Tamako?”

“Of course, what’s mine is yours.”

Sam replied, “Great, I’m glad I didn’t act incorectly.”

Tamako just rolled her eyes at his words, and said, “Oh Sam, were all those comments earlier supposed to be stupid puns? That is so sad. I will not say more, and save your further embarrassment.” Jen shook her head and bowed it in disbelief at his antics for a second, then added, “That is kind of you Tamako. Now Sam, what happened when you took the dungeon core out of the storage ring?”

Sam grinned, “I dropped it out of the ring and into my hand. It started draining my mana and absorbing my hand. Like it was pulling me into it. For some reason I couldn’t drop it or let go of it. It’s no surprise that it found me to be finger-licking good! But I’m already spoken for, so I grabbed my short sword and chopped my hand off at the wrist.”

Jen’s entire face had concern and fear written all over it. Tamako knew how important Sam was to her, and she reached over squeezing Jen’s hand reassuringly, and said, “He’s fine, and it could have happened to any of us.”

Jen’s AI helped remind her to keep her composure, and to temporarily send her fear and anxiety into a multi-focus to meditate on. Jen then said, “I love you old man. Please consider waiting for us to be around to back you up next time. Anyway, what happened next?”

Tamako was certain that Sam looked more guilty at Jen’s words, than if she’d gotten mad at him. Then Sam explained, “Before I could store the dungeon core back in the storage device, a System Message popped up in my vision. It said that I’d linked with the dungeon core, and gave me the option to use the core for the creation of a linked System dungeon, or have private management of the dungeon core.”

Jen commented, “Tell me you just closed the notice and stored the core.”

“I couldn’t. The System wouldn’t let me close the notice. I was forced to pick one of the options, so I picked the private management option. I’m sure there is more to it, but after I selected the private management option, I could interact with its menu system. It’s basically an annoying death-sponge and replicator core, that runs off of mana.”

Tamako asked, “What is a death-sponge and replicator?”

Sam frowned slightly at his own frustration in coming up with the best way to explain, “Yea, not the best name, that’s just what I cam up with to try and describe it. In the menu system, it gave me the ability to hold it, as well as the option to turn on/off, and direct its matter absorption capabilities. As the core’s manager, when it’s not in the storage ring, I can constantly sense its never-ending hunger. It’s quite annoying. It can absorb anything, as long as it has mana. It needs mana to absorb inanimate objects, like the rock in the cave walls.”

Jen nodded, “So that’s how you expanded the cave!”

“Exactly, but I had to feed it mana. When a little vicious horned lizard had gotten stuck in one of my traps, the dungeon core greedily absorbed the lizard, its mana, and its essence. Now, if I supply the core with a ton of mana, I have the option of having the core create any of the minerals that it absorbed from the cave wall, or even the horned-lizard. When I say supply it with a lot of mana, I mean a LOT of mana. I had it absorb an ant, and it took two days of my mana for it to re-create an ant. It even gives me the option to re-create my body, either animated or un-animated. It would probably take months of feeding the core enough mana to replicate my entire body. So, I think it only needs to absorb enough to get the DNA. I’m guessing that’s how a copy of Captain Crane Claw’s body ended up in the ring.”

Jen immediately jumped to the same conclusion Sam was considering, “The mindstone and the body must be some kind of fail-safe device in case Captain Crane Claw was killed. We could use the dungeon core to make replica bodies for us, and replicate the mindstone to bring any of us back if we were killed.”

Tamako replied, “Assuming that’s what the mindstone does.”

Sam nodded, “Exactly. I haven’t touched the mindstone or anything else in the ring. Actually, since the dungeon core really belongs to you Tamako, I was hoping you could drop some blood on the dungeon core, and see if you can take over as its private manager. It’s yours, and I’ve got other things to work on.”

Tamako shook her head and pointed to Jen, as she said, “Precious, your way better at stuff like this than me, why don’t you take over as the private manager.”

Jen huffed, “Fine. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that both of you are passing the ball to me. Plus, we’ll need to negotiate with Slim for the mindstone.”

A few minutes later, after Jen dribbled blood all over the dungeon core, she said, “Good news, and bad news.” I was able to take over as its private manager, that’s the good news. The bad news is, it appears to have reset. The only DNA it now has is mine, and any material from the cave rock it absorbed, is also gone.”

Jen then motioned to Tamako, “Get your sword ready. I’m going to test the dungeon core again. Sam, while I’m holding the core in my hand, I want you to dribble your blood on it. I want to see if that will cause me to lose management of the core. If it does, it may start absorbing my hand. Tamako, just remove my fingers if possible.” To Jen’s great relief, and those of her fingers, her physical control of the dungeon core didn’t allow the management to be taken over when Sam dropped blood on it.

Sam cheered, “Thank goodness! Not my problem anymore. Now, I can show you both my Big surprise!”
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                Sam cheered, “Thank goodness! Not my problem anymore. Now, I can show you both my Big surprise!”

Jen giggled, “That’s NOT what she said!”

To Jen’s frustration, Sam joined in with her and Tamako’s laughter, and said, “Good one millennial. You’re learning!”

Tamako then deadpanned, “O.K. Enough with all this laughter. I want your big surprise.”

Sam didn’t mind being alone, but he’d missed Jen and Tamako being around over the last two weeks, and a few minutes later, after he and Jen stopped laughing, he grabbed Jen in a side hug, and he felt a little awkward, but thought, to hell with it. Then Sam pulled Tamako into the hug with them.

Tamako felt a little odd when Sam pulled her into the hug. She was obviously aware Sam’s hug wasn’t of a sexual nature, but outside of her relationship with Jen, physical affection wasn’t really something she cared for. However, she greatly enjoyed the feeling of family, and returned his hug politely.

After only about a second, as Sam was releasing them from the hug, and saying, “Dam, I’m glad you’re both back and safe! That’s why I made…”

They were interrupted, when Dropshot stepped into view outside of his lab door. Dropshot turned red in embarrassment, and said, “Oh my! I’m Sooo sorry for interrupting. It’s nothing important,” as she ran out of view.

Sam called out, “It’s O.K. You’re not interrupt…”

Jen touched his arm with a smirk, and said, “She can’t hear you with the silencing rods activated. I’ll just explain it to her later that you’re a Player with two sexy wives!”

Sam gave a smirk with one eyebrow raised, and said, “If it wasn’t for Kelly, I might have an entire harem on wives on this world. You’ve seen how the women here are all after me.”

Tamako nodded seriously, “That is true. Even with the way you look, they would still mate you for your money and enchantments.”

Sam grumbled, “That’s why no one in their right mind would want more than one spouse. You’d always get ganged up on! Anyway, back on topic.”

Jen watched as Sam handed Tamako a device that looked like the Bluetooth hearing buds that people would loop around their ears on earth, and she asked, “Are those for looping into your ear? Have you broken the code for the soundwaves?”

Sam shook his head, “Uhhhh… No. We should probably start on that project at some point. When I took a preliminary look at its’ code, I got the feeling it would take months of us working together on it, before we could start testing alternatives. However, space rings are my jam!”

Tamako asked, “So, why would I want to loop a storage device around, and into my ear?”

Sam was grinning internally with anticipation, and said, “Link your AI with Jens, then activate the storage device and tell me what you see.”

Tamako waited for Jen’s nod to make sure their AI’s were linked, then she activated the storage device, and replied, “Interesting. There are three doors, similar to how you placed two doors on Lady Domino’s storage ring. One door is labeled stuff, the second is labeled incoming, and the third is labeled outgoing.”

Sam nodded, and explained, “Great. I could only partially test this without anyone else here. Open the door that says incoming, and keep it open. Don’t worry, keeping it open barely costs any mana. You’re just opening a door, and this door will stay open unless you shut it. Now, you two just stay here for a few minutes.”

Jen and Tamako watched with curiosity as Sam picked up one of his small enchanting chisels, and then ran out the lab door.

Sam ran all the way outside of the cave, and pulled another Ear-loop storage device out of his pocket and placed it in his ear. Before he did anything else, he linked to Jen and Tamako’s AIs, and pulled up picture in picture videos of them looking at each other. I can’t wait to see their expressions, he thought to himself.

Their AI’s were close enough to communicate, and Jen said, “Give us access to your view so we can see what’s going on.”

Sam grinned to himself, and replied, “Not a chance. It would ruin the surprise. You’ll understand in just a minute.”

Jen grunted, rolled her eyes, and shrugged, in agreement with the look Tamako was giving her.

Sam activated his Ear-loop and opened the doors for incoming and outgoing sound, and spoke, “Tamako, can you hear me?”

Sam chuckled manically when he watched Tamako’s and Jen’s reaction to hearing his voice through the Ear-loop, then he said, “Tamako, leave the incoming sound door open, and also open the outgoing sound door, and say something.”

A moment later, Sam heard Tamako say, “You’re ridiculous old man.”

Sam pumped his fist in excitement, as he was now positive his Ear-loops worked, and cheered, “It works perfect! Now, one more thing.”

Tamako mouthed in shock to Jen, “One MORE thing?”

Then she heard Sam say, “Take the Ear-loop off, open the stuff door, and remove what’s inside.”

Tamako quickly took off the Ear-loop, and removed from the ring the small enchanting chisel that Sam had taken with him outside.

Sam was already coming back through his lab door and watched as Tamako and Jen looked at each other in stunned silence.

Jen noticed Sam was carrying an identical Ear-loop to the one he’d given Tamako. She suspected she knew the answer from the goofy grin on his face, but she still asked, “How far apart will these work?”

Sam’s face became serious for a moment, and he replied, “Optimistically… I think they may work across multiple Decks.”

Tamako and Jen just looked at each other for a second, and then Jen commented, “Something you just whipped up in a couple of weeks, in a dingy cave, can literally change The Entirety of the Seven Decks as it is known.”

Sam looked offended, and replied, “My dear millennial, I didn’t just whip this up. It’s built off of the thousands of hours of both failed and successful experiments I’ve had with space rings since we arrived in The Seven Decks. The AI you created for me has also been instrumental in accelerating my progress, but even your AI is overwhelmed with some of the code correlations and computations I use in creating storage devices. That doesn’t even include some of the breakthroughs I’ve obtained from successful gambling quests related to my storage devices. We also don’t know if others in the higher decks haven’t already created similar devices with the same capability.  Last, these are made of the best material I have, which is mana-infused beast-core steel.  Each of these costs about 100 gold in materials to make.  Last, last, I'm not sure how long the materials will handle the stress of the three 'doors' placed on them before they crumble.  It could be a few months, or maybe as long as a year.”

Jen understood that Sam was right, and that she’d dismissed the amount of effort he put into his storage devices, but she couldn’t let this opportunity go, and said, “Master Sam pardon my disrespect! I have insulted you, and I don’t deserve to live. Tamako, please administer 40 lashes to my bare back in recompense for my lack of …”

She cut off her mockery as Sam started chasing her, and yelling, “I’m going to put you over my knee and teach you some respect millennial!” and she ran out of his lab and left the cave. Sam stopped at the cave door, with a grin on his face as he watched Jen reach the bottom of the mountain, turn around and give him the finger.

Tamako walked past Sam, and said, “Jen and I will head out and keep the Ear-loop open, and test its ability to talk with you beyond the range of our soundwaves. Oh, and take this storage ring, it has the supplies and the ballista bolts we picked up for you in Crossroads.”

“Finally, I can’t wait to get them loaded up! O.K. be safe, and I’ll be waiting to hear from you.” replied Sam as he was looking in the storage device and already planning his next experiment.

Sam had set his AI to constantly toggle on/off the senses from the different races, and as he was heading back to his lab, his AI happened to toggle on his Elf hearing and he heard Dropshot whisper, “Did you hear that. He likes to put those ladies over his knee, and play some sort of master game with them! Are you sure I’m going to be O.K. here?” Sam then heard Melvin whisper back, “They were just joking around… probably. Anyway, they’ve sworn a gambling quest to do no harm, and to protect you and the kids. You don’t have anything to worry about.” Sam could tell Melvin lowered his voice even further, when he whispered very softly to Dropshot, “And once the kids fall asleep tonight in the living room, we can play a little master game of our own!” Before Sam was able to cycle off his Elf hearing to stop himself from listening in any further on their private conversation, he heard a light slap and giggle from Dropshot.

===

Jen and Tamako were not trackers or rangers, but Jen could sense the emotions created by animals around them. Jen had released her bird from her psych skill when they’d entered crossroads a couple of weeks ago. They were now hunting, by acting like prey, and waiting for predators to ambush them. They really weren’t finding any predators that had much value, but when they were finally beyond soundwave range, Jen called Sam, “You there? Can you still hear us?”

A few moments later, Sam replied, “Loud and clear. I’m writing a quick note…I’ve just placed it in the Ear-loop. Now, confirm you can remove and read it.”

Jen removed the note from the Ear-loop storage device, and Jen read aloud to Tamako and Sam, “A cow says what?” Jen was confused by the stupid note, and immediately replied, “What???”

As Sam and Tamako laughed at the stupid joke, Jen just rolled her eyes, but then she had a thought, “Sam, if my incoming sound door was closed. And you tried to call me, but I didn’t answer because my door was shut, when I open the incoming sound door later, would I hear that you tried to call me? Kind of like a voicemail.”

Sam was already shaking his head to himself as Jen was asking the question, and replied, “The shortest answer to your question is No. Do you want the simplified, but not perfectly accurate answer why, or do you want the long explanation that explains as much of the correct answer as I currently understand it?”

Jen didn’t really want either. Sam’s understanding of storage spaces, or more like a space wormhole now, was simply beyond her, but she could tell by his question, that he really wanted to explain his passion. She replied, “I’ll take the 60 second or less simple answer.”

Sam smiled, and replied, “The space is created to allow air and soundwaves to pass through the storage device without actually being stored. If the door is shut, the soundwaves are actually stored instead of passing through in real time. When you open the door, you have an option to remove the soundwaves, but you don’t know which part of the soundwaves make up which part of the words or sentence. As a result, you an get all the sounds jumbled together at once, or get parts of the sounds, but they will be out of order.”

“Wow, I think I might have actually understood your explanation that time.” Jen said with a laugh.

Sam heard Tamako say, “We’ll head back now. We need to get some rest tonight, before heading back with Melvin first thing tomorrow morning.”

Sam didn’t like them being so far away, where he couldn’t get to them quickly, and replied, “I need your help with an experiment I’ve been wanting to do before you leave tomorrow, so I’m putting some speed enchantments on boot covers for Melvin to use. This will allow you to get to Crossroads more quickly, and give you the time to help me in the morning. Is that O.K.?

Tamako shrugged at Jen, and Jen replied, “Works for us. What is it?”

Sam would only reply, “You’ll have to see it, to understand it.” No matter how much Jen tried to get it out of him.

====

Lady Domino was furious to find out that Captain Crane Claw had disappeared.  She was also uncertain whether or not he took her storage ring. However, she was smug in the certainty that he would return once the mana sickness became too great.  More frustrating, was that apparently, over 6 months had passed since she'd updated her mindstone. I'm going to have to play things careful until I build my levels back up and my storage ring back, she thought.
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 Sam used his pliers to twist the hardened leather around the sole of the boot, as he asked Jen, “Captain Crane Claw was the guy we met when we left the pass wall right?”

Jen continued to hold the boot in place, while Sam struggled with his modification, and she replied, “Yea, and he's disappeared. The official story is that Lady Domino went into the goblin territory to defeat the goblin chiefs once and for all, but for some reason, since she has returned, Crane Claw's not been seen or heard from. There's also a rumor that she must have been injured in the Goblin territory, because she's having her staff punish any rule breakers in her territory, instead of dealing out the punishment personally.  Of course we know she didn't go off into Goblin territory. Crane Claw must have been holding a spare body and mindstone for Lady Domino, just like she had one for Crane Claw in her storage device."

The hole he punched into the leather eyelet was unsatisfactory, so Sam used his leatherworking skill and pushed mana into the tear, mending it, and then reworking it properly. He then commented, “Lady Domino must have been mad at him for letting us leave the wall. My guess is that she probably sent him out in secret to track us down and kill or capture us to get her storage ring back. How much do you think the bounty ticket we found in Lady Domino’s storage device will pay out for killing-not-killing her?”

Jen just shrugged, and replied, “It’s a good thing you were able to break into her storage ring, or we'd never have known how she survived, and we’d never gotten her bounty ticket proving that we also killed her. At least we didn’t pay too dearly while learning the Lesson about not leaving the default loot option on placing all items in the closest storage device.”

Sam activated his gnome vision as well as his dwarf sense of touch. He then started engraving his durability runes on the leather sole of the boot he was working with. With his extra senses activated, he was able to work and direct his enchantments on both the exterior and interior of the leather. Next, he started working some modified storage space runes throughout the material as well. Before finishing the enchantment, he said to Jen, “O.K., as discussed, I’ll guide you through the enchantment, and you use your new mana skill to help modify my mana, and hopefully maximize the output.” 

 Jen placed her hand on Sam’s back, and he opened his mana channels and mana core to give her full access to his mana system. Jen started to understand how dangerous and risky the sharing and empowering of mana was, when she and Tamako had started healing the disabled and homeless. She’d realized how incredibly lucky they were in the past, that their mana was almost a perfect match, as a result of them arriving in the Decks together and being exposed to the same environments. Of course they didn’t know it at the time, but since they started filtering their mana using the same techniques, the environment hadn’t caused their mana to diverge and lose its compatibility. Jen’s learning and realization of the disaster they avoided, only made her worry about what unknown dangers she might be taking now. 

When they’d been at the pass-wall, she’d just charged Sam’s enchantment, but today she was going to try and help Sam give the enchantments its initial mana structure. Sam was like the 3-D printer, and she was hoping to help him fill it with liquid steel instead of liquid plastic for printing. Jen calmed her mind, then said, “I’m ready. Guide me to the first enchantment that needs its structure enabled.”

 As Sam’s and Jen’s AI helped them to communicate the process, Sam activated his words of power skill and said, “Here is where we need to drive the mana down and through the runes, we want to focus on making the runes indestructible, as we concentrate on fusing them completely with mana.”

Jen was mentally knocked back from feeling the strength of Sam’s Words of Power skill. She tried to focus on his skill to understand what it was doing, but it was like trying to apply her understanding of how a kid’s pedal-car worked, while examining the engine of a 963 Porsche twin-turbocharged race car. She then re-evaluated what was needed, and quit examining his skill, and focused on what would be the best fuel/mana that was needed to enable the enchantment, and she let his skill handle what needed to be done with the mana she manipulated.

 After several hours, and an unknown number of attempts, Jen said, “Check it this time.” They both evaluated the effect of the mana weave she’d sent to the first few runes of his enchantment. 

Instead of stripping the mana out of the enchantment, Sam dropped his Words of Power skill and said, “That’s a hell of an improvement, and I think we’ve hit the limit of the quality, in contrast with time and diminishing returns. Let’s rest a while, and then finish the enchantments on all these boots.”

Jen replied, “Unfortunately, we’re out of time, and need to leave to take Melvin back to Crossroads.”

Sam grumbled in frustration, “Dammit! I can’t create those mana weaves like you do, and even if I could, without you or Tamako here, I really can’t do much testing of these enchanted boots.”

Unknown to Sam or Jen, Tamako had stepped into his lab to check on their progress, and said, “Jen can stay here and help you, and I will take Melvin back by myself. I can use Sam’s Ear-loop to stay in touch with you both.”

A thousand thoughts raced through Sam’s mind about Tamako’s safety without having Jen and her psych skill to spot dangers, and he quickly replied, “Oh, it’s not that big of a deal. It can easily wait. I’m just grumpy and tired from us being up all night loading the ballista bolts into the rings.”

Tamako shrugged, and replied, “Either way, there is no reason Jen can’t stay and work on this with you.”

Jen replied, “I know you can handle anything I’ve used my psych skill for us to avoid, but it’s an unnecessary risk. Sam can work on other experiments until we return. But if you insist on going by yourself, that’s your call.” Jen added the last part because she’d been sensing Tamako’s feelings of frustrations at her and Sam’s level of paranoid caution. She knew that Tamako felt like she was being protected like a little kid.

Sam whipped his head towards Jen in surprise at her words, but he wasn’t going to contradict her decision, as he then looked at Tamako thinking, She’s being a f'ing moron. We were just talking last night about how unstable Crossroads was becoming with the rumors of Lady Domino, and how Plinko City, just across the river in Lord Token’s territory, was threatening to invade and capture some of the Oracle teleports. Not to mention Crane Claw is somewhere out there looking for them.

Tamako could see the disagreement in both Jen’s and Sam’s eyes, but she was relieved they didn’t try to forbid her from making her own decisions. She then nodded, and said, “Great, you help Sam, and I’ll be back in three weeks to retrieve Dropshot and the kids.”

Sam handed Tamako one of the ear-loops, and the crappy boot covers he made last night with the speed enchantment for Melvin, and explained, “These boots will definitely last until you get to Crossroads. However, I didn’t use the best materials with the boot covers, and the enchantment was a rush job, so the enchantment will probably burn out on his return.”

Jen pulled the one dungeon core out of Lady Domino’s ring, and placed it in a ring of her own, then as she handed Domino’s ring to Tamako, said, “I’m going to try and let Slim know to be on the lookout for you. If he does cross your path, see what split of the loot he might take to let us keep the mindstone. Also, let him know we purchased the Oracle quest for him if he wants to go with us.”

Tamako kept her face patient while listening to Jen’s directions, and said, “Don’t worry, I will take care of everything. Plus, you are forgetting the ear-loop. If I see Slim, you can talk to him yourself. Now, excuse me while I gather up Melvin, and we get going.”

Jen jumped up, and said, “Not so quick,” as she gave Tamako a long hug and light kiss. Then, as she released Tamako, she was about to give her all kinds of cautionary advice and words of love, but changed her mind, and simply said, “Love you. See you soon.”

Tamako squeezed Jen’s hand one last time, before turning and heading out of Sam’s lab, to gather up Melvin and prepare to leave.

====

 A little while later, Dropshot, her kids, and Jen came back inside the cave after watching Tamako and Melvin disappear into the tree-line, and out of their hidden canyon. Jen said to Sam in private, “I can see in your face that you’re still ticked about Tamako going off by herself.”

 Sam frowned, “Sorry, I’ll try to get over it, but it’s hard to get over stupid. Also, if nothing happens, it’ll only encourage this kind of stupidity in the future.”

 Jen gave a wry smile of her own and said, “Yea, it really sounds like you’re trying to get over it. Now take your feelings, ball them up, and shove them into a multi-focus for meditation. We need to get to work on finishing up your enchantments.”

 Sam looked past his lab door and out into the rest of their cave, and asked, “Dropshot and the kids are trying to meditate, to earn the skill right?”

 Jen huffed out of her nose, and replied, “Yes, but when it comes to meditating, all of them have the attention span of a squirrel. We’ve got our work cut out for us if we’re going to teach them how to make healing charms in the next few weeks.”

 Sam simply nodded in reply. To make Jen happy, he would try and teach them to make the healing charms, but he wasn’t too concerned if they failed to learn to make them. His focus was on finishing the boots, and then working on the gnome ring.

=====

 Tamako pulled a potion out of Lady Domino’s ring that she’d seen the previous day. She thought it could be a great skill to add to her repertoire. The menu labeled it, Killing Intent - this potion activates The System requirements for learning this skill. Skill causes enemies to freeze in fear of you.  She didn’t want to deal with Sam or Jen’s nagging about the risk of taking Lady Domino’s potions, and she felt this trip would give her the perfect opportunity to get the skill. 

 Melvin was flustered after Tamako killed the four spiked boars that attacked them, and finally found the courage to ask Tamako, “Why did you have us change the anonymous masks to make us look like heavy, lazy merchants? I’m sure heavy humans looked like easy pickings to the spike boars.”

 Tamako rolled her eyes, and replied, “Because we’re more likely to be attacked looking this way, and as you saw first-hand, it worked wonderfully!”

 Melvin stammered, “wh wh what?? You told Jen that you would try to avoid any trouble.”

Tamako nodded, and replied, “And the best way to avoid trouble is by facing it straight on. Also, I appreciate your screaming. I’m sure it has attracted more beasts to our location.”

Tamako didn’t care, fighting was exhilarating, and she was tired of hiding the true power of her skills and weapons. Tamako’s blood lust was building up uncontrollably, until she finally just let loose a roar of challenge to anything in the area.

System Message:

You have gained the Killing Intent skill: Level 25


	All creatures at or below level 25 will either freeze or flee in your presence while this skill is active. 

	Have your allies join your party, if you don’t want them affected by this skill.

	Higher level creatures will be taunted by your presence. 

	With enough practice, you may one day be able to control when this skill is activated and deactivated. 

	Improving this skill will increase the level of creatures affected. 

	Improving this skill will increase its area of effect.



 Melvin immediately froze in terror when he heard Tamako’s scream. He thought to himself, I will never, never, never go anywhere alone with this crazy woman again. I hope I’m not pissing myself right now. Oh shit! Here she comes.

 Tamako was pissed, What in The Seven Decks. I don’t want this skill. It was just supposed to freeze my enemies? And the blood lust is driving me ANGRY! She then turned, and noticed that Melvin was frozen by her new skill, and said, “Melvin! Snap out of it! You’re just being affected by my Killing Intent skill.”

 The kangorilla landed behind Tamako as it punched her in the back of the head, knocking her through the air almost 20 feet. As Tamako had been yelling at him, Melvin wanted to warn her of the kangorilla coming towards her, but he simply couldn’t move any part of his body. Fortunately for Melvin, his stillness kept him from coming to the attention of the kangorilla. After it punched Tamako, he watched it use its two massive legs, to hop straight up in the air, and it looked like it would come smashing down on Tamako’s unmoving body. 

 After being punched, Tamako’s AI activated her healing enchantment before she even smashed into the ground, but it still took a few moments before the fog in her head cleared, and when it did, she noticed the Kangorilla was about to crush her entire body with its feet. At the last second, she rolled out of the way, and to the backside of the Kangorilla. She then immediately jumped, to dodge its tail that was swinging towards her. As Tamako was in the air, she kicked off of the Kangorilla’s tail, landing on its back, and wrapping her arm around its neck into a choke hold. The kangorilla reached back punching and grabbing at Tamako by her hair, trying to pull her off. Tamako used her legs to lock onto its back to keep from being pulled off, as she kept constricting her choke hold. 

 Melvin watched as the kangorilla ripped chunks of hair from Tamako’s head, causing her to scream in pain, but she didn’t release her hold, and choked it to the ground. 

