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      Out beyond the known reaches of the multiverse, where no planets teeming with life danced in their orbits around fiery stars, there was a place. For lack of a better term, call it a pocket in reality floating in the Stygian blackness of the void. It was not the only such place, but it was the place he felt drawn to. A member of the first race, his eyes had seen the rise and fall of not just countries or worlds but of entire universes born and ever dying before him. Those same eyes now watched this pocket in reality, a room with a single occupant. The Watcher recognized his long-lost brother and, likewise, knew what had led to him being condemned to this place. What the Watcher didn’t understand was why he was here, why he felt drawn to this place. All he knew was that it was where he needed to be. He felt pulled there, tugged by an existential question that he had never been able to answer in the countless eons of his existence. Conflicting thoughts ran through his head, which might not seem strange, but to a being of absolute order such as the Watcher, it was an entirely alien sensation.

      His mind was capable of performing millions of calculations per second but yet had no answer as to why he couldn’t seem to prevent himself from coming here of all places. No little voice whispered in his ear about good or evil. Rather, he was more like that little voice for the many mortals he had overseen.

      The ongoing argument in his head continued and led to the inescapable conclusion that he should not be here. Yet all of that reason fell flat. It was clinical reason, solid and sure, but feeble compared to the ache that he felt, the longing for something that he didn’t understand. For a mortal, this decision would have been relatively simple, but for a being such as he, it was anything but simple. Ages beyond the lifespan of universes had passed since last he stood upon this precipice, the edge of choice.

      “Choice.” He chuckled to himself, mulling over the word in his mind and then speaking it to no ear other than his own, speaking it again and again in the millions of sentient languages he was fluent in. His laugh was for himself. “How was it that the mortals always made this seem so simple?” He was always sure of himself, never questioning his purpose, and yet he stood here. With uncharacteristic anger, he thought to himself, “Either step in and see what happens or leave this place and let all be as it should be.”

      It felt as though an eternity passed during the span of his indecision, but more likely, it lasted no more than a single flap of a hummingbird’s wings. Yet the timing of it didn’t really matter. What mattered was that for only the second time in his existence, the Watcher did something common to mortals but unheard of for his kind. He made a choice and stepped into that room. The significance of this was not lost upon the cosmos in a myriad of little ways, which even this Watcher could not perceive. Not the rightness or wrongness of his choice, but rather the very act of choosing.

      Crossing that threshold, he felt both alive in his choice and smothered by his surroundings. He felt cut off from an essential, intangible awareness that was as natural and unthinking to him as breathing is to a mortal. He staggered upon entering, aching at a level he didn’t even know possible. Just as he thought he would fall, he felt rough hands catch him. The room’s sole occupant had stood from his crouched position and crossed to where the Watcher entered, catching him with a display of foresight, revealing a prediction of the Watcher’s presence as well as his moment of infirmity.

      Feeling those hands catch him, the Watcher instinctively pushed them away as if mere contact between these two beings of spirit and energy could contaminate him. Standing firm again, the Watcher reflexively rose to his full height and exuded his presence as only his kind could with much the same force as a supernova would express as it exploded.

      For all of that though, the other before him seemed unphased. It wasn’t that he didn’t feel the force pushed out or didn’t sense the tension in the Watcher, the deadly preparedness. Rather it was that he had expected it, even needed it. He welcomed the crushing force and the flow of energy that rushed out of the Watcher. He reveled in the emotions that he felt surging, reveled as a man upon the brink of death from dehydration would savor even the tiniest drops of water. Despite the pain this force brought, his only feeling was a certain greedy gratitude and his thoughts were a jumble of, “Ah pain, presence, the existence of another.” Even as the force dropped him to the floor of this room, he still clung to the fact that he was not alone. His room, his prison, his own little private hell as he had come to understand it, was no longer empty. Life filled it, the existence of another, and the lingering aura of the One.

      Desperate to keep the Watcher from leaving after waiting so long to commune with another of his kind, the Condemned raised himself to a knee and lifted his hand in what would have passed as a symbol of peace or submission within the mortal realms. His voice, long unheard by any ears other than his own, spoke. First; cracking, trembling, needy, then smoothing into the dulcet tones of a practiced liar. Slowly, words fell out as if tumbling from the core of his being solely for the benefit of the Watcher. “Wait, brother. I mean you no harm. I only sought to catch you as you adjusted to this place. I know you are not accustomed to it, if any can ever truly become accustomed to it.”

      Upon hearing this, the Watcher eased his stance just the slightest, an imperceptible softening of his energy and bearing in the eyes of any mortal, but telling as volumes of biographies to the perceptions of the Condemned. The Watcher snorted and fired back a hasty retort, “You are no brother of mine.” Then more softly, “At least, you are no longer.”

      As he spoke, the Watcher gazed upon the Condemned clearly and not through the veil that separates this pocket dimension from the rest of the cosmos, and what he saw shocked him. He saw a hollowness that defied reason and unfillable emptiness and an unbearable burden. When next the Watcher spoke, it was with his characteristic compassion. “How is it that you bear this?” Upon hearing those words, the Condemned felt something he had not felt in millennia: hope.

      Standing upright, the Condemned sighed. “You would not understand, my brother.” When the Watcher did not correct his familiar naming, the Condemned knew beyond hope that he had him. This was what he had worked for, this was what he had planned for, this was the chance to be justified.

      Breaking eye contact, the Watcher stepped to the side in the pretense of examining his surroundings, but in reality, he was simply feeling anxious. In all his existence, he had never felt such a thing and was poorly equipped for uncertainty. He wondered if he had been forever changed simply by stepping into this place, by making a choice.

      Finally, realizing that his musings were accomplishing nothing and that there was no reason to put off what he had come for, he turned to the Condemned. “I would like to know how you contacted me.” As he spoke, his stance resumed some of his imperious commanding nature from earlier without the openly hostile intent.

      In response, the Condemned’s demeanor darkened and he replied abruptly, “I didn’t.”

      “What do you mean? I felt a summons, some sort of widely broadcast call throughout different planes of reality. I have spent the better part of the last millennia searching for the source of this signal. You must be doing something.” Tensing again, the Watcher began to speak with anger, “And I will brook none of your deceit.”

      Carefully schooling the smirk which he felt, the Condemned raised himself up, pushing out on his long-faded aura. “Righteous indignation will not accomplish anything, nor is it correctly directed, for I did nothing to call you to this place.”

      As he spoke, the Watcher examined him more closely, noting the way his presence was blurred and everything about him was indistinct as a shadow, or more like the face one knows well but is covered by just enough darkness to mute every defining feature, leaving one’s mind to fill in the details. Taking not only the visual perceptions but utilizing senses possessed by none but his kind, the Watcher studied closely. Then he realized that as improbable as it was for one of the Condemned’s ilk, he must be speaking the truth. This feeble being was no longer able to project a simple thought from his prison, let alone the clarion call across the multiverse that had echoed in the Watcher’s mind.

      Silence reigned as these two ancient beings stood mere feet apart, staring deeply and taking each other’s measure. The Watcher lingered in his silence, struggling with an uncertainty that he had never before known. The Condemned remained silent because he was, in this moment, a salesman and as every good salesman knows: after you’ve made your pitch, it's time to sit still because the next one to speak, loses.

      In the end, it should come as no surprise that the Watcher spoke next. He had, after all, come here to be sold, even if he couldn’t admit it to himself. “So, if you didn’t call me, then why am I here?” he said, vocalizing the question resounding within his mind.

      This time, the Condemned could not prevent the slightest of curls coming to his thin lips as he responded, “Now, you ask the right question, my worthy brother. Now you choose to think and see beyond the pap that is fed to you.” A pause fell again as these words lingered in the space between them. “I have sought for time immemorial to understand a question that is clearly plaguing you.”

      Indignantly, the Watcher barked back, “I question nothing. Unlike you, I am not faithless.”

      Speaking soothingly, the Condemned sought to calm the expected ire his statement had raised. “I accuse you of nothing, my worthy brother. I am not your enemy in this. In this one thing, we both yearn to know, to understand, to make sense of that which is right before our eyes.”

      Receiving back no further rebuke, he continued, “You too yearn to know why He treats them as He does.”

      Almost robotically, the Watcher responded, “He need not explain anything to me, and certainly not to you.”

      Backtracking and approaching from another angle, the Condemned replied, “I do not seek to question Him. That day has come and gone, and I bear the consequences in my very being as you have observed.”

      His tone was conciliatory, and he could see that it worked as the Watcher’s aura fell back to its passive level. Then, without waiting, he sprung the hidden barb in his argument. “But I do seek to question them. To challenge their worthiness. To test them.” And now, he allowed his sneer to appear in full.

      “They are chosen,'' the Watcher retorted weakly, but there was no real fire in his response.

      “I have found a way.” The Condemned spoke through his sneer, smoothing the shadows that covered his aura.

      “How?” The Watcher’s interest obvious, then. “Or rather, what do you mean, you have found a way.”

      “I have found a way to test them, a way for us to see if they are worthy of His regard.”

      “A way? A way to what? What do you even mean? This is not possible.” The Watcher’s confusion clear in his aura as much as his words.

      “It is enough that I have found a way, that is all that matters. Finally, our people can know the truth of these little specks.”

      “Being able to do something does not make it the right thing to do,'' began the Watcher before being vehemently interrupted by the Condemned’s aura, which surged with a crimson hue of rage. “Of course, being able to do something is all that matters, else I would not be in this… this place.” In his rage, the Condemned was unable to find the words to express his disdain for his prison.

      He repeated, “It is enough that I am able to do so. He will not stop me.”

      “Allowing you and giving you permission are not the same thing. And we both know that you would never be given permission. That has already been done, and the Most High will never consent to it being done again.” The Watcher’s tone rose as his confidence in his statement did.

      “He allowed you to come here, didn’t He? He allowed you to sense me in this place and to feel the same burning questions that I feel. For if you didn’t, you would not be here. If I speak lies, then call out the truth to me.”

      “Perhaps...” the Watcher trailed off, not finishing his statement as he again fell into a pondering silence. This time, though, the Condemned did not let him sit in silence for long, only enough to accentuate his uncertainty. “Who could resist Him if He were to say no, so the very fact that it can be done will prove His acquiescence, His ambivalence, if not His permission. You know you ache to see this as much as I do.” Both these ancient minds worked at speeds beyond the comprehension of any mortal. Communication going back and forth between them far more efficiently than words could ever convey as a plan was hatched to carry out that which the Condemned proposed.

      As they finalized the details of the plan, the Watcher said, “I will need some assurances that only a limited number will be tested and that some explanation will be given to them along with sufficient provision to make the test fair.”

      “You know that I could care but little for fairness to them, but if you will supply the spark of aura that I need, then I will agree to a limited number of tests. Say, perhaps twelve tests. It is an appropriate number. As for an explanation and provision, I will leave that to your best judgment. Simply remember that this is meant to be a test,” responded the Condemned, content in an assurance that his plan had borne fruit.

      “So be it, His allowance will serve as confirmation of this choice.” The Watcher spoke more to himself than to his ally in this venture, unaware of the all too mortal trait of self-justification applied to a dubious choice and voiced often in various tongues as, “It is easier to seek forgiveness than to ask permission.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “No trap is so subtle as the tyranny of the mundane- the whispered lie bought and paid for which steals away the magic of each moment in exchange for a list of duties without end or purpose or thanks.” —Memoirs of the Unnamed Mage, first Archmage of the Talus School of Wizardry, circa 1247 AE

        

      

      Dave looked at his watch as he walked out of the courtroom. Another simple hearing made more complicated than it needed to be. For goodness sake, we aren’t saving the world here, but you would have thought by the impassioned plea his opponent had been making, that at the very least, he was inventing penicillin, if not outright ending world hunger. In the end, all of that pleading hadn’t helped the cause of endless paperwork. The court had seen reason and denied the motion. Dave won, but it didn’t feel like a victory. He had slain the evil plaintiff’s attorney and prevented the production of endless reams of new documents. Yet what had it really mattered? Another two and a half hours of billable time to charge his client and another corporation shielded from having to explain itself. Sometimes, winning sucked, and for not the first time, Dave wondered how he did this job day in and day out. Worst of all, all that grandstanding and crying—yes, actual tears from the plaintiff—had resulted in dragging out what should have been a simple hearing, so that now he was running late.

      He walked as fast as proper decorum would allow through the halls of justice disguised as a courthouse in desperate need of updating and repair. But hey, this was rural Illinois, so who was he to complain? Crunching the numbers in his head to figure out which inning of his son’s ballgame he could make it for, he almost ran into Judge Turnbough. A quick pivot around and an even quicker blurted, “Sorry your honor, late for my son’s ballgame,” got him a nod and a sourly muttered, “Just don’t kill anyone in your rush.”

      After crossing the exit at the security checkpoint, Dave increased the length of his stride, taking the front stairs of the once majestic courthouse two at a time. He had promised that he wouldn’t miss this game. His son’s team was playing for a chance to progress onto the championship game, and Dave optimistically figured that out of a couple dozen games this season, he had seen maybe a dozen innings of his son’s play. Guilt and self-recrimination actually make very poor motivators and fought with his core belief that his job was the most important thing he could do for his family. Cutting across the grass on the east side of the courthouse, heading for the parking lot, Dave started stripping off the suit coat from his six-foot frame. The jacket hung over his shoulder revealing a belly that is bigger than it used to be and just starting to hang over the edge of his belt. Reaching his car, he threw in his case file and suit coat, sitting down as he loosened his tie, pulling it off and over his head of brown hair, which was much thinner than he liked. Settling into auto-pilot, he set off on this familiar trek across town to his son’s school where the game was being played.

      As he drove, his thoughts wandered past the drain of the day and started thinking toward what needed to be accomplished this evening. He hoped to catch at least the last couple of innings of the ball game. Then likely, his wife, Emily, would ask him to pick up something for dinner on his way home. Gone were the days when Friday night was date night. When he and Emily would get a sitter for the kids and find something fun to do. No more concerts or movies or even quiet dinners at a nice restaurant. It wasn’t that he didn’t still love his wife. She was the core of his life, such a stable part of him that he couldn’t imagine himself without her; but for all of that, he didn’t have butterflies in his stomach when he thought about her. If his stomach had any flutters centered around Emily now, it was more likely because his stomach was churning, waiting to hear what new problem there was at home, how he wasn’t spending enough time with this child or that, or dealing with her frequent, “How does this outfit make me look” questions.

      Dave liked to think of himself as the quintessential family man. A hard worker who provided well for his family, though there was never enough with braces, college funds, piano lessons, and a myriad of sports activities for the kids. Not to say anything about Emily’s love of redecorating the house or buying hundreds of dollars of flowers for the yard each Spring. He didn’t feel like Emily was frivolous, but he did feel that she had a different set of values about what to spend money on than he did. He tried his best to always be there for his kids but always felt like he came up short.

      Despite his view of himself as a family man, what really excited him was the MMO games he played--the time spent questing, grinding, or raiding with online friends that he would never meet in person. Even now, as he rushed across town to fulfill a fatherly promise, his mind was focusing on what he hoped would be productive gaming time tonight. He needed to be done with daddy duties by 7:00 p.m. so that he could join in a planned raid. His guild had been working for weeks to complete a chain of quests that gave them a key to open up a portal to face the Ice Queen. Most of the guild wanted to start an hour earlier but he had begged them to delay the start time as long as possible to give him time to join in. He needed to get to the game, pick up dinner, and check in at home with his wife and two daughters before politely bowing out to join thirty-five guildmates in the culmination of the last few weeks of effort. He just hoped that Emily didn’t try to throw a monkey wrench into his plans.

      On that note, he pulled into the parking lot outside the baseball stadium behind his son’s middle school, hunting for a parking spot and lucking out, finding a spot close to the entrance gate. Finally, something was going right today. Maybe this was a sign the rest of his night would flow smoothly. Stepping out of the car and absently hitting the lock button, Dave strode quickly through the gate and started up the aluminum bleachers to find a spot where he could see the game. He saw that his son was playing at third and a quick glance at the scoreboard showed that they were in the top of the last inning with his son’s team boasting a comfortable lead. The next pitch led to the final out. With that, Jackson’s team exploded in excitement. High fives were had all around until the coaches got the boys lined up on their respective baselines to go through the ritual of saying, “Good game” to each player on the opposing side. At this level, the coaches still required this sort of compulsory good sportsmanship, but it was clear by comparing the slumped shoulders on the visiting players with the gleeful smiles on the faces of the home team just who had won this game.

      As Jackson’s team bled over from the line of players into an excited huddle in front of their dugout, the coach was trying to rein in the excitement so he could impart whatever further instructions he had for his team. Dave noticed his son, Jackson, smack dab in the middle of the celebrating, receiving high five after high five. Then, while Jackson was focused on the coach, his teammates seemed to all simultaneously drift away from him while two other players in uniforms designating them as being Jackson’s teammates came running up, an orange and white Gatorade cooler carried between them. At the last second, whether due to hearing their approach, or from seeing some silent warning on his coach’s face, Jackson started to turn only to be greeted by the chilling rush of ice and purple Gatorade being dumped over his head, drenching him from head to toe and forcing an involuntary shriek out of his lips.

      Witnessing this, Dave felt an initial burst of anger at this treatment of his son, which quickly faded into being caught up in the obvious excitement of the team before being replaced with a pride that his son had been singled out for this “reward” as a sign that his teammates clearly felt he was responsible for some significant accomplishment in the game. As the thrill settled, it twisted into self-conscious guilt for being late. He silently cursed that the hearing had gone so long, keeping him from seeing whatever moment of glory his son had delivered.

      Seeing the boys jumping around and excited, Dave couldn’t help but feel some of that excitement even as it was tainted with guilt. Then, before he realized it, a sense of frustration with how long this was taking started to creep in. He had things to do tonight. Attempting to get ahead of the dinner issue, Dave dug his cell phone out of his pants pocket and sent a quick text to Emily asking what he should pick up for dinner. Staring at the phone, he waited to see a “read” message pop up to show that Emily had gotten his text. When it did appear, it was quickly followed by a surprise response, “Don’t need to pick up anything.” Dave continued to look at the screen in his hand, waiting for any further clarifying information, but nothing more came. With a sigh, he slid the phone back into his pocket and briefly pondered why he wouldn’t need to pick up dinner. All that he could think of was that Emily had actually cooked tonight. He chuckled. It wasn’t that Emily wasn’t a good cook. In fact, she was quite a good cook, when and if she decided to cook. As a busy nurse, mother of three, and a regular in many different charities both local and globally, not to mention her volunteering at church, there simply wasn’t much time in her schedule for things like cooking dinner. Dave may have worked more than twice as many hours a week as Emily did, but it was Emily who always seemed to be rushed.

      Amidst these musings, Dave noticed Jackson walking up to him, still dripping purple from his celebratory drenching. Jackson had his father’s broad shoulders but the darker hair from his mother. The broad expectant smile on his face was right out of his mother’s repertoire and was full of hope. “Did you see my hit, Dad?” Jackson asked.

      Dave may have been late, and he may have missed more time with his kids than he wanted to, but he never lied to them, not even little white lies to spare them. “I’m sorry, buddy. Court went late. I didn’t get here until the last inning, but I’m sure you were great.” As Dave watched his son’s bright expression dim, he added, “But I want to hear all about it.”

      With that, they turned toward the parking lot and while walking to the car, Jackson started to describe his bases-loaded triple that won the game for his team. Dave listened and asked questions at the appropriate times, pausing and oohing just right to reinforce his son’s excitement. Reaching the car, Dave popped the trunk and asked Jackson to drop off his bat, glove, and other gear inside while he walked around the passenger side and grabbed his case file, suit jacket, and tie and transferred them to the trunk beside his son’s gear. After closing the trunk, both of them walked to their respective sides and climbed into the car. Dave looked over, staring intently at his son, who knew that Dad was waiting for him to put his seatbelt on. As soon as Jackson’s belt clicked, Dave began backing out. Jackson quickly shot over, “What about your seatbelt, Dad? Mom says you need to wear it too.”

      “Your mother isn’t here, and it’s my job to worry about you, not the other way around,” Dave sighed.

      With that, they headed home. Dave glanced at the clock, 5:30 p.m. Everything was on schedule or even ahead of schedule. At the same time, Jackson pulled out his cell phone and jumped on social media to see what the buzz was about his game-winning hit and the school’s first trip to the state championship in over thirty years. Father and son loved each other and shared many interests. They both did tae kwon do together and they both enjoyed MMO games, yet they fell into a customary silence on the drive.

      Less than fifteen minutes later, Dave was pulling up in front of his house. For the thousandth time, he chuckled wryly as he saw the garage door opener on his windshield. His two-car garage was really more of a wife’s car, lawnmower, kids’ bikes, camping gear, etc. garage. Popping the trunk, both he and Jackson went to get their respective gear out of the trunk without any instruction. Dave loved his son but if there was one thing he really liked about him, it was that even at thirteen he was very diligent and rarely needed to be reminded about chores. Heading up the front walkway, they were greeted by a bundle of curly brown hair and smiles. His youngest daughter, Sara, was always glad to see him and made a smile come to Dave’s face. She called out, “Daddy” before also running to her brother and asking how the game had gone. Dave walked past her with a quick half-hug and let the siblings talk about Jackson’s game. David may have been Sara’s hero, but she followed after her older brother like a little duckling whenever he allowed her to.

      Entering the house, Dave saw Emily standing next to the kitchen table and talking to their oldest daughter, Mira. Emily’s head of long black hair was facing away from Dave, involved in some sort of intense conversation with Mira. Even as he quickly glanced around the kitchen, noting the pronounced absence of anything that would pass for dinner, Dave couldn’t help but admire his wife’s figure from behind. Almost seventeen years of marriage and three kids later, and he still loved her curves. Quickly deciding to brave whatever argument Emily and Mira were in the middle of, Dave stepped forward. Despite it being his first instinct to ask about dinner, he had painfully learned that this was not the right way to greet his wife. Instead, he came up behind her with a pat against her butt and a quick kiss on her cheek.

      “You look beautiful today, sweetie,” Dave said.

      Emily may still have been a beautiful woman in the eyes of her husband, but she felt every extra ounce that came with her thirty-nine years and struggled to accept any compliment, even one as bland as what Dave had just offered. Turning toward her husband, Emily snapped, “Please tell your daughter that she has to come with us tonight.”

      Caught off guard by the momentary distraction of her emerald green eyes, Dave floundered. “What do you mean, go where?”

      “Arghh.” Dave could almost hear the growl as his wife’s ire quickly shifted targets from Mira to him. “Don’t tell me you forgot about tonight too?”

      Taking his dumbfounded look as confirmation of his guilt, Emily fully turned toward Dave, hands on her hips in that “now you’re gonna get it” pose so familiar to both husband and children. “You never listen to me. I might as well be speaking to myself half the time.” Then she trailed off into her native Spanish, knowing full well that Dave had no idea what she was saying but was too exasperated to care.

      “Tonight, we are picking Nana Gonzalez up for dinner from the nursing home. Does that ring a bell?”

      Dave vaguely remembered her mentioning something about this, but somehow he had not connected his Friday night gaming time and this event together. Nana Gonzalez was his wife’s last living grandparent and a very sweet ninety-four-year-old, but taking her to dinner was not on his agenda for tonight. “Well, actually, honey…” he began but the sentence was never completed.

      It always amazed him after having survived Marine Corps boot camp, a tour in Iraq, and law school that this little five-foot-two fireball he called his wife could intimidate him so much.

      “No ‘well honey’s’ tonight. I have had this on the calendar for over a month and you know how Nana looks forward to our visits. What could you possibly have to do tonight that would be more important than family?” She dropped the f-bomb of guilt as if to dare him to respond.

      A wiser man would have just ducked his head for cover and gone with the flow, but while Dave might have had a high IQ, he had a stunted emotional quotient and didn’t know when to just cut his losses. “It’s just that tonight the guild…”

      “This is about that stupid game?”

      “Well, we’ve been working for weeks to get ready…”

      “Working, that’s what I do at the hospital, that’s what I do when I’m washing your clothes, cleaning your house, and taking care of your children. Working is what I do on Saturday at the soup kitchen and when we raise supplies for the orphanage in Guatemala. Heck, working is even what you do when you go to the office. That game is most definitely not working. I swear sometimes that I’m married to a five-year-old.” Emily fumed, venting out her frustration so quickly that Dave couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

      Head spinning, before he knew it, Dave was driving down a country road going the back way toward the nursing home twenty-five minutes away with a car full of mostly upset people. His mood soured as he rigorously stared at the road, hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two with far more force than necessary. Mira was studiously ignoring family while listening to music pumped through her earbuds. Emily was alternating between checking Facebook and staring icy daggers at him. The only people in the car who were happy were Jackson and Sara. Jackson didn’t really care where they were going. He was happily involved in half a dozen Snapchat conversations about his team’s victory, and at eight, Sara was oblivious to the family tensions and just happy to be going to see Nana.

      Stuck in their individual worlds, the Nelson family was utterly unaware of the pair of eyes watching their car from both impossibly far away and incredibly close at hand.

      “Yes, they are perfect. Do them next,” spoke a dark gravelly voice which could not be heard by the family.

      “But they have children with them,'' countered a voice that practically sang with all of the varied tones of a cathedral organ.

      “All the better.”

      “If we are sending a family, then they will need extra instruction and preparation.”

      “I already agreed that you could provide whatever instruction and preparation that you deemed necessary.”

      Sighing in resignation, the second voice said, “Very well. Here is the aura needed.”

      Even as the conversation took place, Dave and Emily both simultaneously reached the conclusion that they needed to clear the air before getting to the nursing home. They just had completely different ideas about how to go about that.

      “I’m sorry I forgot about tonight, Emily...”  began Dave.

      In the same instant, Emily blurted out, “Why do you never listen to me? Is that damn game so important? Is it more important than your family?”

      Those quickly spoken words, intended to get to the heart of the matter, turned Dave’s guilty feeling into a feeling of anger and brought out the lawyer in him, ready to argue at a moment’s notice. “I have never said it was more important than family. And you could be glad that your husband’s vice is playing an MMO. Half the lawyers I know are out drinking most nights or cheating on their wives. All I do is play a game.”

      Staring at each other in mutual frustration and mutual assurance of the reasonableness of their respective positions, neither Dave nor Emily had their eyes on the road. Maybe it would have made a difference if their eyes had been forward or maybe it wouldn’t have mattered at all. Their first warning that something was wrong was the scream that Sara let out. Loud enough to draw every set of eyes in the car first to her and then, a split second later, out the front windshield of the car. Her scream came bursting forth as she saw a silver oval of light the size of a barn door spring into existence mere feet in front of their moving car. As Dave looked forward and saw the gleaming portal, he had no chance to react. In an instant, the Nelsons’ car plunged headlong into the event horizon of the portal, being disintegrated at a subatomic level, car and passengers alike.
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        “For rebirth to mean something the soul must go through the forge of adversity.” -Line found on the sole remaining wall of the Fallen Temple, Imperial City."

        

      

      The last sound Dave heard was the sound of Sara screaming. Her warning only coming soon enough for him to turn forward again and see the gaping maw of glowing silver that hung in the road before him. In the time it took him to recognize the danger, it was already too late. He couldn’t direct his body fast enough to steer out of the way, and even if it could have, the car likely wasn’t capable of such a maneuver. In an instant, the car and everything else in his life was obliterated. He felt a single nanosecond of excruciating pain as he was torn asunder, body and soul. Only his immortal spirit was able to traverse the void, crossing from one universe to the next, for no created force existed which could bring lasting harm to an immortal spirit.

      Whether it took an instant or a million years, his soul was reformed, memory by memory recreated, byte by byte the data which made him who he was filled his newly formed soul. He didn’t remember anything about this process, just as no other mortal recalls its conception.

      Then from nothingness, there he was—or at least he was self-aware. It was instantly clear that he was no longer in the car with his family.

      There was a faint gray light all around him, like moonlight through a hazy fog. There didn’t seem to be any walls or ceiling. Even looking down, there was no floor. His awareness was just floating. Since he wasn’t seeing anything around him, he instead turned his focus toward himself. He wasn’t able to look around but was just aware of what was around him without having eyes, a head, or even a body.

      Being able to see but not having a body was very disorienting. His first impulse was a wave of panic. Where was he? Where was his body? Where was his family? Each of these questions raced through his mind in rapid succession. As he tried to turn his focus inward, a screen lit up.

      
        
        Welcome to the world of Eloria. You have been transported here from your home world. The process of transferring you here has resulted in the complete destruction of your body and all possessions you had on your person at the time.

        

        Eloria follows some of the same laws of physics that you are accustomed to, but not all. It is a world of magic, not science. It is a world more akin in functioning to what you know as a video game. Learn and respect the natural laws of Eloria just as you respected the law of gravity on your home world. Death is still very real and very permanent here.

        

        You will be provided with a new body just as you have been provided with a new soul using the deconstructed material of your body. Think carefully and be wise, for the choices you make here will be permanent. In Eloria, life is conflict.

        

        All other individuals with you are simultaneously experiencing this same process.

        

      

      Rather than panicking after reading this text, he felt a rush of excitement. This was quite literally a dream come true. How many times had dreamed about what it would be like to live life in one of his games? A life of purpose rather than the drivel that filled his life now. Chasing dragons rather than chasing paperwork.

      One thing was different though. In none of the fantasies he had ever daydreamed about or discussed with gaming buddies had he ever thought his family would come into the game with him. He didn’t really know if this was a game or a new reality, but either way, he wanted to throw himself wholeheartedly into it, yet how could he do that if his family was still here?

      The advice he was given was to think carefully and choose wisely, but he didn’t know if there was a time limit to this. Worse, if his wife and kids were with him, what would happen if they chose more quickly than him? Would they get new bodies before him and end up appearing in Eloria before him? His wife and kids wouldn’t know what to do. Well, Jackson might have some idea of what to do. Jackson might not be into gaming as much as his dad was, but he at least would understand some of the principals of a world based upon a game.

      Emily, Mira, to say nothing of Sara, would have no idea how to adapt to a world based upon game rules. What would happen if they appeared in a new world surrounded by monsters?

      Suddenly, his dream-made-real was more of a nightmare. He started to examine the tabs that had opened up before his eyes: race, stats, basic skills, crafting skills, melee skills, rogue skills, mage skills, hybrid skills, spells, inventory.

      Looking first at the race tab, he learned much as he had expected that he was provided with a number of options for race. Again, he was advised that the choice of race was permanent and would affect the race of any children that he had. He found he was able to scroll through the various options with his mind. He could see images and descriptions of the various races. Most had bonuses and penalties to various stats, and many of them had specialized skills. The choices laid out included some of the typical races such as two types of Elves, Sun and Moon, Dwarves, and Orcs, as well as standard Human. There were also more unique choices, Minotaurs, Centaurs, Dragonkin, and Spiderkin. He chuckled. At least he didn’t end up as slime.

      Dave considered various races but quickly rejected all but human. He couldn’t flippantly choose a race. If his kids were coming through, then it would be irresponsible to choose a race that would lead to them being some sort of awkward hybrid. Images of his children as half-human combinations with the other races made him shudder, less at the images of what his children would look like and more about the reaction that he would get from Emily. Besides, even though humans didn’t get any bonus stats or skills, they also didn’t have any penalties, and they had the unique advantage of gaining experience points 50% faster. No other race could boast that. So, without further thought, he made the choice to be human and was greeted with a prompt asking if he was sure. He indicated with his mind that he was sure and suddenly he began to feel.

      It wasn’t pain or pleasure or any distinctive feeling that he could remember from his former life. It was just suddenly feeling again. His disembodied spirit self hadn’t felt any physical sensations at all. Now he was feeling each tiny change as his new body was formed. Bones, muscles, blood, organs, and nerves each felt different as they formed in sequence to create his new body. In mere moments, it was over, and he felt a floor under his feet where none had been before. The space around him was still misty gray, but there was definitely a solid floor under him. He was tempted to feel around his surroundings again, but then he thought of little Sara materializing, scared and alone, and he dove back into the various tabs required to complete this process.

      Even in his urgency, he couldn’t help but take a second to look himself over. He didn’t have a mirror to see his face, but looking down, he saw one thing that had been missing for far too long: abs. As he moved his arms and legs, he could feel firm, tight muscles flexing and extending. By God, he felt like he was twenty-five years old. This was awesome, and he felt a bit giddy despite his worry for his family. He could certainly get used to this again.

      He noticed a new notification in the corner of his eye and mentally focused on it. The notification explained that his peak attributes of body and mind from his former life had been assessed and incorporated into this body. Additionally, he would be assigned credit for the skills that he had possessed previously.

      

      
        
        
        Name: David Nelson

        Race: Human

        Age: 40

        Level: 1

        Movement: 34

      

        

      
        Alignment:

        Factions:

        Guild:

      

        

      
        Stats

        Core Attributes

        Regen Rates:

        STRENGTH: 16

        Health: 140

        1.4/hour

        DEXTERITY: 8

        Mana: 150

        150/hour

        AGILITY: 8

        Stamina: 2.75

        2.2/hour

        CONSTITUTION: 14

        Fury: 7

        1.4/hour

        ENDURANCE: 11

        Teamwork: 3

        1/hour

        INTELLIGENCE: 15

        Bravery: 4.8

        1.6/hour

        WISDOM: 10

        Faith: 3

        1/hour

        CHARISMA: 10

        Base Defense: 5

        LUCK: 0

        Base Attack: 10

      

        

      
        Total XP: 80

        Unspent Stat Points: 0

        Unspent CP: 4

        XP to Next: 100

      

        

      

      As he opened his stat sheet for the first time, further notifications sprang up.

      
        
        Your stats have been optimized for the peak of any point in your life. Strength is determined based upon 1 pt. for every 20 pounds of maximum bench press rounded down, and Intelligence is based upon what was known as an IQ scale at the rate of a 10:1 ratio. Other stats are harder to quantify.

        

      

      So much information was coming at him and it was hard to process it all. Even though he was tempted to be excited by all of this, he had to rush his character creation to get into this Eloria and try to be there waiting for his family to arrive.

      He was prompted again that his skills and abilities from him formal life had been assessed and extrapolated over as best as possible to this world.

      

      
        
        
        General Skills

        Running: 3 - +30% maximum speed and maximum duration. So that is what four years of track and a state competing 400-meter time got him.

      

        

      
        Sense Motive: 5 - +25% chance - thanks to dealing with ethically challenged clients.

      

        

      
        Speak Languages: 7- base: Human, Elven, Dwarven, Orc, Dragonish, Minotaur, and Goblin. Hmm, interesting. Well, finally his undergrad in ancient languages had paid off for something.

      

        

      
        Diplomacy: 15, +75% experience negotiating deals.

      

        

      
        Knowledge - Research: 25, +125% information obtained and speed of research. Thank you for all that time looking up case law.

      

        

      
        Knowledge - Law: 3, +15% understanding and ability to apply. While the legal systems of Eloria are different than your home world, some understanding has been placed into your new soul.

      

        

      
        Survival - Forest: 5, +25% - thanks to the USMC and two years in Boy Scouts.

      

        

      
        Survival - Desert: 7, +35% - thanks to a tour in Iraq.

      

        

      
        Melee Skills

        Unarmed Combat Proficiency: 10, +50% atk, +25% dmg - thanks to 2nd degree black belt.

      

        

      
        Archery: 5, +25% atk, +12.5% dmg - never was a very good shot.

      

        

      

      Overall, Dave wasn’t too upset. Sure, he wasn’t going to start out this game as some beast, but he had adequate skills for a noob, and let's face it: no matter what experience he had with MMOs back home, this was a whole other thing.

      In examining his sheet, he noted that he had two stat points that were unassigned and four character points. Dave always played a magic-using class and the chance to wield magic for real was a wet dream, but magic users were typically physically weak in his experience and had poor defensive capabilities. This would not help him protect his family in the early stages even if it would be useful and really cool later on. He would have to buckle down and make the responsible choices, even here in his fantasy world. So he assigned one point to Strength. The effect was immediate. His muscles increased in size slightly, and he felt a surge of power go through his arms and legs. Even his pecs felt denser. This was amazing. He had never been one for recreational drugs, but he had a hard time imagining a high that would be better than the rush this additional point of strength gave him. Next, he dropped his second point into Constitution. Again, the effect was immediate. He felt healthy. It was hard to explain, but he just felt hardier and he liked it.

      Looking at his skills, he decided on spending one point in a magical skill: Divination. He shook his head in frustration at the need to spend one of his four points on a non-combat skill, but the ability to get information that would protect his family was too important to pass up. After spending the point, he got an immediate notification:

      
        
        Divination: Often discounted, this magic of the mind opens the secrets of the world to you. With enough skill, no treasure can be hidden from you, nothing can be lost which cannot be found. Even your enemies’ weaknesses will be laid bare before you. Effect: Determines the highest tier of divination spell accessible to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 5%/level. 3x 1st tier spells gained.

        

        Assess Enemy: Determine weaknesses and abilities of target enemy. Difficulty rating revealed: Green- no threat, Light Blue- minimal threat, Blue- average threat, Yellow- significant threat, Red- deadly threat. Greater success will reveal more information. Cost: 2 mana. Cooldown: N/A

        

        Identify: Used to discovery the properties both magical and non-magical of an item. Cost: 20 mana. Cooldown: 1 minute.

        

        Sure Strike: Enables you to see the openings in your opponent’s defense. Grants +200% +20%/divination level to attack on next strike. Further grants: +25% +3%/divination level to critical strike and +50%+6%/divination level in increased critical damage. Cost: 35 mana, Duration: 1 minute/level or next strike, Cooldown: 1 minute- 1 second/divination level.

        

      

      Sure Strike seemed very powerful, but he didn’t have time to dwell on it now.

      For his other points, he assigned one point into Long Blades because how would wielding a sword not be crazy cool, one point into Heavy Armor to give himself the best chance at protecting his family, and he saved the final point. There didn’t seem to be any requirement that he spend it right away, so he thought he would save it for what might come up. Though it wasn’t his nature to hold back potential resources, it was the responsible thing to do. Which was really a polite way of saying he was impatient. He was moving so fast that he didn’t even take time to read notification boxes for those skills.

      He took one last glance at his updated stat sheet and then approved it all, hoping this would trigger him to be spawned into the world of Eloria, out of whatever staging platform this was. The more that he looked at it, the more that it seemed like the loading program from The Matrix. After clicking yes for the third time, he felt the gray mists around him part and his body was forcibly flung out into a sunny field. His eyes struggled to adjust to the light, but what was most important was that he didn’t see any of his family, so hopefully he had beat them all here.
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        “Dark is the night and tangled the path, when he walks alone. Wise is the traveler who moves within the light of the moon, Queen of the night. So also his path in life is most smooth when he walks in the light put forth by Queen of his heart.” —Moon Elf proverb offered to grooms the night of their wedding.

        

      

      What is it about fifteen? Emily paced the floor in the kitchen, trying not to erupt in anger at her daughter Mira. Something about this age seemed to make children intentionally aggravating. Old enough to want independence in far too many things, and young enough to make too much freedom unwise. Emily loved all her children so much that it made her heart ache, so why couldn’t Mira just get on board and do what was best for the family? Jackson and Sara never got obstinate like this, but her firstborn seemed to reject anything that Emily asked of her just because Emily was the one asking. Worse yet, she had Dave wrapped around her finger. Bat those pretty blue eyes of hers and her father would give in on anything but the most outrageous of teen-aged requests.

      Count to ten. Count to ten. Emily repeated this in her head without actually doing any counting. She needed to get her anger under control. Lately, it seemed that she had a very short fuse, and she didn’t want to make this into a bigger deal than it was. Mira had arrived home from school and gone straight to her room without even a hello, as per usual. When Emily had gone up to her room an hour later to ask her about her day, she got only half-hearted comments that didn’t reveal anything. Emily did her best and tried the conversations starters from Dr. Lipschitz’s latest book on teenagers, but nothing seemed to work. Finally, in frustration, Emily had mentioned that she hoped Mira would wear something nice when the family went to visit Nana Gonzalez that evening, and that was when the fireworks went off.

      “What? It’s Friday night. I’m not going to a nursing home on Friday night,” burst out Mira.

      Shocked by the sudden display of emotion after all of the completely flat answers she had received for the last ten minutes, Emily responded back, “You are going wherever I say you are going. I’m still your mother.”

      “Geez, Mom. It’s Friday night. Jessica is gonna pick me up and a group of us are going to the movies.”

      “You haven’t asked permission to go out tonight, and we have a family event planned tonight anyway.”

      “This is no fair, Mom. We’ve been planning this for weeks. I can’t be the only one who doesn’t get to go. All of us are going.”

      Struggling to regain control of the conversation, Emily tried a different tactic. “Well, who all is in this group? And will there be any parents along?”

      “Mommm…” Mira had a way of saying that one word in just the right tone with just the right dragging out of the sound that it sounded like more of an insult than a name. “It’s me, Jessica, and Kirsten, and maybe a few other people... but I don’t really know for sure.”

      The way Mira’s voice trailed off at the end and her eyes darted to the floor sent Emily’s mom radar into overdrive and told her that Mira knew exactly who was going to be in this ‘group,’ but she didn’t want to reveal that information to her mother. Adopting her best stern voice, she said, “Well, if you can’t tell me who is in the group, then you most certainly are not going, even if we weren’t going to visit Nana tonight.”

      “Jessica’s mom doesn’t ask her twenty questions like this…” began Mira in a whiny voice before being cut off by Emily.

      “Jessica is a wild child, and don’t ever think that just because Jessica gets to do something that you will get to do something. You are lucky that we even let you hang out with Jessica, and I only do that because I hope that someday you will be a good influence on her. Maybe I misjudged you, and it’s you who is being influenced.”

      Mira’s response was more of a screech than any articulate words as she stormed out the door and pushed past her mother while heading out of her room.

      “Where do you think you’re going, young lady?”

      Emily might as well have been speaking to the wall for all the response that she got as Mira continued down the hallway and then stomped down the stairs, making her long dark hair bounce against her slender back. Seeing no other option, Emily began to follow her downstairs, eventually grabbing her arm in the kitchen and telling her, once again, to stop.

      Mira jerked her arm away and plopped down in a chaotic jumble, the way only a frustrated teenager can do. At that moment, Emily heard Dave enter the house. She knew because he was the only one who came in the front door. He steadfastly refused to clean out the garage enough to fit his car into its spot right next to hers. Emily drew in her breath and hoped Dave would support her in this, all the while staring at Mira. She knew Dave was horrible at reading a room, and so he likely wouldn’t even recognize the tension between her and Mira. Sure enough, as he walked in, he came right up against her with one of his sweet little butt pats. But no, she couldn’t let herself get distracted from the issue at hand.

      She loved Dave. In some ways, he was still the man of her dreams. He worked hard for the family, paying almost all the bills out of his salary so that her income from nursing could go to all the charity projects she loved so much. She loved how good of a dad he was, and even after all these years of marriage, he still tried to make an effort to compliment her. She knew that she wasn’t the pretty young thing that he had married, and that despite countless hours of Pilates, her figure wasn’t going to be turning any eyes. Maybe that was why things had seemed to cool between them in the past few years. Maybe that was why when it came to their time, Dave always seemed so distracted. Maybe that was why Dave chose to bury himself in imaginary game worlds with people he met online and would never have a real relationship. Maybe she hadn’t tried hard enough to keep him interested.

      God only knew that she had tried. Everything from buying younger hipper clothing, to a new haircut, to proposing couples counseling. None of it had stuck though. A part of her knew that Dave loved her but somehow, she didn’t feel like he was in love with her. But how did her mind end up going there? She needed to focus on the issue with Mira and not let Dave make her mind go to mush, so she turned to him, asking for his support.

      Mira watched her dad walk in and practically grope mom in front of her. Gross. Her internal mental reaction was the equivalent of “get a room.” However, her keen teenage instincts told her there was a way to turn this to her advantage. If things played out right, Mom and Dad would end up arguing with each other and she would be off the hook, which was why she was so surprised to find herself sitting in the backseat of the family car squished up against the doorway to get as far as possible from Sara’s hands, which were sticky from the bubble gum she was playing with.

      Emily and Mira both heard Sara’s scream, but Emily reacted faster, as only a mother could. Turning from her argument with Dave, God help her, why did that man have to go all lawyer and argue everything with her? She turned toward Sara to discover what was the matter. Then it registered with her where Sara’s eyes were staring at and from the expressions that suddenly came over Mira and Jackson’s faces—expressions of shock tinged with horror—that the problem wasn’t with Sara but was rather with something outside the car.

      Having turned so far to face Sara, Emily barely had time to register the glowing silver disc hanging in the road before their car passed into the light at sixty-five mph.

      The next thing that Emily was aware of was that she was aware. Hmm, this was not at all what she had expected heaven to be like. Some people talked about heaven in church. Some people even thought about it privately, but Emily was a true believer. She lived her life according to what she believed God wanted of her and she fully expected that when she died, she would end up in heaven. She didn’t know if it would be streets paved in gold or if that was simply symbolic language, but she knew as only true faith can know, that it would be absolutely fabulous beyond anything she could imagine.

      Instead of the blazing glory of God or the relaxing music of angelic choirs, she was greeted with a nothingness of gray smoke which reminded her of Brenda Perkin’s sixteenth birthday party many years ago. Brenda’s dad had gone way overboard on the dry ice machines, trying to be cool and failing epically. Brenda had barely shown her face at school the rest of the year as kids had taken to calling her the Ice Queen.

      While she was struggling to understand what was going on, she was greeted with a glowing screen that appeared in front of her.

