Chapter 51: Dreams of the Past
Alta-Viator dreamed again. Over and over for eternity. The same dream. The last dream.

Hot-rock parted as he shot through the upper deeps. The semi-molten rocks obeyed his will and parted as he shot rapidly past. Up and up, past the limits of the deeps with their bland harvest of nutrients and into the lower-crust with its rich veins of tasty food hidden in the not-food.

It could eat the not-food, but it took so much to sustain him that he didn't bother. He didn't leave the comfortable heat of the depths to dine on crap. He wanted the chewy goodness of Orichalcum or the crunchy sweetness of Iridium. Maybe the stringy-sharp taste of Deep Copper? Yes! That is what he wanted. It had been ages since it had tasted the Deep Copper. Silly name for something that only appeared so high up in the lower-crust.

The rock of the upper crust was growing stupid. It no longer moved aside when he flexed his will. But if it was stupid, it was also more solid. Powerful claws reached into the rock, and his will drove the muscles of his form to first crack the rock and then move it aside from his passage. Alta-Viator shot upwards, the cracks forming above him as he ascended, finally reaching the heights where the veins of the Deep Copper ran. The taste was as he remembered; a sharp and acidic taste, the texture stringy but not too chewy. It went down easily, and Alta-Viator went looking for more.

Then a strange vibration came to him. The hardened scales of his carapace picked up the slight vibration as something else moved in the rock. For a brief instance, thoughts of his brethren came to him. Volax-Repat, who had left the depths to challenge the eels in the void. Calidum-Soror, who always sought the deepest depths and the hottest fires. So many had been lost in the long, long eons since their birth. He wondered where their bones lay.

But this wasn't one of his kin. That became quickly apparent as the stench of it came to him. An Eel! An Eel dared delve into the rock! Not their place! Eels had the live-water and live-air. This one had dared burrow and delve where no Eel should ever go. His will forged ahead of him, finding a path. His claws cracked the rock, and he raced upward toward the Eel!

Stronger and stronger, the stench came to him. A mix of Eel and Deep Copper. This wasn't a true Eel, but a degenerate spawning of some sort. Had Eels rutted with the Elemental Princes? It didn't matter; it would be dead shortly, and he would see how it tasted.

The Eel felt him coming and fled, but it was slow. Where he cracked the rock asunder and moved through the shattered pieces, the Eel was moving through large, empty caverns. He gained rapidly, and in a vast cavern, the Eel quit fleeing and turned to fight. She was degenerate indeed. No wings would lift her into the live-air. No claws would help her crack the rock. Like the youngling eels from the dead-water, she had no limbs, just a long sinuous body the color of Deep-copper. Her body was metal, but her blood was an Eel’s.

Empress Salasha? She was simply a copper-skinned snake! And he could tell that was why she was here. She had been eating the Deep Copper. She would regret coming and stealing his food.

Alta-Viator advanced slowly, taunting the Eel. He was larger, with eight rending claws and a deadly maw full of rock-chewing teeth. The Eel had only her fangs, dripping with a white venom that burned the rock as she hissed. Alta-Viator did not fear the fangs or the venom. Such a puny Eel could not puncture his scales.

But she was powerful. She absorbed the metals in the rock to heal herself from the wounds he inflicted. The fight had lasted for days. Alta-Viator carved chunks from Salasha's body, the coppery flesh sinking into the rock while the Eel constantly tried to find new ore veins in the caverns around them to heal herself.

Forced to fight against an older and more powerful opponent, she played for time and used the only weapon she truly had. Time and again, she struck at the same spot on Alta-Viators shoulder until finally, a crack appeared in the scale. Thereafter her poison could work its way inward, doing constant damage as its acidic properties dissolved softer muscles and organs, poisoning his blood.

It didn't save the Eel; her poison wasn't enough to quickly deal with her foe. Eventually, she was done, her body torn into smaller and smaller pieces, her fangs broken, and her poison spent. Her white blood and venom were scattered in the caverns, making small acidic pools that melted into the rocks. Alta-Viators roared his triumph and then rested.

Such a great mistake. Had he immediately dived for the depths, the heat of the earth could have burned the poison from him and healed him. And even if he had died, his body would be consumed, and he could start the cycle again. Now, neither of those was an option. He slept too long! After an unknown period of time, Alta-Viators regained his senses to find his body was much worse than before. He had not healed, and the poison was killing him. The earth would not obey his will. His claws did not have the strength to crack it asunder. He had slain the Eel, but now his spirit was trapped in this dying shell.

It took years to finally die, paralyzed and trapped in the rock. And even death didn't end his imprisonment. Over the next century, the poison continued to eat away at his body. Each small bit became an ooze-like creature that scoured his flesh from his bones. When after a thousand years, there was nothing left for his spirit to cling to but bones, the oozes went looking for other food, spreading into the nearby caves.

Over and over, his spirit relived its last great battle, hoping to move on. It barely noticed the changes as one mutant ooze began to eat the others. It didn't care at all when the Ever-Pudding proclaimed itself ruler of the cavern he had become. Only when the first little eel emerged from the nearby copper ore did his spirit react. Despair took him. His foe had survived.

He felt her as the little princess moved through the ore that had been her mother's body, consuming it and growing. She encouraged other eels to come forth and serve her. Slowly; they spread throughout the area around his hollow corpse. Generation after generation passed. Each time a descendent of Salasha would be born and eat her mother. She grew larger each time, consuming more and more of the copper ore around her, gaining power.

Time passed. His spirit awoke as the final incarnation of Princess Salasha was born. This one would birth a Queen, and the queen would birth an Empress. And the Eel would be reborn. And he could do nothing.

Almost nothing...

He felt it when a little chip of bone scurried through the caves. Could it be one of the creations of Magna-Stultas? That one was always sticking parts of himself into the little creatures to make pets out of them. Whatever this was, it began stealing the Eel's food and taking it away. This didn't last long. The Eel killed it and grew stronger. Claiming victory on even such a small chip made it stronger. More chips came...or the same chip? It must have a very short cycle to return so quickly! Each time it died. Each time Salasha grew stronger. Her victory was inevitable.

Or was it? Something had nudged his spirit. The chip had found its way to him. Its bones touched his. The runes flowed. It was a weak little chip with pitiful claws. But such a strong will! And a great potential for disaster. He would do what he could. If the chip died again to the Eel, all was lost; she would take his power. Would that matter?

What gifts to give? It was so small! He rummaged through its spirit, finding, indeed, that it was a lost pet of Magna-Stultas. More, it had met Volat-Repax! Hope surged. He gave it his claws! It was the best he could do with so little spirit left.

Spent, the spirit in the bones slept and began again to dream of its last days.

Milo awoke. He instantly knew something was different. His hands were covered in intricate bone plates that covered him from pointed claws up to his elbows. He flexed and felt no restriction. His hands were as nimble as ever, but they felt much stronger. Looking down, he saw that the same had happened to his feet and shins.

And inside, he could see the runes moving in the bones. Reaching out to touch the wall, he could feel it as if his hands were bare. The bone was part of him. And he knew where it had come from. He had shared the endless dream of Alta-Viator and felt his despair. He wished he could help...
And as soon as he thought that, messages appeared.

You have accepted the quest: Slay Queen Salasha and any of her progeny.
You must find a way to kill the Queen of the Copperheads and prevent her from passing her power to another generation.
Failure: You get eaten and turned into snake shit. Alta-Viator is left in eternal despair.
Your dwarf friends won’t make out so well, either. A snake has to eat, after all. Oh, and all the people above that find themselves at war with a reborn Empress, a lot of them will die too. This is a hungry Empress.
Victory: Who knows? Things aren't so black and white down here.

You have been given a mighty gift! The Spirit Alta-Viator has gifted you with his claws! 
Whatever those odd little bits of old magic are zooming through his bones seem to like you…

You are too weak to know the full extent of this gift. You must train your will. But for now...
Your puny little claws have become: The Claws of Alta-Viator
Chance to Hit: 60%+5%xRank+5%xDEX to hit. 
Damage: 60+5xDEX+5xRank. Metal or Stone armor is discounted and will be destroyed partially each time you hit.

You have gained the skill: Combat Block
You may make a block with your hands or forearms. 
Chance to execute: 20%+DEXx5+Rankx5. 
On a successful block, the damage is mitigated by 100 +Rank points of damage.
Climbing on Rock, earth, or worked stone is trivial for you. Your claws will grip the rock with ease and decrease your chance of falling.

He ran through the notices quickly; this wasn’t a good spot to sit, not with a large acidic pudding below him. Milo felt an urgency to get moving. He needed to get back up to the Chief and see about getting that trap finished. And he needed to find a way to get rid of the Ever-Pudding. So much to do. 

He saw movement; something small was flying at him. Milo ducked as a bat flew at his head and dropped a small roll of paper before disappearing. He unrolled the message and slapped his forehead. As if he didn’t have enough to do! Time to get to work.

Hi!
How are things going? Hope you're having a great time down there! I finally remembered why I needed you. Come see me when convenient. And I mean convenient for me, not for you. I'll give you a week to come visit. After that, I’ll send my cats to find you. Hurry up; I have a job for you!
KULAG!
Your buddy,
Squint

He climbed out of the hollow spot in the rib and looked around. Things had changed. No bucket was hanging down from the shaft, and the drill was missing as well. Below, Ooblipimux heaved back and forth, pseudopods forming and layering on each other as it tried to create a pile high enough to reach the shaft again. The small island of Agent Orange was gone.

Milo reached up and grasped the rock. His claws actually sunk into it. He was securely anchored. Swinging up, he began to crawl across the ceiling of the cave like some poor, five-legged spider. Even his tail was improved. When he reached out to wrap it around a stalagmite, it, too, felt completely anchored to the stone. The trip to the shaft took only minutes.

His bucket was gone, and the shaft was empty. He was going to have to climb all the way up using his claws! What had happened? Foot by foot, he began climbing the shaft. As he gained confidence, he began moving faster and faster. His tail pushed against the far wall, giving him balance. Every foothold or handhold was secure. He scuttled up a thousand feet of shaft at a slow run. It was exhausting; gravity still took its toll on him.

He emerged into chaos. There was broken machinery everywhere, and the lesser brethren were using anything that wasn't bolted down to build barricades in doorways. One of them saw him and yelled. Others heard and came over to him, clustering around. They yelled all at once, gibberish assaulting him in their urgency.

"One at a time. One at a time."

They quieted and then took him quite literally, each one making a statement.

"Gone so long, assumed dead."
"Missing for days, slacker!"
"SNAKE!"
"The Chief needs you; everyone needs you!"
"Find Milo! But Milo doesn't come up!"
"SNAKE! SNAKE! SNAKE! SNAKE! SNAKE at the door!
"Boom! No door!"
"Snake eating things. Bad Snake!"
"Chief down. Everyone down. Lesser Brethren in charge!"
"WE DOOMED!"
"BOOM!"
"You here! Save us! You are in charge! Ranking Engineer!"

When they had all had their say, they quieted down and looked at him expectantly.

The snake hadn’t been slacking, it seemed and had come looking for him. Or it had sensed the wealth of metals in the engineering outpost. Either way, he had to deal with Empress Salasha.

"All right. Step one. Take me to the Chief. Then we need to kill an eel...I mean Snake!"

Chapter 52: BoomBoom!

The story was fairly simple because most of the remaining dwarfs had a limited vocabulary. The exception was Boomboom. He was in better shape than most with a mechanical hand, and right arm, and a left arm that ended in a configuration that switched between a wrench saw and drill. One eye was mechanical and gleamed with blueish light. The other just gleamed with mischief and destruction.

Milo assumed his nickname came from the habit of having a half dozen charges of blasting explosives strapped to his belt. He also liked to juggle them, which made everyone nervous, even the craziest of the once-dwarves. Boomboom liked that, and the maniac junior engineer laughed whenever he started tossing explosives into the air. "Ha! No worries. Pins all in. No Boom-Boom. Oops? Where’s that pin? BOOM! Ha! Made you run. BOOM!"

After a bit of this, he'd become almost sane for a moment, and Milo got some of the story from him.

"Snake came. Broke down door with many booms! Defenses proved insufficient for snake killing. Disappointing lack of Boom! Snake rampage! Tearing out machinery, making a nest. Bad Snake! Hit the main power coupler. No power, seniors fall like trees, make like logs. We stacked them in a room, plugged them in. Chief pissed. MUCH BOOM IN VOICE! Fun. Hide from Bad Snake. Need Snake trap."

Milo got a quick escort to where the senior engineers were laying in a room. Only a few were moving. As Boomboom had said, the Chief was quite upset.

"Ah, Engineer Milo. Good of you to show up. Did you get lost down in the dark? Stub a toe? Maybe stop somewhere for a beer? If you haven’t heard, we have a snake problem! " After an explanation from Milo, including his theories about the origins of the snake and pudding, the Chief settled down and updated him on what had happened.

The day after Milo had gone down and effectively disappeared, the decision was made to bring the drill back up. After three more days and no word from Milo, plans were made to seal the shaft. There was some talk about trying to burn out the Ever-Pudding, but if Milo was actually alive down there, that was sure to kill him. Instead, a small side tunnel was dug. It intersected the main bore about a hundred feet down and had its own access hatch. A very simple engineering rune guarded it, easy for anyone to do on the fly and easily noticeable. The hope was that Milo would be able to use it to get back up after they plugged the bore.