As the kangorilla finally relaxed and fully slumped into unconsciousness, Tamako switched her hold, and quickly snapped its neck. She then rolled over to her back gasping in lungfuls of air, and after a minute, croaked out, “That was satisfying,” and her Killing Intent finally faded away.

Melvin’s straining arms, unexpectedly shot up in the air, as Tamako’s skill suddenly ended. He then collapsed to the ground from the exhaustion of straining in his previously frozen state. Melvin’s legs were wobbling as he stood back up, and headed over to where Tamako was laying on the ground covered in blood. He noticed that at least half of her hair was pulled out, and he yelled, “Stay away from me! I’ll get back on my own!” He then started walking in the direction of the main traveling road.

Tamako called out to Melvin before he was too far away, “Wait! I need your help!”

===

Sam stabbed at the boot again, and then he hollered to Jen, “Come and take a look at this boot when you get a chance.” 

Jen was using her psych skill and hypnosis techniques, to help Dropshot and the kids with their meditation, when she heard Sam hollering for her. She groaned inwardly as both the kids completely dropped their state of meditation. After spending another 15 minutes getting the kids back into a meditative state, she quietly walked into Sam’s lab, and activated the silencing rods.

Sam waived the boot he was holding at her, and said with a grin, “I knew you would answer my booty call.”

Jen couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped her at hearing his stupid joke, but said, “Last warning, if instead of messaging, you holler for me again while they are trying to learn the meditation skill, you’ll have to do your own shopping next time you need materials, ” 

Sam frowned, “But you know I hate shopping.”

Jen snorted, “Well, I’m hating trying to teach them the mediation skill. I’m not kidding. I know you don’t like to give your AI too much independent freedom, but set it to give you a warning before you holler for me again.”

Sam was still thinking about how much he hated looking for supplies, and quickly said, “You’re right... I’ve just set up the alert. Now, take a look at this.” Sam grabbed one of the boots they’d finished enchanting earlier, and tried stabbing and cutting it with a knife that was engraved with a sharpness enchantment. “My normal durability enchantment makes the leather just strong enough to hold moderate mana enchantments, and protect against a minor hit with a bladed weapon. With the deep engraving the gnome and dwarf senses allow me to make, and your mana weave that we used in creating the enchantment, it’s now as strong as mana-infused steel.” 

Jen grabbed one of the other boots and started trying to shred it with one of her own daggers, and said, “Damn! That’s amazing, and It’s still soft and flexible. We need to make full leather armor sets with these enchantments. I wonder if we could reinforce it with metal plates or something to help with blunt weapon attacks.”

Sam grinned as he put the boots on his feet, and viciously swung a hammer at the upper-leather area of the boot, that covered his shin, “With the kinetic energy storage enchantment, you don’t have to worry about blunt damage either. Well…unless you don’t see the attack coming in time to activate the enchantment.”

Jen snatched up the other enchanted boots, put them on, then said with a big grin, “Let’s do some testing. Last one to the cabin is a boomer,” and ran out the door before Sam could even get out of his chair.

Halfway down the mountain, Jen turned to taunt Sam, but stopped in disbelief as she watched him jump off the sheer face of the mountain up above her. He’d noticed her looking at him, and gave her the finger as he jumped. She ran to the edge of the path in horror, confused at why he would jump. She saw him standing at the base of the mountain perfectly fine, and he yelled up to her while pointing at his boots, “Kinetic absorption - millennial.”

“You idiot! What if a gust of wind blew you sideways and you fell on your head!”




            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 58:  Hammer Nose

    
    
    
    
                Tamako called out to Melvin as he walked away, “Wait! I need your help!”

 Melvin didn’t even look back as he kept walking. He’d seen how she could heal herself, just like Master Sam. Melvin wasn’t so arrogant as to think that he was the best merchant on the Second Deck, or even the best merchant in Domino Hill. However, he did know that he was a very good merchant. He’d refrained from applying his trade in his interactions with Sam and his wives, but he thought to himself, this one is out of control without Sam or Jen around.

 Without looking behind himself, as Tamako jogged to catch up with him, Melvin trickled his mana into his negotiation skill, and said, “No Mistress Tamako, I will not help you. You have betrayed my trust. Sam and Jen have treated me with the respect of a friend and colleague, but your actions clearly indicate that you do not feel the same way.” Melvin made plenty of money on the commissions he made from selling Sam’s enchanted items, and wasn’t going to use his merchant skills and talents to make money off of Tamako, but he was going to use them to take some control of the situation. 

 Upon hearing Melvin’s words, Tamako’s AI popped a message into her vision, External mana influence detected…possible merchant skill being exercised. With this notice, she knew that Melvin wasn’t simply upset, but she’d really lost his friendship and trust. She was aware that merchant skills varied from lie detection to negotiation influence, and possibly many other abilities she was not familiar with. She thought to herself, I don’t plan on lying to him, so it doesn’t matter if he is using a merchant ability… or wait, is that the merchant ability influencing my thoughts, so that I'm honest? Damnit, I hate dealing with merchants this way.

 Tamako followed Melvin as he continued walking towards the road and ignoring her. She finally said, “I can’t let any harm come to you. We have two options. Option one, we talk this out and you follow my guidance as we travel safely to Crossroads. Option two, I tie you up, throw you over my shoulder and take you back to Crossroads safely.”

 Melvin turned and faced Tamako, “Can’t let any harm come to me? Are you crazy! You almost got me killed back there with your stupid games!”

 Tamako looked Melvin in the eye as she took full responsibility for her actions, and replied, “You are correct to not trust me. I have acted incredibly foolish. When we started our trip, I took a potion that promised to give me a skill called Killing Intent. I didn’t know it at the time, but afterward it activated an irresistible blood lust inside of me.”

 Melvin commented angrily, “You took a potion without knowing exactly what it would do to you! How do you know its side effects are even over? You could go crazy and kill me any minute!”

 Tamako explained to Melvin the details of the Killing Intent skill she earned, and said, “You see, the bloodlust has already caused me to earn the skill. Of course the problem I have now is that I need to level the skill up in order to be able to turn it on and off at will.”

 Melvin shook his head as he blurted out in disbelief, “And you expect me to help you with that?!”

 Tamako replied, “Based on my actions, that’s a fair question, but no, I’m not asking you to help me like that. First, I need to get you home safely. To prevent my Killing Intent skill from affecting you, I need you to accept my party request. I will then take the lead as we take the road heading to the city, and you will follow behind at a distance in case I’m attacked, or my skill activates and draws the attack of high-level creatures or bandits. It is important that you stay far enough away not to be seen, in case I’m killed.”

 Melvin rolled his eyes, before saying, “Your plan is to act as bait, and kill any and everything that might try to harm someone on the road. Then, if you get killed, I’m supposed to try to safely sneak the rest of the way to the city. That sounds quite dangerous. Why don’t we just head back to the cave and get Sam and Jen’s help?”

 Tamako shrugged, and replied, “We can do that too, but you won’t make it back by tomorrow night in time for that big trade deal you didn’t want to miss.”

 “And… is that the only reason you don’t want to get Sam and Jen’s help?” Melvin inquired while activating his merchant skill.

 “And… I would rather Jen didn’t know I took the potion without understanding exactly what it would do.”

 Melvin thought to himself, Shit! The gnomes will never forgive me if I’m not there. He turned towards the road, and said, “Lead the way.” 

As Tamako ran past Melvin, she called out to him, “Check your system notices to join my party, and you can have any of the loot that gets dropped.”

Melvin thought to himself, she should have led with the offer of the loot, as he joined her party and started running after her. 

=====

 Melvin smiled as he sped down the road with Sam’s speed-enchanted shoe covers, and thought, This is exhilarating. At this pace, we might even make it back for lunch tomorrow!

 He was certain his optimistic thoughts offended The Seven Decks, when a few minutes later, he heard Tamako roar a challenge towards the side of the road.

 Tamako’s Killing Intent flared and she could sense something hiding in the thick brush off to her right. Before she could stop herself, her fury and bloodlust spiked at the thought of something challenging her dominance, and she roared.

 Melvin was a safe distance behind Tamako, but he could easily see the elephan-hammer-nose rise up, smash through the brush, and charge Tamako with its hammer-nose raised high. Melvin had only seen a hammer-nose once before, when a beast tamer brought one into Bot City. The tamer used the hammer-nose to smash through all of its opponents in the arena. Its hide had been too tough for weapons to pierce deeply enough to cause any major damage. Melvin swore to himself as he ran for a hiding spot, And this hammer-nose is almost twice as big as the one in the arena. That stupid potion has gotten her killed!

 Tamako was amazed at the size of the creature that had leaped up and charged at her. She immediately dodged to the right, hoping the beast's size and momentum would keep it from turning quickly. She was correct, except for its long weird arm-nose, shaped like a hammer on the very end. It swung around to follow her movement and smashed her with a glancing blow, even while the creature had kept moving forward. Tamako was knocked to the ground, but didn’t suffer any serious injury. However, by the time she bounced back to her feet, the creature had pivoted its body to face her. Tamako launched a spear directly into the beast's giant forehead, but even with its sharp-enchanted spear head, it only penetrated a few inches into the beast's skin. 

Melvin watched in fear and fascination from his new hiding spot in the brush. The beast raised up on its hind legs, making it possible for it to lift its nose hammer even higher into the air, and brought its hammer nose down with the mightiest of swings right on top of Tamako. Melvin cringed as he thought Noooo!

Tamako took the beasts hammer smash onto her shield, bringing its hammer to a full stop as she absorbed all of its kinetic energy. The beast paused in shock and confusion, and Tamako rolled forward under its nose and tusk. She braced herself as she released the beast’s kinetic energy directly into its massive jaw. The beast’s head lurched up from the impact, and it fell over onto its side, knocked out cold. Tamako’s fury and blood-lust didn’t end there though.

Melvin didn’t understand how Tamako could survive such a powerful hit, and he certainly didn’t know how she could be strong enough to knock out a hammer-nose. He started to get out of hiding and head towards her when he noticed her still enraged. She was heckling and swearing at the beast, as she picked up the beast’s own hammer nose, and used it to repeatedly bash into the skull of the beast, until something finally broke, and its whole head crushed inward. Melvin didn’t understand what Tamako was doing next, but Sam would have called it Tea-bagging the dead.

Melvin wasn’t sure what to do next, but then he finally felt Tamako’s Killing Intent lift off of the area. He wasn’t affected by it since he was a member of her party, but he could feel its presence while it was activated.

System Message:

As a member of Tamako’s party, you have gained 28,400 experience points. 

You are now level 19

You are now level 20

You are now level 21

It is unusual for a merchant to gain experience points fighting beasts… ohhh, wait, you were just hiding in the bushes. Plus 1 point in your merchant skill for knowing to stay out of the way when the real men and women need to fight.

Tamako was looking at Melvin when he received his system message, and she knew from his reaction that it must have been a good one. She thought to herself, he won’t be complaining anymore, so long as the experience points keep rolling in, and assuming I don’t get killed. As Melvin walked up to her, she said, “Take the loot, and then let’s get going. No time to waste.”

Melvin grinned, as he touched the hammer-nose and looted its incredibly valuable tusk, nose, and teeth. He looked up from his loot notice, and saw that Tamako had already started running ahead. He then looked around and realized how alone he was, and immediately took off running to make sure he stayed within range in case he needed rescuing.

===

 Melvin was exhausted from the running, but he was smiling to himself as they were only a few hours from Crossroads, he’d gained another two levels, and his storage ring was stuffed with valuable loot. As he watched her running up ahead, he thought, I think she’s raised her Killing Intent skill, she didn’t roar during the last attack, or mock the dead beasts after she’d killed them. I need to get her a cleaning scroll though. All the dried blood and gore on her makes me want to vomit. I wonder if…

 His thoughts were cut off as he watched a gang of bandits come out of the woods blocking her path, and slowly start surrounding her. Melvin quickly moved to a hiding spot, but his heart sank when he recognized the bandit leader, and he thought, That’s Hard Body Diamond Pants and his gang! We were so close!

 Tamako’s Killing Intent skill was improving, but she still had a long way to go. She sensed the bandits before they came out of hiding. She wanted to wait till they all came out of hiding before activating her skill, but she couldn’t hold it long, and said to the creepy looking dude with diamond’s sewn all over his pants, “You’re lucky I’m in a hurry. If you leave now, I won’t kill all of you and take your diamonds.”

 Diamond Pants reddened with rage and said, “You’re going to…”

 Tamako sensed someone far behind her near Melvin, and she roared in Diamond Pant’s face as he was speaking. Most of the bandits froze, but her taunt caused Diamond Pants and another small man with a mage’s rod to immediately charge her. More importantly she could sense the bandit near Melvin also turned his attention towards her and started charging.

Tamako didn’t want to take any chances that might cause her delay in killing the bandit near Melvin.

Melvin was worried for the first-time since the hammer-nose. Diamond-Pants’ gang consisted of several high-level fighters. He wasn’t expecting her to roar again, and it caused him to jump slightly, but he almost pissed himself when the rogue just a few feet away dropped his camouflage and started charging towards Tamako. 

“What in The Seven Decks!” Melvin screamed in surprise, and before he could even think about running for another hiding spot, a massive ballista bolt exploded the body of the rogue that was charging past him.

Tamako had released a ballista bolt into the body of Diamond Pants, the mage, and a split-second later, she'd fired one into the rogue near Melvin. The rest of the bandits were still frozen in fear though. She then pulled her sword from her storage ring and started executing them one by one.

“Stop! Stop!” Tamako heard Melvin scream, when there were only two bandits left. She controlled her blood-lust, and looked at Melvin for an explanation.

Melvin stayed a safe distance away from her and her crazy glare, but answered her, “Keep at least one of them alive. There may be more loot, or captured slaves that need our help at their hide-out.”

Tamako lowered her sword, and said to the two bandits, “When you can move again, you’ll get a chance to live.” She then proceeded to disarm them while they were still frozen. 

The only thing Tamako took from the bodies, were the ballista bolts, and again, she left everything else for Melvin. Understandably she wouldn't explain to Melvin what type of spell she used to kill the bandits with the ballista bolts, but Melvin suspected it was some type of expensive spell scroll, with how disappointed she looked after using them. However, he was giddy as he received the loot, and was also awarded bounty tickets for Diamond Pants, the robed mage-looking guy, and the rogue. Melvin took another look at this System Messages while Tamako tried to calm down enough for her Killing Intent to fade away.

System Message:

As a member of Tamako’s party, you have gained 67,000 experience points. 

You are now level 24

It is unusual for a merchant to gain experience points fighting bandits… ohhh, wait, you were just hiding in the bushes again. 

 Melvin was thinking to himself, With all these ability points from leveling placed in my merchant attribute, my place in the merchant’s guild won’t ever be questioned again!

===

 After killing a few more bandits they found keeping watch at the hideout, and freeing 7 people that had been kept or enslaved by the bandits for various reasons, as promised, Tamako let the two bandits go free. Unfortunately for the bandits, the freed slaves weren’t as forgiving. 

Melvin was glad that the rest of the trip back to Crossroads with the freed slaves was uneventful, even if it was quite slow. When they entered into the farming lands surrounding Crossroads. Melvin gave the freed slaves most of the loot and gold he took from the bandit camp, but he and Tamako had to leave them to make it back to the city in time for Melvin to get to his meeting.

 As they approached the teleporter that would take Melvin back to Bot Battle City, where his meeting was being held, Melvin said to Tamako. “For Sam and Jen’s sake, I will help you. Come to Bot Battle City with me, and stay at my place while I schedule everything for you.”


            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 59:  Managing Expectations

    
    
    
    
                Melvin said to Tamako as he was getting ready to take the teleporter back to Bot Battle City. “For Sam and Jen’s sake, I will help you. Come to Bot Battle City with me, and stay at my place while I schedule everything for you.”

===

 Melvin entered the audience room with the Merchant Guild Managers. There were only three guild managers in Bot City, and they’d kept it that way for over 20 years. Under the Guild bylaws, the three top-ranked merchants each year were allowed to petition for a manager’s position, but the merchants in Bot City all understood that the promotion hearing was a sham.

 Melvin had never expected to be in the top 3, but with his new look, his gnome sales, and all the enchanted merchandise from Sam, his ranking skyrocketed. Melvin looked up into the audience making eye contact with Jacks. He simply nodded back at Melvin, happy that he wasn’t in the top three this year and was able to avoid the humiliating experience, while still making a small fortune. If Melvin refused to attend, he would be seen as “unmotivated” and would have his largest account reassigned, and Melvin wasn’t going to do anything that would cause him to lose his gnome account.

 Tamako was pissed when she learned how Melvin would be treated by his Guild Managers. Each of the applicants were allowed to bring assistants to help them with clean up afterwards. Melvin had explained to her, “No one brings their family or friends to watch the promotion application. They always hire contract assistants to help them clean up. I wasn’t going to bring my wife or kids, and there is no need for you to go either.” Tamako refused, and had said, “That’s not acceptable. I’m going to be there for you.”

 Tamako was holding cleaning supplies and clean clothes for Melvin, as she also looked up examining the shit-eating grins on the guild managers’ faces. She then looked up into the audience seeing a few jealous faces that looked happy at how the top merchants were being treated, but most looked sympathetic, and a few had poorly hidden looks of hatred towards the Managers. She turned back towards Melvin, and the other two applicants that were waiting for the ceremony to begin.

 Melvin was used to being humiliated by others because of his former skin condition, this was nothing to him. However, he really didn’t want Tamako to be there. He was terrified that she might attack the managers, but he was in a hurry, and didn’t have enough time to convince her not to attend, as she followed him from the teleport pad straight to his meeting.

 Manager Rio smashed the podium with a gavel from the top of the steps from where she and the other managers stood. The attendees immediately silenced all conversation, and Manager Rio said, “Merchant Spades, Merchant Melvin, and Merchant Greyhound, please step forward to the base of the steps of ascension please. Melvin, Spades, and Greyhoud gave each other a commiserating look. Spades and Greyhound were both very respected merchants among the guild members, but Melvin knew that would not cause the Managers to take it easy on them. 

System Gambling Quest

Make it to the top of the stairs of ascension.

Reward: 2 merchant ability points and 2 euphoria

Penalty for failure: loss of 2 random ability points

Accept/Decline

 Melvin started to mentally select “Decline”, but he thought about his recent growth in levels, and his complete lack of concern with being humiliated, and quickly whispered to Tamako, “Do you have any euphoria antidotes on you?”

 Tamako looked confused at Melvin’s request, but whispered back, “Yes, I have several.” She didn’t actually have any on her, but she knew Jen had seven or eight, and she could get them from her using the Ear-loop. Tamako didn’t need Melvin to explain his request, and continued, “They are yours, if you need them.”

 Melvin nodded slightly, but then changed his mind at the last second and “Declined” the quest, as he gave up on, and squashed his visions of success, and then started moving forward with Spades and Greyhound to the base of the steps.

System Gambling Quest

Party Quest

Party: Tamako and Melvin

Party Leader: Tamako

Party Member Melvin must make it to the top of the stairs of ascension.

Reward: 4 merchant ability points and 4 euphoria - distribution decided by Party Leader.

Penalty for failure: loss of 4 random ability points

Party Leader: Accept/Decline 

 Melvin was shocked by the party gambling quest, and tried to “Decline” it, but couldn't since he wasn't the party leader. He was half-way to the steps and couldn’t say anything to Tamako. He held his breath in anticipation of Tamako’s decision as he continued moving forward.

 Tamako hadn’t seen a party quest like this one before, but guessed it had something to do with Melvin’s question about the euphoria. She didn’t like the idea of losing any ability points, much less being in a position where she could not influence the outcome, but thought Melvin must have known this would happen, and I promised he could use the euphoria antidotes. With a frown, she reluctantly “Accepted” the quest.

 When he saw that Tamako accepted the quest, Melvin thought, Shit, shit, shit, shit! She must have thought this quest was the reason I asked for the antidote. She’ll kill me if I cause her to lose any ability points.

 Melvin was distressed as he passively listened to the words of the managers as they went on about how their leadership was the reason for the guild's success, bla, bla, bla. Finally Manager Rio finished with, “The applicants have 10 minutes to make it to the top of the steps once the determination stone is activated. Any or all of the applicants that can make it to the top of the steps, within the time limit, are automatically promoted to Guild Manager.” Of course, the guild managers did not tell anyone, that many years ago, they paid a king’s ransom to upgrade the determination stone's pressure and nausea setting.

 The Guild Managers all placed their palms on the determination stone, and in unison, said, “Begin!”

 Spades and Greyhound had been through the promotion application before, and immediately laid down on the ground. They knew that trying to fight the determination stone, would only result in them collapsing and hurting themselves if they fell to the ground uncontrolled. Melvin wasn’t as experienced, and was surprised when he felt the pressure and nausea attack his body. He couldn’t move. He thought, this is kind of like Tamako’s Killing Intent skill, but instead of fear, I feel like shitting myself.

 Tamako was surprised when she sensed the determination stone’s influence on Melvin. It didn’t affect her, but she started to panic as her Killing Intent activated. She sat down, closed her eyes, and dove into her meditation skill, trying to control the blood lust rising in her.

 The merchants and Managers on the audience room floor, close to Tamako, were frozen in fear from her Killing Intent, but her skill primarily reacted to, and attacked the determination stone.

 Jacks, noticing that Melvin hadn’t fallen to the ground cheered, “Melvin, you can do it! Melvin! Melvin!”

 Another merchant in the stands said, “Why are the managers so silent? They always laugh at, and humiliate the applicants!”

 A female merchant with long flowing blonde hair, said, “Maybe they are afraid that Melvin will make it to the top, and break their monopoly.”

 Melvin had his own worries as he recognized Tamako’s Killing Intent, and felt the pressure from the determination stone decrease. He thought, I’ve got to hurry, or she might start killing people. Fuck! The Managers will probably try to have me killed if I make it to the top.

 Melvin looked at Spades and Greyhound who were now frozen in fear from Tamako’s Killing Intent. He quickly moved and within just a few seconds had climbed to the top of the steps. When he reached the top, the determination stone automatically turned off, and Tamako’s Killing Intent turned off as the threat was neutralized.

 The merchants were all cheering, and Spades and Greyhound were standing up in shock next to Melvin. They couldn’t believe that he had grabbed them by the collars of their shirts, and dragged them to the top of the steps with him. Melvin wanted to help them, but he also knew that he needed Spades and Greyhound to keep from being outvoted by the current Managers, and to spread out any evil intent they might have against the new Managers.

 Manager Rio and the others started to claim the test was invalid, but then all the Merchant Guild members in Bot City received The System Message announcing its three new Guild Managers. The merchants rushed the audience hall floor to congratulate the three new Managers.

 Melvin noticed that Tamako was still sitting unmoving in the meditation she used to help control her blood lust. He made his way over next to her, and a few minutes later, he finally let out a sigh of relief, when she opened her eyes, and gave him a congratulatory smile. He grinned back with nervous excitement. He'd never expected to be a Manager in the Bot City Merchant's Guild.


            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 60:  A Killer Quest

    
    
    
    
                 Jen and Sam said goodbye to Dropshot, Trifecta, and Cha Ching as they each entered The Shop’s teleporter returning to Bot Battle City. 

Sam raised his eyebrow at Jen when they were all finally gone. Jen held up her hands defensively, and said, “O.K., O.K. I owe you one. They were a handful, but at least Melvin’s family will always have a way to make money with the simple healing charms.”

 Sam took in a deep breath of air through his nose, while raising an eyebrow, and said, “If they stick with the plan of simply reselling them through one of Melvin’s contacts, they should be fine. However, those kids are young, and they might get greedy or want recognition for their skills, or who knows what, and they will end up in a world of misery.”

 Jen frowned at Sam as she replied, “Let it go boomer. People have to take care of themselves and take responsibility for their own actions at some point.”

 Sam looked around at the crowd in The Shop as everyone else looked towards the door at a gambler being arrested by the guards. Always a catch 22, do I look at the commotion to avoid potential problems, or is the commotion a distraction, and I should be looking for trouble coming from another direction. At least Jen’s psych skill can usually sense emotional swings from hidden troubles, Sam thought. He then said, “Is Slim nearby yet?”

 Jen didn’t need her psych skill to tell that Sam was getting paranoid about something, “You getting one of those gut feelings?”

 Sam looked around and thought about their surroundings before answering,, “No, it’s just nerves. Something, I don’t know what, has triggered some old memories.” He paused, took a deep breath, and said, “Nothing like multi-focus and meditation to throw off old thoughts.”

 Jen knew from past conversations that she wasn’t going to get Sam to actually address the emotional trauma of losing his friends in combat.  I can’t wait to get Kelly back. She’ll know how to handle him, she thought. Jen then answered Sam’s question, “Slim will be waiting for us at the Inn.” Then she touched her finger to the Ear-loop and said to Sam, “Tamako is on her way.”

===

 Sam and Jen simply nodded at Tamako when she arrived through the teleporter, wanting to get out of The Shop, find a private place, and change their anonymity masks again. They weren’t certain who might be watching and/or tracking incoming adventurers. 

 Everyone in Crossroads was tense with the threatening signals coming from just across the river in Plinko City. If the Oracle Quest didn’t start soon, Jen thought the pent up energy might result in an all-out conflict between the two small towns.

 As they neared the Inn, Slim was already there and waiting on them, and said, “Forget the Inn. Lady Domino is on her way here. She is making a personal appearance to signal to Plinko City to back off. I’ve found out there’s a noble over in Plinko City that rents out houses, or more likely shacks, to adventuring parties that are waiting on the Oracle Quest to start.” Slim paused for effect, and then continued, “Unless you would prefer to just wait for Lady Domino, and then we can kill that arrogant woman again!”

 “No!” Jen replied quickly, hoping to cut off any agreements from Tamako or Sam.

 Slim smirked, “Worth a try.”

 Tamako asked, “Why don’t we head back to the Cave?”

 Sam replied, “I need 5 or 6 days in a City to work on some enchantments, where I can get access to different supplies and materials more quickly.”

 Jen continued, “And while he does that, you and I need to find out more information about the Oracle Quest. While it’s clear the return teleportation will send you directly to one of The Shops in Domino Hill’s territory. There’s all kinds of disagreements about where and how the teleportation pads send you in the Oracle Deck.”