      
        
        Welcome to the world of Eloria. You have been transported here from your home world. The process of transferring you here has resulted in the complete destruction of your body and all possessions you had on your person at the time.

        

        Eloria follows some of the same laws of physics that you are accustomed to, but not all. It is a world of magic, not science. It is a world more akin in functioning to what you know as a video game. Learn and respect the natural laws of Eloria just as you respected the law of gravity on your home world. Death is still very real and very permanent here.

        

        You will be provided with a new body just as you have been provided with a new soul using the deconstructed material of your body. Think carefully and be wise for the choices you make here will be permanent. In Eloria, life is conflict.

        

        All other individuals with you are simultaneously experiencing this same process.

        

      

      She had no idea what that meant. Was this some joke that Dave had worked up? It sure sounded like one of the games he was always trying to tell her about, but as quickly as that thought entered her mind, it was just as quickly rejected. This was way too involved to be some simple prank. She reached up her hand to pinch herself. She remembered having read somewhere that you couldn’t pinch yourself in a dream but that willing it would sometimes wake you up from a particularly vivid dream.

      That was when the real freak out began. She didn't have a hand! God in heaven, what was going on? She looked back at the screen floating in the air, reading it a dozen more times, each time trying to hold back a scream of panic. Where were her children? Where was Dave? Was this some sort of hell? No, that couldn’t be. She knew where she was going when she died. After each subsequent reading of the words written in the air in front of her, she began to accept them a bit more. It was almost as if she were being soothed from the outside. She began to take it in stride as the peace of God helping her to accept an impossible situation.

      On her most recent reading of the floating message, she noticed that down in the bottom right corner of it there was a little symbol like the page turn symbol on her e-reader. She went to reach out to touch it with her hand, but again, realized she didn’t have a hand. She didn’t have a body for that matter. The thought passed through her head in an instant that she had wanted to lose some weight, she just hadn’t expected it to happen like this. Pushing that stray thought aside, she willed the page to turn and somehow, it did, revealing a second portion to the message.

      
        
        Daughter of Truth, take heart. Though you may not have sought this trial, yet your faith will be the way in which you may prevail. Yeah, not only prevail but overcome.

        

        Just as Job was tested, so this is your test. It is for the rest of your life, so it is for you to learn wisdom and do the will of your Creator.

        

      

      Emily wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but she took it to be a personal message from God. She would not fail. Now she only had to figure out what she was supposed to do. Hmm… so this world, what was it called? Oh yeah, Eloria. That’s sort of a silly name. It really does sound like it comes out of one of Dave’s games. She almost wished that she had paid more attention when he would ramble on about his game but perished the thought that he should ever hear her say that. She racked her brain, trying to figure out what she was supposed to do next.

      Almost as if in response to her uncertainty, a new screen popped open in her vision allowing her to see racial options. Each of the races was represented by an image of what she would look like as a member of that race and then followed by various statistical data about the race, their pros and cons, so to speak. She didn’t understand any of it, but she could see the pictures. It became clear that she was to choose one of the races. It was easy for her to eliminate the spiderkin with its glossy skin and alien features as well as the green-skinned orc, the short, bearded dwarf woman, and the scaly winged dragonkin. Some of the races didn’t even warrant looking at; the burly minotaur was horrifying and the thought of choosing to look like that left her hand trembling. Once she eliminated the ones too horrible to consider, she looked at the human, sun elf, and moon elf images. The image of the human appeared to look almost exactly like she did, only when she was twenty-five, not her actual thirty-nine. The thought of being able to go back to looking like that was tantalizing.

      Her eyes also went back to the sun elf. The face had some similarities to her old face back on Earth, but the cheekbones were higher, more regal. The ears were elongated with a pointed tip, and the hair was golden. Not golden blonde, but true gold-colored, lustrous, long and thick beyond anything she had ever seen on earth. The color was more like one of the kid’s cartoons rather than a real woman. She could try life as a blonde, but in the back of her mind, she recalled Dave’s great interest in her dark hair. So she threw out the option of sun elf.

      The last choice was the moon elf. The image of herself as a moon elf was compelling. Raven black hair, the same sparkling green eyes, high cheekbones, and refined beauty, taking what she had been born with and enhancing it. The moon elf was at least four inches taller than her original 5’4”. This moon elf would have been a model back on earth with tan skin, exquisite features, and a perfect blend of height and curves. Before she knew it, she had willed the choice of moon elf. Her body started to form as soon as the choice was made. After being reborn into this new figure, her feet touched upon the ground. It felt as though she was barely standing, more as though she were floating. There was a gracefulness to how she moved that exceeded anything she had ever experienced, even as a dancer and gymnast when she was young.

      Once she had examined the new body, a series of notifications popped up explaining how her old life skills had transferred over to this new world.

      
        
        
        General Skills

        Running: 1, +10% maximum speed and duration, the results of her early morning jogs.

      

        

      
        Swimming: 4, +40% maximum speed and duration, high school swim team.

      

        

      
        Speak Languages: 2- base: Elven, Human, due to her parents’ insistence on her learning their native Spanish.

      

        

      
        Knowledge- First Aid: 8, +80% to related checks, from nursing training.

      

        

      
        Rogue Skills

        Balance: 30, +150%, a benefit of gymnastics.

        Stealth: 5, +25% chance, racial trait of moon elves.

      

        

      
        Melee Skills

        Short Blades: 5, +25% attack rating, +5% damage, racial trait of moon elves.

      

        

      

      Emily read each of the notifications as they popped up and, if she understood correctly, she was getting skills in this new world based upon the skills she had possessed back on Earth. A new screen popped up as soon as she had read the notifications.

      
        
        
        Name: Emily Nelson

        Race: Moon Elf

        Age: 39

        Level: 1

        Movement: 45

      

        

      
        Alignment:

        Factions:

        Guild:

      

        

      
        Stats

        Core Attributes

        Regen Rates:

        STRENGTH: 5

        Health: 70

        1.4/hour

        DEXTERITY: 13

        Mana: 110

        255/hour

        AGILITY: 19

        Stamina: 2.5

        2/hour

        CONSTITUTION: 7

        Fury: 3.5

        .7/hour

        ENDURANCE: 10

        Teamwork: 3.9

        1.3/hour

        INTELLIGENCE: 11

        Bravery: 1.5

        .5/hour

        WISDOM: 18

        Faith: 5.1

        1.7/hour

        CHARISMA: 14

        Base Defense: 5

        LUCK: 0

        Base Attack: 10

      

        

      
        Total XP: 80

        Unspent Stat Points: 2

        Unspent CP: 4

        XP to Next: 100

      

        

      

      After reading the screen, Emily was confused. So many different things to look at and try to understand. What were stats or core attributes? She smiled thinking that Dave or Jackson probably would have laughed at her for not understanding these things, but the humor of that thought only lasted a second before worry began to set in. She had assumed that after she chose her race and got a new body that she would leave this place and be rejoined with her family. The first message had said that everyone with her was going through this same process.

      Not knowing what else to do, Emily started calling out for help. She couldn’t help but be amazed by how her voice sounded. For lack of a better word, it was musical, such that even fear-laden cries for aid still had a lilting tone to them. In response to her cries, she was greeted by another screen.

      
        
        Watcher’s Aid: This will only be given once to each who ask.

        

        You have called for aid, and in consideration of the extreme shock this transition has caused for you, aid will be afforded to you within certain preset limitations.

        

        The best aid which can be provided to you is an automatic allocation of your stat points and character points to best mesh with your racial aspects and prior life experience.

        

        Accordingly, one stat point will be assigned to both Agility and Wisdom. Character points will be assigned to Essence Magic (1), Light armor (1), Dual wield (1), and Double Strike (1).

        

        Know that these skills can only be increased by gaining additional character points. Character points can only be earned through conflict.

        

        In Eloria, life is conflict.

        

        Essence Magic: the most respected and feared of magics. Essence is the life force of all living beings and can be used to perform wonders of healing, and in extreme cases, even resurrection. Yet Essence Magic is open to corruption as what can give life can also take it away. Effect: Determines the highest tier of essence spells available to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 1%/level. 3x 1st tier spells gained.

        

        Minor Healing: Restores 20 health plus 2/level to a single target within 30 feet. Cooldown: 1 minute - 1 sec/level. Mana: 30.

        

        Minor Blessing: You and all allies within ten feet of you are imbued with extra energy of life, granting each 5 bonus health/2 levels and increasing attack and dodge chances by 5% + 1%/level. Duration: 10 minutes. Mana: 50.

        

        Minor Cure Poison: Attempts to remove a poisoned condition from target. Base chance is 50% + 2%/level. May be affected by the potency of the poison. Range: Touch. Cooldown: 1 minute. Mana: 25.

        

      

      Emily read the notice, and while reading, she felt the knowledge of these skills literally upload into her mind. The shock of it was enough to make her eyes go wide. As the awareness of these new skills settled into her, a grin crept across her lips. She was pretty bad-ass.

      She remembered a conversation with Dave years ago when he had first tried to get her to play one of his computer games with him. He had been explaining her options for her character, and she kept frustrating him by insisting that if she was going to play the game, then she wanted to be a ninja. Dave had tried to explain to her that ninja wasn’t an option. Well, looks like in Eloria she could be a ninja, and better yet, a ninja with healing. She was gonna rub that in his face next time she saw him.

      She was thinking of Dave as she started to glow while making the final transfer to Eloria. The last thought to cross her mind before opening her eyes was one of horror. She remembered Dave’s old computer game character, an ogre that had a penchant for picking at his backside every few seconds. Emily just hoped Dave hadn’t picked a race like that because she didn’t want her children to be half monsters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four
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        “The measure of a man is not in the length of his axe handle, the strength of his swing or the sharpness of his edge. The true measure of a man is in his persistence to never stop till the tree is felled.” —A common expression in the logging villages in Northern Albia.

        

      

      The Chenhou Forest, as it was known by the Moon Elves living deep in the heart of the ancient forest, spread over much of the northeast of the continent Talus. It was an old wood, rife with magic and fey creatures, a place where the natural order was a cruel mistress. To the south of these ancient woods, filled with the oldest and most majestic trees upon the entire continent, was the human kingdom of Albia. Compared to the time the elves had been in the Chenhou Forest, the Albian kingdom was a mere babe in swaddling clothes, but it was ever the nature of humans to expand and to never be content.

      It was for this very element of human nature that the moon elf royal family had first started to pull back further into the woods, some fifty years ago. The forest wardens and hunters were brought closer to home, and even the druids restraining influence was lessened. A swath, fully thirty miles in width, was “given back to the land” as the elves thought of it. No longer were the dangerous animals that lived in this area of the woods hunted or their populations thinned out by the wardens. The hunters no longer sought game in this portion of the forest to serve on the tables of the elven royalty. Moreover, the druids directed as many of the hostile animals as could be handled to take up residence in this area of the forest with the result that in no other portion of the lands claimed by the moon elves was there such a dense concentration of monsters and beasts.

      The royal decree accomplished its intent and an entirely new zone of the forest was created. Eloria had a way of responding to the actions of its inhabitants, not quickly but always with a sure, steady hand. The inhabitants of this new zone were not the most fearsome nor were they the most wise, but they were prolific in numbers and breeding. A bulwark was formed against the expansion of humans, who came to call this zone of the forest the Merkwood. For just over forty-five years, no humans other than the occasional adventuring party made their way north of the Seinna River, which flowed south and east from the Halcon Mountains and cut just south of the Merkwood.

      Again, though, as happened all too often, the elves underestimated the internal and external pressures upon the humans to expand, grow, and change. Hordes of orcs warred with dwarves over precious minerals and metals many miles to the west deeper into the Halcon Mountains. This upset the natural order of things, driving many goblin tribes out of the mountains, resulting in many of those tribes forging alliances that led to the creation of a horde capable of causing a real threat to Albia on the northern and western borders. First, it was just raids. Then, skirmishes and eventually true war as the chaff of the goblins were destroyed and the strongest of them rose to a mantle of leadership.

      Caught up in the internal politics of a relatively young, vibrant, and growing kingdom, the three dukes and even King Borstein were purposely oblivious to the calls of danger made by the border barons being attacked by the goblins. For two years, this danger was allowed to grow and Borstein, although not a bad king, did nothing to quash the threat when it could have been put down with little trouble. Instead, he counted on the knights of those same vassals to deal with the goblins just as effectively as they dealt with the bandits that occasionally rose up to harass the trade routes to the dwarves. By the time the danger was great enough that a goblin raiding party was able to break through the lands of the border barons, it was too late. They struck the heartland of the kingdom, well into the Duchy of Tarstadt. One of the old duke’s granddaughters had been out picnicking with friends and few guards in what was supposed to be a completely safe zone when the goblin raiding party was bold enough to strike in broad daylight, with dire results. The guards were killed and the young lady of House Tarstadt along with two of her maids were kidnapped and taken for ransom.

      Finally, this assault upon one helpless member of nobility brought the reaction that all the cries for additional soldiers by the barons had not been able to achieve. The kingdom as a whole, starting with Tarstadt and then the king’s own troops were raised and pushed against the goblins. Their assurances of an easy victory were given too soon. Now for almost three years, a sometimes hot, sometimes cold war waged between the goblin horde with its unknown leader and the Albian forces. Eventually, as is often the case, this war started to boil down to resources. The goblins were dug in deep into their zones along the fringes of the Halcon Mountains and seemed to have far less need or far greater hidden support than the Albian army. Wood for catapults, bows, and even simple cooking fires became in short supply in the west, near the skirmish lines. What small forests there were, were either protected grove zones or were held out at too high a cost by the owners of the land.

      So it was that for the first time in forty-five years the humans on the eastern side of Albia, as far from the frontlines as possible, were pushed to find more sources of lumber. Half a dozen villages sprouted up on the west side of the Seinna River and began to harvest wood from the edges of the Merkwood. These villages were now supplying the majority of the lumber for the war, but their efforts were starting to dry up as the king did not supply enough military protection to the villages, deterring most people from joining them. Those who were attracted were people who had been stifled in the kingdom proper and wanted the opportunities that came with pioneering. Of course, with those opportunities came the dangerous beasts that filled the Merkwood. So far, the loggers had only been able to clear trees within a quarter-mile of the edge of the forest. Any further in and they were overwhelmed. Little did these villagers know the changes that were coming or the strangers who would come on the tide of those changes.

      It was in this area of cleared trees that five figures appeared in a flash of light. Dave was the first to appear, temporarily blinded by the bright noonday sun which was so in contrast to the gray smoky space he had been in while being formed for this realm. As he appeared, he raised his hand to shield his eyes from the glare, even as he blinked, his eyes trying to regain clarity of sight. As he adjusted to the light, he first looked all around him. He saw hanging in the air four vaguely human-shaped floating disks of silver light and another larger disc of the same silver light in a roughly rectangular shape. Not seeing his family around him, Dave started to panic until his mind took in the shapes and realized that each of them was approximately the size of his wife or one of his children. Putting two and two together, he assumed that those discs were portals of some kind bringing his family here just as he had been brought here. He sighed in relief and did a quick mental high five to himself, as it seemed that his plan to make quick choices had indeed resulted in him appearing first.

      Relaxing a bit about his family, he began to look around. Just a short distance away, he saw a thick forest with closely grouped trees, many of which were quite large in size. He quickly estimated that he was less than a hundred feet from the edge of the trees. It appeared that the area he was standing in must have been worked by a lumber harvesting group. All of the brush had been cleared and the larger trees were cleared as well. This left only pine trees under thirty feet in height and most of those were separated by large areas of mostly flat ground and the stumps of many larger trees. Next, he took stock of himself. Without a mirror, it was difficult to fully assess, but his biceps were definitely back to their college glory. As he ran his hand over his stomach, it was flat with no belt creep and instead, a well-defined six-pack. As far as clothing went, it wasn’t his usual suit or even jeans from his weekend wardrobe. Rather, he was clad in what appeared to be fine woolen breeches and a shirt covered with a satin vest and, upon closer inspection, linen underwear, thicker woolen stockings, and what seemed to be reasonable quality leather boots. A leather belt held his breeches up as there were no buttons on the breeches or shirt, although there seemed to be some on his vest. It was hard to place the quality of this clothing in his usual context. They weren’t as well-fitting as his typical tailored suit or as smooth as the many artificial materials from which modern clothing was made. The amateur history buff in him would place the clothing as the type worn by a well-to-do merchant during the Middle Ages on Earth, or at least that is what he thought based upon one summer he had gotten sucked into a medieval reenactment troupe by his brother.

      What bothered him, though, was that based upon his time in what he was starting to think of as the gray loading zone, he had assumed that he would have weapons and armor, not just woolen clothing. If Eloria was truly a world based upon game-like rules, then he expected that sooner rather than later he would have to fight to survive. The gamer in him certainly knew that he wanted to be able to earn XP, if it would give him the option of increasing his level. This train of thought led him back to worrying about his family. A game world where he could level and gain power, sign him up; but a game world where monsters were going to try to kill his wife and children, that would be a hard pass. Then again, he wasn’t exactly given any choice in the matter.

      With that thought lingering in his mind, he was startled as two of the silver light discs popped and both Jackson and Sara appeared simultaneously. Well, at least they looked like his children, sorta. They were both slightly leaner than his memory indicated they should be and both at least an inch or two taller. Their skin was dusky like the deepest most natural tan rather than their fair skin. Their ears were somewhat pointed, like he would expect in elves, and their eyes had a slight almond shape to them while remaining their usual bright blue color. The kids both recognized him because as soon as they saw him, they both ran over to him. Even his normally relaxed son seemed more than a little anxious. Sara upon seeing him cried out, “Daddy,” as she ran over.

      Once they reached him, he engulfed them in a wide-armed hug, pulling them both close as if he would never let them go. All three stood there clinging to one another tightly, clustered together to find a comfortable common ground in this crazy situation. Finally, pushed by his internal cool-meter, Jackson pulled away. At thirteen, any young man needs to prove himself in his father’s eyes, and he was no exception. So as he stepped back, he looked at his father, who was still hugging his little sister, and asked, “So what is going on, Dad?”

      Keeping true to his principle of never sugar-coating things with his kids, Dave replied, “Well, I can only make a guess, but it appears that our car went through some sort of dimensional portal and that we are now only God knows where. According to what I was shown in whatever that place was between home and here, this world is known as Eloria.”

      “Yeah, I got that much, but how is this even possible?”

      Sara chimed in for her part. “The voice in the gray place told me that this is called Eloria. It said that this was going to be my new home and that I would see my family again soon, but I’m scared.”

      Dave took a few minutes to ask the kids what they had experienced since going into the silver portal back home. As they compared notes, he learned that neither of them had been given any choices about race or skills, but they had been instructed by a voice in how to open their character sheets and to check their various stats. Both kids informed him that they were told they were placed into Eloria as level 0 because they had not yet reached the age of majority. Jackson proudly explained that he knew that meant that they weren’t adults yet, but Sara one-upped him when she revealed that the voice had answered several questions for her, including explaining the age of majority. She had learned that in Eloria, it was fifteen years of age and then an individual was considered to be an adult.

      It wasn’t long before their conversation turned toward wondering where Emily and Mira were. In an effort to distract the kids from a question he didn’t want to try to answer, Dave started to discuss the differences in them. He learned that both of the kids were told that they were half-elves, apparently a blend of a human father and a moon elf mother. Dave chuckled to himself when he remembered how stressed he had been about not choosing a race that would negatively affect what race his children were. Looking at them though, he couldn’t say that they looked bad. If anything, they looked better, more refined. Sara’s curly brown hair had always been beautiful to him, but now it hung down her back in perfectly sculpted ringlets. Dave also commented on the difference in their clothing. While his clothing was woolen with a satin vest and leather boots, their outfits were much snugger and seemed to be composed entirely of leather with some sort of fibers woven into them. What was more, the leathers were not plain colored like his undyed clothing but were designed in such a way that the colors seemed to shift between various earthen tones as the children moved. It was actually a bit distracting the way the clothing seemed to move.

      At exactly that moment, another one of the silver discs popped with an audible sound much like a water balloon makes when it breaks on the grass. Stepping out of the larger of the two remaining discs was a goddess, or at least that is how it appeared to Dave. He immediately recognized his wife, as there was enough of her former face in this new incarnation, but it was as if someone had taken his wife and reversed time back to her gorgeous twenties and then airbrushed everything into an almost impossible beauty. It took his breath away, and not just because of her stunning new look but because of the relief he felt at having her there. He had fretted about being in a game world with his family and he still worried after the children, but upon seeing his wife, he knew that there was no one else he would rather have with him on this grand adventure.

      Moving startlingly quick, Emily stepped forward grabbing up both of her children in her arms as her momentum carried her forward into Dave with a sigh. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      Silence followed as the family once again clung to each other until Jackson became self-conscious again and pulled away. Almost immediately, Emily started in with the questions, asking Dave how this could be and what did it mean and how would they get home. Of course, Dave had no better answers for her than he had for the children. Yet this didn’t stop him from trying to explain what his understanding of Eloria was to her. This led into another discussion comparing notes about what had happened in the gray space that Dave was now insisting on calling the loading zone. The children chimed in their observations, but for the most part, allowed their parents to speak. Dave was always proud of how well behaved his children were in public and always conscious of how that was due to Emily’s strict but loving training.

      Now upon seeing this new Emily, Dave could certainly see how the children were a blending of the two of them. He couldn’t stop complimenting Emily on her appearance, which almost got sidetracked by a “didn’t I look good before” question, but in the end, Emily had to admit that she too admired the changes in her husband. She liked the muscled form of the man she had fallen for all those years ago and so couldn’t fault him for liking her younger and more... well, just more appearance. Emily also sported the same body-hugging, eye-shifting leathers, and as they began discussing possible reasons for the differences in attire, they were greeted with another pop.

      Out of the last silver disc stepped Mira. She had always had images of her mother in her but now they were more pronounced, and while Dave had already been worried about having to beat the boys off her with a stick, he knew if they were back home with the exotic look that she had now, there wouldn’t be enough shotguns in the world to keep the boys away. Mira being fifteen didn’t leap into an embrace with her family but nonetheless got a long tight hug from Sara, whose face was buried in Mira’s side as Emily came over to try and embrace her oldest daughter. Mira prevented that by jumping into pretty much the same series of questions that everyone else had been asking and once again, they all seemed to think that Dave should have the answers for what was going on. He supposed that it made some sense because all of them had been told that it was a world based upon rules similar to the games that he would play so regularly on the computer back home.

      Thinking of game rules prompted Dave to ask Emily and Mira about what choices and information they had been given. He learned that Emily had been allowed to make a racial choice where Mira had not, but also learned that both of them were level 1. Emily and Dave discussed the skills that they possessed, and Dave even explained the reasons for some of his choices. It came as a shock to all of the others to learn how Emily had received help from a so-called Watcher in assigning her various points. Emily, of course, pointed out to Dave that she was able to be a ninja and one with healing at that, which simply caused Dave to shake his head with chagrin.

      Oddly, or perhaps not, considering her age and the recent fight with her mother, Mira was especially evasive about answering questions about how she had assigned her stat and character points. Emily was about to push the issue when there was a much larger pop and the rectangular disc gave way to a chest in the middle of the field. It was about six feet long, four feet wide, and four feet high. Sara jumped back toward Emily upon hearing the pop, but as soon as the chest materialized, Jackson called out, “Loot!” David agreed with him and explained the idea of loot drops that appear in most MMO-type games for the three girls who had no experience with such games. It appeared that even with her new almond-shaped eyes, that Mira could still roll her eyes with the best of them at hearing her dad and Jackson talking so enthusiastically about game terms.
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        “Every child wants treasure and every untested babe wants loot, but only an adventurer earns his share; for the bounty goes to the brave, the spoils to the lucky, and it all comes past the jaws of beasts.” —Memoir of Jayfen Tarzen, former Chapter Head of the Theriot Adventurer’s Guild.

        

      

      As Dave walked up to open the chest, Emily asked if it would be safe to do so. A short debate followed but, in the end, Dave’s argument that they needed equipment and that this seemed to be prepared for them won the day. The chest was not locked, and easily sprung open when Dave lifted on the lid, but no loot list or anything like what he was used to in games appeared. Instead, Dave looked down into the box and saw an assortment of items all without any specific tags or descriptions floating above them. Instead, there was a floating screen off to the side of the chest that read:

      

      
        
        Watcher’s Boon:

      

      

      
        
        You are being supplied with basic gear to make your transition easier. In consideration of the fact that you have children with you, some enhanced items will be provided.

        

        You will also be provided with local coin equivalent in value to the value of the vehicle you were traveling in when you were brought here and the money in all accounts you previously controlled adjusted for interest.

        

        This ends the provision that shall be made for you.

        

      

      Looking inside the chest, he found that it was divided into two sides. On one side he found a green cape, an amethyst pendant worked in silver with intricate carvings on the metal, three rings, a flanged mace made of some silvery metal on a stout, ebony-colored wooden handle, and a long dagger at least twelve inches in length complete with a sheath. On the other side, he found five backpacks of varying sizes which seemed to be stuffed with an assortment of supplies, a leather pouch that was filled with coins, dull gray splint mail that was of a size to fit him, a longsword and sheath, as well as half a dozen daggers of assorted sizes.

      At first, he didn’t know why the chest was divided into two different sides with an interior wall separating each set of gear, but then an idea dawned on him. Perhaps one side was magical gear and the other was mundane. Choosing Divination Magic had not been a choice he wanted to make, but it appeared as if it was going to pay off. Dave started to visibly tremble in excitement as he realized he now had a reason to cast his first magic spell.

      Noticing his shaking, Emily asked, “Are you okay,” worried that something inside the chest had affected him.

      With just a slight delay due to excitement, Dave responded, “No, I’m fine. I’m just excited. I’m about to cast my first magic spell. Do you know how epic this is?”

      Emily just shook her head and quietly said, “You are such a child,” but Dave wasn’t gonna allow her disdain to ruin his excitement. Instead, he focused upon the Identify spell that he had learned in the loading zone. As he focused his will, he found that he knew how to cast it. He had an understanding of how to focus the mana within himself as well as the words of power which needed to be spoken. Even the hand gestures were clear in his mind. After taking a second to marvel at how flawlessly this information seemed to have been transferred into his mind, Dave spoke three quick words of power and made the accompanying gesture. He felt a rush as the mana was channeled through him and noticed as the faintest yellowish gold glow appeared around his hand and then around the amulet which was the target of his spell. Then his mind was flooded with new information.

      
        
        Amethyst Ward’s Talisman: neck slot.

        Quality: excellent

        

        Active Effect: Cocoon - creates an amber cocoon around the wearer any time an attack would cause 25% total health damage. Cocoon absorbs 300 HP. Duration: 10 minutes. Cooldown: 12 hours.

        

        Passive Effect: Aura of Armor- +5 to base armor

        

      

      Wow, an excellent quality item for his first find seemed great, but then again Dave realized that he didn’t really know anything about the availability of gear or the various levels and types that existed. Still, as he told his family about what the amulet did, he knew this was just perfect for Sara. It wouldn’t be a guarantee, but it would definitely provide her with more protection and that would put his mind at ease. Emily immediately agreed with his assessment that this should go to the youngest and most vulnerable of their children. Neither Mira nor Jackson complained, but of course, they were disappointed. Who wouldn’t want to be gifted the first magical item that they came across?

      Continuing his experiment, Dave next focused his Identify spell onto the longsword on the other side of the chest. The information gathered was nowhere near as interesting, but it seemed to confirm his basic assumption, that one side of the chest was for magical items and one for mundane.

      

      Steel Long Sword: Quality-Standard.

      Base Dmg: 10. Attack Speed: 6. Weight: 3.0.

      

      Dave knew that eventually he could test each item, but even these two castings had cost him almost a third of his mana. By his math, his mana only regenerated 2.5 points per minute, so it would take over fifteen minutes to regain the mana that he had just expended. This aspect of the spell did not seem so cool. In most games he had played, identifying objects was a basic function with no cost. Well, sometimes there might be a cost for identifying magical properties, but for mundane gear, it was just a move, the mouse and click function. Obviously, Eloria followed more after the model of some older games where identifying was done by scroll or another limited resource. Dave really didn’t want to allow his mana to fall below the 70 mana that would be required to cast Sure Strike twice. He knew that there was a one minute cooldown, but that was still his only offensive spell and with its boost to attack rating—critical chance and critical damage—it should hopefully be quite impressive. More than anything, he knew he needed to be careful not to take the kind of risks he would in a game. This was his new life, and more than that, Emily and the kids were depending on him.

      Since he could only cast Identify one more time before waiting for his mana to build back up, he decided to target the mace. With three quick words and the rush of mana ending up in a soft glow around the mace, he revealed its specifications.

      
        
        Chain Flange Mace

        Quality: High.

        Base Dmg: 8. Attack Speed: 5. Weight: 2.0.

        

        Active Effect: Chain mode - can be activated at will by the wielder. The head of mace extends on a chain, turning the weapon into a morning star. Base Dmg: +3. Attack Speed: 6. Range: +4 feet.

        

        Passive Effect: +20% attack, +4 magical damage.

        

      

      At first, Dave wasn’t sure who this weapon should go to, but when Jackson chimed in, “That’s like my baseball bat, can I have that?” Suddenly, it made sense. Which prompted another question, one which he didn’t really have the bandwidth to consider at this time; just who was this Watcher?

      After Dave explained to Emily about his need to wait a few minutes before casting Identify again, they both dug into the non-magical side of the gear. Dave started by pulling out the armor to see how to put it on while Emily took out the backpacks and set them side by side before starting to look through each in order. Sara eagerly jumped in trying to help her mom while Mira stood back watching. Dave was surprised by how easy it was to put the armor on. He assumed that was because of the character point he put into Heavy Armor. He seemed to intuitively know how to fit each piece whether it be the arm guards, the breastplate, or the greaves. The armor consisted of little rectangular plates of steel attached to an under armor of leather. Besides the essential armor for his torso, arms, and legs, it also included soft leather gloves with a singular steel plate on the back of the hand. Dave wondered if this was more to protect the back of the hand or if it could be used as a weapon when striking an opponent. Finally, he put on the helm which was also a rigid leather-banded helm with steel plates over it. The real question now was how long could he wear this armor. It was not light and seemed to slow him, but not as badly as he had feared, which he again credited to the point put into Heavy Armor.

      During the ten or so minutes it took for Dave to put on the armor, Emily and Sara made good headway into the various backpacks. They discovered two bundles of rations in each pack, blankets, rope, flint, canvas tent equipment, and a small set of tools including a hammer, saw, hand ax, and small shovel. Then, after grinning at the funny image of Dave stretching and trying to learn how to be comfortable moving in the armor, both mother and daughter looked at each other and giggled.

      Hearing that noise, Dave turned to where Emily and Sara were trying to stifle their laughing and said, “What...? Is something wrong? Do I look stupid in this?”

      Emily was able to regain control of herself much faster than eight-year-old Sara and responded with a quick, “Nothing’s wrong honey.”

      “Well, then what are you two giggle boxes going on about over there?” came back in an accusatory tone.

      Sara chimed in, “Daddy, you look so silly in that.” Which didn’t really help at all.

      Emily knew she needed to get this under control before Dave was hurt by all of this. For all of his manly, rough exterior, she knew that her husband’s heart was soft and that he was especially self-conscious of what she and the kids thought about him. It just took some work to get past his logical mind at times. “Honey, it’s just that none of us are used to seeing you in anything like that, but don’t worry. I’m certainly not used to wearing anything like this.” As she spoke, she ran her hands through the air, motioning toward the form-fitting leathers that she was wearing.

      Dave grinned at that, all self-consciousness lost as his eyes admired Emily’s figure and the way the leathers covered everything but still showed off her form. “Yeah, but if I’d known how good you looked in leather, I would have bought you some back home.”

      Now it was Emily’s turn to turn red, or at least the equivalent of red-faced with her dusky moon elf skin. She mouthed back a silent, “Not in front of the children,” but of course that was like waving a red flag in front of a bull.

      Just as Dave with a silly grin plastered to his face started to respond, Mira cut in with a tone dripping in a level of sarcasm that only a teen can muster, “Oh yeah, guys, you are both the height of fashion now. I’m sure we don’t have anything to worry about here in this completely new world. You can both just be models.”

      Both parents shook their heads, but rather than barking back at Mira, they understood that she, and the entire family for that matter, was under a huge amount of stress right now. All joking between Dave and Emily aside, they knew this was a bad situation. This led to them asking Mira to take Sara and start looking at what sort of food was in the ration bundles while they grabbed the pouch of coins and went a few feet away, ostensibly to count the coins, but in reality, to talk more about the situation they found themselves in. Mira was initially going to fire off another sarcastic remark, but apparently even a teenager can sometimes understand the seriousness of a situation.

      “Dave, I’m scared. I have no idea why this is happening to us or how we are supposed to manage,” said Emily once they were far enough away from the kids for their quiet conversation to be private. Dave positioned himself so that while talking to Emily, he could still see the kids. Jackson was practicing swing his new mace and the girls were going through the ration packs. Seeing the very real worry on his wife’s face and the undisguisable fear in her voice made Dave want to do nothing more than protect her. He tried to assure her that they would somehow manage to come through this. He told her that they were Nelsons and that they could handle anything if they stuck together, but seeing that his words were not having any effect, he stepped closer and wrapped her in an embrace.

      As he held her, Emily began to cry on his shoulder. At first, her tears were quiet and barely noticeable, but then he began to feel her shudder as the waves of emotion rushed through her. This was like when her father had died. There was nothing he could do or say to make it right. In fact, it wasn’t about making it right. It couldn’t be right, not when you suffer a loss like that. He had learned back then that the best thing he could do for his wife was to just be there for her, to be present in all of the turmoil. He didn’t need to try to fix her or fix it or minimize her feelings. He needed to be a safe place for her, a sounding board for her emotions, and a rock in her storm. When he had finally stopped trying to get her to let go of her grief and had accepted her with her grief and all, it had led to an entirely new level of intimacy between them. For more than a year, they had been close and had recaptured some of the original spark, better able to share of themselves with each other.

      That had been four years ago, and somehow they had fallen away from that intimacy. Standing there, holding his crying wife, Dave couldn’t for the life of him understand how they had ever lost that closeness. It had been so life-affirming, but they had. There was no doubt about it. They had grown apart again, as though they could only be close in the aftermath of a tragedy. As they grew apart, Emily had thrown herself into the church and charity work. Dave wasn’t opposed to any of that, he had grown up in the church and while not as connected to it as Emily, whose father had been a pastor, he still considered himself to be a religious man. Yet he had been drawn more and more into his online gaming and work and there had been that growing gap between them.

      Here they were in the midst of another tragedy, arguably the greatest tragedy. They had lost their lives, their world, their very bodies, and yet somehow, they were alive and together. A renewed determination filled Dave, and he began to speak softly into Emily’s ear as her crying started to slow down. “This is a game world. It will follow certain rules, and I know those rules as well as anyone. I’m not saying we don’t have to be careful or even that we shouldn’t worry. In fact, we probably need to find a way to help the kids mourn the loss of our old lives, but…”

      Emily loved feeling Dave’s arms wrapped around her and allowed her walls down if only for a moment. It was good to not have to be strong, not be the wife, mother, nurse, housekeeper, launder, landscaper, chauffeur, fundraiser, tutor, chef, personal shopper, and all of the other hats that she had to wear in any given week. It was good for just a moment, to be vulnerable and to let her feelings out, to let someone take care of her rather than being the one who takes care of everyone else. As her tears came more and more freely, she relaxed little by little. Dave wasn’t pushing her away or telling her to get it together; he was seeing her. He was giving her the moment that she needed and acting as her shelter. Slowly over ten minutes, she cried out her feelings of hopelessness, fear, and confusion. This didn’t mean that she was okay with what was happening to them, but rather that she was gearing up to face it head-on. Dave must have recognized the transition in her mind because, at that moment, he chose to start speaking to her, encouraging words, no lies, just words that showed her he was gonna be here with her and that she could depend upon him. She started to nuzzle up closer to him, wanting to be told how everything was going to be okay, but then the moment was shattered…

      Across the broken field of tree stumps and much closer to the forbidding tree line, they heard a cry for help. Both Dave and Emily jerked their heads up at the exact same moment, hearing the voice of their son crying out for help. Neither had even noticed him walking toward the trees, as they had been so caught up in their shared moment. As they looked up, they saw Jackson’s back to them as he faced forward only a few feet from the edge of the tree line. He clearly was scared and looking at something in the tree line, although neither of them could see what that thing was.

      After that brief moment of hesitation as they adjusted to the situation, both of them sprang into action. Dave started to run toward Jackson while Emily reached into the chest and drew out the long dagger on the side that supposedly contained the magical items. Her eye had been drawn to it earlier, and part of her had assumed that had something to do with her racial bonus of +5 to short blades, whatever that meant. Right now, all she knew was that her baby was scared, and she was gonna kill whatever was doing it. Drawing the dagger out of the sheath with the fury of a protective mother bear, Emily also started to race toward Jackson, quickly glancing at Mira and saying, “Stay back and watch your sister.”

      Despite delaying to pick up the dagger, Emily found herself passing Dave within seconds. She was so light on her feet and running seemed effortless. She didn’t know if it was this new moon elf body or the adrenaline she knew had to be surging in her veins, but she had almost crossed the entire hundred feet in less than four seconds, and she could hear Dave’s armor shaking with a metallic ring behind her. When she was halfway there, she saw a creature emerging from the woods. Well, saw was wrong because she noticed an outline of its heat before it even broke the tree line, and then as it did burst into the light, she saw it even more clearly. It sorta looked like a big pig, but it was ugly and had long tusks protruding from its mouth. Even more importantly, it was charging directly at her baby boy. This sight pushed her forward even harder, but she knew it would reach her son before she could intervene.

      Dave ran forward as hard as he had ever run. He felt the encumbrance of the armor and knew it slowed him down, but he couldn’t be bothered by that at this moment. He didn’t yet see what the danger was to his son, but he could recognize genuine fear when he heard it in his son’s voice. There was no time to be weak, no time to complain about Heavy Armor, this is what a father did. By the time he had crossed half the distance, Emily streaked by him with the sort of grace one would expect from a ballerina but at a full-tilt run and making it look easy. In that same instant, he saw a locomotive of destruction break out of the brush, headed directly for Jackson. It was clearly a boar of some kind but not like any that he had ever seen in person. This boar was right out of a video game for sure. It stood about three feet high at the shoulder and was propelled forward on what seemed to be rather stubby legs, but its body looked like that of a tank. From the back of its head down along the top of its back, it had a thick red mane that stood up on end almost like a short mohawk, and not a red like a ginger’s hair, but red like a fire engine. Its two lower tusks protruded at least six inches out of its mouth and had a slight curve to them.

      In the fractions of a second that it took Dave to recognize all this about the beast bearing down on his son, it closed the distance. Jackson, bravely or foolishly depending upon which of his parents you asked, stood his ground and swung the mace like a baseball bat, aiming it for the boar’s head but instead catching it on the shoulder. The impact was heavy, but his young arms simply didn’t pack the kind of force that would be necessary to derail this boar. An instant after the mace blow landed, the boar’s full weight was driven into Jackson along with a tusk that pierced deeply into his left leg. The force of his mace blow, while not stopping the boar’s charge, undoubtedly kept that same charge from snapping his leg like a toothpick. Jackson cried out, this time his voice reaching a higher octave as pain unlike any he had known in his young life surged through him, and his body was flung forward at a forty-five-degree angle for over five feet, causing him to land flat on his back.

      As Jackson’s back hit the ground, Emily surged past him, vision red with rage, and she did a roll on instinct, seeking to come up under the boar with her blade. The razor-sharp magical blade slid easily through the tough hide of the boar, but her aim had been a bit off and instead of coming up into its throat, it buried into the joint of its right shoulder. Emily saw a notice: Critical Hit, flash across the corner of her vision but didn’t know what that meant and didn’t give it a moment's thought. She immediately tried to pull the dagger back but the boar’s momentum and the placement of the blade in the shoulder joint tore it out of her hand.

      Dave watched in horror as the boar gored Jackson, and then hope swelled within him as he saw Emily’s bold attack. While closing the final feet and watching the dagger pulled beyond Emily’s grasp, Dave cast the second of his spells, Assess Enemy. The magic surged, just slightly different from the Identify spell and much faster with less drain upon his mana. The boar took on a red aura in his sight, telling that it was a deadly threat. If he had had the time, he probably would have laughed. Boars were the easy targets for noobs in many games, but then again, he was a noob in Eloria. His spell also revealed that the oversized porkchop had 250 health but had taken (42) points of damage. Its level was shown to be 8, and in the back of his mind, Dave thought, “We are so dead, two level 1s against a level 8 monster.”

      Just as the boar tried to turn toward Emily, Dave was upon it. Casting his third spell, Sure Strike, with one hand even as he pulled back his blade for a slashing attack. He felt the greater amount of mana surge out of him, but combat slowed down for a split second and an obvious target presented itself to him. He knew that thrusting was a surer way to kill the boar, but it also carried with it the danger of his weapon being stuck in the boar and pulled away from him as Emily’s had been. He couldn’t risk that, but his spell revealed the best place to slash against the boar’s neck. The strike didn’t land for a critical hit as he had been hoping, but it still slashed a three-inch gash deep into the side of the boar’s neck. The boar tried to turn to face him, but Emily’s blade stuck in his shoulder seemed to be slowing its turning considerably.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Dave saw that Emily had already raced over to the prone body of their son and was undoubtedly trying to do a nursing assessment to figure out how best to help him. He didn’t think she would see this situation in game terms and remembering what she had said about her abilities, he yelled at her, “Heal him.” Seeing that she didn’t understand what he meant he added, “Use your healing spell.”

      That moment of distraction cost him dearly though as even slowed the pig was able to turn and slash at his leg with its curled tusk. The metal plates and leather base of his greave tried to resist the harden ivory tusk of the boar driven by its massive weight and lost. Dave grunted in pain as he felt a shallow gash into the meat of his right thigh. His armor didn’t stop the blow entirely, but it had certainly saved him from a broken leg or worse just as Jackson’s earlier mace blow had saved him. Turning his entire focus upon his porky foe, Dave slashed again with the longsword. Scoring another shallow blow for a mere 8 points of damage, Dave felt disheartened. He could do the math. The boar could hit much harder than he could and already had more health than its human opponent. In a war of attrition by sword and tusk slashes, it was Dave who would come out on the losing side every time. He had to figure out a way to change the way this battle was going.

      After thrusting her dagger into the boar’s shoulder, a strangely satisfying sensation Emily thought, she rolled with a grace born of her new body and sprung up to her feet as she rushed toward Jackson. Her son lay there on the ground only a few feet away, writhing in agony with blood pulsing out of his leg far faster than was healthy. The nurse in her drew a number of conclusions immediately, first was that thankfully, it appeared that the boar’s tusk has not severed the femoral artery otherwise the blood would be spurting out and there would be next to nothing that she could do for Jackson. The second assessment was that it was likely that significant damage had been done and maybe the artery had been nicked just slightly because the flow of blood was too great for a simple stab wound. Jackson’s cries of pain threatened to push Emily into a paralyzed state of panic for her son, but just as moments ago she had gone full momma bear on her son’s attacker, she now was able to hold the panic at bay if only barely by going into full out trauma nurse mode. The ER had never been her thing, but she was grateful for the time she had spent covering there when they had nursing shortages. She had to think of this as just another stab wound, and she had to handle it clinically. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by the pleas of her son for his mother to save him.

      Dropping to her knees next to Jackson, she immediately identified the wound in his thigh. The boar’s tusk had torn open his body-fitting leathers and had gone straight into the meaty portion of his thigh through the quadriceps muscles. She immediately applied pressure, while racking her brain for how to stop the bleeding. If only she was in the ER back home, she would have had access to all the equipment she needed, but here… She tried to think of how she could use the supplies they had in the backpacks, but none of it seemed appropriate for closing this wound. Then, she heard Dave yelling something to her.

      “Heal him!” She didn’t have time for Dave or anyone else stating the obvious. What did he think she was trying to do?

      Then an instant later the rest of what Dave had yelled sunk in. “Use your healing spell.” She didn’t know what to think about magic or this world in general, but she couldn't deny that Dave had been able to use magic and that Watcher whoever, or whatever that was, had indicated that she had magic, specifically healing magic. Oh well, time for a leap of faith. Not much else I can do.

      With that, Emily looked into her heart, tried to focus on her healing spell: Minor Healing and with a cry of desperation called out, “God, whatever you ask of me, I will do. Just save my son.” In that instant, it was as if time stood still. Emily turned her head left to see Dave and the boar both seemingly frozen mid-action. Looking over toward the loot chest, she saw Mira holding Sara with her face buried against her older sister’s chest, both seemingly frozen like statues.

      As quickly as she recognized this, she heard a voice speaking to her as if speaking into her very soul and spirit. It wasn’t loud, but it was insistent and full of power. “Is your oath freely given?”

      She paused, unsure what exactly the voice meant, and in the same breath, her confusion cleared, and she understood she was being asked if her promise to do whatever was asked of her if her son was saved was genuine. Wait, was God actually speaking to her? Was this something out of the Sunday School lessons she taught or was her mind finally cracking under the strain of what had just happened? Having nothing to lose, she called out to the sky, “Yes!”

      In that moment, she felt as if every inch of her was on fire, she would have cried out in pain, but her body was frozen by the intensity of it. It was as though she was being scoured from top to bottom, but just as suddenly as it had started, it stopped, and she was left with a feeling of calm.