"What a puzzle. And all of us are unable to help. Up to you, Milo. Let’s make it official. Your project for advancement to Senior Engineer is killing the snake. The Ever-Pudding can wait. We need that damned corrupted copper elemental gone so we can affect repairs. Consider everything but the main power core and broadcaster as spare parts and go do the job."

He paused and looked at Milo carefully. "And to be clear, the brotherhood talked it over, and we don't care that you're a ratkin in disguise.” He chuckled. “Some were quite happy because it meant we didn't officially add a human."

Milo was shocked. "You knew?"

The Chief laughed again. "Suspected a bit. It's a darn fine glamour, but my eyes are special too. We knew something was up. Hell, boy, you like to prospect in the deeps solo? We knew you were something special. Half-crazy already. But you just got an upgrade of some powerful magic, and that's tougher to hide. Anyway, like I said, this isn't a problem. We only care about your work. So go kill the damned snake! Tell the boys to take you to the testing room. We were working on your snake trap when the power went down, might be some things you can use."

That made Milo happy; any work already done would save him time. But the first thing he needed was to get a look at Salasha herself and find out where her lair was. Boomboom had offered to show him. They moved through tight access corridors, staying away from the larger tunnels. It was easy to see where the snake had been. Machinery was crushed and destroyed, doors were broken down, and power was out in many areas. Where it had found metal it wanted to eat, it had torn apart anything in its way.

At last, Boomboom opened an access hatch in the floor and put a mechanical finger on his lips. "Shhh! Snek!" Milo peered through the hatch and saw the queen snake four stories below him. What had originally been a large room had been further enlarged by the removal of floors and walls. In the center, within a bed of copper wires and gears, shattered machinery, and raw copper ore, was Salasha. She looked immense, and was too high in levels to identify.

Queen Mother Salasha, Rat-Slayer, Nemesis of Bone.
Level: ?? Monstrous Aberrant Elemental
Health: ????? 
In the center of the coiled snake, on a pillar of pure copper, sat a pulsing egg. It was roughly a foot tall, and Milo felt a growl begin deep in his chest. That was an Eel. He knew it! He shut the hatch and turned to Boomboom.
"We're going to need a bigger Snake Trap."

The dwarf nodded enthusiastically. "BoomBOOMBoom!!"

Chapter 53: Solutions, not Problems

Below Milo, the snake stirred. Something tickled her tongue, a familiar scent. The bone-rat-thief...Salasha smelled him again. He was somewhere nearby. His scent was all through the dwarf caves, but for an instant, she had smelled him close by. It was much stronger now. The stench of the ancient enemy was all about him. Was he stealing from them too? Pilfering the long-dead bones of her foes? It didn't matter. She would kill him for being a thief.

He had dared to attack her as she built her nest! And the thief had been stealing the ore infused with her own blood. Worse, he took it away to somewhere beyond her reach. She had delighted in killing him. Moreso when she found he was somehow connected to her ancient enemies.

He thought he was clever, returning from death so quickly. She envied him that. But it was only because he was such a little rat. No one cared if little rats fled the dark realms, and no one watched. For her, though, it had taken long ages, one painful incarnation at a time.
She had killed him again and again. Each time gaining power from his death.

He had tried to hide in the lair of the metal dwarves. She found his scent and tracked him there. The doors were thick, and the dwarves would put up a fight, but it would be worth it.  She needed the metals they hoarded in their lair. Needed the Deep Copper he had stolen. She smelled the sweet scent of pure metal coming from the dwarf lair. If she had known just how much they hid, she would have raided them long ago. The metals without her blood were still nourishing. They would help her daughter grow after her she hatched.

The time for that was close now. She could feel her thoughts moving more and more to the egg. This form, strong as it was, was just a guardian now. Its thoughts moved slower and slower, with instinct guiding her, not intellect. Soon her daughter would be out of her egg. In a great flash of heat and energy, she would consume the guardian’s body and all of the nest, reborn stronger than ever. And then this place would become her food. The thought made her happy. So much food, so tasty.
***

Milo looked at his supply of cheese and selected a smaller chunk. Stopping himself as he reached for a large wedge. He was running out! That bothered him. He needed his tasty little treats. They helped when he was stressed, and he always seemed to be stressed. Too much was happening.

Squint wanted him back for some job...

The Snake was about to hatch an egg and evolve...

The dwarves were about to be snake food but couldn't leave...

The pudding was going to be coming back...

Harry was worried about the yellow creeper...

And he was running out of cheese!!!

Deciding that he couldn't be expected to solve all those problems while depriving himself of cheese, he grabbed a sizeable chunk of "tasty new cheese" that Jethro had sold him. It was horrible compared to his aged gouda. But it filled him up and helped him relax.

"What do you guys think?" Clustered around him were his brother engineers. Most of them shrugged. A couple had ideas.

"Kill Snake! Then Kill pudding!"
"Feed Pudding to Snake?"
"Put Snake into Subragator?"

The dwarf whom the others called Two-Screws, was the most verbal today. He spoke in a voice that mimicked the Chief. "Dammit, you ninnies! I don't see problems! I just see solutions to other problems we don't know about yet. Use your noggins."

His assistant was his usual helpful self. "BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!"

Milo sighed. "I need a bit more than that, guys." Boomboom looked thoughtful. Then he smiled. "FIRE!"

The others all agreed and started talking to each other faster than Milo could follow. Then they all raced to a bare wall and started scribbling on it, devising fanciful and highly detailed snake traps, all of which ended with the snake having fire dumped on it. The only dissenter was Boomboom, who drew a snake being blown in two by a hidden trap.

Milo looked at his list. Squint had to wait; that was obvious. And he had to finish the rest of the things fast, so he could get cheese. He stared at the huge wall of ideas, evaluating each crazy plan and searching for useful pieces. He had a crew of crazed helpers, plenty of resources, and several enemies to deal with. He stared at the wall for an hour, creating plans and parts of plans until they all came together in one horrible mess.

"Great job, guys! Now listen up. I have jobs for all of you."

***
It took two days of furious work to get everything he needed assembled. He had taken two breaks to log out while his tired body napped in the game. This let him check on Section E, which for once, had no emergencies. He set up new routes for the clog eaters, routed water flow around a suspected leak, and sent off orders for new parts. 

He set up a three-dimensional mock-up of the dwarven facility, adding the details that affected his plan, and carefully looked at distances. He’d be running around a lot, and estimating his travel time was tricky. 
Then he used his computer to double-check his calculations. He was guessing at some of the strengths of his materials. The real world didn't have Dark Iron and Deep Copper. But he had worked with the metals and had a good idea of their properties.

The snake was a problem. It was obviously more powerful, but how strong was it? He assumed VERY strong and went with a more robust set of traps. Better to over-estimate the thing and kill it easily. He had enthusiastic help, lots of raw materials, and no budget. The only thing he didn't have was time.

He also took advantage of his cheese horde in the real world. He ate quite a bit more than he normally did. Was he imagining the itchiness he'd felt in the game was following him out of it? He felt much better after a good meal. Of course, compared to food cubes, anything was a good meal. He should really test some other types of real-world food. He tossed that thought into a reminder in his system for later. Then, calculations memorized, he went back into his pod and went snake hunting.
***

Salasha the Guardian came out of her stupor when a sound reached her. Something was moving; she could feel the vibrations through the floor. What were the little scurrying things up to?! She needed to plug holes better; it was almost time for the hatching.

Sluggishly she unwound her top coils and moved debris to plug the openings into her new lair. It was difficult to remember...so much of her had moved to the egg. A sound got her attention, a thumping from the wall where there was no opening. As she looked to the wall, a blob of something unpleasant landed on her head and ignited. She was attacked!

The sticky, flaming tar barely didn’t do any real damage to her, but it stung and enraged her. She saw that a new hole had been opened, and a dwarf was standing there, laughing and holding a smoking tube. She lunged at it, but mechanical claws grabbed the creature and pulled it back. She hammered three times at the opening, breaking through into a small room.
Another small tunnel led away from the room, filled with scurrying dwarves. Two turned and with a twang! hurled something at her faster than she could see or dodge. The dwarves dropped the two-man arbalest and were racing away as the projectile struck the snake just below the left eye. She felt PAIN!

A dark steel projectile from a much larger dwarven bolt-thrower couldn't have penetrated her hide. But dark steel wasn't as strong as the ancient bone that Milo had carved this weapon from. Only his new claws could cut and shape the bone of the gigantic ribs. It had taken him three tries, but the result was worth it. The barbed spear of bone had been enchanted with the Rune of Velocity. That had been difficult. The ancient rune was complex. Most of the arbalest was likewise carved of bone, making it a one-use construct with a simple lever that triggered the spell.

The runed barb sunk deep into Salasha, causing both physical and mental pain as she realized where the bone had come from. Rage enveloped what was left of her mind, and she lunged forward, only to slam into a metal door that just barely resisted her power. She lunged forward again, and she slammed into the door, revealing two very scared dwarves. Somewhere, she heard the sound of machinery.

Two stories underneath Salasha, a 16-ton subragator fell as the supports holding it in the vertical shaft were removed. Strong Dark Steel cables led from it up to a connecting rod. The slack in the cables lasted for the first 300 feet of its fall down the shaft leading to the deeper storage areas. The cables snapped tight and pulled on the supporting rod with incredible force. The top of the supporting rod connected to a very thick cable, just long enough to encircle the room the snake had last entered.

With a sickening crunch, the cable tightened and dragged the snake to the floor, crushing her body and nearly bisecting the elemental. The huge head snapped back, and the dwarfs breathed in a sigh of relief before hastily retreating.

Trapped! The little things had trapped her! Tried to kill her, but they had failed! She was too mighty. 

Salasha thinned her neck, giving her more room to move, and began to gnaw at the tightened cable and the twisted metal of the tunnel. The subragator below bounced up and down several times, causing her more pain. Now, several of the dwarves jumped onto it, swinging back and forth and having a wonderful time. The cable holding the snake sawed back and forth, cutting into her and hampering her efforts to get free.

Other dwarves took advantage of the situation. From vents in the rooms she had slithered through, buckets of caustic substances dropped onto her. Acids to dissolve her body, clingfire to burn and melt her. Spikes jabbed at her from the walls. Every crazy idea the dwarves had come up with to hurt her was used. Her body bucked and slammed into the walls, sometimes destroying a trap, other times only damaging herself. She screamed, and her thoughts were on the rat. This was his doing!

A hundred feet away from the trapped part of the snake, Milo was not having a wonderful time. Too much of the next part of the plan depended on luck. The brotherhood needed time to finish their traps and set everything up. It would have been so much easier if the cable trap had been enough. But it wasn't, so now Milo opened a hatch several stories above a glowing egg.

He dropped straight down, slowed barely by a 10ft bone tail attached to a longer cable. He cursed inwardly as he landed on the egg, and some of his breath was knocked out of him. Hopefully, the damned snake didn't have ears except in its head. He didn't doubt, though, that it felt vibrations. His hope was it was too busy trying not to be sawed in half. 

He'd expected the egg to be solid copper. But it wasn't. It glowed softly, shiny and beautiful. A foot-high jewel with light streaming from it. And inside, Salasha’s next incarnation stared out at him and tried to hiss within its metal shell. The eyes bored into Milo. Great hatred was there. It promised vengeance and death and worse.

The problem for the snake was that Milo had spent his entire life putting himself in danger. He worked on dangerous machinery, close to electrical wires that would fry an elephant. He dove down two-hundred-foot shafts on a day-to-day basis. And stole the money and belongings of very dangerous men. A fancy easter egg, even if inhabited by an aberrant elemental eel, didn't bother him at all. He grabbed the egg and prepared to climb back up.

The egg didn't move. The little snake in the egg banged her head on the shell. The huge coils all around him tensed and began to move. With one arm Milo held the egg to his chest; with the other, he dragged his claws through the Deep Copper pedestal. His claws couldn't crack tectonic plates like those of Alta-Viator, but they easily cut off the top foot of the pedestal.

"HEY RUBE!" Milo screamed at the ceiling and prayed his helpers hadn't gone off to play on the subragator. They must have stayed because a torsion spring was released, and the cable holding Milo's tail was drawn back up hard enough that he slammed into the ceiling of the crawl space and nearly dropped the egg.

There was a loud ripping sound as nearby, a heavy cable was snapped apart by a gigantic copper snake that suddenly realized it had been tricked. The dwarves waved goodbye to the subragator as it fell further into the shaft. Milo had insisted they all attach safety cables since he didn’t think they’d remember to stop playing on the swinging machinery. This just meant they started a new game, swinging back and forth and bumping into each other. Eventually, Two-Screws yelled, and they ran to start working on the next part of their plan.

Salasha the Guardian screamed in rage and broke out of her nest, using the widest tunnels to get to her egg quickly. The rat had it! Had part of her!
But she knew where the egg was; she would always know. They were linked. She raced after the thief as he ran out of the dwarf’s lair and into the maze of mine tunnels.
Chapter 54: Chase Me!

Sprinting down the dark tunnels, Milo followed the map in his head. He couldn’t make even one mistake. A right, a left, leap the small crevice, and straight on until he ran into the big drop.
Milo had gone over the route several times. Early plans to stay in the small tunnels where Salasha would have a hard time moving were discarded. He could only rely upon speed. He'd originally planned to just play hide and seek in the smaller tunnels for hours, but every time he ran through the plan, he could see Salasha coming out as the winner. There was just too much of her. it would be too easy for her to block multiple tunnels. And the snake wasn’t stupid.