===

 There wasn’t a bridge connecting Crossroads and Plinko City, but there were a significant number of merchant boats going back and forth between the two towns, and they were able to find a boat to take them across fairly easily. However, it was late afternoon before they were finally settled in a rental shack on the edge of town. Surprisingly, it was fairly large with four bedrooms and a living area, but it was in terrible condition. Fortunately, it was actually a good location, because they had about half an acre of land for privacy. There were also many other shacks nearby with adventurers that Jen felt she could eavesdrop on, in hopes of finding out about the Oracle Deck.

 After Sam finished setting up a perimeter security system, and silencing rods inside the shack, Slim demanded to Tamako, “give me my loot.”

 Jen had already negotiated with Slim, and they’d agreed he would get everything except the mind-stone, the core Jen was experimenting with, and 1,000 of the gold that Tamako had already spent in Bot City using the recall arena for training her Killing Intent.

 Slim eyed Lady Domino’s ring and removed the dungeon core by dropping it directly onto the floor. Everyone watched with anticipation, as Slim sniffed the core before looking up at Jen.

 Jen replied to Slim’s unasked question, “Its mana feels different than the core I’ve been experimenting with. It also doesn’t feel like the mana from either of the other two dungeons we’ve been in.”

 Slim used one of his claws to prick his other paw and drop blood on the core.

 Jen received a System Message:

System Message:

Your bonded mana cat has obtained control of a dungeon core. Would you like to:

  A. Place the core for the creation of a linked System dungeon.

  B. Enable private management of the dungeon core

  C. Give control of the core to your bonded mana cat? Warning!!! Your bonded mana cat may use the dungeon core to break the mana-bond it has with you.

 Jen selected option “C” giving control of the core to Slim, and then Slim received a System Message.

System Message:

  A. Return control of the core to your Mistress.

  B. Consume the core and use its power to break the mana-bond with your Mistress.

  C. Consume the core and use its power to evolve your nature. Warning!!! Evolution will cause incapacitation for a short amount of time.

System Gambling Quest

  D. Consume the core and break the bond with your Mistress. Kill your Mistress within 24 hours. Reward - regain all your lost levels from creating the mana-bond, and receive all of your Mistress’s ability points for your personal use.

Slim Thought about Option D, not about actually accepting it, but just how nice it would be to have all his levels back, and how he would spend that many ability points. Slim thought to himself, how absurd! I’m already as evolved as anything can become, but maybe it’s an evolution of strength. Slim allowed Jen to see the quests through their bond, and asked her, “What do you think about the evolution option?”

Jen read the quests and replied, “I love you too Slim.”

Slim rolled his eyes, and said, “Oh my god! Keep that up, and I will select option D!”

Jen laughed, as she thought about the evolution option, “It doesn’t say in what way or how long you will be incapacitated. Of course, I’ll take care of you, but The System is usually trying to be sneaky when it adds vague terms to its messages.”

As Slim moved to replace the dungeon core into the ring, Jen asked, “How can you move to store the ring again after activating it? Sam and I were forced to select an option before storing the core.”

Slim gave Jen the same look of superiority that cats have been giving people for hundreds of years, then said, “Obviously, I’m better than you or this core, and it knows not to test my patience.” He then swept the core back into his ring.

Jen was surprised that Slim didn’t select option C, and said, “What if it doesn’t give you the same option when you take it out of the ring again?”

Slim started walking towards the door, and said, “I don’t need anything a dungeon core has. I’m already fabulous!” He was also wondering if Sam could break into the storage rings he’d looted from his old mistress Vicki Chang, but he didn’t like the idea of letting others know too much about what treasures he kept hidden.

Tamako called out to Slim before he left, “Are you going to check on how much Lady Domino’s bounty ticket is?”

Slim could open the door, but he liked to give Log work to do, and he figured Log could handle the duties of a doorman, so he just turned his head looking impatiently at Sam, until Sam walked over and opened the door for him, and then he replied to Tamako, “I have her bounty ticket, that is a much better trophy than a bunch of gold.”

            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 61:  Action Man

    
    
    
    
                “They shouldn’t feel any pain,” Jen said to Tamako in the small dark alley, right after she placed eight homeless people into a deep, almost comatose state of sleep. Jen dropped her mice and lizards and steered them off to keep watch, and then she and Tamako started taking turns healing each of the homeless people.

As Tamako worked on healing the rheumatoid arthritis of an elderly lady, she said to Jen, “Is Sam doing O.K.?”

Jen shrugged, and replied, “He doesn’t like this unknown waiting time for the Oracle Quest and Deck to open. I’m surprised he hasn’t changed his mind and decided to go ahead and jump to the Third Deck. So…he’s just frustrated.”

Tamako suggested, “maybe we should jump to the Third Deck as we originally planned.”

“Maybe, but there is still the issue of exactly how we are going to survive a wild jump to the Oracle Deck or the Third Deck. It’s just the waiting that is frustrating him. How about you? After all the dying, but not dying in the recall arena over the last few weeks and using your Killing Intent skill. All the death still isn’t started bothering you?”

Tamako answered, “I know you and Sam are new to The Decks and The System, but I never doubt for a moment that The System will heal me just like it claims.” Tamako then looked over at Jen and announced, “I’m done,” after healing the 3rd homeless person. Her mana was not as pure as Jen’s, and even with Jen’s help, she still hadn’t improved her mana technique much. Even so, Tamako’s tattoo still wasn’t out of mana, but she made sure to always keep at least a 40% reserve for emergencies.

Jen looked over at Tamako, nodding with a worried sigh and said, “Just a minute while I heal the last two.” 

After healing the last person, Jen was about to leave the sleeping vagrants with a command to count to 30 before fully waking up, when she heard Tamako quietly exclaim, “what the heck!” and looked over to see her inspecting something down at her feet.

Tamako called to Jen, “Come over here and look at this.” As Jen approached, Tamako said, “it keeps pulling on my pants as if it wants me to follow it.”

“Holy crap! That looks like an animated action figure!” exclaimed Jen as she got a closer look. 

“What’s an ‘action figure’?” asked Tamako. 

Jen laughed, “it’s a type of toy they made on earth that was based on make-believe heroes and villains, but of course the toys did not move on their own like this thing.” Jen kneeled down and tried to extend her psych ability towards the little man and communicate with him. “It’s odd. I think it is intelligent, and partially self-aware, but it’s being controlled or directed by someone’s mana or will. It’s almost like a monster that is being controlled by a dungeon, but not exactly.”

Jen pinged Slim with a mental request through their bond, “Slim, if you're close by, I would like to request your opinion on something.” 

Tamako was getting anxious as Jen continued to stare at the action figure silently, and she finally used one of Sam’s favorite questions, and asked, “What’s the plan?” 

As Jen picked up the action figure, she replied, “I’m going to set these people to wake up in 30 seconds, and we’re going to take action-man somewhere else. Does that work for you?” 

Slightly confused, Tamako replied, “Yea, that’s fine, but why are you calling it action man?” 

Jen smiled at hearing her question and said, “I would probably call it something like G.I. Joe, but that is sure to be copyrighted, So I am using action-man as a generic name for this little guy.” 

Tamako just shook her head with annoyance at all the weird names and customs Jen and Sam would use for things. She thought about asking her what a ‘copyright’ was, but just let it go.

As Jen was leaving the alley heading in the direction action-man was pointing, she felt Slim’s presence nearby, and she said to Tamako, “Slim’s going to be here in a few minutes, I want his opinion on action man.”

The action-man was not trying to get away while they waited for Slim, but he was insistent about taking them somewhere. Jen almost let a giggle escape as Slim sauntered/waddled around the corner, whipping his tail back and forth. 

Slim asked, “What does the great Mistress Jen command of me?” 

Jen’s raised an eyebrow with annoyance. “Slim, I’m not falling for your trolling anymore! We both know I don’t order you around.”

Slim interrupted her. “My little pure-heart, you are usually too easy to tease, but I guess not today. So… I need some scratching.” Slim rolled over on his back for a tummy rub.

Tamako laughed at Slim’s antics and Jen promised paybacks for his teasing, as they both gave him some serious scratching and affection.

If an action figure could look exasperated, action-man gave it his best try, as he was insistent on them following him right away. Action man then jumped from Jen’s hands and she noticed he was limping, and looked like he was missing a few parts, but he moved along pretty quickly.

Slim actually looked surprised when he spotted action-man, “That’s a puppet! How did you get a puppet?” 

Jen replied, “He found us, but what’s a puppet?” 

Slim cautiously inspected action-man, “He’s a small one. Puppeteers make puppets. They can be powerful. Some are basic and mindless like a golem, but others, like this one, can become pretty advanced. When I was very young, about 200 years ago, a puppeteer entered my dungeon with an army of puppets. Most were basic, and as soon as I shut down their mana connection with the puppeteer, they stopped moving. I then found out the more advanced puppets didn’t need a constant mana connection with their puppeteer. However, without their basic-puppet cannon fodder to slow me down, I quickly killed the advanced puppets and their puppeteer. Years later I overheard my slaver Mai Chang trying to locate a puppeteer for something she was planning, and it seemed like the skill must have died out because she wasn’t able to find one.”

Slim rolled over to his feet and said, “let’s see where he wants us to go.” 

Slim’s response surprised Jen, but as she thought about it, action-man had a lot in common with Slim. Tamako looked at Jen and shrugged in agreement.

They were cautious. Jen was really pushing a lot of mana into her psych ability to feel for threats in Plinko City. As they turned and started walking down an exceptionally dark and filthy alley, Slim realized Jen and Tamako weren’t making any noise with their footsteps, causing Slim to almost trip over his own feet. Slim corrected his balance and inspected the soles of their boots. “This is superb work!” Then he said hastily, “but don’t tell Log I said that.”

Jen laughed and said, “Don’t worry, it’s our secret. Sam’s head is big enough as it is.”

“I know! It’s ridiculous how full of himself he can be at times!” Slim said, and started waddling forward, following action-man again. Both Jen and Tamako laughed at the cat-kettle calling the pot black.

Action man finally led them to a crumpled heap of an old beggar. He was laying in the alley with nothing but an empty bowl next to him. Without using her psych ability to sense the mana and emotions from the old man, Jen would have thought him dead. Tamako leaned down to get a closer look and jerked back when she realized that both of the man’s eyes were plucked out, and both of his hands were cut off. She then somewhat quietly snapped her fingers next to his ears, and commented, “what the hell! How is this man surviving without sight, hearing, or hands?” 

Just then, action-man ran over to the bowl lying next to the old man, and took a few crumbs of food out of his little pack and placed it in the man’s bowl. Apparently, the old man could still smell, as he moved his head over and licked the crumbs out of the bowl. 

Tamako used her body scan on the old man and reported, “He’s also missing part of his tongue, which is preventing him from speaking. He is in a pitiful state, but all his major organs are in working order.” 

Jen asked, “what do you think we should heal first?” 

Slim replied, “Pure-heart, heal nothing unless you want to create more pain for him. He is here in this condition because someone wants him to be. If you heal him up, they will do it to him all over again, and then look for the person who helped him.”

Tamako pulled a large sack out of her ring and said, “Let’s go,” as she put the man into the sack, and action-man jumped into the sack with him. “We will take him back to the shack, heal him up and smuggle him over to Domino Hill, and he will never know our identity.” 

Tamako’s actions surprised Jen, but she was happy with the show of support. Slim gave a cat shrug. “That might work too,” he said.

As they entered the house, Slim ran off into Sam’s workshop room, and Jen heard Sam say, “Hey Slim!” and she knew Sam would have picked Slim up and started scratching him all over. Then Jen heard Slim, “Tell me about the dimensional space enchantments on the boots!” Jen laughed to herself, thinking Sam finally had someone to discuss the details of his ring enchantments with. She knew Slim would bring Sam up to speed about the abused old man.

            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 62:  Pudding

    
    
    
    
                “How are you doing, old man?” asked Sam as he checked up on the guest Jen and Tamako brought home. The crazy old man looked down at the action figure for some sort of silent guidance, and replied to Sam in a sing-song voice with the only words he had spoken so far, “More Pudding!”

Sam shook his head. “O.K. Old-man Pudding, I will get you some more, but you’ve eaten almost all the pudding we could find in the market. You’re going to need to eat something else soon.”

Jen and Tamako had spent nearly a week re-growing his hands, tongue, eyes, fixing his hearing, and fixing about every bone in his body. Sam had to place some silence formations in the old man’s room to keep his insane screams from driving everyone crazy, and Jen was using her psych ability to try and rehabilitate his mind and sanity. He was finally no longer screaming, but they still had him restrained to a recliner type bed.

Later that day, Sam was finishing the enchantments on the last of the weapons designated for auction when Jen and Tamako returned. Sam noticed at a glance that Tamako must have lost her sparring match in Plinko’s battle arena, as she glowered while heading directly to the back yard to continue training.

Jen stopped to look in on Sam and said, “Her biggest problem fighting really large opponents is mass. It doesn’t matter how strong or fast she gets, they simply have a size advantage in an open-air arena. Of course, she has the advantage in a narrow alley, small building, or dungeon. She is insane; she thinks she should always win no matter what!”

Sam continued working and just laughed at Jen, saying, “Give me a break. You are just as competitive, just not about fighting. You millennials completely lack the ability of self-reflection.”

Jen snorted, “Whatever Boomer, anyway, what’s our guest been up to?”

Sam replied, “Old-man Pudding has done nothing all morning except ask for more pudding to eat. He’s a weird dude!”

Jen pulled up a chair and leaned in saying, “let me tell you about the gossip we’ve heard.”

Sam raised his eyebrows at Jen in curiosity. “What’s that? Is it something about the Oracle?”

“No, it’s about the old man. In the arena today, we heard some of the Acid Guild fighters saying how Soup Bowl Bob had disappeared. Apparently, almost 100 years ago he double crossed their guild somehow, and after torturing him into insanity, they left him in the streets as a warning to anyone that might try to act against them. It’s said that their young fighters often make a point of kicking and beating him when they are heading to the battle arena. If he ever looks like he is going to die, they send in a healer to do just enough to keep him alive! Slim had it right when he said to keep him hidden away and to keep our identities hidden from him. The Acid Guild is on a rampage trying to figure out what happened to him.”

Sam shook his head in disbelief. “Wow, that’s messed up!”

Jen nodded in sympathy. “Right! One hundred years of insanity and torture. I wonder how he double-crossed them?”

Sam snorted. “With the Acid Guild, could have been anything. He probably failed to bow low enough when one of those jackasses walked by.”

Jen replied, “I doubt it was something as simple as that. You’ve seen that he is level 31 with almost all of his ability points in agility and mana, and he has eight active mana channels.”

Having such a powerful and crazy man in their home worried Sam, and he said, “Well, at least it appears he lacks the strength to break out of the restraints physically. What’s the plan for him, Boss?”

Jen sighed deeply and replied, “that’s going to depend on if I can get through to him. I have my work cut out for me with this guy’s sanity.”

Just as Jen was leaving, Sam called out, “Wait! I almost forgot. Did you know Slim killed that Poison Dagger guild leader when we first jumped to the Second Deck, the one everyone thought escaped?”

Jen laughed. “No, but that makes perfect sense. He wouldn’t miss a chance to get loot from a bad guy that’s on the O.K. to kill list.”

Sam replied, “Exactly, and he bragged to me about a bracer with a mana shield enchantment that he took from the guy. Look, I know that loot belongs to him, and how weird he is about loot. I also agree that he has every right to keep me from copying the shield enchantment, but if he mentions he wants anything, let me know. I want to find something he would trade it for.”

Jen shrugged and laughed, “O.K., but don’t hold your breath. He already has a harem of cats in Plinko City bringing him everything he wants.”

=======

Jen had noticed that her ninja skills, the ones she didn’t regularly use were fading, but now her AI could focus her memories to such a detail that it felt like she was experiencing them again, re-igniting all the ninja skills she learned from the scroll on the First Deck. Additionally, she could review her memory for all the details her senses picked up the first time, but she failed to notice originally. It was like a movie she vaguely remembered, but now she could re-watch and freeze-frame it, inspecting every item in the background of each movie frame if she wanted to. Unfortunately, as her AI’s power grew, it continued to draw more and more on her mana supply. Jen was thinking about how to increase her mana pool, when Tamako entered the house.

Tamako stored her armor and weapons, and laid down on the couch resting her head in Jen’s lap, and asked, “Have you seen Slim lately?” Interrupting Jen’s musings on her mana usage.

Jen started running her fingers through her hair, and said, “It’s your lucky day. Slim came in earlier, and he’s in Sam’s work-room, inspecting that storage ring Sam picked up when he visited the Gnome district.”

Tamako quickly sat upright, almost hitting Jen in the face, saying, “Sorry, my flower! But I thought we should ask Slim if he knew anything about the rumors of the slave market that's supposed to be set up somewhere just outside of Plinko City.” Tamako really just wanted to get out there and kick some ass, and hoped that Jen would agree if it was a cause she supported.

Jen replied with a mischievous grin, “Watch this,” and she pulled a sealed metal can out of her storage device and opened the lid, making a “creesssshh” sound.

As quick as a blink-step, Slim was waddling into the room rubbing up against Jen’s legs saying, “You didn’t tell me you got more of those canned lizard nibbles from the gnomes!”

As she placed the food on a plate and set it on the table for Slim, she replied, “I didn’t. I was saving this last can as a surprise, but don't worry, we should be getting more from Melvin soon.”

Tamako waited patiently while Slim garbled down the entire contents of the can, and then said, “You interested in a trade?”

“Depends on what kind of trade.”

“Next time we are traveling together, I’ll trade you my first choice of loot, if you can find out if the rumors of a slave market are true, and if they are, where it is being held. I need you to do it quickly though.”

“Why do you care who’s taking people?” Slim said as he jumped into Jen’s lap and batted at her hand with his paw, demanding that she scratch him under the neck.

Tamako sighed, and said, “They are kidnapping and hurting poor people in the City, and we’re just sitting around waiting for the Oracle Deck to open. However, I…”

“Wait!” Slim interrupted. “As you started speaking, I realized I don’t really care, or actually need to know more. It’s a deal.”

Jen sensed Slim was about to pull a fast one on Tamako, but before she could say anything, Tamako replied, “Great! I’ve done a little investigation of my own, and you need to start with the Black-Deck Merchant Caravan because they are planning to leave the City any day now, and if it’s them, they’ll be taking the slaves with them.”

Slim corrected Tamako, “That caravan is actually pulling out in five days, but don’t worry, I’ve already completed my part of the bargain?”

Tamako looked at Slim suspiciously, “What do you mean? How do you already know who’s kidnapping people and running a slave market?”

Slim replied, “A scout with the Double Down gang, named Roach Dice, travels with the Black-Card Merchants. He put a quest on capturing the Cat lady. I don’t know the Cat Lady's actual name, but she’s the one that gives savory treats to a bunch of my girls in the City.”

Tamako asked excitedly, “When’s he going after the Cat Lady?”

“Samira, my Persian, was in the Black-Card camp and overheard Roach talking with a thin lady about creating a quest to kidnap her.”

Tamako jumped up, and said to Jen, “You coming? We need to find the Cat Lady before she’s taken.”

Slim twisted to keep Jen from shifting him off her lap, and said, “Slow down! I already killed Roach and the thin lady that was helping him. Nobody is allowed to mess with my cats or their human friends.”

Jen gave Tamako a frustrated look at Slim's words, but simply took in a deep calming breath, and asked him “What about all the other slaves the caravan is holding?”

“That I don’t know, and that was not part of my deal with Tamako.”

Sam had entered the room when Tamako was making her deal with Slim, and when Tamako started to get up again, after learning the kidnap victims were still in captivity, he was relieved when Jen raised her hand to Tamako in a motion to hold-up, and she said, “Also, we can’t just barge into their caravan, kill them all, and free the victims.”

“Why not? You want us to free them, don’t you?” Tamako replied.

Slim jumped from Jen’s lap and said, “We should just kill them all and take their loot. That’s actually a great plan!”

“And free the kidnapped victims.” Tamako reminded Slim.

Slim replied to Jen, when responding to Tamako's comment. “Of course, that too pure-heart.”

“Not helping Slim!” replied Jen, and then explained, “If the Double Down gang controls them, many of the members of the Black-Card Caravan may be innocent of any wrong-doing.”

Tamako frowned at Jen’s words and said, “So let me guess. You think the merchants are being strong-armed by the gang. Then if we kill all the gang members traveling with the merchants, and set the prisoners free, the rest of the gang will slaughter the merchants for allowing it to happen.”

Sam didn’t like the way the conversation was heading. He didn’t want them to spend their remaining time before the Oracle Deck opened, tracking down and killing every member of this gang. He cleared his throat to get their attention, and said, “I’m all for freeing the slaves held captive by the merchants. However, the caravan needs to take care of itself…”

“but what about…” Jen tried to interrupt, but Sam continued to speak over her and finished, “The Black-Deck Caravan is rich enough to hire guild fighters to protect them or rescue any family members the gang is probably holding hostage. We rescue the slaves, but the rest is not our problem. We could spend a lifetime on the Second Deck trying to right all the injustices. If that’s what you want to do after we get Kelly back, no problem, but let’s get Kelly back first. Right now, we need to spend our time learning more about the Oracle Deck, and exactly how we’re going to stay safe after we jump there.”

Jen then argued, “O.K, but what’s your plan for us leveling up while we sit around here waiting for the Oracle Deck to open?”

“What are you talking about? I’m receiving thousands of points almost every day from crafting, and you just received a bunch from your AI development, and if Tamako’s not getting experience or stats from all of her training, we can think of something.”

Jen’s mouth tightened as she shook her head in disagreement, and directed her AI, “Show Sam’s stats.” Jen raised her eyebrow in frustration before saying to Sam, “Open permissions in your AI Mr. Paranoid.”

“I’m not worried about you reading my stats, but what if someone else breaks into my AI. I like to leave it closed unless you need to access it." Sam then said, "O.K. Bell, please give access to Jen, Tamako, and Slim.”

Jen replied, “I know you trust me, but I can assure you it is firewalled…” Her forehead creased in confusion, then she asked, “Wait, did you give your AI a name?”

Sam raised an eyebrow, “Yea, I did, and Bell’s awesome. She actually finds my work interesting.”

Jen shook her head, and explained, “It’s quicker if you just let the AI integrate with your thoughts instead of giving it a name and voice commands, but let’s not get off topic. Open Sam’s stats.”

Jen highlighted the experience points in Sam’s stat sheet, that everyone could see popped up in their vision, and Slim was able to view Sam’s stat sheet through his mana bond with Jen.

Jen explained, “Yes, you received 40,000 experience points over the last two weeks, but you still need almost 2 million to get to the next level. Additionally, you can see that your stats are starting to stagnate. Tamako and I are experiencing the same thing. Our training isn’t increasing our stats like it used to.”

Sam asked, “O.K., but we already have enough mana to jump to the Oracle Deck and then to Third Deck when we get back from there. What’s the big deal?”

Jen replied, “The problem is the Joan of Arc Guild will not sell us a Deck jump to the Third Deck, and I wouldn’t trust any other guild. I’m not even sure I trust the Arc guild after our dealings with that Deck Director Roger.”

Tamako chimed in, “Jen, you know you just made Sam’s argument for him, right?”

Slim purred, “Let’s start with Sam’s excellent plan. We free these prisoners first, but then we charge the Black-Deck Caravan all their gold to free any of their people being held captive by the Double Down gang. That way we get paid for doing what we know Jen is already planning on doing. Finally, we get to take all the loot the Double Down gang has in its possession. Just imagine all the stuff they have stolen over the years!”

Tamako lightly slapped her hand on the table before saying, “Exactly! Those greedy merchants may not want to be involved with the bandits, but they have certainly been complicit with their actions. They should pay us!”

Sam turned to head towards his work room and grumbled, “Whatever! As long we come up with a plan to safely deck jump first, and our actions don’t slow down getting Kelly back!”

Jen started to yell at Sam about paying attention to his stat sheet, but then had an idea, “Bell! Please make Sam pay attention to his stats.”

A young female voice replied in everyone’s AI, “Will do Ms. Jen. Sam is stubborn, but I will wear him down.”

Jen heard Sam grumble, “Traitor!” and then she heard a giggle from Bell as she said, “You know deep down you want me to, or I wouldn’t have agreed!”

Tamako looked at Jen confused, “What’s happened to Sam’s AI?”

Jen grinned as she replied, “I think his AI modified itself to communicate with Sam in a way to maximize its efficiency. I like her. She’s sassy, and best of all, she can now babysit that old Boomer instead of me!”

Tamako snorted at Jen’s comment.

Jen asked, “What!”

Tamako replied while rolling her eyes, “You love being all in his business.”

Jen harrumphed, “Whatever, help me make a plan to Deck jump safely and a way to get those slaves free.”




            

    
        BK 2 - Chapter 63:  Bagged (re-write)

    
    
    
    
                Jen wanted to sneer in disdain at the low-quality enchantments the Black-Card caravan was using to protect its perimeter, but she kept her guard up and was thinking, these pathetic traps and alerts could be for misdirection. That’s something Sam would do. There might be a nasty trap enchantment just waiting for me to get too confident and move too quickly.

She’d been surveilling the Black-Card caravan for about an hour, when just after the sun set, a short thin man ran into the caravan leader’s tent. A few minutes later, the caravan camp looked like an ant bed that was stepped on. Jen was sure they were preparing to leave as fast as possible.

Jen was too far out of town for her soundwave to work, but her Ear-loop allowed her to easily message Sam. She whispered, “You there?’

Sam, “Yea, what’s up?”

Jen, “They just started packing up in a frenzy to leave. Get Tamako, and head this way.”

Sam, “We’ll be there in 20. Wait till we get there before you do anything.”

Jen, “O.K.”

Damnit! Where are the rest! Jen thought to herself, as she looked at the small tent where she was sure some of the slaves were being held. There was only one single female guard on the outside of the tent. Jen marked its location and information with her AI, so that Sam and Tamako would know exactly where it was located. She’d already sent out two of her lizards and was using them to look for more information, but was about to go herself and continue searching for where the other slaves were being held, when a man ran up to the guard, and said, “We’re screwed, we’ve got to leave now!”

The female guard said, “What happened?!”

The man replied urgently, “I don’t know all the details, but the Double Down gang is coming after us. I’ve been sent to grab Prince Clubs and the bagged girl, and then you need to collapse the cavern.”

The female guard frowned, are grumbled, “But I’ve been enjoying my little play things so much.”

The man frowned and looked a little green from her words, but then the female guard continued, “High and Low are inside. They will help you with the Prince and the bagged girl. DO NOT get in a hurry with the bagged girl. NO slip ups with her!”