      
        
        “You have chosen to serve and called upon the Creator as you know Him. In Eloria, the Creator takes three aspects: Mishpat, Lord of Justice; Shanelle, Mother of Redemption; and Karbanot, the Living Sacrifice. Which aspect do you choose to follow?”

        

      

      Stunned, Emily wasn’t sure how to respond. Three gods? Or was that Gods? This didn’t mesh with her expectations at all. To be honest, dying and waking up in Eloria with a new body, heck, a new race, had pretty much pushed her beyond all her Sunday School lessons. So, what did she have to lose? She was like a blind woman choosing colors, and so she chose the aspect which she felt best fit her with the limited bit that she understood. “I choose the Mother of Redemption.”

      The god or angel or whatever was making that voice must have understood her uncertainty. “Are you certain, daughter?”

      There was nothing for it but to answer with a meek, “Yes.”

      
        
        “You have been weighed. You have much to learn daughter, but your service is accepted. Walk forth as My servant, Daughter of Redemption. Redeem the lost, heal the sick, serve all people.”

        

      

      With that simple proclamation, a column of light shot down from impossibly high above, beyond the sight of mortal eyes and bathed her in a halo of light. The light was bright enough to be seen from miles away and felt even further away by others. No matter how bright, the light eventually faded but it left behind changes in Emily. All of the aura around her condensed down into the shape of a star with a tail in the palm of her right hand. This tattoo or marking was silver in color and felt just the slightest bit funny. Emily also got a notification:

      
        
        Hidden Quest Found: Class Determination - you have found and met the qualifications to receive a class. In Eloria, classes are not easily earned, all have significant benefits and equally weighty requirements. Each class has seven ranks known as tiers.

        

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        XP gained: 1000

        Ding!

        Levels gained: 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

      

      

      
        
        Stat points gained: 12. Character points gained: 50.

        

        Class Obtained: Daughter of Redemption- Tier 1. (Rare)

        

        Class Benefits: +50% to base and level effects for all healing, curing, restoration, and blessing spells of the essence magic school. +20% to Wisdom and Charisma. Access to all temples of Shanelle with tier appropriate income and resources. Others: unknown.

        

        Class Restrictions: Tell no lie. Never turn your back on those whom you could have rendered aid. Kill no being with a spirit if at all possible. Obey all Sons and Daughters of Redemption of a higher tier. Others: unknown.

        

        Class Purpose: Redeem lost spirits, both those living and undead.

        Class Advancement Requirements: unknown.

        Life is conflict and redemption is a core conflict waged within the souls of men.

        

      

      Just as soon as she had finished reading the notification, time seemed to spring back into play, and the sounds of conflict and the crying of her son once again assailed her. She was more confident that this magic thing would work now. As far as this whole class thing or aspects of the Creator thing, she wasn’t as sure. None of it fit into her understanding of how things worked.

      Still, philosophy and theology could wait for another time, and she placed her hand over the ragged tear in Jackson’s thigh. She spoke clearly the words of magic that had been loaded into her mind and groaned as she felt the rush of mana leaving her center and pouring into her hand as a pleasant warmth spread from her hand into Jackson’s wound. Before her very eyes, she watched the flesh under her hand knit itself back together as it was suffused in golden light and heat. Jackson’s cries of pain stopped almost immediately. After two seconds, Emily pulled her hand back to better inspect the condition of Jackson’s leg. The leathers were still torn and there was still blood everywhere, but look as hard as she could, she couldn’t find so much as a scratch. No scarring, no stitches, not even any discoloration or bruising of his skin was present. As far as Emily could tell, his leg was completely healed.

      “How do you feel, Jackson?” A motherly tone of worry crept into her voice, concerned about internal injuries she couldn’t detect.

      As an answer, Jackson stood up and jumped high into the air before landing on his formerly wounded leg without any sign of a grimace. “It feels great, Mom. Whatever you did completely fixed it.” Then a grim look came over Jackson’s face, and once again Emily feared something was wrong before she saw that his eyes weren’t looking at her, but past her to where Dave was fighting the boar.

      Crap, how had she forgotten about Dave? She spun around with her newfound agility, fearing the worst as she looked to see how Dave was faring. It looked like he had been giving as good as he was getting as the boar was covered in a number of slowly bleeding wounds, but no matter how good he had been doing, it appeared that he was now in trouble. The boar had apparently knocked him to the ground, and Dave appeared to be desperately trying to fend it off with stabs of his sword.

      “We have to help Dad.” Jackson started to walk toward his father, bending over to pick up his mace off the ground where it had fallen next to a large tree stump.

      “You have to go over to your sisters. Help Mira protect Sara. I will help your father.” Emily spoke with more confidence than she felt, but Jackson heard the parental authority in her voice all the same, and no matter how much he wanted to help his dad, the giant boar terrified him. So with reluctance, he obeyed his mother and started to trot over to where his sisters huddled by the loot chest.

      Emily saw that Dave’s armor appeared to have held up better than Jackson’s leathers against the boar’s wicked tusks. Still, she could see that he was bruised and battered and obviously in a bad condition. She had no weapon, her dagger still stuck in the boar’s shoulder. So she did the only thing that she could think of; she raised her hand and reached out toward Dave and cast first Minor Healing and then Minor Blessing aimed at him. She only hoped this would give him the strength to prevail. She knew that Dave might be ready to give up his life for his family, but she wasn’t ready for him to do so. As the mana surged out of her in one golden glow after another, she felt drained and received a notification that her mana had hit zero.

      Dave had been dancing back and forth as well as he could, thankful for the dagger in its shoulder that was so badly slowing the boar. After his first Sure Strike guided blow, his sword blows seemed to be more and more ineffectual. The boar’s hide was incredibly tough and while his sword made cuts, they were shallow and didn’t seem to inflict much health damage on the snorting fiend. The boar was still sitting at over half health (131). He was trying to position himself for an attack to the uninjured shoulder when he saw a burst of light out of the corner of his eyes and looked over to see Emily kneeling over Jackson with glowing light on her hands right over his injured leg. The momentary distraction was all that was required for the boar to close the distance with Dave and hit his legs. Even though the splint mail held, Dave’s legs were seriously bruised, and he felt he might have torn something in his knee. The boar attempted to press his advantage and was only held back by an awkward thrust from Dave’s sword as he fell. In moments like this, while time doesn’t actually stand still, the mind races along flashing all sorts of images and thoughts. Dave only hoped that Emily had been able to heal Jackson and that she and the kids could escape. Now that he was knocked flat, he didn’t see how he would be able to win this. His only advantage so far had been the reduction in mobility that Emily’s dagger was causing and now sitting on his backside he had lost even that. He was covered in bruises and felt that he might have cracked some ribs, but what was bothering him the most was the sharp pain in his left knee. He could only hope that he would still be able to delay the boar long enough for his family to escape. A stray thought slipped through his litany of self-sacrifice as he lamented that he was finally living the dream he and friends had talked about since high school of being sucked into a game world, and it was all gonna end for him with his first monster.

      As these morbid thoughts competed for his attention with the four hundred pounds of red-eyed boar looming over him intent on his death, he suddenly felt a surge of energy and noticed a faint golden glow around his body. Instantly he felt his strength restored, his bruises healed, his cracked ribs seemed to pop back, and even the pain in his knee went to a dull ache. This gave him the strength to thrust out at the face of the boar with his sword, buying himself enough time to roll sideways and then get to his feet. As he got to his feet, he felt another spell land on him and he got a notice that he had received the buff: Minor Blessing, granting him 7 bonus health points and +9% to atk and dodge chances. That dodge chance seemed to come into play almost immediately as the boar charged at him, closing the little space he had been able to put between it and himself. He found he was able to sidestep more easily and even lash out with his sword, scoring a weak hit.

      Dave realized that the healing and even the buff had only bought him some reprieve. He needed to change the way this battle was going, and he thought he might have an idea about how to do that. He realized that his Unarmed Combat score was much higher than his skill with the longsword. So, he prepared to take a gamble and wove back and forth with the boar until he had positioned himself on the side of its wounded shoulder. Dave had begun to realize that while it made him more comfortable to step back and create space between himself and the boar, that was actually playing to the boar’s strengths. Every time he created more than two or three feet of space between them, he allowed the boar to charge and utilize its superior strength and weight against him. That was what had resulted in him being flat on his tail on the ground and nearly dead but for the healing from Emily. This time, as he slashed with his sword and sidestepped backward, he did so with a purpose. Instead of coming to a stop four or five feet away from the boar and awaiting its charge, he allowed his momentum to turn into a spin and as the boar charged forward, he launched his foot in a spinning kick into the dagger stuck in the boar’s shoulder. The combination of the kick and the boar’s forward motion forced the magically enhanced blade so deeply into the shoulder that even the hilt was buried. He was rewarded with a message of a critical hit (54) and a burst of blood shooting out of the boar’s mouth. Hopefully, he had punctured a lung with that move, and he chuckled about all the years that his karate friends had ridiculed him about his taekwondo spinning kicks. He’d love to see their faces now.

      Not wanting to waste this opportunity, Dave immediately stepped to the boar’s other side. He took a wild tusk slash against his greaves and cast Sure Strike with one hand while slashing at the side of the boar’s neck. The magic took hold and Dave immediately saw the best way to strike. The slash he had attempted many times before finally landed as he had intended in a critical strike (45). Now at barely over 10% health, the boar’s fury was overcome by its self-preservation urge and it began trying to move away, but it was clearly struggling to breathe and was clearly bleeding significantly both from the dagger buried in its shoulder and the wide slash in its neck. As it turned, it looked less like a fiendish beast and more like a hurt animal, but Dave couldn’t afford any mercy. Even if he wasn’t eager to get the XP from killing his first monster, he couldn’t let it get away with Emily’s dagger. Now, however, in its weakened condition, it was a simple matter for Dave to slash at a back leg, forcing the grievously wounded beast to the ground and allowing a final coup de grace.

      After ending the boar, Dave’s shoulders slumped. Fatigue and the reality of his first-ever life-and-death battle sunk in, but then a new feeling hit him. Like a rush of adrenaline but so much more. His body tingled, and he felt indestructible for just a moment as this new energy rushed through him. A welcome notice popped up before his eyes.

      
        
        You have defeated: Small Alpha Boar Level 8. XP: 48 x .8 (numerical penalty) /3 = 12.8 x 2 (killing blow bonus) = 25.6 x racial bonus 50% -Net gain =38 (all XP gains rounded down to the nearest whole number)

        

        You have 1 new character point available.
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        “Survival may not be the same as a good life, but it is a prerequisite.” —Found etched into the walls of an Orcish mine by an unknown slave

        

      

      38 XP? What the heck? He almost died, and he only got 38 XP. That was the thought going through Dave’s mind as Emily came running to him, followed by his children. Even Mira ran forward once the boar fell, demonstrating her concern for her father. Emily reached him first, though, and noticed the stunned look on his face. She immediately began looking him over for any injuries he might have to explain his slack-jawed expression. She asked if he was okay but only heard him mumbling something about 38 XP. Seeing as he clearly wasn’t hurt, Emily grabbed him and hugged him close. She was still hugging him as the rest of the family reached them and joined in that family hug. Deep fear broke through Mira’s normal aloofness as she joined in, and soon Emily and all of the kids were shedding tears.

      Life in a small midwestern town did not prepare any of them for life-and-death struggles. While the battle with the boar likely lasted less than two minutes in total, it felt like hours had passed and they all felt that strain settle into their bodies as the rush of adrenaline started to fade. Dave continued to hold his family until he decided he wanted to see Jackson’s leg. He stepped back from the family. “Let me see that leg, Jack. How do you feel?”

      “It feels perfect, Dad. Whatever Mom did to it worked like magic.”

      The family laughed as Dave replied, “Well, it actually was magic, I think.” His comment wasn’t actually all that funny, but the shared stress made it funnier than it otherwise would have been.

      The laughter was a bit cathartic, each of them laughing longer and louder than otherwise would have been appropriate. As they all calmed down, Jackson asked his dad, “So did anyone else get any XP?”

      “What’s XP?” questioned a still-laughing Sara.

      “It’s experience points. Geez, everybody knows that, small fry.” There it was. As if they hadn’t just fought for their lives? As if they hadn’t been disintegrated and transported to a completely alien world. Not even such traumas could completely erase the dynamics of older brother and little sister.

      “Don’t talk to your sister like that,” both Dave and Emily reflexively snapped.

      Meanwhile, Mira just laughed, “Only computer nerds who have never been on a date know about stuff like that.”

      “Please don’t add on, Mira,” her mother said. “We need to not fight and try to figure all of this out.”

      Dave agreed, supporting his wife and asking the kids to be quiet so that he could explain what was going on. “In most RPG games, the players gain experience points for killing monsters or completing quests. The message we all got was that Eloria follows game-like rules. So, I don’t know if there are quests here, but it seems that we can gain experience points from killing monsters. ‘XP’ is a common abbreviation for experience points.” Dave went on to explain that he had gotten 38 XP and exactly what he knew about the formula that had been listed in his notification. He also discussed that he had gained another character point.

      Jackson said, “Wait, you got 38 XP? I only got 1 XP and some sorta message that level 0s only get 1/10th normal XP.”

      For her part, Emily added that she had gotten 12 XP from the fight while both the girls said they hadn’t received any notifications from XP. They all discussed why that was and came up with a couple different theories. Either, the girls were too far away from the fighting to gain any XP or perhaps only people who had actually participated in killing the boar were awarded XP. Dave thought that the latter theory was more likely as it matched with what they had been told about Eloria. Life is conflict.

      As the conversation about the notices they received died off, Dave asked the kids to all stay together and go try to see if there was any water in the backpacks. “Mira, if you find any water, please use some of it to help Jackson. Try to wash the blood off of his leg, but don’t use too much because we don’t know when or where we will get more water.”

      Mira started to complain but then quickly caught herself. She was scared out of her mind but was close enough with her parents that, despite her usual sarcasm, even she realized that now was not the time for being argumentative. Mira took Sara by the hand with a quick, “Okay, Dad.” Then the three kids started to walk toward the backpacks. Emily started to follow them, but Dave placed his hand upon her forearm and gently restrained her. As she turned toward him, their eyes met. There was a look that passed between them, the sort of look that can only happen with two people who know each other at a very deep level. Dave asked her to walk back slowly with him so that they could talk about what they needed to do.

      Emily fell in alongside Dave and they walked arm in arm slowly back to where the kids were digging through the backpacks. They discussed all of the concerns they each had and all the while, Dave kept making quick furtive glances back at the tree line but didn’t say anything about that. Emily noticed each look back over his shoulder but didn’t mention it, knowing that Dave was worried and finding his trying to be protective strangely attractive.

      The first issue that they had to discuss was what they were going to do about shelter. The terrain didn’t give them much hope. Around them was the clearly logged area of the woods, and the few small pine trees that remained wouldn’t provide any shelter as they were not even large enough or of a type that would allow the stranded family to climb into a tree. Certainly, the trees in the dark, thick forested area would probably have many areas to seek shelter in, but they both agreed that going into the forest where that boar had come out of would be a last resort. To the west, or what they assumed was the west based upon the movement of the sun overhead—if the sun even moved east to west in Eloria—there was what appeared to be a large river. This didn’t give them many options, and both agreed that they needed to find a safe place for their kids to sleep and that based upon the movement of the sun, they probably only had a few hours before dark. They didn’t discuss that the assumptions they were making that night were more dangerous than daytime, but they can certainly be excused for working with the information they had available to them.

      As they got closer to where the children were, both seemed to simultaneously stop so that they could maintain at least thirty feet and hold their quiet discussion in a limited degree of privacy. Numerous subjects came up and were discussed briefly, such as the need to identify the remaining magical items, to determine what food and water supplies they had, if they had changes of clothing, and many other things like that. Dave was silently glad that Emily was with him, as he wouldn’t have even considered thinking about things like extra clothes at this stage. Heck, he probably wouldn’t have thought about it until his clothing was smelling rank.

      The issue that caused their first real disagreement was when Dave expressed that after shelter and supplies, the next most important issue was finding ways to get XP. Dave couldn’t understand why Emily didn’t understand that they needed to get stronger so that they could protect the kids, and Emily didn’t understand why Dave would consider actually seeking out things to fight. Both meant the best but saw it from a completely different perspective.

      Finally, in worried exasperation, Emily blurted out, “If you need to get more XP, you just need to get some quests. Quests seem to give a lot more XP than fighting that monster did.”

      Dave was caught off guard by her comment. Truth be told, he had only been half-listening to what she was saying as he was trying to figure out the best way to explore and see if there were easier monsters to fight. “Wait, what do you mean, quests give more XP?”

      “Well, I was gonna tell you all about it, but there just hasn’t been a chance yet.” Then she launched into a recounting of her Class Determination quest. She was frequently interrupted by Dave, who was standing there, mouth agape, as he heard her describe the voice that had spoken to her, her decisions, and finally the notification that she got.

      “I don’t even have a spot for class on my character sheet. I wondered about that, but now you are telling me that classes do exist, but they are only granted under special unknown circumstances.” Dave tried to not sound like he was whining, but when he heard that Emily received 1000 XP for the quest it was all he could do to not say, “That’s not fair,” and when he heard that she had gained 12 stat points and 50 character points, he about had a stroke.

      Despite trying to hide his reactions from his wife, he was an open book to her. She asked him if this was a problem, with just a hint of smugness in her tone, but seeing the pained look on his face, she relented. “So, since whoever the Watcher is seemingly isn’t going to help me figure out what to do with these points, can you help me?”

      Her question completely diffused Dave’s tension and his inner gamer combined with his strong desire to solve all of his wife’s problems made him forget about any jealousy, at least for the moment. He launched into a set of questions about her stats and skills and what options she had. They learned that both of them seemed to have basically the same options for assigning points and that her character sheet only differed from his in that it included a spot to designate her class. Dave tried to get to the bottom of how she wanted to develop her stats and skills, thinking about it much as he would have thought about developing a character in a game. In contrast, Emily’s answers and questions back were much more centered in the here and now and thinking about what would help them to better protect the kids. This helped rein Dave in some and bring him back to thinking of this as what it was, a real-world situation that just happened to follow game rules rather than a game that carried no real consequences.

      They weighed out the benefits of assigning points to different stats but ultimately decided to play completely to Emily’s strengths at this time and to focus on Agility and Wisdom because of the racial and class bonuses she had. Dave convinced her that she would need to add at least a couple of points to Constitution to increase her durability. As Emily applied the stat points, it became clear that her racial modifiers continued to be applied. The two points that she added to Constitution only increased her actual Constitution by one point because of the negative 20% penalty. That sucked, but the upside was that the five points that she put into Wisdom increased her total score from 18 the last time she had checked her screen to 28 now. She was thrilled with the difference that the 30% racial and 20% class bonuses added. When she had increased her Constitution, she had only felt the slightest tingling in her body, a nominal increase in health level, but when she increased her Wisdom, she felt as though her mind expanded. Her understanding of the knowledge she had increased, and her ability to think of creative applications leaped forward. She also felt a deepen emotional connection to her family as well as an understanding of their feelings and motivations. Simply put, things just made more sense. The points added to her Agility were equally thrilling. She had thought that when she first got this new body that she had the graceful fluidity of an Olympic gymnast or dancer. Now as her agility shot up from 19 to 26, she felt practically superhuman. She felt capable of moving like fictional female superheroes from movies and couldn’t hold herself back from jumping into the air and doing a series of flips before coming to a landing as light as a cat.

      Dave grinned at her as she put on her little display, and she flourished a bow when she heard Sara clapping, “Yeah, Mommy.”

      “I take it that you are starting to like at least one thing about this body. Or maybe I should just say, ‘I think she likes it, Mikey.’”

      Emily smiled but then it turned a bit sour, “If I could wake up from this bad dream and find out that we are all having dinner with Nana Gonzalez, I’d be happy, but if we are stuck here, then I might as well find joy in the little things.” She paused and continued with a sigh. “Besides, we have to put on a good show for the kids. They must be scared senseless. Sara probably doesn’t fully understand what is going on. Jackson is putting on a brave face, but being injured like that shook him to his core, and Mira… well, Mira is so in shock that she is barely saying anything, and when was the last time that happened?”

      “Well, the stat points seem to be paying off from what I can tell. So the best way that you can help the kids is by being able to protect them and help us all survive here.”

      Emily noted a reticence in Dave’s words but trusted in her knew found perceptiveness. “Dave, I know it must be hard for you that I got all of these extra stats and stuff that you didn’t get. I really do get it, but we are a team and the truth is, I wouldn’t have any idea how to survive here even with ten times as many stat points. The kids and I are really depending on you to figure this out.”

      Dave didn’t say anything back but looked at the ground. He recognized the peace offering in her words, and yet her sudden surge in level made him feel as though she was supplanting him. Intellectually he knew that wasn’t true, but he couldn’t help struggling with these feelings. Not wanting to spend too much time dwelling in this mindset, he decided to sidestep the emotions as was par for the course for him. “Well, we should probably take a look at how we can assign those character points that you have. Do you know what you wanna focus on? You could focus on your dagger skills and your ‘ninja skills?’” Emily could hear the air quotes around ninja skills and grinned even if she was tactful enough not to rub it in. “Or do you want to focus on your healing power or even try some new type of magic skill? Based on what you told me before, your total mana points are not all that high, but your mana regeneration must be at least 7 points per minute now, so you will regenerate a lot faster than I do.”

      Emily paused as she answered, “Well, what would you recommend?”

      “Emily, you ultimately have to decide, but I think we should first try improving your healing power. Who knows, maybe you will get more spells or other kinds of goodies.” As he spoke, his eyes lit up, his focus settled back onto the gamer mindset and off of his insecurity at Emily surpassing him.

      Emily closed her eyes and focused. She attempted to put 20 points into her Essence Magic skill. “Hmmm, I can’t seem to put more than nine more points into Essence Magic. I tried to put twenty in, but it only let me put nine in. The notification I got says that I can’t go beyond level 10 in any skill until I reach Tier 2 in character level. Does that mean that I have to increase my class to Tier 2?”

      Dave thought for a moment and then replied, “I don’t think so. From what you told me, your class is very rare and there isn’t any clear path to increasing its tier. It’s more likely that once you reach a certain class level, maybe 10 or 11, you will cross into Tier 2.” They discussed some possibilities and decided that Emily should also try to put ten points into Short Blades. With an act of will, she attempted to and was surprised that she was able to put the full 10 points into Short Blades to bring her skill up to 15. Once again, she received the same notification, but this time it indicated that she was able to reach a max of 10 plus 5 for a racial bonus. She received a notification that she hit Tier 2 in Short Blades and received an extra bonus of +5% to critical strike chance and +20% to critical strike damage with Short Blades.

      Emily looked at her skills page and saw the upgrades to her various skills before looking at her complete character sheet:

      
        
        Essence Magic: 10, +50% effectiveness to associated spells.

        

        Short Blades: 15, +75% attack rating, +15% to base damage.

        Tier 2 Bonus: +5% crit chance, +20% crit dmg.

        

      

      
        
        
        Name: Emily Nelson

        Race: Moon Elf

        Age: 39

        Level: 7

        Movement: 50

        Class: Daughter of Redemption

        Alignment:

        Factions:

        Guild:

      

        

      
        Stats

        Core Attributes

        Regen Rates:

        STRENGTH: 5

        Health: 80

        1.6/hour

        DEXTERITY: 13

        Mana: 110

        420/hour

        AGILITY: 26

        Stamina: 2.5

        2/hour

        CONSTITUTION: 8

        Fury: 4.0

        .8/hour

        ENDURANCE: 10

        Teamwork: 3.9

        1.3/hour

        INTELLIGENCE: 11

        Bravery: 1.5

        .5/hour

        WISDOM: 28

        Faith: 8.4

        2.8/hour

        CHARISMA: 14

        Base Defense: 5

        LUCK: 0

        Base Attack: 10

      

        

      
        Total XP: 1092

        Unspent Stat Points: 0

        Unspent CP: 31

        XP to Next: 108

      

        

      

      She was thrilled and still had 31 character points to spend. Now though, she had to think about what would be better for her. The only disappointing part was that she had originally gotten three spells when her first point had been put into Essence Magic, but now, despite putting in 9 more points, she didn’t get any further spells. Or at least, she was disappointed after David asked her about what new spells she had gotten. It seemed that you only got new spells when you first got a new type of magic, or at least that is what their investigation would lead them to believe.

      After some further discussion, they decided to place the remaining points to improve her melee capabilities, staying in line with her initial set up as a quick rogue, or as Emily insisted, ninja type of fighter. So she put 10 points into stealth, which had the +5 racial bonus, 10 points in sneak attack, 10 points in improved critical, and the final point was held in reserve for anything that was needed. One last look at her final skill choices revealed:

      
        
        Stealth: 15, +75% to skill. Tier 2 bonus: stealth may be activated in full light as long as you are unobserved.

        

        Sneak Attack: 10, +150% damage to any attack that comes as a surprise.

        

        Improved Critical: 10, +10% chance every hit is a critical strike.

        

      

      While Emily was applying her remaining character points and read the notifications that she received, Dave took the chance to cast Identify on the dagger she had used against the boar.

      
        
        High Steel Dagger of Piercing:

        Quality: Excellent

        Base Dmg: 4. Attack Speed: 10. Weight: 0.7.

        

        Active Effect: 1/moon rise- automatic critical blow with +200% bonus damage.

        

        Passive Effect: Penetration - negates 10 points of armor. +6 magical damage.

        

      

      Dave whistled to himself. “No wonder it went through that boar’s shoulder.” He then told Emily about the stats of the dagger and explained what they meant after which she gave him the final rundown on her updated stats and skills.

      Over the next two hours, the family finished dividing up the gear. It appeared that the Watcher had provided each of them a backpack that was size and strength appropriate. They all had what amounted to two days of rations unless they purposefully restricted the amount they ate, but while it might be filling, the hardtack bread, jerky, and some root vegetables wasn’t going to be very exciting to spoiled American palates, used to a dizzying variety of different tastes and styles of food. So much for Emily’s thirty-day cooking plan. She had taken great pride in exposing her children to food from all over the world, and while sometimes distracted by her many outside projects, she was still an excellent cook and each month would come up with a dinner plan so that they never repeated a meal over the course of the month.

      They also learned that while each pack had some of the same items--a blanket, rations, water skins, and such—that each pack also had some unique items. Emily’s had a small cooking pot with a large spoon. Dave’s had a small shovel, hammer, chisel, and saw. Mira’s had a set of metal tent stakes and both some thin twine lines for setting up a tent and one hundred feet of a smooth hemp rope. Jackson’s carried a canvas tent, and Sara’s had a medical supply kit along with a sewing kit. They laughed about the designations made in each pack, and Mira finally felt comfortable enough to say that whoever designed the packs must have been sexist to not know that a woman could use tools and a man could cook.

      During this same time, Dave regenerated enough mana to finish identifying the items on the magical side of the loot chest. All that remained unidentified were the three rings, and Dave cast his spell three times in quick succession revealing:

      
        
        Lesser Wind Ring: finger slot

        Quality: High.

        Active Effect: 1/sun rise- Fly for 10 minutes at up to speed: 180.

        

        Passive Effect: Electric Resistance: 10.

        

        High Ring of Boar’s Health: finger slot

        Quality: High.

        Passive Effect: +80 Health Points.

        

        Excellent Ring of Mana Regeneration: finger slot.

        Quality: Excellent.

        

        Passive Effect: Doubles the wearer’s mana regeneration rate after all other modifiers.

        

        Excellent Ring of Mana Regeneration: finger slot.

        Quality: Excellent.

        

        Passive Effect: Doubles the wearer’s mana regeneration rate after all other modifiers.

        

      

      All of the rings were relatively mundane-looking, and with some experimentation, they were able to determine that the rings each would shrink or expand to fit on the hand over whoever was wearing the ring. They also learned that while two rings could be worn on the same hand, it seemed to create a static build-up that slowly made it so the wearer had an ever-increasingly intense headache. After five minutes, the headache would become debilitating. None of those same effects occurred when the rings were worn on different hands. After some discussion, it was decided that Dave would wear the boar’s ring for the extra health so he could take a hit saving the family. Emily, as their only healer, would wear the mana regeneration ring so that her regeneration rate would jump to 14 pts/minute. Finally, even though she was being closed-lipped about the skills that she chose when assigning her character points, it was decided that Mira would wear the ring of flying, as they were calling it. Dave muttered something about giving the keys to their only car to the teen with nothing more than a learner’s permit, but Emily wisely kept them from arguing about the rings.

      Once they had divvied up all of the loot and pulled everything out of the chest, the chest itself became translucent and then began to fade so that within a minute it was completely gone. Mira started to tell her family about the coins that she had counted in the bags, but Dave interrupted her, “Dang, I’m such an idiot.” Then, looking at Jackson, “I forgot to loot the boar. All of you stay here while I go see what loot that boar had.” Without another word, Dave ran toward the carcass of his kill as it lay in the open area less than ten feet from the tree line of the clearly dark and foreboding forest. As he got up to the scene of his narrow victory, he began searching around the corpse, awaiting a notification, but one never came. He grew impatient and kicked and prodded the body, even going so far as to try to look under its four hundred pounds of dead weight. Yet all his attempts were frustrated. He didn’t discover any coins or special meats or anything, really just a very large, very smelly dead boar. As he was about to give up, he noticed a slight glimmer around the tusks. This prompted him to bend down and grab one. He tugged and pulled until finally giving up. He pulled out his sword in frustration and swung it with all his strength with the result that he was rewarded by a clear notch into the tusk. He started to swing the sword down again and then realized that he would probably end up blunting the weapon he was depending upon to stay alive.

      He quickly ran back to where the rest of the family stood by the backpacks watching him with a fair degree of amusement. Without so much as a word, he quickly reached in and got out the hammer and chisel out of his pack before running back to the boar. Once there, it was only the work of a few well-placed strikes before the tusk came off. He repeated the process on the second tusk and was greeted with a quest notification:

      
        
        Gathering Quest: the people of Aritine Village (and perhaps other villages) will pay a bounty of 1 silver per pair of boar tusks. Total collected so far: 1 pair.

        

      

      Dave ran back to the family and showed his new find, explaining about the quest. This prompted them to finally go through the multiple bags of coins which they had. There were five coin pouches in total. Mira had originally counted all of the coins, so she explained what she had found. There were 4 larger coins, which they thought might be platinum, but not being experts in metallurgy, couldn’t be sure. Then there were what was clearly 100 gold coins. They were heavier but about the shape of a quarter if not quite so well-formed or as standardized in size as they were accustomed to. After that, there were 400 what they took to be silver coins and 3000 somewhat smaller copper coins. This treasure trove of coins apparently represented the value of all their various accounts, 401ks, the kids’ college funds, and the value of their car, if the Watcher’s message was to be believed. It was exciting but presented them with a problem. A rough estimate told him that the 3,504 coins weighed somewhere around fifty pounds altogether. Even split up, with Emily and the kids not being able to carry as much as he could and adding in their backpacks, this was going to really make traveling by foot cumbersome.

      Together, Dave and Emily split the coins up, each of them keeping 2 of the platinum coins while giving 5 gold coins, 10 silver, and 20 copper coins to each of the kids. This was sort of an emergency measure in case any of the kids became separated from the family; the hope being that those coins would be useful in finding their way back together. They were a little limited in that they didn’t know how much each of these coins would be worth here in Eloria. Next, Dave and Emily split the remainder of the gold and silver coins evenly between them and gave her 10 of the copper coins and piled the rest of the thousands of copper coins into the largest of the money pouches for Dave to carry. It was his initial instinct to just leave the copper laying on the ground, as who wanted to put forth the effort of carrying that much weight for what was probably very low-value coins, but he was stopped by the memory of an old gaming buddy who used to run around the newbie zones picking up every copper coin he could find. You never know what resources you might need after all.

      After packing everything up and following a long discussion, it was finally decided that the woods would not be a safe place to set up camp for the evening, so they decided to move closer to the river they could see about a quarter-mile away in the direction of the sun that seemed to be moving too rapidly across the sky toward setting in the west. Sara had been terrified about camping near the river after Jackson had made some comments about how there were often snakes around the river and had to be reassured by her father that they would be safe while Emily gave Jackson that motherly look which told him to keep future comments like that to himself. As they hefted up the packs and started to cross the relatively short distance to the river, Mira asked, “So what’s up with the sun?”

      Not knowing what she meant, Dave looked to the sun in the west which was clearly beginning its descent. He pondered what little they knew. As far as they could tell, the sun was moving much faster across the sky than they were accustomed to on earth. It had appeared to be a noonday sun overhead when they first arrived, but now, after what could not have been more than two hours, it appeared to be nearing sunset. “I know the sun is moving faster than we are used to, but I’m assuming that just means Eloria spins much faster around than Earth does, and so it is likely that they will have shorter days and nights than we are used to. It's just another odd thing that we are gonna have to get used to.”

      Mira stared at the rest of the family for a minute and then said, “No, not that sun,” as she pointed to the west, “I’m talking about that sun,” as she turned and held out her arm pointing this time to the east.

      All the rest of the family turned their eyes to the east and sure enough, cresting over the horizon was the sun as if it was early dawn. Well, not the sun, because they could still see that in the west. Speechless for a moment, Dave finally said, “Well, it looks like we have two suns on Eloria.”

      He wasn’t sure exactly what that meant for the family. Was there a night on Eloria? Were there times that both suns were in the sky and would that be dangerous? Ultimately though, he didn’t have answers to those questions. “This doesn’t really change anything though. The forest is dangerous and even if it's daylight all the time here, we will still need sleep so we might as well find the safest place to set up a camp. From there, we can explore and learn more about Eloria.”

      With that, he turned and started walking toward the river again, weighed down with his armor and heavy backpack and finding that he was just focused on learning how to handle all of that rather than the mysteries of two suns. He felt rather pathetic. It was years since he had been out of the Marine Corps, and he was definitely not accustomed to carrying eighty-plus pounds worth of gear and backpack. He did chuckle though as he heard Jackson teasing his sister that maybe with two suns she would finally be able to get a good tan, and even more so at her retort that with this new skin of hers, she would never have to worry about tanning again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven
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        “O beware, my lord, of jealousy; it is the green-ey'd monster which doth mock the meat it feeds on.” —Shakespeare

        

      

      On a battlefield, a full four hundred and fifty miles to the southwest of where the Nelson family was scouting out suitable campsites, a very different sort of camp existed. Captain Radick walked through the Albian war camp on his way to brief General Eikhorn about what the scouts had discovered. His mind was racing with the news that he carried, but the professional soldier in him still took time to correct the troops around him. Even though they weren’t fighting today, there was no excuse for the soldiers to be lounging around as they were. This was an active battlefront, not some lord’s barracks, and it was high time that these fresh recruits from the capital learned what it meant to be at war. There was no rest time, no days off. There were only lulls in the fighting and failing to use those lulls to stay prepared was a gross dereliction of duty. But then again, Radick had grown up in what was known dismissively by the rest of the kingdom as the border baronies.

      Those barons who didn’t have the same political clout as others ended up being ceded land along the western edge of the country where the border was shared with dwarven and orcish nations, if such as the orcish clans could be called a nation. Since the foundation of Albia, goblin raids had been a regular thing. Every year, a few young goblins would seek to establish their place in the tribes and would gather for raids on livestock and such. New men-at-arms in service to any of the three border barons were familiar with this sort of raid, but none more so than those under the flag of Baron Steffen Eikhorn. Radick had followed behind the current baron himself in warbands that countered the periodic goblin raids. He had a scar from just under his right eye down to his chin to prove it, and he had proven himself first an obedient soldier, a good fighter, and finally, a capable commander of men, in that order.

      Looking around, he couldn’t say if these desperately needed new recruits were capable fighters. Some had now arrived, but he knew for a fact they were not disciplined soldiers. Their tent lines snaked back and forth like a viper in the midst of a seizure, clothing and armor pieces were left lying on the ground around the tents. Worse still, it was clear that some of them couldn’t seem to be bothered to go to the latrine area but instead had decided to relieve themselves wherever they felt like it. So it was with a certain glee that he saw soldiers with bleary eyes obviously still suffering from too much drink the night before, despite the fact that it was already nearly second sunrise, scrambling to follow his orders and straighten up their campsite. It became even more satisfying when a young lieutenant, most likely the scion of some noble home, based upon the fine nature of his uniform, came out to find out who was causing all the ruckus. “Who is yelling and creating such a racket? Let me know who it is so I can have him strung up. I’ve just been woken from my nap.”

      Hearing his words, Captain Radick turned upon him quickly like the snapping of a wolf's jaws. “I will pretend that I didn’t hear you say you were napping in the middle of the day if you get your men organized and instill some order into this pigsty you call a camp.”

      Still waking up and not yet having had his first cup of kaf for the day, Lieutenant Holstein, youngest son of Duke Holstein and a man unused to being questioned by any but his father, turned first red-faced and then blurted out, “Do you know who you are speaking to?”

      “Why yes, Lieutenant. I do.” As Radick spoke, there was a clear inflection upon the rank of the young nobleman. “And Lieutenant, I don’t know what you are used to in the soft east, but here on the border, we maintain our camps according to regulation and we don’t sleep half the day away.”

      Using his hand to shade his eyes from the sun, Bors Holstein snapped back, “And just who the hell do you think you are to tell me how to order my men around?”

      While striding toward the younger man, Captain Radick kicked over a small table with cards and dice placed upon it, which had obviously just recently been used for one of the more popular eastern gambling games. “I am Captain Radick, senior officer of the scout company and your superior officer. I don’t know which noble family you hail from, and truth be told, I don’t give a rat’s ass, but just to be clear, these are not your men or even your father’s men. Once they got here, they became part of the royal army of Albia under the command of General Eikhorn. When you are at private parties in the capital, you may outrank me or even Baron Eikhorn, but here, I am a captain, he is a general, and you are a lieutenant. Do you know what that means?”

      Never having been spoken to like this in his life, Bors stood dumbly staring at Radick, unsure whether to let loose with his anger or to listen to that little voice inside telling him to be quiet. In the end, whether because the little voice won out or because Bors was inherently a coward, it mattered little because the end result was the same. Bors stood there as Radick reached his position and leaned in to whisper into his ear. “I have no desire to shame you in front of your men, but my life and the life of every other man here depends upon following orders. Those orders start with maintaining an organized camp. So get to it.” Bors didn’t say anything at first, but then took a step back and offered up a salute, which resulted in Radick slapping him across the face. “Are you trying to get me killed here? No salutes at the frontline. Enemy shamans or archers could see and target me for pruning.” Once again startled so that he didn’t know what to say, Bors simply nodded and then started to yell for the men around him to get busy cleaning things up. Radick felt as though his task had been accomplished and then recalled the importance of the intel that he had to discuss with the general, so he strode away heading for the center of the camp where the command tent was located.
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        * * *

      

      At the same moment, some three hundred miles as the crow flies to the southeast, King Harold Borstein sat in his private council room, not the one where all public meetings with the nobles took place, but a much more comfortable private office of sorts. He leaned back in a padded chair and smoked a tightly rolled cigar of tabac purchased from one of the traders who came from the southern spice isles. To the casual observer, he would have appeared to be completely at ease, perhaps even ignoring the man standing in front of him with a ledger droning on various reports about economic circumstances in the kingdom, but inside he was anything but calm. This silly border war was getting in the way of his grand plans for construction in the kingdom. He had dreams of building a network of roads across the whole of Albia so that he could improve trade, reap the profits, and be immortalized for the creations he made. Yes indeed, Harold Borstein was a man of vision, a man who had plans for the future, but this didn’t mean that he failed to pay attention to the small details or the small people, for that matter. He felt that every citizen of Albia was part of a larger whole, each with their own part to play. Unlike his father before him, he thought that a hardworking seamstress or farmer, though peasants, were to be just as commended for playing their part in the realm every bit as much as a noble who built up and maintained his fiefdom. If there was one thing that Harold couldn’t stand, it was those who failed to carry out their duties, be they high or low.

      The man standing in front of him was in his late sixties, lean with thin gray hair and modest but well-tailored clothing. Yes, Eleazor, the King’s Steward was nothing if not efficient, and for that reason more than any other, the king valued him. Harold knew that the details given to him by Eleazor, accountings of grain stores, debts owed, debts paid, and the reports on the morale of the people were all indicators of the health of his kingdom, every bit as much as those he received from the generals about the western war efforts. So, while Harold seemed indifferent, it was a practiced indifference, the sort of attitude a man used to being asked favors at every turn had to cultivate for fear of being inundated with so-called friends. Eleazor, perhaps better than any, knew this about his king and respected it far more than the favoritism displayed by the king’s father to his crony nobles. Eleazor had long ago stopped testing the king by adding in shocking figures to his reports in an effort to catch him not paying attention, for he knew that the king was diligent even as he stared out a window overlooking the valley north of the capital city of Konig.

      When the accounting report was finally completed, the king commended Eleazor as they discussed the state of his nation’s finances. It seemed as though the nation was doing well. Even with the increased expenditures needed to train and equip the additional four hundred men that he had sent to the western front, things were looking up. “Well, thank you for your hard work, Eleazor. Is there anything else?”

      Eleazor adopted a serious look. “Well, Your Majesty, there is one resource that we are in short supply of and which the projections are not good. In fact, it is so serious that I did not include it in the main report but felt it needed to be highlighted on its own.”

      “Go on, then.”

      “As you are well aware, while Albia has an abundance of arable land and generally produces a significant surplus of grain and other crops to export, there is a distinct shortage of useable lumber. This problem has been exacerbated by the hostilities in the west. A great deal of wood has been used to build guard walls along the front, and, as the front seems to swell back and forth, the walls are having to be rebuilt often. The concern is that all available wood is being requisitioned by the army or being hoarded by the nobles. This is resulting in an increase in the cost of firewood, which is affecting bakeries, blacksmiths, and an assortment of other businesses that are having to increase their prices. Worse yet, if a new influx of wood is not obtained, then come winter there will not be enough wood for heating homes and we could be facing a real problem with the young and old dying in significant numbers from cold.”

      Concern grew on Harold’s face as he said, “I was under the impression that I had authorized Duke Holstein to fund the founding of two lumber villages along our side of the Seinna River and even sent engineers to build bridges across the Seinna to facilitate harvesting timber from the Merkwood. In fact, didn’t we also give Duke Oppenheim consent to start a third village a bit further north?”

      “Quite right, Your Majesty, but the production has been underwhelming and the war needs are greater than expected. This is all made worse by a lack of any significant source of timber on this continent other than the lands controlled by the elves and the Merkwood. Timber can be imported from the southern continent, but the cost is shall we say, prohibitive.”

      “Again, correct me if I am wrong,” Harold said, although in reality he would seldom if ever have been corrected even if he was wrong, such being the nature of kings, “but didn’t I send a series of arcane messages to Duke Holstein instructing him to take whatever measures were necessary to increase production?”

      “Correct again, Your Majesty, but each message has been greeted with different explanations for why production goals cannot be met. Apparently, one of the bridges was destroyed and all of the engineers sufficiently skilled to construct another one are currently assigned to the western front. Another time there were reports of deaths among the loggers. Each time there has been another excuse.”

      Actually standing as an indication of the level of his frustration, King Harold asked rhetorically, “Doesn’t Holstein have men-at-arms to protect his own peasants?” Eleazor didn’t answer for he knew that his king was only speaking to himself. This was yet another of the many traits which endeared Eleazor to Harold. “I want you to send a squad of the Purple and Gold to scout out the situation and then recruit the necessary support from Holstein to reach acceptable production levels.”

      “My king, Duke Holstein will not take kindly to the Purple and Gold being sent into his duchy.” The Purple and Gold were the special forces of the Albian king. They answered only to the royal family and were used primarily as guards of the king. Each squad, as they were known, consisted of twelve members including one battle mage, one healer, a skilled tracker, and nine different types of combat specialists. They were not like traditional squads of archers or spearmen who worked in unison, but rather were more dependent upon the strength of each individual member. Although certainly over time, such a squad would learn how to work well together.

      “Edwin has failed, so I don’t really care if his feelings are hurt. He must learn that I am still his liege lord, and I expect my commands to be followed.”

      Eleazor bowed and excused himself while saying, “As you will, my king. I will see to it personally. They will leave by first sunrise on the morrow.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seeing the second sun start to crest up over the horizon made Krinnk cringe. This was the goblin’s least favorite time of the day, when both suns were showing. He much preferred a dark night with only the light of the night-eye shining in the sky. He had chosen a spot under the humans’ wooden bridge to hide, among the thick grasses that grew tall along the shallow edge of the water. Here, he was shielded from the worst of the sunlight. It wasn’t that sunlight was actually harmful to goblins, but more a matter of principle. Their eyes had developed an increased sensitivity to light over thousands of years living in whatever dark hole each tribe could call its own, but no more. No, now the tribes were assembled. Now they would find food and shiny things aplenty. Now the goblins would get what was coming to them. The bone man had promised, and the chieftains all said the bone man would do good things for the goblins.