He hit the big drop and didn't hesitate, immediately dropping into the long shaft. His claws slowed him as they dug into the rock wall and wooden supports. Tearing through the rock like a thousand fingernails on a thousand blackboards. He landed on his feet and tail in a three-point landing and sprinted off for the larger caverns.

Behind him, the gigantic snake came to the vertical shaft and started downward, far slower than the scurrying rat that was her prey. It worked in his favor that snakes, especially ones her size, weren’t built for descending straight down.

Her front end might want to hurry, but she couldn’t fall down a shaft when her tail end was still dragging along through the corridors. Eventually, Salasha had more of herself hanging in the shaft than she had in the tunnels, and she went faster. Much faster, as gravity took over. Her head smacked into the bottom, and her coils slammed into her head before she could move out of the way.

It was good that Milo had only imagined this outcome. If he'd stayed to watch, he might have given in to laughter and lost precious time. Slowly, very slowly, a gigantic head emerged from the pile; she heaved and freed ten feet of her length, turned, and hissed at the bulk of her still stuck in the shaft. Heave, slither. Heave, slither. She became more and more furious as the egg moved further away from her. When half of her was free, she was able to move forward and untangle herself and then begin to move at greater speed. The way was still narrow, but she saw it opened into a much larger cavern just ahead. The egg had stopped moving but, distressingly, was now above her.

Salasha eyed the cavern. She hated the mushroom creatures, and this place stank of them. They were immune to her venom and gave her no nourishment. A vast carpet of fungus was dominated by a sleeping myconid, larger even than her. The egg was above the sleeping giant. The rat thought to hide in a little lair near the ceiling.

No matter, if the thief could climb the mushroom creature, so could she. She slithered across the carpet of mushrooms, crushing the lesser myconids and causing many to call out in alarm. Dozens of creatures rose from the soft soil of the mushroom field and advanced on her. Focused on Milo only, she paid no heed to the shambling creatures.

Milo watched from above. The egg was safe inside a backpack behind him. An occasional hiss made it through to his ears. He had not, as Salasha thought, climbed the sleeping Myconid. That would have put him at the mercy of the colony of Yellow Trumpet Creepers and their zombie slaves.
He had prepared his route to his little perch the day before. It had been fairly easy for him to climb up the side of the cavern, attaching supports for cables as he went. His claws bit into the ceiling just as easily as they did the walls. His earth sense telling him where to avoid areas that might not hold his weight. High above the Yellow Trumpet Creeper festooned cap of the huge myconid, he attached a dozen hooks to the ceiling from which he wove a rope platform.
Then he summoned his storage chest. The materials for a much sturdier and larger platform were inside. When this was assembled, he moved the rest of the equipment he needed for his plan out of the chest and then dismissed it. Set-up done, he swung back across the ceiling and ran back to the dwarven engineer's battered complex.

Now, he’d had plenty of time to race ahead of the Snake and climb to his platform, where he quickly put on his TES-3 Suit. Toxic Environment type 3 suits were constructed to resist heat and filter out gas and fumes. It was a bit on the bulky side but was essential to his survival, especially as the yellow blooms below began to emit a toxic haze of pollen when the Snake surged into their domain.

Milo picked up a hose and began pumping with the other hand to build pressure. The flower collective was confused and angry as it was sprayed with a layer of flammable waste fluid. Being flowers and not too bright, they blamed the Snake and redoubled their efforts to force their slaves to attack.

The zombies had almost no chance to actually hurt the elemental. Only a couple had the muscle power and a weapon large enough to chop through her thick hide, and the small wounds they made were annoying scratches. Instead, they tried to restrain the huge creature, wrapping vines over it and struggling to hold it as it moved. This also worked poorly and only served to drag every zombie and their attached vines along with the snake as it began to wrap itself around the tall stem of the sleeping mushroom giant and climb to the top.

Now the vines had a better chance, wrapping themselves around and around the snake as it wrapped around the huge myconid, like ribbons on some bizarre maypole. Milo was hoping the vines could win, but the snake was too powerful. Salasha got to the top of the stem and began battering her way through the cap at the top. This must have caused the sleeper quite a bit of pain as it rocked back and forth, and an eerie moaning began echoing through the cavern.

This felt like a good time for Milo to add his own special touch to the fight. Pulling a 'boomfire!boom' device from his belt, a gift from his assistant, he tossed it down onto the waving flowers. It exploded, scattering sticky flaming tar all over the top of the cap. The waste fluid soaking the flowers caught fire, and soon the entire cap was burning. The flowers opened up and began an eerie screaming as they burned, putting out a thick yellow fog of pollen that was consumed by the fire. Milo was very thankful for his protective gear.

The vines went insane, flailing at the snake and gripping it tighter. The snake continued to slam its head at the cap, breaking off chunks of grey flesh. The flowers screamed as they died. With an explosion of dirt, the huge myconid awoke and stepped from the hole he had been buried in, tearing loose vines from the ground, zombies dangling from his arms and trunk. Two glowing green eyes opened high up on the trunk, and arms separated from its sides. As the huge creature woke up, Milo could identify it. Like the snake, it was far above his level.

Roobazahl, The Ancient, Rogue Myconid Elder
(Massive, thick-skinned, collective, ENSLAVED, burning, enraged)
Health: ???? Level:???
As Roobazahl staggered from his pit, Salasha struck its cap again, breaking off a huge chunk and slithering on top of Roobazahl’s cap. The reaction of the dying flowers was immediate, as they put forth a huge load of pollen into the air. Even for an elemental, this was too much as the spores entered the small wounds on her body and into her mouth, trying to take root inside of her. Salasha hissed and sprayed venom at the flowers, knocking her head back and forth and tearing them by the roots from Roobazahl’s cap.

The Ancient Myconid knew only that it was attacked. When the panicked creepers had loosened their grasp on its mind, it had awoken to Salasha's constricting embrace and its head on fire. Its reaction was instinctive as massive hands grabbed the snake and slammed it into the ground like a furious child. Again and again, the snake was slammed into the ground or the rocky walls as Roobazahl vented its fury.

Milo had no idea who would win the fight, but the Yellow Trumpet Creeper colony was the loser, for sure. It had been uprooted, torn, set on fire, and its minions smashed by the battle between the two giants. A bad day for a bad flower. Roobazahl had the upper hand right now (the only hands, actually), but Salasha was wrapped around and around her foe and constricting the massive mushroom man.

Milo hadn't brought the Snake here thinking he could kill it, although that would certainly be appreciated. He'd just needed to buy time. With that accomplished, it was time to leave. Taking a last look at the snake being slammed into a wall, he turned and grabbed onto one of the ropes stretched across the ceiling. This one was very long, and the other end was hooked to the ceiling at the edge of the mushroom field. Milo leaped into the air and fell. The rope went taunt, and he became the lower part of a pendulum that swung him across the cavern. At the far end of the arc, he let go, traveled another 30 feet, and slammed into the wall.

He'd envisioned his landing as a more graceful one. Luckily, the mushrooms weren't giving his landing a score. He slid down the wall and sprinted through the tunnels, finding his way to another vertical shaft. A rope was there, tied to a support. It went up into the darkness, where it wrapped over a pulley and was attached to a large rock that was twice Milo’s mass. Grabbing the rope, he slashed where it was tied. The large rock tied to the other end fell. Milo rocketed up, nearly colliding with the rock and gaining the top in only seconds. He sprinted down the dark corridor, hoping the dwarves had the next part of the operation ready.

Time for phase two of the Snake Trap.
Chapter 55: Extra Clever Traps
Yellow Trumpet Creeper Colony has been destroyed.
No Enhancement Points, experience, or other rewards will be rewarded. Both you and a sworn enemy claim the victory. There can be only one.
Roobazahl, The Ancient, has been destroyed.
No Enhancement Points, experience, or other rewards will be rewarded. Both you and a sworn enemy claim the victory. There can be only one.
Salasha, Guardian of the Egg, saw the announcements and screamed, causing many immature myconids to run for other caverns in fear. The thief had somehow found a way to steal her victories! Killing him would fix that!
Somewhat nearby, tending his patches of mushrooms, Prof. Harold Earthtongue heard the hissing scream and wondered about its source. What had Milo done now? Then he felt guilty for simply assuming Milo was responsible, but the intellectual part of his mind had weighed the odds and felt confident of its decision. He picked up a large club and decided to go take a look. Now that his affliction was much diminished, he was getting restless and bored.

The rat on everyone's mind was just reaching the top of the big drop, having come up by an alternate route. He was winded but relieved to find the Snake wasn't trying to climb up just yet. He'd received the same notifications as Salasha and was fine with the situation. It would probably anger the Snake. Not that she needed more excuses, but an angry Snake was a stupid Snake. He took out the egg and looked at it. No cracks were visible, and it seemed the same as ever. He didn't want to have the thing hatch and then attack him from behind.
As he held it, the shell became transparent, and he stared into two small eyes filled with hatred. The tiny snake bumped its head against the side of her egg in a futile attempt to crack the shell. She hissed at Milo, and a painful thought appeared in his head.

<You will die! Sleep inside you! Eat your brain! Gnaw your bones. We hate you. You will see how much when we catch you! Stupid, Stupid Rat Thing!! >

Milo balanced the egg on one finger and spun it around and around. When he stopped, the snake stared at him, but its eyes couldn't focus, and it just hissed. He put the egg back in his backpack.
The other half of the Snake duo had finally gotten to the bottom of the drop and was trying to climb up. She was quite clumsy and uncoordinated at it. Snakes weren't really made for climbing that way. Salasha had an advantage in size and was able to form a coil, pressing against the sides of the shaft as she painfully made her way up. Suddenly, she was disoriented as part of her spun around and around. 

Milo thought it would be a shame if a rock dropped on her. Poor snake. Coincidentally, there was a large rock in a net hanging above the shaft. Milo's tail flipped the release for a cable, and the rock plummeted downward, hitting Salasha in the head. It did little damage to her, but the impact hurt her progress as she lost 20 feet and had to start climbing again. Milo yelled down the tunnel. "More rocks."

***
The Snake's hatred and anger were growing the longer she had to pursue her adversary. His attempts at killing her had been painful and annoying but never enough to do her mortal damage. Rocks had been dropped on her. Two more painful bone spikes were embedded into her face. Dreadful itching powder that got under her scales had been dumped upon her.

The worst and final indignity had been a wickedly sharp blade that cut off the last twenty feet of her tail. It was a sloppy attack. If aimed at her neck, it might have done some lasting damage, but she was too fast through the tunnels and had almost avoided the trap. She would come back later and reabsorb the copper into her body. There was no time for that now. 
This was the endgame. The rat had run out of places to go. She had collapsed tunnels behind her and sealed off where it could move. She knew where her foe was and ... and ... the cursed affliction hit her again. Her mind whirled as she lay with her eyes closed on the corridor floor. What was he doing to her egg?!

As she moved on, two dwarves attached a cable to the tail and drug it off to hide it.


***

The Snake was so slow!
Milo had set up traps and baited her over and over. Several times though, she had stopped to rest. The dwarves became restless, so Milo started playing games with them to keep their attention. Currently, they were playing a dwarven game called 'Spin and Hurl.' One dwarf sat in a swing attached by a rope to the ceiling. The others formed a circle and pushed the dwarf in the swing back and forth, spun him around, or moved him in a circle whose path often reversed. If the dwarf in the center called out or got sick, he lost. The lesser brothers loved this game.

Currently, it was Milo's turn again. He seemed to have a lot of turns. He sat in the swing holding the pack with the egg as the dwarves spun him unmercifully around and around. Milo was used to mid-air flips and had long ago lost any sense of vertigo. But this? This was horrible! Finally, he gave up, and the dwarves cheered, and another took his place.

Taking deep breaths, Milo asked, "Is the snake moving at all?"

Two-screws voice came out of a vent. "No. Lazy snake just lying in the corridor twitching. Poke Snake?"

Milo thought about it. "Yeah, poke the Snake. Use more of the red powder; she really hated that. I wonder what itching is like when you can't scratch?"

As vertigo faded, Salasha thrashed in rage as more of the red powder was blown down the corridor and all over her scales. Surging forward, she determined to end this!

A message came to Milo. "Snake moving. Moving fast."

Milo double-checked his setup. His helpers had done a great job. Most of the machinery in the drilling chamber had been moved out of the way. Along one wall, all of the huge tanks of waste fluid had been brought in and bolted down. Hoses ran from each one to the slanted tunnel that led to the borehole. Large barrels labeled 'Snake Surprise' were stacked in a corner.
Near them were large sacks of grey powder. 'Instant Stone' was an invention so old that the dwarves had lost the name of the engineer who invented it. It was a mix of crushed granite and several chemicals that reacted to heat. It was often used to fight machinery fires. When thrown onto a fire, the chemicals reacted and created a grey foam that filled an area and then cured to the density of a hard stone. It wasn't permanent, crumbling back to powder in the absence of heat. It could also be used with explosives. A charge of explosives would be set to go off, then the tunnel sealed with instant stone. The stone wall stopped any of the force of the explosion from going back down the tunnel. After absorbing an explosion, it was easy to tear down an instant stone wall. Most of it turned to powder as it was hit.

Overhead, two huge hoppers of grey powder hung next to the stone and steel plug that would seal the borehole.

The dwarves hid themselves behind machinery or beneath the plates of the floor. Just inside the room stood a defiant rat.

