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      Mark smelled the smoke, the blood, the sordid cocktail of destruction. He heard the crackling of the fires, the whimpers and the moans, and the rumbling creaking of a large wagon as it pulled away.

      He opened his eyes and found himself standing, swaying, on the main street of a devastated village. The burning buildings around him were familiar, their architecture somehow comfortable, as if he'd seen the style many times before. Mark didn't have time to ponder the strange combination of dislocation and familiarity. As the hulking wagon left the village, its contents a battered and despairing populous of former inhabitants, Mark was presented with a more immediate problem.

      The man was tall and lean. His skin was almost as grey as it was pink, and his chin and nose glared red with surly acne. Armor hugged his skinny body, a light weave of leather and chain, and he hefted a cruelly curved axe in his bloodied hands.

      "You're not one of them," he growled.

      Mark's hand crept instinctively to the sword sheathed at his belt. For the first time, he noticed the hardened leather armor encasing his own tender flesh, and the weight of a longsword on his hip. The leather-bound handle felt comfortable in his grip.

      
        
        You are skilled in Swordplay (Tier 1).

        You know how to parry, slash and thrust without doing yourself a mischief.

      

      

      The message floated across his vision, transparent enough that it didn't obscure his view of the warrior before him. He knew the font and style all too well. This was Reign of Blood although he didn't recognize exactly where in the game he was. The ground felt firmer beneath his boots as he stood a little straighter and smiled at the reassuring creak of his leather armor.

      "Something funny?" The man’s lips curled into a cruel smile, revealing a line of crooked, yellow teeth.

      Mark simply shook his head and drew his sword from its scabbard. His opponent’s sneer faded, replaced by the calm expression of a warrior about to do his job. With neither a warcry nor even a hiss to warn of his attack, the man lashed out at Mark with his axe. Mark parried the blow, spun on the balls of his feet, and brought his sword sweeping into his opponent's rib cage. At least, that's what he would have done had he still been in his Level 73 Dark Knight avatar with all of the sword proficiencies and superhuman attributes he’d earned over hundreds of hours of grinding in Reign of Blood. What actually happened was that the power of the man’s swing slammed into Mark’s block, drove the flat of his sword into his chest, and knocked him on his ass.

      The pimpled warrior didn't bother to gloat or taunt. He simply raised his axe over his head, ready to deliver a brutal coup de grâce. Feeling the sharp adrenaline rush of panic in his veins, Mark threw himself sideways, narrowly avoiding the axe blade that buried itself in the dirt where his head had been but a moment before.

      The warrior struggled for a moment to haul his weapon out of the dirt, an effort that gave Mark just enough time to lunge forward with his sword, aiming to execute a swift thrust through the man’s gut. At the last moment, the warrior twisted to one side and Mark's swordpoint scored a bloody line across his hip.

      
        
        You have dealt the Reiver Scout 1HP in damage.

        A paltry scratch!

      

      

      Mark willed the message away and mentally switched off combat notifications. The last thing he needed right now was the distraction of stats. He did his best to ignore the prickle of anxiety crawling through his chest and down his back. For whatever reason, he'd ended up here in a newbie avatar, and he was going to have to adjust to that, and fast, before he got an axeblade between the eyes.

      Ducking under the warrior’s next swing, Mark closed the distance between them, put all of his weight into his shoulder and ploughed into his opponent's chest. Mark grimaced at the pain of the impact, but to his relief the force was enough to knock the other man off his feet. He followed up by driving his swordpoint downwards, but not at the belly or chest, as Mark wasn't confident that his weapon would be able to penetrate the leather and chain of the man’s armor. Instead, he aimed for his opponent's upraised chin and neck. Stunned, the warrior tried to raise his axe to knock Mark’s sword aside, but the effort was too little, too late, and the sharpened steel sank into skin, sinew and jugular. The man’s blood was as red as Mark’s own as it spouted from his ravaged throat and choked him into a quivering, gurgling death.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have defeated a Level 1 Reiver Scout!

        Your XP reward = 10 XP

      

      

      A reiver? Mark had never heard of this kind of mob before, at least not in Reign of Blood. Perhaps he'd accidentally ended up in some sort of expansion, a DLC that he’d somehow missed. Then again, Mark really had no idea why he was here at all.

      He couldn't remember logging in. He’d gotten home from work, saturated because he’d forgotten to take his jacket. It had been an unusually shitty day, which was saying something when compared to most other days Mark could think of. He'd remembered seeing the mess, the wasteland of empty bottles, cigarettes, and McDonald's detritus that his flatmates had typically failed to clean up from the night before. The place stank, but no worse than he did that day. It was that wet human smell brewed up by heat and humidity. It had been a brutal summer, hotter than any on record. Everyone he talked to seemed to think that the weather had completely lost its mind.