      Krinnk was still scared of the bone man, but big promises were enough to get Krinnk to travel far from tribe and be scout on stupid humans. Krinnk no like humans who kill his littermates. Humans keep goblins from getting good food and shiny things. Now Krinnk was far away from tribe and scouting out how other goblins that came with Krinnk and bone man could destroy humans. These humans not same as others in mountains. They no wear metal armor or carry weapons. Mostly these humans only seem to be cutting trees, but still, they have good food and shiny things. Bone man had promised all goblins that came and stopped the tree cutting humans be raised to hobgoblins. Krinnk very much wanted to be hobgoblins. Hobgoblins was smarter and got better food and mating rights with any females. Still, bone man’s fire eyes haunted Krinnk, and as he sat shivering in the shallow water along the edge of the river, waiting for the light of the suns to fade so that he could report back to bone man and shaman who came with goblins, he had an inkling of an idea. Such a thing could be dangerous in the mind of a goblin as they generally didn’t have the mental acuity to deal with such, but nevertheless he had an inkling of an idea that maybe bone man no like goblins. Maybe bone man only using goblins.
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        * * *

      

      In a round, portable house—a yurt—parked along the southern side of Mt. Terriyan, deep in the contested territory of the Halcon Mountains, three orcs sat on the ground around a small table only a few inches off of the ground. They were partaking of a midday meal of simple berries and goat milk and discussing something which had them all a bit agitated.

      “I say again, First, that he does not deal fairly. This Seimion is not to be trusted. I do not like the way that his eyes laugh as he speaks to you,” said a large male orc to the right of the one he called First. His green skin heaving from the passion of his speech, the studded leather harness of his armor stretching against his massively muscled chest. Then as if to punctuate his statement, he brought a hand the size of a small ham down upon the table, shaking the cups of milk and causing each to spill some.

      “Contain yourself, Second. I too feel your distrust of this one, but he offers much. Need I remind you that the oracles of Bal Zar have spoken in favor of the clan accepting his offer,” rebuked the other male orc sitting between the two. His appearance much the same as the orc that he spoke to, so much so that one might reasonably assume they were twins. The primary difference being the slender band of woven orichalcum which was shaped with small thorny protrusions, which had long ago pierced the skin of his forehead and scalp in a ring. The flesh of his head had healed itself around the small metal thorns so that the tiny crown which marked him as the leader of this clan was firmly embedded in his flesh. Turning to the female orc to his left, the crowned orc said simply, “What say you, Third?”

      She likewise bore a striking resemblance to the other two, enough to certainly be considered a sister if not the final part of a set of triplets. She did not answer right away, and neither of the others seemed perturbed by the slowness of her answer. When she did speak, it was slow and deliberate as if she thought out every syllable in advance. “You know, First, that as your shadow, I have no love of any who treat you dismissively either in public or in private, and I have already offered to end this Seimion for you, but you have spoken and I am pledged to honor your command. Something that Second would do well to remember. We may be Second and Third, but you are First, as is the will of Bal Zar.”

      The central orc leaned his head back and let out a deep guttural laugh common to their people. “If only it were as simple as to have you end him. His promises may yet be good, and it is no small feat that he has gotten this large a portion of the clan this deep into contested territory without any reaction from the smelly dwarflings. If he can deliver on the rest of what he promises, then we will not only be richer for it, but we will also have an established home from which to grow the clan. Something the dwarfs never seem to be willing to allow us. They are always digging with their greedy hearts, never content and always seeking more of their so-called precious metals.”

      The orcs each sat pondering the words of the others. They were close, even for a set of triplets. Orc leaders were always triplets; it was the will of the dark god Bal Zar. Some foolish humans thought that all orcs were only born as triplets. What idiocy, but it was true that many triplets were born and that in order for any orc to challenge for leadership in a clan, he or she must be born of the three. The priests of Bal Zar taught that such orcs were more blessed because they were orcs with such might of spirit that it could not be contained in one mortal vessel and so they were born as three. The firstborn was always known as the First and was given command, the second born was simply called Second and was the military leader for his older sibling, and the final triplet was called Third but often known as the shadow of the first, for it was this orc’s role to do in secret what the First could not be seen to do in public.

      Once again, the First spoke, “So then we are agreed. For now, we will keep this pact with Seimion, but at the first sign of treachery, Third, you may cut him down, the priests be damned.” All three stuck their hands out over the center of the table, one on top of the other until they raised them up with a grunt in unison, baring their tusks as they let loose a yowl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight
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        “The real measure of any being is not summed up in one moment of bravery or cowardice but in the strength of character to hold the course through each daily choice.” —Excerpt from the teachings of St. Juvar, Holy Church of Shanelle, circa 4017 PF

        

      

      The Nelson family trudged forward, weighed down by the new packs and equipment. A quarter-mile of walking across uneven ground doesn’t sound like much, but add in the weight of coins and gear as well as the emotional stress of the last few hours and the family showed a weariness beyond any normal measure. It was now undeniable that not only was the sun starting to set in the west, but another sun was starting to rise in the east. Giant boars, magical powers, and even new bodies were odd, far beyond the practical experience of any of them; but some things were always supposed to be constant. The sun always rises in the morning, it is just a universal constant. Now to be faced with a variance in something so basic seemed to be the finishing touch on the already overly wrought nerves of the family.

      It began with some bickering between Jackson and Sara about someone allegedly kicking dirt at the other one, but it spread to a quiet argument between Dave and Emily about the distribution of packs and supplies and who was carrying their fair share. Normally over the course of a ten-minute walk, none of this would have caused the level of tension they were now experiencing, but then again, they had never been disintegrated and sent to a completely alien world before. Mira, disgusted with their bickering and wanting nothing more than some peace and quiet to sort out her thoughts, lagged further and further behind the rest of the family. After Emily yelled for her to stay close once, she stayed as far away as she felt she could without being chastised further, but also far enough away that she could be in her own little world. Her mind was racing. Dad and Jackson seemed to be almost excited by this change in her view of things, despite one of them being gored by a boar and the other having fought in mortal combat with that same boar. Sara was blithely oblivious to the circumstances and acting like her usual attention-hogging self, and Mom… Well, Mom was trying to be her usual self too, unable to ever admit that something bad had happened. Mom was trying to micromanage every detail of things and was arguing with Dad about what belonged in each pack. Would it never end?

      Her family was gonna be the death of her, and now in this alien place it might be a literal death, or at least that is how her teenage mind perceived it. They all seemed to think that this was a big deal. What did they know! Jackson and Sara were just kids and didn’t know any better. Mom and Dad were old and had already gotten to live their dreams. Only Mira was being stolen away from all her plans. She pondered with the failed introspection unique to teenagers about how she was going to go out with her friends tonight and how everyone would wonder where she was. This led her to thinking back to her day at school, which was only a few hours ago, although it felt like a lifetime ago.

      As a sophomore, she was the youngest student in her calculus class and had a great reputation among the teachers at her high school as a conscientious and bright student of exceptional potential. Of course, Mira worked just as hard at changing her image with her peers as she did at her classes. Truth be told, she probably worked harder trying to create a new image as a fun girl rather than the nerdy girl that she used to be because all her classes were awfully easy. She didn’t want to be known as the jock nerd she was in middle school, so she stopped playing basketball and dropped out of the scholastic bowl. This was high school. She wanted to have fun, go to parties, hang out with friends, and get attention from guys. She might not have been able to put it all into words, but at her core, she had an ache to belong. As she developed it became obvious to all the guys that she was gonna be a knockout, but she still viewed herself as the gangly middle schooler she was all too recently. When she saw someone watching her, she simply shifted the open door of her locker a bit and checked who was watching her with her door mirror. Oh freak, it was Carson. Her friends had told her that he had been talking about her lately, but she didn’t believe them. Carson was the kind of boy who would have been the overly popular male lead in one of her dad’s precious John Hughes movies. He was seriously easy on the eyes, and better still, he was a senior with his own car.

      The question was, what was he doing on this end of the school? Senior lockers were on the first floor, not upstairs with the underclassmen. Yet, here he was and seemingly staring at her. Freak, maybe her friends were right. Instantly, she went from using the mirror to see who was watching her to instead using it to frantically make sure her hair was straight and to reapply her lip gloss. Eventually, Carson walked over and leaned against the locker next to hers. “Hey, what's up?”

      Mira caught her breath. “Nothing much. Just glad it’s the weekend.”

      “So, you doing anything tonight?”

      “Nothing really. Why?” Mira almost blushed at how fast the words came out of her mouth.

      “Well, my parents are out of town and I’m having a few friends over. So anyway, I didn’t know if you might wanna come hang out.” She was so smitten with him that Mira didn’t notice his nervousness, thinking that he was so smooth.

      The thought of asking her parents about going to a house party at a senior boy’s house with no parents present made Mira’s chest tighten and her throat constrict. “Um… I don’t know if my parents would let me go.” “Freak,” she thought, “Why did I just say that?”

      “It’s all good, girl. I already talked to your friend Jessica. She clued me into how uptight your parents are. We worked it out where Jessica will pick you up. You can tell your parents that you two are going to a movie and maybe dinner or something, and that way you will be able to come over to my house.” Carson’s grin got bigger as he spoke, and he slid his hand over to her arm reassuringly.

      Lying to her parents? Freak, it wasn’t like she had never lied to her parents, but not about anything big. Not about secret parties or anything like that. She knew her parents would never be okay with this, but looking at Carson’s smile, she stopped thinking about anything else and simply gave a soft, “Okay.”

      Carson smiled again and then started to walk off while saying, “Cool, can’t wait to see you tonight. Oh, and I have a pool so you can bring a swimsuit if you want, or if you can’t, we can figure out something.”

      Then as suddenly as he had appeared, he was gone, and Mira’s trembling hands were fumbling to get her cell phone out. She just had to text Jessica about this. The entire bus ride home had been a furious text frenzy as she and Jessica and then her friend Kirsten got in on it too. They worked out a plan for what they would tell their parents, starting with the idea that this would be a group movie night. Parents just loved it when they did group things, right?

      As she got off the bus, Mira was so nervous. Would her mom notice that something was up? Could she get away with this? She just had to. She had to make this work. Thinking about the details and what her first house party might be like, she didn’t even say hi to her mom as she ran into the house and straight up the stairs to her room.

      Flash forward, now she wasn’t at her first house party. She wasn’t even at a stupid movie with Jessica and Kirsten. No, she was somewhere across the universe on another planet. At first, when she appeared in the gray smoky room, she was still screaming the scream that had started when she realized their car was going into that giant silver oval in the middle of the road. Mira didn’t want to believe any of the messages that she was presented with. Eloria? Freak no, she was supposed to be at Carson Taylor’s house, not some nightmare. She was sure she was dreaming. Stuff like this just didn’t really happen, but here she was. She screamed and begged for someone to appear, to tell her that it was just a dream, but no. It didn’t seem to matter how much she cried or pleaded with whatever god or monster was in charge of this place. No one appeared. Eventually, the rational part of her mind took over. She had to stop thinking about Carson’s smile and focus on the problem in front of her. There was no way to tell how long she had been here or how long she had been crying, but she knew she felt exhausted. It wasn’t until she mentally surrendered and decided to try to read and follow the instructions that she started to feel more relaxed. She would just tackle this like a problem. This was something she could do.

      Once she had set her mind to the task she quickly read through the options and clicked off each of the notifications that she got. The first thing she had to do was check out this new body that she was in. She had noticed as soon as she appeared in this gray space or emptiness or whatever it was that she felt different but had been too emotionally worked up to focus on it. Now that she actually started to evaluate her new body, she was actually pretty happy with how it felt. It seemed like she had flawless skin, which was the dusky color of a deep, rich, but natural tan. As she moved around, her body felt fluid and graceful. She went through a set of handsprings, roundoffs, and flips to end up in perfect splits without any difficulty. Her gymnastics coach would have eaten her heart out if she had seen Mira moving like this, and whatever this leather outfit she was dressed in was actually pretty cool, in the biker chick sorta way.

      Content for the moment, Mira started first with the notification she received about transferred skills:

      
        
        
        General Skills

        Running: 3, +30% maximum speed and duration, shouldn’t have quit the basketball team.

      

        

      
        Speak Languages: 2- base: Elven, human, due to your parents’ racial choices.

      

        

      
        Rogue Skills

        Balance: 40, +200%, a benefit of gymnastics.

      

        

      
        Stealth: 5, +25% chance, racial trait of Moon Elves.

      

        

      
        Bluff: 10, +50% chance, that practiced teenage indifference actually pays off.

      

        

      
        Melee Skills

        Short Blades: 5, +25% attack rating, +5% damage, racial trait of Moon Elves.

      

        

      

      Mira took stock of all her skills as she thought about the points that she had to spend. She thought knives were icky and didn’t want anything to do with them so that was out, but she was especially attracted to the bluff skill. Getting away with more stuff could only be a good thing. So she put the first of her four points into Bluff.

      
        
        Bluff: 11, +55% chance on appropriate skill checks. Tier 2 Bonus: Anyone that you successfully bluff has a -25% chance on future attempts to Sense Motive or otherwise see through your bluffs for 24 hours.

        

      

      Okay, that was pretty cool. Now what? She quickly moved past the remaining rogue skills—she didn’t want to be a thief or anything like that—and even faster past the melee options. That really only left her with the mage skills. These sorta games were not her thing, but when she was younger and her dad had been larger than life, she had at least paid attention to him talking about the games. She had thought for a while that she was interested in them, when in fact she had just wanted attention from her dad. When looking at the mage skills, a couple of things caught her eyes, but the first one that she really latched onto was the Charm school of magic, so with the impetuousness only a teen can truly display, she put her second point into Charm.

      
        
        Charm Magic: All mind magic has its roots in this school. This is the art of making others see or feel what you want them to. Turn your enemies into your allies and cloud the mind of your foes. Fear and love, they are but tools of a master of Charm Magic. Effect: Determines the highest tier of charm spells available to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 5%/level. 3x 1st tier spells gained.

        

        Daze: Causes target to be distracted and unlikely to attack or take any significant action for the duration. Range: 20’. Duration: 1 minute + 20 seconds/level. If target is attacked Daze automatically broken. Cooldown: 1 minute. Mana: 10.

        

        Minor Charm Enemy: causes target to act as though they are your best friend. Once effect is ended target will know that you charmed them and will act accordingly. Range: 50+1/level feet. Duration: 10 minutes +1 minute/level. Cooldown: 5 minutes. Mana: 75.

        

        Blending Camouflage: causes target to blend into the surroundings. -80+2%/level to search checks. +50%+5%/level to stealth. Most effective if target is not moving. Duration: 1 hour. Cooldown: 10 minutes. Mana: 25/target.

        

      

      Mira wasn’t really sure how those spells were supposed to work, but they sounded interesting enough. At least interesting enough that she was gonna put another point into a different school of magic. The question was which one. She read a little bit about each of them, but again not really knowing what to expect, she just went with her first gut feeling and chose Evocation.

      
        
        Evocation Magic: This is the magic that all other magics wish they could be. There is no subtly, no deceit, what you see is what you get. Raw unfettered power is what evocation magic is at its heart. It is about drawing forth the primal forces of Eloria and unleashing them upon your foes. Many magical snobs have stuck up their nose at the lack of finesse in a fireball. At least they did until they were turned to a crisp by that same fireball. Effect: Determines the highest tier of evocations spell available to you as well as increases the effectiveness of those spells by 5%/level. 3x 1st tier spells gained.

        

        Minor Electric Shock: Target takes 11-20 dmg + 1/level. Target must resist or be stunned for one round. Range: 10 feet. Cooldown: 1 minute- 1 sec/level. Mana: 20.

        

        Flame Fan: Creates a 120’ degree spread of flames 15’+1’/level in length. Deals 12-36 dmg to all targets in area of effect. Cooldown: 1 minute-1 sec/level. Mana: 40.

        

        Ice Dagger: Creates a small blade of ice which can be projected at target as if caster had mastery level skill in small blades. Creates 2 blades + 1 blade/3 levels. Each blade does 6 physical dmg and 6 cold dmg. Targets taking too much cold damage are subject to the chilled condition. Range: 50’+2’/level. Cooldown: 30 second-1 sec/level. Mana: 25.

        

      

      So that seemed really cool too. Now, she just had one last point to spend. Something her dad had taught her when teaching her self-defense stuck in her mind. He had told her that if she was having to defend herself, it would probably be against a man who was bigger and stronger than she was and that muscle wasn’t going to be how she would prevail. He told her to focus on speed and surprise. So, with that in mind, she decided to put the last point into Quicken Spell.

      
        
        Quicken Spell: Enables the caster to reduce the cast time of the next spell.

        Normally, cast times for spells are as follows: Tier 1: 3 seconds, Tier 2: 5 seconds, Tier 3: 9 seconds, Tier 4: 15 seconds, Tier 5: 25 seconds, Tier 6: 40 seconds, Tier 7: 60 seconds.

        This ability allows you to reduce the cast time of the next spell by 1 sec/level. Cost: 10 mana + 10% of the spell’s mana cost/second reduced. May reduce by less than maximum. A spell reduced to zero seconds is nearly instantaneous.

        

      

      Once she’d made all of her choices, Mira got to view her character sheet:

      
        
        
        Name: Miranda Nelson

        Race: Human/Moon Elf

        Age: 15

        Level: 1

        Movement:40

      

        

      
        Alignment:

        Factions:

        Guild:

      

        

      
        Stats

        Core Attributes

        Regen Rates:

        STRENGTH: 5

        Health: 60

        1.4/hour

        DEXTERITY: 12

        Mana: 150

        120/hour

        AGILITY: 18

        Stamina: 2.5

        2/hour

        CONSTITUTION: 6

        Fury: 3

        .6/hour

        ENDURANCE: 10

        Teamwork: 4.5

        1.5/hour

        INTELLIGENCE: 16

        Bravery: 1.5

        .5/hour

        WISDOM: 8

        Faith: 2.4

        .8/hour

        CHARISMA: 16

        Base Defense: 5

        LUCK: 0

        Base Attack: 10

      

        

      
        Total XP: 80

        Unspent Stat Points:0

        Unspent CP: 0

        XP to Next: 100

      

        

      

      Mira didn’t really know what all of this meant, but she did know that she was being royally screwed over. She didn’t want to be here at all, but there wasn’t really anything to do about it. Her mind was brought back to the present when she heard her dad say, “Well, this could be a problem.”

      After walking the longest quarter-mile of their lives, the Nelson family finally reached the river. It was rather wide, at least at this point, perhaps the size of the Mississippi River, a good mile across and the water was moving slowly. It appeared that the land started to slope downward to the east, and from what they could tell, there were rapids in the river as it descended into a valley of sorts. Closer observation suggested that the river split at some point a few miles down and seemed more indicative of a river delta which might feed into whatever passed for an ocean or another large body of water on Eloria. Looking at the water and the rapids downstream forced both Dave and Emily to simultaneously decide that it would be too dangerous to try to swim across the river. They were pleased to see that the water appeared clear and clean, but Emily pointed out that they had no idea what sort of microorganisms might live in the water and that it wouldn’t be safe to drink without boiling it first. Dave was able to find a long stick and determine that the area at the edge of the river was only a couple of feet deep and filled with long grasses of some kind. If nothing else, they would be able to use the water for bathing, and if they could get a fire going, they would be able to get a steady supply of drinkable water. Further out in the water, Jackson saw fish jumping so they knew that once they could figure out how to catch the fish that they would at least have a steady supply of food. Mira even laughed a bit inside her head knowing how much her brother hated eating fish.

      Everyone dropped their packs and Emily set to organizing a campsite. They had agreed on camping a good thirty feet from the water to avoid any water snakes or other predators. For that matter, they didn’t even know if this river might have some Elorian version of alligators or crocodiles, which, after comparing the boar to earth pigs, could be rather terrifying. Sara dropped her backpack and since she was the only one that wasn’t assigned a task for setting up the camp, she wandered down to the edge of the water and was throwing small pebbles into the water as little children often do. A child’s world, at least a child born to a middle-class family in the midwestern United States, is a safe world. Sara simply didn’t have the instincts to look for danger. It wasn’t something that life had drilled into her as it might have into a child born into a less secure environment, and Eloria would definitely qualify as a less secure environment.

      So it was, that when a frog the size of pit bull and twice as wide, jumped out of the water straight at her that all she could do was scream. In less than the time that it took for the first notes of the scream to leave her mouth, her amphibious attacker had latched onto her arm as if it was trying to swallow her whole. Mira was the closest to Sara, caught up in her task of gathering the long grasses at the edge of the water for whatever project her mother had planned. Upon hearing the scream of terror and looking up to see a far too large frog attempting to make a snack of her sister’s arm, her mind immediately processed the danger Sara was in. While the frog didn’t seem anywhere near as intimidating as the huge boar had been, it was certainly large enough to cause serious harm to an eight-year-old girl. Worse, the concern that crossed Mira’s mind was that the beast might try to drag Sara under the water where they would be hard-pressed to aid her. To Mira’s credit, in that moment all thoughts of her own plight left her mind, and in what felt like a practiced reaction, she reached out her hand and spoke a pair of magical words. For the first time in her life, she felt the power of magic swell within her and then burst out of the palm of her hand in the form of three blades of opaque blue ice in the shape of throwing knives spinning end over end with uncanny precision. One of the blades struck the obviously armored back of the frog and shattered with no visible effect other than a twelve-inch circle of white frosty residue at the point of impact. Fortunately, the other two blades both sunk deeply into the right hind leg of the frog to devastating effect. The skin around the back legs immediately began to shrivel as it was exposed to the extreme cold of the magical attack, and Mira was greeted with a quick notification letting her know the specific outcome of the spell.

      
        
        1 - Physical Damage: 2, Ice Damage: 2

        2 - Physical Damage: 6, Ice Damage: 13

        3 - Physical Damage: 6, Ice Damage: 13

        Total: 42 damage.

        Frog suffers from chilled condition.

        

      

      The attack was enough to make it lose its hold on Sara’s arm, and the chilled effect resulted in a reduction to its attack, damage, and movement abilities. This left it completely open to Jackson who had come running the few feet required to close the gap. As he ran, he had taken the mace off his back and stepping into it like a golf swing, he launched the head of his mace under the mouth of the frog. As the flanges along the metal head of the mace met the much softer underside of the massive frog, it was frog flesh that gave way and the frog was flipped head over heels to land on its back. (12) Jets of green blood started to ooze out as the beast struggled vainly upon its armored back, trying to escape.

      Dave and Emily were running forward but not before Jackson was able to raise his mace and bring it down again and again in rapid succession against the soft unprotected flesh of the frog’s underside. Nothing but a gory mess remained of the frog upon its armored back as Jackson vented all the fear and anger that the past few hours had produced in him. His arms kept bringing the mace up and down, again and again, forcing himself mindlessly past the fatigue that was setting into his arms until his father came up softly behind him and placed his hands upon his son’s arms. In that moment, the anger fled Jackson and he was just a thirteen-year-old who crashed into his father’s chest and started to cry. Meanwhile, Emily had raced forward with her enhanced speed and bent forward mid-stride to scoop up Sara into her arms, and Mira stepped forward, trying to edge in to kiss her little sister.

      Once hugs and kisses had been administered, the nurse in Emily took over and she started inspecting Sara, asking how she felt. It was soon obvious that while her arm was not broken, it was going to be covered in bruises, and even more concerning, the amphibian’s saliva seemed to have an acidic effect and was continuing to slowly eat away at Sara’s skin and her health alike. Emily took charge and called for Dave to bring water to wash away the acid while at the same time casting her Minor Healing spell. The spell immediately reduced the swelling, closed up the wounds, and removed all the discoloration of the bruising but did nothing to remove the acid saliva. Dave arrived with water and a blanket pulled out of his backpack. With those, Emily was able to quickly rinse off the offending agent and dry the arm afterward. A second Minor Healing closed up the wounds that had started to reopen under the acid and Sara seemed to be fully recovered.

      After everyone calmed down, the entire family sorta crashed to the ground, coming down from the second major adrenaline rush of the last few hours. Emily turned to Dave. “How can we survive here if even frogs can kill us?”

      Dave had an answer ready on his tongue. In his mind, the answer was obvious. One or more of them needed to focus on actively leveling up so that these creatures wouldn’t be so dangerous. Dave wanted to be able to protect his family, and each new encounter only enforced that fact more. Despite the thoughts in his head, Dave had been married long enough to know that this was not the sort of question he was actually supposed to answer, so he simply said, “We will make it through. We are the Nelsons.”

      For her part, Emily knew the words didn’t mean much, but she appreciated the encouragement and Dave’s positive attitude. Somehow, they would survive. She didn’t know how, but she just knew that they had to.

      By this time, the first sun—wow, it felt strange to the Nelsons to think of the sun as a first sun—had already set, but the second sun was well above the horizon and beginning to move across the sky far faster than they were accustomed to. Unless there was a third sun, Dave estimated that they had approximately six more hours of sunlight. That was assuming that the second sun moved at the same rate as the first one had. It had taken about four hours to travel from the high noon position it had been in when they first appeared outside of the loading zone until it had fallen below the horizon in the west. He still agreed with Emily that it was better to be by the river than by the woods but also knew that they had to get firewood and preferably before it became too dark. None of them were experts and starting a fire with their flint might not be as easy as it often appeared to be in movies. This led to further discussion with all of the family included this time. It had not escaped Dave and Emily just how potent the magic that Mira had used was, but when they tried to ask her again about her skill choices, she deflected and simply talked about how she now understood what Dave had meant when he had described the rush of using magic. Trading silent looks, Dave and Emily both agreed not to push the issue and moved on.

      Emily insisted that if Dave was going to go get firewood that he would have to take either Jackson or Mira with him. It was his concession to her to agree that no one would go anywhere without someone else with him, including him. Dave decided to take Jackson with him and left the girls with Emily to move the campsite another thirty feet from the edge of the river. While they wanted to be as far from the tree line as possible, they also didn’t want giant frogs climbing into their camp at night. The guys began walking the quarter-mile to the tree line and Dave was struck by a memory of the last time that the two of them had walked together. It felt like a lifetime ago that they had walked out of the stadium from Jackson’s baseball game, but he knew that in fact, it had only been hours. Well, at least hours that they had been conscious. What happened between the silver disc and appearing in Eloria after the gray loading zone might have taken far longer than it seemed.

      Once out of earshot of the girls, Dave explained that while they were going to be trying to collect enough fallen wood to keep a small fire going all night, they were also going to be looking for any fights that they could engage in because in his words, “It was imperative that they level up.” It was easy for Jackson to agree with his father and go against what he knew his mother’s wishes were because this gave him the feeling of being connected to his father as the men of the family. That feeling of being trusted by his father was not one that he would give up cheaply. Dave insisted that if they ran into anything as large as the boar from before or if a fight went badly, that Jackson promise to leave his father and run back for help from his mother. The instructions weren't couched in terms of the boy’s safety but rather in the importance of him getting aid from the girls to help his father who would hold the danger at bay until reinforcements arrived. On the other hand, if the fight was going well, then Jackson was to stay back and wait for a sure-fire opportunity to land a solid blow, and either way, he was to let Dave take the brunt of any attacks. Jackson was not only willing but eager to follow this plan, as a way to bond with his father and from his own sensibilities as a budding gamer.

      Inside the woods, the light of the sun filtered through only dimly, in visible beams set off by motes of dust in the air, almost like one would expect in a rarely opened attic. Unlike an attic though, the forest was clearly full of life. Birds could be heard everywhere but few were seen and missing very clearly were the small rodents, squirrels, and such that Dave would have expected to be everywhere in what appeared to be unspoiled woods. He was again struck by the oddity of the clearly heavily logged area a few paces away and the appearance of what seemed to be an old-world forest completely untouched by human hands. Suddenly out of the corner of his eye, Dave saw some rapid movement. He turned to face his left but could no longer see anything. He made the universal sign for quiet to Jackson and then drew his sword. With his free hand, he tried to cast his Assess Enemy spell, hoping that it would still work even though he couldn’t see whatever creature it was that was hiding at the base of a rather large tree. Unfortunately, if the spell did work, he couldn’t tell because he wasn’t able to see either the creature, if in fact it was still there, or any of the indicators the spell was supposed to provide. Looking back at Jackson and assuring himself that Jackson had his mace ready, Dave moved forward as quietly as he could. He was proud of his efforts to move softly, but any true woodsman would have chuckled at the thundering amounts of noise he was making. When Dave finally reached the spot where he supposed the creature was now hiding, he could feel the rush of nervousness but swung his longsword at a fern type bush at the base of the tree. He sliced through the leaves of the bush easily, but instead of it revealing a creature, it revealed a hole bored into the tree perhaps two inches in diameter. He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if this might be the entrance to some type of animal lair. Given its size, though, he didn’t hold out much hope that it would be a profitable source of XP, so he turned and walked back to Jackson.

      “I don’t think there is anything worth digging for here. We might as well just get the firewood before your mother starts to worry too much.”

      Jackson nodded and tried to hide a grin as he started picking up the few pieces of dried tree branches that he found on the ground. Dave joined in and it didn’t strike either of them as odd that there was very little in the way of fallen branches or such on the forest floor. Perhaps it could be blamed upon the overwhelming oddity of the day that they didn’t notice such a seemingly insignificant detail, but if they had been paying closer attention, it would have been obvious that someone was maintaining the floor of this forest and keeping it from being cluttered with too much fallen wood.

      Meanwhile, back at the campsite, the girls were able to quickly get everything moved a few more paces from the water. They found rocks to create a fire circle and laid out the bedding into what they determined would be the designated sleeping spots with Sara surrounded by first her siblings’ bedding spots and then on the outside by her parents. Finally, after about an hour, they decided it was going to take the boys a bit longer and so they went back down to the river’s edge and decided to see if Emily could use her enhanced reflexes and magical blade to spear any of the fish. Sara was nervous as Emily stepped into the water, but Mira stood by her and assured her that Mom would be okay. Then oddity of oddities, once Emily was about four feet into the water and finding that it was already to her waist, she was greeted by another notification.

      
        
        Warning! You are about to cross into the Eastern Albia Logging Zone. Do you wish to leave the Merkwood Zone? If so, please note if you want to receive future warnings.

        

      

      What the heck was that supposed to mean? Eastern Albia Logging Zone? Merkwood Zone? What was a zone, even? This was definitely something that she wanted to ask Dave about because it seemed like one of those game things. Hmm… how long is he gonna take collecting firewood? With those questions tumbling around in her head, Emily stepped back out of the water and told the girls about the notification that she had received. They both let her know that neither of them had received any such notification, so out of curiosity and a desire to learn about this world that was apparently their new forever home, Emily stepped back into the water and once again at about the same spot received the notification. She experimented by walking upstream a bit and trying it again, and once again about four feet out from the bank, she got the same notification. Finally, just to be sure, she switched places with Mira and asked her oldest to do the same thing. Mira was nervous after Sara’s experience in the water, but she too wanted to see what this was and didn't want her mom to think she wasn’t a grown-up. As Mira reached the same distance from the shore, she was able to confirm that she received the same notification.

      After they were all back on the shore, they decided to wait for the guys to get back before experimenting any further. It was just then that they saw they weren’t alone. A set of five massive frogs similar to the one that had attacked Sara had somehow circled around them while they were experimenting with the zone notification. Now, as the girls turned to face the frogs, their backs were to the water and Emily gulped in fear for her daughters and berated herself for allowing them to be trapped.
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        “It has been said that necessity is the mother of invention and a rogues gallery ranging from laziness to play have been considered as possible fathers but all these ideas fail to properly consider the effectiveness of imminent death as a creative force.” —Memoir of Jayfen Tarzen, former Chapter Head of the Theriot Adventurers' Guild.

        

      

      Draznei’kai Shutan flicked his wrist, sending the blood clinging to his ebon blade flying in a fine spray against the formerly undyed woolen vest adorning the Albian peasant at his feet. The peasant didn’t complain, not for fear of Draznei’kai in his jet-black plate mail lined with intricate silver runes, but rather because of the gaping wound in his chest where his heart had once beat. After cleaning his blade, the dark knight strode forward, placing his boot upon the corpse of the fallen peasant as he stepped over him. This corpse was but one of many laid low by him today and today but one of many days of death caused by Draznei’kai. In fact, he had lost count of the battles he had been in; it had simply become a way of being for years beyond a normal man’s lifespan. Walking away from his latest victim, he looked around the site of their raid. His troops consisted of a goblin raiding party led by a shaman with four scouts, twelve skirmishers, and six rogues along with his eight reanimated skeletons. It was an intentionally small raiding party for two reasons. First, the goblins didn’t fully understand that Draznei’kai was in charge. They saw him more as an advisor to their chieftain and had no real understanding of the long game or the level of control which had been exerted over their tribes, and because of this, they didn’t place great importance on this mission or see how it fit into the larger scheme of things. Secondly, the raiding party was small because he did not wish for the human kingdom to find out about them until it was too late.

      He had initially worried that the size of the raiding party would be insufficient for the task, that the human logging villages would be protected with royal guardsmen, but nothing could be further from the truth. It was actually pathetic. This first village in Oppenheim only had four guards and a little over sixty villagers. It presented no challenge, and he had only lost two goblins and one skeleton. The skeletons would be easy enough to replace, and he didn’t care about the loss of the goblins. The best thing was the word that was coming back from the three scouts he had sent to check on the more eastern logging villages as they only had positive news to report. Two of the scouts had made it back just before the raid on this first village. They had reported that there were two logging villages in Holstein. Draznei’kai would never fully trust the reporting of the goblin scouts. They were ignorant and barely able to count beyond their fingers and toes, but they at least knew what soldiers looked like. It seemed that the two remaining villages were much better established with small walls built around them, bridges crossing the Seinna River, and some completely built structures rather than the half-built framework of this village. Yet for some reason, both of the scouts who had returned were absolutely certain that there were no guards in either of the villages. It was almost as if Duke Holstein had set the villages up and then left them completely unprotected. He was a bit worried that there was some trap here that he hadn’t seen, but decided that, ultimately, he would have to rely upon his superior strength to carry out the plan. After all, he had yet to meet a human that could even come close to challenging him one-on-one or in a group.

      Once the goblins had had their fun with the few villagers that weren’t dead yet, it would be time to move onto the next village. Goblin measurements couldn’t be trusted, but the scouts reported that the next village was about fifty miles down the shore of the river and the final village just slightly past fifty miles beyond that. The only variable right now was that he had sent out three goblin scouts and only two had returned. He had questioned, and even threatened to torture the other two scouts as to why the third had not returned. As best he could understand, the final scout was more ambitious than these two and had wanted to make sure that there were no other human outposts any further down the river. All of the initial reports they had pointed to only the two complete villages and the one he had just wiped out, which had been incomplete. Yet, there was no point in taking risks. If the goblin finished his scouting, it would take him less than two days past the easternmost village to reach the river delta. This meant that he would be back to report within seven or eight days. It might be interesting to see if the goblins could keep their human playthings alive for that entire time, but either way, if the final scout wasn’t back within eight days, he would march on the second village.

      His musings were interrupted by a screechy goblin voice. “Death Knight, the village is secured. All of the humans are either dead or bound. My people will need a few days to rest and eat here. There is much good food and shiny things to play with.”

      Draznei’kai didn’t respond immediately; he didn’t even turn. He knew well the value of keeping a subordinate waiting, the way that tension could build. Finally, when he felt the moment was ripe, he turned to face the goblin shaman. He could see the fear and anger warring behind the small beady goblin eyes. The goblin’s hand clutched against the bone shaft of his staff as he rocked back and forth. Draznei’kai could see the process going on in the little mind in front of him. The shaman wondered if he could successfully challenge the death knight. The impudence would have brought a smile to Draznei’kai’s lips if he were capable of such an expression any longer. He wondered and waited to see if fear or anger would win out. Then as the shaman’s shoulders slumped and he leaned back on his heels, the answer was clear.

      “Is that all you have to report?” Then without waiting for a response, “Tell your people that you will be allowed to stay and rest here for one week. Do with the humans as you wish, but in seven days, they must all be dead, and your people must be ready to march.” He paused for a moment, letting the full weight of his gaze settle upon the shaman.

      “As you order.” The shaman bowed his head and turned to walk away. As he left, Draznei’kai’s shadow stepped several miles away into the Merkwood. There he entered a safe house that he had prepared long ago. Walking into the small chamber, he sat upon the stone chair he had built and settled down to meditate as he passed the next few days.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, the full realization of terror had crept into Emily’s mind. She was scared for herself, but what was practically paralyzing her was the idea of what would happen to her daughters. Her only hope was that she could create an opening between the frogs and perhaps the girls could run to the tree line and find their father. The giant armored bullfrogs were making some sort of deep-throated frog noise. It almost sounded like they were talking to each other and who knows, with Eloria, maybe they were. Either way, Emily took advantage of the delay to turn toward the girls while simultaneously drawing her enchanted dagger. “Mira, I’m going to attack the one on the left while they seem to be talking. I want you to grab your sister and run as fast as you can to the tree line. Your father probably can’t hear us from here, but he should be able to once you get closer.”

      Mira cut her off. “We aren’t leaving you to die, Mom. I’ve got magic too.” As Emily started to object, Mira raised her hand and spread her fingers out as she shouted out three magical words. The mana rushed out of her, manifesting in a horizontal jet of flames shooting out in a fan-shaped wave which struck the three centermost frogs. As the waves of flame rolled over their bodies, their skin started to shrivel and char. The center one seemed to take the worst of it, such that he was barely alive, while the ones to its sides took serious damage and started making a loud plaintive sound, which Mira took to be frogs crying.

      Feeling the heat produced by Mira’s spell, Emily realized that it was too late to stop her, and instead, launched herself toward the left-most frog with the speed and agility that would make an Olympic gymnast or sprinter drool in envy and shouted to Sara, “Activate your talisman.” As she leapt through the air flipping before landing on the back of her target, she was pleased to see a golden bubble suddenly expand around Sara. Time almost seemed to slow down around her as it had before in combat, and her mind processed not only her observations necessary for battle but also a set of random thoughts. She was actually amazed at how natural this seemed, how reflexive her actions were as well as the fact that she was taking in stride that her firstborn had apparently learned how to be a human flamethrower. Even in the instant that she landed though, she realized that the best way to protect her children was to push the extraneous thoughts out of her mind and to focus on the foe beneath her. Try as she might, she couldn’t help but make a last-second comparison between what she was about to do and Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride, so it was that anyone observing this midwestern nurse and mother might have mistaken the slight smile upon her lips for enjoyment.

      Simultaneously, while landing, she thrust out her left hand and cast her Minor Blessing. Sara was too far away, but she was still able to effect herself and Mira, granting a 27 bonus temporary health and 22% chance to attack and also slammed her right hand down trying to drive the point of her dagger into the back of the massive frog’s head. While her spell went off without a hitch draining the 50 mana from her and converting it into a potent enhancement for Mira and her, her dagger attack was less successful. In fact, it was a spectacular failure. Even with the piercing enchantment, it failed to gain purchase in the thick horned armor covering the top of the amphibian’s head. This was one of those moments where the uploaded skills Emily had received were a poor replacement for actual combat experience. She had been so vested in that strike that when the dagger barely pierced an inch into the thick protective covering, she wasn’t prepared for the frog’s lurching leap that followed, and she instinctively released the dagger in an attempt to hold onto her precarious perch. The dagger flew out of her reach and onto the ground several feet away as the frog bucked wildly, demonstrating why it was a bullfrog. Clinging on for dear life now, Emily felt the rough ridges of the frog’s armor cutting into the unprotected skin of her palms and fingers. Fortunately, the rest of her was covered in the tight leather wrap and so fared much better but was still going to be bruised. In her mind’s eye, she saw that every second she hung onto the back of the frog, she was taking approximately (2) health in damage and more viscerally, she could see the blood starting to slick her hands with the result that it was even harder to hold on.

      Every second she clung on was eating into her bonus health, but at the same time, she was terrified to let go, knowing she would be flung off and that the beast would be able to attack her with those vicious looking horns atop its forehead. Yet, what choice did she have? She would have to count upon her newly enhanced agility to save her, and so it was that hours of sci-fi marathons Dave had forced her to watch with him came out as she let go shouting, “Geronimo.”

      Mira had her own hands full. She had felt like a force of nature as the flames had rushed forth from her hands. She could tell that the heat was scorchingly intense, but it didn’t seem to bother her hands at all, and not so much as a fingernail had been blackened by the intense flames. While the rush of mana and the wave of flames was exhilarating, actually witnessing the impact the flames had was much harder to take. Mira had a soft heart for animals. She remembered the time that she had cried after an eight-year-old Jackson had shot a baby rabbit with a friend’s BB gun in their backyard and that was nothing compared to the obvious agony the three frogs subjected to her flames experienced. Who would have guessed that a frog could cry, but that was exactly what it sounded like, at least for the two on the sides. The central frog didn’t do much of anything other than become a charred husk. Hopefully, it didn’t suffer much. The other two frogs were clearly burned badly, but not so badly that they didn’t charge forward at her. She went from sad about the frog’s suffering to utter terror as two one-hundred-and-fifty-pound horrors rushed toward her in a pain-induced rage. Since her Flame Fan spell was on cooldown and uncastable, she planned to cast her Ice Dagger spell, hoping it would take out at least one of her two opponents. It appeared that her mom had one of the frogs in hand and was riding it like a bull. She felt the effect of her mom’s Minor Blessing spell protecting her, but on the other side, the situation was much different. The fifth uninjured amphibian terror had charged much faster than the two that she had injured and was already attacking Sara who was encompassed in a golden sphere of magical energy, presumably from her talisman. Mira made a snap decision and switched her spells to cast her most expensive spell as quickly as possible, hoping she could still evade the charge of the two monstrosities aimed right at her. Her Minor Charm Enemy spell cost fully half of her total mana at 75, and she could only hope it would affect the frog that was attacking Sara.

      The cast seemed to take a split second longer than either of the other spells she cast, and the surge of mana was much more dramatic. That extra second of casting was just long enough that the first of the two frogs ended its charge, pushing its armored skull with horns and all into her midsection. Mira felt the air pushed out of her in an explosive gasp, and she felt the euphoric feeling of her mana forming the intended spell start to twist out of her control. Transpiring over an instant within her mindscape, she felt the mana trying to turn back on her. Her will battled against it, trying to maintain the form of the spell in her mind as she had learned to do when the spell was uploaded into her brain. It was sheer agony, such that she didn’t even feel the cracked ribs the flat of the bullfrog’s head had caused on impact. Her mind was on fire and in that instant, all she could do was try to wrangle the mana back under control as a restrained groan escaped her lips with the small amount of air remaining in her lungs. In reality, the battle for control of the mana took only a fraction of a second, but to Mira, as her mind was razed by fiery pain, it felt like an eternity. She lost all sense of what was going on around her as her mindscape became the entirety of her existence. The teenager was faced with a struggle unlike any in a life where previously the biggest challenges she faced were balancing academic success with social popularity. Now her mind pushed and pulled, fighting to contain the mana in the spell form without letting it escape, unsure what type of damage wild mana could do to her body or even her very soul. Finally, painfully, she forced the mana to do what she wanted, and her Minor Charm Enemy spell leapt at the speed of thought across the space between Mira and her target. For all of that effort, she had a quick notification cross her mind’s eye as she was still midair on her way to the ground from the charging blow of the first bullfrog.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have successfully made a concentration check and maintained the casting of your spell despite a distraction.

      

      

      She thought, “A distraction? That’s what cracked ribs from a head-butting monster is called?” But she had no time for humor as her short flight ended with a hard crash upon the ground. Between the impact of the frog and the inevitable impact with the ground, Mira sustained a total of (32) health damage because in her concentration, she had not been able to use her enhanced agility to roll with the blow. Before she could respond, the second bullfrog ended its charge by pouncing upon her. Its weight caused a small amount of damage (4) but the real danger was the way the beasts jaw opened wide and its mouth pushed forward to cover her entire face, the reek of its breath secondary to the immediate burning of its acidic saliva all over her face. She couldn’t breathe and terror set in as asphyxiation and burning started to drain her health at a staggering (5) per second. At this rate, she would be dead in less than fifteen seconds.
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        * * *

      

      Completely unaware of the battle the girls were engaged in, Dave and Jackson had settled into the mundane task of picking up firewood. They figured it would take a couple of trips to carry enough wood to cook dinner and be sure of having enough kindling for the entire night, especially given the existence of two suns. They were unsure how long the night would be. Since they were having to range further into the woods to find sufficient dead wood on the ground, they started making a stack of wood near the tree line. As they started talking about eating dinner, it suddenly dawned upon Dave that they only had limited dry rations and that it might be worth cutting off a hunk of the boar to cook for dinner. He had absolutely no idea how to butcher a hog, but he chose to believe that he would at least be able to cut off a piece of meat from its rump. Considering his lack of practical skills, Dave couldn’t help but feel that his life as a lawyer had not prepared him very well for life on Eloria.

      Jackson dropped off another armful of sticks into the growing pile of wood and then ran to catch up with his father, who was slowly walking over to where they had left the boar carcass. As they got closer, Dave wondered in passing why there weren’t any scavenger birds around the boar’s carcass. He didn’t have to wonder for long though as when they got within thirty feet of where the body lay, he heard a low growl which triggered a primal fear within him. Clearly, there was a predator around, but he couldn’t see it. He looked around frantically scanning side to side while stepping back and raising his left arm out in a bar to keep Jackson from moving any further forward while his right hand eased the sword out of his sheath. It was then that he saw the yellow eyes of what was clearly a large cat raising its head up from where it was crouched behind the body of the boar it was feeding on.

      Seeing a challenger for its dinner, the young flame lynx stood up. He was barely out of his mother’s den and seeking to find a territory in the Merkwood to call its own. Flame lynxes were neither solo predators like the tigers of Earth nor pack-like hunters such as lions. Rather, they tended to travel as just the mated pair and their kittens. A young male like this one, though, had to leave the den eventually and find first a territory and then a mate. As the Nelsons had found out earlier with the boar, even the prey animals in the Merkwood could be dangerous and so this young flame lynx had not eaten very well since going out on his own. This combined with his inexperience, both in general and with men specifically, made him completely unwilling to give up his feast.