Salasha came roaring into the room. She knew the egg was near. In front of her was her adversary. One arm raised up, and a claw-tipped middle finger made a gesture that even a Snake understood. With her coils behind her, Salasha struck like lightning across the 50-foot distance that separated her from the rat.

The room exploded with light and sound.

The dwarves called the strange metal Barkite. Milo knew it as Magnesium. The dwarves used it in mining explosives as a primer. Most of it was in the form of thin wire. But Milo had found nearly a half-pound of it in pure powdered form. Even Boom-Boom seemed nervous around it.

The bone construct that Milo had made looked like him, and with the loss of some hair, it even smelled like him. It was a simple thing designed to greet the Snake with a rude gesture and then trigger the explosives inside its rib cage. Milo and all of the dwarves were averting their eyes and wearing heavy flash protection. The room shook with thunder as the improvised flare went off, and a flaming white sun replaced the bone construct when Salasha was mere feet away from it.

The Snake recoiled in pain and shock. The sensitive organs that snakes use for ears could feel movement in the earth a hundred feet away. Now they were damaged and ringing. Several layers of the snake’s eyes had burned away, and both inner and outer eyelids had been charred. Her sensitive tongue burned in her mouth. But despite all the damage, she heard Milo laughing at her as he stood beside the borehole. Her other self heard his loud, mocking laughter that erased her pain and renewed her fury.

And then, as she moved to kill him, he stepped into the hole and dropped out of sight. Her egg was moving rapidly away from her again! Another hole to crawl down; she hated this rat! But she was right behind him! Her egg was slowly moving down the hole; she could catch up to the rat this time.

After Salasha had started moving into the hole, furtive shapes began moving in the room. Moving as quietly as they could, the dwarves began moving the barrels of 'Snake Surprise' to the borehole. As Salasha disappeared into the hole, they dumped hundreds of gallons of ‘DW-160 Special Machine Lubricant' down the sides of the borehole.

The snake was moving steadily down the tunnel, pressing against the sides of the hole to control her progress. That control came to an end as the lubricant caught up with the elemental and began coating the sides of the hole. Suddenly the Snake lost its grip and plummeted down the hole, rapidly gaining on its egg and the rat.

Or so she thought. It would turn out that Milo wasn't with the egg.

After dropping into the hole, he used his claws to descend only a short way before he dropped the egg, still in its backpack. Behind it streamed out a small parachute that slowed its descent. Milo climbed into the slanted side tunnel partially filled with hoses and climbed back up to the dwarves.

The egg was the first to arrive at the bottom of the cavern. Waiting pseudopods reached up to it and grasped the prize. Acid dissolved the backpack revealing the coppery egg, and the Ever Pudding laughed with glee. This was a missing piece of itself! Such a gift! It had misjudged the small thing that had disturbed it earlier. It had come back and done the pudding a huge favor!

Ooblipimux the Ever-Pudding Loves You!!!

Alone in the darkness for so long, you have reunited it with a chunk of its greater self. You have completed the hidden quest that Ooblipimux totally just made up, and it thinks you deserve a reward!

Choose wisely:
1) Join Ooblipimux forever, and he will let you add a syllable to your new name. You will be part of Ooblipimuxmilo.

2) Gain limited regeneration of your form so that you regain lost mass and are whole and healthy when you inevitably join with the Ever Pudding.

3) Gain the ability to secrete acid from your skin so you can turn everything into easily absorbed nourishment. 
Milo didn’t have time to think about the offer; he was too busy climbing.

Salasha was just exiting the borehole at high speed, completely unable to slow her descent. She saw the egg drop into the white mass of Ooblipimux and heard the gleeful plans for its absorption into the Ever-Pudding. Two seconds later, the 600-ton metal snake fell into the massive pudding, and the fight for the egg began.

The Snake's initial attack (if you can call falling an attack) scattered the pudding, splashing it away from the egg. One small chunk of pudding in the center held the egg. Ooblammo gave its life to keep the egg away from the Snake, hurling it into the air where it was caught by another pseudopod. His heroic deed done; the small pudding was swallowed by the Snake.

An epic battle ensued far beneath the earth in the hollow remains of Alta-Viator. The pudding tossed the egg back and forth, keeping it away from the snake while it tried to trap Salasha and dissolve her. This was a slow process. Salasha was immune to her own venom, the source from which Ooblipimux had evolved. The pudding's acid was slowly loosening a scale or taking off a layer of copper, but it was going to be a long, slow process.

Salasha was obsessed with regaining her egg. When she could, she savagely bit at pseudopods and ate chunks of the pudding. There was only so much she could ingest. And the pudding inside her wasn't dead immediately. Each chunk fought savagely before being absorbed, wreaking havoc from the inside.

Other factors were coming into play. As the egg was tossed around by the pudding, the large Snake was becoming dizzy. Her timing was off, her coils collided with each other, and her eyes had trouble focusing. Not that her eyes were working very well, to begin with, after taking the brunt of the explosion from a large magnesium flare. It was easier and easier for the pudding to keep the egg from her reach.

Until that is, a deluge of heavy, black liquid began raining down on both combatants.

Boom-Boom was happily moving from one giant storage tank to the next, turning the large wheel that opened up the valve to empty the tank. All told, hundreds of thousands of gallons of waste fluid poured down into the cavern until the copper snake and white pudding were fighting in a large black lake.

Peenhammer had won some sort of contest with the other dwarves and had the honor of tossing down a large bomb created by BoomBoom. He even remembered to pull the pin first before dropping the 30 second bomb.

Milo looked over at BoomBoom to check his progress. The explosion-loving dwarf was yelling and arguing with three other dwarves who flatly refused to let him near the last tank. Milo was curious. "What's the problem, guys?" Time was of the essence now.

The three looked apprehensive and sheepish. One patted the side of the tank affectionately. Another had a tear in his eye. The third waved goodbye to the tank, and then all three shuffled to the side. Milo wondered about their strange behavior as he turned the wheel, and liquid rushed out of the tank.

Something was off. The tank was emptying quicker, the liquid rapidly flowing down the hose. From the slanted access tunnel came a smell that was quite different from the waste fluid. To Milo, it smelled like wood and smoke and other things he didn't have experience with. To the dwarves, it was the smell of heaven. New cut grass, sunshine, and hope for the future. All of them remembered the last time they had held a small, amber-colored glass and tasted their last taste.

Boom-Boom was the first to shake off the dreamy remembrances. Terror seemed to have improved his vocabulary. "Spanners and Fiddlesticks! That's where the idiots hid the last of the whiskey!"

"Dump the load! Drop the plug! Seal the tunnel! DOOM! BOOM-BOOM DOOM!!!"

Dwarves began running to controls and tossing bags of instant stone down the access tunnel. The two huge vats of powder were dumped into the Bore Hole just before the plug was dropped. Two-screws grabbed Milo by the tail and dragged the surprised rat away from the center of the room. Opening a small door, he ran down a short tunnel and tossed Milo into a heavily fortified vault, where they normally stored explosives. It was empty now, all the material used to make snake traps. The dwarf slammed shut the vault door.

The huge metal plug fell into the Bore and came to a screeching halt as it wedged securely in the hole. From below came an ominous rumbling.

Dwarven whiskey, as brewed by the Engineering Guilds, was a terrible, wonderful liquid. It was the strongest beverage known in all of the dwarven kingdoms, and its recipe was jealously guarded by the clans and guilds who possessed it. Engineers practically lived on the stuff, and it was with deep regret that the aging senior engineers had sealed themselves into metal suits to preserve their lives but to never again drink the potent and tasty liquid.

The remaining bottles and casks had been stored in a locked area. Some of the dwarves, especially the lesser brethren, could still smell. They liked to just sit in a circle and inhale the aroma of a bucket of whiskey. This led to many explosions and fires. Dwarven whiskey was highly unstable when removed from the special bottles it was stored in. It was prone to bursting into flame from the smallest spark or bit of heat, and a gallon of it could equal a hundred pounds of mining explosives.

Several years later, an inventory check discovered the whiskey to be missing. Not a drop could be found, and no one confessed. Over the years, the lesser brethren believed the Chief had drunk it all. The seniors thought the lesser brethren had stolen it. How it all got stored in a waste fluid tank was going to be a question that got asked a lot in the future.

Twenty-seven thousand gallons of aged dwarven whiskey had just been poured down the Bore Hole.

It rained down upon the combatants, and Ooblipimux immediately felt the effects. The whiskey was easily absorbed by the pudding, who became horribly drunk and confused. The snake, already dizzy from the egg being bounced back and forth, was less affected immediately. As the pudding missed a catch, she grabbed for her egg and coiled protectively around it.

More than just pudding, waste fluid, and whiskey filled the cavern. As the outer layers of the snake had been dissolved by the acid secretions of Ooblipimux, a large amount of hydrogen gas had been created that mixed with the whiskey fumes in a deadly combination. The slightest spark or fire could set it off. Even a small fire caused by a mote of magnesium lodged under a scale of an elemental could do it. That little spark, burning from an earlier encounter with a fake rat came in contact with a wisp of whiskey fumes. 

Heat and light exploded into the cavern. Anything besides the Snake and the Pudding that lived within Alta Viator's half-mile-long corpse was incinerated instantly as the fiery wave of destruction rolled over them. As the hundreds of thousands of gallons of waste fluid were heated, it expanded, flashing into a highly flammable gas that burned long after the initial whiskey explosion.

Ooblipimux boiled and evaporated. Salasha, the Guardian of the Egg, melted into a puddle. The bones of Alta-Viator began to burn.

Up above, the dwarves took what cover they could, expecting the worst. The large amount of instant stone powder falling down the shaft was met by intense heat rising up. It instantly reacted, turning first into an expanding foam and then hardening into a rock-like material. As it was hardening in place, most of the heat was absorbed, but not all. Only a small fraction of the explosion got past the liquid stone before it hardened into a blockage, but that was enough to partially melt the metal plug and force it back upwards.

A jet of superheated, whiskey-scented air exploded into the room that melted flesh and metal. If it was the last thing they smelled, it was at least the best. Boom-boom was the last to fall over, a slight smile on what was left of his face. He'd felt the explosion all the way to his bones and now relaxed as everything went black. He was content, having caused the biggest boom ever. 
Far above in Shadowport, the earth shook. Tunnels collapsed, and mines were destroyed. Deep, deep in the earth, an Engine heard the explosion and started a series of events. Something was woken up and told its time had come.

Milo heard the screams of the dwarves outside and felt his small area heating up. He curled into a ball and wrapped the runed cowl tightly around him. Scales of hardened bone crept up his arms and legs, covering more and more of him as the heat got worse.
Ooblipimux the Ever Pudding has been destroyed.
No Enhancement Points, experience, or other rewards will be rewarded. Both you and a sworn enemy claim the victory. There can be only one. 

Salasha, Guardian of the Egg, has been destroyed.


Chapter 56: End of the Tail

A twisted and burnt door to a small storage area was being kicked repeatedly from the inside. The sealant on the door’s edge had melted, essentially gluing it shut. After a half-dozen futile kicks, the room’s occupant lost patience. Razor-sharp claws raked along the edge of the metal and shredded the door until he could kick it open. Milo emerged into a disaster. He was glad to have put on his protective gear. The air was smoky and foul, the one working fan having trouble clearing it out. From the half-plugged Bore Hole came a thin stream of smoke.

Milo had waited until the metal of the door could be touched without pain before exiting. His mood matched the air around him: foul and dark. This was his fault. His clever traps had been too clever. He'd been focused on killing the snake, certain that the precautions he’d taken would keep the fires raging down below away from the engineering complex.
He'd been wrong. Now he wondered if anyone had lived. He called out to the room and got a surprising response.
Status: Deep Rock Engineers Guild. Guild master: Milo Tallsqueak
Current Members: 63
Active Members: 1
Inactive Members: 17
Injured and Dying Members: 45
Current jobs: 0
Current repairs needed: 92%
Current unassigned benefits: 1
Milo rushed through the smoke and stopped at the first blackened body that he found. There was just barely a pulse. The dwarf should have been dead of his horrible wounds, but the strong regenerative spell that had kept them going for centuries was still at work. But it wouldn't be enough. They weren't dead, but they wouldn't last for long.

"Show current unassigned benefits."

Current unassigned benefits: Gift from Ooblipimux Your guild's hard work has paid off. Client Ooblipimux is pleased with his delivery and has offered a benefit in appreciation of your labor. As members currently may not select benefits, please select a benefit for your guild from the three options below. All members will receive the same benefit.
1. The client has offered to take all members of the guild into his business. The new joint venture will be called Ooblipimuxboomdwarfrat. (Note: Client's Business is currently closed.)
2. Gain the health care benefits of the client’s business, but delay joining until a later date. (Note: Client’s business is currently closed.)
3. Client offers to teach guild members one of its secret business techniques and/or recipes.
Milo hoped this didn't turn the dwarfs (or him!) into a little pile of pudding. If the second option could boost their existing regeneration, it might save them. If not, all the junior engineers were going to die. And really, in a way, that meant he was just risking himself. He was ok with that.