      Hungry, he’d gone to the fridge, hoping to heat up his leftover spaghetti bolognese before taking a refreshing shower. The spaghetti was gone, the Tupperware container empty and sitting unwashed on the bench, and when he went to the shower, he discovered its floor covered in someone else's vomit. And no-one was around. They’d probably all gone out for more McDonald’s to soak up the last traces of their hangovers.

      Then there was the text from his ex-wife, reminding him that he’d missed last week's Economic Disparity payment. That might have been the last straw. Mark wasn't sure, as it felt to him as if the straw packet had been empty for a long time.

      If this had been unusual, a particularly deep ravine in the terrain of Mark's life, then he may have been able to shrug it all off and look forward to the time when he could evacuate from this miserable condition, find a new flat, surround himself with people he genuinely liked and respected, perhaps even get a job that didn't make him want to scream silently in the privacy of the supermarket toilet cubicle during his break. But Mark had found himself already standing at the bottom of that ravine, ankle-deep in a quagmire of bad choices, and looking up at the sheer cliffs. Even if he’d possessed climbing gear, he could muster neither the energy nor the will to hammer in that first spike. He'd just wanted the mud to swallow him whole, to drag him down into soft, cloying oblivion.

      He remembered leaving the apartment, slamming the door behind him, and walking. Where to? He didn't remember. But it sure as hell wasn't here.

      Out of habit, he knelt down beside the reiver’s body, preparing to loot his opponent's corpse for all it was worth. It was just what you did, in Reign of Blood and in any other VRMMORPG he'd ever played. Kill, loot, level. Rinse and repeat. He was in the process of untying a small leather pouch from the reiver’s belt when a light cough caused him to look up.

      There were five of them, three women and two men, all of a similar height to the first reiver but much more solid, a chunky combination of muscle and fat wrapped tightly in chainmail armor. Each wore a spiked helm and carried either a stout mace or iron pike in their gauntleted hands. Mark had managed to take down one lightly-armored reiver scout, and it hadn't been easy. Against these five, he would last about as long as a pack of discounted sausages during BBQ season.

      While Mark and his would-be killers eyed each other, a nervous snort interrupted Mark's fateful considerations. A quick glance over his shoulder, a couple of fleeting mental calculations, and Mark was off, sprinting for the horse that stood tethered to the porch pole of a burning inn. He ignored the angry shouts behind him, and the jingle of chain as the reiver warriors attempted to pursue. They'd not carried a single projectile weapon between them, and given the weight of their armor, Mark was confident that he could reach and mount the horse before they got close enough to do anything about it.

      Breathing hard and deep to keep his anxious fingers from fumbling, he untied the reins from the pole, shoved his boot into the closest stirrup, and threw his other leg over the saddle as he quietly prayed that his noob avatar knew how to ride a horse.

      
        
        You are skilled in Horse Riding (Tier 1).

        While you might be the envy of many a ten year old girl, you also ride as well as one.

      

      

      He turned the horse’s head with the reins, made some clicking sounds in his throat that he hoped would inspire the animal into motion, and dug his heels into the animal’s sides for good measure. The horse responded by launching into a gallop that almost threw Mark from the saddle. Mark held on for dear life, hunkered down low over the horse's neck, and let the powerful animal carry him down the main street of the plundered village, out through the burning farmsteads, and into an expanse of grassy fields.

      The horse, at least, seemed to know where she was going, and whether spurred on by the fire that had so nearly consumed her, or by some sense of newfound loyalty born of Mark's Horse Riding skill, she kept up a steady pace until she clearly felt that they were safe from immediate harm. She slowed to a canter and then to a trot that allowed Mark to sit up straight in the saddle and survey his surroundings. Dense, shoulder-high grass. Forest, enveloping foothills and mountain slopes. Snow-capped peaks gleaming in the late afternoon light. Fluffy white clouds decorating a sky that was...

      Mark heard the arrow, even saw the blur of it out of the corner of his eye, but he simply wasn't fast enough to do anything about it. As the arrowhead punctured his throat, part of his brain wondered why it didn't hurt.

      
        
        The Garland Ranger has damaged you for 13 HP!

        HP: -2

        Death is imminent!