      Dave took in the appearance of the big cat before him. It was approximately six-feet long including its short tuft of a tail. On all fours, its head was probably a few inches below Dave’s waist, and it was a bit lean with ribs showing. Most odd was the short bristly mane which stood up straight upon the back of his head and neck almost like a mohawk but appeared to be composed of fire rather than hair. Thinking quickly, Dave realized that the cat was about to charge him and called out to Jackson, ordering him to stay back and watch for an opening but not to do anything until the cat was busy attacking him.

      In less time than it took Dave to spit out his instructions, the flame lynx was up, hopped over the carcass of the boar, and was charging directly at him, a snarling four-hundred-pound engine of destruction intent on ending him. If Dave hadn’t already pulled his sword from its sheath, he wouldn’t have been able to do so in the time it took the flame lynx to cross the thirty feet between them. As it was, his forethought and the cat’s inexperience fueled impatience would prove to be the key factor in this matter. Remembering his grandfather reading him Burroughs tales of John Carter saying that no cat was a match for a man with a sword, seemed to provide him with a pale reflection of the reality he faced. Still, he sidestepped as quickly as he could to allow the cat’s momentum to carry it past him and then lunging forward with a quick thrust of his longsword, he caught the flame lynx just behind the shoulder blade and his sword went in deep. What John Carter hadn’t known or perhaps Burroughs hadn’t imagined was that the sheer momentum of a four-hundred-pound bundle of bone and muscle with the agility of a cat would strip that sword out of his hand in an instant. He had scored a critical hit (34) likely multiplied by the puncturing of a lung and yet the cat was still very much alive. As its turn had ripped away Dave’s sword, it also served to bring the flame lynx face to face with Dave. A quick swipe of a paw hit Dave in the side (18) even as he was trying to pull out his backup dagger. The cat was simply faster than Dave, and the kick that he threw against its head was not strong enough to do any serious damage. A second paw flashed out in a blow that likely would have opened Dave’s abdomen but for the blow that the cat took from the morning star version of Jackson’s mace. The boy had snuck up as instructed while the flame lynx’s focus was on his dad and swung with full power at the back of the cat’s head. Again, it turns out that even a strong, agile beast is slowed by having more than a foot of steel shoved into it, and the cat was too slow to dodge Jackson’s blow, which landed across its skull with the sickening sound of cracking bone. The combination of a sword puncturing its lung, a cracked skull, and its recent lack of food were enough to prevent the flame lynx from rising. The flaming mane upon its nape started to flicker and sputtered out completely as Dave struck the killing blow by sliding his dagger across the cat’s exposed neck, severing its carotid artery. This triggered a notification.

      
        
        You have defeated: Immature Flame Lynx Level 6. XP: 36 x .9 (numerical penalty) /2 = 16.2 x 2 (killing blow bonus) = 32.4 x racial bonus 50% -Net gain = 48 (all XP gains rounded down to the nearest whole number).

        

        You have 3 new character points available. Total of 4 unspent character points.

        

      

      Due to the lower racial bonus, no killing blow bonus and level zero penalty, Jackson only got 2 XP but was still glad to make a bit more progress.

      After reading the notification, Dave got up off of his knees and placed his hands against the bleeding wound in his side. Freak, did Eloria hurt. He had never been hurt so badly so many times in such a short time as the last few hours. The wound might not kill him immediately, but without proper medical treatment, it would certainly get infected, but he figured he would be able to cross the short distance to where Emily was with the girls, and she would be able to heal him.

      Dave started to walk in the direction of the river but started to stumble within a few steps, clutching at his side as the movement tore at the wound. It was somewhat shocking to look down and see blood running through his fingers as they were clasped over the wound. Apparently, this was much worse than he had thought. Even as he started to wobble, Jackson asked, “Are you okay, Dad?”

      By way of answer, Dave started to fall and was glad that Jackson was able to step up and provide a shoulder to lean on. It was a bit humbling to need support from Jackson, but he wasn’t in a position to turn it down. A further notification popped up in his mind’s eye.

      
        
        You are bleeding. You will lose health at a rate of 2/minute until the bleeding is stopped.

        

      

      Great, this is just what he needed. The initial blow had only caused him (18) health damage, and he assumed that was due to the splint mail that he was wearing, but the blow was obviously powerful as it caused a rent in his armor. He wouldn’t have wanted to see how much damage the flame lynx’s claws would have caused if it wasn’t for the armor. Now, reading the notification, he had just over an hour to live if he couldn’t get the bleeding to stop. Maybe, it was shock or maybe it was trust in Emily, but he was strangely calm even as that realization struck him. Dave’s first thought was to send Jackson running ahead to bring Emily back to him, but upon thinking about it a bit more, he wasn’t willing to let Jackson cross even that limited quarter-mile on his own. Eloria had proven time and again that unexpected attacks could appear from out of nowhere, and Dave wasn’t willing to put his son at risk even to try to save his own life.

      “Looks like your old man is gonna need some help getting back to Mom.”

      “I got ya, dad.” Jackson was glad to be helpful to his dad, and so, the two of them began a hobbling pace to cross the uneven ground back to where they had left the girls. Dave groaned with each step. Otherwise, they might have heard the sounds of combat sooner, but as it was after crossing about a third of the distance, they started to hear a screeching noise but couldn’t initially place it. Hearing that did make them increase their pace. Dave was trying to run with Jackson’s support and got a notification that his bleeding had worsened, and he was now losing health at a rate of 3/minute.

      When they had crossed half of the distance, they were able to see that some sort of fighting was going on between a group of the same giant horned bullfrogs that had attacked Sara down by the river. It was difficult to tell exactly what was going on, but they could see that Sara was surrounded by a golden bubble, Emily was fighting a single frog off to the side, and there was apparently at least one dead frog. What was most confusing was that it looked like Mira was lying on her back while two other frogs were fighting, which made no sense at all.

      Terror struck Dave again as he saw Mira appearing to be very hurt and lying prone. This urged him to move forward even faster and resulted in another notification warning him that the bleeding had increased to (5) health/minute. Bleeding or not, he needed to get there, now. He couldn’t take this. First Jackson, then Sara, and now Mira. He needed to protect his children.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emily let go of the bucking beast but was able to flip and then roll with a grace beyond anything she had ever known before. She rolled straight from the ground to her feet and was able to jump over the frog as it charged straight at her. Her eyes started scanning the ground for where her dagger had been thrown while trying to dance out of the way of the frog’s repeated charging attacks. Relief surged through her as she saw the dagger and began to run toward it. Just as she had nearly reached the dagger, she was hit by something in her low back that felt like a sledgehammer, and she took (6) health damage. The blow knocked her slight frame to the ground hard, but again her agility saved her, and she rolled limiting any injury. She ended up with her hand less than a foot away from where the dagger lay, when another blow struck her leg at the point of her ankle, causing her to cry out. It felt like her ankle had been broken and she took (12) health damage. Looking toward her foot, she saw that the frog’s tongue was extended more than ten feet out of its gaping mouth and was seemingly stuck to her left leg at the ankle. As she tried to shake the sticky appendage off her foot, it became clear that her ankle wasn’t broken. In fact, it probably wasn’t even bruised based on how it felt, so apparently the temporary health granted by her Minor Blessing spell did not protect her from the pain of an attack but did protect her from the actual physical injury.

      Shake as hard as she could, she wasn’t able to break the tongue loose and she started to feel the burn of its acidic saliva against her bare skin in the space between her low-cut boot and the leather of her body wrap. Figuring the best thing she could do was to reach her dagger, she stretched out with her hand, but no matter how hard she reached, her fingers couldn’t quite find purchase on end of the handle. Worse yet, the frog’s tongue was trying to retract and pull her back with it. She dug her elbows into the ground and tried to pull herself forward while trying to use her free leg to kick at the tongue suctioned to her. The kicks apparently distracted the beast enough that she was able to make some slight headway, but just as soon as she thought she would reach the dagger, she was pulled back several inches, instigating a tug-a-war battle between her and the slimy tongue of this overgrown fly eater. She screamed out in frustration every time that the little progress she would make was reversed by another yank of the slimy protuberance. In desperation, she cried out to God asking for help. After the dramatic effects of the last time she cried out like this, she held her breath waiting for another breakthrough. Wait, maybe it was because she wasn’t using the name that God was known by in Eloria, Shanelle. Even after crying out to Shanelle for help, it still made no difference. She was stuck on the ground fighting out a battle of inches with her personal miniature Jabba. Apparently, some things she had to handle on her own.

      As the battle dragged on, it became clear that the amphibian was much stronger than she was because she was steadily losing ground now and the dagger that had at one point been mere inches from her fingers was now over three feet away. As a last-ditch effort, she grabbed a small stone off the ground and hurled it at the beast’s eye. Thankfully, her aim was dead on, and while she didn’t get any damage notification showing that she had injured it, she was rewarded by it releasing the hold it had on her. Without wasting an instant, Emily surged forward, almost tripping in her effort to stand up before finally sighing in relief as she encircled her hand around the handle of her enchanted dagger. Her relief was short-lived though as the muscular tongue shot out at her again, this time slamming into her knee (8) and knocking her to the ground again. Despite having her legs swept out from under her, she retained the presence of mind to hold onto the dagger so that almost as quickly as she hit the ground, she lunged up in a sit-up-like maneuver to place her into position for a quick slash at the offending member holding onto her.

      The tongue was neither as hard as the bony armor along its back nor as soft as the underbelly that Jackson had pommeled on the earlier frog. It was more like a tough stringy jerky in consistency, but even old leather would give way quickly to the rapid slashes of her enchanted blade. Three cuts in rapid succession, and while none of them were critical hits, they all brought varying degrees of success, landing for (2), (6), and (8) dmg respectively. It wasn’t enough to kill the beast which had something like 60 total health, but it was enough to make a bloody ruin of its tongue, which suddenly the beast couldn’t seem to pull back into its mouth fast enough. She watched with a somewhat morbid satisfaction as the tongue wouldn’t fully retract back but instead ended up with a full foot hanging out of the mouth as it bled upon the ground.

      Having learned from her mistake before, Emily didn’t allow the beast a moment of respite and again lunged forward, lashing at the front leg on the right side before circling around the frog faster than it could turn and slashing again at the back leg. Each hit landed on an unarmored spot, and the blows were clearly adding up to greatly weaken her foe. It attempted another charge at her but was unable to move quickly enough with two wounded legs. Not letting up, Emily continued to dance around it, never fully committing, but each time lashing out with a quick slashing or piercing attack at one of the legs or even the side of the head under where the armor covered the top of its head. Within seconds, the little blows each worth only a few points of health added up to a dead horned bullfrog and a new notification popped up into her mind.

      
        
        You have defeated: Average Horned Bullfrog Level 5. XP: 30 xTier Penalty of 50% x 2 (killing blow bonus) = 30 XP.

        

        You have 2 new character points.

        

      

      Instantly dismissing the notification, Emily looked around to see Sara seemingly safe and unbothered in her little golden bubble. Next, she noticed Dave and Jackson running toward them. Wait, was Dave bleeding from his side? Finally, her eyes shifted, and she saw Mira lying on the ground, with a frog stabbing its horns at her. Time seemed to freeze, and she took in all of what was happening. One frog lay where her flames had originally struck it, apparently charred and dead, one frog was attacking Mira’s prone form as she weakly used her arms to try to ward it away, and most confusing of all was that two of the frogs seemed to be fighting each other.

      Mira was vainly struggling against the beast who was suffocating her with its mouth over her head, its acidic saliva burning into her face. She kept her eyes screwed shut even as she tried to push against the frog, not wanting any of the acid to get into her eyes. She felt her health falling by the second. Then blooming into her mind was another awareness. She could feel the frog she had charmed, felt a deep connection to it. Through that connection, she pushed the desperate cry, “Help me!”

      A second later, as 5 more points of her health evaporated, she felt the beast atop her thrown from her. Too weak to even sit up, down to less than 10 health, she rolled to her side and saw that her charmed frog had charged and rammed both of its horns into the side of the frog which had been on top of her. Struggling to get up, Mira was weak, her arms shaking. Then a notification crossed her mind as the first frog she burned finally succumbed to its injuries.

      
        
        You have defeated: Average Horned Bullfrog Level 5. XP: 30 xTier Penalty of 50% x 2 (killing blow bonus) x Racial Bonus = 37 XP.

        

        You have 2 new character points.

        

      

      A second identical notification popped up moments later as her charmed frog, which was uninjured, made short work of the mostly burnt frog, which had been suffocating her. The rush of XP back to back felt good and gave her enough focus to sit up just as the final frog that her Flame Fan had burnt came charging at her. She was too weak to move, to slow to roll out of the way, so she did as instinct demanded. She raised her hand up with her palm out as if to say stop to the charging monstrosity. A useless gesture of desperation at best, it would have been mere hours ago on earth, but now it was the focus of her last 25 mana as her Ice Dagger Spell erupted from her hand. The opaque icy blades spun out stabbing into the eyes of the charging frog, driving into its brain and ending its existence. That did nothing to stop its momentum; twin horns still continued forward until they were buried in her chest.

      Dave and Emily both watched in horror, unable to do anything as they watched their firstborn be impaled, both too far away to be able to do anything. Emily burst into tears, and Dave cried out, “No!”

      As they continued to run forward, Dave with blood pouring down his side and Emily with tears streaming down her face, they landed on their knees. Dave struggled to pull the corpse of the dead frog off his little girl. “Heal her,” he mumbled, but looking at her pale face, he knew it was too late. Time stood still and what was actually only a second seemed to drag on forever as their hearts broke and half the light of the world seemed to be quenched in an instant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten
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        “The fragility of life is not the most shocking truth which Eloria reveals. Quite the opposite, what I find most shocking is the constant reminders of the resilience of life, of its ability to adapt and overcome, to rise forth from the ashes.” —Journal entry found in the private holdings of Emily Nelson, Daughter of Redemption.

        

      

      Eris’ Rise might be too pompous of a name for a tiny logging village on the back end of nowhere, but that was what the town had finally been named by its founding elders. Many of the residents had argued for what they felt a more appropriate name, such as Land’s End, Foreston, or even Merkwood Village, but those names lacked a certain air of freedom and pride. They might describe where the town was but didn’t say anything about the proud spirit of the people who had decided to settle here in an attempt to forge a new life for themselves and their families. Instead, they had decided to name their town after the famous celestial messenger of the goddess Shanelle. It seemed fitting, to honor the mother of redemption and second chances when that was exactly the promise that this town held for so many of its residents.

      Duke Holstein had ceded land to be held in trust for the benefit of the town and the pioneers willing to risk property and even life on the wild northeastern border. This meant that none of the barons under him could restrain any of their serfs from coming to this new town. The town was meant to be under the general rule of the Duke but the direct rule of a mayor and city council. The thought was anathema to the noble houses. Except, apart from this incentive, the duke had been unable to find enough willing settlers to complete the king’s order that he establish two logging villages to harvest much-needed materials for the kingdom, and more specifically, for the army.

      Sure, Duke Holstein could have sent soldiers along and made serfs travel there, but he didn’t wish to invest the resources into this effort, and truth be told, he had learned enough of the nature of man to know that a man who believes he is working for himself works twice as hard as a man working for a master. Edwin Holstein knew well that his soldiers were too much of a resource for him to squander forcing serfs to work on the border. No, Edwin was marshaling his forces and holding back as many soldiers as he could. He fulfilled the levies set by King Borstein for troops and arms, even sending his own son to fight the goblins on the western border as a gesture of his commitment to the war. In reality, it was meant to distract from the fact that he was training more soldiers and sending only the rawest and weakest of his soldiers to the goblin war, as it was being called. Unlike his neighboring dukes, Holstein was not suffering from any goblin raids, and it was his earnest hope that once the goblins had been turned back, something he took as inevitable, that his neighbors would be weakened enough to allow him to expand his duchy. It wasn’t that he was disloyal to King Borstein. Edwin had no active plans to move against the king, yet Eloria is conflict and one could never know what opportunities would present themselves to the prepared mind.

      The people of Eris’ Rise couldn’t care less about the machinations of dukes and kings, or at least they cared only enough to be free of them. This was a new chance for many serfs who had poor lots in life serving on the land of various nobles. It was even a chance for an enterprising merchant, short on resources but long on dreams. There was no other place in Albia, or in any human country, that any of them had ever heard of where commoners could rule over themselves with only the slightest of obligations to the nobility. All sorts of rumors were spoken about how the elves, dwarves, and even orcs ruled their nations. There was no telling how such odd creatures might behave, but for humans, there wasn’t a better opportunity to live free than Eris’ Rise.

      The duke had placed some constraints on who would be allowed to migrate to the new logging village. He made sure that no truly elderly went and only enough of those over thirty as to provide for a small-town council and mayor. The majority of the serfs allowed to migrate were those with trades or crafts involving lumber production such as logging, milling, or even general carpentry. He also allowed a limited number of slots for other tradesfolk such as a single herbalist, blacksmith, and baker. A few teamsters came along, for transporting the lumber to the interior of the kingdom would be as important as harvesting it in the first place. Duke Holstein had even allowed a small number of farmers to go to protect the sustainability of the village, and as many as possible of the men who were allowed to go were married, many with children, all to keep a growing population. Men working for themselves would work twice as hard, but men working to feed their wives and children would work themselves to death if need be.

      The duke’s choices were well reasoned and actually worked to establish a full seventy men and an equal number of women and children, all of whom had the drive to try to make something out of Eris’ Rise. He also supplied a small amount of livestock, specifically cows and chickens to provide milk and eggs and potentially meat in the future. Wagons were sent with the settlers full of the initial building supplies that they would need, minus the wood of course, since they were expected to harvest that themselves. The duke even provided six months’ worth of grain. The one thing he was unwilling to provide were soldiers for protection, and so, these one hundred and forty souls were true pioneers.

      Most humans had no understanding of the difference between the Merkwood and the Chenhou Forest. To them, it was all an elven forest and was hostile territory. While there was an uneasy peace between the kingdom of Albia and the Moon Elves, it was more of a peace based upon a lack of interaction between the two races than it was upon any form of understanding. Most of these humans were level 0 and Moon Elves were among the many boogie-men of Eloria which their mothers had used to frighten them into good behavior. In fact, amongst all of the people of Eris’ Rise, there were only five who had actually achieved a level. Most peasants never had the opportunity or even desire since reaching level 1 was so hard and the death rate was far beyond fifty percent for those that tried. Among those who had achieved a level, the highest of them was Talvenicus, who had been elected mayor. In his youth, he had been a mage in the armies of Albia and had won a small pension commiserate with his level 6 status and his years of service. Yet life as a crafter had been boring to him and he yearned for adventure. His wife having died in childbirth, the fifty-year-old man was pleased with the opportunity to come to Eris’ Rise, not only for himself but for his daughter, Aloysia. At twenty-one, Aloysia was the only unmarried adult woman in the village and old enough to make her father start to worry that she would never marry. He knew that she had an adventurous streak a mile wide, and he loved her for it, but as a man gets to a certain age, he looks forward to grandchildren bouncing on his knee. Aloysia had always steadfastly rejected every match he had proposed, either from the merchants or the sons of his fellow crafters. She had instead spent her time running the streets of the capital and none of his half-hearted rebukes had ever dissuaded her behavior. In some ways, it had worked for her as she had achieved level 3 and her physical activity had only enhanced her already fine figure and given a certain wild beauty to her tight blond curls and shiny blue eyes.

      Beyond the mayor and his daughter, the other three residents of Eris’ Rise who were leveled were Conrad the blacksmith at level 4, Gertrude the herbalist at level 3, and the head teamster, Jarvis, at level 5. Much stock is put into levels, whether it be due to an ingrained habit of obeying the nobles who tend to have the highest of levels among humans, or for the practical aspect of wanting to have the most powerful people in positions of authority. Either way, Conrad, Gertrude, and Jarvis made up the city council of Eris’ Rise and ruled it along with Talvenicus. That ruling had consisted of organizing the labor to do the initial building necessary. A small hill served as the center of the town and was adorned with the town hall, bakery, general shop, and the jail—the last never having had a resident for anything other than drunken behavior. They also had a small mill built on the western side of the hill where it could be powered by the flow of a small but swiftly moving river that branched off of the Seinna. With the usual creativity of peasants, the river was simply called Mill River. The houses were all built-in clusters of people who seemed to bond together on the eastern side of the hill, and past the houses, a couple of small barns were built for the livestock. Even further past that was a couple of acres that had been given over to growing a limited number of crops. For now, all of the farmland and animals were owned by the village and shared in common, but the council knew that eventually the resources would have to be divvied up between the various individuals.

      In the beginning of the founding of Eris’ Rise, everything was going splendidly. The citizens all rejoiced in their newfound freedom and worked hard on a unified plan. A broad flat-bottomed boat was used to row lumberjacks across the Seinna each morning and to bring them back with the trees they had felled each evening. While even in the beginning it was not uncommon to sight a dangerous beast, they never appeared in numbers that worrisome or individuals that were strong enough to want to challenge the bows the lumberjacks brought with them. Within six months, a good chunk of land had been cleared; the main buildings and houses for all the families had been built. Even the mill was starting to be functional, so they didn’t have to ship out raw wood but were able to send milled timber. This increased the profitability of Eris’ Rise and soon they expected there to be more folk seeking permission from the duke to settle in what appeared to be a booming success.

      This all changed with the first death of a lumberjack. By this time, they had succeeded in building a simple bridge across the Seinna at one of its most narrow points. Fortunately, the water was not deep, so they were able to make a functional bridge. The existence of the bridge meant that it wasn’t necessary for all of the lumberjacks to travel to work at the same time each morning. Instead, on that fateful morning, only two men had crossed just after the rising of the first sun. They were young and wanted to get a head start on the day’s work. They hadn’t been working more than fifteen minutes when Karl heard a rustling in the brush. Having seen small lynxes, boars, and even once what looked like a walking tree, he took no chances and went to grab his bow even as he called out a cautionary warning to Blaz, who was working with him. It did no good because, before he had pulled the bow loose from his pack, Blaz was on the ground screaming as he was disemboweled by a large flame lynx. The only thing that saved Karl was the cat was so intent on playing with Blaz by eliciting screams as it batted around the now exposed intestines that it didn’t notice Karl running as fast as he could for the bridge. Once the cat did see him, it sprung after him and while far faster, it was unable to make up the head start the fleeing lumberjack had. The lynx was only able to catch up to Karl just as he passed the zone line into Eastern Albia. Intelligent races like humans and such were able to cross zone lines without any difficulty, but the animals and monsters of Eloria were unable to duplicate this feat. Some philosophers and mages have hypothesized that the gods had created the zones as a way of balancing the much more powerful monsters with the fragile humans and such. Others have said that it is just a simple natural law of Eloria, just as common as gravity and just as sure as the fact that two suns will rise each day. As far as Karl was concerned in that moment, the philosophers could keep their debate. He was simply glad beyond measure for the invisible wall that separated him from the snarling face of the flame lynx, which was covered in the blood of his friend.

      After the slaughter of Blaz, none of the lumberjacks would cross the bridge in groups of less than ten at a time, but something seemed to have changed. Perhaps at first, the beasts had been wary of the humans, unsure of their abilities or power levels, but now it seemed that word was spreading that the humans of Eris’ Rise were easy pickings. Oddly enough, the spread of this wasn’t just limited to predatory species. Before, the herds of large boars, which would avoid the area being cleared by the humans, no longer seemed to feel any need to do so. Worse, the walking trees started to appear in number. They seemed to serve some purpose by clearing the forest of dead wood and even of bones picked clean by predators, and now it would seem that humans had been added to the list of waste which needed to be removed from the forest.

      The council and mayor had their hands full just keeping a mass exodus from happening. The primary appeal that worked for them was to play upon the stubbornness of the citizens. After all, one doesn’t uproot their family from a comfortable if somewhat poor life to travel into the unknown if they don’t have a root of tenacity within them. So, now a month after the death of Blaz, the logging efforts had ground to a halt. The amount of wood they were able to ship out had been reduced to a trickle and that was only with the loss of three more lumberjacks. Talvenicus, Conrad, Jarvis, and perhaps even Gertrude could find ways to defeat any but the most powerful of the commonly sighted beasts in a one-on-one battle, but most of the villagers were hard-pressed to hold their own and certainly not without injuries or even casualties. While Gertrude’s potions and poultices could provide fairly effective healing, she was no priest with healing magic, and even her herbal skills were limited by the inability of the villagers to collect enough of the needed herbs which were only found further into the forest.

      The result was that more and more of the beasts of the forest would congregate in the Merkwood near the bridge across the Seinna. Little did the Nelsons know that it was only this very fact that helped to thin out the animals in the portion of the forest they were in, some thirty miles to the east, which allowed them to survive those first few hours. Of course, in that moment, neither Dave nor Emily could think of the issue of survival. Their eyes only focused on two bloody puncture wounds in Mira’s chest. Later, they would swear that they stood staring at Mira for an hour when, in reality, it was less than two seconds. Two mere seconds, but enough time for them to discover another principle of Eloria, for as they watched, Mira’s body began to pulse with waves of bright silver light. Again, it lasted for no more than an instant, but in that instant, the two garish wounds in her chest along with every other cut, scrape, and even broken ribs were all instantly healed. Mira’s health was restored to its full 60 points, her mana was restored back to a full 150, and as Mira sat up opening her eyes, she was dog-piled by her mother and father both wanting to hug her while Jackson and Sara fought to find a space to reach her as well.

      Tears were shed and even Dave’s eyes were wet, both parents thanking God and anyone who would listen. Dave mumbled repeatedly something about his precious little girl and Emily finally said, “How? I saw you die. Those horns pierced your chest, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I was so scared when the boar attacked Jackson and when the frog grabbed Sara, but there was something different about seeing those horns pierce your chest. It was as if time slowed down for me and I had to keep reliving that instant again and again, unable to reach you. I just knew you were dead. No one could survive something like that.”

      Jackson was actually the one to chime in. “Mom, Eloria isn’t like back home. Who knows what is possible here?”

      Both Dave and Emily stared at him, knowing that he was right but still stuck balancing on a knife’s edge between full tearful meltdown and shout-out-loud boisterous joy.

      Sara distilled the matter down to its most basic thought. “Who cares? Mira is okay.” For once, Mira didn’t correct her little sister for using the pet name she had used as a child for her older sister.

      Mira did, however, say, “I think I can explain. I got a couple of notifications.”

      
        
        You have defeated: Average Horned Bullfrog Level 5. XP: 30 xTier Penalty of 50% x 2 (killing blow bonus) x racial bonus +25%= 37 XP

        

        You have 2 new character points. You have 6 unused character points.

        

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        Ding!

        You have gained sufficient XP to reach level 2.

      

      

      
        
        You have gained 2 stat points.

        

      

      She explained first the notification that told about her leveling up, then about a more mysterious second notification.

      
        
        Congratulations!

      

      

      
        
        You have unlocked the hidden trait: Reborn.

        You gained sufficient XP to level up just as you died and every time you level up, your health and mana are fully restored. As a result of unlocking this hidden trait and the means by which you did so, you have gained the following individual perks: Resistance to Piercing Attacks: Your body now automatically negates the first 3 points of any piercing attack. Subject to further improvement: means unknown.

        

      

      
        
        Diehard: you have proven to be very difficult to kill and have gained the ability to continue fighting even after you reach zero health. You may now fight until you reach negative 50% of your maximum health. Once done fighting, you must be healed within one minute or you will still die.

        

        XP Gained for unlocking Reborn: 200. Congratulations. Ding! You have gained sufficient XP to reach level 3.

        

        You have gained 2 stat points. You have 4 unspent stat points.

        You have gained 10 character points. You have 16 unspent character points.

        

      

      Everyone had their own reaction to Mira’s revelation about her notifications and the gains she had made. Sara just kept hugging her. Jackson high-fived her saying, “That is so cool! Leveling up totally recharges you!”

      For her part, Emily said, “I don’t care how it happened, I’m just thanking God that you are still alive. I don’t think I could bear to lose any of you.” She turned to Dave and started with, “We have to find a way to protect the kids. Heck, look at you. We have to find a way to protect ourselves.”

      Then she noticed though that Dave seemed listless, almost staring off into space. Immediately, she began to worry that he was going into shock from loss of blood. “Dave, are you okay? Can you hear me? Say something.”

      Dave turned his head to her, and it was clear that he had heard her, but yet he didn’t respond. Assuming the worst, Emily cast her Minor Healing spell and watched as the wound in Dave’s side instantly closed up. It was a little difficult to tell if there was any residual wound because all the blood that had already been lost was still covering his side and the hole in his armor.

      Seeing as he still didn’t respond, Emily was afraid that he had lost too much blood. She didn’t know exactly how healing worked. Maybe it only closed up the wound but didn’t replace the lost blood. Starting to panic, she grabbed Dave's face in her hands and started to peer into his eyes, almost as though she could see into his head that way. Suddenly, Dave came out of it. He shook his head bitterly and said, “I’m okay. I was just stunned to see Mira literally come back from the dead.”

      “Dave, what’s really wrong? You aren’t saying something. Stop acting like this. You are scaring me.”

      Now seeing what had all the trimmings of a classic Mom vs Dad fight, all three of the kids had their eyes focused on their parents. Sara’s lower lip quivered, and Jackson had that look of hesitancy about him. Surprisingly, it was Mira who spoke up. Normally, Mira was the one who provoked situations that she hoped would lead to her mom and dad fighting. She had found that to be the best way to get what she wanted, but now something had changed inside of her. She didn’t want to see her parents fighting. Maybe it wouldn’t last, but at least for the moment, she had seen what real conflict was about and she didn’t want any version of it around her parents. “Mom, Dad, don’t fight, please. Whatever is wrong, we can face it. Remember, Dad, we are Nelsons.”

      Dave smiled at hearing his trademark slogan repeated back to him, especially from Mira who would usually be the last one to say anything like that. So, he responded back with more cheer than he felt. “That’s right. We are Nelsons and nothing can stop us, not overgrown frogs, or upset pigs, not even a little thing like death can keep a Nelson down.”

      He spoke words of encouragement to the kids and they all cheered. The family huddled together and once again basked in a closeness that is only brought about by shared trauma. All the while, Emily held a practiced smile on her face, because while the kids might be buying the act, she had seen the look that Dave had given her. There was more to talk about.
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        “Passion and skill make for great warriors, structure and obedience make for great armies the irony being that which makes the parts strong can make the whole fragile.” —Expression attributed to orcish general Ganbaatar, the Steel Fist.

        

      

      The moment of awkward tension between everyone was broken when Sara chimed in with her usual chipper voice, "Can we keep him?"

      Everyone turned to look at her and then at the remaining frog beast that was sitting on its back legs staring at Mira, like a twisted Elorian version of a golden retriever waiting on its master's attention. Dave and Emily were both sorta shocked that they hadn't noticed that there was a frog left, but it isn't too odd considering they had literally watched their child die and come back to life in a span of seconds.

      "Mira, what exactly is that frog doing?" asked Emily with her best stern mother voice.

      After a moment of being flustered, Mira went on to explain how she had charmed the frog, and it had saved her from one of the attacking beasts. She even described how she got all of the XP when her charmed pet killed the other frog.

      Dave started to pepper her with questions about how the charm worked, what she could make her pet do, and how long it lasted. Mira answered as best as she could but didn't have much specific information other than to try to explain the link that she felt in her mind between herself and the pet. The one question she could answer with any certainty was that the spell lasted for ten minutes but would be broken if she or any of her allies directly caused harm to it. Once they determined that there was still over five minutes left on the time, it hit them all just how frantic a pace combat can have, so that it seems like it stretches on for far longer than it actually does.

      After getting as much information as possible about the charmed frog, Dave asked the rest of them to move a good distance away and said that he wanted to fight it by himself. Emily insisted that it was stupidly dangerous of him to fight the beast by himself, but he kept saying that was how it needed to be. As their discussion intensified again, Dave placed his hand on Emily's arm more firmly than he had meant to in an attempt to pull her to the side for a private conversation.

      Seeing her eyes flare with anger at his unintended roughness, Dave pulled his hand back and said, "I'm sorry, but can we go over here and talk about this?"

      Emily swallowed the sharp retort that came to her mind about his carelessness and simply mumbled, "Okay."

      As they walked a few feet away from the kids, Emily’s short-lived patience ran out. “So what's going on? Why are you acting so weird? We don’t have time for this, and we certainly can’t stand around talking while that monster is with the kids, charm spell or no charm spell.”

      Dave seemed to struggle to answer, shifting his weight from foot to foot and looking anywhere other than at Emily. Back on Earth, Emily would have been used to this. They had even gone to a marriage counselor at one point who helped her to understand that Dave had a difficult time expressing his emotions. She remembered all the exercises that they had tried to help Dave to have a normal conversation with her. Ask Dave about his cases, or his games, or his kids, heck even ask him about how she looked and he never had a shortage of words, but ask him how he felt about anything that was the least bit controversial or that required any introspection, and he clammed up faster than Jackson could eat a slice of pizza.

      “Dave, I know something is bothering you, but we really don't have time for this now.”

      “Emily, you don’t understand, you will never understand. You are so good at everything. I struggle to fulfill my duties; I’ve always struggled with it. I forget about taking out the trash. I miss one of the kid’s games. No matter that I work late enough most nights to miss family dinner, I still will never make enough to pay for all the kids’ college. And when I do take time for myself to play a game, it seems like I’m letting everyone down by needing personal time. Not that any of this matters now because we are stranded here, away from everything that any of us has ever known. Now here we are in a world that I should have the best idea about and I’m completely clueless and lost. Dammit, it's a man’s job to protect his wife and kids, but time and again you all are saving me. At this rate, pretty soon I’m gonna need one of those necklaces that Sara has just so I don’t get in your way.” It all erupted out of Dave in one burst so fast that he didn’t even take time to breathe, and by the end was sounding like he had just run some wind sprints.

      Emily just stood there staring at him for a few seconds. “Is that what you really think?” Then without giving him time to answer, “You are placing all of that on yourself. I love you. I’ve always loved you, and your kids love you. You aren’t failing any of us. If it weren’t for your calm, I would have lost my mind here. If you are jealous because I got a class and gained some levels, well, that is just numbers. We are all still depending on you.”

      “But that’s just it, Emily. It isn’t just numbers. Here, our reality can be quantified by numbers in a little screen that pops up in your mind. No guessing necessary. And what those numbers are saying right now is that I can’t protect our family.”

      Dave and Emily had had their fair share of fights over the years, times of hot and times of cold, but what had always made them work so well was something their marriage counselor had commented on. When one of them was in crisis, the other one always stepped up, and somehow, they seemed to manage not to ever both be in meltdown mode at the same time. Emily wanted nothing more than to cry now, but just like Dave had held her earlier when she needed him, she wanted to be there for him now. This didn’t mean that she didn’t think he was being stupid. It just meant that she was gonna put that on the back burner and be there for him now. “You will figure it out. Just tell me what we need to do, and I will do my best to help you.”

      There was nothing magical about her words. It was just something in her tone and the look in her eyes, that brought healing to Dave’s soul just as much as her newfound magical abilities had brought healing to his body. Her soft reply took the wind out of his sails and stopped him from continuing down a destructive path. He grabbed her close and whispered in her ear, “Thank you.” Two little words, but Emily knew that it meant more than just thank you. It meant, ‘I’m glad to have you here with me.’ It meant, ‘I love you.’ More than anything it meant that Dave was gonna focus on a solution instead of wallowing in his feelings of helplessness, something which they all needed to do in this untenable position.

      Their embrace was short-lived as Dave pulled back and said, “I guess it all depends on how much you trust me.” Even as he said it, Dave realized it was an emotionally manipulative statement, even if he didn’t mean it that way.

      The dark glint that passed Emily’s now almond-shaped eyes told Dave that she recognized the baited nature of his statement, but the almost immediate softening of her face told him that she was going to go with it. “I trust you completely. That doesn’t mean I think you are always right, but I do trust you.”

      Dave smiled at her words. “Well, it looks like the sun, or the second sun,” he chuckled at that, “has about three hours until it sets and since another sun hasn’t come up, I’m going to assume it will be nighttime after this sun sets. That doesn’t leave us much time but we need to grind a bit before dark and then find a tree to sleep in because obviously neither the forest nor the river are safe but at least up in some of those big trees none of the really big stuff can get at us.”

      “Grind? What does that mean?”

      “Well, this is the part that you aren’t going to like.” Dave was giving her his most winsome smile, the one he gave her when he was about to propose something he was sure she would disagree with. “Grinding is a gaming term for going out and finding monsters that we can kill on purpose so that we can gain XP.”

      It was all Emily could do not to explode at that statement and recognizing this, Dave went on to explain his reasoning before she could shoot him down. “Think about it, we have barely survived five different fights and part of that is because we were unprepared and part of it was because we didn’t have enough power. The way to get more power here is to level up.”

      Emily still didn’t agree, but she at least was trying to give him time to explain.

      “We can make it to the forest in a few minutes even with our packs and there is a tree that Jackson and I discovered that we can climb into to sleep tonight. We can eat the supplies that the Watcher gave us for tonight and the same goes for water. If we take the next two hours and kill as many of these frogs as possible, then I should be able to gain a couple of levels. The more power that we have the better chance we have of surviving. Your healing is impressive, but you are gonna need me, and I hate to admit it, Mira, to fight for you.”

      Dave paused to see if she had anything to say, but all she asked was, “Why the frogs?”

      He was glad for that question because it was one that he had a ready answer for. “Well, from what I have seen and what Mira described, the frogs are susceptible to both her ice and fire. On top of that, Jackson showed us that if we can flip them onto their backs, we can kill them pretty easily.”

      “Wait, you want Mira to help fight the frogs?”

      “No, actually, I want Mira to stand a ways back with you and the other kids. I will do the fighting, but you will be there to heal me if necessary and Mira has proven that she can blast the crap out of the frogs if I get in too much trouble. The frogs just seem much easier to kill than either the boar or the flame lynx that I fought earlier.”

      Emily had that stare that she gave him when she was gonna go along with what he was saying but wanted him to know that she didn’t approve. “So if, and I mean if, I agree to this, you have to promise me that if it gets too dangerous, we will all go climb that tree you are talking about and figure out something different tomorrow. The cut-down trees mean there have to be people around here somewhere. So, if your plan doesn’t work, then you have to agree that we will try to find a town or something tomorrow.”

      Dave quickly agreed, knowing it was the only way to move forward. He didn’t mention that a town of people might be more far more dangerous than the animals they had encountered so far as they had no way of knowing if any people they discovered would be friendly, or even what race they would be. He added in to sweeten the deal, “The best part is that we can try out the plan on Mira’s charmed frog first and see how it works.”

      Emily shook her head, afraid she was gonna regret this, but simply said, “Okay.”

      After some further discussion on just how they wanted to handle this along with providing an explanation to the children, it was eventually decided that they would all move to about one hundred feet from the river with Dave thirty feet in front of them and the charmed frog made to sit still right next to Dave. Jackson wasn't happy because he wanted to be allowed to gain XP too but finally accepted after he was ordered to stand beside his mother and protect her. The truth was that with him getting only 1/10th of normal XP it would take too long for him to make any meaningful gains, and what they needed now was a dramatic increase in power. Usually in games, the first few levels were the quickest to gain, but that had not been the case so far in Eloria, unless you counted Emily's quest XP.

      The moment of truth was upon Dave. His family was standing a ways behind him and the overgrown amphibian was sitting peacefully next to him. In a game, he had no trouble attacking anything in the noob zones so that he could gain immediate XP, but it somehow seemed different here. He quickly pushed that thought out of his mind. This had to happen. It was the only way to protect his family. He had a plan and he needed to stick to it. Besides, he got one free shot at this frog due to the charm spell, so he was never gonna get a better chance to learn.

      Giving the signal with a raised hand that he was ready to start, Dave slid his sword from its sheath and then took aim, not with the sword but with his foot. Might as well take advantage of that skill level 10 in Unarmed Combat. Truthfully though, his kick wasn't meant to damage the frog but to attempt to flip it over and for the first time today, something went according to script. He felt the jolt of the impact run all the way up his leg, through his hip and into his lower back, but it accomplished its purpose. The frog was flipped clean over onto its back. As soon as he could rock back from the momentum of the kick, Dave thrust forward with the longsword shoving it into the soft underbelly of the beast before him. The frog squealed and tried to roll over but couldn't seem to get off its armored back. It only took two more thrusts to finish the beast off. Each of the thrusts had seemed to do more damage, apparently because of the frog’s vulnerable position.

      As soon as he withdrew his last thrust, Dave was greeted by two notifications, one for the XP gain and one for leveling and reaching level 2.

      
        
        You have defeated: Average Horned Bullfrog Level 5. XP: 30 xCharmed Target Penalty of 50% x 2 (killing blow bonus) x Racial Bonus +50% = 45 XP

        

        You have 2 new character points. You have 7 unused character points.

        

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        Ding!

        You have gained sufficient XP to reach level 2.

      

      

      
        
        You have gained 2 stat points.

        

      

      Dave had choices to make now, and in keeping with his plan to be the tank for the family, he chose to spend his two stat points on Strength and Constitution. It appeared as he looked at his character sheet that simply leveling up didn't provide him with any increased health or mana. That was not like most games he was used to, but it seemed that in Eloria, such stats only increased by increasing the base stat that controlled them. This was very interesting, as it would mean that a much higher-level person could still have much lower health than a low level who had put points into Constitution. Dave didn't have time to think about the ramifications of this now but knew he would have to later. Dave also wanted to spend his character points but needed time to think about all of it.

      It had worked so well that even Emily had no problem with letting him lure another frog from the river out to fight and then finally a third one. Both of them fell fairly quickly to Dave, although each time he took a small amount of damage in his effort to get them flipped over, but all in all this plan was working better than he could have ever hoped. Those last two frogs pushed him up another 90 XP or just into level 3. This time he kept his 2 stat points to decide how to spend them that evening and he, of course, held onto the 4 extra character points the two kills earned for him. This brought his total for unspent character points to 11 and he was actually starting to think that he might be able to buy something worthwhile. What was more, they had only spent thirty minutes of the allotted two hours luring out those two frogs and gaining level 3. Dave was starting to have visions of proverbial sugar plums dancing in front of his eyes as he thought he might be able to reach level 4 before the time expired.

      Of course, it is a rule of life that when something is going too well, it can’t last. This time the issue was one that Dave kicked himself for not thinking about because it was the same problem he had run into with the boar carcass. It wasn’t enough to loot the acid sack from each of the frogs—in Eloria, their bodies didn’t just disappear—but instead became bait for something bigger to come munch on. If it had just been another of the young flame lynxes, Dave wouldn’t have minded, not with Emily and Mira for support, but of course, it couldn’t be that simple. Instead, coming up out of the tall grass at the edge of the river was a long reptilian head. Clearly something like a crocodile just on the larger side. Dave immediately cast his Assess Enemy spell and got a flashing red warning: Young Dire Crocodile, lvl 15.

      Freak, there was no way that they could take this on. Looking at those jaws, he wouldn’t be surprised if this thing couldn’t damn near one-shot him. The only good news so far was that the beast seemed to be very slow. It came out of the water and had immediately started to munch on one of the frog carcasses. Dave couldn’t even be sure if it had seen them, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He immediately turned and started to walk very quickly without breaking into an outright run. As soon as he got close to the rest of the family, who had by this time seen the dire crocodile, he said, “Everyone start walking very quickly, but don’t run and stay together. Head for the tree line. If Sara falls, then I will carry her, but for now, I’m going to stay a good thirty feet behind you to provide a buffer in case it sees us.”

      As they started walking, each of them kept looking back over their shoulders while Emily encouraged the kids to keep looking straight ahead. The beast’s body was now completely in view and it was clearly at least twenty feet long. Its body was a wide as a car, the long head making up about a fifth of its body and the tail about a third of its total length. It was able to scoop up the first frog like a bulldozer, and even more than one hundred feet away, they could hear the sickening sound of the frog’s armor and bones being crushed in two or three chewing motions before it was swallowed down.

      The horror of that image caused Sara to let out a scream of terror. The beasts head shot up immediately upon hearing that scream, and its beady reptilian eyes latched on to the family now over one hundred and fifty feet away, rapidly walking away. Seeing living prey, the crocodile started to move much faster, straight at them.

      Turning to face the oncoming engine of death, Dave called out without even looking back, “Jackson, show your mother where that tree we found is, and Mira, once you get there use your flying ring to get everyone up into the branches as high as you can.”

      “No, Dave. Just run with us.” Emily was frantic as she cried out and tried to grab Sara up into her arms as she broke into a run.

      As he heard his wife’s cry, Dave didn’t say anything back but focused on how he was going to try to engage the beast. He couldn’t have it focus on his family. This worry made Dave think of a skill he had read about back in the gray loading zone. He hoped that it would work the same way that it did in games, but he didn’t have time to worry about the specifics. So, with no further delay, he mentally triggered the spending of a character point on the skill Taunt.

      
        
        Taunt: A declared action, melee-based skill. This skill requires a physical attack as well as for the target to be able to see and hear you. Once activated, if target does not resist, it will be enraged and focus all attacks upon you. Resistance is wisdom based. Duration is 1 tick + 1/level.