"The guild accepts option 2. Regeneration/Healthcare. "
You and your guild members have been gifted the skill: Pudding Regeneration.
What are cuts to a pudding? Bleeding will stop faster, and cuts and slashes heal much quicker. Other bodily ailments will also slowly heal as mass is restored to damaged areas. Except for bones. Who needs bones? Not a pudding!
STATUS CHANGE!
Status: Deep Rock Engineers Guild. Guild master: Milo Tallsqueak
Current Members: 63
Active Members: 1
Inactive and recovering Members: 17
Injured and recovering members: 45
Current jobs: 2
Current repairs needed: 92%
Current unassigned benefits: 0

Milo sighed in relief. It looked like it had worked. He pulled back the cuff of his suit and ran a claw down the meaty part of his arm. Blood welled up along the line of the inch-deep cut, then slowly stopped. As he watched, a thin line of white liquid emerged from the wound and slowly changed to normal skin. His arm still hurt when he moved it, and he was missing some health, but the regeneration had certainly worked.
Strange but beneficial? Or scary and ominous? He didn't care at the moment. He may have saved his friends.

But where had the new job come from? "Show current jobs."
Job 1: Snake Clean-Up
Client: Spirit of Altar-Viator
Spirit of Altar-Viator requests that the guild fulfill its obligations to destroy Empress Salasha before she hatches and eats you.
Time until job expires: Momentarily
Momentarily? Shit!

Milo raced to a storage area, shattering the melted handle with his claws, and pulled out a large tarp. He carried it to the shattered exit of the Bore Hole. He paused for a second to pull out his last piece of cheese and swallow it down.

Jumping into the hole, he started sliding downwards, claws leaving deep gouges in the metal, his tail pushing against the far side. What was left of the instant stone was easily destroyed or moved around. The power of the blast had shortened its lifespan considerably, and most of it was missing. What was left turned to powder and barely slowed him if he had to tunnel through. When he was past the stone, he accelerated. It wasn't long before he was running out of shaft. He dug in and brought himself to a halt with only ten feet to spare. Below him was an eerily lit wasteland of charred rock and shiny pools of copper. The largest was directly beneath him. He let go and fell.

He didn't have time to carefully ceiling-crawl to the sides and make his way down. He was taking the express this time. The tarp billowed out behind him as he fell. He'd torn the edges to create long strips and held them in his hands, hoping that his makeshift parachute would slow him down.

It did, but only so much. He landed hard on unyielding metal, his hardened bones absorbing some of the impact and more negated by turning his landing into a roll. It still hurt, but he could move, and his recently enhanced regeneration was dealing with strained tendons. Only slightly injured, he stood up.

He was standing on a hardened pool of copper, all that remained of Salasha, Guardian of the Egg. There was no sign of the pudding or really anything else. There was some light coming from overhead, where he saw that the bones of Altar-Viator were still burning. Chunks of burning bone had fallen, and the coals were lighting up the cavern. Overhead, gleaming scales formed the surface of the huge cave. Freed of centuries of dirt and lichen, the impenetrable hide of the great beast still held strong.

He immediately got to work, using his claws and pickaxe to dig into the copper. Would the egg be in the center? How much of this deep-copper corpse was he going to have to claw through?
The copper was six feet thick. There was no sign of the egg. He was tired as he got down to the bare rock and stopped to eat a piece of cheese.

His pouch was empty. He was out of cheese!

Panic froze him for a few seconds, and in that time, he heard something. Something like a small snake trying to break open its egg! He skulked as quietly as he could, listening from different places, and got an idea of where the sound was coming from. He'd been off by nearly ten feet. He also realized he had approached this all wrong. Haste was making him sloppy.

He laid down on top of where he thought the sound was coming from and tried to sense  the egg through the copper, looking for a place that wasn't copper. The pure copper wasn't rock but close. He could feel it as a brighter, lighter substance than the surrounding rock, and in one spot, he felt something different. An egg-shaped spot of living metal.

"Got you now!"

Milo began to cut through the copper again. It wasn't as thick here, and within a half hour, he found it. Pulling the egg free, he suddenly had a conundrum. How to kill the snake? Did he toss it into a volcano? Put it into a subragator? If he just cut into the egg, could he kill the snake? Or would that just hatch it? He saw no cracks in the egg...yet.
As he paused, a small voice came to him.

<Please, Master, spare this unworthy little snake, and I will serve you faithfully for 99 revolutions of the world around the sun.>

"Really? You mean like a pet?"

<A pet? Yes, I could be a pet. I'd love to be a pet! What fun. You could wear me like a little bracelet, and I could give you some of my powers. Or sneak up on your enemies to bite and poison them. >
"That would be fun. But I thought you hated me."

<The larger part of me did. She was very angry with you and all the mean tricks you played on her! But in the end, I think she had all the hate on her side. I have none. I'm just a poor little snake that doesn't want to die. I'll serve you faithfully; just wait and see! I live to serve such a powerful and crafty master. You have won the contest, and I am the prize!>

Milo shifted the egg to his backpack to free his hands.

<When can I start being a loyal pet, Master?>

"Oh, in just a minute, how about I set you down on the copper floor and then help you hatch?"

<YES! Let's do that!>

“Can I give you a different name? Can I call you Pookeysnakefluffybuns?”

<I…I love my new name! Yes, please, call me that. Pooksnakefluffybuns is ready to hatch!>

Milo dropped the egg into his storage box and slammed the lid. Trust an eel? Not in a thousand years! He began walking to the wall; it was going to be a long climb to the top.

Long climb? Far worse. By the time he had gotten to the top of the wall where the rock ended and became a curving wall of hardened, gigantic scales, he was shaking with exhaustion. He stopped and rested before going on. The trek across the roof went better. What should have been much harder for him, dangling by his clawed hands and feet like a spider, was actually much easier. The scales were easy for him to grab with his claws, and he didn't slip once.
The Bore Hole was where things got rough. Time and again, he had to stop and rest when his muscles started to shake. He checked all of his pockets for even a crumb of cheese but found nothing. Chewing on some dried meat and fruit helped the ache in his stomach but not the longing in his mind. He dreamed of just buying all of Jethro's cheeses and eating them for a week. Finally, sweating and exhausted, he made it to the top and rolled onto the floor, just one more body in a room of bodies.

An hour later, he knew he had to get up. He had to finish the snake. It wasn't safe to leave it too long. He made his way to the rebuilt subragator and started the engines. The whirling blades that ground down the ore would make short work of the egg. When the blades were at top speed, he summoned his stash and opened it to pull out his ‘pet’.

There was no egg in his stash, but a large coppery python was there to greet him. Milo started to back up, but his shaking legs betrayed him. Which is what saved him from Empress Salasha's first strike. Instead of her fangs sinking into his throat, she shot over his head as he fell backward. He turned his fall into a backward roll and came up into a crouch as the snake pulled herself into a coil and hissed at him. <Stupid, Stupid Rat-Thing! You believed that one such as me would become your pet? Pookeysnake?!!! I HATE YOU!>

"Not even for a moment. But I found it interesting you offered. Some hidden desire to be bound to me? Should I get you a nice bone collar to wear? It's not too late to call me 'Master' for 99 years."

Infuriated by his taunting, Salasha struck again, but Milo was ready for her. Both hands, with their powerful bone armor, grabbed at her and held her fangs away from him. The problem was, it wasn’t just the fanged maw he had to worry about. There was another twelve feet of her. She wasn’t huge, only about 4 inches thick, but that was still a lot of snake! Two loops of copper coils wrapped around him and began to squeeze.

Against anyone else, this would have worked. Ribs would have cracked, and organs would be squished like ripe grapes. But Milo's ribs were far stronger now, and the snake couldn't break them. He staggered backward.

<Struggle, ancient foe! Make my victory that much sweeter. It is only a matter of time.>

"Yeah, I was thinking that myself. It was only a matter of time until I could get you close enough to jam your head in a subragator."
Empress Salasha, the ancient enemy of Alta-Viator, Queen of the Copperheads, and almost a true Eel, met her end in the whirling blades of a rebuilt ore subragator. Milo jammed her head into the whirling blades used to break up the ore. As her head was destroyed into coppery slivers and loud, hissing screams, the rest of her body went limp. Milo tossed all of it into the whirling blades. He gathered all the small pieces as they came out and sent them through twice more for good measure. Then he smelted her down into 140 bars of the finest Deep Copper any engineer had ever seen.

As the pieces of ore melted, a high-pitched scream rose out of the cauldron. Milo was glad he had been thorough. Never trust an Eel is dead until you get the notification.

Huzzah! You have slain Empress Salasha, the ancient enemy of Alta-Viator, Queen of the Copperheads, and almost a true Eel.
Though her body is dead, she challenges you to one last fight. Do you accept her challenge? Y/N? 
Above the machinery, he saw the vague outline in the air of an ethereal snake.

<Fight me, coward! Let my spirit face yours upon the astral plane. Win, and all my power is yours.>

Milo looked at the spirit snake and laughed. Then declined the challenge. "I'll leave that to Alta-Viator."

The snake's head turned and only just caught sight of a massive pair of immaterial jaws that snapped down upon her. Three times the jaws chewed her body, and then Alta-Viator's spirit swallowed the Snake Queen whole.

[Well done, little one. Alta-Viator is pleased. I leave for the fires below to reenter the cycle. Enjoy your gifts; they are well-earned.]

The spectral creature dived down into the earth, leaving no sign of its passing. Milo sat down as messages appeared one after the other. 
Yellow Trumpet Creeper Colony has been destroyed.
Each member of the Deep Rock Engineers Guild has gained four enhancement points and 500 Boss Experience.
Guild Master Milo has earned a bonus of four enhancement points.

Roobazahl The Ancient has been destroyed.
Each member of the Deep Rock Engineers Guild has gained four enhancement points and 500 Boss experience. Guild Master Milo has earned a bonus of four enhancement points.

Ooblipimux the Ever Pudding has been destroyed. Each member of the Deep Rock Engineers Guild has gained five enhancement points and 1000 Boss Experience.
Guild Master Milo has earned a bonus of five enhancement points.
Guild Master Milo has earned an additional bonus for destroying an ancient enemy.
+ 5 enhancement points +1000 Boss Experience


Salasha, Guardian of the Egg, has been destroyed.
Each member of the Deep Rock Engineers Guild has gained five enhancement points and 2000 Boss Experience.
Guild Master Milo has earned a bonus of five enhancement points.
Guild Master Milo has earned an additional bonus for destroying an ancient enemy.
+ five enhancement points +2000 Boss Experience

You have personally slain Empress Salasha, the ancient enemy of Alta-Viator, Queen of the Copperheads, and almost a true Eel.

You have refused her challenge.  (Probably a wise decision; you aren’t looking well, and Alta-Viator has been waiting centuries to kill her again.)

You have pleased Alta-Viator by freeing his spirit and allowing him to destroy his ancient enemy.
You have gained 1,000 experience and twenty-five enhancement points.
You have earned an additional 1,000 Boss Experience and twenty-five enhancement points for killing an Eel.
Each member of The Deep Rock Engineers Guild has earned twenty-five enhancement points and 2000 Boss Experience.
Loot Chests for you and your guild have been placed in this room. Enjoy. 

An exhausted and shivering Milo watched as glowing chests appeared. He stumbled towards them and opened them one by one, throwing items into his stash and barely looking at them. He was hoping that his rewards included something special. 

Finally, in the last chest, he found his treasure. A huge twenty-five-pound wheel of aged cheddar. He bit into it, swallowing the red wax covering it along with a huge mouthful of the mellow and flavorful cheese. He didn't stop until he had eaten at least three pounds, and the shakes began to leave him.

He sat, holding his precious cheese. Maybe he'd even share some with Boom-Boom....his head snapped up at the thought of the dwarves. "Guild Status"!

Status: Deep Rock Engineers Guild. Guild master: Milo Tallsqueak
Current Members: 63
Active Members: 1
Inactive Members: 17
Injured and Recovering Members: 45
Current jobs: 1
Current repairs needed: 92%
Current unassigned benefits: Each member of the guild, excluding Guild master Milo, has 43 unassigned enhancement points and 6000 unassigned Boss Experience points. (Guild Master Milo has 9000 unassigned Boss Experience and 78 enhancement points.) None of your members are currently able to assign these benefits. Do you wish to assign these benefits to your guild members? Y/N.
Milo was tired, coming down from the effects of withdrawal and fighting off the rush of too much cheese. He set aside the huge wheel and focused his mind on the job at hand. He really had two problems.

The senior engineers would recover once they had power for their suits but were trapped in those things forever. Would the pudding regeneration help with that? They were surely suffering from extreme old age. Some of them might die while waiting for the power broadcasters to be repaired.

The junior engineers had two types of weird regeneration. The first, they couldn't control. What had the Engineer said? They didn't have the mental stats to control the spell. Well, let’s start with that.

"Use 9 points to purchase 3 points of INT for all Junior Engineers."
"Use 9 points to purchase 3 points of WIS for all Junior Engineers."
"Use 9 points to purchase 3 points of CON for all Senior Engineers."

"Show options for spending enhancement points for guild members of Deep Rock Engineers Guild."

This brought up a huge list of skills and options. Some were the same as his own, buying points in stats. Many were engineering skills that could be bought. A few were puzzling.

"What is Toughness?"
Toughness (TOU) is an additional stat only available to the dwarven race. It acts in similar ways to CON, raising health, but also makes the body more resistant to the effects of disease, age, or physical injuries. 
"Great. Assign another 9 points to all Engineers for 3 points of Toughness. Please give an explanation of the Enhancement Abilities 'Grey Beard' and 'Ancient Ancestor.'
Both Ancient Ancestor and Greybeard are core skills only available to the dwarven race.
Greybeard: Increase Dwarven lifespan by 100%. (Average lifespan of a Greybeard is 400 years.)
Cost: 10 enhancement points

Ancient Ancestor: Some Greybeards live vastly extended lives. They lose some of their physical vigor as they age but have, on average, a lifespan of +1000 years. (Average lifespan of an Ancient Ancestor is 1400 years, but records have indicated some past the mark of 3000.)
Cost: 15 enhancement points. Prerequisite of the Greybeard skill and lifespan of 300 years. 
Wow, that meant you could buy cheese, put it somewhere safe, and come back for it after a hundred years. Or hell, you could even... Milo shook his head and dismissed dreams of cheese factories and warehouses. FOCUS!