The man nodded in reply, and then moved the tent flap to the side as he quickly walked in.

After hearing the conversation, Jen no longer imagined the woman was a simple guard, and after hearing her comments regarding her play things, she decided the woman was going to be her first human test subject. Jen used her psych skill to weave her mana though the woman’s natural mental defenses, but instead of trying to take over the her mind, and controlling her like the lizards, she overloaded the woman’s mind with her mana.

Jen thought to herself, Fuck you! You evil bitch, as the woman’s brain was mostly fried and she was now standing there frozen like a mindless carrot. Jen would’ve like to have sent one of her lizards into the tent first, but they were too far away, and she also needed them to keep looking for the other slaves. Jen ran over next to the now mindless woman, paused for a second to see if she could hear any noise inside the tent. After hearing nothing, but with no extra time to waste, she pulled out a couple of Sam’s all-flash-no-bang stones, tossed them through the tent door, and quickly entered a second later. Unless the men inside just happen to have their eyes closed, Jen knew from her and Sam’s testing, anyone inside would be disoriented and rubbing their eyes like they’d been staring directly into the sun for 10 seconds.

As Jen stepped through the tent door, she noticed three men at the entrance to a gated and sloped tunnel that led into the ground. Sam’s all-flash-no-bangs worked perfectly, and they never even saw the throwing daggers that killed them. She then left the tent and pulled the woman back inside. After killing the woman and looting all the bodies, she quickly removed the looted keys that The System had placed into her storage ring.

Opening the gate to the tunnel that was dug down into the earth, Jen slowly started making her way down the tunnel. When crushing the woman’s mind, she’d sensed some type of earth skill, and now as she walked down the tunnel, she guessed the Black-Card Caravan must have used her skill or other earth mages to build these tunnels for hiding their loot and keeping their foot-print small. She’d only walked about 20 feet when the tunnel turned slightly to the left before opening into a giant cavern. Jen moved slowly around the curve of the tunnel looking for anymore guards, but found what looked like nearly a hundred slaves packed into the cavern and chained to the floor. She also noticed a young man chained to the far wall away from the other slaves, but he’d been provided a bed to sit and sleep on. Last, Jen looked at the little bagged girl, the guard referred to. She had chains holding her to a post from head to foot, with a bag over her head, and enchantments carved into the chains. She’s locked up like Hannibal Lecter, Jen thought.

As Jen fully stepped into the cavern, everyone turned to look at her. None of them made a sound. The slaves chained to the floor tried to make themselves look invisible, the young man just looked at her with disgust, and the bagged girl did nothing.

Jen heard Sam though her sound wave, “We’re two minutes out.”

Jen replied, “I’ve found the slaves. As soon as you are a little closer, my AI will update you and Tamako with my exact location, and the location of the Caravan Chief’s tent, and everything else my lizards have observed. Make a distraction away from me, so I can get the slaves out.”

Sam confirmed, “Will do. Expect a 30-second count down on the distraction in less than five.”

Jen hesitated on who to let go first, but then she noticed that the mass of slaves was actually in four lines. Each slave had a collar around their neck attached to a chain, and that chain was attached to the main chain running down the line they were in. Jen looked at the keys on the ring she’d looted from the dead guards, and guessed the different keys probably matched up with the different groups.

She approached the first line of slaves. Noticing the terror in their eyes, she used her psych skill and hypnotic ability to infuse her voice with power, and announced, “Everyone stay calm. I’m here to free you. The caravan is packing up to leave, and we must move quickly to get all of you out of here. If we don’t get out of this cavern, they are going to collapse it on all of us.”

The young man began, “Why are they going to …”

Jen cut him off, infusing her voice with more power, and said firmly, “No questions. My colleagues are going to start a diversion in a few minutes. I need to get all of you unchained and ready to run.”

The slaves were still terrified, but were mumbling amongst themselves as Jen opened the lock on the first row’s main chain. As she checked the lock on the first slave’s collar in that row, she found that the same key opened it.

“Thank you!” cried the woman as she was freed from the collar.

Jen ordered her, “Take this key and start freeing everyone else in your row.” She then reminded and ordered everyone else again, “Don’t leave the cavern until I tell you to!”

She then found the keys to the other lines of slaves, and had them start freeing themselves, before heading over to the young man.

As she approached the man, he said, “I’m Prince Ace of Hearts, I'm sure there is a significant gambling quest for freeing me, but if you free me, they’ll hunt you down, even if they have to hire an elf to do it.”

Jen cocked and eyebrow in surprise, but said, “Thanks for the warning, but if I don’t free you, you’ll die here.”

The Prince nodded, held out the chains around his wrists, and said, “Then by all means, I am happy to accept your help.”

As Jen unlocked the Prince, she asked him, “What do you know of the bagged girl over there?”

The Prince replied, “She just arrived a week ago. All I know is that our captors are absolutely terrified of her. If I were you, I would either leave her here, or keep her constrained until you get her somewhere that’s very safe for you to question her.”

Jen noticed a timer pop-up in her onboard display, and announced to the slaves that were all mumbling with fear and anticipation. One large slave, a man, was blocking the cavern tunnel. If it wasn't for him, it was clear that several of the other slaves would’ve already run out of cavern.

Jen pushed through the crowd, making her way to the big man. She pulled a basic spear from her storage ring, and said to him, “This is for you.” She then started pulling out spear after spear handing them to the slaves, around 40 spears in total. The Prince finally pushed his way to the front of the cavern near the big slave, and said to him, “Potluck, with these numbers and the spears, it’s time we take our revenge.”

Potluck handed the Prince the spear he was holding, and replied, “Yes, sire.”

Jen announced to the group, “Fifteen seconds! Follow me, and I’ll lead you back to the City.”

The Prince shrugged, and announced to both Jen and all the slaves, “We’ll be taking our revenge, and any who comes with me will be rewarded!”

Many of the slaves now had the desire of revenge in their eyes, and looked at Jen for permission, and she replied, “Do what you want, you're free! Raise your hand if you want to come back to the City with me.” None raised their hand.

At the surprise in Jen’s face from their response, the Prince informed her, “The City did nothing to protect them, nor anything to rescue them. Going back there doesn’t really help them.”

Jen started to reply, but realized they were out of time, “Get ready to go! Five, four, three…”

The Prince commanded, “Let’s kill them all! Follow me!”

That’s when Jen heard power in his voice. It wasn’t controlling power, but motivating power. She then focused on the video in her AI, as all hell broke loose on the surface, as Sam’s catapults were dropping logs, boulders, and flash-Bangs everywhere on the other side of the caravan camp.

Jen initially planned on sending the slaves out towards Tamako's location before returning to the bagged girl, but now with all the slaves following the Prince, she ordered Tamako to keep up the distraction, and instead for Sam to make his way over to her.

Tamako wanted to object. She didn’t think a strange, dangerous, weird bagged girl, was worth the extra risk. However, Jen was the boss leading this assault, and it wasn't the time for giving feedback or input.

In the confusion of the fighting, Sam was able to make it to the tent in just a couple of minutes. He said to Jen as he ran past her and down the tunnel, “I know, I know. Bell told me. You’re going to keep watch while I try to free the bagged girl.”

Sam hurried over to where the girl was secured, and tried to talk to her or get her attention, but she didn’t move or respond to him in any way. He took a closer look at the bag and noticed it was also interlocked with enchanted chains around her body and could not be removed. Sam used his words of power skill to start breaking out the meaning of the enchantments on her chains. His mana began to run low as he continued to split off each portion of the enchantment into his multi-focus skill for decryption with his words of power skill.

Sam said, "I don't know if you can hear me or not, but I'm trying to figure out how to get your free from these chains. Just hold on." He then frowned as the girl still made no sound or acknowledgment of his actions.

Sam messaged Jen, "Breaking the enchantments is going to take too long. I'm going to see if I can break the post out of the ground and just carry her, the post, and the chains altogether out of here."

Jen ordered, “Do whatever’s necessary to get her out of there, unless your gut starts telling you otherwise.”

Sam replied, “Will do,” and after noticing an arrow from his evolved luck stat pointing out of the cavern, he knew they needed to get out of there ASAP. Sam soon realized that the ground around the post was turned into something as hard a concrete. He then bent down to take a closer look around the back of the post and get a view of its base. Her hands were locked in place around the back of the post and were encased in thick gloves.  Sam on seeing the strange gloves realized on second look that the girl's body was completely covered.  Not even a slither of her skin was visible.  The bag around her head was chained down over her arms and around her waste.  He could clearly see special utensils over off to the side of her post that they must have stuck up the bag to feed her.

"We're running out of time.  If we don't leave in the next few seconds, we're going to be completely surround and have to fight our way out of here!" messaged Tamako.

"Damnit!  Maybe he girl knows something!" Sam thought as he just grabbed the bottom of the bag to try and pull it up far enough to find out if that would allow the girl to talk to him. 

*****

Jen felt the evil a breadth of a second after Sam grabbed the bag.  
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                Uno, a strike leader of the Double Down Gang, grimaced as he took in the scene. He touched his soundwave as he reported, "Boss, the Prince is free, and with the help of the other slaves, he's fighting his way through the caravan guard. Should we change our direction and stop them first?"

Ladders replied to Uno, "No! We must secure Hatshepsut at all cost." Ladders knew all too well what would happen to them if she wasn't able to get Hatshepsut to Montezuma. If only we didn't have to leave her with that stupid caravan over the last week. Those damn tracking Elves were relentless! Ladders fumed to herself.

Uno replied, "Yes, Boss." He knew not to ask too many questions. His strike team was brought in to take the place of several teams that were on the run from a team of Elves, and no one spent enough money to hire an entire team of tracking Elves unless it was something big!

This is a damn mess, Ladders thought to herself as she watched Uno's team advance towards the caravan's Slave cavern. She didn't know how, but the Caravan must have found out Montezuma had ordered the Double Down gang to get Hatshepsut and to exterminate everyone in the caravan and any other witnesses.

Uno's entire strike team was easily moving through the camp, as no one was trying to stop them or get in their way. On the contrary, everyone was scattering like ants upon seeing them, except for a tiny woman that was moving to intercept their path. Uno signaled for two of his team to peel off and take care of her, while he was going to continue moving forward. That's when he felt it, Ladders felt it, everyone felt it! An aura of sickly evil and despair. Several of Uno's team stumbled and momentarily fell to a knee. Uno was terrified, but he refused to look weak in front of his strike team, and ordered, "Get up you chicken shits! We've got a job to do!" However, there was no way he was going to be the first one to enter the slave Cavern. Uno started to slap one of his men when Ladder's shaky voice came over all of their soundwaves, "Get the fuck out of there now or you’re all dead!" Ladders then sent Uno a private soundwave, "Uno, count this warning as the favor I still owe you. Don't come looking for me. You and your team need to run! We're all going to be targeted for termination now that Hatshepsut is free. Our deaths are certain, it's just a matter of when and by who. Good luck. I'm out!"

**********

Tamako was preparing to engage the group of fighters heading towards the tent with the hidden slave cavern, when the aura of evil and intimidation hit her. She roared a berserker rage in response, and attacked the aura with her own killing intent. As her AI informed her of Jen's and Sam's status, Tamako swore to herself, "Damnit! I have to take care of these thugs first!" Tamako raised her ring to unload some ballista bolts into the thugs. To heck with the cost of the bolts, I need to get to Jen and Sam, she thought. However, as the thugs staggered to their feet, they didn't charge her, but turned and struggled to run away as fast as possible.

As Tamako raced to the tent, Jen messaged, "The aura from the bagged girl has me frozen in fear, and most of my multi-focuses are also too terrified to function. Oh god!!!! Get your weapons out before you get too close! There's something attacking our enchantments! Our mana tattoos are turning to rock! She's trying to destroy the enchantments on her chains!..."

Tamako shut off Jen's comments as they turned to hysteria. She stored her special shield and withdrew from her storage ring an unenchanted shield and spear as she entered the tent. Tamako's berserker rage and killing intent stopped the bagged girl's aura from totally shutting her down, but she still felt like she was struggling through knee-deep mud as her own killing intent was being compressed in around her. Tamako then felt her tattoo enchantments start turning to some type of excruciating concrete, making it difficult for her to move her arm and move her leg/ass where her healing and lightning tattoos were located. Tamako ignored the pain and forced her body to move, causing her skin to rip apart at the edges of the concrete where her tattoos used to be. Tamako noticed Sam frozen in exactly the same place and position as when he grabbed the bag around the girl to try and lift it off. However, his eyes were unfocused and there was drool running out of his mouth. She used her anger to fuel a last burst of killing intent that would allow her to strike the bound woman with her spear, when she heard Sam mumble, "Reset the seal. My hand broke the seal..."

Tamako's killing intent was spent with the burst of power she'd just pumped into it. She only had one strike with the spear. She thought, No one is blaming you Sam. There's no way you could have known. Now DIE BITCH! As she slammed her spearhead directly into part of the girl's exposed body. Tamako then fell to the ground in terror after her spear shattered against the girl's skin, and she could hear the girl cackling at Tamako's failure, but her laugh only lasted for a few seconds before there was an abrupt halt to her cackling, as Tamako watched Slim slowly advance towards Sam and smack Sam's hand off the underside of the edge of the bag where he'd grabbed it.

The aura of fear shut off like a door being slammed shut, but Tamako wasn't able to recover from its effects right away. She just lay there as she watched Slim check on the condition of Sam, and heard Sam mumble a message to Slim, "The enchanted rod against the wall. It's used to feed her. It won't break the bag's seal. Do something quick! The enchantments on her chains and bag were very strong, but they are quickly degrading from the damage she caused."

Tamako was rising up and pulling Sam's unmoving body towards the cavern's exit as she watched Slim grab the poker and grip it tightly in his paw just as he let out growl of strength and power and stabbed the poker up under the bag’s edge and into what Tamako suspected was the girl's face and head.

Even with all the blood gushing out from the bottom of the bag, caused by Slim's twisting and re-stabbing of the poker into the girl, Tamako was still afraid she might still be alive, until she watched Slim loot her dead body.

Tamako grimaced at Sam's condition, and with their healing tattoo's destroyed, she hoped Jen had a plan.
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                Jen closed her eyes as she slumped down on the couch in the house they'd rented, and said to everyone, "Just give me a minute of rest and I'll start trying to heal us up."

No one replied to her. Slim was patrolling around the area to make sure no one followed them, and the only person "conscious" in the room was action man. He'd sat quietly on the edge of the couch with a look of extreme anxiety about him, after he'd watched her enter the house carrying both Tamako's and Sam's unconscious bodies over each of her shoulders.

With her eyes still closed, she explained what happened to action man, and finished with, "All of our enchantments are ruined, we can't access our storage devices, and as you can see, Sam and Tamako are half turned to concrete."

She opened one eye to look at action man, who was giving her a questioning look. She asked, "You want to know what are we going to do now?"

Action man nodded furiously and pointed to himself asking if he could help somehow. Jen replied, "My body tattoo enchantments are ruined with streaks of concrete embedded in them, but at least I can still use my arms and legs without too much pain. Tamako and Sam's arms and legs are almost completely turned to concrete. I'm going to have to heal them, but my enchantment is ruined. I know the healing spell, but I've never used it. Enchantments are just so much easier than complex spells that require both vocal and physical casting to complete."

Action man responded by pointing to himself emphatically again, and Jen replied, "You help feed, clean, and take care of everyone, and let me focus on learning the proper method for casting the healing spell."

Jen closed her eyes with the intent of resting for only a minute or two, but fell asleep from the physical and mental exhaustion. Action man watched as she fell asleep, and then grabbed some small rags and started cleaning up the dirt and blood covering Jen, Sam, and, Tamako. After witnessing his master's body being healed by the young woman, Action man knew that these three were his master's only hope to recover his sanity, but he knew if it didn't happen soon, the others would find them.
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                Sam watched Jen as her frustration mounted. While they both "knew" the healing spell, they didn't activate it on the First Deck so neither would "know" the spell. They'd broken the spell scroll apart so Sam could turn it into an enchantment. Sam tried to ease the pressure Jen placed on herself, and reassured her, "Take a break for a little bit. As soon as Slim returns with the storage ring from our safe house, we can use the healing charms to fix one of my arms, then buy some supplies, and once I can put a rudimentary healing tattoo on you...We'll be all set!"

Jen continued to study the spell with her AI's assistance, and replied without looking his way, "Maybe, but that's no excuse for me not having spent the time to learn this spell earlier. We've been relying way too much on just your enchantments and our skills. The only spell we ever cast is that simple mana illusion spell."

Sam raised an eyebrow, and replied, "What we really need to do is quit fucking with things that have nothing to do with us, and that we haven't spent time gathering intel on!" Sam already knew that Jen felt guilty as hell, so he added, "I'm not completely against helping strangers out, but if we can't spend the time to properly gather intel on some weird shit we come across, we need to mind our own business. And I'm just as much at fault on this one as anyone. I saw what appeared to be a little girl being tortured, and I just ignored the question of why the hells she was wrapped up in some next-level enchanted chains and head bag. Just stupid!"

Jen replied, "There's nothing wrong or stupid about wanting to help someone that is being tortured, but I agree, we need to be more cautious. Now give me a few minutes of peace so I can focus on this spell."

Sam looked over at Tamako, and his AI informed him that she was meditating and mentally going over her spear and sword techniques. With their arms, hands, and half of their right ass cheek and hamstring turned to solid concrete/rock, Sam groaned as he mentally said to his AI, "Bell, cycle me through all my racial senses, and help me start learning the new mana technique that Jen's been using."

******

Tamako sighed with relief, frustration, and anticipation, when Slim finally returned with the storage ring from their safe house, and she asked, "Any problems or gossip caused by the raid on the caravan?"

Slim replied with an eye roll, "There are several guilds trying to take credit for 'freeing' the slaves, but no one is even mentioning Hapshepsut. I did check the bounty ticket I received for killing her..."

Tamako knew that Slim wouldn't finish telling them about the bounty ticket. She met Jen and Sam's eyes for a second. They all exchanged a "knowing" look. Sam had referred to Slim as a "troll", explaining that Slim was the type to try and tease or annoy you for fun, so Tamako just continued on and said, "Well, glad you're back safe. Let's get Sam healed up!"

Slim sat down with a huff, and said, "You three are no fun!" Slim then dropped a healing charm into his paw, and flipped it towards Sam.

As the charm landed on Sam's right concrete arm, the healing charm immediately fractured with minoot lines of concrete running through it.

"Shit!" Sam fumed, then explained, "I hadn't even thought of looking at the concrete, but I just saw lines of enchantment within the concrete activate when the healing charm touched it. It's like a virus that will spread to any enchantment it touches! Motherfucker!"

"Damn the Decks!" Tamako hollered showing her anger and frustration.

Jen's face paled with worry, but she said, "I just need a little more time, and I'll get the hang of the healing spell."

Sam shook his head, as he said, "I'm not so sure that's going to work either."
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                "What do you mean my healing spell won't work," demanded Jen.

Sam shrugged with resignation, and replied, "It might work, but I think you'll have to cut off all the concrete from my body before casting the healing spell. Basically, you're going to need to tourniquet my arms one at a time, skin me alive, and grow whatever is left of my arms back. You can't tourniquet my butt and hamstring, so your going to need to get good enough with that spell to immediately heal and stop the blood loss when we cut off that concrete."

Jen looked frustrated, and said, "So it will work, but it'll just take time."

Sam shook his head just a little, and said, "I hope so, and I think your spell will heal my skin, muscle, and bone back to normal, but with my elf vision I've noticed a clingy gray aura that covers our entire bodies. The aura around you isn't nearly as bad as mine and Tamako's. I can't imagine how it works, and hopefully it wears off with time, but I think it is this aura that infects the enchantments with a virus, which then turns our enchantments into this concrete looking stuff."

****

Jen was incredibly frustrated, she'd spent the last two week working on the healing spell almost nonstop, and her healing spell would only cover an area of about 2 square inches, and her ability was ridiculously inefficient with mana. She looked at Sam, and asked, "Are you ready?"

He replied, "Yea, I don't think this is going to be a problem at all after you knock me out with your psych ability."

Tamako groaned with impatience, and Sam replied, "You refused to decide who went first with a flip of a coin, so no complaining."

Tamako snapped back, "That's bull! You would never lose a coin toss with your luck stat."

Jen interrupted, "In five you're going to sleep. One, two, three, four, five, and now you are asleep. You will feel relaxed and will not feel any pain while you are asleep."

As Sam slumped down flat on the table in a deep sleep, Jen looked to Tamako, and replied, "You know why he's going first."

Tamako nodded with uncertainty, and asked, "Do you think he can do it?"

Jen replied, "I hope so, because we are about out of money from the safehouse storage ring."

Tamako watched as Jen took a hammer, chisel, and scalpel and started cutting the concrete off of one of Sam's arms, and she asked, "Why didn't Sam mention this before if he could get money so easily?"

Jen replied, "He and Kelly always said it was a bad habit for him, I thought they meant he was addicted or lost a lot of money. I just don't think we've ever been this desperate for money."

***

Four days later, after a healing marathon from Jen and a wagon load of bloody towels, Sam was heading into Plinko City's largest System-regulated casino with the group's last 100 gold.
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                Tamako growled to Jen, "He's at it again....ughhhh! That one hurt!"

Jen ignored Tamako as she placed a towel over the fresh wound on Tamako's arm, where she'd just cut off a chunk of concrete. She then started the tedious chanting and hand gestures for the healing spell. She was getting better at focusing her mana for the spell, but it still took her almost two minutes to complete the required chanting and gestures. As she ended the spell she snatched the towel off of Tamako and grabbed her arm to force the spell directly into the wound. Thirty seconds later, and the wound was healed.

Jen closed her eyes and sat down with a gasp of exhaustion, and said, "Give me half an hour and I'll cut the next chunk of concrete off of you arm." She then looked up at Tamako's pained expression, and complained, "It would be a lot easier on you if you'd just let me put you to sleep, like I did Sam!"

Tamako replied, "We've already argued about this. I'm not going to be put to sleep. I like to see what's being done to me. It's my pain, not yours..." She then looked towards action man again, and with a little impatience and frustration in her voice from the pain, said, "Why does he keep it up everyday. He's got to understand that we're not going to focus on Old Man Pudding until we get our own shit fixed first!"

Jen sighed, "He's upset about something that's for sure. Just ignore him though. I'm sure there is something very important he would like to tell us, but it is what it is, and our priorities are going to take precedence over theirs."

Tamako asked, "How do you think Sam's doing?"

Jen shrugged, "No idea, but we know he's doing his absolute best, an if he fails, we'll still bounce back. And if he does, hopefully it won't take too much longer for this aura virus we're carrying around to wear off. You know, It's just something I never expected could happen. I just didn't have a backup plan for us if we lost all of our enchanted clothing, armor, storage rings... everything! On top of that, we can't even use or create enchanted gear right now. "

Tamako said in a comforting voice, "No one would have. Even Sam didn't! Quit beating yourself up about this! Like you said, we're going to be fine."

Jen replied, "I know... I'll try to stop complaining about it. Anyway, I'm going to rest now, and we'll get back to your arm in a little bit."

******

As Sam stepped through the doors of the Casino, the smoke, smell, and general despair of those gambling their last copper, brought back all the old memories to Sam. Even so, he almost smiled to himself as he prepared to find the blackjack table and bring down the house!

Gambling Quest!

Bankrupt the Casino and force the Casino Boss to turn her ownership chip of this System-regulated Casino over to you!

Time for Completion: 5 days

Reward: Ownership chip for the Casino, 8 ability points, 4 euphoria, and a euphoria antidote enchantment.

Punishment for Failing the Gambling Quest: Loss of 8 random ability points.

Accept/Decline?

Sam paused thinking about the good he could do with an enchantment that would cure euphoria addiction, but declined the gambling quest. He might have been tempted if they weren't in such dire straits at the moment. After researching the Casinos on the First Deck, Sam had thought about breaking some of them when they'd first arrived, but didn't want to bring too much attention to themselves. Even now, he was worried what might happen.

He'd learned that the System-Regulated Casinos were owned by House Bosses that somehow either earned, stole, cheated... whatever to get ownership chips. Euphoria addicts would often go to whatever casino that would let them gamble, but everyone else would only go to system-regulated casinos, because the casino boss and their employees couldn't rig the games. The system also prevented anyone's ability points, such as the luck stat, from affecting the outcomes. Plus mana usage was entirely blocked off while inside a system casino. So even if their anonymity masks hadn't been ruined by the concrete, they wouldn't work inside a system casino. Everyone was on equal footing in a system casino, but the odds were always in the House's favor... usually. Sam had asked around and no one he'd spoke to had ever heard of card counting.

Sam was nervous, as he thought to himself, "The House Boss can't do anything to me while I'm inside the Casino, but if I win a lot of gold, what might be waiting for me outside?"

While waiting for Jen to heal him, Sam had Bell help him practice his counting skills and calculate a safe betting spread with a low risk of ruin. Unfortunately, Sam's multi-focus skill and his AI would be shut off once he was inside the casino, but he didn't need any help to bring down this House. Before Sam met Kelly, he'd spent several years getting backed off from just about every casino in the US while travelling on Agency business. Fortunately, the House Boss in a System Casino couldn't back you off from a winning run so long as you weren't cheating, and using your un-enhanced brain wasn't considered cheating by the System.

Sam rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck before sitting down. While where he sat would not make a difference in his expected value, he liked to be the last player at the table. Fortunately, there was no one else at the table. This let him easily play two hands at a time, and there was no ploppy slowing down the dealer. He grinned at the number of hands per hour he would get in... at least until some ploppy or other players filled up the table.

Sam pushed his gold forward, and the dealer called out, "Buying in for 100 gold!", and Sam noticed the predatory look of the Pit Boss, as the pit nodded approval to the dealer to pass out the chips and start dealing.
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                "You idiot! No one splits tens. You're causing the rest of us to lose with such stupid play!" yelled an old woman two hands down from him at the table.

He'd only been playing a few hours, but Sam's variance had been horrible. However, his bank roll's risk of ruin was less than 2%. He wasn't worried, he knew the variance would swing back positive. It was just a matter of time.

The shoe was currently sitting at a positive 6, so yea, Sam was splitting tens. He played basic strategy blackjack with the proper deviations like a machine. Playing based on intuition, or 'Gambling' never entered his mine.