      

      

      That speculation was soon answered with Mark's next breath. The muscles in his neck convulsed as he gasped, unable to gain air, and the agony of that constriction was far beyond any case of sore throat that Mark had ever experienced. As blood poured down his windpipe, Mark coughed reflexively, a reaction that sent fresh spasms of agony through his neck and head. His hands went to the arrow shaft and feebly tried to pluck it from his skewered throat, but to no avail. His vision darkened, his oxygen-starved brain gave up any attempt at balance, and Mark toppled from the saddle, hitting the dirt in a limp heap.

      As she appeared out of the grass, the woman seemed to Mark as if she was standing at the end of a long, dark tunnel, her longbow still raised, an arrow nocked and leveled at his face. He raised a hand and managed a gurgle that was horribly similar to the sound the reiver scout had made before he expired under the point of Mark’s sword. And then everything, as it usually does upon death, went black.
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      Mark sat bolt upright, his hands around his throat. A quick exploration with his fingers revealed the merciful absence of the skewering arrow. He clambered to his feet and gave himself a speedy inspection. Leather armor, check. Sword in scabbard, check. Body fully intact, check.

      
        
        You died and respawned at your default Resurrection Point.

      

        

      
        Should you wish to change your Resurrection Point to another location, draw a pentagram on the ground and will that spot to be your place of respawn.

      

        

      
        Please note that you are currently wearing your default gear. Any additional equipment will be dropped upon death and can be acquired by NPCs.

      

        

      
        And one last thing. Reign of Fire promises the height of realism when it comes to injury and death. Frequent deaths can cause emotional trauma.

      

      

      Frequent deaths can cause emotional trauma? Mark noted that there was no mention of safety guards or admission of responsibility on the developer’s part there, and he couldn’t remember signing any sort of waiver. He’d experienced countless deaths of varying brutality in other VRMMORPGs, even in earlier versions of Reign of Fire, but nothing came close to the agony he’d just experienced. If anything, he was already traumatized.

      
        
        Since this is your first death in Reign of Blood you have been awarded some XP.

        XP reward = 10 XP

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have reached Level 2 in the Warlock class.

        Progress to Level 3 = 20/50 XP

      

        

      
        You have earned 2 Attribute Points.

        AP can be used to improve your Body, Mind and Spirit scores.

      

      

      The notification faded from view, replaced with a vista of smouldering destruction. The biggest fires had died down, reducing the village’s buildings to smoking, blackened skeletons. The dead reiver scout was gone, yet there were plenty of other corpses scattered about, those few unfortunates who had attempted to either fight or run.

      Although Mark sorely wanted to pull up his character sheet and spend his AP, the current setting didn’t lend itself to that kind of introspection. This version of Reign of Blood didn’t seem to have a pause button, so he would have to wait and find a quieter, safer spot before he could give his character build any real attention.

      Sensing that he wasn’t alone, Mark slowly turned around. The horse was nowhere to be seen. Instead, out of the drifting smoke strode a lithe figure, longbow raised, arrow nocked and leveled at his face. It seemed that respawning took a while to complete its process. Long enough for the fires to dwindle and for this woman to reach the village. And the fact that she hadn't fired yet, that Mark wasn't once again choking on his own blood, meant she was at least reconsidering the relevance of her earlier murderous action. Mark raised his hands, palms out in a gesture he hoped was universal.

      "Please, I mean you no harm."

      The woman cocked her head and regarded him with faded green eyes. "I can't see how you’d do me any harm even if you wanted to." The voice was low and strong, and carried easily across the distance between them. "I'm more interested in whether you meant harm to these people."

      "I didn't do this."

      The woman took a few steps closer, but not once did her aim waiver. "Then who did?"

      "I killed one of them." Mark pointed at the bloodstained earth where the reiver scout had fallen. "Right there."

      "Killed what exactly?"

      "He was called a Reiver Scout, whatever that means."

      The woman's eyes narrowed and her jaw tensed. "I know what a reiver is, but that still doesn't tell me what you are. Or does it?"

      "I'm not one of them, I promise."

      The woman looked Mark up and down, taking in his garb, his armor, the sword, everything about him. Her eyes returned to his face, fixing him with a gaze that was neither menacing nor friendly. She was assessing him. Uninvited, the memories of his recent death put on a little show in his head. The choking. The agony. The sickening sensation of life leaking away. He shoved the macabre song and dance from his mind and focused on holding the woman’s gaze as steadily and as calmly as he could manage.

      "I arrived here just as they were carrying the last of the villagers away in a wagon." He pointed in the direction the wagon had departed, its tracks still prominent in the muddied earth.

      "Arrived from where?"

      Mark wasn't sure how to answer that. If she was a fellow player then the answer was simple. But if she was an NPC then she’d either not understand and shoot him because she thought he was lying, or grow fearful and shoot him because she thought he was some sort of demon creature. Or, she might just glitch like he'd seen other AI do when presented with knowledge beyond their framework, and shoot him by accident. He decided to go for the truth, kind of.