"Assign the skills of Greybeard and Ancient Ancestor to any Senior Engineers that lack them."

"Assign experience of all Junior Engineers, except me, to the following skills in order until that individual is at his maximum: Engineering, Mechanic, Metallurgy, Physics, Chemistry, Fluid Systems, Pulley Systems, and Ore processing."

“Assign any additional experience of any Junior Engineer, except me, to any skill using INT or WIS.”

"Increase the cap on the INT statistic for all Junior Engineers by +5"

That was all he could think of. He was too tired. He put the wheel of cheese back into his chest (minus a good-sized chunk that went into his pocket.) and dismissed it. Then he passed out, lying on top of a pile of shiny copper bars.
 
Chapter 57: Waking Up

A timer ticked down to 0:00, and the cover of his gaming pod slid back, releasing cold air. Milo slowly opened his eyes. Rather than feeling refreshed, he felt irritable and tired. He had passed out in the game, exhausted. Instead of waking up immediately, the pod kept him asleep for two hours.
Climbing out of the pod, he felt unsteady and reached with his tail to keep himself upright.
He was using the mechanical appendage more and more. Habits from the game and ways of moving were following him back into the waking world. It wasn't just a tool anymore, but a fifth limb. Or was that fourth limb? He flexed his mechanical leg; it felt slow and awkward. He was used to having two legs now, and out of the game, he could feel the difference. Maybe it was time for an upgrade?
He looked at his hands. They were normal human hands, with no claws and no coating of armored bone. He would have to remember that. In the game, he could grasp rock and slow a fall by digging his claws into a wall. Here, that would just make him go splat at the bottom of a big drop. And no respawn in this world. Maybe his hands needed an upgrade too?
A sudden dizzy spell hit him, snapping him out of thoughts about designing a wearable set of mechanical gloves and back to reality. He needed food; he'd been in the pod way too long. And some cheese. He didn't have the addiction to cheese that his character seemed to have in the game. He just liked the taste. Processed food cubes tasted horrible. He ate a lot of cheese now to savor the various flavors.
Sadly, his choices of cheese were meager. His once-filled larder was down to just a few choices. He grabbed a pear-shaped chunk of smoked scamorza. Not his favorite, the smoky flavor dominating the mellow cheese. It would have gone well with several foods or wine, none of which he had. His diet before discovering cheese had been the bland, processed food cubes delivered by the food processors.
Munching on the scamorza, he got to work. There were several alerts from failed mechanical systems, but the first task of the day was ordering more cheese assortments. He went to the suppliers he'd used before and ordered twice as much. Most of them also had 'recommendations' for him or special deals. He clicked on all of them and added the various assortments of cheese, crackers, and snacks to his orders. You could never have too much cheese. He'd probably try the other foods, but he had doubts.
Next up were repairs and fixes for new problems. There was a water leak on level 37 in one of the main tubes. His systems had shut down that section of pipe and routed fluid around it. Long term, it needed fixing, and that entire section of pipe might need replacing, but it was good for now.
More annoying were the power outages. What the hell was going on? After an hour, he found the problem down in section H. Section H always seemed to be a pain in his butt. Section H had been designed as a recreational area for the habitat. Whole floors had been set up for gardening with artificial light. There was a park, a swimming level, running tracks, and many other activities that would add to the quality of life for people living in the cave-like environment of the habitat block.
Those activities looked great on paper and were highly photographed when the hab opened. They were also the first areas to get their budgets cut when things started to sour. The power, water, and other resources were needed in other parts of the hab. Repair crews were sent to keep the industrial areas running, and gardening was a low priority. Within 20 years, section H was dark and abandoned, one of the first sections to be declared dead.
And now H was pulling a ton of power from the adjacent sections. If they had left his section alone, Milo would have been curious and would have taken a look to see what was going on but not cared much. But he wasn't letting them steal his power. He worked too hard, keeping the lights on as it was. This was going to be tricky. He needed to find out what was going on in section H if this continued. For now, he shut connections between H and E and then rerouted power evenly from the other sections.
The next problem was also section H related. The waste disposal systems in section H had been quite robust at one time, designed to handle the extra load from the hydroponics and animal farms. Waste would normally be recycled into fertilizer and water. All of those systems were long broken down. Waste was being dumped from H to sections S and E, probably via temporary pipes.

Section E was handling the extra and would actually benefit since the water would be reclaimed and the waste converted to fertilizer or burned for power. S wasn't. The systems in section S were already backed up, and it would only get worse. With a deep sigh, Milo spent an hour setting up routes for his clog eaters to clear out section S. More of his resources were being wasted. He was definitely going to do some investigating, but not right now.
Right now, he needed to get back into the game. He had no idea of how the dwarves fared and needed to head up top before Squint sent something to find him. But that didn't mean he couldn't set up some investigation while he slept. If the people in section H were using a data-net link anywhere in the hab, Milo could get into their system. For now, he just had his programs collect data passively. He'd look into it the next day when he logged out.
Time to go pick up the pieces after his battle with the snake.

Chapter 58: Waking Up Again

Milo stirred. His eyes were still closed, but his fuzzy nose was sniffing something delicious. Before he could open his eyes, sound exploded all around him, small explosions going off with a snap, crackle, and pop!
He jumped to his feet, whirling around. The explosions followed him, as did the laughter of many voices. Many dwarven voices.
"Ha, told you that would wake him up!!"
"The cheese?"
"No, the fireworks we tied to his tail!"
Around Milo were assembled all of the junior engineers of this lost dwarven outpost. They were looking surprisingly spry for being nearly burnt to a crisp when his small mistakes turned into huge explosions during the fight with the elemental. Their flesh was firm, and their beards were actual hair instead of metal wire. Full heads of hair were growing in on many of them, wild tangles of hair where no comb had ever gone.
Many of the dwarves still had mechanical parts, but they looked new and functional rather than the makeshift limbs many had sported before. Two-Screws had fancy metal hands and arms up to his elbows that looked remarkably like real hands. It seemed that the hasty choices Milo had made had resulted in huge changes in their bodies.
Boom-Boom and Two-Screws grabbed him in a huge hug. The rest gathered in, slapping his back and congratulating him on killing the Empress. He found himself hoisted on shoulders, and a small parade went down a long passage to a chamber that hadn't been destroyed in the fight.
Inside was a massive machine composed of interlocking, concentric metal rings over 50 feet in diameter. Each ring could move independently around a different axis. It was a marvel to look at...until Milo saw that the innermost ring had a chair attached to it with straps to hold someone in.
He immediately tried to flee, but the dwarves were expecting that and held him tight. They began to chant: "Puke and Twirl! Puke and Twirl."
Two-screws was very proud of the machine. "Isn't she a beauty! You should see her spin! We couldn't think of anyone who deserved the honor of testing her out first more than you!"
Just as Milo was about to be strapped into the seat, a deep, commanding voice yelled out. "Oh, aye! And then his brains will be scrambled for days on end!”
“You'll get your chance to play with Milo, but first, we have some business to attend to with him." The speaker was a dwarf Milo didn't think he had met. He was stocky, with corded muscles, a bald head, and a thick, gray beard with streaks of white.
The crowd was disappointed, but they set Milo down, and he moved quickly to put his savior between him and the mob. As often happens with mobs, when deprived of one victim, they found another. Two-Screws quickly found himself strapped into the machine and was soon whizzing around in a circle at high speed. The rings separated, all spinning in different directions, several dwarfs arguing about who should be at the controls. Two-Screws was laughing hysterically...at first.
"Just my humble opinion, but I think we should get going, Milo. When he starts to spew, I don't want to be in the same room."
Milo followed him down the corridor quickly. "Apologies, sir, but I don't think I know you. Do I?"
The dwarf exploded in laughter. "Do I look so different then, lad? I guess I do. The sound is probably off as well since I'm not in that tin can. "It's Throttlecog, Milo."
Throttlecog was the Chief’s assistant. Milo suddenly had a bad feeling about what this was all about. "OH! Senior Engineer Throttlecog? I didn't recognize you without...well...you know. Um, can I say that I'm sorry for the mess? Things got a little out of hand. It's my fault; the others were just following along with what I did."

Throttlecog laughed again. "You're sorry? For what? A little damage that we'll fix in a month? That might have gotten you in some trouble before, but not today. Not after all that's happened. Things have changed fast, and we're all catching up. What you did for us is strange in so many ways. We were at the end of the job and just waiting for something to end it all. Now everyone is eager to get moving on new projects."
He turned and put a hand on Milo's shoulder, and his gaze was serious as he continued. "Do you hear what I'm saying, Milo? You might hear some good-natured grumbling: But no one, not a single one of us, cares at all about some broken machinery vs. the gift of living again. Half of us were crazed zombies that couldn't die. The rest were just aged bodies kept alive by mechanical shells. You changed all that, and no one gives a shit that you managed to trash 84.5% of the existing facilities."
Feeling better, Milo followed Throttlecog to a room filled with white-bearded dwarves enjoying their freedom from mechanical suits of armor.
"This is beer? I don't remember it tasting this bad."
"Shut your mouth; it's the best beer we have!"
"It's the only beer we have!"
"And you're lucky to have it! Do you know how hard it is to brew beer with a dusty bag of hops, fermented mushrooms, and dubious yeast molds scraped off of an ancient wheel of cheese? Bah, give it over if you don't want it."
"Stay away from my beer, or I'll put you back into that can!!"
Their voices were loud and joyous, if a bit disappointed in hastily brewed mushroom beer.
"Listen up, you yammer heads. Sleeping beauty finally awoke. Boom-Boom solved the problem in his own special way."
The senior engineers all turned as the two entered the room. Some were wearing coveralls; others were dressed in clothing that had seen better days. It was a miracle the cloth had survived this long. All of them had long, white beards that they had braided and tucked into wide leather belts. The belts were a work of art in themselves. Heavy leather was inscribed with runes and studded with gold and gems. Tools of gold and enchanted metals were held in special loops. One dwarf had a massive two-handed hammer on his back, in the manner some warriors carried a great sword.
One dwarf, whose beard was interwoven with glistening silver wire, stepped forth. Milo recognized him by his voice. The Chief took a deep breath and motioned the others to silence. Then he hooked both thumbs in his belt, and he spoke.
"Engineer Milo, your guild owes you great thanks. Your methods are strange and will certainly be discussed over many a beer, but we won't argue with the results. Our foes are dead, and you've freed your guild brothers from a form of living death. For that, you have our thanks."
There were nods and murmurs before the Chief continued.
"Normally, we would have a multitude of questions for you. But frankly, half of us are scared of how you might answer them. I can see from the job roster that you have places to be and things to set straight. So, we'll keep this short for now."
"Firstly, please accept this belt and spanner as a symbol of your rank as a Senior Engineer of this Guild."
Two dwarves came forward with a finely tooled leather belt with a gold buckle that they placed on Milo, complete with a heavy wrench made of Deep Steel.

“Secondly, while we appreciate the strange ideas and uptop lore you have, it’s time to start studying real engineering. And just in case you misunderstand what we mean by ‘real engineering’, we mean Deep Rock Dwarven Engineering. Anything else pales in comparison. Study these, and I’ll have tests for you when you’re ready.”

Milo was handed three very ancient, leather-bound volumes whose vellum pages were dogeared with use: ‘Approved and Tested Engineering Runes of the Deep Rock Guild’, ‘How not to Die: Safety in the Workplace’,  and ‘Regulations and Required Lore for apprentice Guild Masters.’
“I figure those will get you started, and hopefully, you’ll not blow us all up the next time.”
"Third, finish your work and get back here. We need to have a good party. You're one of us now."

One of the other dwarves brought forward a small wooden cask. The wood was ancient and blackened with mold. On the side was a burned emblem that said ‘100 Year Aged Gouda 2 lbs. Created by Cheese Master Nimblewhiskers.’
"Oh, and we found this cask of ancient cheese in a vault. Some of the juniors...well, Seniors now...some of the New Senior Engineers mentioned you might have a liking for the stuff."
The beer was bad, the cheese was outstanding, and the people he shared it with were friends. Milo ignored the small notification that he had messages he needed to read. They could wait.
Chapter 59: Partings and Choices

Two-Screws was examining the oak chest that had somehow just appeared in the center of the #7-Metals-Storage-Unit. The Snake had found and devoured the majority of the dwarves' reserves of metal, something they were keen to recover from her melted corpse. But she hadn't found all of the storage. Several of the engineers were carefully packing ingots of Dark Steel, High-Grade Deep Copper, Gold, and Bright Silver into the chest.

"How the hell does this work?" Two-Screws had measured his stash chest inside and out and was looking for any clues. So far, he'd just found it to be a sturdy oak chest.

Milo shrugged. "It's a special ability. It started smaller, and I've been able to increase its size over time. I can summon or dismiss it, but it uses up my stamina."

"Hmm. So, you bring it from somewhere else to here and send it back. Sort of the opposite of an Arcane Workshop."

Milo was immediately curious. "What do you mean? What's an Arcane Workshop?"