Sam was dealt an ace and another 10 card, that he split again. He then received another ace, and an 8. A few moments later, when the dealer busted, Sam gave the old hag a satisfied grin, but refused to reply to any of the 'advice' the other players or dealer kept trying to give him.

****

"How'd you do?" asked Jen as Sam came through the door.

With a frown on his face, Sam replied, "Played for 16 hours without a break, but I'm only up 10 gold. The variance was terrible at first, I was down almost 40 gold, but then I was eventually able to get back positive."

Tamako said, "Ten gold for 16 hours of work - that's outstanding! What are you complaining about?"

Sam shrugged, as he walked over and flopped down on the couch, and said, "Sure, it's not bad, but once the variance balances out, it will really pick up. Plus, I found out that even without access to mana in the casino, my memory is better than back on Earth. I mean WAY better!"

Jen looked at Sam funny, and said, "Of course it is, how many ability points do you have in intelligence now?"

Sam looked a little miffed, as he said, "Well, I thought it was my multi-focus, words of power, and AI mana-powered skills that increased my ability to focus and retain information so thoroughly."

Jen rolled her eyes, and replied, "Well your other skills certainly contribute, but every multi-focus that is active is drawing on your intelligence stat simultaneously, as well as any other intelligence-based skills you may be running at the same time."

Sam thought about Jen's comments for a moment, and said, "I need to adjust my playing strategy to an unbalanced count."

Jen gave him a confused look, and asked, "What is that?"

Sam got up to head to his room, and on his way he answered, "Basically, I'm going to create a more complicated card-counting system that needs me to keep a running count of all the different cards that are played." He turned to her, and said, "Would you like to learn it with me?"

Jen's face blanched as she replied, "I will if you need me to, but otherwise I'll skip the boring hours of blackjack in a smoke-filled casino with a bunch of degenerate gamblers all over the place."

Sam nodded with understanding, and replied, "No...I've got this. Plus, once you've finished getting Tamako healed up, I know you've got to start working on Old Man Pudding some more."

Jen groaned, "Don't remind me. I may have taken on too much trying to help him get his sanity back. I'm going to head out tomorrow and see if there is anything in the market that's affordable that might help with our poisoned aura's and with his mental recovery."

Sam nodded and asked Tamako, "How you doing with the healing?"

She replied, "I'm bored, but don't worry about me. Once I get this concrete off of me, I can get back to fighting. Your enchantments certainly help, but I rarely used them in the arenas. Now off with you to go learn your card balancing trick to make us lots of gold! We're sorely overdue for a shopping trip."

"Amen!" exclaimed Jen.

"Priorities!" Sam called back as he went into his room to work in private.

****

Jen's experimenting and learning to cast the healing spell had given her some ideas on how she might modify her psych skill to interact with more intelligent beasts and possibly even humans. Previously, she'd just been using her AI and psych ability to try and create an "onboard" computer that would lock onto the beasts mind like a parasite, and then she'd either crush or control their mind through the parasite she attached to them. She was now going to try and actually enhance a beasts mind with the creation of its own onboard. However, she was going to leave a back-door open that she could use the beast's onboard to actually understand and read the thoughts of the beast, and maybe eventually humans. If she needed to control them, she just planned on creating the parasite functioning onboard as well.

As Jen was thinking about ways to use her psych ability, she was also using it to read the emotions of those in the marketplace and scanning for threats. Tamako was walking stiffly next to Jen, as her left arm was still mostly covered with concrete, and said, "I think the restaurant is just two more blocks ahead, and the job board is supposed to be just past it."

Jen was about to nod her understanding to Tamako, when she felt a spike of fear and of hostility from inside the store they were passing.

****

"How's he winning all the time!" Exclaimed a sweaty man in the crowd that was watching Sam.

A short woman replied, "He's not winning all the time, but some how he's figured out when to lower and raise his bets!"

An old man grumbled, "About time someone took this casino for some of its money!"

"Yea, about time! This casino has been stealing my gold for years!" screamed a degenerate looking woman.

The sweaty man asked, "When do you think he'll take a break?"

The old man replied, "Who knows, but if he does stop for a break, you know the casino will shut the table down so he can't play anymore."

"Why don't they just shut it down now if they think he's winning too much?" asked the sweaty man.

The old man rolled his eyes, "They can't, The System won't let them shut down a table as long as a player is actively gambling."

The short woman commented, "He's up at least two thousand gold. The casino House Boss will probably have a welcoming party waiting for him when he leaves the casino."

The old man replied, "Yea, the scum will let you win a little, but if you win too big, you're signing your own death quest unless you have an entire guild on your side waiting to join you when you leave."

****

Sam could hear, but ignored the comments of the crowd of people that were watching him. Sam's bank roll was now 3 platinum and 450 gold. With each platinum worth 1,000 gold, he was continuing to increase his max bet size, while keeping his risk of ruin extremely low. As the count went very positive, Sam placed a bet of 200 gold out on the table. As the dealer continued to deal the hand, a man walked up next to Sam, and whispered in his ear, "I can't touch you while your in the casino, but if you know what's best for you. You'll quit and get the hell out of this City now!"

The old man that had been watching Sam, backed up and disappeared as he saw the House Boss approaching Sam. 'I don't want to accidently be associated with that gambler, or the House Boss will have me killed just for the hell of it.' Thought the old man.

Sam glanced at the man whispering in his ear, and just stared him down as he raked in his winnings from the hand that just finished, and placed another 200 gold bet for the next hand. Then Sam simply turned back to the table and kept playing.

The House Boss wanted to chop the gambler into little pieces after the arrogant man ignored his warning. The warning wasn't legitimate, but the gambler didn't know he was going to be killed no matter what when he left the casino. The House Boss simply replied in a cold calm monotone, "Your funeral."

Sam was pissed at the attitude of the casino. 'Just like the scum casinos back on Earth!  I'm going to keep betting night and day until either Jen shows up looking for me or I've bankrupted this crap-hole.' He thought as he pushed another 200 gold hand onto the table.

****

The next day, the sweaty man returned to the casino to find out what had happened to the gambler that had won so much money. As he noticed a crowd still around the blackjack table, he went to see what was going on, when he heard someone exclaim. "By the Seven Decks he just bet 2 platinum on that hand!"
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                Ronnie Luck wanted to participate, so he yelled, "Yea, pay the money or we'll find your kids and have a party!"

Jewel Drop turned towards Ronnie, the newest thug to join the gang, and said, "Who said you could talk!" as she slapped Ronnie knocking him to the ground. She then turned back to the potion maker rubbing her fingers together indicating for the protection payment.

***

Tamako looked into the store next to where Jen had stopped walking, and after only a brief moment said, "It's the thugs in the store you are sensing. They're running a protection racket on the owner."

Jen imagined walking into the store and just killing the thugs, but asked Tamako, "Do you think we should do anything?"

Tamako shrugged, "The City Lord must know they're doing it and is turning a blind eye. We aren't in the best condition to take on the local crime syndicate and city lord."

Jen retorted, "I'm not saying we should do that, but you know, just disappear this group here in the store."

Tamako snorted, "You know that will result in the same outcome, but up to you boss."

Jen frowned as her fists tightened in frustration and she turned away continuing their walk towards the job board.

Tamako was relieved that Jen made the "right" decision, at least what Tamako thought was the right decision. Tamako caught up with Jen, laced her fingers through Jen's and said, "Don't worry love, once we get Sam and Kelly sorted, we can go crazy helping whoever you want."

Jen tightened her hand on Tamako's slightly, shrugged, and said, "I know. Just a matter of time."

Tamako decided to change the subject, and asked, "Is Sam still at the casino?"

Jen paused and "pinged" Sam's location with her psych skill, and replied, "Yea, he's still there. I know he said he wasn't planning on leaving the casino for a few days, but do you think we should check on him?"

Tamako shook her head, "No, the System Casino is probably the safest place you can be. As long as he's gambling or if he's paid for a room at the casino, no one can do anything to him if he doesn't break any of the rules."

Jen looked skeptical, and said "Those rooms are crazy expensive, I bet he's been gambling non-stop the whole time."

Tamako shrugged, "Maybe, but lots of people do that. He's probably just buying pick-me-up potions to keep going. When he gets home, he'll just crash for a few days, and ..."

A "Crack!" interrupted Tamako, and she and Jen turned noticing the door to the potion maker's shop had just slammed open, and three thugs were running out the door and down the street. Jen released Tamako's hand and ran into the store to check on the patron.

Jen immediately spotted an older lady starting to get up off the floor while holding one hand to her bleeding nose and mouth. As the woman stood up, she started to sway on her feet. Jen reached out, grabbed her arm and steadied her. She then helped the woman over to a comfortable looking chair, and asked, "What happened? Can I help you!"

The lady looked up at Jen with anger and confusion in her eyes, but before she could say or do anything, Jen said, "Forget my questions. I'm a healer, hold still for a few minutes."

Tamako grimaced at not being able to use a storage ring, but pulled a clean cloth out of the bag she was carrying and handed it to Jen.

Jen kneeled down and use the cloth to wipe away and soak up the blood flowing freely from the woman's mouth and nose. The woman's jaw and nose both looked broken, and she was missing a tooth. Jen looked up at Tamako and said, "Hold this rag and keep a light pressure on her nose and mouth while I cast a healing spell."

The old lady hearing Jen's words started pushing Tamako away and mumbled in clear pain, "don't hav money ta pay healer!"

Jen replied, "Be still. It's no charge," as she stood, focused her mind and mana on the targeted healing area and started chanting the healing spell while simultaneously moving her hands in the proper motions to cast the spell.

Jen messaged Tamako as she cast the spell, "When I give you a nod, I want you to straighten the woman's nose, then hold her face and jaw steady as I complete the spell."

The woman's eyes were running wet with the pain of her injury's, but when Tamako dropped the cloth rag and suddenly straightened her nose, she screamed in pain, and almost went unconscious, but a few seconds later, the only pain remaining, was in her mind. She then slumped back in relief as her nose and jaw were completely healed.

As the old woman took a few minutes to catch her breath and recover from the trauma, she touched her nose, teeth, and jaw, and thought, 'She must be a master healer to have completely healed all my injuries so quickly. How did she regrow my tooth! I've never heard of a healer doing that before! What does this healer want from me? Maybe she's one of them D&D worshipers. (Divinity and Dice)'

The old woman complained to Jen, "I told you I can't afford to pay you. Those thugs took all the money I had before smacking me around and leaving. They're coming back tomorrow to collect what I have left."

Tamako raised an eyebrow at the woman's comments, thinking it was unusual, and asked, "Do they beat you up every time they collect their protection money?"

The old woman replied, "No, but I didn't have all the money today. They came a day earlier than they normally do. I tried to explain that I'd have all the money tomorrow, but then that thug Jewel Drop got a call on her soundwave, and she screamed to the others that Casino Boss couldn't wait any longer and needed the money now. She started hitting me, and took all the coin I had before running off in a hurry."

Tamako commented, "That's odd. Do you know who her boss is, and which casino she was screaming about?"

The old woman looked at Jen and back to Tamako, when replying, "Are you two with the Divinity Dice worshipers that just moved here? Everyone in the city knows the System Casino Boss stays safe and protected by the System in his casino while he sends his thugs out to do his dirty work."

Tamako and Jen gave each other a concerned look as they both wondered if Sam had anything to do with the Casino Boss's need for money.

*****

Most of the low-level gamblers, crafters, and workers had left for fear of retribution by the Casino Boss. Sam was now surrounded by nobles, guild leaders, and powerful merchants that had heard someone was winning so much that they might bring down the Casino Boss's control over The System Casino. They were all cheering Sam on. Sam didn't need Jen's psych skill to feel the anger and hatred they all had toward the Casino Boss.

****

A smirking noble commented to his merchant friend as he watched Sam win another two platinum, "The Boss's only hope is for this gambler's luck to change. If the Boss loses his token, and gets thrown out of the Casino. There's going to be an all out war between those wanting the privilege of killing him after all these years."

The merchant asked, "Will he be able to take down the casino? I mean they've quit serving him any food or drink."

The noble shrugged, "I've been watching his play. He loses quite a bit of the time. He's either experiencing an amazing streak of luck, or he's figured out how to get a favorable, but small edge over the casino. But even with a small edge, when you're gambling with platinums, that's a lot of coin!"

The merchant's eyes almost glazed over as he dreamily said, "Just imagine what he can do with all that coin!"

The noble shook his head, "Not what you think High Card. If he bankrupts the house and he accepts the token from The System, he'll have to put all the money back into the casino to get the games up and running again. Didn't you wonder why the Boss shut down all the other casino games. He can't afford to pay out on any of them if someone wins. He's consolidating all his money just to be able to pay out against this one gambler."

***

Sam wasn't able to pay attention to all the gossip going on around him. 'Focus, focus... Stay AWAKE, stay awake! God, I gotta pee!' he kept chanting to himself. He'd been playing blackjack almost three days without rest. If he left the table or sat out a hand, the Boss would immediately shut the table down and stop all future play. His hands were shaking he had to pee so bad, and he would've happily just pissed himself, but that would also give the Boss a valid reason for stopping the play and kicking him out.

His gut told him the House was almost bankrupt, he just needed to hold out a little longer. 'Damn! I wish I'd told Jen and Tamako to meet me here,' he thought as he placed another bet of four platinum.

Sam was too occupied fighting his own battles of focus, sleepiness, and his need to pee, and didn't notice when a man similar in appearance and dressed like the Boss switched places with the Boss.

****

The noble nudged his merchant friend to look in the Casino Boss's direction when he tried to inconspicuously switch places with a similar looking man and sneak out.

The merchant looked in the direction indicated, and noticed the Boss meet up with a trio of thugs, pocket some coin, and start heading towards a side entrance, and said to the noble, "He's trying to sneak out before the house busts!"

The noble laughed, and replied, "Look again! There are at least 20 sets of eyes watching him try to sneak out of here. He's a dead man! Now let's watch this! There are only vague stories from long ago when a gambler won a token for a System Casino. I want to see what happens!"

A few minutes later, the dealer announced "Blackjack!", and then informed the gambler, "I'm sorry sir, but the casino is unable to pay you for your winning hand at this time."

****

Sam's eyes rolled up in the back of his head as he quickly glanced at The System notice and accepted the token. 'I'll read all the fine print as soon as I'm aahhhhhh.' Sam thought to himself as he let out a groan of pure relief.

****

The noble, his merchant friend, and everyone else surrounding the blackjack table cheered when they heard the dealer announce the casino couldn't pay. A few moments later, they all cringed with disgust as they could easily hear and smell the gambler pissing himself.
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                Jen had never heard of the Divinity Dice worshipers, and hadn't come across anyone claiming to worship any type of divine being, and replied to the old lady, "No, we've never even heard of such a group, but we need to get going to check on a friend of ours. Take care of yourself."

The old woman was hesitant to involve herself with other people's problems, however, she felt she owed the two women a debt, and before they could leave she took great caution not to offend and vaguely commented, "Thank you for your help. I haven't been this roughed up since I was a young apprentice and my master and I got a beating for not being able to find a potion to fix Hapshepsut's concrete virus."

Tamako immediately turned back towards the old lady and pulled the sleeve of her arm up which was still partially concrete and said, "Out with it. What do you know!"

Jen psych sense immediately picked up on the terror the old woman felt from Tamako's abrupt demands, and she placed a hand on Tamako's shoulder, and said to the woman, "Please forgive Tamako's abrupt demand." It was obvious to Jen that the old woman's comments were intended to get their attention. Jen walked over and sat down in a chair that allowed her to face the old woman, and asked, "Do you know what happened to the person that was infected by the concrete virus?"

The old woman looked nervously at Tamako, but focused back on Jen, and said, "If rumors are to be believed, Hapshepsut originally teleported from Earth, and everyone knows the powers they bring with them can continue to grow until they become monsters! So, the potions my master and I created weren't able to diminish the virus at all. To be fair, most everyone dies immediately when she flexes her power. It's not like we had any ability to research past experiments or anything to work off of."

Jen nodded understandingly, and encouraged, "Of course not, and the ungrateful scum gave you a beating anyway. Do you know if they ever found a cure?"

The old woman nodded, and said, "They tried everything. It was only a slight bit of comfort when we learned she'd finally had to teleport down to the First Deck to rid herself of the virus. I hope she vomited her guts out every minute she spent down there."

Jen was surprised, and asked, "What were they able to do on the First Deck to heal her that they couldn't do here?"

The old woman clarified, "It wasn't the First Deck that fixed her, it was the System's teleportation that stripped the virus from her body. They'd paid a king's ransom to use a teleportation pad controlled by the Stone Guild."

Jen's next question was interrupted by a System Message:

City-Wide Gambling Quest

All occupants of Plinko's System Casino have 5 minutes to exit the casino or you will lose all your ability points.

Casino to re-open in 18 hours!

Bankrupt Plinko's System Casino and win the Casino Token from its newest Casino Boss Sam Nguyen! His loss can be your gain!

Jen, Tamako, and the old lady all ran out of the store to see what was going on. There wasn't any room in the street as everyone else had done the same thing. The old lady said, "A casino on the Second Deck hasn't been beaten in over 70 years!"

A man next to them called out to the crowd in general and asked, "Who's Sam Nguyen? Does anyone know how he beat the casino?" The few wealthy individuals in the crowd that owned sound waves were excitedly calling people trying to find out what happened.

Tamako grabbed Jen and the old lady pulling them back into the woman's store and barring the door. They all watched through the window as gambling quests started sparking chaos in the overcrowded streets.

Tamako, seeing the worry on Jen's face said, "There's nothing we can do. We can't use soundwaves and we'll just have to wait until the streets calm down and we can get close enough to message him."

*******

Sam found himself locked in place and prevented from leaving his seat as everyone in the casino dashed for the exit.
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                "Damnit!" exclaimed Sam as he was finally able to move from his seat.  He didn't like being frozen and powerless.  He noticed a a sheen covering the exterior walls and doors, and when he attempted to open the exit door he received a system message:

"Boss, you have 17 hours and 50 minutes left to prepare the casino for customers."

Bell his AI chimed in his mind, "Hey, Jen's the Boss.  Doesn't The System know that she's supposed to take care of all this kind of stuff!"

"That's exactly what I was thinking!" grumbled Sam.

"Duh!!!" replied Bell.

"Well, I'm glad you're back Bell.  I guess now that I'm the casino Boss I can access your help now."

Bell replied, "ummm... did you notice that all your money is gone?"

"What! How did that happen?!" exclaimed Sam.

Sam could feel Bell's metaphorical sigh when she replied, "Obviously you didn't read the System Message closely when you accepted the Casino Token.  You were required to pay all your money to The System for funding casino operations."

"That's not my fault!  I didn't have the time to read it closely.  I had to accept before I could... you know." complained Sam.

Bell teased, "I was inactive while you were playing blackjack.  What do you mean?  Before you could what?"

"Ha..ha.  As if you didn't know I've pissed myself."  Sam said dryly.

Bell giggled in Sam's mind, and then he got a mischievous look on his face as he pulled up the System message he'd received from acquiring the token, and before he could say anything, Bell replied, "That's not fair!"

"Of course it's fair.  You're way better at doing this kind of stuff than me.  It says we have access to a casino operations manual.  While you review the manual, I'm going to try to find somewhere to clean myself up."

Bell grumbled, but knew how important a task she was given, and that Sam needed her.  While Bell set her AI functions to reviewing the casino manual, she wondered for the... she chose not to determine the exact number of times, if she had actual awareness.  Bell was frustrated that Jen's and Tamako's AIs were so boring.  They were basic computers, no personality whatsoever... Ding... her processor notified her, Ohh that will help, Bell thought.

"I wonder if Jen knows what's going on and looking for me."  Sam thought as he was wondering around looking for an employee office where there might be extra clothes and a place to clean up.

Bell interrupted Sam's search and said, "Yes, I'm sure she knows and is looking for you.  Also, follow the arrows I'm placing in your vision.  Apparently you have a hotel suite with a bathroom and and several 'Casino Boss' suits The System has provided you as part of your token."

Sam grumbled, "That's the least it could do, considering all the platinum it took from me!"

Bell replied, "You can't be serious. You now own a System Casino!"

Sam rolled his eyes as he responded less than enthusiastically, "Yeah... and what good is that to me?"

Sam could hear the smugness in Bell's 'voice' when she said, "In about 5 seconds when you enter the Casino Boss' private office and suite, maybe you will see the benefit."

Sam continued to follow the arrows in his vision, and proceeded to open the double doors they were directing him to go through, and he almost tripped over his own feet as his body tried to keep going, but his mind had come to a complete stop, unable to believe what he was seeing.
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                Tamako knocked on the lightly glowing casino door, and snatched her hand away as she was gifted a slight shock by the System for her efforts.

Gambling Quest:

While the System casino resets, break in and steal the owner's casino token.

Chances of failure or Death 99.999999999%

Upon failure or death, lose all ability points.

Accept Quest? Yes/No

******

"No! No! No!" Tamako quickly answered as she backed away.

"What's that?" asked Jen.

Tamako forwarded the quest to Jen as she said, "look at the crazy quest I received when touching the door."

Jen laughed, "from all the messages I'm intercepting, it sounds like everyone else is having a similar reaction as yours. We're pretty much stuck waiting until the casino opens back up."

Tamako could see that Jen was intercepting messages from all around her, and asked, "Have you found out anything?"

Jen shrugged, "Just tons of different 'rumors' as to what will happen tomorrow when the casino opens, but I didn't hear any messages of someone claiming first-hand knowledge of ever seeing someone win a token. However, several messages confirmed that Sam had won a ton of platinum from the casino."

Tamako replied with a grin, "It sounds like we need to go shopping and get our wish list ready! Sam is doing a good job making up for his total lack of fighting skills."

Jen ran her arm around Tamako's elbow, and said, "Onward to the merchant district!" she paused for a moment before saying, "well... let's not be out too long. I need to do some more healing on your arms and legs, and I have an idea about Old Man Pudding. I want to see if I can make some headway with his mental condition."

Jen complained to herself, “Kelly, Sam has it so easy, he has enchantments everywhere that he can just copy, and Tamako has training partners to practice combat techniques with every day. They just don’t appreciate that I have to invent and create all this psych skill ability from scratch!”

****

Frustrated, Jen looked down at action-man while using her psych skill in combination with her normal voice, and said, “I need your help. I’ve tried everything that I know to help Pudding get his sanity back, and nothing has worked. We’re at a bad crossroads if I can’t get through to him. Speak to him, make him receptive to the spell I’m going to attempt and infuse into his mind. It should work just like a technique spell scroll, I hope. I’m sure he has used one at some point in his life. The only difference is, I’m going to push the skill to his brain directly, instead of using a scroll to immediately teach him the skill.” As action-man simply turned away from Jen and starred up at Pudding, Jen said to herself, “That’s not very reassuring, but here goes.”

Jen entered multi-focus using only her meditation and psych skill. She focused on her meditation skill and its code that she had Sam break out for her. She then accessed Pudding’s stat screen where she could see his level and stats, but she couldn’t gain access to his skills’ screen. This is where she’d failed multiple times. Even though his mind was in shambles from the trauma he experienced, he would actively block her from accessing his skills. However, this time she was going to use her psych skill to bring Pudding over into her onboard headspace. “Pudding man, do you want me to help you or not?” She received an emotion that felt like a confused yes. Jen’s heart leaped. This was more of a response than she received in her last attempt. “Pudding, come with me. I’m going to show you a wonderful skill of mine.”

Jen felt Pudding fighting the mental connection she was making when she had an idea. “Action-man, are you there? Come with me and bring Pudding with you.” Indirectly, through Pudding’s stat screen, Jen was feeling a “lesser” mental connection with action-man. “Success!” Jen thought as she made her first-ever real psych connection with action-man.

“Damn! Without all of Sam's mana filtering and gathering enchantments, my mana is running low pushing this connection so much.” Jen thought. She was pulling and filtering as much mana as she could through her channels, but it just wasn’t enough. Jen sensed Tamako’s mana signature as she came into the room. “Not now!” she thought. However, Tamako placed her hands against Jen's mana channels like she'd seen Sam do in the past, and started flooding her mana into Jen's system. Jen internally groaned as she took in Tamako's lower quality mana, but even with its lower quality, the extra surge of mana allowed her psych skill to solidify the connection with action-man and Pudding, bringing them into her onboard. Jen then then brought their presence directly into her meditation state in one of her multi-focuses.

She was basically forcing Pudding into a state of meditation. As he started meditating, his resistance flowed away, and she could access his skills’ screen. Jen transferred a copy of the meditation code from her onboard directly into Pudding’s skills list. She noticed several puppeteering skills, but she could not spend any extra energy or mana while focusing on copying the meditation skill over to him. Last, Jen lead action-man and Pudding back into Pudding’s onboard, and pushed him into a meditation state of his own. When she confirmed he was meditating and stable, she broke the connection.

After draining their mana pools to near zero, both Jen and Tamako were on the edge of collapsing. A moment later, Jen did collapse.

As Tamako carried Jen to her bed, she stroked the passed-out love of her life's hair, “My sweet love, you should put more points in your strength and stamina, if you did, you wouldn’t have passed out like Sam always does.” While leaving Jen on the bed, Tamako wanted to lie down and pass out herself, but she wasn't sure where Slim was and stayed near the door keeping watch.

*****

When Jen woke up she received a notice.

===

System Message

===

You have leveled up. You have 5 ability points to distribute.

===

“Three to mana and two in mana regen,” Jen thought. Unfortunately, her psych skill was still too complex for Sam to turn into a body enchantment tattoo, so Jen had to grow her mana pool and mana regen. She was even more determined to grow her mana pool and mana regen after learning how hampered they were without access to enchantments. She didn't like that they had become too dependent on enchantments.

****

As he examined the object in the room, Sam finally said to Bell in disbelief, "The System casino... no, WE now have control of our own teleportation and Deck Jump pad!?"
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                As he examined the object in the room, Sam finally said to Bell in disbelief, "The System casino... no, WE now have control of our own teleportation and Deck Jump pad!?"

Bell gave Sam a mental nod, and replied, "And I bet it's linked to casinos on other decks. At least those casinos that have their token upgraded to the maximum like yours."

Sam paused in his inspection of the jump pad, and asked, "What do you mean upgraded token?"

Bell replied, "I'm processing a ridiculous amount of information right now. As you know, with this amount of information, it's going to take a day or two before your conscious mind has enough time to absorb the information for instant understanding and recall purposes."

Sam frowned, "Fine, I get it, but what do you mean upgraded token."