      "A place far from here. I think I’ve been summoned here, by magic perhaps, but I honestly don't know how, or why, or even by who."

      She considered this information for a long and tense moment while Mark braced himself for a, probably vain, attempt at dodging an arrow.

      
        
        You do not possess the skill of Arrow Dodging.

        Your success estimate is less than 1%

      

      

      Finally she spoke, and there was the faintest curl of a smile upon her lips. "That would explain you standing here, right as rain, missing the bloody great hole you should have in your neck."

      "I take it that's not something you see every day?"

      "I didn't actually see you."

      "Come back to life?"

      She nodded, and her right arm tensed, her bowstring creaking as she drew the arrow back just a little further, preparing to let loose. Mark raised his hands even higher.

      "Hold on, please, give me a chance to work this out."

      "I've got a better idea."

      "What?"

      "I’ll see for myself."

      Before the woman's fingers could release the bowstring, time slowed to a crawl.

      

      
        
        You have 11 Essence Points that will replenish each day at midnight.

      

        

      
        As a Level 2 Warlock, you currently have access to two spells. Others can be learned from magical tomes or may be unlocked as you level up.

      

      

      
        
        Terrifying Manifestation (Tier 1)

        Cause the target to have a terrifying vision.

        Tier 1 casting cost = 5 EP

      

      

      
        
        Second Skin (Tier 1)

        Forms a light magical barrier that envelopes the warlock’s body.

        Tier 1 casting cost = 5 EP

      

      

      Would you like to read the full descriptions for these spells?

      Whilst Mark would normally love to delve into the nitty-gritty of newfound spells, he decided against reading himself to death in this instance. Instead, he pointed at the archer and shouted “Terrifying Manifestation!”, hoping against hope that it would somehow prevent him from experiencing another skewering through the Adam's apple.

      He felt warming energy surge up his solar plexus, hum through his chest, tingle down his arm and leap from his now strangely gesticulating fingers. The woman let out a shrill scream, dropped her bow and arrow, and desperately shook her hands, trying to free them of some abomination that only she could see.

      He quickly scooped up her bow and arrow, in case the spell’s after effects made her start shooting first and screaming questions later. A few moments later, she lowered her hands and fixed him with a baleful glare.

      "What the fuck did you just do to me?"

      "Just an illusion. Like I said, I don't mean you any harm."

      To punctuate the point, he took a step forward and offered her the bow and arrow, forcing what he hoped was a reassuring smile onto his face. Had he looked in the mirror at that point, he would have seen just how rusty his smiling skills were. But it had the desired effect, and the woman warily took the bow and arrow from him, slotting the arrow back into her quiver rather than notching it.

      They looked at each other in silence for a moment, and Mark was finally able to take her in without the blinding effects of flight and fight. Her complexion was a rich caramel, her hair almost blue-black and tied into a ponytail by a simple piece of yarn. She had the physique of a climber or triathlete, and a slight weathering of her skin that corroborated her outdoorsy impression. Her clothes were a mixture of rough-spun wool and cotton, topped off with light, leather armor.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      "Mark. And yours?"

      "Dayna."

      "With an 'i' or a 'y'?"

      "Y."

      "Then nice to meet you properly, Dayna with a 'y'. I'm glad you decided not to shoot me in the throat this time."

      "Well," she said with a thin smile, "shooting is still an option until I find out exactly who or what you are. Unless you’ve got anything to share on that front?"

      Now that events had calmed down a little, Mark thought for the first time about logging off. He didn't know why he hadn't thought of it before, but figured it must've had something to do with being distracted by people trying to kill him.

      "Give me a sec, Dayna, I'm just going to try something."

      Her eyes narrowed as she took a step back. There was an arrow nocked on her bow before Mark could even blink. He tried to ignore her and to concentrate on the task at hand. He tried to clear his mind, focus on the words, and will himself to disconnect from the game. Nothing. He tried again, mentally shouting the command. The silence that answered was deafening.

      Under normal circumstances a notification from User Support Services would appear telling him that "We apologise for any inconvenience but there has been a temporary error in the connection between our servers and your neural implant. We are working hard to resolve the issue and will let you know as soon as you are able to log out. Please accept our apologies and this gift of in-game currency."

      These were not normal circumstances. Mark felt an ache in his bowels, a burning at the back of his throat and an emptiness in his belly. Signs that indicated he was in serious trouble. But rather than succumb to hysteria, Mark did what he always did.

      "Shouldn't we go after them?"