Two-Screws laughed. "It's one of the 'special secrets' you get to know when you’re a Senior Engineer. Not that a lot of us didn't already know about them when we were juniors. Supposedly some of the more ancient Senior Engineers used to have special places they could go. Secret workshops where they worked on projects that they wanted kept secret. You summon that chest from somewhere and send it back. An engineer could supposedly send himself somewhere else and then come back. I'm wondering if your chest is just a summonable, quite small workshop."

Milo considered. "I'm not sure. It sounds more like the Arcane Workshop is just the equivalent of an Arcane Library."

D-Wrench had just put a load of metal into the chest. He straightened and looked over at Milo. "Oh boy, someone has a secret. I can smell it!"

Two-Screws had a calculating look on his face. "I notice you're quite the mage with your fancy-schmancy bone magics. You wouldn't happen to know about these Arcane Libraries, would you? I might even delay your next turn on the improved 'Twirl and Hurl' if you didn't mind helping us with our research into Arcane Workshops."

Milo shuddered at the thought of the whirling torture device that the dwarves loved for some reason. "Deal. But I want to know about the workshops in return." Other engineers appeared as if by magic, and soon there was a heated discussion as they took the information Milo gave them and, in return, recounted anything they knew about Arcane Workshops. The discussion ended abruptly as The Chief appeared.

"Of course, I find you all lolly-gagging in here. This trip uptop is never going to get moving at this rate!" The engineers jumped to their feet and saluted as they filed out the door, some in very inventive ways. A few waved to Milo or shook his hand before he left. The Chief was one of those. "Get your business done and head back here. We have some big plans and could use your help."

He sent his stash back to wherever it came from and headed for the exit. Two-Screws followed along to see him off. As the door to the engineering complex opened, Milo was surprised to see Throttlecog there, along with two huge packs and a set of bronze armor similar to what he wore himself. Milo took in the gear and raised an eyebrow. Throttlecog chuckled. "Oh, thought you'd just sneak off and get in trouble? The Chief decided that we needed to touch base with the uptop folks. Maybe recruit some mechanics and junior engineers. We're a little top-heavy now that all the juniors got promoted."

Two-Screws paused as he was putting on the suit of mechanical armor. "Had to be done. We all got too smart! You can thank or blame Milo for that. Hydraulics and Fluid Systems? Holy crap, I had no idea you could do so much with water and steam!"

The two dwarves added the packs to their heavy suits of armor. Neither was wearing their helmets. The feel of the air on their faces and the smell of stone and earth had been missed for far too long. Milo started through the caves and mining tunnels, taking a route that either let the two climb down or where he could lower them by a pulley and rope. After one such drop, Throttlecog was making notes in a small book. "I can see that one of the first things we should do is set up a better path to the uptop. Or should we just drill an entirely new route?" There was lots of conjecture but no real decision. Milo enjoyed the talk. Too often in Section E, he was just bouncing ideas around in his own head with no other viewpoints.

As they came to the mushroom caves, Milo could tell the dwarves were tiring. Two-Screws wasn't used to moving in the heavy armor, and Throttlecog was only recently rejuvenated. They stopped at the edge of the first cave. Milo set up his camp, put on tea, and summoned Georgie, the Guard Lizard. Both dwarves spent quite a bit of time scratching him under his chin.

With George on duty, Milo took advantage of the break to look at the notifications he'd been ignoring since the explosion had occurred. 

By dint of hard work, luck, the loyalty of your friends, and the attack of an Elemental Empress of Eels, you are now the last man standing in your guild.
-Guild rule 76 states that as the last man standing, you are now the Guild master of Engineers Guild #77
-Guild rule 3 states that a non-dwarf may not be elected Guild master.
-Guild rule 17 states that only Senior Engineers may be elected Guild master.
-Guild rule 2 states, 'The job gets done!' You are now considered a dwarf and a Senior Engineer for purposes of guild membership and holding offices of the guild.
You have spent enhancement points on the following:
+3 INT for a cost of 9 enhancement points
+3 CON for a cost of 9 enhancement points
+3 WIS for a cost of 9 enhancement points
+3 TOU for a cost of 9 enhancement points
Cap on the INT skill raised to 10 for a cost of two enhancement points
You have 40 unspent enhancement points.

You have gained the skill: Engineering.
The Following abilities count as Engineering Sub-Skills:
You have gained the skill: Hydraulics.
You have gained the skill: Ore Processing.
You have gained the skill: Pulley Systems.
You have gained the skill: Chemistry.
You have gained the skill: Physics.
You have gained the skill: Fluid Systems.
You have gained the skill: Metallurgy.
All of these skills are at level 5.
Trap-Making is now at Level 5
You have 40 enhancement points to allocate.

Milo read that through a couple of times. From what he could decipher, he had been counted as both a Senior and a Junior Engineer when he was allocating experience and points. He also counted as a dwarf and had gained the dwarf-only stat of Toughness for 3 points. 

And his reputation with all dwarves had improved because of his status. 

Reputation change: "No one really likes you." has been modified. This applies to both of your forms. If anything, most dwarves like ratkin better than humans.
-Dwarves, in general, will be neutral to you, improving to slightly respected if they know you are a Senior Engineer.
-Dwarves who mine, pursue any technical skill, or explore underground will be friendly to you if they know you are a member of a Deep Rock Engineering Complex.
-Dwarven Engineers will show you respect and treat you like family if they know you are a Senior Engineer.
-Non-dwarven engineers will respect you but might not like you and will certainly be jealous of you.
-Anyone who likes Eels really doesn't like you at all!! But who cares what an eel-lover thinks? 

The last notification was long and was going to take a lot of thought. It looked like he could move to Tier 2 and pick a new class. 

You have accumulated enough experience and enhancement points to advance to Tier 2 and Level 6.
(In fact, you went a little too far. Normally, you’d have been kicked to the second tier long ago, but not one made a rule about killing three mega-bosses at the same time. Don’t bother putting experience in your skills…You have too much! All of your skills have been raised to Rank 5. Just toss those enhancement points somewhere and scamper off to Level 6.)

-New Classes are available to you. Each class may give new skills, bonuses to statistics, new enhancement skills, and special perks. Choose wisely.
-Skills keep the same experience total and may advance to Level 10.
-Experience Totals and ranks for statistics are reset to 0. You keep all advances from Tier 1 and may build upon them in Tier 2.
-New enhancements will be available to you depending on your class. Enhancement Skills from Tier 1 may gain additional ranks to purchase.
-You must allocate all enhancement points before advancing to Tier 2.
-Attaining a value of 10 in some of your stats will give you a permanent bonus. Choices will be available after you have finished assigning all points and attain rank 6.
(Note that class bonuses from Tier 2 do not count for this.)

New Classes Available to You:

Veteran Were-Rat Scout
+3 Perception, +3 Agility, +2 Charisma
Gain the skill: Diplomacy.
Continue to serve your Hollow as a scout and explorer. Liaison with other clans and Hollows, and when needed, deal with the humans above.
Deep Explorer
+2 Perception, +2 Agility, +2 Wisdom, +2 free points
You seek the hidden secrets unknown to surface dwellers. You specialize in finding new ore deposits for mining, unraveling ancient puzzles, rediscovering lost ruins, or studying the cultures of the people living deep under the surface. Skills will focus on solo exploration, survival, and finding secrets.
Smuggler
+3 Perception, +3 Agility, Increased storage and movement.
Some people are against the free movement of goods into and out of their cities. Luckily, there are people like you to help out with this chore. No one knows how you do it. They can't catch you. And you didn't do it in the first place!
Packrat
+4 strength, +4 dexterity, +2 perception.
Every adventuring group needs someone to bring along the gear and hold the treasure. Maybe you keep a little extra for yourself? So, what? The focus of this class is on storage and novel ways to acquire other people's goods.
Gain skill: Haul
Gain skill: Magically Large Backpack
Gain skill: Deflect Guilt
Sharp Tail in the Dark
+2 corruption, +3 dexterity, +3 agility, +2 perception.
You are the unseen hunter. The dark alleys and lonely rooftops are your home. No one is safe from your claws and blade once you have taken a contract on their life. Whether you work freelance or for a powerful Boss, you are feared and respected by anyone who knows you exist. Emphasis on combat, stealth, and removing people who become problems.
Gain skill: Surprise!
Eel Hunter
Their time has come to an end; they just don't know it yet! One by one, you will find them (or they will find you!), and you will end them. Bury them deep in the cornfield. Erase them from the great book…you get the idea.
+20 Free Points. + 500 Health. New skills to give you a small chance of killing your nemesis.
Gain skill: Monster Hunter
Gain skill: We Need a Bigger Boat!
Experimental Senior Engineer
+5 toughness, +5 CON, +5 INT, +3 Free Points
Skill: Invention 
Skill: MacGyver
Skill: Experimental Magitech
Perk: 'This is fine.'
Sometimes, you're a Genius. Sometimes, you have to explain to the boss why everything is on fire. Accidents happen, and you can't build the future without breaking a few eggs or skulls! This skill is perfect for the bored engineer that needs to know what happens when you turn the knob to 11.
Runic Engineer
+2 intelligence, +2 constitution, +2 wisdom, +2 perception, +2 toughness, +1 free point. Skill: Dwarven Rune Lore
Skill: Deep Rock Dwarven Engineering
Skill: Magitech for Dummies
Two great tastes that go great together!
You have discovered the ancient creatures that vied with the Eels for dominion of the world when it was young and unformed. More, you have gained the favor of three such creatures. Bonecasting is but a pale shadow of what you could do as a master of the ancient runes used by these creatures. And they aren’t the only creatures to use runes. By earning the respect of the Dwarven Engineers, you have a chance to learn from them and combine their strange knowledge with the magic of the ancients. Seek out more runes and combine them with lost Engineering lore.

He read through the new classes several times. Several of them looked fun. Several of them looked dangerous! But the choice narrowed quickly to Deep Explorer and the two Engineering classes. He wanted to explore more, and he was just starting to scratch the surface of what the Deep Rock Engineers could do. He considered Experimental Senior Engineer, but he’d already blown things up once; the Chief might be a little nervous if he took that class. Milo realized he’d be nervous himself! After some thought, he decided on Runic Engineer. It combined exploration and experimentation. Now he just had to pick out some enhancements. That could wait until tomorrow.

Coming to this conclusion, Milo started to log out and check in with his data collection on Section H. He stopped as George suddenly started hissing and pointing into the cavern.

THUMP!! THUMP!! THUMP!!

A massive creature of some sort was moving towards them with long, slow steps. Milo quickly woke up the dwarves. All three made ready for battle as a thirty-foot-tall creature loomed over them from out of the gloom.

Chapter 60: So Small!

Helmets on and weapons in hand, the two dwarven engineers were slowly backing towards the tunnel entrance where the creature couldn't follow.
"Be careful of the beastie's reach. They can surprise you." The creature was vaguely humanoid, but its form was made from earth and stone, with rocky armor covering much of it. From the earth that covered parts of its form, mushrooms grew. Its shoulders had huge growths of shrooms. Glowing green eyes looked down at them.

The creature stopped a step away from the mine tunnel. Then, it slowly squatted down. It looked at one of its hands and then down at Milo and the dwarves. It seemed puzzled.

"MI-LOW...WHY SOOOO SMALL?"
The words hurt Milo's ears; they were so loud. But the deep, slow voice was familiar."

Milo tried to shout back. "WE DIDN'T GET SMALL HARRY! YOU GOT BIG! LOWER YOUR VOICE BEFORE YOU DEAFEN US!"

Harry held up his hands, compared them to Milo, compared them to the mushrooms growing nearby. He shook his head as if to clear it, and focus came into his eyes.

"Yes. That makes more sense. And no need to shout, Milo. I'm larger but not hard of hearing. In fact, I have very large ears. Good for hearing."

Milo turned to the dwarves. "Throttlecog and Two-Screws, please meet one of my first friends, Dr. Harold Earthtongue, who didn't used to be nearly so large. Harry, these are two friends from the local Engineer's guild."

The dwarves hesitated a moment, stowed their weapons, and then came forward and bowed. Harry carefully sat down. George took the opportunity to use Harry as a playground, running up and down his large form. Everyone relaxed a bit as Milo explained to the dwarves his relationship with Harry and told Harry of some of his adventures in the past few weeks.

The explanation for Harry's growth spurt was simple: He had investigated the noise from the battle but arrived after the snake had left to pursue Milo. With the creeper and zombies dead, Harry had explored the cavern and found the battered body of Roobazahl the Ancient and recovered his heartshroom. The huge, acorn-shaped organ contained a huge amount of Earth-aspected mana. Milo couldn't resist a good cheese, and in a similar way, Harry couldn't resist just having a few bites of the rich-tasting heartshroom.

An hour later, he had eaten the entire thing and laid down in the mushroom field, feeling full and sleepy. How long he slept, he didn't know, but he felt refreshed when he awoke. Any of the weakness left from his disease was gone, washed away in a huge flood of Earth aspected power. Since then, he'd been oddly content to simply stay in this cavern and study the large number of rare varieties of fungus that grew here. When he found mushrooms that he wanted to study, he simply planted them on the earthy areas of his arms, where they quickly took root.

"It's very convenient this way. I always have something to study. And my understanding is much greater now. I can almost hear them talking to each other. And there are other voices. Old voices. They are calling out from the depths, using the smaller fungus as a way to amplify their voices. I hope to understand them someday."