Bell continued, "As we are both aware you didn't read the fine print when you accepted. You accepted the first option which gave the system all of your money in exchange for an upgraded token. You could have selected other options which didn't take all of your money."

Sam nodded, "So, not all tokens give access and use of a jump pad."

Bell sighed, "let's make this quick because I really need to focus on the casino manual and casino settings before we run out of time. You purchased the token with every amenity provided by the system. I don't have time to go through all of the options in relation to the other more basic tokens with you right now, but the most significant option is the access to the jump pad, access to the System Shop from your offices, and remote access to control the casino functions in real-time even when you're not on the premises. Now go explore the casino while I make sure everything is set up properly and none of the odds give any gamblers the ability to bankrupt the casino now that you own it. Ohhh, and don't touch any enchanted items. Your concrete virus may not effect the casino itself, but some of the amenities you've received are personal items that don't have a similar protection."

Sam nodded in frustration at that knowledge, and pulled gloves onto his hands to make sure he didn't destroy any of his goodies. As he continued his way through his private offices and suite, if he focused on an item for a few moments, he could bring up the related information in the casino manual. When Sam focused on the shower in his personal suite, he thought, Thank goodness it's not a personal item, and I can clean myself up. Sam then found some clean clothes in a closet, and luckily there was a bath robe and a pair of boxers that did not contain any enchantments. However, the rest of the clothing items made Sam's inner enchanter drool. The description in the manual stated that the enchantments allowed the clothing to be instantly equipped and unequipped into a storage device of his selection. I've got to break that enchantment code! That would be a game changer if I can put similar functions on other clothing, armor, or weapons! Hopefully Jen and Tamako have found a cure for this concrete virus thing. Now let's see how that bed feels, I'm freaking exhausted.

"Bell, can you handle everything if I take a nap."

Bell replied, "Got it big guy. Probably easier for me if you go to sleep. I'll wake you if there's something I can't handle."

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 75

    
    
    
    
                Old Man Pudding had finally stopped his random crazy screaming, and was simply laying in the bed on his back, with tears streaming out of his closed eyes. Action man was sitting in the middle of his chest lightly patting his master. Jen couldn't get a response out of either of them, but she could tell that Pudding was using his meditation skill to help him with the trauma of his past.

Jen was sitting on the bed next to him, reached out with her psych skill, and offered, "If you can hear me, I can try to close off some of the worst of your memories if you like."

She sensed the emotional refusal from Pudding, and could see action man shake his head rejecting her offer. Jen looked to Tamako for any suggestions, and Tamako replied, "There's nothing more that we can do for him right now. Action man knows where the food and water is if he needs anything, and we need to get to the System Casino before it opens back up."

Action man gave a look towards Jen and Tamako that communicated his fear, and his desire for them to stay. Jen shook her head sadly, and said, "Sorry Action man, but we've got to go find out what happened to Sam. We'll be back as soon as we can."

***

As Jen and Tamako entered the city, it was obvious to anyone that the City experienced some upheaval during the night. After a few moments of intercepting private conversations, Jen explained to Tamako, "Apparently, the City Lord captured and took the former System Casino boss into custody, and used some persuasion techniques on him to find and purge all the former Boss's allies and informants within the City from the ranks of the living. Also, from what I can tell, the guilds and noble houses were given information from the City Lord allowing them to do the same from their ranks."

Tamako nodded in understanding, "That certainly explains why it was so easy for us to enter the city, and why the line to leave the city is being checked so thoroughly."

Even with the massive purging that took place during the night, most citizens were smiling and talking excitedly as they opened there stores and made their way through the streets. As Jen and Tamako made their way closer to the System Casino, it was readily apparent that they weren't going to get anywhere close to the casino as people packed around it to be the first ones to meet the new Casino Boss and see how the casino might have changed. The City Lord, several guild leaders, and leaders of a few of the noble houses were at the front of the crowd waiting for the casino to re-open.

The crowd started to chant a countdown as the time for re-opening was approaching, "TEN, NINE, EIGHT, SEVEN... THREE, TWO, ONE! LET'S GAMBLE!!!"

Jen and Tamako watched from the rear of the crowd in open-mouthed amazement when Sam flung open the double entry doors while wearing nothing but a bathrobe and boxers.


            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 76

    
    
    
    
                Sam was horrified! The double doors in front of him had just flown open when he touched the door next to the peephole, Bell told him he could look out of. "Haha! haha! haha! wheezzzzzzzzzzzzz haha!" Sam could 'hear' Bell in his mind. "I'll get you back!" he thought towards Bell, as he tried to look dignified, while pulling his robe around him and tying it off in the front. Sam raised his arm in a wave to the crowd and announced, "Thank you all for showing up today! Please make way for my returning employees. The Casino will be open in less than two hours! I'm confident everyone will find the games more exciting than ever!"

*****

When the door opened, Jen and Tamako almost immediately received a message from Bell, with a close-up screenshot of Sam's face when the door first opened. As they made their way through the crowd and toward the casino with some of the employees, Tamako finally caught her breath from laughing, and asked Jen, "How was Sam's AI able to pull a prank on him without him knowing? I don't like the idea of my AI doing that. I should know everything that is going on!"

Jen replied, "I feel the same way, and our AI's can't do that. Sam gave his AI..Bell, autonomy to act within certain parameters. His AI is both better and worse than our AI's because of her autonomy. He can have her do tasks without needing to bother his conscious mind about decisions. She can also independently brainstorm with him on his enchantments. Haven't you noticed the jump in his enchantment ability. Those two are fanatics when working together. However, her goals are linked with his best interest, and the prank she just pulled on him, is absolutely something he would do to me if he could get away with it... so Bell's prank was fair game."

Tamako nodded at Jen’s explanation, but then groaned inwardly when she heard the words of a young woman they were walking past, "The new Casino Boss must be some kind of sex freak wearing a bathrobe to his big opening!" The woman's large-breasted friend replied with a wicked smile, "I'd like to call him Boss all night long!" The young woman giggled back, "If he plays his cards right we might even let him play two hands at a time!"

"By the Seven Decks! Can you believe what all these women are saying!" Tamako exclaimed to Jen.

"And even a few of the men! Who knew boxers and a robe would have such an effect!" laughed Jen.

*******

The City Lord almost let out a sigh of relief when Sam appeared in his bath robe and boxers. He leaned over to his advisor, and whispered, "He's just a vapid sex-crazed gambling playboy!"

The advisor replied, "We couldn't have asked for anything better! As long as he stays out of city matters and the politics of the guilds and nobles, we now have one less headache to worry about."

The City Lord replied, "Agreed, but keep an eye on him. That damn System Casino is just too overpowered with the complete protection it provides for its Boss and their guests! If this Boss keeps to his gambling and sex parties, we can consolidate our forces and maybe accept that gambling quest to take over control of Crossroads."

The advisor hid his wince at his lord's comments, and simply said, "Yes, my lord."

*****

As Jen and Tamako neared the casino, Sam finally spotted them and was waving them over to him. Jen immediately grabbed Sam into a hug, and said, "I know I didn't need to be, but I was worried about you. I didn't like that it was impossible for me to contact you."

Sam pulled Tamako into the hug, and said, "Ditto Boss!" After a short moment, Sam continued, "O.K. enough of that. Right now I need you to use your psych skill and interview all the returning employees and fire anyone that's going to be a problem."

Tamako rolled her eyes at all the messages Jen's psych skill overheard from the crowd and forwarded to her. They think we're his lovers! she thought as she reviewed the messages, and Sam started laughing as he also read Jen's messages. Tamako messaged Sam, "I'm going to put a stop to that foolishness right now! Sam, are you O.K. with me slapping you!"

With a grin, Sam replied, "Sure, go ahead!"

Before Jen could stop Tamako, she backed up and slapped Sam across the face. Sam then immediately turned around sticking his butt towards Tamako, and hollered, "Now my other cheek my tiny sex goddess!"

Tamako turned red with embarrassment, and stormed off into the casino, but she couldn't escape all the comments from the crowd that Jen forwarded her.

Sam glanced at Jen seriously for a microsecond, and messaged her, "Are we good?"

Jen had been reading the crowd, and more importantly those representing the powers of the City, and decided to use their presumptions to their benefit, and had messaged Sam to continue to act like carefree gambling playboy. Jen gave a slight nod to Sam, and messaged, "Yea, you're falling off their radar as a threat. Now, I bet most of the nobles will have left before you officially open. They'll probably just leave some of their lackeys to shake hands with you and make pleasantries."

Sam groaned, but said, "Good, the sooner that's over, the sooner we can get down to business!"

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 77

    
    
    
    
                Jen collapsed on the couch in Sam's suite, and Tamako sat down next to her and asked, "Is everything running smoothly now?"

Jen groaned with exhaustion as she turned on the couch, swung her leg up on one end, and placed her head in Tamako's lap, and replied, "Everything's good enough. Bell is handling all the settings and the casino interaction with the system, and I just finished hiring casino staff for all the one's that needed firing. I have zero interest in being some HR director, when we should be out kicking ass!"

Tamako nodded solemnly at Jen's words, and replied, "Let's get out of here now. I would also rather pick a low-paying adventuring job than spend another minute in this casino. Is Sam even making us any money? It seems like the gamblers are winning a lot out there."

Jen grabbed Tamako's hand and guided it towards her own head, and as Tamako ran her finger's through Jen's hair, Jen replied, "Yes, and No. Bell has set all the odds for the games and slot machines to maximum payout, with only a slight edge for the house."

Tamako shook her head in confusion, "Why would Sam allow her to do that?"

Sam just entered his private suite, and answered, "I want everyone to love gambling here, and support my continued ownership of the casino. Also, even though I don't like casinos, or the truth of what I'm doing, the casino will make more money than it ever did before."

Tamako looked at Sam with disbelief, and replied, "How do you think you'll make more money, if the odds for the gamblers are much closer to even with the casino than normal? This does not make sense!"

Sam shrugged with the acceptance and his disappointment in the the nature of gamblers, and explained, "Gamblers are addicted to gambling. Even if they are not on euphoria, or being tempted by a System gambling quest... they will still gamble because of their addiction to false hope of easy money, and their natural high when they win. If a gambler has 5 hundred silver, they will continue to gamble until they've lost all their money, maybe not in the same day, but they will keep coming back until they are broke. By changing the odds, the gamblers will get more "wins" in my casino than anywhere else. They will choose to return to my casino, rather than go anywhere else. Plus, since they are winning more often, they will stay in my casino longer, buy the crazy cheap food and booze that we're now offering, spend more money than they originally intended, and tell all their friends that I have the best casino they've ever been to in the decks. The House winning 1.5% from one thousand gamblers every hour of every day of the week, is better than winning 5 or 10% from just a few hundred customers during only the peak gambling hours."

As Tamako paused to consider Sam's explanation, he internally grumbled at the insidious psychology that casinos used, and sat down pulling Jen's feet into his lap and started rubbing them. He then said to Jen, "Thanks Boss! I appreciate all the help getting all the employees sorted. Thank goodness Bell will have this all on autopilot soon, and then we can figure out the best way to use the teleporter in here to jump to the Third Deck, but right now, I'm ready to get the 'F' out of here for a bit!"

Jen twisted on the couch and sat up, as she announced, "This place will be fine for a few hours. Let's sneak out of here, and go get Pudding, action man, and all our stuff from the rental house and bring it all back here... and maybe get a drink or two while we're at it!"

Sam replied, "I second your plan, Boss!"

Tamako nodded, "Well you both know I want out of here. It's unanimous! Let's get going now, before something else pops up that we've got to take care of."

******

“Get ready!” Jen said as she reached out with her psych ability to access Pudding's stat screen and on-board screen.

Jen sighed with relief as she instantly felt both action-man and Pudding’s presence. She could sense a significant improvement in Pudding’s mental stability. Jen spoke in her hypnotic voice, “Good work you two. Thank you for giving me access to your skills and spells.”

With no little difficulty, Jen copied the very basics of her multi-focus spell from her onboard and pasted it directly into Pudding’s skills list.

Jen was breathing heavily from the overdrawing of her mana, but she still felt Tamako's concern for her. Jen opened her eyes, and saw that Sam and Tamako had just about finished packing all their stuff up in travel bags. Damn I miss our storage devices!  Jen thought for the millionth time.

Jen waved Tamako off as she started to approach her, then Jen turned her attention back to Pudding, and explained, “Pudding, what you need to do is stay in meditation. Do not leave meditation no matter what, but use the multi-focus skill I just gave you to reach out with that part of your mind that has found peace, and re-enter the here and now. You and action-man know that I am influencing you with my hypnotic spell. I am now going to withdraw my mind from yours, but I am going to continue using my hypnotic spell. Nod your head if you understand and agree.”

Pudding’s eyes were still closed, but he nodded his head slowly. Jen was elated as she withdrew her mind and then said, “Pudding, if you can still hear my voice nod your head again.”

Pudding nodded his head.

“Do you wish to stay purely in meditation any longer?”

Pudding shook his head no.

“Do you wish to wake up?”

Pudding nodded his head yes.

“I would like to give you a trigger word so that you may return yourself to meditation if you are having difficulty. Would you be ok with that?”

Pudding nodded his head yes.

“If I, Sam, Tamako, your own self, or action-man asks you to say the words ‘Golem Mage’, you will immediately return your mind to a pure state of meditation. Now, I am going to count down from 10, and when I reach zero, you will wake up feeling rested, relaxed, calm, and safe. 10, 9, 8 ….2, 1, and zero”

Pudding opened his eyes, and with his voice barely under control, said, “I would like to go on the quest for the Oracle of Cognitio. However, I am placing you and all your friends in great danger, and I need to leave the city and this territory as soon as possible.”
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                “Heyyyy Slim,” purred the Siamese Cat as she brushed up against his side. She quivered as she thought, “His smell is so irresistible, but he is ignoring me. I want to burrow into him, and then have him take me on his loot pile!”

The simple cat annoyed Slim by interrupting his walk towards his alley. All the cats in the city knew to find him there and bring him food or information. “You know the rule, Simone. What do you have for me?”

“Yes! Yes! I know! That’s why I wanted to find you before you went all the way to your alley. I have something for you, but your scent distracted me, and now I’ve forgotten. Shoot!” she said as she whipped her tail in frustration. “Slim, I know it was something fantastic! Can I snuggle with you in your loot pile now? Please!”

Slim groaned with exasperation. “No, not until you remember. Was it food?”

“No,” Simone said as her tail whipped and fluffed out in frustration.

“Was it something shiny?” he asked her.

“No, not that.”

“Was it information?” Slim asked, knowing that if she said “yes” the information was probably as good as gone from her mind by now.

“Yes, that’s it!” Simone purred, and rolled on the ground in front of Slim in happiness.

After an excruciatingly painful discussion with the dumb, but loveable Simone, Slim finally learned that there was something “really important” going on over at the Acid Guild Hall. Slim promised Simone some snuggle time in his loot pile, but they first needed to go to the Acid Guild Hall and find out what was so important.

Cats were tolerated around the City because they kept the rat population under control. This made it easy for Slim to listen in on the Acid guild members as he blended in with Simone and the other cats that claimed the Acid Guild Hall as their territory.

“What has the Deck Director so wound up?” asked a young guild member to the older guard on duty with him.

“He’s pissed about Soup Bowl Bob going missing,” said the older guard. To answer the confused look that was still on the young guy’s face he explained, “For some reason that the guild won’t explain to us lower members, every ten years with the beginning of the Oracle quest, the same four Acid Guild members drop from the fourth deck, and take Soup Bowl Bob on the quest with them.”

The young guard then guessed, “So, the Deck Director is upset because these extremely powerful fourth-deckers will be super pissed at him since Soup Bowl has disappeared.”

“Exactly!” replied the older guard.

“But that makes little sense! If they are so powerful, why would they need Soup Bowl Bob for anything?” The younger guard argued with his own conclusion.

“Like I said, the guild won’t explain it, but I heard that the Deck Director has hired a tracking mage from the Elf Zone. When the Deck Droppers arrive later today, the elf will lead them straight to Soup Bowl.”

The younger guard let out a low long whistle as his eyes opened wide after hearing that the Director hired an elf tracking mage, and said, “Hiring that elf mage for even a few hours probably costs more than I make all year!”

The old guard laughed. “Try two years with the shitty loot you’ve been recovering. Even at that price, those spineless elves refuse to help fight. All they will do is track the target.”

Slim felt Jen’s connection calling him for their meeting, but he’d heard enough.

Slim promised Simone two snuggles in his loot pile because he needed to leave immediately. He laughed to himself, “She forgets everything, but I doubt she will forget this.”

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 79:

    
    
    
    
                Tamako and Sam looked towards Jen after she shut the door to Pudding’s room, and Tamako asked “what’s his story?”

Jen shook her head, saying, “I don’t know too much yet, but give me a second to tell you everything I do know. First, he still needs to stay in meditation most of the time until he increases his multi-focus skill. He hates being called Bob. Eating pudding and us calling him Pudding is the only thing that has brought him some form of peace in the last 100 years. He actually asked that we keep calling him Pudding. Action-man’s real name is Jee Hai Jowe (pronounced “G” “Hi” “Joe”), but Pudding just calls him ‘Jee’. Most importantly, he believes that his presence is placing us in great danger, and last, He appreciates our help, but wants to leave the City as soon as possible so that he can head to the Oracle Deck.”

Tamako asked, “How is he putting us in danger, and why does he want to go to the Oracle Deck?”

Jen replied mimicking Pudding’s witch-doctor Earth accent, “I be puttin Team Kelly in Great Danger. I must be leavin dis City Ms. Jen.” Jen smiled and continued, “He’s got the coolest accent. Anyway, I told him we would try to help him out of the city as soon as Slim returned. He was very agitated, but agreed to go back into meditation, so long as he could leave very soon, either with or without us.”

Jen thought Sam looked overly grumpy at being pulled into another stranger's problems, and before he could say anything, she said, “Quit looking so grumpy. I pinged Slim; he will be here soon. We'll get Pudding back to the casino where it will keep him and all of us safe.” Sam shook his head at Jen and Tamako, and said, “I’m not grumpy, it’s my gut telling me we need to get the hell out of here, now!”

Without hesitating to even ask for an explanation, Jen ordered, “I'll get Pudding ready, and let's get out of here now! Slim will catch up to us.”

System-wide Gambling Quest

The Oracle deck is now open. Be the first to find the Oracle of Cognitio, and five questions of your choosing will be answered.

Chances of Death...variable.

Your specific chances of death... The members of your party will be lucky to live beyond even the next few hours.

***

As they left the rental house, Sam's luck skill didn't point towards the town and his casino, but pointed off towards the closest wild teleport pad in their region.

"Shit!" Sam exclaimed to himself, before calling out to Jen, Tamako, and Pudding.

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 80:  Lord Deathless

    
    
    
    
                The big jackass who demanded to be called, Lord Deathless, hollered at Deck Director Copton of the Acid Guild, “Hey, Director Fuck-turd! Move it with our robes!” The Director kept a smile on his face as he motioned for his men to take clothing to their guild's Fourth-Deck Guild droppers, and replied, “Yes, Lord Deathless”.

The Director thought to himself, “I wish I could fucking kill these four assholes. All they do is show up every ten years taking whatever they want. The other deck droppers in his party are all still incapacitated from mana withdrawal, but Lord Dumbass always drops without losing much of his strength or energy.” The Director continued to seethe inwardly as he thought, “Lord Deathless, what a fucking stupid name! Thankfully we will only have to suffer through a couple of days of the braggart telling everyone about how unkillable he is before they head off to the Oracle Deck.”

“Shithead! Why isn’t Soup Bowl here!” demanded Lord Deathless as he looked around.

Director Copton gestured toward the tall elf standing next to him and replied, “Soup Bowl Bob is in hiding. I have hired Aston Rosen, Associate Elf Mage Tracker, to help us locate him as soon as your party recovers from their Deck drop.” The Director was sick at the cost of hiring the Elf Mage Tracker for these asshole deck droppers, but he knew without the tracker they might kill him for his failure to present Soup Bowl to them. As much as he hated these droppers, he couldn't deny their power.

Lord Deathless went into a rage when he realized Soup Bowl Bob was missing. He spent about 5 minutes slapping around the guild guards and the Director.

Director Copton was on the ground, bleeding from his nose, ears, and eyes, just waiting for the stomp that was surely heading for his head, and ending his life. Director Copton knew this was an inner guild matter, and the City Lord wouldn’t intervene if the dropper killed him. He could only hope guild politics would stop the brute from kicking his head in completely.

Finally, Lord Deathless stopped beating on the guards and the Director. He then picked up the director by his robes, and while spitting in his face said, “Take care of the rest of my party, and you better hope this mage can lead me to Soup Bowl.”

During his tantrum, Lord Deathless made sure not to injure or even touch the Elf Mage. Even he was not willing to offend the Elf Mages. Lord Deathless threw the Director back onto the ground, looked over at the mage, and asked, “are you ready to lead me to Bob?”

The Elf simply nodded his head and turned to lead the way, while thinking, “I knew I should have charged more.”

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 81:

    
    
    
    
                They were only a block away from the rental house when Jen jerked to a stop, stuck her nose in the air like a dog on alert, and said, “Shit Sam, I was hoping your gut was wrong.  Someone just pinged Pudding’s location. I wasn’t able to follow the ping back to its exact location, but it generally came from the direction of the City. I don’t really have any idea of how far away they are; let’s pick up the pace.” 

Jen asked Pudding, “Are you sure you don't want us to take you to the shop in crossroads and transport you somewhere from there?”

“Noo, Ms. Jen, those pointy ear elf tracker mages be finding me anywhere on the second or third decks. You know Ms. Jen, they torture me for all your information, and I sure No want to tell dem, but theys awful good at the giving of pain, and I am sad to say, they would eventually get the information out of me.”  Jen nodded in understanding, as Pudding continued, “Da elf tracker mages guild no sell their services on the Oracle Deck. If I can jus make it to a transport pad outside da city, I will go to da Oracle deck and hide out while gaddering more of my sanity and strength.”
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                Lord Deathless was fuming. He hated working with Elves, and for at least the tenth time he repeated, “Can we go any faster? Since he is outside of the city, it is obvious he is just hiding somewhere. I need to get him and get back to the City quickly.  It's been hours since we left the City, and it's already getting dark!” 

The Elf just continued forward, ignoring him. 

Lord Deathless lost his patience and ran forward around the bend in the river, where the hills gave way to an open valley of tall grass with mountains on the side, with the river running down the middle of it. 

“There he is!” roared Lord Deathless.  As he was able to see Bob even in the darkening light of the end of the day.  He then mumbled to himself, "Who the hell is that man and woman with him?  I didn't think anyone on this Deck was capable of healing Bob."

The Elf appeared at his side at that moment and said, “I have found the target. Acknowledge I have fulfilled the contract.” 

Lord Deathless cursed at himself for admitting he saw Bob, and grudgingly mumbled, “I acknowledge you have fulfilled the contract.” 

The Elf disappeared from his sight without further comment. 

“Damn worthless Elves!” Lord Deathless grumbled as he started running towards Bob and the two strangers with him. “They are going to learn what I do to people who interfere with the Acid Guild!” He grinned with a sick lust as thoughts of torturing them ran through his mind, then frowned as he thought, "Dammit! I'll have to be quick about it though.  The others will be waiting on me to get back with Bob."
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                K.I.S.S. Keep It Simple Stupid, Jen thought to herself, as she watched Lord Dickless running towards Sam's, Tamako's, and Pudding's location. During their run towards the teleportation pad, Jen had used her psych skill to snare and control a Tweety Claw raptor that she spotted flying overhead. They were oddly shaped birds with a very small face and body, but with an enormous wingspan to support their massive legs and razor sharp six-fingered talons. They didn't kill their prey with their beaks, but would snatch, crush, and shred them with their muscled finger talons. Most importantly for her, they were ridiculously fast.

When Pudding heard the description from Jen as her Tweety Claw returned from scouting, he'd told them, "We be in bad luck, but could be much, much worse. The elf do nothing, but help Lord Deathless find us. We be lucky that rest of his party not be wid him, or we surely be all dead." Unfortunately, Pudding went on to explain to Jen and the rest, that Lord Deathless was incredibly strong, fast, and Pudding had never seen anything in the Second Deck or the Oracle Deck that could kill the man. Pudding had said, "He have a mighty high tolerance for pain too, but he do feel the pain, and even if you were to find a way to break one of his nearly indestructible bones, it be self-healed within jus a few moments. However, if you can help me, I can stop him, but if no able to help, we all need to run in separate directions. He shood follow me, and no worry about you...for now anyways. The Oracle Deck jus open, and his party is wanting to take me and jump there immediately."

Jen had been frustrated that because of the incredible pace the elf and Dickless traveled, they would certainly catch up with them before they made it to the nearest jump pad, so she ordered them to stop and spend the next hour or so preparing for Dickless to catch up with them.

Now, Jen was watching as the elf turned away from Dickless, and Dickless actually started running even faster towards where Sam, Tamako, and Pudding waited. Jen couldn't help but worry as she watched this unstoppable killer racing towards two of the people she loved the most in the world, and if her plan didn't work, she would know it was her plan that got them killed.

******

Lord Deathless slowed down his running as he neared Bob and the other two. He figured once they saw that he'd found them, that Bob was going to beg him to spare the lives of these two people that had made the mistake of helping him.

As he now walked toward them, Lord Deathless said in a disgustingly friendly voice, "Soup Bowl Bob...why don't you want to hang out with us again. We always treat you and Jee so well. Now you've went and done it again, and I'm going to have to make an example of your new friends."

Lord Deathless looked towards the man that looked strained and tense, and said, "Don't worry, I won't rape your woman for long, I'm just going to....AHKKKK!!!! Fuck! What the Fuck!"

****

Jen waited patiently until Dickless was passing the giant boulder near the base of the mountain, where Sam, Tamako, and Pudding were waiting, and she sent in the Tweety Claw at full speed towards the back of Dickless' head, and had Tweety snatch and rip out a chunk of Dickless' hair. "Shit that was close!" Jen stress-whispered to herself as Dickless' reaction punch just clipped the end of Tweety's wing, but didn't stop Tweety from escaping.

Deathless was surprised, but the bird didn't really phase or hurt him, and he laughed at the tiny woman that was now charging towards him using some sort of "weak-ass taunt skill", and said, "Mr. Constipated, was your bird supposed to distract me while your TINY woman somehow lands a surprise punch or kick to knock me out."