      Dayna raised a thick, dark eyebrow. "I should, yes. I'm a ranger, it's what I do, and in Garland there's no-one else who can do it. But with you, I have no idea what should or shouldn't be done."

      "Well, I'm here, and I've already killed one of these reiver bastards."

      Mark nodded towards a couple of corpses, one lying on top of the other, an older woman and an older man, brutally butchered where they stood. There were other corpses lying in various states of bloodied mutilation, yet thankfully not as many as Mark would’ve expected. The reivers were more interested in enslavement than slaughter.

      "If you'll have me, I'd like to help you deal out some well-deserved justice."

      He watched and waited, hoping that she'd accept, hoping that she’d give him something to keep his mind off the fact that he was stranded here, in Garland, inside the VR environment of Reign of Blood. He didn't know how, he didn't know why, but he figured there was no point in standing around and freaking out about it. That path led into a smothering, grey numbness that he knew all too well.

      At last she nodded, pursed her lips and let out a sharp whistle. The answer came as a whinny and the steady pounding of two sets of horse hooves, his newly acquired midnight mare in the tow of a sleek, chestnut stallion. The stallion pulled up beside Dayna and she smoothly mounted up.

      Mark noticed the longsword and scabbard strapped across the back of Dayna’s saddle. Startled, he looked from Dayna’s sword to the one hanging from his belt. They were identical.

      “Dayna?”

      She followed his gaze to the sword tied to her saddle. “What? You weren’t using it.”

      “You looted me?”

      “It’s a well-forged blade. I know a blacksmith who should give me a decent price for it.”

      “What the hell did you do with my body?

      She shrugged. “Dragged it off the road and left it for the crows.”

      Mark searched Dayna’s hard eyes for any inkling that she was joking. She wasn’t.

      “Did you see what happened to it after that?

      “Crows eating corpses, that something you like to watch?”

      “I just wanted to know if my body, well…” He wasn’t sure how to explain. In previous versions of Reign of Blood, bodies faded away quite quickly, leaving any salvageable items behind them.

      “Didn’t see a thing.”

      “Right. You just rode off with my sword.”

      “You were dead. Dead men don’t get to own anything.”

      “Hello?” He pointed at his uninjured neck. “Not dead?”

      "You will be if you waste any more of my fucking time," she answered sharply. Without looking at him, she set off at a trot along the wagon tracks.

      Mark mounted the mare and with a soft “giddyup” set off after Dayna. He allowed himself a smile, just a little one, as a notification appeared before his eyes.

      
        
        You have received the "Slaver’s Way" quest.

        You must accompany Dayna and discover where the reiver slavers have taken the captured villagers. Whether Dayna lives or dies, this quest can still be completed.

      

      

      Good, Mark thought to himself, at least it's not an escort mission. Right now, he wasn’t feeling all that enthusiastic about keeping Dayna alive.
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      Vari winced as she peeled the bloodied cloth back from the ragged gash in her side. If she didn’t do something about it soon, the wound would turn septic and she’d yet to learn the spell for cleansing infection out of blood. She craned her neck around the edge of her hiding place, to ensure that the coast was clear, that the inquisitors had truly gone, and then applied herself to the only healing spell her depleted EP reserves could afford.

      The words came as a whisper. The raw energy flowed from her chest, down through the veins of her arm, and into her palm. It radiated over the open cut, pulling the edges together, melding the flesh beneath, until nothing remained but dried blood and smooth olive skin.

      
        
        You have expended the last of your Essence Points.

        You will be unable to cast further spells until your essence has replenished at midnight.

      

      

      Vari frowned at the notification. It would be nothing short of a miracle if she lived until nightfall, let alone midnight. Her other option was to try and gain 25 more experience points so she could reach Level 3 and have her essence points replenished that way. She probably had more chance of living until midnight.

      
        
        Your Mend Flesh spell has increased to Tier 2.

        Tier 2 casting cost = 10 EP

        Tier 2: Physical contact is no longer necessary between figurist and target. Can be cast at a distance of 3 meters. Healing and damage effects are also increased by 20%.

      

      

      Despite everything that had happened today, Vari felt her mood lift a little. She was growing stronger, hour by hour, day by day. Could she grow strong enough to continue hiding from the inquisitors? Could she grow powerful enough to avoid the fate that had overtaken so many before her?

      The visions would always haunt her. Contorted flesh, twisted bones, blazing eyes incinerating without care, teeth tearing and consuming without hunger. She vowed that she would destroy herself, then and there, whispering her promise into the mud and dirt that concealed her. She vowed that she would never let them make her into one of them, nor would she be the one to commit the act. And she followed it with a wish, that she would live to see everything they believed in, all of their condemnation, all of their vile hypocrisies, burned before their bleeding eyes.