        

      

      Dave was glad to see that the beast, even once it saw them, didn’t appear to be much faster than Sara, so the rest of the family should be able to easily stay ahead of it. All Dave needed to do was slow it down long enough for them to reach the tree. Even as he cast his Sure Strike spell and prepared to activate his new Taunt skill with his first blow, he saw a flash of spinning blue opaque blades come spinning by him and strike the crocodile straight in its broad face. Apparently, Mira decided to try to slow the beast down too and, while Dave wanted to make sure his daughter was safe, he was still proud of her fighting spirit. What was more shocking was that after seeing the incredible damage Mira’s ice spell had done to the first frog they had fought, he was disheartened to see that it seemed to have no impact upon the crocodile. At least as far as he could see, the daggers caused absolutely no damage.

      The dire crocodile lunged toward Dave, and he performed what was becoming his trademark maneuver and sidestepped the charge. This time though he learned from the fight with the flame lynx and didn’t risk a thrust for fear that the weapon would be pulled out of his hands. He even had to be careful not to make a slash against the momentum of the beast as its nearly three-ton body might still rip the sword out of his hands. Instead, while activating Taunt, he used the added insight of his Sure Strike to try a slicing attack at the spot where the thicker back armor met what he hoped was the softer lower side scales.

      His blow landed exactly where it was intended, Sure Strike guiding his hand and was greeted with a notification:

      
        
        Critical Strike: 35 damage - 12 damage resistance. Net damage = 23.

        

        Taunt Successful - target enraged and focused on you. Duration- 2 ticks.

        

      

      A critical blow of 35 was amazing. That had to be his best hit so far, but its armor resisted more than a third of the damage. Worse though, Eloria wasn’t like most of the games he had played where he could see a health bar for his target. He had no idea if the attack had had any real impact on the beast. He only saw a small slice in its side, and it didn’t seem to slow at all. As frustrating as that was, Dave didn’t lose sight of the beast’s jaws. He was careful to make sure that those jaws couldn’t snap shut on him, jumping back in case it turned its neck and tried to eat him. Instead, the croc swung its tail at him, which, due to its length, was still behind Dave. Once again, a critical blow was landed. This time it was against him, though, and the tail blasted into his back for a staggering (78) damage. Combined with the mass and momentum of the huge body that critical blow sent Dave rolling and bouncing like a croquet ball against the broken ground and tree stumps. He was hit time and again each blow only causing 1, 2, or 3 damage, but as he was flung forward some fifty feet, the little blows added up to an extra (32) damage.

      When his painful roll came to an end, he had been nearly bowled into his family. Every inch of him ached. His body bruised and throbbing all over, but even as Sara was crying out, “Daddy,” he was already struggling to his feet. He knew there was no time to waste. He wouldn’t let a little thing like the weakness of his body stop him from protecting his family. While a weak smile crossed his face, he looked at Emily and said, “What are you all doing standing around? I can’t stop fighting it until you guys are in the tree.”

      The croc was already moving toward them again as Dave got up and realized that once again, he had lost his sword. He saw Mira concentrating on some form of magic, but she informed them that her charm spell apparently wouldn’t work on a monster that was of a higher tier. That was all it took for Emily to once again pick up Sara and order Jackson and Mira to run with her.

      As they ran, Dave knew he needed to change strategies. That one tail swipe and its aftermath had cost him 40% of his health even with his magic ring. Emily shot him a quick healing spell as they ran away and restored 66 health. He had to hope that it would be enough. The family ran faster than they had yet run and made it to the forest line in just over a minute even over the uneven ground. They were running as hard as possible and to them, it only seemed to take seconds, but for Dave, that minute was an eternity. He was busy ducking and weaving and dancing around. Finally, he was able to position himself so that with a roll he could pick up his sword. Once it was back in his hand, he would lash out with his sword only very lightly, not actually intending to cause harm, only keeping its attention on him. So far, it hadn’t managed to land another blow on him, and it was still a good three hundred yards away from the tree line. This also meant that he was still three hundred yards away from the tree line and was getting too tired to keep this up. With that, he tried to make his dodge and rolls take him to a position where he could see the tree line, hoping to find out if Emily and the kids had made it there yet. After dodging another snap of those deadly rows of teeth, he was able to look up long enough to see the backs of his family as they passed out of sight into the forest. A wave of relief came over him temporarily banishing the fatigue he was feeling, enabling him to work his way once again around the beast so that he was between it and the forest.

      From this position, Dave turned and started to run as fast as he could in his scale mail with a sword in his hand all the while trying desperately not to trip over any tree stumps. A fall would mean almost certain death. His primary hope was that the beast being some variant of a crocodile which presumably lived in water would not want to chase him too far inland. All that was going through his head was ‘Run, Forest.’ He kept his eyes focused ahead, and only as he reached the tree line panting and on the verge of vomiting did he dare to look behind him. From what he could see, his guess about the croc not being willing to go too far inland must have been right because sure enough it was back a good two hundred yards and not moving at all. His sides heaving, he was trying to get his bearings and then nearly sliced Mira in half when he suddenly felt a hand touch the top of his head. Only his utter exhaustion made his swing go so wide as to miss her while she floated in the air above him, eyes wide with fear.

      “I’mmm soo sorrryy.” His words came out expanded as he gasped to catch his breath. “Didn’t know it was you.”

      Regaining her composure, Mira responded, “I only have five more minutes of flight time on the ring, Dad. You have to let me get you up into the tree.” She then hooked her arms under his and started to lift him before her arms gave way, and she couldn’t hold on.

      Pausing for a few seconds, Dave finally caught his breath enough, and they talked about if it would be possible for her to lift him considering how heavy he was, especially with his armor and pack. Mira assured him that the ring didn’t have a weight limit that she had learned so far, but that they had to find a way for her to hang onto him or him to hang onto her. Finally, after waiting a full minute to allow Dave to regain his composure and strength, they were able to get up into the tree in two trips. Mira first carried up his pack and then came back and allowed Dave to hold onto her tightly.

      There they were, up some fifty feet in the air on a platform of the interwoven branches of one of the largest trees any of them had ever seen. There appeared to be less than two hours of sunlight remaining and all of them were exhausted. So much so that once she had seen her father make it successfully into the tree, Sara had shortly after fallen asleep with her head against her backpack. The other four of them looked at one another with expressions of consternation and confusion, unsure what to do.
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        “The darkness of night often makes simple truths clear or perhaps the lies we tell ourselves become more palatable.” —Engraving inside the tomb of a Valthryne Blood Lord

        

      

      Maxwell sat in a back corner of a dimly lit bar down by the docks in one of the seedier parts of an already seedy town. Rostock was little more than a large port with multiple docks, warehouses, and various merchant establishments. There was little in the way of local commerce because the capital, Konig, was only ten miles up the river and had better wares, better prices, and in general, better everything. Rostock’s local population was limited to a few innkeepers, whores, and a couple of small shops whose owners thought to get business not by providing better goods or better prices but by being the first option to greet anyone disembarking from the many ships that dock here. The whores especially were popular with the sailors and had more latitude in Rostock than in the capital. It wasn’t that there weren’t women of the night in other parts of Albia; it was simply that the public morality of the nation didn’t allow for such things in the open. Rostock was different. Most of the country didn’t care what happened in Rostock as long as ships docked, and the goods were then portaged up to the capital. The arrangement also suited King Borstein because unlike some other nations where the capital was a seaport itself, by having Konig ten miles inland, it provided a buffer for any attack by sea. The broken and jagged coastline to the north and the centaurs to the south made Rostock the only viable port on the eastern side of the continent, at least as far as the humans knew.

      The Cracked Oar was one of three small taverns in town. They each had a couple of guest rooms, but no one actually slept in them. It wouldn’t have been safe, and that wasn’t what they were for. The staff consisted of the owner/barkeep Yagmov, a half-orc, which was a rarity in and of itself, along with his human wife who served as the cook, a couple of young girls who helped in the kitchen, and half a dozen servers, all female and ranging from eighteen to forty-something. Yagmov provided security and poured the drinks while settling everyone's tabs and the serving women walked from table to table serving food, drink, and other things. While their attire might have been risqué in the capital, it wasn’t anything compared to some of the places the sailors hailed from. Shirts were cut a bit short to show some midriff and skirts were tight enough to show the shape of the hips as they walked with a perfectly mastered sway. Their figures in keeping with the standards of beauty for Albia, which is to say that they were all full-figured, curvy with enough flesh to pinch but only two fingers worth. In Albia, a full-figured woman meant that she was healthy with enough food to eat and hips wide enough for bearing children rather than the stick-thin figures of elves. The nobility prized those traits and bred them into their daughters, so it spread throughout the culture.

      Maxwell, or Max as he preferred, didn’t ever drink to the point of losing control but sometimes he wished he could drink enough to forget. He wasn’t sure which he wished to forget more: his past and what he had lost or his new life in Albia along with the things that he had to do to secure this new life. He was well-known to the serving women of the Cracked Oar and it was just as well-known that while he tipped well. He never wanted conversation let alone any extra services. What was not known so well here was that Max was the leader of a squad of the Purple and Gold, an esteemed position, but in his mind, a position little better than a hired hand and not one with much choice in what he did, for that matter. His ebony skin and smooth shaved head clearly marked him as an outlander. Even the large golden earring in the left ear was clearly of the style worn in the spice islands. He was not the only member of the Purple and Gold who was not Albian by birth. In fact, the current king had something of a preference for those from outside of the kingdom, seeming to believe that they were better choices for his personal guard because of a lack of political motivations or attachments in Albia. The squad members were not prohibited from marrying, but if they did marry, then their families had to live in specially appointed quarters set aside near the palace by the king. They would live the best lives possible for non-nobles, but do so under the ever-watchful eye of the king and serve as a final assurance of loyalty. Not that they were needed. The magical tattoo which all Purple and Gold had to take upon completing their training was meant to provide not only substantial buffs to the new squad member but was primarily meant to ensure their loyalty. Even magic can’t force loyalty, apart from very short duration charm spells, but the tattoo makes it so its bearer is physically unable to harm the king or his family or to lie to any of the same. Each tattoo was personally prepared by the royal mage and worked to enhance the primary stats of its bearer, at least if it was done properly.

      In Max’s case, he didn’t feel the binding effect was necessary. He truly had no connections to anyone in Albia before arriving by ship in Rostock several years ago. Since then, he had not formed any attachments. He had learned the hard way how attachments can be ripped away and so had walled up his heart against any such thing. Sure, he felt camaraderie with the squad members that he commanded. That was inevitable after all the fighting they did, necessary for the level of performance required of them and probably a good thing. It kept him from feeling entirely dead inside. Yet if he allowed himself any time for self-reflection, Max would have been sage enough to realize that the sense of detachment was what had allowed him to advance so far. He was one of only a handful of tier 3 humans in Albia. Besides the king, the royal mage, and another member of his squad, there weren’t any others near the capital. Any others being stationed along the western border. He would also have realized that gaining a rare class, Crimson Vanguard, had also allowed him to advance further. It provided perks that other unclassed or even base classed humans simply couldn’t match. The number one advantage that humans had was their XP bonus. This allowed for any humans actually willing to take on an adventurer's life or even a military life and who was lucky enough to survive for a time to quickly gain a few levels. It got harder after that because as one leveled, they either had to go into continually more dangerous zones where fewer and fewer humans were willing to go or end up stagnating. Very few leveled humans made it past the single digits and almost none made it into the third tier. Further, humans lacked the racial bonuses to stats and skills which all of the other races seemed to enjoy. Sure, humans didn’t have any stat penalties but since every warrior of another race he had ever met had built around the strengths of their race, those bonuses really stacked up to make them more effective at what they were intending to do. This was another advantage of humans: versatility. Humans would never be as strong as orcs, as durable as dwarves, as agile as moon elves, or as good of casters as sun elves, and that wasn’t even talking about the truly powerful races like the minotaurs to the south. Those cow-headed beasts masquerading as men were just so physically powerful as to be overwhelming. Yet these traits, which made orcs into great shock troops or dwarves into great defenders, also tended to make them predictable in their outlook and approach. When fighting a sun elf, it was safe to assume that they were going to try to use magic against you, so the strength of a human was in having the versatility to counter or to act in less limited ways.

      These were not the thoughts that occupied Max’s mind, only the ones that could have crossed his mind if he allowed himself any self-introspection. Rather, the thoughts that crossed Max’s mind, the ones that he drank, hoping to somehow forget yet never really wanting to, were deeper and more personal. Ones that he could only express by drinking for he lacked the words to say what he felt, even inside his own mind. It has been said that some men drink because they are poets and others because they are not. For Max, the latter was definitely true. All he could see in his mind’s eye was a bright smile and an infectious laugh as he spun around with little hands clasped in his own.

      “Captain?”

      “Captain?”

      “Can you hear me?”

      Max opened his eyes, but the image in his mind didn’t fade away. No, he was forced to tamp it down, to push it deep and seal the lid over it, wrapped in chains to not allow any emotion to leak out. That done, he was able to focus on the voice calling his name. What he saw was not at all what he had expected. He had expected a royal page sent to find him and call him for some new mission. Not in a million years would he have expected to see Eleazor, the King’s Steward standing in front of his table in person. Not only in person, but without any guards beside him. Something was up and he wasn’t sure what it was, only that it put him on edge.

      “May I sit?” asked the Steward in his overly formal manner. He wasn’t wearing any insignia of rank, but he still stuck out in this sort of bar. He had neither the swagger nor the slumped shoulders which represented the two primary variants of the patrons here. Eleazor had a quiet confidence not born of physical might but of an innate competence and an awareness of his own worth.

      “Of course, but I have to ask you not to call me by rank here. Here, I’m just another man drinking away his sorrows,” responded Max in a quiet voice.

      “I’m sure it’s none of my business, but I will keep your request in mind. Actually, I am glad for a level of anonymity here as it is for that very reason that I sought you out here rather than sending a page.”

      “So this must be something off the books. Either that or it is something with political ramifications.” Max had long ago mastered the ability to speak in a hushed whisper, which the person he was speaking too could hear but which wouldn’t carry beyond their table. Even better in a place like this, that was the common way that people carried on their conversations, except of course for the occasional boisterous drunk.

      “A little of both, but more of the latter. The king tasked me with sending a full squad of the Purple and Gold to check out an issue that he is concerned about. It seems as if one or two dukes are not taking their duties to their liege lord seriously.” The royal steward paused then, making direct eye contact with Max, to make sure that his words were being received with the appropriate gravity. After reviewing activity reports and making some subtle inquiries, he was confident that Captain Smart’s squad was not only one of the most effective squads but also seemed to have absolutely no political connections. At first, that had bothered Eleazor. In his world, no one was entirely free of the tiny hooks that political contacts place into an individual. It intrigued the consummate politician so much that he had spent the entire day verifying all of his contacts until the second sun had already set. He had had to requisition a horse from the royal stables and then make his way down to Rostock where all the sources agreed it was most likely he would find Captain Smart. So here he was, sitting at this table in a dingy bar, revealing the mission, but more importantly, taking his own measure of the man.

      Max didn’t say anything, so Eleazor continued his explanation. “You may not be aware, but the kingdom is experiencing a significant lumber shortage, which has been greatly exacerbated by the goblin incursions on the western front. The king recently ordered the construction of three different villages on the eastern border of the kingdom, yet after an initial uptick, there has been almost no increase in production of lumber. The kingdom is surviving on imports but that won’t be enough once winter comes. We suspect that the problem may be a lack of support from the dukes. In particular, Duke Holstein, since the two villages he had set up had originally been producing lumber but no longer are.”

      “No disrespect intended, but isn’t this a bit overkill? I mean, the Purple and Gold are not exactly investigators.”

      “You are being asked to perform more than an inspection. Yes, His Majesty wants you to inspect the village and see if you can determine the reason for the lack of lumber production, but if there is a problem with Duke Holstein, the use of your squad makes a political statement as well.”

      “I am not happy being used in such a way, but the Purple and Gold serve at the pleasure of King Borstein.”

      “Yes, and the reason that I approached you here is that His Majesty wants you to depart first thing in the morning, but to do so circumspectly with no one to know where you are going.” Eleazor was all business at this point.

      “Very well, my Lord Steward.” Max recognized that this was the end of the conversation and went back to sipping on his ale. Unlike some fresh recruit, Max knew his work and knew he was good at it. He had time to finish this drink, but then he would have to head out and find the rest of his squad. They had been on a short furlough and weren’t supposed to have to report back to duty for another three days, so it might take some work to find them. He hadn’t told the steward that it was unlikely that his squad could leave by first light. Well honestly, not unlikely, rather impossible, but Max had found it better not to bother the king or his steward with such things. After all, what mattered was when his squad got to the logging villages rather than when they left, and his squad could travel faster than any other squad if they had a reason.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours before the second sunset, Krinnk awoke from his sleep in the long grasses along the shoreline of the Seinna. The light level was now low enough that he could travel without discomfort. He quickly munched down one of the dried fish that he had packed for supplies. Then he decided to continue east along the river to make sure there weren’t any other villages. Krinnk traveled and packed light. His only clothing a deerskin loincloth held against his skinny frame by a belt of tightly twisted rough leather cord. Connected to his belt, he had a crude iron dagger with no sheath, a sling with five smooth stones, a water skin that constantly had a slow leak, and slung over his shoulder was a pack made of the same type of deerskin, which held his limited rations. All goblins could travel far and fast on very little food. Hunger was a constant companion of goblins and the most driving force in their society. Even a suckling goblin babe never had enough as poorly fed goblin mothers couldn’t produce enough milk. It bred a race of creatures driven by primal need to the exclusion of all else. This more than anything else made the goblin horde such an oddity, that this many goblins could be held together for such a long period of time. Even when goblins had enough to eat, they always had an insatiable need to find more food with only limited distractions for shiny objects, mating, and their love of inflicting cruelty upon other beings. Hunger and need created in them a hole of insecurity that could never be filled.

      As good as other goblins might be at traveling far on little, the scouts were at an entirely new level. Their training, if it could be called such, consisted in part of seeing how long they could go without food. So the fish that he ate today was the first food that he had eaten in three days, and rather than eating it slowly and savoring it, he instinctively devoured it while barely tasting it. The miracle of the goblin scouts was not that they could travel so far or so fast while starving, but rather that they had had it beaten into them that apart from feasts, they only got to eat every third day. The rigors of the torture called their training drilled this into them and also prepared them to travel upwards of thirty miles per night, which given their slight stature and poor overall health was remarkable in the eight to ten hours that the light was limited enough for them to travel with comfort.

      Krinnk and the other two scouts had found three villages of the ugly humans. They weren’t big villages, but still full of shiny things and food. Krinnk had unusual thoughts for a goblin. Sometimes he couldn’t make himself understood by his tribemates, and all the goblalinas felt he was odd. The other scouts had wanted to head back as soon as they had discovered the location of the third village. They wanted to be back with the rest of the tribe and didn’t want to miss out on the many shinies and other spoils that would come when the tribe attacked the first village.

      A part of Krinnk wanted those same things, but there was this persistent nagging thought in the back of his mind. It was a thought of a need to do better, to make sure there was nothing more past the third village. He didn’t know why he had such un-goblin-like thoughts. In the goblin language, there was no word for duty, so it was not surprising that Krinnk would struggle with these ideas. Nonetheless, that unspoken need within him pushed him to get up and instead of moving west toward his tribe, he moved to the east as he looked to see the night eye rising in the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the plans to take turns staying awake throughout the night, the stress and exhaustion of nearly twelve hours of fighting and struggling to find a way to survive ended up winning out against those good intentions. They didn’t know how many hours had passed, only that the sun, or more properly, the first sun was rising just above the horizon. They had fallen asleep all clustered together, Dave with his back to the trunk on their platform of tightly twisted branches. Emily and Sara were sleeping with their heads against his chest, and Mira and Jackson both lay curled up, touching the others.

      Dave was the first to wake. He could have sworn that he felt a trembling, a slight vibration in the tree. His first thought was that something massive was down on the ground, but he quickly rejected that thought as this tree was massive. He couldn’t imagine how big a creature would have to be to make the tree tremble like this. Then the vibration was gone, and he had to wonder if he ever felt it in the first place.

      As Dave started to move, Emily woke up as well. Initially, she was startled by her surroundings. It all seemed surreal as if it had been a dream, but waking up like this made it clear that what she had hoped to find out was only a nightmare was actually her new reality. She leaned her head into Dave’s chest and started to cry softly. This was more than she could bear. She was afraid for her children, for herself, and even for Dave. She was glad for Dave’s chest to cry on and glad too that he wasn’t trying to stop her from crying or even commenting on it. He simply wrapped his arm around her and held her as she shuddered softly against his chest.

      After a few minutes, Emily got herself under control again. She and Dave started to speak to one another in soft whispers. With the kids still asleep, this was their first chance for a real adult conversation. Quickly they expressed their fears and their reliance upon each other before progressing on to other matters. Dave tried to explain to Emily as much as he could how Eloria both fit in with his expectations of a game world and how it differed. He explained that in most games the first few levels were easy to get, but in Eloria, it appeared as if people were actively discouraged from even beginning the leveling process due to the extreme penalty on XP, as well as the minimal improvements that the early levels provided. From what information they were able to gather based upon the leveling notifications that they got, each level only produced two stat points, but each level seemed to produce one more character point than the level before it. Dave also explained that it was odd to gain a character point for every twenty XP rather than getting them all at the level up like they did with stat points. Emily really had no basis for comparison, so in many ways, her understanding of the system was more intuitive than Dave’s because he was constantly comparing the rules in Eloria to all of the games he had played over the years. They discussed that the stat system seemed in many ways to be more important than character point system as Dave gained 2% bonus to physical damage from each point of Strength versus only 1% for a point in his Long Blades skill. It further seemed that race, and even Emily’s class bonuses, incentivized putting points into certain stats versus others, at least for Emily and the kids.

      Dave was surprised when Emily asked him what a zone was, and then she had to explain about the zone notification they got when she and the girls had gone a few feet into the river. He explained how zones had worked in older games, as a way to load up smaller portions of the game at a time and making it easier for computers to process. He talked about how in some games you would get an extended loading screen and that creatures from one zone could not follow into another zone. He irritated Emily when he talked about mob trains and laughed because it didn’t seem to have any bearing on what their current situation was and she really didn’t understand the amusement he felt at memories of creating what he called trains of mobs to “teach a lesson to those stupid kill stealers.” When he offered more explanation, she simply asked if it mattered now, and he swallowed his grin and admitted that it probably didn’t.

      The real tension came when they discussed their plans for the immediate future. Emily argued that if she understood what Dave was saying about zones correctly that their best hope of finding civilization lay on the other side of the zone line in the Eastern Albia Logging Zone. Dave argued again that there was no guarantee that finding “people” would be safe. He pointed out that there were numerous racial options available to them when they were getting their new bodies. He pointed out that some of those races seemed terrifying and that there was nothing to say that Eastern Albia was any more human than it was Spiderkin. In opposition, Emily pointed out that they knew the beasts here were dangerous, but they had no idea what to expect from the new zone. Dave made a smartass comment about the ‘devil you know versus the devil you don’t know,’ and Emily gave him a sour look.

      Eventually, after a few more minutes, they reached a compromise. Dave agreed that in two days’ time they would leave the forest and go to this new logging zone in search of a village, but Emily had to agree to allow Dave to spend the next two days trying to level up. He had to promise to be as safe as possible and not take any unnecessary challenges, although truth be known, while she understood why he felt that gaining more levels would help to protect them, she still wasn’t prepared to understand a world that worked like this. They both agreed that the children would stay up in the tree with Emily. Finally, their conversation was broken by the rumbling of Dave’s stomach. It was hard not to laugh at the noise it made, reminding them that even in the midst of all their new struggles, they were still human, still had needs.

      Emily and Dave got out the rations of jerky and tack bread and prepared them while waiting for the kids to wake up. Over the next half hour, each of the kids awoke in turn and each was comforted as much as they would allow and then offered some breakfast. None of them were happy with this type of breakfast, but all were too hungry to complain, much. After they had all eaten, the plan was explained to the children. Mira complained about being left out of the leveling, saying that she was only a few more XP away from level 4, but Emily wouldn’t hear anything of her daughter doing any more fighting.

      Once all the arguing was over, Dave began climbing down the tree. Mira had offered to fly him down, but he wanted her to save the ring for when it would be needed. The tree had plenty of protrusions and branches making it easy to climb down. Of course, easy is a relative term. Prior to his transformation, descending fifty feet down a tree would have been unthinkable, but with his newfound strength it seemed not only possible but also not even all that taxing.

      As part of getting ready, Dave had allocated his unspent points, first the stat points and then the character points. He had considered saving some of the character points for later but had eventually determined that after the dire crocodile he needed every advantage he could gain. In his estimation, given what the family needed from him, the only three choices for his stat points were Strength for extra damage, Constitution for extra health, or Endurance to enable him to fight or run longer. He had been seriously concerned about his lack of stamina after their last prolonged fight. Ultimately, it was that concern that made his decision for him. So he dropped one point into Strength and one into Endurance.

      Deciding on the use of his ten remaining character points was more difficult. From what he had seen so far, the only points that produced a dramatic effect were points spent opening up a new school of magic, but he couldn’t focus on magic too much. He would have to trust Emily and Mira to handle that aspect of things. It chaffed to finally be in a world where magic was real, the world of his dreams, but to be stuck focusing on beating things with a sharp piece of metal rather than on using the magic which had filled his imaginings for so long. If there was one thing stronger inside of Dave, though, than his imagination, it was his sense of duty. He focused on the melee skills tab in his mind’s eye rather than the mage skills. He did also look at the hybrid skills, and while some of them seemed incredible, he was a long way from meeting the prerequisites for any of them. Eventually, he settled on trying to maximize the damage from his longsword and secondarily, its accuracy. So far with the creatures he had fought, the problem was less with hitting them and more with being able to kill them quickly enough to prevent them from tearing him up too much. This led to him adding 4 points into Long Blade proficiency which increased his accuracy by another 20% and his damage by another 4% and another 5 points into weapon specialization: longsword, which added an extra 25% damage to his blows.

      The last point was a concession to his inner desire to be a mage. He had seen the effectiveness of Mira’s evocation magic and Emily’s essence magic, but he also wanted to explore what other types of magic could do. His own Divination Magic, while being important in revealing the properties of their gear, was somewhat lackluster. Sure, Strike was helpful but not as game-changing as he had thought it might be initially. So after considering the unexplored magic types on the mage skills tab of Enchantment, Conjuration, Abjuration and Shaping, he ultimately decided on Shaping. The limited information provided to him about each type made all of them seem intriguing, but the description of shaping seemed most versatile, and since he wasn’t doing this as his primary source of power but as a concession to himself, it probably wouldn’t matter.

      
        
        Shaping Magic: This is the magic that defines reality. At its most basic level, Shaping magic will allow you to alter or enhance yourself or other creatures even to changing their physical structure. Yet that is the barest taste of Shaping magic. At higher tiers, foundational forces of the universe such as gravity, space, and even time can be altered to fit your whims. Determines the highest tier of Shaping spells available to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 5%/level. 3x first-tier spells gained.

        

        Minor Binding: Cause two surfaces to become one. Maximum area is 10 sq. inches + 1 square inch/level. Duration on inanimate objects is 10 minutes + .5 minutes/level. Duration on living beings or worn gear is 1 tick + .1 tick/level Range: 5’+.5’/level. Cast Time: 1 sec. Mana: 15.

        

        Minor Mending: Repair an inanimate object up to 5'x5'+5 square feet/level from minor dmg. Cooldown: 1 minute. Range: Touch. Mana: 20.

        

        Minor Enlarge: Increase the size of an inanimate object by up to 100% in all dimensions. A living being by up to 50% in all dimensions. Duration for inanimate objects is 1 hour +5 min/level. Duration for living beings is 3 ticks+ 1/level. Mana: 50.

        

      

      Well, he wasn’t disappointed by that. He felt affirmed in his choice. Minor Enlarge, while costly, would have immediate combat applications, and he felt that Minor Binding would be useful. At least, if it worked the way he was thinking. He couldn’t stop imagining being like a mistborn with that spell. He even tried using it as he climbed down and found that it did, in fact, make his hand stick to the side of the tree so firmly that he couldn’t feel any separation between his hand and the tree itself. From his testing, it appeared that a tick was about 6 seconds, although he didn’t have a stopwatch to be entirely accurate. It didn’t really matter now though, as he put his feet upon the ground of the forest floor. He looked back up at his family and then started to look around for something to kill. He needed to be stronger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen
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        “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.” —Ralph Waldo Emerson

        

      

      Psyched is probably the most accurate word to describe how Dave was feeling this morning. He was down at the bottom of the tree and ready to try leveling. His family was safe up in the tree, and maybe it made him a bad person, but he felt so much freer with them up there. Certainly, it was in part because of his desire to ensure their safety that he was better able to relax now, but it was also because now for the first time since reaching Eloria, he really felt the excitement he always felt when starting a new game. Those first few levels when you learn the specifics of movement or timing or magic in a new game. He was no professional gamer but rather one who gamed for the love of it, and now he was fulfilling a lifelong dream of actually being inside a game. Well, at least a game world. If he dwelled on it too long, his mind would point out the many ways in which they had already discovered that Eloria deviated from his expectations of a game world, but he didn’t let himself go there. No, his family was safe, his stomach was full (even if it hadn’t tasted all that great), and he was alone in an alien game environment ready to pit himself against the beasts he would find.

      An outside observer, upon watching him might wonder at the raw exuberance he was displaying. After all, for all practical purposes, Dave was about to put his life on the line. That observer might consider Dave to be borderline unbalanced or disconnected from reality to so readily engage in life-threatening behavior, but such a view wouldn’t take into consideration the thrill that so many people of Earth gain from taking chances. Whether it’s skydiving, deep-sea diving with the sharks, racing a car, or even the simple rush of gambling, humans, or at least some of them, are made to revel in risk. Even the most pessimistic doesn’t always stop to really evaluate the risk to reward ratio in any activity. If that were not true, then lottery tickets would never be sold, unplanned pregnancies would never occur, and life would be a much more measured activity. It may often be thought that reckless behavior is the province of the young, but even the elderly will undergo risky long-shot surgery for even a slim chance of prolonging life.

      Dave, who would have considered himself a cautious man in his driving, legal practice, and most aspects of life, was viewing this not only as a game but as something far better than a game. He was viewing it as a game with real-world consequences, and his mind gravitated toward the positive aspects of those consequences rather than the threat of death. A game was, at least to him, an inherently good thing. So it wasn’t really all that shocking that he focused on the benefits of leveling over its risks. For once, leveling a character in a game would have real-world implications, and in his excited state, the only implication he was considering was one of awesomeness. Perhaps Dave was tackling this with a bit more excitement than he should have been, but could he really be blamed? Yesterday was a cluster in every sense of the word, but today was a new day, and he intended to treat it that way.

      The plan was for Dave to start by moving toward where the boar carcass has been left the day before as it had already attracted a predator once and wasn’t more than a few hundred feet from the base of the tree that the family was using as its base. If worse came to worst and Dave had to run back to the tree, the plan was for Mira and Emily to support him with their frost blades and healing spells respectively or even if it was safe for Mira to try to fly down with her ring and bring Dave back up. Dave reflected that healing was clearly much faster in this world, but it wasn’t fast enough to help out in the middle of a battle. It would take Dave a full 2 ½ hours to heal up all of his health, and in a battle, that would be an eternity. Those thoughts fled his mind as he broke out of the tree line and saw the corpse of the boar. Sure enough, it was being eaten by three dog-like beasts. They seemed to be too busy fighting over the best parts of the boar to have noticed him, so he cast his Assess Enemy spell and took the opportunity to visually examine them. He was shocked by the amount of information that he got from his spell as it was far more than he had gotten before, but he just assumed it was a result of his level relative to the beasts.

      
        
        Horned Drey Hound. Lvl: 3.Health: 100.

      

      

      
        
        Drey Hounds are pack hunters common to the Drey Plains in the south, but some have been imported as pets and later escaped. Small numbers of these beasts can be found in the Chenhou Forest.

        

      

      While considering the information that the spell had produced for him, he looked at the hounds. They were about the size of a mastiff but had a more pronounced jaw that was wider and blockier as well as a slender spiraled horn on their forehead. They were a mottled gray in coloration and seemed to be playfully fighting for the best eating spot on the boar. Dave only saw three of them and after having fought some of the much higher-level beasts, he perhaps felt a bit cocky about his ability to deal with level 3 beasts, even if he was only level 3 himself. He ran his hands over his armor, feeling the spot that his Minor Mending spell had repaired after multiple castings. It appeared to be sturdy, and he couldn’t tell it had ever been damaged by the flame lynx. He then cast his Sure Strike spell and pulled out his longsword while preparing to cast his Minor Enlarge Spell. It had been a concession that he had to make to Emily for her to allow him to go “hunting” that he attack every foe all out and not take any risks. Dave may have been feeling giddy about the imminent battle, but he was still a man of his word and he wasn’t going to hold anything back.

      Dave charged forward while spending the three seconds it took to cast his second spell, and then he was upon the beasts. His approach hadn’t been quiet, but the hounds had each individually hesitated when hearing and then seeing his approach because they didn’t want to give up their spot on the boar. So, only one of the hounds had actually started to move toward him. As he came up upon his target, his body was wracked by a split second of pain as he started to expand. It was brief but almost caused him to stumble. He hadn’t been fully prepared for how the magic would feel. First, the rush of 50 mana pouring out at one time was dramatic, a much larger rush than the 35 of his Sure Strike spell, but even more profound was the way it felt for his own mana to pour into the very structure of his body. It affected him down to a molecular level. His size expanded by 50% in every measurement, his height, his weight, his width. He was massive now, but it wasn’t limited to that. His muscle fibers multiplied to match his increased size, and his bones grew denser to support his massive weight. Dave had never been a science guy and so would have been shocked to realize that his formerly 6’0”, 200-lbs. frame was now more like 9’0” and 680-lbs. In the end, it was only his excitement at the prospect of fighting and gaining XP that kept him focused enough to land his first hit.

      The magic of his Sure Strike took over, and he saw the perfect way to strike the single charging hound. His now significantly enhanced strength in his giant frame pushed the sword forward in a powerful thrust to a vulnerable spot between the neck and shoulder blade of the hound. The magic made it a critical hit, and the physics of his enhanced strength combined with the momentum of not only his charge, but that of the hound as well, produced an amazing result. At the same time, he saw in the corner of his mind’s eye a timer for his enlarge buff ticking down from 24 seconds, his enlarged sword drove into that precise spot he had targeted. He got another combat notification with that blow.

      
        
        Critical Strike: Base damage: 10 +130% (strength) + 5% (Long Blade skill) +25% (weapon specialization) * 4 (sure strike, base critical strike, momentum bonus) = 104 damage.

        

      

      He knew he had to push the notification away immediately, but freak, he had just one-shotted his first monster. This was truly awesome, or it would have been if the hound’s little spiral horn had not also found a way to dig into his thigh, piercing his armor and causing (24) damage. It hurt, but his excitement and the need to respond to the other two hounds who were coming at him kept him from doing more than crying out briefly. He reached forward and pulled the horn out of his leg while simultaneously sliding the hound a few inches further down the three feet of steel impaling it. Then with his newfound strength, he gripped his sword handle in both hands and flung the corpse of the first hound into the two oncoming hounds. In combat, what takes seconds to describe actually happens in fractions of a second. So it was that he stood there favoring his right leg while one hound yelped on the ground, having been struck by the flung corpse of its packmate, and the final hound was upon Dave faster than he could react. By instinct alone, he raised his left arm in a rising block to shield himself and felt its boxy mouth clamp down on his arm. In that instant, he knew why their jaws were shaped in this distended fashion. It was stronger than he would have ever imagined, and he immediately felt teeth crushing through his armored vambrace and even his thickened bone started to crack under the pressure.

      Had he lost his presence of mind, that could have been the end of him, but Dave was able to push through the pain, and even though he had no Sure Strike to guide his blow this time, the beast’s locked jaw which was crushing the bone of his arm also meant that it was a stationary target. His new massive strength drove his downward slash of the sword against the back of the dog’s neck, and soon, it was only a decapitated head that hung to his arm.

      The hound that he had bowled over had now risen to its feet with only minimal damage and was growling at him, lips pulled back revealing a jaw full of teeth. The rictus presented by the blocky jaw would have been comical if not for the pain in Dave’s left arm from the bite he had suffered from a very similar jaw. The two of them started a wary circling of each other, each trying to gauge the best way to attack, but Dave realized that this couldn’t go on for long as his 24-second timer had already run down to 12 seconds remaining. With a loud war cry, Dave stepped forward and swung his blade down in a tight arc and then was confused by the results. He saw his blade appear to land upon the shoulder of the beast, but suddenly and almost impossibly the beast seemed to move out of the path of the sword even as it made contact with its body. The situation was somewhat explained to Dave as two notifications popped up in his mind’s eye almost simultaneously. First, he was notified that he landed a successful hit for (26) damage, and then in the next instant, he was notified that the Horned Drey Hound had activated its dodge skill to negate an otherwise successful attack. Either way, the beast was back another two feet out of range and then rather than engaging further, it ran off into the forest. Even without Dave’s Heavy Armor, he knew that he would never have been able to chase it down. Before his size increase had even run out, the dog was out of sight hidden, by the trees and undergrowth of the forest, and only then did he get the notification from the two hounds he had killed.

      
        
        You have defeated: Horned Drey Hound Pack. (A pack is treated as a grouping of individual monsters and XP is awarded for each individual, but there is a pack bonus of +10% applied to each member given the superior teamwork which a pack may display.)

        

        2 Horned Drey Hounds Lvl 3- Each: XP: 18 x 1.6 (numerical bonus + pack bonus) x 2 (killing blow bonus) + 50% racial bonus = Net XP: 172.

        

        1 Horned Drey Hound- ESCAPED = 0 XP (The life essence of fallen foes is converted to XP. You gain no XP for an escaped foe.)

        

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        Ding!

        You have obtained sufficient XP to gain level 4.

      

      

      
        
        You have 2 new stat points available.

        

        You have 8 new character points available.

        

      

      With the level up, he was immediately healed of the damage that the horn and bite had caused him, and he felt reinvigorated, almost as if he had another full night’s sleep. Apparently, he couldn’t get XP from killing an individual member of a pack but only got the XP after the pack was defeated. That was something he would have to keep in mind because he couldn’t count on a level up mid-fight with a pack to save his hide. On the other hand, the pack bonus was amazing when factored in with his other bonuses. He was going to have to take back what he had told Emily this morning. Maybe leveling these early levels wouldn’t be so bad. That fight had taken him all of thirty seconds including his prep time, and he had gained substantially more XP than any other fight had granted him. He also wasn’t blind to the fact that the way XP was awarded in Eloria seemed to favor solo fighting easier targets versus team fighting harder targets.

      He also had to think about if he was going to spend his new stat points or character points, but given the ease of this last battle, he felt he could afford to wait in assigning them. He was pretty blown away by the power of Minor Enlarge. Yes, it took one-third of his mana and yes, it only lasted twenty-four seconds, but it made him larger with a better reach and dramatically increased strength. Dave scrolled back up through his combat notifications and looked again at the first critical strike that he had landed, and it appeared that his strength damage bonus had more than tripled after he was enlarged. That obviously rocked. The only bummer was that it was going to take a full thirty-five minutes for his mana to regenerate to full, and he had promised not to start any battles without being full on mana.

      So having some time to kill while waiting for his mana to regenerate, Dave started a casual walk back to the tree where his family was waiting. This gave him the opportunity to examine the forest, and the more that he looked around, the more unnerving he found it to be. There was still very little loose or dead wood lying around anywhere. The trees were clustered in groups of one massive tree such as their temporary home tree and then uneven circles of trees formed out around that larger tree. Even the smallest of the trees were easily fifty feet high and six feet in diameter, but the larger trees must have been over three hundred feet tall and some seemed to be perhaps as large as fifty feet in diameter. The underbrush almost appeared to be groomed, and there was something of a sense of clear pathways through the forest, almost as if the forest was tended and manicured by some invisible gardeners.

      As Dave got close to his destination, he saw a small creature running along the ground toward his tree. It couldn’t have been more than a foot long, maybe less and was shaped almost like a triangle. It was wider in the back and had two protruding hip bones attached to legs that seemed bent but springy. In the front, it narrowed down to an almost pointy head with what appeared to be two luminescent green eyes and two much smaller front paws. Its body was covered in banded scale-like armor which almost looked like an armadillo. While it was probably four inches wide at its back legs, narrowing into a small pointed tail, it was maybe only two inches wide at its front legs. He had never seen anything like it, although if pressed, he would have called it some sort of blend between a rat and an insect. Right before his eyes, it ran up the side of the tree a couple of feet and then into a deep hole bored into the thick bark. Before he could look any closer, he heard the howling of some sort of dog or wolf-like creature.

      Meanwhile, up above, Emily had her hands full. Sara was distracted easily enough with instructions to try to locate any birds or animals she could see from the woven platform of branches they were staying on. The platform, which they had not been able to examine quite as well the night before, was obviously a natural occurrence at it had no signs of toolworking or other marks to suggest that it was crafted. Yet it seemed odd for such a platform to exist on a tree like this. It extended out a good fifteen feet from the side of the tree and was perhaps thirty feet wide around the trunk of the tree. From what she could tell, none of the individual branches were more than eight or ten inches thick, but the entire platform must have been more than three feet thick with all the woven branches. What was even odder, though, was that as Emily looked around from her perch nearly fifty feet in the air, she saw similar platforms on all of the large trees. Some of them had more than one at different heights. There didn’t seem to be any uniformity among the platforms with some barely being five by five and others extending out in ways that seemed extremely unnatural. It just didn’t seem right that there could be a platform of woven branches extending out at least as far as the width of the tree, which served as its foundation.

      While Sara was easy to distract, Jackson was annoyingly persistent in coming up with reasons why he should have been allowed to go down the tree with Dave and no matter how politely Emily tried to redirect him, he wouldn’t listen. She eventually had to order him to be quiet and go sit next to Sara. As obnoxious as his questioning was, Mira’s silence was just as troublesome. Mira had seemed to come out of her self-pity late in the day yesterday when they were all at risk, but now having awoken again in an alien world with none of her usual comforts, she seemed to be burying into that type of angsty self-focus for which teenagers are so famous.

      Dave hadn’t even been gone half an hour, including the ten minutes he had taken to descend the side of the tree, and her mind was already imagining the worst. She tried to focus on meeting each of the children’s needs, but she was genuinely worried for Dave. She understood his reasoning even if she would have preferred to take the risk of trying to cross the river, but that didn’t mean that she could have a moment of peace while Dave was down on the ground and they were all safe up here. She would have gone with him, but again, both of them had known that was not the responsible thing to do. If Dave was right and he could gain several levels, maybe they wouldn’t have to worry about things like that monstrous crocodile. To her, it seemed more dinosaur than crocodile and the final argument that won her over to Dave’s plan for what he called “grinding” was the fear that crossing the river they would run into more of those crocodile beasts in their own home turf.

      She would have killed for her Apple Watch or even a plain wall clock just so she could keep track of the time and know when to expect Dave back. He was supposed to report back to the base of the tree to let them know he was okay at least every hour or as accurately as they could track an hour. Emily was roused from that musing by what sorta sounded like the howling of a wolf, but it was higher pitched and yippy, if that was a word. She stood and walked to the edge of the platform and saw movement in the north, a series of disturbances in the underbrush that could only equate to bodies running in their direction. This prompted her to look down to see if she could see Dave toward the south where he was supposed to have gone and when she did, she was pleased to see Dave directly at the bottom of the tree. That pleasure turned to panic when she saw what appeared to be some sort of gray dog leap at Dave as it came running around their tree. She was pleased to see him fighting the wolf or whatever it was off but then worried as she saw numerous others of the same kind coming around the tree to make quick snapping attacks at her husband. She thought he might be able to handle one of those dogs even before the changes wrought when they came to Eloria, but there had to be at least fifteen animals attacking him now. She screamed for Mira to come and help while she started to climb down the platform.

      Mira heard her and ran over. She quickly took in what was going on below and saw her dad in obvious trouble, flailing about with the sword in wide arcs around himself trying to keep the pack of wild dogs away. Her mother quickly informed her that she was going to climb down far enough to be able to cast her healing magic on Dave, but that she had to be within thirty feet of him according to the spell, so she was going to have to try to cast it while hanging from the side of the tree. Mom told her that she was in charge and to see if she could cast any of her magic without hurting her dad. She immediately felt Jackson and Sara next to her on either side, looking over the side, which made her bark at Jackson to pull Sara away. She didn’t know what was going to happen, but she was afraid it was something that Sara shouldn’t see. As had happened in combat before, time seemed to slow down. She knew it was less than two seconds since her mother had climbed over the side of the platform and onto the trunk, but it still seemed to stretch out. What shook her out of her staring was a realization that her mother was practically climbing like a monkey. Any other time and that would have been worthy of all of her attention, but now she needed to focus entirely on her dad and figuring out what she could do, as it was clear that he couldn’t last long in his current situation.

      Going through the spells that she knew in her head. Only two of them would actually be able to reach down to the ground, assuming that her father’s estimated height of the platform at fifty feet was correct. She realized that if she spent her remaining stat and character points, she could increase the power of her spells, and then her Minor Charm Enemy and Ice Dagger spells might be helpful. So without thinking any further, she mentally willed her four unspent stat points into her Intelligence stat since it was the one that would increase the amount of mana she had and the amount of damage she could do with spells. She felt her eyes shoot open as her mind seemed to race. Things seemed to slow down even more around her, and she felt a clarity of thought that she had never experienced before. What a rush, but with that added intelligence also came the clarity of thought to realize she couldn’t spend any more time trying to enjoy this feeling. Instead, she sank 9 of her remaining character points into Evocation Magic and the last 7 into Charm Magic. Then at the speed of thought or rather the speed of her new and enhanced thinking process, she picked the biggest one of the beasts that she could see and aimed her charm spell at it.