Lord Deathless didn't even change his stance as the tiny woman neared.

****

Jen watched as Sam made the last gesture of his lightning spell, and released the mana that he'd been building and channeling for the last 30 minutes or so. She grimaced as the waterfall of lightning flooded down on Dickless, and thought to herself, "It's not as focused, refined, or nearly as powerful as his enchanted lightning tattoo, but it was still pumped with quite a bit of power."

A hair of a second after the lightning cleared, Jen noticed Tamako change directions slightly and slam the multi-ton giant boulder haphazardly balanced next to the spiked pit, that Sam's lightning strike just blasted Dickless down into. Jen still couldn't believe their luck, and that they'd just gathered all their mechanical trap materials from the rental house, and as a result, were able to build a well-hidden pit trap. Jen cheered as the boulder toppled over and crashed down both on top of, and into the pit. She messaged to Tamako, "Hell yea! He didn't jump out of the pit before the boulder crushed him!"

Unfortunately, even from her distance, she noticed Tamako shaking her head, and Jen could see through her onboard video that something was making the boulder shudder and shake. Jen's heart sank as Pudding just stayed right where he was, as Sam and Tamako took off running away as fast as they could. "You can do it!" She silently urged.

            

    
        Book 2 - Chapter 84

    
    
    
    
                Jen watched as Tamako and Sam sprinted and climbed up the mountain away from the pit trap. The plan was for them to try and start a small rock avalanche at the top of the mountain, but as she watched the boulder on top of the pit trap shake and fracture from the efforts of Dickless to escape, she knew that plan would probably kill Pudding who was just sitting there without any protection, while only slowing Dickless down a little.

***

During his short window of time, Pudding hadn’t let the opportunity go to waste. He gathered Lord Deathless' hair and blood from Tweety's claws in the hopes that he would have enough time to activate his voodoo doll.

While team Kelly had been preparing the pit trap, Pudding and Jee had worked on carving a voodoo puppet doll. He'd prepped the doll and his spell as much as he could without having the fresh blood and hair or other body matter that would let him activate the doll.

Sam was desperately working with Tamako to dislodge a massive boulder several hundred yards up the mountain, when Lord Deathless punched through a bottom corner of the boulder covering the pit, and pulled himself out. Other than a few small bloodstains and dirt on his torn and shredded robe, Lord Deathless was completely unharmed.

Sam looked over at Tamako, and said, "We're out out time! Pudding made us promise to run if we couldn't stop Dickless. We need to go now!"

As Lord Deathless pulled himself out of the pit and stood up, he screamed, "I'm going to hunt you two down, and if you think Soup Bowl Bob had it bad, you have no..."

Pudding cut off Lord Deathless as he held up his finished puppet voodoo doll and hollered to team Kelly, “Dis Doll be mighty powerful. It have da same type of power as de dropper, jus on a smaller scale. Watch dis!”

Lord Deathless' face paused in shock for a split second, but before he could attack Bob, Pudding tried snapping off the doll’s leg, but the wooden puppet leg wouldn't actually break off, at least not permanently. As quickly as Pudding snapped the doll's wooden leg, it repaired itself. But the roar from Lord Deathless let everyone know he felt the pain.

Deathless reached down and grabbed his leg in pain as Pudding broke the doll’s leg, but it was only a second before it healed.

Pudding didn't waste seconds and twisted the neck of the doll completely backwards, and started snapping every limb of the doll, and then continuously and repeatedly broke and twisted the doll as it continued to self-heal.

The dropper’s bones were clearly breaking and straigtening with his limbs at odd angles, and his neck was twisted too far around. Tamako prayed that the doll would eventually kill the man was as she ran towards him intent on trying to cut his head off to permanently kill him. Before she could even reach Deathless, his body started twisting and contorting less as he self-healed over and over. Tamako then jerked in surprise when the dropper screamed again, followed by a fountain of blood bursting from his chest. Then she noticed Jen standing next to Pudding, repeatedly jabbing her dagger into the chest of the voodoo doll.

Jen hollered, “I think I can stay ahead of his regeneration and keep him down by repeatedly stabbing him through the heart, but the doll pushes my knife out of its chest, and almost heals before I can stab it again. The same thing is happening as I try cutting the doll's neck off! Suggestions people?”

Pudding added, “We must work quickly, da dropper’s regeneration will use up the blood and hair on the doll and destroy my magic soon.”

Tamako smiled at how quick and brilliant her Jen was, as she heard Jen command, “Tamako, get some more of the dropper’s blood and guts. Pudding and Jee make another doll.”

Pudding quickly made another doll and Tamako brought him heaps of blood and body matter, getting everything done in less than two minutes.

“Pudding, how many times can you do this spell?” Jen asked.

Pudding smiled, “wit dese materials, I can make dolls for hours, as long as you keep stabbin him. If he had come better prepared, or his other party members were here, this would not be working. We can no let his regen catch up though. You must keep stabbing him, and no let up!”

Tamako was keeping watch over the dropper while Jen was stabbing the doll, and pudding was preparing more dolls to enchant as the body matter would get used up.

Sam called out to Tamako, “Is he dead? I mean, can you loot him at the same moment as Jen stabs him in the heart?” Tamako walked up to the dropper and called back, “There’s a loot window, but it doesn’t allow me to loot him. It’s like he’s dead, but his body is regenerating so fast. The loot window flickers on and off so fast I can’t activate it.”

“Just a second. I’m going to try something,” replied Sam.

Jen noticed Sam cautiously walking towards Deathless, and asked, “What’re you doing?”

Sam replied via his onboard text message, just in case the dropper could hear him, and explained his plan as he neared Deathless and pulled Tamako back a short ways, “I'm going to hit Dickless with a lightning bolt, and Tamako, I want you to try and throw your spear into his heart at the same time. We're going to try and do it altogether in that moment his loot window appears.”

Tamako was not quite holding her breath, but if this failed, she didn’t know what they would do.

Sam texted the group, “Jen, yell ‘stab’ every time you stab the doll.”

Jen started chanting “Stab, Stab, Stab, Stab,” as she constantly stabbed the voodoo doll.

Sam called out, "Now!" as he finished casting his spell.

Tamako timed her throw perfectly, and grinned as Deathless body convulsed and bled on the ground, but then she heard Sam exclaim, “Damnit! I couldn't activate the loot option.”

Tamako watched Sam as he paused for a second in thought and frustration, then Jen messaged, “Pudding has already prepared another doll if this doesn't work. Sam, I want you to strike the doll I'm currently stabbing with the strongest lightning bolt spell you can create." Jen then looked over towards Pudding, and said, "Let me know when you have the spell on the new doll 99% complete. If this doesn't work, I want you to finish the spell and keep breaking Dickless until we can come up with another plan."

Sam nodded to Jen when his spell was ready, and messaged her to keep from interrupting his spell chant, and messaged, “O.K., take the doll out in the open over there, and when I say run, you run to where Pudding is with the next doll and start stabbing again. Tamako, you get ready to protect me in case this dick-head can get up before Jen starts stabbing the next voodoo doll.”

Sam didn’t want to give the dropper any warning if he could hear him, so he continued to use his control panel to text the countdown to Jen and Tamako. “3, 2, 1, run!”

Tamako would have missed what happened next if she wasn’t expecting the unholy powerful lightning strike that hit the voodoo doll in the open field. Even so, she still flinched from the power of the strike, but she witnessed the dropper continue to lie there screaming as his body continued to be broken and self-healed, and a moment later she saw Sam collapse.

Tamako caught Sam before he hit the ground. She could see he'd used the rest of his personal mana to power the lightning strike, and he would be O.K.

As she slowly lowered him to the ground, he smiled weakly and turned his head to look at the river and panted, “let’s see if that fucker can regen without any fucking air!”

"Damm! I love these people! Not an ounce or even a second of give up or quit in them!" Tamako thought to herself as she moved to get closer to Deathless to throw a rope around one of his legs.

Twenty minutes later, Deathless was at the bottom of the river with a 2-ton boulder covering and crushing his body into the riverbed.

Tamako was trying to see if Deathless was moving, and commented, "I can't see him under the boulder. Any ideas on if it is working?"

Jen replied, "Keep a watch out for him. Something is happening, I'm not sure what it is though." She turned to Pudding again, "What do you think?"

"Ms. Jen, I no have an idea if this is working or not, but the doll is regenerating more slowly each time you stab or break it. Unfortunately, I have seen de Dickless go without air for many hours once, of course he wasn't being stabbed and broken repeatedly at the same time. I will prepare the spell on this other doll that Jee just finished carving, just in case the spell is failing on dis one."

After a few more minutes the doll finally stopped re-healing itself, and she heard Tamako cheer as they all received notice of experience points from the death of Lord Deathless.

As Jen dropped down to take a seat on the ground and tried to command her body to release the stress and adrenalin that had built up, she felt her link with Slim activate, and a clear impression from him to RUN!

"By the Seven Decks!" she thought.
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                Jen called out to the group, "We've got to get running again. No time to waste."

Everyone was mentally and physically exhausted from feverishly preparing the traps and the battle with Lord Deathless, but Jen was glad to see that they were getting up and starting to move before interrogating her for her orders.

Tamako started leading the way, following Jen's Tweety Claw as it scouted overhead. Pudding and Sam were slowing them down, but they were still moving faster than Olympic runners back on Earth.

Sam panted out as ran, "What's going on, why can't we take a few minutes to relax and recover?"

Jen replied, "Don't know, but I received a strong feeling from Slim that we needed to get our asses moving. He's heading our way, I'll let you know more when I know more. For now, save your breath for running."

*****

As Jen felt Slim get closer, his presence reminded her of the notice of experience points she’d received, but ignored during their battle with Lord Deathless, and asked Slim, “You weren’t far behind us when we fled from the rental house. What happened, and how did you earn so many experience points?”

Jen patiently watched Slim as he was trying to be dramatic and draw out his explanation by prancing past them and looking for a place to lay down up ahead. However, Tamako didn’t have Jen’s patience when she said, “so what happened to you? What's going on? Out with it!”

Jen rolled her eyes inwardly as Slim soaked up Tamako’s frustration, by making another dramatic pause and licking his paws before explaining, “I went back to the teleportation pad the Acid Guild used and watched as three other deck droppers were recovering from their drop. The second one to get up also didn’t wait for the rest of his party to recover before leaving. He just got up, beat up the Acid Guild’s Deck Director, took all his money, and started heading out of the city.”

Jen asked, “How did he know which direction to go?”

“He was just getting to the City’s gate when he spotted the Elf tracking mage. The Elf must hate these guys because he charged the dropper a fortune, and he just needed to lead him back here again. The dropper must’ve been a mage since he raised a ridiculously powerful mana shield when he left the city gate. He was so confident of his shield, and arrogant of his power, he didn’t even pay attention to anything going on around him. He just followed the Elf as though he were on a paradise deck.”

Tamako blew out an impatient breath as they continued to run past where Slim was relaxing, and said, “So what happened to him?”

“I snuck up on him and killed him from behind.” Slim snickered before continuing, “Even that Elf jumped in surprise.”

Jen fist-pumped the air, and replied, “kick-ass Slim!” Pudding looked curiously towards Jen, inquiring what Slim was telling them. Jen then told Pudding about Slim killing the mage.

Pudding’s eyes widened in amazement as he said, “How in da hell did you kill him though? His power make Lord Deathless look like a gentle baby!”

Slim purred with joy at everyone’s frustration after he replied, “It’s a secret technique I’m unable to disclose.”

Jen was pretty sure her connection with Slim was giving her an idea of how he killed mages that relied too much on mana, but she wouldn’t give out his secrets. Jen then asked Slim through their private mana-bond, “How close was it really Slim?”

Slim looked up at her and replied, “Let’s just say I wouldn’t try it again at my current level.” The others had no idea why Jen hollered "keep running" as she turned around, ran back to Slim, and picked Slim up, pulling him into a tight hug. Slim was also surprised at the intensity of the feeling that flowed through her connection, but decided he liked it very much, well…he would tolerate it.

Slim continued after a minute, “Just so you know, that Elf tracking mage was watching when you all killed Lord Dipshit. His type would never tell the humans what he saw, but I’m sure the Elf guild will be curious about me, Pudding, and the rest of you now. Of course, they're Elves, so that means in 1 to 2 hundred years his guild may ask him about it. Also, pick up the pace, if those other droppers hire the tracking mage to find us, you won’t have any warning with him pinging Pudding again, since he already knows where we are, and it is obvious where we're heading.”

That comment got everyone’s attention, and energized them to keep pushing hard for the wild jump pad to the Oracle Deck. They all knew they didn't stand a chance against two of these powerful deck droppers at the same time.
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                Jen wiped the sweat from her forehead as they continued to race towards the plateau with the transport pad for Pudding to use, and said, “The Good news is, the remaining deck droppers have no idea anyone has been helping Pudding, unless the Tracking Elf tells them what he saw. The bad news is, they are going to know someone’s been helping him when they inspect the scene of the fight with Lord Deathless. If we don’t take the quest and head to the Oracle Deck, they'll hire tracking elves to use any blood or hair they find to track us down. If we survive the Oracle Deck long enough, by the time we return, the tracking material’s linked to us will probably have faded and disappeared.”

As they neared the plateau, Pudding kept reaching down and picking up limbs until he couldn't physically hold or balance any more of them in his arms, and Jen could hear him speaking to Jee, “We must trust dem to hav a chance of getting her back.” Jee shrugged and dropped back in Pudding’s pocket.

Jen thought, “Strange, I wonder what he’s up to. I don’t blame him or Jee for being worried, we don’t know him well enough to trust him with all of our secrets either.”

As they reached the transfer pad, Pudding explained, “You know it will cost 50 gold to accept de quest, or you can agree to pay de system half of all de loot you get in the Oracle Deck. If you no pay half, you no can return. I say you pay de gold. I no have the money, so I must bargain de loot.”

Tamako new that Sam didn’t mind running when necessary, but since he wasn't able to use his storage rings with the crossbow bolts, his logs, or anything else, and since he was just now getting back some of his mana after the battle…all in all, Tamako knew he was on edge with stress since they were utterly unprepared for a deck jump to the Oracle Deck.

Sam texted to Jen, “Boss, this is the scene in the movie where everyone gets blown up because they talk instead of run.” Jen gave Sam a slight nod, privately messaged Slim, and then said to Pudding, “Enough talk Pudding, we are going to pay for your jump to the Oracle Deck. You have less than a minute to tell us what to expect, before we are accepting the Oracle quest and jumping.”

Pudding nodded, cast a spell on the arm-length limbs he was holding and said, “I have animated these limbs, Jee and all these limbs are companions and dey travel wid me.”

Jen watched curiously as the limbs used all the little branches sticking off the main trunk of each limb to move around. Some of the limbs moved like stick people, while a couple of the limbs moved on the ground like centipedes.

Pudding explained, "When we arrive on the Oracle Deck, these limbs will try to protect us against anything that might try to attack us, while we be still weak from the mana drain." He then cast a different spell on five limbs that didn't have any branches and weren't moving around, and explained “Each of us can take one of these limbs. They are animated, but they can't move. With the spell I jus cast on dem, you can put your mana into them. The teleportation will not drain the mana from dese limbs. When we arrive in the Oracle Deck, you can draw your mana out of dem to help you recover more quickly... maybe your recovery from the mana drain be three times quicker than normal. Dat is one reason why da deck droppers wanted me.”

Jen, Tamako, Slim, and Sam quickly mirrored Pudding's actions and put as much mana into the limbs as they could. Sam, Jen, and Tamako also secretly placed their concrete-crusted storage devices in their mouths as they all stepped onto the teleportation pad, Slim glared at them and said, "You're all going to owe me some serious interest on this system loot fee I'm paying for you." A moment later, the rainbow and fireworks swept them up sending them to the Oracle Quest Deck.

*******

“Karen, I could tell there were three of them with him, but no idea what they really look like, levels, or anything else,” said the Ranger.

The life mage, Karen, was pissed at the two fucking morons she had been working with for the last 100 years. They were powerful, but their stupidity and arrogance had finally caught up with them. With a slight grunt she let off some anger, causing the life out of half the vegetation in the valley to drain away. “No use wasting any more time or energy wishing we had Bob. However, he and his new friends better pray I never find them. We’ll go back and take ten of the guild’s best fighters as cannon fodder. Now, let’s get the hell out of here and get to the Oracle Deck” she said to the Ranger, and turned back towards the city.
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                As the teleportation rainbow and fireworks fell on Jen, she received a System Message:




	
System Message:

ALERT - mana cat has been identified as a member of your party. The storage of personal items by your mana cat violates the terms and conditions of the Oracle Deck Quest.

Option A: The System will store all the personal items being carried by your mana cat until you return from the Oracle Deck. If you do not return from the Oracle Deck within six months, the personal items will be forfeited to the System Shop.

Option B: The System will not teleport your mana cat to the Oracle Deck, and none of its stored personal items will be removed - default option.

You have 5 seconds to make a selection. If no selection is made, the default option will be selected for you.








Jen immediately selected option A as she thought, Damnit!! Slim's going to be pissed, and where in the hell are these terms and conditions?!

Jen's thoughts soon came to a halt as the mana was ripped out of her, and she found herself lying on the ground dry heaving.

****

Tamako was sick from the teleport, but still on her feet, and she moved to place her naked self between the manic Pudding, who was on his knees screaming, while gripping the stick he'd filled with mana. Tamako similarly started to draw the mana from the stick she was carrying, but even with their mana sticks in their hands, the rest of her party was still lying on the ground, vulnerable from the mana drain caused by the jump. That’s when she noticed the growling noises coming from the woods around her.

Pudding turned towards the growling noises, vomited, brought himself to his feet, and screamed, “Come and get me!”

Pudding leaped towards the first wolf-roach that moved into the clearing, baiting it with his left forearm. The beast was the size of a small dog, and it's head looked like that of a typical wolf, but it's back was a brown shell like that of a roach, and it's feet allowed it to swarm up and down trees with ease. As the wolf-roach charged and sank its fangs into his arm, Pudding ignored the pain as he twisted with the wolves lunge to try and pull it off balance. He then jabbed the thumb of his other hand deep into the wolf-roach's eye.

The wolf let go of Pudding and dropped to the ground dead, but Pudding stuck his thumb into his mouth swallowing the brain gore, then screamed, “You now be mine! Attack!”

The wolf-roach rose from the ground with its gored-out eye and charged the other wolf-roaches that were leaving the tree line and starting to swarm towards towards him. Pudding spared a glance towards the others and saw Tamako using a large branch to fend them away from Sam and Jen.

Pudding knew Tamako would be overwhelmed and unable to defend Sam, Jen, and Slim, who were still lying on the ground mostly defenseless. He ordered his twig-mover stick minions to quit protecting him and intercept any of the wolf-roaches going after the others. Another of the wolf-roaches was already snapping one of his stick minions with its jaws, and Pudding grabbed the wolf-roach by its ear and similarly killed it by jabbing a thumb deep into one of its eyes. He again swallowed the gore from his thumb and took control of the dead beast, but sent this one off to defend the others.

Sam was initially too sick to physically join the fight, but he was functioning enough to absorb the mana from his mana stick. He spit the storage rings out of his mouth while rising to his knees, he then weakly swung his stick at the beasts that were trying to get past Pudding's stick creatures. Sam then called out, “Pudding, get over here, circle up and help create a defensible perimeter.”

Pudding was screaming manically as he was bashing and smashing at one of the wolf-roaches that was latched onto his legs with its' teeth, but Jee had recovered enough from the teleport to direct Pudding to follow Sam’s directions. Pudding shuffled over to form a small circle with Tamako and Sam with the wolf-roach still ripping at his leg as he tried to get a grip on it and attempt to jam a thumb into its brain matter. Tamako saw him struggling, and stomped down on the beast's back smashing it like... well a bug.

Pudding swore, "Damnit! It's no good to me now."

Tamako ignored Pudding's rantings as she continued to stomp, punch, and kick the wolf-roaches back. She knew she was losing too much blood from the multiple bites on her arms and legs, then she felt the healing spell wash over her.

*****

Jen's body was weak. She had a guess, but didn't really understand why her and Slim's teleportation sickness was so much worse than the others. However, while still lying on the ground, as soon as her body generated enough mana, she started casting weak healing spells on the others. Her spells were weak and slow to cast without her healing tattoo, but they would stop the bleeding and partially strengthen the fractured or shattered bones the others had sustained from the beasts.

Jen couldn't see very well from her position on the ground, but she noticed there were now three or four of the beasts defending them instead of attacking.

****

Pudding swallowed the gore from the fifth wolf-roach’s brain, and screamed, “Now mine you be! Attack!” The dead wolf-roach rose from the ground, and with his other dead zombie wolf-roaches, they relentlessly attacked the rest of their former pack. The remaining wolf-roaches were hesitating, and looked like they were about to run.

Pudding screamed, “Hurry! Kill dem, no let dem escape!” as he raced forward and jumped on the back of a wolf-roach that had started to turn and run.

Sam wanted to let them scatter, but before he could command everyone to form back up, Tamako also dashed forward killing another, and then the rest ran off into the woods.

Jee jumped out in front of Pudding clearly giving him commands. Sam was disgusted as he watched Pudding thumb-jab the beat's eye and swallow its brain-gore.

Pudding then commanded the zombie wolf-roaches, “You all be mine! Guard and protect your master!” The wolf-roaches formed a perimeter around the group, facing outward in a defensive posture.

Jee ran over to Jen waiving at her emphatically. Jen was still coming out of her mana sickness, but she assessed Jee's actions and the situation in a glance and commanded, “Golem Mage, 3,2,1, sit and meditate!”

Pudding immediately responded to the hypnotic trigger Jen had planted in his mind, and sat down on the ground meditating. Jee then ran back over and sat with Pudding watching over him.

Sam started to cast some healing spells, when Jen said, “Sam, save your mana and be prepared for a lightning attack if needed. I am much better at casting healing spells than you.”

Sam noticed Slim stirring and getting to his feet.  As he moved to ruffle his fur, Slim hissed and ran off into the forest.  Sam looked at Jen and asked, "What's wrong with Slim?!"

Jen quickly explained The System Message she received and that Slim was furious at her for allowing The System to take his stuff.  Sam was pissed at Slim's treatment of Jen, but there was nothing he could do about it at the moment, so he just buried his frustration.

*****

While Jen spent the next few hours healing everyone back to full health, Sam had said to Jen, “Wow, how did you have enough mana regeneration to perform those healing spells so quickly after the teleportation, when we were under attack?" Sam and Tamako had used the stored mana from the sticks just so their body's would function.

Jen shook her head weakly saying, “I used my mana manipulation ability to direct the mana away from my body functions and into my healing spells instead.  As a result my body's mana is out of balance, and it's going to be a while before I recover fully." 

Sam frowned with confusion, and replied, "I still don't get it.  Why was Tamako and Pudding able to recover more quickly than me?"

Jen closed her eyes to rest as she answered, "I've got some guesses, but man there are so, so many things I don't get about The System and these Decks, and why they work the way they do.  Maybe some day we'll know more, but until then, we've just got to keep muddling through it."  Jen then said to the group, "By the way, have you noticed?  Look at your mana signatures.  The concrete virus is gone."

Tamako tiredly replied with some cheer, "Hell yea!  Finally!"

Sam grunted an acknowledgement to Jen's comments, and looked around at the blood-covered naked group, he couldn’t help but think, "This is one freaking weird world we’ve been dumped into!"  He shook his head to bring his focus back to what needed to be done and called out, “Tamako, you’re in charge until Jen gets back to 100%.”

Tamako rolled her eyes at him, but took control and replied, “We’re staying here until everyone’s recovered. The noise and blood may attract more predators, but this open area around the transfer pad will allow us to maintain a perimeter. Plus, a large pack of beasts like that, I’m guessing they are the alpha predators in this area.”

Tamako then continued to snap limbs off nearby trees breaking them in a way to create sharp ends. She stacked these hillbilly spears in the middle with some throwing rocks she was also collecting.

Sam was hoping his mana would have time to charge back up before they were needed again.  He then searched around for the storage rings, and found that they were not infected by the concrete virus, but they were still crusted over with concrete.  He announced to everyone, "The storage rings are still useless from the concrete, but as soon as possible, I'll see if there is anything I can do to get access to their storage spaces."

*****

It was cold, and they had no protection from the elements. Sam started gathering wood and digging a Dakota fire pit with his bare hands and one of the hillbilly spears Tamako had created. He then used just a touch of lightning to start the fire.

By the time the fire was going, Jen was much better off. Sam asked Jen, “I know we talked about this earlier, but there must be some rational reason.  We have similar stats, why is your physical recovery so much slower than mine?’

Jen replied, “I wondered the same thing when we arrived on the Second Deck. My guess is that its a result of my link with Slim. His connection with mana is significant, which slows down our recovery. Slim still isn’t recovered as much as me. I think... the greater the mana connection, the longer the recovery. I believe this is probably why that Deathless brute was the first one to track Pudding down. I’ve been thinking that his regeneration was a result of spells that had permanently changed how his physical body actually worked, and not the result of him constantly using mana to cast regeneration spells during our fight with him. I'm purely guessing here, but I think it's different, but similar, to the body enchantment tattoos we use. His body needed mana to regenerate, but it seemed more like a part of his permanent body that would charge up each time after we temporarily killed him, rather than a part of his mana channels or pool that would then cast a regeneration spell on himself, so like Pudding's mana sticks, his strength and regeneration would not get drained of mana in a teleportation, only what little mana he had in his mana channels would probably be drained by a teleportation.

Jen watched as Sam’s eyes widened and the gears in his head started turning at a thousand mile an hour, and she said, “Earth to Sam, well not Earth, but stay focused. What the heck happened when we first dropped here and those zombie beasts?”

Sam looked over at Pudding and shrugged as he answered Jen, “Pudding called them wolf-roaches.  They attacked, and Pudding went all Zombie master on them while defending us with his twig minions. You’re going to need to talk to him to find out what the hell is up with the zombie wolf-roaches.”

Jen then moved around to the other side of the fire pit to sit next to Pudding as he meditated, and she said to Sam, “let’s hope his mental state didn't relapse too much from the stress of the teleportation and battle.”
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                While Jen communed with Pudding, she could also sense that Slim's anger was burning off as he stayed relatively close and patrolled the area surrounding the jump pad, and her AI told her that Tamako was still building up their defenses, and that Sam was working on a bush craft shelter and gathering more firewood.  Jen was surprised to discover that Sam was actually enjoying the simple task of preparing the shelter after all the craziness they just survived.