      Slowly, wearily, she pulled herself out of the filth and searched the trees, peering into shadows that might still hide those that pursued her so mercilessly. The inquisitors had their tricks, becoming the shades and the whispers, the moments between attention, the humming and ringing in the silence. Yet nothing stirred, nothing leapt out to shackle her, to punish her for daring to be something other than a "reiver".

      She struck out into the forest, staying close to the thickest patches of vegetation, weaving, sometimes doubling back, yet patiently moving forward, away from reiver territory and towards the only hope that she now had. Garland. Would they offer her sanctuary? Would they execute her on sight? Either way, it would be better than what she faced if she went "home".

      Yet even if she did make it, even if she was welcomed with open arms, she knew the respite would only be temporary. The reivers were coming for Garland, just like the inquisitors were coming for her, and perhaps there was nothing anyone could do about it. Or perhaps she could do something. There was really only one way to find out.

      She paused to drink from a stream, luxuriating in the cool, clean water as it soaked her parched throat, and washed away the blood and grime from her face. It was through wet fingers as she scooped up one last palmful of water, that she saw them. Two riders, a brown-skinned woman and a pale-skinned man, both armed and armored, and both riding into an ambush.

      Reiver warriors. Five of them, concealed in the bushes on either side of the road, three on her side, two on the other. The riders were Garlanders, judging by their garb. She had to warn them, help them, but how? She’d used her last scrap of essence to heal the wound in her side. Still, she had one last trick up her sleeve, quite literally strapped to the inside of her forearm. A little something she’d stolen from the laboratory and saved for the right moment.

      She tugged the thin glass vial from the straps about her arm and gave it a quick shake, enlivening the contents until it sparkled with the eldritch malice she knew it contained. Her throw would have to be a good one, landing just behind the closest reivers, but far enough away from the riders that they wouldn't fall to its effects. It wouldn't do to kill her new allies before she'd even had a chance to meet them.

      She waited, the sweat of tension dripping in rivulets down her back, threatening to sting her eyes with salt. And then, when she could see that the soldiers were just about to pounce, she lobbed the vial, watched it arc through the air, and smash itself to splinters upon a tree trunk just shy of the nearest reiver.

      The effect was both sudden and decisive. The explosion reduced the trunk to lethal shrapnel that cut the first reiver into ribbons, dropped the second as a splinter buried itself deep in his eye, and sent the third reeling backwards to knock himself senseless against a knob of rock and root.

      
        
        You have killed two Level 2 Reiver Warriors and incapacitated a third.

        Your XP Reward = 50 XP

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        You have reached Level 3 in the Figurist class.

        You have been awarded 2 Attribute points to apply to your core stats.

      

      

      The horses reared up, almost throwing their riders, who managed to stay mounted by tightly hugging their frightened animals' necks.

      Vari threw both Attribute Points into Spirit then cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted as loud as her lungs and throat could manage, in case the explosion had somehow deafened those she wished to hail.

      "On your left!"

      Howling with rage, the remaining reiver warriors charged out of the undergrowth, maces raised. One bore down on the woman who calmly nocked an arrow into a longbow. The arrow streaked from bow to reiver, slamming into his face just under the rim of his helmet. He crashed to the ground.

      Meanwhile, the other reiver dragged the protesting man from his saddle before he managed to draw his sword. The two rolled across the ground, the reiver ending up on top. Vari gritted her teeth with fearful anticipation as the warrior raised his mace, ready to pound the man into a pulp.

      “Second Skin!” shouted the Garlander.

      Wary, the reiver warrior paused for a moment, and when nothing seemed to have happened, he brought his mace down onto the man’s bare face. Vari winced in anticipation, bracing herself for the sickening crunch of a skull caving in, but to both her and the warrior’s surprise, a delicate shield of light shattered a mere finger’s width from the Garlander’s nose.

      The Garlander bucked his hips upwards, launching the startled reiver into the dirt. Before the warrior regained his feet, the Garlander's sword clanged against his helmet, sending it flying into the trees. Vari saw the warrior shake his head, trying to gather his wits for a counter-attack, but the man pressed his advantage, sweeping his sword around in a vicious arc that severed the top off the reiver's skull. The warrior dropped to his knees, and as he toppled forward, Vari saw his red-stained brain slide free from its bony casing and flop like a dead slug into the grass.