      Down below, Dave was bleeding from a half dozen minor wounds. A couple of horn thrusts had broken small holes in his arm and more than one bite had broken his skin inside his armor even if they hadn’t actually rent his armor open. He was barely keeping the beasts back with his spinning wide arcs with the blade. He couldn’t let the arcs be too wide or he would leave an opening, but he couldn’t let them be too narrow or the beasts would lunge in from the side. He relied upon his common sense and the knowledge that his skill level 5 in Long Blades imparted to him, and as he started to get winded, he was glad for the extra point that he had put into Endurance. In fact, as he thought that, he proceeded to put his two newly acquired stat points into endurance and felt flush with increased stamina. It was lucky that it was only the work of a thought to assign the points because it was hard to focus on anything other than keeping those terrible jaws away from him. He laughed at himself, remembering how grand he had felt after ending a couple of these horned drey hounds now that he was surrounded by who knows how many of the beasts. He had lost count after noting ten of them and wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that there were twenty beasts all taking turns leaping at him and all seemingly hungering for a taste of Dave. It is always odd the way the mind works because in that moment, he was wondering if beasts would end up asking ‘where’s the beef’ when they tried to eat his flesh through the heavy scale mail armor.

      A pair of snapping jaws which almost latched onto his sword arm, which would have most certainly been his end, brought him back to the reality of his situation. He didn’t want to spend his character points, but saving them now seemed more than miserly; it seemed downright idiotic. So feeling that his Minor Enlarge spell was his most powerful tool, he sunk all of his 8 points into his Shaping Magic skill just for the increase in duration it would give him on the buffing spell. Even though all of these mental activities didn’t take much effort, they still distracted him, and he was afraid he might not have the mental focus it would take to cast his spell. He did look at his mana pool and realized that it was close to 100. Within another minute or so, he would have enough mana to cast Minor Enlarge twice. The trick would be casting it while trying to keep from being torn to pieces, so he tried to scan around with whatever free movement of his eyes he could spare to look for anything that could act as a distraction.

      Just as he was giving up on that plan and preparing to try to cast his spell despite the obvious difficulty he was going to have focusing on it, he was provided with the distraction that he needed. One of the hounds which hadn’t attacked at all so far but instead stood in the back of the pack suddenly leapt into the midst of the ones closest to Dave and started biting and snapping, waylaying his unsuspecting packmates. Dave could only assume it was Mira’s charm spell at work because otherwise, he didn’t want to know what sort of chaos Eloria was unleashing on him. Even as that thought crossed his mind, he realized he had no room for delay and had to take advantage of the opening provided, so he started the three seconds of casting required for his spell and none too soon because he barely finished the spell before the greave on his left leg was crushed in the jaws of one of the more persistent drey hounds. If it weren’t for the effect of his spell suddenly increasing his size, his leg likely would have been broken but as it was, the sudden change shocked the beast enough that it let go of his leg and Dave was able to assume his new 9-foot size.

      Pleased to see the 11 ticks on the spell timer in the corner of his mind, he started to swing, but not simply to keep back, rather to try to inflict some of the fear and pain that this pack had been inflicting on him. He chose his target well, aiming for one of the hounds that was currently being attacked by the larger charmed beast. His sword blow was a quick thrust into the unsuspecting side of his target, and with his massively enhanced strength, he was able to drive it through the heart and both lungs before twisting his blade as it came out. He ended that beast, but the flow of battle had started to shift once again. The pack came to understand that the charmed hound was as much of an enemy as Dave was and seemed to be split between the two of them. He took a pair of stabbing wounds from their small spiraled horns as the price of his fatal attack. Now though, because he wasn’t keeping the hounds back, they started to pile on him and only his increased size served to keep him standing. The secondary effect though was that his sword blows couldn’t miss, but also couldn’t get as much momentum into them. The war of attrition was at full steam now as each second he took another bite or horn thrust. None of them in and of themselves being all that serious but losing ten or more health per second meant that he would be dead before his buff ever ran out.

      That grim fact acknowledged, he was giving as good as he got and had already ended another three of the hounds. It just didn’t seem like he could keep up with the nearly dozen dogs biting at him, or at least it seemed that way until he got a sudden infusion of health. He couldn’t see her, but he knew what Emily’s healing spell felt like, and he was grateful even if the 60 health it restored wasn’t going to be enough. He did not let discouragement sink in though. If both Mira and Emily were helping him, he was not going to let them down. He surged forward with renewed health and started trying to make use of his Unarmed Combat skill as well as his longsword. Quick cuts of his sword were combined with snapping kicks intended to push away the hounds as much as to hurt them. It was then that multiple spinning translucent blue blades flew downward and into the backs of several of the unsuspecting hounds. The wounds didn’t seem to be fatal, but they did distract their targets by instilling a freezing cold into the muscles of their back and by making them spin around, trying to find where this new enemy was.

      That turned out to be all the reprieve that Dave needed, and two back-to-back critical hits ended the lives of two more horned drey hounds and gave him enough room to spring out and lash at one after another of the dogs which had been struck by the spinning ice daggers. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Emily lunge at one of the hounds, stabbing it with her magical dagger. Seeing her motivated him with the joy of watching his wife and partner in life fighting alongside him and at the same time served to motivate him with fear for her safety. Even as the seconds on his buff ticked down, he began swinging with as much might as he had, trying to cut down any hound within reach, but it seemed that the pack had decided that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Of course, the fact that Mira had charmed their alpha had in and of itself taken away a good measure of their organization and will to hunt. So it was that Dave stood panting next to Emily who stared in a sort of mute surprise at the blood dripping from the twelve-inch dagger in her hand as the surviving eight horned drey hounds made good their escape.

      Again, even if he could have kept up, he didn’t have the energy to do so and fell to his knees, which brought him much closer to his original six feet and made it easier for Emily to run and embrace him, dropping her dagger on the way. He put his arms around her and let his sword fall to the ground too. They shared that odd embrace where she seemed impossibly small in his arms until the last few seconds of his enlarge spell passed and he shrunk down to his regular size. Now looking up into his wife’s eyes he mouthed a simple, thank you. Emily leaned in toward Dave, and he half expected her to cry or kiss him, but instead, she made his eyes pop wide open by whispering into his ear, “Does that spell make all of you grow that big?”
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        “Puzzles, games for children, right? Wrong. Puzzles are training for life. A way to learn to think about how the pieces fit together, how the whole only works when each piece is doing its part. The trick is that sometimes the pieces don’t fit the way that we want them too, or worse the puzzle is so grand, so beyond our understanding that we don’t even know what it is supposed to look like. In that moment we realize that we are naught but children stumbling in our learning, seeking to find two pieces that match together and most especially for how our piece fits into the puzzle.” —Excerpts from a speech given by Won Chil-In upon the announcement of the Exile, exact date unknown.

        

      

      Captain Radick looked on grimly as wave after wave of goblins threw themselves against the all-too-fragile walls separating his troops from the enemy. This wall, like many before it, had been thrown up in the span of a few hours as a stalling effort. The last two days had not gone well for General Eikhorn’s army or the nation of Albia in general. A few roughly shaped timbers nailed to supporting cross beams at the top and the bottom with only two feet of their ten-foot length sunken into the hard ground was not the sort of wall that built confidence into the men defending it. Nor were the crudely cut poles which were put at a forty-five-degree angle behind the wall to brace them against the weight of the goblins who would quite literally throw themselves at the wall. It was really more of a fence than a wall, but few of the nobles with their political games so far from the border would understand the difference. This close to the mountains, the ground was too rocky and hard to enable the army to quickly dig deep enough for a proper wall, and since it had been less than a day since they had to pull back from their last wall, there had been little time to build anything sturdier. Sometimes the mages could help, but with so little time in between the waves, they needed their rest. The only thing worse than not have any mages to support his men would be having overly tired mages whose spells went awry, causing more harm than good.

      Thinking of his men, he was proud of them. Man for man, they were far more than a match for any of the goblins, even the new hobgoblins that had made their first appearance a day ago. He would honestly pit any of his border barony veterans against ten of the normal goblins and expect his man to come out unscathed. The king had sent a total of two hundred men and each of the dukes had sent one hundred men, but the fresh recruits from the capital and Duke Holstein’s men were completely inexperienced and largely untrained. Adding that to the nearly fifteen hundred men remaining who already made up the army under the command of General Eikhorn and they had a fairly impressive force. It probably represented ten to twelve percent of the total men-at-arms in the kingdom, not including mercenaries. His lord, Baron Eikhorn didn’t like using mercenaries and that was a common viewpoint among the border baronies where loyalty was valued above all else.

      None of their superior gear, skills, or organization seemed to be saving them from the huge numbers of goblins that were being thrown at them. The average level for the veterans had risen to between 7 and 9 due to the past two years of on-again, off-again combat, but the newbies were all in the 4 to 5 range. The goblins that came at them were around that level for the most part but then the hobgoblins had started to appear, and they were all tier two, albeit low-level tier two, mostly level 11 to 13. When each wave was comprised of a few hundred goblins with fifty or more hobgoblins, it required a large part of the defending army to hold the entire fence line. Worse though was the fact that the goblin shamans all seemed to have taken a large stride forward in power. The army only had thirty casters, of which half were tier two and half still in the mid to upper tier one, but all thirty of them couldn’t be up and active at the same time. They had to take turns resting and allowing their mana to restore. Even when it wasn’t about simple mana regeneration, it was often about mental fatigue, which was bad enough for a swordsman or archer but was deadly for a mage. Yet, those mages were his only effective counter again the nearly fifty shamans that seemed to be active during each wave.

      At first, the waves had come only near second sunset and then in the wee hours before the first sunrise. Now, the waves were coming every three hours or so from when second sun was a couple hours from setting to a couple hours after first sunrise. This meant that each evening to morning, they had to fend off four or five waves. The army might be better, but they were being bled to death in a war of attrition. The goblins didn’t seem to care that each wave literally left more than a hundred dead goblins. If it weren’t for the dozen priests of Mishpat who had offered to help provide healing and support services for the border army in their “holy war to exterminate the goblinkind,” then they would undoubtedly have lost half their number or more. The healing of the priests was nothing short of miraculous, and whenever a wave got really bad, a couple of the priests who specialized in more combat type magic would jump in and dispel the worst of the enemy’s magic.

      The current wave was nothing special, but for Radick and his men, who were used to scouting duties, this was outside of their comfort zone. It wasn’t that they weren’t used to danger, quite the opposite. They were used to working alone or in pairs far behind enemy lines and without any backup. That was the real problem. They were not used to working as part of a line meant to hold an enemy back. They were used to quick sneak attacks or hit-and-run operations. Yet since they were some of the highest leveled soldiers in the army, they could hardly be spared from a rotation to the line. Each body being needed to make sure that everyone got some rest. There was a part of Radick that really wanted to leap into the heat of conflict rather than standing back and directing. What was the good of being one of the few tier three-class holders if he wasn’t going to use it? His ranger class might not be ideal for toe-to-toe fighting, but his superior skill and levels made up for that. For now, he had to content himself with launching the occasional arrow at a hobgoblin or shaman trying to headshot. Even with that, the general would rebuke him saying that his job wasn’t to fight but to lead. He had been reminded time and time again that the four-tier three-class holders were leaders and models in the army, but that no matter how individually strong they might be, they weren’t able to stop an army by themselves. It was probably a measure of General Eikhorn’s frustration that he continued to tolerate Radick’s occasional forays into battle with only a verbal rebuke rather than more stringent methods.

      Radick was pulled from his musings by a sudden sharp snapping sound. A portion of the wall being held by some of the king’s new recruits with only loose support from his men had collapsed inward. Some tremendous force must have been necessary to do so, and then it became all too apparent what that tremendous force was as a pale white ogre lumbered through. Standing a full eight-and-a-half feet tall and at least four feet wide, covered in necklaces and trinkets of bone with tattoos worked into his pale skin in bright reds and oranges showing the markings of his tribe. Some thought ogres were mere beasts, but in actuality they tended to have the potential for intelligence far beyond that of most goblins. It was only their tendency to go berserk in battle and the fact that they lived in very small, matriarchal tribes usually far from any real civilization that sprouted all the false rumors about them. In fact, those who knew the Halcon Mountains well dreaded nothing more than the idea of ogres getting too established, too organized. Goblins were annoying, orcs deadly, but the ogres in any sort of large numbers would be the end of the kingdom. There didn’t appear to be more than one ogre, and he was clearly enraged by the many cuts which were freely bleeding on his skin. Each swing of his seven-foot-long club crushed one of the fresh recruits who were too new to know what to do in case of an ogre. The more seasoned scouts knew though and started grabbing the newbies around them, leading them to form a half-circle perimeter thirty feet back from the breach. The only good thing about the ogre was at least the goblins weren’t pouring into the gap in the wall because he would have been as likely to kill them as the humans when in a rage like this.

      Running forward, Radick knew what he had to do and leapt into the air, clearing over the heads of his men as he landed fifteen feet in front of the ogre, pulling both of his scimitars free from their place upon his back in one smooth motion. One of the scouts sent up a red signal arrow so that all up and down the line it would be known that there was a breach in this location, and another sent up a white flaring arrow which signaled that there was an ogre at this same spot. Radick had no illusions about his ability to stand up against the blows of the ogre so he rushed forward at a forty-five-degree angle dipping low and slashing in rapid succession with both blades against the ogre’s side. His move was intended to bring him in under the broad swing of the ogre’s club banded in jet black metal and marked in runes just as his body was marked in tattoos. So far, his movement had worked as he had indeed gone under the ogre’s outstretched arms as they swung the club horizontally, trying to take his head off, and his blades had equally accomplished their mission, opening large furrows in the ogre’s skin. Ogre’s didn’t regenerate like trolls, but they were smarter and still incredibly tough cusses so Radick both knew that those wounds, which would have dropped most any man would not be enough and that the ogre wasn’t likely to fall for the same attack again. As the ogre completed his swing with a cry of agony from the sharp slashing attacks that split his side open, he spun amazingly quickly for something so large and thrust out with a kick intended to catch Radick in his midsection as he reset himself following his attack. Had he been even one split second slower, that foot shod with a strange metal sandal would have struck him, but instead he activated his Parry skill and spun in such a way as to deflect the attack with a blade rather than taking it straight on. This opened another cut in the ogre’s ankle but again it barely seemed to notice it. What it did notice was the off-hand weapon sweeping up in a quick slash against its right forearm.

      The club came back, this time at an angle cutting from above the ogre’s left shoulder and aiming down and sideways in an effort to sweep through any space that the quick ranger might move into. A brief glance from the corner of his eye told Radick that the goblins must have felt that the ogre was sufficiently occupied, for they were moving in through the hole in the wall and starting to engage with his men while leaving a circle around him and the ogre clear. That distraction, as brief as it was, allowed the ogre to close the gap between them and drive its shoulder into Radick, sending him sprawling to the edge of the cleared space where he only barely avoiding being speared by a charging goblin. Rolling forward, Radick tried to make his movements seem erratic and played up how hurt he actually was, hoping that the ogre would give him a brief instant to activate his skills. He had rarely had to go all out like this in the past couple of years even with steady combat, but he couldn’t risk this ogre getting loose among the camp, and the hole in the wall had to be plugged. Activating three skills at one time was going to be very mana intensive.

      The ogre crossed the space between them in two strides and was starting to whirl his club in a figure-8 pattern. In any other fighter, such a tactic would have been contemptuous since it makes the motion of the weapon entirely predictable and the momentum makes it difficult if not impossible to change directions. With the ogre, he didn’t care if you could predict his movements; he was more like the lawnmower daring the grassblade to try and block him. Nonetheless, as quickly as the ogre was moving, Radick was quicker. He had already activated his skills, paying their mana costs and was ready to go at it. His Opportunist skill was the first. It cost him 40 mana to activate it, but the next four rounds he would get an extra attack against any missed attack by an enemy. Next, his Arcane Blade skill would add an extra 200% damage to his blades’ attacks and an extra 20% of landing a critical blow all for the mere cost of 20 mana/tick. Finally, his Bleeding Attack skill would make each of the wounds that he caused for the duration to add an extra 20 bleed damage per tick, and again, it would only cost him 20 mana per round. He would only have about 18 seconds to finish this fight before these skills ran out, but they were a deadly combination, especially when factored with his high dual-wielding skill and his 15% chance to evade any otherwise successful attack. As he rose to meet the incoming ogre, he had one last surprise for the beast. As the pommel of his off-hand weapon struck the large gem stuck in the middle of his belt, an instant buff was activated giving him the strength of a frost giant, but only for 30 seconds.

      Now when the ogre’s spinning club came down it was greeted by Radick’s swords in an X-shape. He didn’t fully understand how his body could channel the full strength of a giant through his frame, but there it was. Not only was he as strong as the ogre but for these few seconds, he was stronger than the ogre, and significantly so. The magical strength worked to not only increase the amount of weight that he could lift but to also make the world around him respond to him as though he had the mass of a frost giant to match the strength of one. The ogre clearly had not expected his blow to be stopped, and so he stumbled when his momentum didn’t carry through as he had expected. That opening was all that the empowered ranger needed. His tremendous strength carried him forward in a blink where he slashed into the side of the opponent first with one blade and then the second a split second later. Each blow empowered by his giant-like brawn and then magnified by his Arcane Blade skill sliced not only through the tough skin but also through muscle and even the stone-hard bone beneath them. The two blows added up to well over three hundred damage and tore a huge chunk of flesh out of the ogre’s side, but Radick wasn’t done as he also took the extra attack which the Opportunist skill allowed him for the ogre’s attack he had stopped. The power of the skill seemed to make an opening in the ogre’s defense obvious, and so he lashed out with quick driving attacks at the back of the muscled legs once and then with his dual wield skill a second time. The power of the blows was such that more than another third of the beast’s health was sheared off along with his leg, resulting in him falling flat on his face.

      His opponent was sprawled out before him, bleeding out at a rate of eighty health per tick and would be dead in a few seconds even if he did nothing more, but a wounded beast could be the most dangerous foe as they had nothing left to lose. Radick’s momentum from his attacks had taken him to the backside of the ogre and moving away so that once the pale monster fell forward, there was several feet between them, but that was nothing to him in his empowered state. He leapt up, coming down with his blades straight into the back of his facedown foe. The two blades driven by magically enhanced strength pushed easily through the thick skin and severed the spinal cord in two places, finally ending the ogre. The adrenaline of victory rushed through the scout captain, but he knew he only had very limited time for his giant strength buff and wanted to make the most of it. He dropped his Bleeding Wounds skill so as to be able to make his mana last longer to keep up his Arcane Blade skill.

      He quickly scanned the battlefield to see that one of their mages had managed to put up a wall of ice to plug the gap in their wooden guard fence, but such walls only lasted a short time and there were still over one hundred goblins inside their perimeter already. Without further review or considering his role as a commander, Radick leapt into the midst of the most tightly clustered goblins. He moved as a whirlwind of death. Each strike powerful enough to kill its target and extra attacks adding up, his speed pushed impossibly fast by the triggering of his Opportunist skill. As the goblins around him fell, the other goblins initially reacted the way that he had hoped. Goblins love to dogpile upon an otherwise stronger foe, and seeing him surrounded by nearly twenty goblins, many of the other goblins surged toward the spot where he was fighting. Soon he was surrounded by more than half of the goblins inside the fence, and it was unavoidable that he would take some wounds, but he would have to count on his superior level and health to get him through it because this is what he wanted. Surrounded by a throng of goblins all wanting their chance at attacking him, he couldn’t move his blades six inches without sinking into the flesh of another goblin. Combining his magical strength and the speed of his attacks from his skills, he was killing goblins at a rate of more than one per second.

      As his magical strength came to an end, his Opportunist skill had already ended and his mana had been drained, ending his Arcane Blade skill, leaving him fatigued and still surrounded. He bled from numerous wounds and was sitting at only a little bit over two-thirds health. The only thing keeping him from taking more damage now was that the remaining goblins around him were having trouble reaching him due to the over thirty-five goblins that he had slain during his buffed frenzy. Radick was brave but not suicidal, so he was already looking for a way out while trying to parry or deflect the spear thrusts that were coming at him. As his view swept over the battlefield, he saw that most of the goblins were down and the remaining ones were fighting in clusters of two or three surrounded by greater numbers of his soldiers. He also saw the mage, who had put up the ice wall, send a wave of spinning ice blades into the backs of some of the goblins facing him, and there it was, the opening that he needed. He rushed forward, doing a forward roll over the bodies of the fallen goblins. Such a jump and roll were not too much for even his non-buffed strength, but not as easy as it might seem with two razor-sharp blades in hand. That is, if one didn’t wish to cut themselves. As he rose from the roll, he came up outside of the goblins that had been encircling him and began shouting out orders as he scanned the battlefield again. Soon there were no goblins standing, but he had to fight the temptation to allow himself or his men to rest, instead refocusing them back into a semi-circle to guard the gap in the wall. Fortunately, it appeared that this wave of the attack had ended and so he was able to start detailing men to clean up duties.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even as soldiers on the border were bleeding and dying for the security of the kingdom, Max was searching through the capital for the last of his squad. He hadn’t rushed too much and had already missed the steward’s deadline for departure, but once he had found Hasert, the squad’s battlemage, a wizard by class, he had learned that the mage was in the middle of some experiment that was time-sensitive and was refusing to leave until second sundown today at the earliest, which effectively meant that they wouldn’t be leaving until the next morning. He had already found the rest of the squad other than their spy/scout. She was a quiet, unassuming woman that most men readily overlooked, which made her even better at her job. She wasn’t incredibly powerful in combat but was very good at getting information or finding out what the enemy was up to, some of the perks of her rare class, Infiltrator. She was just another example of why his squad was the best of the Purple and Gold. Given enough time, Max would have all of them up to tier three and they would be a real force to reckon with. As of now, only Hasert and he were tier three, but of the remaining members were tier two and the rest were high tier one. He was trying to shepherd his squad and make sure that they consistently increased in power while at the same time trying to keep the king from splitting the squad up. It became harder and harder to level up as he had found out all too well. Once you were tier three, you no longer get XP from fighting tier-one monsters and only fifty percent XP from tier two monsters. Albia was no longer a frontier nation; well, other than for the western border, and there were very few tier-three monsters to fight. In fact, in the entire six years since he had made it up north, he had only gained one level, most of his levels having been gained in the fight to escape from the south.

      Most of the squad had been easy to find, either in their usual drinking or training spots. None of his squad was married, he insisted on that, but he also insisted that they not be the sort to lose themselves in their cups or one of those warriors who was too well-known around the shadier parts of town. It wasn’t so much that Max judged about another man or woman’s, for that matter, vices, more that he didn’t want any entanglements. Leyna, their spy was living up to her occupation and had been very hard to find. She wasn’t due to report back for two more days still, and he honestly worried about whether he would be able to find her before the two days were up. Max was still confident that between himself and Hasert that they could make up the lost time, but it would be expensive in terms of mana and spell ingredients. Hasert had a spell which could summon flying horses for all of the squad, but the reagents for the magic cost a full gold per flying horse that was summoned. Adding his own class skill to the speed of flying horsing and his squad could travel twice as fast as any other squad. Heck, over rough terrain, maybe even three times as fast. It just would be tiring, tedious, and worst of all, expensive.

      With that in mind, Max walked out of the last of the dress shops that Leyna was known to frequent. He always thought it was funny that the deadly serious spy was so partial to pink and frilly outfits. As he stepped out the door, looking both ways, not so much because of any traffic in the streets but because he was frustrated and unsure where to go next, he suddenly sensed a bit of movement to his right coming from the alleyway between the dress shop and whatever the business on the other side was. Years of combat experience both as a soldier and before that looking over his shoulder all the time had conditioned Max to be prepared and prepared he was. Pulling his longsword from its sheath in a smooth practiced motion, he turned toward the alleyway, only to catch a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye right in the doorway he had just exited. Activating one of his two trademark class skills, he was suddenly surrounded in a crimson aura of fiery energy as he seamlessly swung what appeared to be a slashing blow toward the alleyway but ended up after a quick pivot on the balls of his feet to be a thrusting strike at the doorway.

      “Whoa, Captain, I was just trying to see how long I could follow you for.” Leyna’s voice trembled as the smirk that had adorned her face an instant before was wiped off by the point of steel a mere inch from her throat.

      “You should know by now not to try to sneak up on me.” Max immediately withdrew the sword as he spoke in exasperated tones.

      “You can’t blame a girl for trying,” was Leyna’s quick response offered with a shrug.

      “No, I suppose not, but I can blame you for playing games when you must've known I was trying to find you for duty. At least if you were truly following me for longer than the last two minutes you should have known it was important.” Max sometimes forgot how young some of the squad members were. In combat, they were all business and always followed orders, but if in their estimation the situation was not so serious, they were prone to taking liberties. Creative thinking was good, but so was following orders.

      “Well, never mind, I’ve found you now and leave is repealed. You are to report to the barracks immediately. We are leaving in the morning and our leaving will be very public.” Max had wiped the smile that threatened to appear on his face and was all business now.

      Picking up on his vibe, Leyna had snapped to attention and given a salute to make a fresh academy grad proud. As soon as the salute was returned though, she spun on her heels and headed in the direction of the barracks. Max couldn’t be sure, but he thought she said something under her breath about having followed him for the last five hours. It was probably best that he didn’t know for sure.
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        * * *

      

      A few blocks away in the palace, the king was going through his daily war briefing in a room which had formerly been one of the smaller ballrooms in the palace, for when the event was more intimate. It was certainly large enough for the war room, with maps hung up on briefing boards or spread out over the large central table. As large as the room was, King Harold couldn’t help but wish for more breathing room. The assembled nobles and military officers all had too many opinions about how the border war or as many of them insisted on calling it, the goblin skirmish, should be prosecuted and many of them used those opinions as springboards to comment upon the running of the kingdom as a whole. The king knew that the war was much more serious than many of the nobles seemed to believe it was but also didn’t accept the given assessments rendered by some of the military officers, who would have him believe that he needed to send the majority of the royal army to deal with the incursions, preferably yesterday.

      Lifting his head up from the map he had been trying to study before yet another argument broke out, the Albian monarch surveyed the room and noted it was again Duke Heinrich Tarstadt and his contingent arguing with the representatives of the other two duchies about the number of troops that were sending, or rather not sending to the border. The ducal representative from Holstein was citing the hundred new troops his liege lord had just sent and going on about how Duke Holstein cared about the border conflict so much that he had even sent his own son, Bors, to lead the new troops. In response, an overweight and red-faced Tarstadt was yelling back that if Holstein cared so much, he would be here in this counsel room rather than sending a quote “boy-man” to represent him. The young baron representing Holstein either didn’t take umbrage at the insult to his experience or decided it was not prudent to try to shout down a duke, perhaps both from the look of forced calm on his face.

      The truth, though, was that even Tarstadt had not committed more than seventy percent of his active military to the border because he feared attacks by his fellow dukes or even some of his vassal barons trying to claim more land if he didn’t maintain a strong enough presence and he had only committed that much because at some emotional level he still held out hope that his granddaughter was alive despite having been kidnapped two years ago. King Harold was well aware of this fact, and while he didn’t expect any outright conflict or power grabs from any of the nobles, he did realize that both Oppenheim and especially Holstein were trying to position themselves to most profit from the border war. They were likely marshaling their strengths not only in men-at-arms but more importantly, in their position in various markets. He knew that they both shared his opinion that eventually with or without help, Duke Tarstadt and his barons would be able to end the goblin threat, at least until a new generation of the dreadful creatures were spawned in whatever dark pits they were forced back to. He was about to raise his voice to put an end to the current bickering when he saw his steward stick his head into the doorway to his right as if to see if the king was available.

      Leaping at this opportunity to step away, King Borstein said in the loud, commanding voice that a king has to cultivate, “Gentleman, my steward has advised me that I am needed for another matter. You know, heavy is the head that wears the crown. I expect you all to sit down and listen to General Murherst as he reports to you about current troop deployments along the border.” He chuckled to himself because if there was any officer who could force the attention of the assembled nobles and military officers, it was Murherst, the high commander of the Albian army, but either way, he didn’t care as he quickly stood up and exited stage right.

      Once he was out in the hallway, Eleazor offered a bow of his head, which was perfunctorily acknowledged by King Borstein, who said, “Do you have any good news for me?”

      “My lord, it is nothing that you needed to pull yourself out of the war room for,” Eleazor began, but knowing well that his king always looked for any excuse to leave the war room meetings, he didn’t even wait to be told to continue before expanding, “but since you are available Your Majesty, I have a mixed bag of news. I am certain that I found the right squad to send to check on the logging villages. You are I am sure familiar with Captain Maxwell Smart, the southerner who commands one of the Purple and Gold squads.” A slight pause followed to allow the king to confirm his acknowledgment. “Well, I met with him personally and explained the importance of the mission, the need to initially be discreet but above all the need for speed.”

      “Yes, Maxwell is a good man, and not a political bone in his body. If that is the good news, then what is the bad news.”

      “Well, I had ordered him to leave by first sunrise this morning, but my sources indicate that they have not left yet and likely won’t leave before tomorrow at the earliest. At first, I was very upset, as the man has a reputation for efficiency, but upon further investigation, I have it on good authority that his squad has the means to travel much faster than any of the other squads, and so we can expect them to be to the Seinna within a week from when they leave. Any other squad likely would have taken two weeks if they had to travel without requisitioning replacement horses from royal stable waypoints along the way, which would have of course clued everyone in the kingdom with eyes into where they were headed.”

      King Borstein, held his hand up to his bearded chin for a moment, before saying, “Yes, a week, that is good, I can work with that. Have them go to the easternmost village, Eris’ Rise, I believe it is called first. That village is the one closest to Duke Holstein’s castle and should logically have the best sense of what support Edwin is or is not providing.”

      “As you wish, Your Majesty,” Eleazor said with a bow and then left upon receiving a quick motion of his king’s hand in clear dismissal. As he turned to walk down the hallway, he noticed that King Harold didn’t head back into the war room.
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        * * *

      

      Naaranbatar, First of the Ironclaw Orc clan, sat cross-legged on a raised platform crafted from burnished planks of dragon’s blood wood. These planks had been in the clan for over two hundred years and were hauled along wherever the First went. The chilling wind whipped around him, which is very common this far up Mt. Terriyan even in the late summer. When formed like this into a platform placed upon the ground, it was where the First of the clan heard testimony and passed judgment upon the elite of the clan. It was a ritual matter and all the forms must be followed. The First was a massive specimen of an orc, a full seven feet tall, broad across the shoulders with bulging muscles. His leather harness had been removed and instead, he was draped in the pelt of an ironclaw bear, the namesake of the clan. With his chest bared, the golden tattoos showing with golden ink in intricate patterns of tightly swirled runes. Standing behind him to his right was Khunbish, his Second, with a heavy war ax aimed downward between his hands, its head resting upon the platform. While to his left in silk robes was Jalaqai, his Third. Cradled in her arms was a tail feather from a phoenix. They represented the two possible decisions that could be rendered by Naaran. If the accused was found guilty, punishment was immediate, but likewise, if they were found innocent, they were given the phoenix feather as a symbol of new birth from the ashes of the accusations. In uneven circled ranks around the judgment platform broken up by the rocky ground were all four hundred of the orc warriors who had come on this raid, along with the smiths, and even the serving women. All orcs were first and foremost warriors, but in the clan, each had their role to play, and some had skills too valuable to allow them to be front line fighters.

      In the case before the First was the question of Na-nak Tun, priest of the dark orcish god, Bal Zar. As the accused, he stood there naked but for a loincloth. Across his chest were splayed similar if less dense and detailed golden runes and marking his rank in the priesthood of Bal Zar was signified by a silver ring that encircled his left tusk. He had assumed a kneeling position to indicate submission to the findings of the Taraan’lak, which was the orcish term for this type of hearing as opposed to the Runat’lak, which would have been a trial by blood. The Taraan’lak was a trial of wisdom, and its outcome rested solely upon the decision of the First. While he had assumed the ritual position, Na-nak’s back was straight, his head held high and his eyes staring at the Naraan with a glare of contempt. All orcs of the clan were led by the First, and the warriors of the clan made sure that all submitted to the customs of the clan, but the priesthood was notorious for deeming the tenets of Bal Zar and the rulings of the church elders above those of the clan leaders.

      With the sounding of a small gong, the proceedings commenced and an elderly orc who while no longer able to fight found continued purpose and value to the clan as a lorekeeper. He held up a parchment and read from it in a voice not diminished by age. “Know all that attend, Na-nak, son of Na-nak’ka and priest of the 3rd circle to the glorious god Bal Zar stands accused of deceit and treachery against the people and traditions of the Ironclaw clan by word and deed.” The reader paused for effect, allowing his words to echo amongst the assembled orcs of Clan Ironclaw. Whispers demonstrating how powerful the pause was as the orcs mumbled softly to those closest to them. It had been more than a century since any orc was accused of, let alone found guilty of treason and in that instance, the offender and his entire family had been wiped out root and branch.

      Continuing with the reading of the charges, “He has been accused of disclosing clan secrets to those outside of the clan and profiting from such actions. This is in opposition to the traditions and laws of the Ironclaw Orcs and more specifically, the express command of Naraanbatar, First of the Clan. Specifically, all the clan has been told that only the First may disclose any information to Seimion, our guest. Custom dictates that those enjoying guest rights with the clan are entitled to access to food, shelter, and protection, but by no means are they allowed to have the secrets of our tattoos.”

      Na-nak leapt to his feet. “I did nothing wrong. I have fulfilled the will of Bal Zar.”

      Sighing, the First had expected this, but it didn’t make it any easier. It never was when religious authority ran into conflict with the power of the crown.
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        * * *

      

      Krinnk continued to travel along the riverbank of the Seinna toward the east. He had traveled all night and kept going even as the first sun rose in the sky. He never understood why the suns had to be so bright but remembered the tales his broodmother had told him and all his broodmates about how the sun was a punishment levied by a vengeful god jealous of the ingenuity of the goblins. In other tales, it was not a punishment but a test of their worthiness. Either way, Krinnk knew that he hated the suns, yet he wanted to get back as soon as possible to the raiding party so that hopefully he would be able to partake of some of the spoils. Only so much hurrying could be done in the heat, and he could only go into the water to cool off when absolutely necessary as he had had to dodge out of the way of the snapping jaws of a dire crocodile twice so far. He was about to start looking for a spot to rest when he noticed an assortment of horned bullfrog corpses a short distance from the water. Who would waste all that good meat? This was a strange thing and strange things were often worth investigating.

      Keeping as low a profile as possible, Krinnk scurried from one set of remains to the next, often moving more in a rolling front knuckle to foot fashion than in a strictly upright manner. Eventually, as he got several hundred feet away from the water, his keen sense of smell picked up the coppery tang in the air of recently spilled blood. His right hand slid down to the belt holding his loincloth up and he pulled loose the sling while his left hand reached into his stone pouch and pulled forth a flat stone to slip into the pocket of his sling. A sense of caution continued to rise in him, but he proceeded forward guided as much by his nose as by his eyes. Finally, he reached the tree line and saw more dead horned drey wolves than he had fingers. He even had to use one of his thumbs to be able to count them. They appeared to have been killed by an assortment of magic and swords. This most likely meant that there were more humans around. That realization caused fear to seize Krinnk, but he needed to find out more information if he was going to report back. It had been painfully drilled into the scouts that incomplete information was as likely to get them a beating as no information, and the bone man had definitely continued that rule.

      Then he heard them, voices. Krinnk wasn’t a very good judge of the differences in humans but he at least knew how to distinguish males from females. He snickered as he thought about their females. Sure, some goblins favored human females for an assortment of lusts, but to Krinnk they were incredibly ugly, all soft and smooth skin with way too much flesh on their bones, none of the gray mottled skin loosely hanging on a bony frame, the way the goblalinas looked. Hearing voices though, he could tell that there was at least one male and one female, so he became even more careful, slipping into the underbrush and moving slowly toward them. He saw two of them, one a human male, apparently a warrior judging from the armor he wore and the other a moon elf female. Or at least that is what Krinnk assumed she was, as he had never seen a moon elf, but only heard tales of when they unjustly drove the goblins from the places of comfort they had found in the Chenhou Forest. Upon seeing the moon elf, he found that a certain level of racial hatred rose up in him. Goblins might not like orcs or humans, but elves and dwarves were their blood enemies with an enmity passed down from generation to generation.

      The two were standing at the base of a large ironwood tree, and watching them, he saw that they were also speaking with some others who were up in the tree. It took his eyes quite a while to be able to find the ones up in the tree, not so much because of the density of the foliage, but because it was hard on goblin eyes to look up toward sunlight even with the trees reducing the glare. Again, he didn’t know much about humans and even less about elves, but he would almost swear that the three he saw up in the tree were some blend of human and elf. What caught his eye more than anything though was the littlest one. She had a pretty shiny thing hanging around her neck. She looked soft and likely would make a succulent meal.
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        “Luck is a fickle mistress and best not relied upon, but oh the splendors of her favor.” —Quote from a biography of Tan Al’Stanam, 1st Thane of the Northern Dwarven Kingdom

        

      

      Emily stepped back from Dave, giggling at the red flush in his face and the wide-eyed stare he was giving her. “Oh, you are too easy to get. I always know the simplest way to get you distracted from any problem.”

      With that, she took a better look at him. They may have defeated the pack of horned drey hounds, but it had not been an easy fight, at least for Dave. His armor was practically hanging on him, torn in many different spots across his legs, forearms, and as she walked around him, his back underneath all those tears, the exposed skin was bleeding, and he was going to need some significant scrubbing to get himself clean. That was, after he was healed up properly. With that thought in mind and noting that the fifty-second cooldown on her healing spell had expired, she was now able to cast it again. Holding out her hand to him, she placed it on his shoulder. It wasn’t that physical contact was required for the spell to work or even that it improved its efficacy, but rather that it made her feel more connected to him. She felt the mana surge out of her and into him as right before her eyes the smaller wounds started to close and disappear entirely, leaving only bloodstained but smooth skin behind. The largest of the wounds only stopped bleeding but remained, indicating just how serious his wounds were that her healing spell had only taken care of the lesser injuries. She knew that Dave had a far higher pool of health than she did but even still, one of her healing spells would have taken her from death’s door to full health.

      As the wave of positive energy swept over his body, restoring the equilibrium in his body at least in part, he felt the many points of pain that had been diffusely spread over his body start to resolve into three key areas. One was a piercing wound in his left shoulder, a second was a bite wound on his left calf that had at least partially torn the muscle away from the bone, and the final was an abdominal puncture wound. He would have been hard-pressed to say which hurt the worst and in some ways, the removal of the smaller distracting injuries seemed to make the larger wounds hurt even more. They certainly were throbbing at a faster pace now. A part of Dave wondered if he would ever get used to this kind of pain. Certainly, as a marine he had felt some pain, but his combat experience had been very limited, and it had been many years ago. He had never been shot or stabbed before, and those were the only sort of injuries that he could compare to what the hounds had done to him. He knew that within a few minutes that Emily would have him fully healed and then they would climb up into the safety of the tree at least for a bit, so it wasn’t that he was really worried. Instead, as he examined his feelings on the battles, he had experience in Eloria, including the pain and the struggles and the fear of death, he had to say that he had never felt as alive. Once worry for his family was removed from the equation, he wasn’t afraid to go back into battle again and instead was sorta looking forward to it. He wondered if that made him an adrenaline junky or if it meant that there was something more deeply wrong with him emotionally that he would court this sort of pain, and it was excruciating, simply for the sake of XP. As much as that bothered him, he decided it was a question for another time because he couldn’t seem to focus much past the off-handed question Emily had asked him. He was red-faced and knew he probably looked silly. He could do nothing but appreciate a private moment of self-deprecating humor as he realized just how gullible he was for comments like that. Across the universe on an alien world filled with things that wanted to eat him, struggling to protect his family and one little comment made him stop thinking with his brain and start lusting after his wife. Freak, he was such a simpleton. Of course, he likely wouldn’t have been the only guy to fall for that, and he just had to take the fact that it was hardwired into him as consolation as well as proof that Eloria hadn’t changed who he was at his core.

      He was lifted out of those thoughts when another wave of healing washed over him and the wounds in his shoulder and calf both seemed to be almost completely better, while the wound in his abdomen visibly closed and left only a small puckering half-healed wound. He could still feel the pain inside his gut, but it was definitely better. Taking turns rotating his arm to test his shoulder and bouncing on the balls of his feet to test out the repaired calf muscle, he was able to feel a sharp stabbing pain in his insides with each motion that wasn’t too extreme. Back home, this sort of pain would have had him on his way to the ER, but here it just made him grit his teeth and bear it.

      “Thanks, hun. Still a little bit more inside but one more heal should do it. Now let’s take a look at the XP notifications. I assume that you got some too, but I just minimized all my notifications as I was in too much pain to worry about it.”

      “Sounds good. I already looked at mine. I got full XP for the one that I killed with the dagger and partial XP for each of the others. The big one was worth a bit more than the rest, but I also got a message about not getting XP for any foes that flee.” Emily spoke absentmindedly as she was still obviously looking at her notifications.

      “Doh, I just realized something. Hold on a sec.”

      
        
        You have helped defeat 2 Horned Drey Hounds Lvl 4- Each: XP: 24 x 4.1 (numerical bonus + pack bonus) /3 + 50% racial bonus = Net XP: 98.

        

        You have helped defeat 1 Horned Drey Hound Alpha Lvl 6: XP: 24 x 4.1 (numerical bonus + pack bonus) /3 + 50% racial bonus = Net XP: 73.

        

        You have defeated 6 Horned Drey Hounds Lvl 4- Each: XP: 24 x 4.1 (numerical bonus + pack bonus) /3 x2 (killing blow bonus) + 50% racial bonus = Net XP: 590.

        

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        Ding!

        You have gained enough XP to reach level 8.

        You have gained 8 stat points.

        You have gained 38 character points.

      

      

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      
        
        New Blood Feud gained. You are now in a blood feud with Horned Drey Hounds (Merkwood Zone) All Horned Drey Hounds in Merkwood will go out of their way, even risking their own lives to try to kill you. All Drey Hounds of all variants in all zones now have a status of Hatred with you. Damage against Horned Drey Hounds: +25%, Damage taken from Horned Drey Hounds: +25%.

      

      

      First thought after the level up was that the rush of healing and the restoration of his stamina made him feel like a new man while at the same time making him feel stupid. Apparently, the healing from leveling up was suspended if you suspended the notification. Anyway, lesson learned and more importantly: Woohoo. Dave was thrilled he had finally caught up to Emily, or had he? He didn’t know how much XP she had gained so he had to ask her before he let his exuberance break out. “So did you get a level up, hun?”

      Emily broke away from looking at her character sheet and looked at Dave. He thought he was so smooth, like she wouldn’t notice that he was just dying to catch up to her. She internally chuckled but didn’t let any of it show on her face. “Yeah, I did,” she said calmly, acting almost disinterested.

      With a feigned excitement, Dave said, “Great hun, so we are both level 8 now, I got four levels.”

      Struggling to keep the laughter inside, Emily said, “Well, not quite Dave.”

      “What?” Then as realization dawned on Dave; he couldn’t hide his crestfallen look. “Oh, you got two levels, didn’t you?” After a pause, he added, “What’s your XP total now?”

      No longer able to contain her laughter, Emily burst out, “Oh, your face is priceless. You so thought you were gonna catch up, didn’t you? Well, if you must know I now have 1457 XP but now I need 463 XP to get level 10.”

      Dave whistled at that, “Wow, I guess level 10 must be when you break into tier 2. At least, I hope that is the explanation for the huge increase in XP cost.” Seeing Emily’s look of partial confusion, he tried to explain a little more completely his theory that breaking into the 2nd tier would allow them to increase skills above 10 and would add other unknown benefits. After that, they yelled up to Mira, who used her flying ring to come down and pick them up one at a time.

      Once at the top of the platform, they found out that Mira had also leveled after gaining 488 XP and had reached level 6. To say that they were all pleased would have been an understatement. Jackson still vented a bit that he didn’t get to level up and Dave actually had some ideas about how to help Jackson level up, but he still wasn’t sure how willing he was to let his son use the mace to bash stuff to death. Even if he was absolutely certain that he could keep Jackson safe, he was still hesitant to subject him to more insidious if no less real trauma that would come with asking his thirteen-year-old to bash in the brains of some monster that Dave was holding still for him, all in an effort to give him the killing blow bonus. Jackson should be worried about swinging his bat at a baseball, not a mace at a monster’s skull. Yet, wishing for something different wouldn’t make it so, and he might be doing his son more of a disservice by not allowing him to adapt to this new world. It was okay for the moment, though. They had enough on their plate just trying to get leveled up themselves and could save this moral dilemma for another day.