About an hour later, Jen stood up and approached Sam.  She could tell he was damn near dead on his feet, they all were, and she said, “Hey Boomer , you’ve go the first sleep shift, then Tamako, then me.  Pudding is in meditation, but he is also maintaining those freakish zombies that are protecting our perimeter.” 

Sam gave her a slight smile, nodded, and went to curl up under the lean-to shelter he made next to the fire.  As he closed his eyes, he noticed Jen walk over to the only non-zombie dead wolf and loot it receiving a fur pelt, wolf meat, and several roach legs.

Several hours later when Tamako woke Sam up, he noticed that the fur pelt had been laid over him, Pudding was still meditating near the fire with a pelt wrapped around his shoulders, and surprisingly, Slim was back and was also resting by the fire. 

It was starting to get dark, and Tamako pointed to several more bundles of items stacked near the middle of their little perimeter and said, “Slim tracked down the remaining wolf pack and their loot.  Even though Slim doesn’t have access to his storage items, he was able to store new loot acquired on this deck and access his storage space freely.  Also, I have set up several dead-fall traps, and sharpened punji stick traps outside our perimeter, check you AI for where the safe exit and entrance routes are.”

***

After Sam started his turn on watch, Jen texted Sam, “would you like to know what I’ve learned from Pudding?”  Sam was not really physically tired, but his meditation focus didn’t feel like it was keeping up with the emotional drain he was feeling lately, and he just ignored Jen's text as he internally "spoke" to Kelly.  I’m sorry Kelly, I figured we would be jumping to the Third Deck in a few weeks.  Pudding, and this Oracle quest may put us many months behind schedule.  Thank goodness for Jen, Tamako, and even Slim, but I’m still so lonely without you.

***

Jen noticed Sam did not reply to her text, and when she reached out with her psych skill, she could feel the emotions that were washing over him.  She knew she needed to do something to startle him out of the funk he was getting into.  Jen walked over to Sam while looking in Tamako’s direction, and said to him with an evil grin on her face, “When we get back to civilization, do you think I can get Tamako to model that wolf skin outfit for me again?” 

Sam’s head accidently snapped towards Tamako when hearing her name get mentioned, and while blushing he said, “You weirdo!  This is not a conversation I can have with you while we are all naked.  Shit is weird enough as it is!” 

Jen felt like she accomplished her goal, and said, “Whatevs grandpa, would you rather talk about what Pudding told me?” 

Sam briefly covered both of his eyes with his palms, and said, “Sure, anything is better, I can’t even look at you or Tamako right now without feeling like some old creepy incestual pervert.  Please don’t ever say something like that again, that’s a conversation you will need to have with Kelly someday, not a Sam conversation!”

Jen giggled to herself at making Sam squirm, and said, “I’m about to blow your mind!… Wait for it… Magic really exists!” 

Sam rolled his eyes at Jen and sarcastically said, “Wow! Thanks for the 411 on that.”  Jen’s mouth dropped open, “Damn you are seriously old!  You do know that almost no one under 50 even knows that people used to dial 411 on their house phone for information right.” 

Sam gave Jen the finger, and said, “seriously though, what did you find out?”  Jen made a gesture of her mind exploding with her hands, and said, “We used mana supplied to us by the system when we were on Earth to do magic, and we use mana from our body to do magic in the Decks.  When we get teleported, almost all the mana is drained from our mana system, so much so, that we go through mana sickness or withdrawal.  Even after teleportation, Pudding was still able to turn those beasts into zombies because he used “Class-imbued” magic from The System.  Class-based magic doesn't rely on personal mana!”  On a previous Oracle Quest, where Pudding and the other deck droppers found the Oracle before the six months ran out, they were given a list of the skills needed to be granted magic classes.  Jen gave Sam an “I told you so” look, and mouthed “boom!” as she made the mind exploding gesture again, and said, “That’s right, some magic doesn't require personal mana.  That's really what Dickhead Deathless was using for his regeneration!” 

Sam nodded slowly as he was thinking about what having unlimited mana could do for some of the crafting projects he'd been working on, but then being focused as ever, he said, “That’s mind-blowing thinking about being able to use that level of power, but all I want to know is the fastest way to get Kelly back.  Is there a class that you or Tamako want?”

Jen replied, “Not sure, but our primary goal is to find something that will help us to safely do wild jumps between the Decks.”

Sam could see the excitement in Jen’s face as she was discussing the theories of what classes might do for them, but Sam recognized he was in an emotional funk, and even though he knew it wasn't completely logical, he said, “Jen, you rock!  Thanks for figuring this all out, but what are the odds of us finding this oracle, and why don’t we just come up with a safe way to jump to the third deck right now?"

Jen paused as she gathered her thoughts before saying, “We have three options. 1.  Stay here and try to find the Oracle;  2.  Jump back to the Second Deck; or 3.  Jump to a random transfer pad on the Third Deck, and since we haven't come up with a 'safe' way to do the jump yet, I'm not sure that's even an option.  I think option one has the most merit, and we should spend the time trying to find the Oracle.”

Sam looked at Jen and raised a quizzical eyebrow, “O.K., please explain what’s so great about this Oracle, considering the loss in time and risks of even finding it?”

Jen moved closer to him and said, “well, according to Pudding and what Slim recently learned before meeting up with us, if you can find the Oracle it will answer any one question for each person, up to five people.  It can’t tell you the future, but unlike oracles in stories from Earth, this Oracle will fully answer your question without trying to trick you or lie to you with half-truths.”  Jen reached over and interlocked her fingers with Sam’s and said, “We need to find out exactly what we need to do to bring Kelly back.  We don’t want to get to the Seventh Deck, only to find out we’re missing something that we need.”

Sam could read between the lines, and thought, The Oracle might tell us even the gods can't bring her back. Feeling it was unfair to ask Jen and Tamako to risk their lives rushing to the Seventh Deck, he held in his sorrow and simply nodded his head in agreement, and said, “I’m in a bit of a funk and just want to chill for a little while.”

Jen wasn’t a snowflake, but she appreciated that Sam put forth the effort to be considerate, and said, “O.K., cliff notes version for what you need to know right now.  One, don’t mention class-based magic to anyone or we will be hunted down and exterminated by those that know of the class system.  Two, as Tamako continues to use mana more and more with her fighting, she may also start losing much of her ability to fight after teleportation.  Three, we will need to grind for loot to gain resources to hunt for the Oracle.  Fourth, and last for now, time in the quest deck travels more quickly.  One month on the Quest Deck equals one week on the Second Deck” Jen paused for a second, but just before Sam started to turn and relax into his watch, she said, “Sorry, but fifth, I think you need to rotate your multi-focus.  You shouldn’t leave the same focus on meditation all the time, but rotate your focuses through your different tasks.  You will see a decrease in efficiency initially, but then you will see an increase in performance and creativity.  Just imagine how bored you would be, if you were doing the same thing every minute of every day.”  Sam’s eye’s widened, “Didn’t even think of thank.  You’re the best.  Look... I love you kid, but now give me some alone time.”  Sam had no idea what exactly Jen meant by grinding for loot, but didn't ask her any questions about it, so that he could just chill in silence for a while.
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                Pudding walked over to the transfer pad, and said, “These transfer pads be working only one year in every forty on the Quest Deck, and there be a mini shop in each one.” Pudding walked up to the transfer pad and stepped into the middle like he was going to jump back to the Second Deck, but a system message gave him the option of jumping or accessing the shop. As he selected the shop, he said “We gather loot and or raw resources to sell to de shop for credeets. The shop uses credeets on the transfer pads, not coin. Everyding have value in this shop, including wood, water, even pebbles, but most basic materials be worth very, very little. We then use the credeets to buy what we need. When we get enough credeets, we can buy de first clue for the location of the Oracle. All the jumpers that are not looking for the Oracle, will be mining for precious metals nonstop. There is a lot of gold and silver on this Deck. Instead of selling your loot for credits, the Shop also gives you the option to store and deposit your loot with it until you jump back to the Second Deck.”

Pudding demonstrated by selling the shop 20 pebbles, and he received .0001 credits, then he sold the shop one of Tamako’s hillbilly spears and received .2 credits, and last, sold one of the wolf pelts for 15 credits. With the credits he then purchased from the shop the cheapest pants available, which cost him 9 credits, and last, he purchased a very small and dull, low quality bronze carving knife for 5 credits. He then said while waving the bronze knife, “The shop no sell much. Just basic clothes, food, leather armor, and bronze weapons and tools. Iron-ore deposits are extremely rare and de shops will no sell any. There is almost no iron or steel tools or weapons on this deck. These Cities and Towns on the Oracle Deck have no guilds from the Second Deck, so the jumpers from the Second Deck will no get help from the locals. The people living here, they mostly kill the gold hunters and Oracle Hunters on Site, and we no be able to sell to de city merchants living here.”

After Pudding's explanation Tamako Stood up from her seat near the fire, and said, "Let me try." With her share of the “loot” she purchased a wooden spear with a bronze point, and then Jen purchased a bronze dagger, and with what money they had left, they both purchased what amounted to bikini underwear and a sports bra. Jen smirked at Sam as she noticed him glancing their way shaking his head, but there simply wasn’t enough loot to buy more clothing.

Sam couldn’t handle it anymore, and busted out laughing, and said to Jen, “A witch doctor and bikini-clad amazons! Kelly will never believe me!” Jen glared at Sam to get his attention, and then jumped up and down to make her boobs jiggle. Jen snorted with laughter as Sam threw his hands up in the air while turning towards the shop, where he used the last of their loot to purchased a pair of shorts and some copper wire for his foregetme charms.

Sam made eye contact with Pudding, Jen, and Tamako to get their attention, and said, “Before we go any further, we need to swear mutual ability-tied gambling oaths to keep each other’s powers and techniques secret.”
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                Sam looked at Jen, and asked, “What now Boss?”

As Jen exhaled, her breath could be seen in the cold air. She rubbed her arms for warmth and replied, “We need more gear asap. Sam, what do you think the odds are on getting access to our storage rings through the concrete?”

----------------------------------------

SYSTEM GAMBLING QUEST

Clean all the concrete from your storage rings within 48 hours and be able to access your stored items.

If you succeed, you will receive a five (5) pound steel bar.

If you fail, your storage rings will be destroyed.

Accept: Yes/No?

--------------------------------------

Sam chuckled as he read the System message, and Tamako asked Sam, “What do you think?”

Pudding looked at Sam and the others, noticing the others reactions, and asked, “Did all of you get a gambling quest? I didn’t get one.”

While they and Pudding had taken a mutual gambling oath to keep the powers of each other secret, they hadn’t promised to disclose all of their powers. They all understood that was going to take more time to grow trust between them. As a result, without getting into the details of their AI and sharing of messages, Jen simply replied, “The gambling quest offers a five (5) pound steel bar if we can clean the concrete off of our rings and access our stored items within 48 hours. If we can’t, we lose our storage rings forever.”

Pudding’s eyebrows raised off the top of his forehead upon hearing of the five-pound steel bar gambling reward, and said, “On dis Deck, that amount of steel would buy you a small City! No! Probably a middle-sized city! Can you do it!?”

Jen gave Sam a questioning look, and he replied to all of them, “Yall know how much I like gambling quests, but No can do – declined.”

Pudding was still frustrated with not knowing how they brought the storage rings with them to the Oracle Deck, but when he’d asked, they’d simply told him the technique was a secret. However, he replied, “Well, even if de storage rings no work anymore, the steel rings themselves are worth a fortune, and even though we are Oracle hunters, the city’s merchants will be willing to trade for de steel.”

Sam replied, “Good to know, but these rings aren’t for sale. And to get back to answering your question Jen, I don’t know how long it’s going to take to get access to the rings. I’ve been able to smooth the concrete that’s encasing the rings by rubbing it with my hands, but it’s hard stuff. I also can’t just bash at the concrete, or I risk destroying the enchantments placed on the ring. I can probably use my mana carving technique to cut off some of the concrete, but again, I have to be very careful not to alter the enchantments…especially with a mana carving blade. At least a week, but probably much longer than that.”

Jen frowned at Sam’s news, but according to what Pudding had explained to them, no two parties would be transferred to the same jump site on the Oracle Deck, as a result, their main security threat for the next few days would be any locals that witnessed their jump. Jen looked at Pudding and asked, “You said your roach-wolves would only last another day or two before they fell apart from the rot of death. Should we go out and capture some of the local beasts for you to turn into zombies?”

Pudding’s face twitched as one of his eyes closed while the other one opened wide, and he clenched his teeth to stop himself from gagging. He then paused a moment before replying, “No Ms. Jen, that ability have a one-week cool down before I can use it again. Plus, just de thought of the taste of de beasts’ brain-gore make me want to vomit! However, if Ms. Jen and Ms. Tamako can provide security, I can carve and activate de basic golems to do sum timbering and planking for us. We then sell de wood planks to de shop for credeets to buy more supplies and to purchase de Oracle clue.”

Tamako interrupted, and asked, “I thought there was a lot of gold on the Oracle Deck. Why don’t we have your golems mine for gold?”

Pudding nodded, “True Ms. Tamako, there be a lot of gold for mining that you can store in the shop for when you return to de Second Deck, but de Shop will pay almost no credeets for de gold. Most of de jumpers to de Oracle Deck won’t spend anytime hunting for de Oracle, but are here just to mine or steal de gold for when they return to de Second Deck.”

Tamako was surprised by Puddings comments, and asked, “What do you mean steal gold. How would they steal gold from the other jumpers if they are storing it in The Shop?”

Pudding gestured to the Deck around him and said, “Well, when you see de jumper from another party, you will get a system gambling quest offering you half their loot, gold, and credeets stored in de Shop if you kill dem.”

Jen interrupted, “Oh wait, that’s why all the locals want to kill the Oracle hunters? I’m surprised that there is hardly anyone alive on this Deck with such a System notice.”

“No Ms. Jen. Only Oracle hunters get dis System notice. Locals simply hate hunters, because de hunters will kill anyone they want, they just have to escape back to de Second Deck before getting caught. Remember, what I told all of you, if you don’t return to de Second Deck before de Quest ends, you will be a local forever and de System never lets locals leave dis Deck.”

Sam replied, “We’re getting off of this Deck before the Quest closes, no matter what! We’re NOT going to wait until the last second trying to find this Oracle.”
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                Sorta Lucky was outside the merchant lodge smoking a euphoria stick when everyone around him started screaming and pointing towards the far-off mountains. “Shit!” he exclaimed as he and everyone else watched the rainbows and fireworks that were exploding all across the mountain range. He was only eight when he last saw them. Now again, forty years later, everyone was on pins and needles anticipating the return of the Oracle hunters at any moment…and now that time has arrived.

Sorta dabbed out his euphoria stick, popped an anti-phoria pill, and ran inside to find Chilli Roll. During the Oracle hunts, everyone knew to stay within the protection of the artifacts. Sorta was young during the last hunt, but he well remembered the sorrows of the caravan from all the foragers that failed to return to the protection of the artifact. With the number of powerful hunters running freely, the Cities throughout the deck would simply call in their guards to keep them safe within the boundaries of their own artifacts. Without the guards to keep the roads and territories safe, the local bandits, along with many of the hunter parties, would run wild robbing and killing anyone or any small settlement that did not have the protection of an artifact.

The merchant lodge was in chaos upon everyone learning of the start of the Oracle Hunt. Fortunately, Chilli was already half way to the door when he found her. Sorta was scowling internally as he grabbed Chilli’s hand without saying anything, and immediately started plowing back through the crowd to get out of the building. He didn’t say anything to her, it wasn’t his place to, but “Damn!” he thought, “If she’d just listened to me, we’d be safe with their caravan under the protection of our artifact, but Nooooo! She just had to try and show up her brother pushing for better trades, at the cost of letting the caravan leave without them.” Now that there was an identifiable threat to her safety, he had full authority to force her to leave with him, and he was thankful she wasn’t protesting their immediate departure, because his hands were full with moving idiots out of the way. He couldn’t “move” anyone too hard, or the City’s artifact would intervene.

“Commander Sorta! The rest of the men have already returned, and we’ve got the reflector boats loaded and ready to go!” announced Junior League, his second in command.

Sorta ordered, “We’re going to move fast! We need to get out and ahead of anyone else leaving the city so they don’t slow us down… and hopefully we catch up with the Caravan before the hunters or any gangs block the valley. We’re going to all work together to launch each reflector boat. Let’s get to the speed ropes and start pulling with everything we have!”

Chilli Roll understood that Commander Sorta was authorized to take command of their trading party upon the start of the Oracle hunt, but she was fuming inside with his over-reaction. With her skill she was confident that she could talk their way out of any harm with some peasant bandits or gold-digging hunters. However, she waited until they were more than a mile away from the City and for the City’s artifact to fully released them, before saying, “Sorta, I would like to speak with you privately,” and nodded for them to enter the cabin.

Once they were alone, Chilli turned her displeasure on Sorta, and angrily spoke in a low voice, “I knew you would flip out and want to leave immediately, but you will slow these boats down! If even one of them is damaged and has to be left behind, we will be in the RED on this trading trip, and that is unacceptable!”

Sorta responded calmly, “I understand your concerns Ms. Chilli, but the danger is too great. I would have us travel even faster if it were possible. I don’t care if we lost two boats going this fast. You are too young to remember the chaos and terror that the Oracle Hunters and gangs will dish out on anyone not protected by an artifact.”

Chilli Roll clinched her teeth in anger, as she replied, “That’s ridiculous! You are the best fighter among all the clans in our caravan, and we have 20 of the clan’s best men and women with us. With the size of our force, no one would dare attack us…and even if they did, I could talk our way out of it. Now, slow these boats down!”

Sorta shook his head in disgust at the naïve young idiot, and before turning and exiting the cabin, said, “The command is mine under these circumstances. We will not be slowing the boats down.”

Chilli Roll shouted at his back, “You’ll be paying for the damage to any of our boats when we get back to the clan!” Chilli was upset with Sorta, and wanted to knock some sense into the stubborn. However, if push came to shove, they were of one clan, and would have each other’s back.

-------------------

All the men and women were exhausted and on edge from keeping a constant watch through the night for any obstacles in Longshot Valley that the reflector boats would need to sail around. There was an unspoken sigh of relief as the sun peaked over the mountains providing much appreciated light for making a path around any obstacles throughout Longshot Valley.

Sorta couldn’t relax even with the relief of the sun. He knew the death of them could lay eyes upon them at any time. Sorta’s heart skipped a beat when he heard Junior League shout, “Commander! At Three O’clock, 800 meters, 60 degrees! They’re in a fight!”

Sorta climbed halfway up the mast and removed his spy glass from his hip pouch to survey the problem. After viewing the massacre that was taking place,he called out, “Ms. Chilli!”

“Here!” she immediately replied from below him surprising him as he’d not seen her leave the cabin.

Sorta climbed down from the mast, as it was somewhat dangerous to jump down from the mast at the speed the reflector boats were travelling. He handed Chilli Roll the spy glass, and said “See for yourself!” He didn’t like the idea of letting her observe the massacre, but she’d been sheltered by artifacts most of her life, and he was hoping the scene she was about to see would help her understand the reality of the Oracle Hunt.

Chill rolled her eyes at Sorta as she took the spy glass and climbed the mast. She knew battles were not pretty, and his treatment of her was starting to really get under her skin. Unfortunately, she wasn’t expecting to see the nightmare of torture that was being executed on the losers of the battle.

Sorta noticed Chilli’s face go pale, and in no way enjoyed the lesson she was learning about the evil of some of the Oracle Hunters, and he said, “Ms. Chilli, they are too far behind to catch up to us, plus they are focused on travelling the ridge of the mountains in search of all the other hunters that jumped in last night. They’ll try to kill as many as they can for the rewards The System will offer them for killing the other hunters.”

Chilli replied in confusion, “I guess that makes sense on some sick level, but why are they also torturing and raping them? Is The System giving them rewards to do that as well?”

Sorta shook his head as he spit over the rail of the boat, and said, “No, Ms. Chilli. They’re just evil sadistic fucks! Many of the bandits in this area will do the same thing without the cities’ guards keeping the trade lanes in Longshot Valley safe.”

-----------------------------

Stone Fox grinned from ear to ear as she spied the three reflector boats heading up Longshot Valley towards her gang.
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                Pudding’s zombie roach wolves ended up lasting two more days as he predicted before they fell apart from the rot of death, but it allowed them enough time to set up a more defensible camp for getting loot. And by the end of the first week, Pudding had finished carving and empowering two man-sized golems. Jee was then able to direct the golems in the lumbering of the trees in the surrounding forest. The golems were able to work day and night producing planks of wood to sell to the System Shop. From experience, Pudding knew that wood planks sold to the shop, resulted in the best return on credits for the amount of time involved.

“How long before we can purchase the Oracle quest clue?” asked Jen

Pudding communicated with Jee and excitedly said, “I think it only take another two weeks of work by the golems before we have enough credeets to purchase the clue. Dis be great progress, we will be at least 4 weeks ahead of most of the other Oracle hunters.”

Sam was half-listening to their conversation as he continued to work on some basic enchantments, and commented, “I wish it was faster, but I’ll probably need the extra time to get these enchantments to work on this Deck.”

Tamako had noticed Sam just sitting and staring at the storage space stones he had been experimenting with and asked, “What’s this Deck doing to your enchantments?”

Sam sighed, “It’s frustrating!”

Before Sam could continue his explanation, Jen interrupted him with, “That’s what she said!”

Sam waived a middle finger at Jen, and replied, “mind your own business millennial!” With a smile on his face he turned back to Tamako, and continued, “Anyways, these stones will barely hold my storage enchantments. They are very limited in capacity, and I have to wait about a minute in between placing or removing any items from these storage stones. If you do it too quickly, watch what happens.” Sam picked up a stone and aimed it towards a tree and “fired” two logs from the ring. The logs smashed into the tree, but the enchanted stone crumbled and turned to dust.

“See, and that’s about the maximum it will hold. There’s just something on this Deck that is infused in everything that resists my enchantments.” Sam complained, as he let the stone-dust fall to the ground.

In reply, Tamako didn’t say a word, but simply raised her shitty bronze-tipped wooden spear in front of him and raised one eyebrow.

Sam thought about the crappy equipment they were all dealing with, and then with a grin replied, “you’ve got a good POINT! HA! But don’t worry, once I get it figured out, I’ll enchant the crap out of your spear and the rest of our gear.”

Tamako glanced at the point of her spear and groaned at his terrible pun, but she could tell he was feeling better.

Pudding was still cautious and uncertain about how to interact with the group, and knew some people could be very defensive about someone asking questions of the skills, and with trepidation he asked, “Master Sam, if it would not disturb you, I was curious…”

Jen easily sensed Pudding’s concerns, and interrupted “Pudding, don’t worry, you can ask Sam any kind of question you want. He doesn’t get triggered with ego shit, and he loves talking about enchantments to anyone that will listen.”

Pudding looked between the two, noticing Sam nodding in agreement with Jen’s words, so he asked, “Do you think de weird mana you all use be causing de problem? I know de gnomes on dis Deck do a lot of enchantments. But of course, I don’t recall any of dem being able to make storage rings like de ones you make though.”

Sam nodded, and replied, “Yea, I was wondering about that too, but I really don’t want to let any of this unfiltered mana into my system. Maybe if I could use the local mana to place a basic strengthening enchantment first, then I could place a stronger enchantment on top of that? Of course, if I could just get access to our rings, we have plenty of items in there that can be converted to take enchantments.”

Pudding then asked, “Is there anyway I can supply de mana to power de enchantment while you are creating it?”

Sam shook his head, “I don’t think so, I have to focus on the underlying code of the enchantment, as well as the volume of mana, along with the intensity, and depth of the enchantment to supply the mana precisely as needed. Jen, do you have any ideas?”

Jen was already thinking on a resolution to the problem that was being discussed, and slowly started to put a voice to her plan, “Our body’s must process the mana in our core before we can use it for our skills and spells. I don’t think any of us should let anymore of this Deck’s mana into our system without filtering it first. I’m still cleaning the gunk out that I absorbed when we first arrived.”

Pudding had no idea what gunk Jen was referring to, but didn’t want to interrupt her train of thought, and just continued to listen, as Jen kept explaining, “However, my mana manipulation skills have skyrocketed since using the scroll. With a little practice, I think I could create a water hose with my mana and then link to Pudding’s processed mana, contain it in the ‘hose’, and run it through the hose into Sam’s mana system to the end of the channel in his hand where he activates his mana carving skill. There will probably be some minor mixing of Pudding’s dirty mana at that point where Sam uses his own mana to activate his skill and link it to Pudding’s dirty mana. The contamination of gunk should be very minor…. maybe. Does that make sense?”

Sam nodded, “Yes and no, but I’m willing to give it a try…oooh, I just got an idea, if it works, we can then use the technique to make a channeling stone that would do the same thing for us!”

Jen looked at Pudding, and asked, “You up for giving it a try?”

Pudding wasn’t a specialist in mana manipulation, but he’d heard of bad accidents from cults that channeled mana, but he knew their chances of finding the Oracle would skyrocket if Sam could make the enchantments he claimed were possible. Pudding had already seen the power behind the log-shooters that Sam said were “terrible”. He replied, “I be helping anyway I can.”

Jen nodded, “I’m going to work on making and learning to control a mana channeling conduit. In the meantime, Sam, I want you to make as many of those log two-punch storage rocks as you can for our defense.”

===============

The next day as Jen was in a state of meditation working on her mana conduit, she sensed Slim heading their way. She then directed the bird she’d been using to keep a lookout on the area over in the direction of Slim to see if anything was up. She noticed Slim was moving steadily in their direction, but didn’t see anything to worry about. A short while later, Slim was close enough to send her a mental message, and said, “There is a gang of 13 people moving near the bottom of the mountain range. They are paralleling the travel of some floating boats in the valley. They are about a day away, so haven’t heard the lumbering you’ve been doing. You should quit your lumbering, and we can set up an ambush in time to kill them and take all their loot!”

Jen replied, “I think we’re just going to quiet down, get our defenses ready. They probably won’t see us this far up if they are focused on the valley.”

Slim somehow managed to message her in a way that she knew he was frowning with boredom and disappointment, and he said, “whatever…I’m going to go play on my own then.”

Through the eyes of her bird, Jen noticed Slim turn around, and head back the direction he’d come from.

Jen stood up, messaged Tamako and Sam, and said to Pudding, “We need to get ready for a fight.”

            