      She let out a long breath, and looked from the fallen warrior into the blue eyes of the man who stood over him. Out of the corner of her eye, Vari saw the woman dismount and raise her bow, a nocked arrow pointed in Vari’s direction. But the man shook his head and spoke something more softly than Vari could hear. Vari watched with relief as the woman lowered her bow and then waved for her to approach.

      With trembling steps, she crossed the short distance between them, her hands raised in supplication. The woman watched, impassive, as if still weighing up whether or not to kill her, while the man folded his arms and waited with a faint smile on his lean face. It was him that spoke first.

      "You're a reiver?"

      Vari shook her head. "Of their empire, not their blood, not their ways." She pressed a quivering hand to her chest. "My name is Vari, and I seek sanctuary…in Garland."

      The man shook his head, seemingly mystified, and turned to look at the woman with the bow. "What do you think, Dayna? She's followed us home. Can we keep her?"

      The woman scowled. "First you, Mark, and now this one. My day is fast filling up with people who don't belong in it."

      "She did just kinda save our lives." He gestured towards the three bodies on Vari's side of the road. "And in quite an impressive manner." He turned back to Vari. “How did you do that?” His face then clouded with concern and he took an instinctive step backwards. “Don’t answer that, if you don’t want to. I was just curious, but…”

      He was clearly worried that, by angering her, he was at risk of meeting the same fate. Vari smiled to put him at ease and inclined her head, acknowledging his compliment.

      “It was a concoction. The ingredients are quite rare, and I had only that one dosage.”

      The man smiled a little wider in return, his blue eyes growing a little kinder. “Exploding potion? Well, it certainly cured our ills.” He gestured at the dead reivers. “Not so much theirs though.”

      As if answering him, the farthest of the fallen let out a low, tortured moan. His legs were twisted at unnatural angles, the bones snapped by the impact of the blast, but his arms remained intact and he was trying to lever himself up into a sitting position. Vari felt her expression darken as she drew a curved dagger from the sash around her waist. Dayna had an arrowhead leveled at her before the blade had even cleared the cloth.

      “Think very carefully about what you’re planning to do with that knife.”

      Vari looked Dayna in the eye. She sensed something about this woman, her attitude towards weakness, her eagerness to point those arrows at anyone not of her world. She was not one to provoke.

      “It’s for him, not you.”

      Mark motioned for Vari to stop. “Just wait a minute.”

      “Why?”

      “Shouldn’t we interrogate him first? Find out where the reivers are taking the villagers?”

      “I know of no villagers.”

      Dayna gave a sharp sigh. “There’d be no point. Reivers are raised in pain, at least so I’ve heard. There’s nothing we could do to him that his people haven’t done to him already. He won’t talk.”

      Mark looked to Vari, his upper lip curled with a touch of disgust, or was it fear? “Is this true?”

      Vari nodded, then walked with slow, deliberate steps to the injured soldier. He looked up at her, his eyes weeping blood. She didn’t hesitate. She simply drove the dagger up under his chin, held him for a moment as he jerked and spasmed in his death throes, then let him fall back into the dirt.

      
        
        You killed a wounded Level 2 Reiver Warrior.

        Your XP reward = 10 XP

      

      

      She cleaned her dagger on his pant leg and tucked it back into her sash.

      She wasn’t sure what she felt at that point. The chilling pleasure of revenge? No, there was no joy in killing men who’d already given their lives to the Way. They were already dead. The hot thrill of escape? No, not until every last inquisitor was gone, burned and scattered to the winds. Calm. That’s what she felt. She looked at Dayna, then Mark. In good company, if that was a feeling. To Vari it didn’t matter if it was for moments, for days, or forever. She’d felt lonely for so long that any respite was welcome.

      It was Mark who finally broke the silence. “So, do we keep following the trail, catch ourselves some slavers?”

      Dayna shook her head. “It's getting too late. We might as well camp for the night."

      "Sure," agreed Mark with a tentative smile. "Does that mean you're offering to cook?"

      Dayna’s scowl deepened even further. "Might I remind you that I'm still only about a finger’s twitch away from putting an arrow in you?"

      Mark's smile faded. "All right. You find the food, I'll cook it."

      “I’ll get a fire going,” Vari added quickly.

      Dayna nodded curtly and set off into the forest while Mark tethered the horses in a nearby clearing. As she gathered firewood, Vari silently thanked Fate for delivering her these new companions. Would they be friends or would she one day have to drive her dagger up under their chins too? She hoped for the former.
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      Dayna returned with walnuts, wild potatoes, and wild yams. Then she sat by the fire and pretended not to watch Mark as he heated some stones and then lay the walnuts, potatoes and yams among them to cook. As a last touch, he sprinkled the vegetables with leaves from a rosemary plant he’d found growing.