Milo was intrigued by the thought of the voices calling out from the depths. What else lived deep in the earth? He thought again of the things he'd seen through the eyes of the great beasts. A longing to explore and see these things himself filled him. He thought of himself and Harry exploring lower into the depths and chasing those voices, then realized why that wouldn't happen.

"I guess you're living in this cavern from now on? I don't see how you would fit through the tunnels to get back to your old home."

The Troll laughed, which sent the sound echoing through the cavern.

"Moving earth and stone is not a problem for me, Milo. I am still a troll on the inside, and I've always had some abilities with moving earth. But now, some of me is composed purely of the earth. My connection is strong, and my abilities are enhanced. When I punch a rock, the rock goes away. And when I tell the earth to get out of my way, it does.

Harry reached out one arm towards the mine tunnel. The opening slowly grew, the earth and stone pushing away. Within a minute, the first fifty feet of the tunnel was much larger, over fifteen feet wide and thirty feet tall. Harry lowered his hand, looking a bit tired.

“Each time I do that, it gets easier. I plan on connecting the caverns with walkways for one as large as myself. Who knows? I might even go visit the Alchemy guild in Shadowport. There is someone there that I need to have a serious talk with."

The dwarves, who had been very quiet as Milo talked with Harry, joined the conversation. The two wanted to improve the road to the top and suddenly saw the value of a gigantic earthmover. Throttlecog approached the huge troll. "Might be we could help each other out some. Our guild could give you some help planning your route and bracing the tunnels as you dig them. I've got a lot of bored engineers looking for new projects other than rebuilding."

The dwarves and Harry talked for a long time. Milo yawned and excused himself. He needed sleep, but he needed to finish his upgrades before something else happened. Harry’s arrival had just emphasized that point. 

It turned out to be easier than he’d thought. Some things he could buy now wouldn’t be available later, and some would. Enhancing his stats was one of the things he needed to get now. For 18 points, he could add +3 to agility and dexterity. Raising the caps on his stats took another 16 points. The last 6 points he used to raise his strength by two points. Ore bags were heavy, and the extra health was always a bonus.

He assigned the points and clicked was immediately moved to Level 6. He was glad to be done with that. Except it seemed he wasn’t?! The system had more messages for him. 

Congratulations on Surviving and making it to Tier 2. 
Not that we had any doubts, but let’s just say the odds were running against you at some point. And you did more than survive! You’ve earned some bonuses! You managed to get INT, AGI, DEX, and PER to 10! And three of those stats are at 15! 
You’ve earned a total of three bonus Perks, all of which are enhanced beyond normal because of pushing your stats to 15. 

You have gained the Perk: Acrobat.
You are skilled at tumbling, walking a tightrope, or swinging from a trapeze. If you have an evasive defense skill, such as dodge, it gains a 10% bonus. And with your high perception, you are adept at juggling and throwing. Add 10% to all thrown weapon attacks and sleight of hand.

You have gained the perk: Uncanny Dodge. 
Any avoidance skill that you use to dodge incoming damage from a source you are aware of will gain a +20% increase in your chance to dodge. You must know the direction the damage is coming from. 
If combat has not started and you are not surprised, you can immediately draw a weapon or prepare a spell and gain a bonus to gaining the first strike.
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You have gained the benefit: Fast Casting and the boosted ability, Counter Attack.
Fast Casting:
When you cast an attack spell at a single target, you may immediately repeat the spell for twice the mana.
Counter Attack:
You recognize when someone else is about to cast a spell. Hand motions, shouting magic words, the smell of ozone, and that stupid smirk on their face gives it away. You may counter their spell with an attack of your own. After all, it's hard to cast a spell if someone just cut off your fingers or put a knife in your throat. If you did not use Fast Casting immediately prior to this attack, you may also cast a single spell instead of attacking. If you do damage, their spell is disrupted.



 


As he fell asleep in this world, he woke up in another.

***

No alarms were going off, and he felt much better as he got out of the pod. He had some ideas. He couldn't create the bone claws he had in the game, but he wasn't limited to his weak ones made of flesh and blood. After taking care of his daily chores and checking in on the mechanical systems in his section, Milo got a bowl of food and settled down with a design program.

He wasn't particularly happy with his dinner. He had been reminded that his body needed things other than the cheesy treats he liked to nibble on. Before he could have a desert (a small wheel of Camembert that had been produced in what used to be known as Normandy), he pushed himself to eat the bowl of veggie cubes (for fiber) and protein cubes (tastes like chicken!). These gave him the basic nutrients to rebuild muscle. His pod provided additional nutrients and vitamins. Finishing the bowl, he set it aside and started on his cheese and his new engineering project.

Almost falling into a trance as he worked, he designed, discarded, and redesigned ideas for a set of mechanical gloves that he could wear and plug into his modified nervous system. From scans of his own hands, he built outwards.

A layer of thin graphene mesh was first. Graphene was an allotrope of carbon. A two-dimensional, hexagon lattice of carbon molecules. It was incredibly strong and flexible and conductive of electrical pulses. Layers of graphene nano-flakes and nano-strands were woven together along with a sensor net that would pick up the movements of his hands.

Backing up the sensor net would be a direct connection to the plugs in his neck. He started another design for a full suit of graphene mesh to carry the connections to the plugs in his neck. The two systems would work with each other to control the mechanical systems that would be built into the next layers.

Before he knew it, the timer he'd set was going off. His last chore was creating a half dozen fake identities to begin investigating the companies that supplied the machines to create the graphene materials he needed. He had to be very careful. This wasn't like ordering a few pounds of cheese. Nothing in the habitat required such machines. Parts would just be ordered, and he’d have to build the machines himself.

The last thing he did before logging back into the game was to check on his information-gathering program for what was going on in section H. The information didn't give him a complete picture yet, but it did tell him a name: Manpower. It was a smaller corporation that was financially based in Greenland. Their business model was supplying skilled workers to other corporations. They had taken out a lease on 20 floors of section H. The lease was cheap, but they were also required to completely rebuild that area. This was a typical lease for a corporation. A fee would be paid to a bureaucrat, and instead of paying a large amount per month, they made promises. After years of cheap rent and broken promises, they moved on with no improvements having been made. 

It was a start and something he could look into further. He redefined his searches to focus on Manpower, its stockholders, controlling officers, and financials. He was tired of the people making a mess of his Section. He was going to keep an eye on his new neighbors.

Then he was back in the pod and logging into the game. His 'nap' would be over, and they'd be on their way to up-top.


***

Epilogue 1: The World Boss and The Hollow
In the center of the world, the Engine began to spin faster. An explosion of great power had rocked the under caverns near the lair of a sleeping creature. The threads of a quest connected the massive creature to many others who, like this one, slept beneath ancient cities. They waited for the call, and the call had come.   Uthneragrubban stirred and began eating her way through the rock, heading for the surface. She didn’t know what had awakened her, and she didn’t care. She was simply hungry. 

Crushing stone, digging new tunnels, and following the cave system upward, she paused briefly as she felt small, scurrying creatures nearby. A Hollow? She had seen these before. Hundreds of ratkin lived peacefully within this Hollow, making their cheese and protecting their home. Their guards and mages were arrayed against her should she turn towards them but were relieved when she continued upward. She didn’t spare them a thought. She had a quest: Destroy the city above and wake her brethren beneath the other cities. The first World-Wide Quest had begun.

Epilogue 2: Manpower INC.
Section H was coming along quickly, and John Sabbatino was becoming more enthusiastic about the project. The Habitat was a shithole of a building, but it was cheap with lots of space. And lots of people who needed jobs were all around him. Once they sorted out the problems with electricity distribution and waste disposal, they could start moving in the first thousand pods and begin hiring. The corporations trying to carve out a chunk of the online economy needed people to work in the new game, and his new company, Manpower, was going to provide those people. 

Once the money started rolling in, he had plans to take over more sections of the Habitat. Section H was first, then Section E with its control over the rest of the habitat’s mechanical system, and finally, Section J which he could fill top to bottom with long-term employees doing work for weeks and months at a time without leaving their pods. By the end of the year, he wanted to have a hundred thousand people hired pods and a lease on the entire habitat. 


Epilogue 3: The Back Alleys
The children huddled in the alley, hidden behind a stack of rotten crates and crab traps, not daring to breathe. The bad man was walking toward them, and no one wanted to be the next one to disappear. Gully looked at the little ones huddled next to Clary. They ran too slow on their small legs and couldn’t make the jump to the top of the wall. They were trapped. He glanced at the wall at the end of the tunnel; once over it, he could get away. He set his knife and pouch next to Clary. It had a half-eaten apple from the tail-man and a couple of copper in it. 

Clary realized what she was about to do and shook her head in panic. Gully shrugged. Better someone got caught than all of them. When the bad man was close, Gully darted past him, holding a board with a loose nail. She surprised him and swung the board into his knee, making him curse. Then she was past him, running for the entrance to the alley. She knew she wouldn’t make it. The spell hit her, and she disappeared. The bad man walked to where Gully had been and picked up a small ball. Clary kept the little ones there until daylight, then moved to another spot closer to the docks, hoping to hide from the slavers for another day.

Epilogue Four: Milo’s new Character Sheet

Our wayward ratkin has reached the second Tier of the game, moving to Level 6 and the ability to gain more stats, more levels, and new enhancements. Follow his further adventures in Book 2.

Name: Milo/Tallsqueak         Class: Were-rat Scout          Race: Ratkin
Level: 6
Experience Points: 21000
Enhancement Points Available: 0
Enhancement Points Spent: 72

Vitals:
Health: 1130
(100+100 per level=700, STR bonus=+60, CON bonus=+220,Extra Health 2:+150)
Stamina: 1430
(100+100 per level=700, STR Bonus=+120,CON bonus=+110, Were-rat bonus +500) 
Mana: 2240	
(200+200 per Level=1400, WIS+INT Bonus =+840)

Class Bonuses:
Were-Rat Scout: +2 PER, +2 AGI, +2 DEX
Runic Engineer: +2 INT, +2 CON, +2 WIS, +2 PER, +2 TOU, +1 Free point.

Stat:
STR: 8   	 Rank 6, +2 Enhancement
DEX: 15	 Rank 10, +2 Class Bonus, +3 Enhancement	
AGI: 15		 Rank 9, +2 Class Bonus, +3 Enhancement, +1 Free Point
CON: 11             Rank 6, +2 Class Bonus, +3 Enhancement
INT: 17		 Rank 10, +2, Soul-Bound Item, +3 Enhancement
WIS: 11		 Rank 6, +2 Class Bonus, +3 Enhancement
CHA: 0		 Rank 0
PER: 14	 Rank 7, +4 Class Bonus, +3 Enhancement
TOU: 5               Rank 0, +2 Class Bonus, +3 Enhancement

Racial Skills:
Tail Fighting (DEX)  Rank 5
Weak Claws (DEX)  Rank 5

Primary Skills:
Bone Casting (INT)  Rank 5
Skulk (WIS) ) Rank 5
Climbing (AGI) ) Rank 5
Dodge AGI) Rank 5
Acrobatics (AGI) ) Rank 5
Small Blades (DEX)  Rank 5
Sense Danger (PER) Rank 5
Identify (PER) Rank 5
W. Poison Resist (Con)  Rank 5
W. Disease Resist (Con) ) Rank 5
Mycology (WIS) ) Rank 5

Secondary Skills:
Throw Sharp Things (DEX) ) Rank 5
Fleet of Foot (AGI)			(Rank 3, 350 experience)
Manipulate Locks and Traps (DEX)	Rank 5

Gathering Skills:
Mining (STR) Rank 5
Foraging (PER)	Rank 5

Crafting Skills:
Engineering (INT) Rank 5
   Hydraulics (INT) Rank 5
   Ore Processing (INT) Rank 5
   Chemistry (INT) Rank 5
   Physics (INT) Rank 5
   Pulley Systems (INT) Rank 5
   Metallurgy (INT) Rank 5
   Tool Making (INT) Rank 5
   Mechanic (INT) Rank 5
Trap Making (INT) Rank 5
Bone Carving (DEX) ) Rank 5
Rune Carving (DEX) ) Rank 5
Smithing (STR)	) Rank 5

Lore Skills:
Runic Lore (INT) Rank 5
Perks and Special Abilities:
Shape Change to Human Form
Superior Low Light Vision
Dark Vision 20’
Enhanced Sense of Smell
+100 mana per Level (Gift of the Oracle)
The Power of Cheese! (Variable)
Hard-Runed Bones: 50% mitigation of crushing damage. Bones are nearly impossible to break.
Sharp-Runed Talons: +20 Damage per Tier to claw attacks.
Claws of Alta Viator: +20 Damage per Tier to claw attacks and increased sharpness.
Speed-Runed Skin: Double movement speed in water that contains mana.
Gift of the Oracle: Gain +200 Mana per level (Instead of 100.)

Enhancements:
Smugglers Stash 3	 
Invisible Tail. 		
Jumping Jack 1
Slashing Tail 1 		
Weak Poison Resistance 
Weak Disease Resistance 
Not-so-good Regeneration 
Silent Step 1 
Unnoticed
Breathless 2 
Abundance 3 
Skilled Provider 1 
Extra Health 2 

Items:
Ring of the Swiss Army
Bone-Runed Cowl 
Shadow Blight (Legendary Ratkin Spikeystick)
…and a few things in his chest, forgotten in the haste of looking for cheese. 
Spells: 
Exploding Skull
Bone Spike
Mend Bones
Curse of Brittle Bones



 