      Mark’s dad had been a pretty awesome cook before the "big C" had made a meal out of him. As a teenager, Mark had helped a lot in the kitchen, so it was almost habitual for him to rustle up a meal whenever he had company. Of course, real company wasn't something he did much these days. In the games he played, he tended to be a loner, preferring to do things his way rather than bow to the expectations of the pack. But there were still games that maintained the conventions of eating, sleeping and excreting, and Reign of Blood was one of them, so he’d kept his virtual cooking skills polished.

      They dined in near silence, with Dayna seemingly content to brood, Vari smiling yet distant, and Mark feeling too nervous to even think of something to say. It wasn't exactly the fantasy ideal, the brave adventurers huddled around the fire, sharing courageous tales and comradeship. This was just like every RL party he'd attempted to go to, tense and uncomfortable, saturated with awkwardness. It was a relief when Dayna yawned and took herself off to bed, a blanket she laid out upon the leaf mould under the canopy of some ferns. Vari nodded her thanks for the meal shortly after and retired to a comfortable hollow at the base of a tree, leaving Mark to poke at the fire with a stick.

      He didn't want to dwell on the fact that he was effectively trapped here. He could feel the clammy claws of anxiety every time he entertained the thought, so he left it alone. Instead he focused on what he could do, bringing up his notifications and character stats.

      
        
        Your party has slain two Level 2 Reiver Warriors.

        Your XP reward per party member = 20 XP

      

      

      Curious, thought Mark. The experience system must have partied him with Dayna as soon as the reiver warriors had charged out of the forest. But since Vari had taken out the first three warriors before Dayna and Mark knew what was happening, she must’ve gained their total XP for herself. And fair enough too.

      
        
        Your Swordplay skill has reached Tier 2.

        Receive a 20% increase in damage, accuracy and parrying.

      

      

      As an experiment, Mark stood and drew his sword, softly and smoothly so as not to disturb Vari and Dayna. It felt lighter in his hand, more balanced, and when he swept it through the air, he could feel the improved sense of control. Smiling to himself, he sheathed the sword and sat back down by the fire.

      
        
        You brokered peace between a reiver and a Garlander.

        Your XP reward = 10 XP

      

      

      No Diplomacy skill? wondered Mark. Actually, he was kind of relieved. He’d always found it weird that RPG designers insisted on including soft skills in the stats line-up. It was a hangover from tabletop roleplaying, where you might roll the dice to see if you’d smooth-talked the night watch into letting you off with a warning. This was VR, where the border between player character and avatar was well and truly dismantled. A player’s soft skills in RL were their soft skills in VR. Well, that’s the way Mark had always thought about it. Part of the reason why he never chose to play as a rogue.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have reached Level 3 in the Warlock class.

        Progress to Level 4 = 50/100

      

        

      
        You have earned 2 Attribute Points.

        There are now 4 unallocated attribute points in your pool.

      

        

      
        Spell Selection

        As a Level 3 Warlock you have unlocked a set of 3 magical spells.

        You may choose 2 out of the 3 spells on offer.

        Alternatively, you may wish to save one or both spell slots for “found spells”.

        Arcane Edge

        Ethereal Flesh

        Doppelganger

        Each spell has a base casting cost of 6 EP multiplied by the Tier at which it is cast.

      

      

      Mark didn’t feel ready to make his spell choice just yet. Nor did he have any idea where he was going to ‘find’ spells. He’d only gained Second Skin while having a reiver warrior literally on top of him. There was too much he didn’t know about this version of Reign of Fire, too much that he couldn’t predict. In fact, the most pressing question was that of his class designation.

      Warlock? There’d never been a character class called “Warlock” in any version of Reign of Blood that he’d played. And he wondered why he hadn’t even been given the option of selecting his class. In fact, it’s like he’d somehow skipped the whole character creation phase altogether. So far, the warlock build suited how he normally played, a combination of combat and magic, but he was used to finding his own way through his character builds. It was important to him. It wasn’t like he could do that in the real world so it kinda rubbed him up the wrong way that he was being railroaded down the warlock path. And by who? Or what? Why was he here? And why couldn't he leave?

      Once again, Mark took a step back from these big questions. Instead, he did what his counsellor had advised him to do, to focus on the here and now. A bit of mindfulness to stave off the inevitable spiral of over-thinking and self-flagellation. He poked around in the embers of the fire, focusing on the undulating red glow, the flair of bright orange and yellow as air awakened the charcoal, the fleeting nature of the moment as the heat subsided and ash reclaimed flame.

      A flurry of thoughts settled like ash upon the ground of his mind as he calmly considered the
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