      It was shocking to think that they had changed this much in only an hour, but here it was, all three of them had at least 4 stat points and a good number of character points to spend. They talked back and forth and tried to give Mira a say in things but, in the end, decided that spending the stat points now made the most sense as there seemed to be little benefit to hoarding them. The character points were where they argued a bit, although honestly it wasn’t like any of them could force another to spend or not spend the points as they wished. This was one of those moments for liberated parenting, trying to guide Mira to the right decisions but being willing to let her make bad decisions if she wanted to. Mira wanted to spend her points right away on opening another school of magic, and it was clear she wasn’t going to be dissuaded, so all Dave did was try to guide her decision-making process. She at least agreed to open up a type of magic that none of them had opened yet with the idea that they might find new and useful functions. He tried to explain, at least in game terms, how each type of magic probably functioned. Then they looked at the various options, Enchantment, Abjuration or Conjuration. After his explanation about the likely costs associated with making permanent enchantments, they ruled that out and that left only two options. Dave figured either might have good options, and so he didn’t press her in either direction, but once he explained that someday the Conjuration magic might give her the option of teleportation or other similar instantaneous transportation, he saw her eyes light up and knew the decision was made even if she didn’t say it yet.

      Freedom, the ability to move around at will, that was what her dad’s description of the possibilities in Conjuration magic meant for Mira. Sure, he said that might come a long way down the road, and he talked a bunch about creating objects out of nothing or having creatures that she summoned to obey her, but what her mind latched onto was the idea of movement. With that in mind, it only took her teenage mind an instant to decide and then assign the character point.

      
        
        Conjuration Magic: this is the magic that controls the very dimensions of reality. A conjurer can both call forth items from the very aether of the universe and beckon forth beings from other places or even other planes of existence. With this magic, you will never be without. Determines the highest tier of Conjuration spells available to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 5%/level. 3x first-tier spells gained.

        

        Minor Webbing: Summons a glob of extremely sticking and elastic webbing which can be projected at high speed up to 50’+2’/level. Upon impact, the webbing affects a 5’ diameter centered on the point of impact. The webbing has strength equal to Intelligence of caster x4. Any target stuck in the webbing has its movement reduced by 90% and attack rate by 50%. The webbing is immune to blunt damage and takes half damage from slashing or piercing physical damage but double damage from fire. Webbing has health equal to 10+1/level and 1 health per tick evaporates as webbing dries out. Cooldown: 30 seconds - 1 sec/level. Mana: 20.

        

        Summon Basic Mount: Summons an average horse for 2 hours/level. Will obey any non-suicidal command from caster but cannot be used for combat. Mana: 100.

        

        Mage Armor-Chainmail: Summons armor which is the equivalent of masterwork chainmail armor (Base Defense +12) for 1 hour/level. Armor is weightless and does not require any armor proficiency or movement penalty. Mana: 75.

        

      

      Well, she wasn’t sure what to think of that. It wasn’t quite what she had expected, but the horse was cool, and she supposed the armor and webbing could help protect everyone, but she wasn’t sure about the really high mana cost of some of the spells. It wouldn’t be something she could do at a moment’s notice. She would need to plan ahead of time for those. Excitedly, she told the family about the new spells she had gotten, and Sara started jumping up and down and demanding that Mira give her a “pet” horse that instant.

      After calming Sara down, Emily reminded Mira that they had decided to assign their stat points before their character points. Mira didn’t take the rebuke very well, responding with a typical, “Whatever,” and Dave, not wanting an argument right now, jumped right into explaining how he was going to assign his stat points. He explained that he was going to sink one point into Strength to round it out, and two into both Constitution and Endurance to keep those climbing. He added that the last 3 points he was going to put two into Intelligence to try to up his mana pool and one into Agility because he was afraid that at some point, if he had too much strength and not enough agility, he would become a clumsy unwieldy fighter.

      Emily chimed in next, saying that given her stat bonuses she was gonna put 2 more points into agility and 2 into wisdom. Dave pointed out that in the future, she may need to sink some points into Strength, Constitution, Endurance, and Intelligence for various reasons but didn’t object or try to talk her out of spending the points like that. After they had both assigned their points and experienced the rush that comes with the increase in the physical and mental capabilities, they both turned toward Mira to see what she had to say. Mira told them that she wanted to increase her Intelligence and Charisma, and after some discussion, they were able to convince her that putting the 2 points she had intended to put into Intelligence into Wisdom instead would be good because she needed to increase her mana regeneration rate, but they couldn’t get her to budge on the Charisma points or even really explain why she wanted a high Charisma. Amidst it all, Dave couldn’t help but grin as he heard Emily using game terms to explain the need to balance a mana pool and mana regeneration, something which he had already lectured her about. It was also sorta interesting to watch as Mira applied the stat changes. It wasn’t so much that she suddenly got prettier or that she changed in any visible way. In his eyes as a father, she was already beautiful beyond measure, yet it was obvious when she applied the stat points from the way that her body shuddered, and she seemed to be more alive, more radiant if that was possible.

      Dave realized that after all the fighting that he had done this morning that he should probably be starving, but he wasn’t the least bit hungry. He just had to chalk that up as another benefit of leveling up, but by now it was mid-morning and Sara was asking about a snack. When offered some more of the tack bread, she started to whine about wanting something “good.” Dave and Emily exchanged the look of long-suffering parents at her complaining, but Emily quickly moved to pull her off to the side of the platform for a little lecture about the reality of their situation, or at least as much of it as an eight-year-old could handle. In the meantime, Dave and Mira kept talking about their options for character point assignment and whether it was better to hold back or keep assigning them. All the while, Jackson was looking on with a hungry look of jealousy, but at least he didn’t complain anymore after Dave had assured him that as soon as it was safe, they would do everything in their power to make sure that he could level up too.

      Eventually, they settled on a compromise plan of trying to maximize their important skills now since most of them seemed to be capped at level 10 for now and to save the rest of the points rather than opening up new skills that weren’t needed. Jackson made the valid point that often times it is better to have two or three skills that are really solid and you can rely upon rather than having a wider assortment which you are unsure of or might forget about in a moment of stress. Mira decided to sink enough points into Charm and Conjuration Magic skills to max them out at 10 and that left her with 10 unspent character points. Which prompted a discussion about adding yet another school of magic, but since she had three maxed out types of magic, at least for her level, they decided it would be best if she got used to using them first.

      As for Dave, he decided that he liked the increased damage that weapon specialization had given him, so he spent five points maxing that out and another point increasing his shaping magic to its max so that he would have an extra six seconds on Minor Enlarge. He still had a lot of points burning a hole in his proverbial pocket though, and contrary to pro-gamer tips, he had never really been one to hold back on spending his points. As he saw it, he had a couple of options for how to spend the points. He could maximize out Divination Magic, although after Shaping Magic, he wasn’t all that impressed with it and wondered if it would be wasted points. Although, on the other hand, 9 extra points would increase his critical strike chance on Sure Strike by another 27%, which, from what he could calculate, would bring it up to 55% plus whatever his unknown base chance was and would increase the damage bonus on a critical strike by another 54%. At least from his damage notifications, he knew that the base extra damage on a critical strike was +100%, and so when using Sure Strike, it would go up to +210% if he spent the 9 points. He could also increase his Long Blade skill for accuracy, although with the beasts he had been fighting, that hadn’t been much of an issue. He wondered for a second if he might someday be called up to fight sentients like humans or elves and how important accuracy might be then. In the end, he decided to bite the bullet and spend the extra 9 for Divination Magic and 5 for Long Blade Proficiency, leaving him with 18 points left.

      He almost decided that was good enough but then he remembered the Dodge skill that the one hound had used when fighting him. It seemed from Dave’s perspective as if he had hit the beast but that the skill had negated that attack. He looked through the melee skills tab in his mind’s eye, and sure enough, there it was under Melee Stamina Skills: Dodge. He laughed. Not exactly a creative name for the skill, but it served its purpose. It apparently cost stamina to use any of the skills in this category, and he realized that he would only be able to use this skill once because it would use up his entire stamina bar to do so, but since it might be a game-changer, he wasn’t gonna argue with the impossibility of a skill that could be triggered to negate an otherwise successful attack.

      
        
        Dodge: Declared Action: Automatically avoids an otherwise successful melee or ranged melee atk (not spells). May be used 1/round +.1/level (rounded down). Stamina: 4.

        

      

      He wasn’t exactly sure what it meant that it had to be a declared action, but he figured it only cost him one point, and he could experiment around with it. After that, he took his son’s advice and decided to focus on improving the use of the skills he had already chosen and to save the rest of his points, even if it made his eye twitch a bit to leave unspent points.

      After finishing with Sara, Emily looked a bit frazzled, so Dave came over and hugged her. He wanted to fix things for her but knew that he couldn’t. It had only taken three years of couples counseling and several thousand dollars to learn that he couldn’t fix everything for her and that sometimes even trying was offensive. It didn’t mean that it wasn't his default setting, but he tried. As he held her, she said, “I don’t know if we can make it two more days up here, Dave. I know you want to level up, but it’s going pretty fast. I think now that Mira has that horse spell that we should try going up and down the river on this side to look for any bridges or other signs of civilization tomorrow. I just don’t know if me and the kids or our frayed nerves can hold on for a second day.”

      Dave couldn’t help but sigh. “Of course, I’m sorry if I am making this harder on you all. I just want us all to be safe. First thing tomorrow morning we can test out the horse spell and see how it goes from there.” Then he grinned and said, “But for now, I’m gonna go down this tree and see if I can pass you up in levels.”
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        “Brothers born of blood share a common mother. Brothers born in blood share a trust which comes only from standing toe to toe against a foe.” —Sir Erik Eikhorn, First Knight of Albia

        

      

      Dave’s afternoon progressed as smoothly as he could have hoped. He found and fought an assortment of animals similar to those that the Nelsons had already encountered, but each of the fights came in singles, whether it was a young wandering flame lynx or a boar. Within five hours of descending, he had already managed six fights, but as the second sun started to move toward its setting, he noticed that the forest seemed to come more alive. He started to feel as though he was being watched, and it was making him uncomfortable enough to call it a day. He had made level 9 and even passed Emily in raw XP, but he had not yet reached level 10. The XP requirement to go from 9 to 10 seemed massive to him even with his racial bonus.

      His favorite fight of the day had been the last and had been against another of the boars, which had come so close to killing him just the day before. This fight had gone very differently. He was finding that with his Minor Enlarge spell and as long as he wasn’t caught off guard, all of the fights were easy and ended predictably. His final notification for the day showed the difference between fighting the beast on his own verses in a team.

      
        
        You have defeated: Small Alpha Boar Level 8. XP: 48 x 2 (killing blow bonus) = 96 x racial bonus 50% -Net gain =144

        

        You have 7 new character points. You have 44 character points available.

        

      

      This time the boar’s 250 health had done little to stand up to blows that were shaving nearly 40 health per whack and even less to the critical hit that he had scored to start the fight. It was over before he realized it, although Dave had used the fight as an opportunity to test out his new Dodge skill and found that it worked wonderfully as long as he thought to activate it. The problem being that with his endurance where it was, he only had enough stamina to use the skill about once per three hours.

      Equally as exciting as the XP that he gained was the fact that these few hours with the need for frequent rest periods between fights gave him a lot more time to analyze and process the way Eloria seemed to work. He wasn’t naïve enough to believe that he had all of the data necessary for an accurate or detailed assessment, but he was able to apply what he had learned to start to draw some general conclusions. Yes, Eloria was a world with game-like rules but for everything that worked as he expected, there was something else that didn’t work at all as he expected or even the opposite. Take stamina, for example. He would have assumed that as he drained his stamina pool, he would have become fatigued and unable to function at the same level, but instead, stamina seemed to be a pool of points that could be used to activate other abilities. It wasn’t that his Endurance score didn’t seem to influence how tired he became with activities or the duration of intense action that he could maintain. It was more that the exact specifics of it were not revealed on his character sheet. This prompted him to dig through the tabs and see if he could find more information. He wasn’t able to find any way of correlating his Endurance score to just how tired or refreshed he felt, but he did at least learn that he could reshape his character sheet some. At the bottom of the sheet, he added a list of his skills and spells.

      

      
        
        
        Name: David Nelson

        Race: Human

        Age: 40

        Level: 9

        Movement: 12 (46)

      

        

      
        Alignment: 0

        Factions:

        Guild:

      

        

      
        Stats

        Core Attributes

        Regen Rates:

        STRENGTH: 20

        Health: 180 (260)

        1.8/hour

        DEXTERITY: 8

        Mana: 170

        150/hour

        AGILITY: 9

        Stamina: 4

        1.4/hour

        CONSTITUTION: 18

        Fury: 8

        1.6/hour

        ENDURANCE: 16

        Teamwork: 3

        1/hour

        INTELLIGENCE: 17

        Bravery: 6

        2/hour

        WISDOM: 10

        Faith: 3

        1/hour

        CHARISMA: 10

        Base Defense: 5

        LUCK: 0

        Base Attack: 10

      

        

      
        Total XP: 1774

        Unspent Stat Points:2

        Total CP:177

        XP to Next: 144

      

        

      
        Unspent CP: 50

      

        

      
        Skills

        Running: 3

        Unarmed Combat: 10

        Spell:

        Sense Motives: 5

        Archery: 5

        Identify

        Speak Languages:7

        Long Blade: 10

        Assess Enemy

        Diplomacy: 3

        Weapon Spec: 10

        Sure Strike

        Know-Research: 25

        Shaping Magic: 10

        Minor Binding

        Knowledge- Law: 15

        Divination Magic: 10

        Minor Mending

        Survival- Forest: 5

        Dodge: 1

        Minor Enlarge

        Survival-Desert: 7

        Taunt: 1

      

        

      
        Heavy Armor: 1

      

        

      

      After rearranging his character sheet, Dave had used the rest of the time between fights to think about the other so-called core attributes on his character sheet. Some of them he had thought he understood immediately and others he was starting to figure out. Health seemed the easiest. It was essentially a quantification of his ability to take damage as well as the rate that said damage would heal at and seemed to have a direct correlation to his Constitution score. Each point of Constitution gave him 10 points of health and 1/10th of a point of regeneration per hour. As a gamer, it was interesting to him that the regeneration wasn’t fast enough to be relevant to combat but was fast enough to heal up a person with an almost total loss of health in a matter of days. Presumably on earth, if a person had multiple fractures and organ injuries that would correlate to almost total loss of all health, it would take months for them to heal up properly, if at all. So far, he hadn’t found any limits on what could be healed up and stab wounds, bruises, or broken bones all seemed to heal up the same with no scars and no lingering effects. Although the least serious wounds always seemed to heal first, in the end, they all healed up. He couldn’t help but wonder how this would affect his aging process and if this was part of why he felt so vibrantly alive. Mana was much the same, although it was interesting to him that two different stats controlled mana: Intelligence for the total amount of mana he could hold at any one time and Wisdom for the regeneration rate. It also seemed odd to him that the mana regeneration rate was so much higher than that of the health regeneration. It still wasn’t high enough to be useful in the type of combat in Eloria so far, but thinking back to his days in Iraq with the USMC, he realized that not all combat had to take place in a matter of seconds. Some fights, especially when both sides were intelligent thinking creatures rather than brutish beasts could be done in a very hit-and-run, kinda drag-it-out pace. In a situation like that, a high mana regeneration rate would be very desirable.

      The only other of the core attributes that had seemed straightforward to him from the beginning were the base defense and base attack attributes. What had him perplexed now though was that he had increased his stats and weapon skills but had not seen any increase in base defense or attack. He wondered if they were fixed stats that he was born or created with. Dave may have been nervous about Emily’s plan to seek out civilization, but besides the obvious hope of safety for his children, he was also hoping that civilization would provide him with books or even teachers who could explain how this all worked.

      The other core abilities he now understood a little bit better after using the Dodge skill. Stamina, Fury, Teamwork, Bravery, and Faith just all seemed to be alternative mana pools to allow for different types of skills. All in all, it seemed like in Eloria there was a great emphasis placed upon the value of each of the stats both physical and mental which of course raised the question of how much he should continue to focus on Strength and Constitution versus being more diverse. Of course, that raised a whole other set of questions, like: How many levels were there? Was there a cap on the highest level he could obtain? Normally if he was playing an MMO, he would have read the online guides before beginning and would have plotted a course of development for his character based upon the desired result at max level. That way, he would be ready for the end game or the time when it was no longer about leveling but about raiding with friends from all around the world for loot by killing catastrophically difficult boss monsters, but he had no guarantee that Eloria worked like that or that there was any sort of end game at all. For all he knew, level 20 would be the highest level he could reach, and he would only get two more stat points for each level. He was pretty sure the levels would continue past 10 due to the notifications they had gotten about having to progress to tier two. Add to these uncertainties, questions about how many tiers there were and if they made much of a difference, and Dave didn’t feel like he had a good grasp on Eloria at all. The one thing about tier that he knew was that the dire crocodile that he had fought had been tier two and was dramatically stronger than anything that they had fought up to this point. None of that was even to mention his jealousy about Emily getting a class or his questions about how he could get a class of his own.

      As Dave was busy hunting, Emily was left back to tend the house. Except for now, the house was an exposed platform of interwoven branches sticking out from the side of a tree some fifty feet in the air. A part of her wanted to be furious with Dave for leaving them while he was out playing with life as though it was one of his online games. Even though she understood his reasoning and even agreed with it at some level, the basis for her agreement with him continued to lessen the longer that she had to sit on this platform with three anxious children. Mira was a mess. She probably hadn’t gone two waking hours without social media in the last couple of years, let alone two days. Jackson was moping and feeling left out. Dave was always telling her that it is important to encourage a young man’s adventurous side, but that certainly wasn’t going to happen here. Jackson could mope about all he wanted to, if she had anything to say about it, it would be years before Jackson ever had to engage any of these Elorian monsters again. Sara was no better than Mira, but instead of being dark and gloomy huddled up against the side of the tree, she was being chipper and annoying, getting in everyone’s faces trying to get attention. Mira and Jackson had quickly rebuffed Sara, hurting her feelings in the process so that now she was stuck to Emily’s side like stink at a carnival port-a-potty. Normally when Sara got lonely like this, which wasn’t uncommon, two teenage siblings could hardly be expected to want to have much to do with their eight-year-old sister, after all. Emily would just send her down to the family room to watch Netflix. Now, however, there was no electronic babysitter for her, and Emily’s anxiety was making it very hard for her to answer Sara’s questions about their circumstances or offer predictions about the future without snapping at the girl. Worse, the platform may have kept them safe above the animals that they occasionally saw wandering around on the ground below, but it also didn’t provide them with much room for private space.

      The lack of space brought up the most pressing issue now, the lack of bathroom facilities. Jackson has already gone and stood at the side and peed off, but neither Emily or the girls were inclined to do the same and there was only so many times that she could tell an eight-year-old that she just needed to hold it. The hope being that once Dave got back, they would be able to cook some food on the ground and find a safe place to relieve themselves. Emily had to wonder if stuff like this happened in the games that Dave played. Somehow, she didn’t think that potty problems would have been a part of any popular computer game.

      Just as she felt her last nerve beginning to fray and was on the verge of snapping loudly at Sara, she heard Dave shouting up at them from the base of the tree. Thank God, Dave might have sung off-key so badly in church that she had eventually asked him to just mouth the words so as not to disrupt the experience for the people in the pews around them, but in this instance, his voice was a very welcome sound. Emily and all the kids moved toward the edge of the platform to be able to look down at him. After this, they had a shouted conversation in which it was finally agreed that they would let the kids climb down to save the magic of Mira’s ring. She would climb down first in case of any accidents at the bottom, and Dave would position himself to try to catch whoever fell. Never mind that catching even a child Sara’s size in his arms from a fifty-foot fall would do to both him and Sara, they really needed to save the ring in case they had to quickly get back up the tree and as Dave kept saying, Eloria isn’t Earth and the rules are different.

      If it weren’t for her high levels of anxiety and uncertainty about where they found themselves, Emily would have been laughing with childish glee at the ease and speed with which she was able to descend the side of the tree. She didn’t know exactly what a 28 Agility would have translated to on Earth, but she was absolutely certain that she had never seen an Olympic gold medalist display as much grace and ease of movement as she was right now, and it was laughably easy. She made it the full fifty feet down in seconds and a part of her wanted to climb right back up, it had been so much fun. After she reached the ground though, she got serious, signaling for Jackson to start climbing down. She had flashbacks to memories of a much younger Jackson climbing trees in the backyard of their old two-bedroom ranch. It was the first house they had owned before Sara was born. Even then, Jackson had been bold and adventurous, and while she worried, she had been such a proud momma of how he could climb trees even as a young boy. The racial bonus that he got to agility and the easy branches and numerous knobs on the truck of the tree made it so he was climbing down steadily. She still breathed a sigh of relief when he made it down, but now came the hard part. Sara had to climb down. Her tiny frame seemed even smaller as Mira let go of her hands, and she started holding onto the knobs one at a time, her little feet searching for a secure spot. Her relative lack of height meant that the climb, which had been easy for Jackson, was more testing, but even now her beginning classes in gymnastics were coming into play, and it looked as though she would make it down without any problem.

      Before climbing down, Emily had cast her Minor Blessing spell, which affected herself and all three of the kids, granting them a load of extra health which would hopefully be enough for at that moment about halfway down, Sara started to slip. Holding on by only one hand with her feet dangling and a pitched scream coming from her lips. Emily’s responded far quicker than she ever could have before and was almost immediately climbing monkey-like up the side of the trunk toward Sara even as Dave began casting his Minor Enlarge spell. Emily reached Sara and was hanging onto the tree next to her, but for the first time, she really noticed the diminished strength her Elorian body had compared to on earth. That moon elf racial penalty to strength made her not quite strong enough to hold Sara and climb down the tree at the same time. The best that she was able to do was to hook Sara’s hand in hers and swing her body down, holding onto a short branch with her legs. This motion lowered a dangling Sara’s feet another eight feet closer to the ground and Emily had to hope that she was low enough for a now nine-feet-tall Dave to be able to catch her, because one way or another Sara was falling, their sweaty hands no longer able to hold onto one another.

      In the end, all that motherly worry was for nothing as Dave was able to catch her with no real trouble and any damage that Sara took from the fall was absorbed by the temporary health she had been granted by her mother’s blessing spell. Her eight-year-old body falling only eight feet to Dave’s much enhanced waiting arms caused him no damage and only felt like the time he had worked in a sandbag line trying to brace the levees in New Orleans for Hurricane Katrina.

      After catching her, Dave pulled her close to him and saw that she was more shocked than scared. He held her tightly to himself, careful not to squeeze too hard with his nine-foot frame but knowing full well that Emily would be beside them in an instant, insisting to hold Sara herself. Sure enough, Emily descended from the branch she hung on with a quick flip and bounce off of the side of the trunk to redirect some of her momentum. If Dave hadn’t been busy trying to sooth Sara, he would have made a comment about how Emily moved like a character out of The Matrix. Soon though, Sara was in her mother’s arms and Dave was signaling for Mira to begin her descent. Mira might not have had her mother’s superhuman agility, but she was still amazing, and it took her less than a minute to descend the full fifty feet.

      Once all the Nelsons were assembled on the ground, they saw that Dave had gathered up several stacks of firewood and what appeared to be a crudely butchered side of a boar. They all discussed what had happened over the past five hours, Jackson practically begging Dave to detail out each of the fights while Mira was more interested in how much he had leveled up and how many character and stat points he had now. Emily had to cut the conversation short though as they had less than two hours until the second sun was fully set, and they had already discussed how bad of an idea it would be to be stuck on the ground without a fire. Tasks were assigned and the efficiency of the world’s greatest type of bureaucrat, that of a working mom, was put on display. Each of the kids was assigned a task. Jackson gathered or dug up rocks to form their fire pit, Sara put the stones he gathered into a ring about ten feet in diameter, and Mira helped Emily stack the wood and set up a crude stand to hang a spit from so they could roast some of the meat. Meanwhile, Dave was sent to the river with their cooking pot to get as much water as he could carry back without spilling it.

      As they busily went about their tasks, the Nelsons were all subconsciously glad to have chores to do as it kept their minds busy and off the stress they were feeling. They all managed to complete their tasks without any interference from indigenous wildlife. Emily had skinned the side of the boar that Dave dragged back with him after his morning hunting expedition and it was now roasting over a fire courtesy of Mira. She had stopped her parents from trying to start a fire with flint and steel insisting that she wanted to try doing it with her flame spell. After a bit of an argument about how that was overkill and could start a forest fire, Mira convinced them that she could learn how to focus the spell into a tighter cone and just affect the fire pit. Since neither Dave or Emily knew if it was possible but wanting to believe their daughter, they pulled back with Jackson and Sara and let Mira try her thing. Watching her rattle off the few words of magic, the spell seemed to take longer to go off than it had when they fought the armored bullfrogs the day before, but this time instead of a broad wave of magical fire in a one hundred and twenty-degree arc, the flames started out as a forty-five degree arc and Mira seemed to be able to compress them even further. Obvious signs of struggle showed on Mira’s face as she fought and forced the spell into an ever-tighter arc until finally, it was more of a stream of fire shooting off her hands.

      As she finished her spell, Mira jumped up and whooped out a, “Yes, I did it,” but then she seemed to become distracted with that look that Dave and Emily had come to associate with someone looking at a notification they received in their mind’s eye.

      Finally, Mira turned to her parents and said, “I’m being offered the opportunity to take a class. I got this notification.” After which, she read the notification to them.

      
        
        Hidden Quest Found: Class Determination - you have found and met the qualifications to receive a class. (1. Surviving a concentration check in combat. 2. Shaping magic outside of its intended spell form.) In Eloria, classes are not easily earned, all have significant benefits and equally weighty requirements. Each class has seven ranks known as tiers.

        

        Class offered: Sorceress (Base)- Tier 1

        

        Class Benefits: +10% Intelligence. Cost of Quickened Spells reduced to +5%/second decreased. +2 effective levels in up to 3 schools of magic, or +3 effective levels in up to 2 schools of magic, or +7 effective levels in up to 1 school of magic.

        

        Class Restrictions: May never learn spells from more than a maximum of 3 schools depended on which class benefit is selected. May never know more than 3 spells per tier per school of magic.

        

        Class Purpose: Mastery of a small selection of spells. Make them your own, shape and control them.

        

        Class Advancement Requirements: Obtain tier 2 in level. Learn 3 spells in all chosen schools from tier 2. Quick cast 6 different spells in combat situations.

        

      

      “So, what do you think I should do? Oh crap, it’s giving me a countdown of five minutes to decide or I automatically accept.”

      Dave and Emily looked at each other, but he took the lead. “Well, the question is: does the description of a sorceress define who you want to be in Eloria? It sounds like it will make your spells faster and give you a small bump in Intelligence and casting level, but it also limits the different types of magic that you can learn or use, and even within the types of magic, it limits how many spells you can have.”

      They discussed it back and forth, weighing out the pros and cons, but based upon her reaction to his initial question, Dave knew almost immediately that Mira didn’t want to accept that class, so it was no surprise when she told them that she turned it down. Interestingly though after that, she got another notification that she told them about.

      
        
        Quest Obtained: Gain Class: meet the requirements for any class.

        

        Rewards: 200 XP (base class), 1000 XP (rare class), 5000 XP (epic class), + varies dependent upon obtained class.

        

        Penalty for Failure: Barred from obtaining a class.

        

        Deadline for Quest: Base class: prior to reaching level 20, Rare class: prior to reaching level 30, Epic class: prior to reaching level 40.

        

      

      Dave thought the sorceress class seemed pretty lame compared to Emily’s class, but he supposed that made a certain level of sense given that it was a base class compared to Daughter of Redemption being a rare class. It raised all kinds of questions and they discussed ideas about classes and so on. It was a bit reassuring that they were able to find the requirements for at least one class. As they talked, they finished cooking dinner and watched the moonlight drifting down through the foliage overhead. It was beautiful and for a short time, they found laughter around the fire.

      Sadly, as the evening continued and became darker, the sound of predatory animals seemed to increase to the point that eventually Sara was scared, and it became clear that they needed to get back up on the platform. Mira used her ring to float first Jackson and then Sara up above while Emily climbed up the side. Once ensuring that they were all safely up in the tree, Dave put the fire out and then began climbing up himself. He used the climb up as an opportunity to practice his Minor Binding spell. It was an interesting experience. He could make his hand stick to the side of the tree completely so that he was unable to feel a difference between hand and tree.
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        * * *

      

      Just over one hundred miles to the west, inside the remains of a human logging village in the duchy of Oppenheim, the last human survivor screamed as his goblin tormentors tried to elicit every bit of entertainment that they could out of him. The things they had done to him for the past two days had been unspeakable, but at least he wasn’t one of the women. Even in his agony, he had wept for the things perpetrated upon the women and often girls far too young. At times, he had struggled against his bonds in an attempt to strike back against the evils he was hearing, or failing that, to put the women and children out of their misery. When he did finally succeed in crushing the skull of the last girl left for their torment, it was a kind of mercy, but it reaped him pain beyond even what he had known before from the enraged goblins. The only saving grace was that the goblins who had been saving that one last girl for the end were sent into a senseless state of anger by being deprived of their prize. Add to that the drunken state that all but a couple of unfortunate goblins who had been ordered to guard duty were in, and it actually said more about the vile imagination of the cruel torturers than about their patience.

      As that last scream escaped his mouth, his spirit also escaped his body and an end came to his torment. This only served to further infuriate the goblin forces. Even under the best circumstances, goblins were not known for their tactical planning or foresight and these were far from the best of circumstances. Instead of waiting as they had been ordered, the sixteen goblins remaining in this now nameless village gathered up their weapons, what remained of the ale they had found in the village, and all of the pretties that they had collected as souvenirs and started to move as quickly as they could to the east, following the southern bank of the Seinna in their rage and lust for blood.

      Several hours later as the first sun began to rise on the goblin raiding band and the drink began to wear off, the shaman was forced to fend off demand after demand that they find a dark place to hole up until second sunset. At first, he pushed all of the goblins away. He was, after all, by far the highest level of the goblins and had been hand-picked by the chieftain for this mission, although both he and the chieftain had had different reasons for being happy to see the shaman heading up this mission. Eventually though, and once he had hammered into the heads of the other goblins that they would only stop when he decided, he capriciously decided to stop. He sent a scout ahead to try to find a place for them to hide. This land was so different from the mountains he had grown up in. It was flat. Ugh, he didn't like it or the lack of nooks to hide in. Yet here they were having traveled less than half the distance to the next village and already more than three hours past the first appearance of the burning sun. When one of the scouts reported that he had found the husk of an ironwood tree which had been burrowed out and which was large enough to let the entire raiding party sleep inside it, the shaman started to direct all of his people to follow the scout to that location.

      The shaman waited until all the goblins were inside before entering the hollowed-out tree core himself, not from any misguided sense of duty or concern for the goblins under his command, but rather because he needed the time to ensure that his magical anchors were firmly attached to the skeletons which he had animated in the village. This was a spell taught to him by the death knight, Draznei’kai, and while not a powerful spell, it represented half of the tier 2 spells that the shaman knew. The skeletons would only remain animated as long as he continued to feed mana into them, so he was only able to animate four of the undead creatures with his current mana regeneration rate. Thinking about the death knight brought a grimace to the shaman’s face. He might not be much of an intellect by human or elven standards, but he was smart enough to know that they were disobeying the orders given to them by the dark being, and so he already started to fabricate lies to explain the reasons for the premature attack.
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        * * *

      

      Just as the goblins were hunkering down to await nightfall, Captain Maxwell Smart had all of his squad assembled outside of the royal stables and they were making quite a fuss. Max knew that the reason and their ultimate destination was need-to-know information, but he also knew that an entire squad of the Purple and Gold trying to leave undetected in the middle of the night would only lead to all sorts of rumors and perhaps even to them being tracked. With this in mind, Max had decided that subterfuge was better than secrecy in this instance. He and Leyna, the squad’s spy, had been planting word to any ear that would take it that the squad was headed to the western front to see how the war efforts were going. It certainly would be unusual for a squad of the king’s personal troops to take part in large scale battle, but given the rumors about how poorly the army was faring, it might be accepted by enough people to be generally believed. It was impossible to stop all rumors, and the city practically had eyes and ears everywhere ranging from professionals like Leyna to little street urchins passing information for coppers.

      Once Max was certain that enough of the eyes that needed to see them had seen them, he had Hastert, the squad’s mage, start casting copies of his Summon Spectral Horse spell. It was a powerful tier 3 spell, and each casting drained nearly a quarter of the mage’s mana pool even with his various items that helped enhance his mana, and worse, each casting consumed a portion of the powdered onyx that he had poured out into a pile at his feet. After three castings, Hastert started sucking down a pair of light blue mana potions. These types of potions came in different quality ratings and varied between those that instantly restored a chunk of mana versus those that restored a larger total but did so over a period of time. From what Max could tell, the ones that Hasert was quaffing down were high quality of the type that restored mana instantly and each one was probably giving him back about 200 mana. The old mage must have had a cast-iron stomach because Max had yet to be able to stomach more than one or two mana potions back-to-back and thinking about that didn’t help him with the realization that he was going to have to drink mana regeneration potions if he was going to keep his class skill, Forced March, active. It was a skill unique to his class and required a significant drain on his mana, but at his level, it would enable him to make his squad or their mounts move just over twice as fast as they would otherwise be able to.

      After a few minutes of the casting, cooldown, casting cycle, a full fourteen smoky black stallions with wings stood before them. A person might have expected them to have red eyes or a fiendish appearance, but instead, they were more like clouds shaped like horses with fuzzy edges. Max gave the command for all of the squad to mount up and then two by two they took off into the air, climbing higher and higher slowly forming into a V-shaped formation headed northwest. Their speed continued to increase as he channeled his skill and started to slowly sip on a brilliantly bright blue mana regeneration potion. A faint red aura began to grow as the only outward sign of his skill.
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        * * *

      

      Hours earlier, just before the first sunrise, Aloysia, daughter of the mayor of Eris’ Rise, was up racing around the home belonging to Malcolm, one of the loggers. Her father would have been scandalized for her to be found at this hour in the home of a man she wasn’t married to. It wouldn’t have even mattered that she wasn’t there for any improper reason. In fact, once he learned what she was up to, Talvenicus would have been furious. Aloysia had that way about her of all too many young women her age. At twenty-one, she was pretty, and she knew it, and more importantly, she knew that the guys knew it too. Her age had allowed her to mature into her full beauty and become the object of desire for every unmarried man in the village of Eris’ Rise and perhaps even some of the married ones. Most young women in Albia married between fifteen and eighteen and very few made it past their twentieth birthday. The few occasions where that did happen would be where either the girl was too homely, or she was the sole heir to a noble home and her father was waiting for just the perfect match. Aloysia was as far from homely as possible, and while her father had been a relatively well to do crafter, they were hardly nobility.

      No, in Aloysia’s case, it was a matter of a willful girl and a doting father who spoiled her. Today, that willfulness was on full display. She had seen the problems coming to town, the fact that the lumberjacks were refusing to go out and chop down trees anymore was the first domino in a chain of events which was bringing the growth and commerce of Eris’ Rise to a screeching halt. She had heard her father and the other council members talking about how long the settlers would be able to stay here and debating if they could weather the winter that was coming in a few short months. Albia as a whole had a very temperate climate, but that didn’t keep winter from being harsh, especially with the limited food supplies they had stockpiled, and with no more wood being shipped out, there was no further income or supplies coming back. Jarvis and the men working for him hadn’t even taken out a wagon in over two weeks. There simply wasn’t enough to sell.

      That was where Aloysia’s bright idea came into play. She believed that the lumberjacks just needed some motivation. So, for the last week, she had been flirting with all of the unmarried men, hinting in the vaguest of terms that she might be inclined to listen to a marriage proposal from the type of man who could get the logging going again. She expanded her efforts if with slightly different flirty methods to the married or older men, making it seem as though they didn’t want to be the sort of man who would let his fellow loggers go out alone.

      So here she was in pre-dawn hours, cooking up a huge breakfast and preparing to feed however many of the men would actually show up to the little meeting that she had called. Even she was surprised when over thirty men showed up for her meeting and was glad she had made several pounds of bacon and stacks of flapjacks. She served them in a traditional Albian fashion with heaping servings of jellied apples in large chunks and baked in cinnamon along with thick dollops of whipped cream. If the simple countrymen of Albia liked anything more than a pretty woman, it was their hearty food and of course a good ale. If Aloysia hadn’t hooked them before this, she certainly had now. Only twenty-two of the men were unmarried, which indicated that her ploy with the married men had not been entirely unsuccessful. These thirty-one men represented over seventy-five percent of the total number of loggers in Eris’ Rise, and they were all here to hear out her proposal.

      As soon as she had made sure that all of the men had been fed, which was no small task, she finally got around to explaining her idea. She explained how if they didn’t restart the logging and quickly, there wouldn’t be an Eris’ Rise come winter and most of them would have to return to their former lords and beg to be taken back on as serfs. Of course, this would mean much less favorable terms for them and any payments that they had made toward becoming free men before would be forfeit. So she played upon their fears just as much as she teased and cajoled them with her flirting. The combination of stick and tease was very successful and within half an hour, she had convinced all of the men to head out together to cross the bridge and head back into the Merkwood Zone.

      Cooking that much of a meal had not been cheap, but Aloysia had gone further. She had sunk most of the remaining funds that she had hiring Jarvis and his two men to drive their three wagons across the bridge with the loggers. Her idea being that it would be safer with level 5 Jarvis there as well as with the crossbows of his men. She also knew that the wagons would make getting there faster and would enable them to bring the wood across in much larger quantities without making them stop their tree felling in order to transport the logs back.

      Less than an hour later, Aloysia was sitting next to Jarvis on his wagon leading two other wagons each loaded with at least ten loggers. Full bellies and the excitement of being encouraged to believe they could make a difference by a pretty young woman had all of the men talking and jibing at one another about why they had ever been afraid to cross the river in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Draznei’kai sat in quiet meditation as he had for the past two days, his body slowly soaking up the ambient mana around him. This was a valuable skill that he had learned many years ago at great personal expense. Normally, his personal mana pool would be limited to two hundred mana. He could, of course, have purchased or looted gear that would have enhanced his available mana, but his slots were busy being used for other types of gear. With this skill and some prep time, he had no need for mana-boosting gear. He could keep absorbing mana and over the years had gained the ability to hold up to an extra 5800 mana. Of course, the speed with which he could absorb that mana was entirely dependent upon the level of available ambient mana in whatever zone he was in at the time. This was why he had risked hiding his sanctum deep in the Chenhou Forest, close to the strength of the Moon Elves. The risk was worth it though because the ambient mana level was so much greater. In the two days of meditating, he had been able to absorb just over 1000 extra mana, which would give him many more options in battle.

      Now, however, his eyes popped open; his meditation disturbed. Someone was in his sanctum. As he stood to face whoever would dare to enter his private place, he was greeted by a short, dark-haired human kneeling before him and saying, “I have been sent with a message, great lord.”

      With that, Draznei’kai relaxed, knowing that this meat sack must have used one of the teleportation crystals which he had given to certain agents for direct communication. He further confirmed with his esoteric senses that the wards around the perimeter of his sanctum had not been breached and so teleportation was the only probable explanation for the one kneeling before him. The crystals were massively expensive and difficult to obtain even for one such as him but long-distance magical communication, while cheaper was not as reliable and in particular not as secure. It wouldn’t do to have some errant wisp of magical communication be overheard by some mage who just happened to be in the right place.

      After listening to the information that was delivered, he knew that his agent had made the right decision in sending a message. This news could change everything, and it would require significant use of resources on his end to intervene and prevent this disruption of the plans he had been following for so long. The messenger then interrupted his contemplation, “Great lord, I was told that you would provide me with a way home.”

      Irritated at the interruption, Draznei’kai turned his glowing eyes upon the messenger who now felt the full weight of the fear aura which a death knight naturally generates. “Yes, you are correct. I will be sending you home.” His gravelly voice was as serious as death itself.

      In a flash, the rune etched blade had left its sheath and the head of the messenger had left his shoulders. In Eloria, it was often hard even for a much higher level being to one-shot another living being. In this instance, though, where one was affected by the paralyzed status condition due to fear, the chance of a critical strike or even a coup de grace was much greater. Factoring the power of a sword strike from one such as Draznei’kai and the feeble nature of the messenger, it really wasn’t surprising that one blow was all it took.

      A flick of the wrist cleaned his blade of the small amount of blood on it, and the death knight stepped over the corpse bleeding out all over the floor of his sanctum. If he had been a living being, he would have undoubtedly been much more bothered by a pool of blood on the floor, but to a death knight, this was just a bit of pleasant ambience. As he reached a finely made and deeply stained wooden chest, banded with strips of silver and sitting upon a small table carved out of the thigh bone of some massive beast. His sword sheathed again, he placed his hands gently upon the box, almost reverently. Once opened, the box revealed a plush cushioned interior padding and covered with a rich crimson cloth. Sitting in the chest, divided by an inch were three six-inch-long perfectly cut rose quartz crystals with a milky cloud seemingly swirling in the interior of each crystal. Draznei’kai delicately picked up all three crystals and shifted them into his left hand, hearing the high-pitched tinkling sound as they brushed against each other in his grasp.

      Striding with purpose, the death knight crossed to the wall of his sanctum and placed his left hand against the wall. The wall responded to his touch and the enchantments worked into the very stones caused a hidden door to reveal itself as a section of the stone eight feet high by five feet wide receded a foot before sliding to the right and exposing a dirt path, which upon closer investigation would look much more like stairs than a random path. As he walked up the path out of his hidden safe house, Draznei’kai extended his esoteric senses and splurged on 50 mana to extend his senses to their maximum range of two miles. This was another skill that was available to anyone with the mana to use it, but of which all too few understood the value. Having sunk 40 character points into the skill, he could spend 50 mana per minute and extend a sixth sense that was superior to sight or hearing. It would be impossible to explain exactly what the sense felt like for someone who had never experienced it, but it allowed the user to feel and know what was going on in the entire area his senses expanded out to in real-time. That was how the death knight knew that there were no sentients within two miles of his location, although there were certainly many creatures of the forest.

      Now confident that he had the needed privacy, he tossed the three crystals into the air and activated the enchantment on each of the soul stones at the same time. They had to have been previously linked before this by whoever enchanted them and the cost to have three such crystals linked must have been staggering. It cost only a small amount of his precious mana to activate the crystals, the real mana cost of them having come with their creation. These stones were thought by some conjurers to be the height of their craft. As the scant few points of mana left his body the crystals started to spin end over end as the magic within them began to expand, cracking the matrix of the spell form woven into the crystals. Each started to move apart as a milky white cloud formed where each crystal had been spinning in the air, and within less than a minute, the crystals and clouds were gone and three Winged Camouflage Wyverns had replaced their respective clouds. As their summoner, Draznei’kai shared a psychic link with each of them and pictured what he wanted them to do. With shrill shrieks, the wyverns beat their wings faster and started to climb into the air toward the south, intent on doing his bidding.
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        “I pity those who lack the strength of spirit to seek out power, who cower away behind the shields of those who provide them security. They should not be thought of as equals or fellow countrymen. At best they should be thought of as pets depending upon the largess of better men and at worst they should be thought of as leeches draining the vitality from our society.” —Excerpts from a public response made by Imperial Praetor, Chuk Nor-Fan to the speech of civil rights activist, Won Chil-In.

        

      

      It amazed Emily when she awoke after their second night of sleeping in Eloria that she wasn’t disoriented to her circumstances or tired, but rather felt as though she had slept a full night. She saw that the sunrise, or rather, first sunrise was just a golden slit on the horizon, so she knew it was still relatively early. Sitting up from where she had been sleeping, she had to carefully move Dave’s arm from its position draped over her so as not to wake him. This second morning she was able to look around and make more observations. The crushing rush of fear and anxiety which had greeted her upon waking after her first night sleeping on this woven platform of branches was not present. The ease of breathing and being alive seemed to be with her but none of the fear, and her first reaction was to be worried about that. She almost laughed at herself. She was so committed to worrying that she was worried about not worrying. At least she was recognizing it. The counselor she had been seeing since the death of her father would be proud of this moment of self-awareness, but then she stopped focusing on how she felt and took in her surroundings.

      What really leapt out her at first was the lack of noise. A family of blue jays nested in the tree right outside the window of the bedroom she shared with Dave back on Earth. While it could be annoying at times, she had come to appreciate the sound of their singing as a signal of the start to a new day, but here, Dave had already commented about how quiet this forest was, and she had to agree with him. After noticing the lack of forest sounds, she did notice something else. There was a subtle vibration to the tree, almost like it was swaying in the wind or something, which didn’t seem possible. Dave had chosen this tree, and she had agreed with him because its wood was incredibly hard, almost like metal. She had never felt any sort of wood even close to this before on Earth. The more she felt the vibration, the more attuned to it she became, and it actually felt more like one of those massage chairs back home. She just couldn’t figure out what could be making the tree shake like this. It also occurred to her that this rhythmic vibration might be part of why they had all slept so well, but now it was time to wake up Dave because she was getting an ominous feeling about the vibrations.

      As she went to wake up him up, she realized that Dave was already awake and staring at her. “Is something wrong, Dave?”

      “Nothing at all. I’m just busy looking at the most beautiful thing in Eloria,” Dave replied with that mischievous grin of his that made him look like he was a four-year-old caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      She wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or creeped out that he had been staring at her for an unknown amount of time but opted to go with flattered. Apparently, Dave wasn’t the only one laying around while still awake because at that time, in the key of sarcastic teenager, she heard, “Eww, is that an old man pick-up line? How does that even work?”

      Before Emily could say anything in response to her eldest daughter, Dave chimed in, “Well, you better be glad my lines worked or you would never have been born.” Then in his horrible attempt at a rap/ghetto voice, he said, “Hate the game, not the playa.”

      In that moment, both mother and daughter were joined in a laugh. As she got her laughter under control Emily responded, “Oh honey, you don’t have any game, but I love you for it.” Mira giggled even more at Dave’s reddening face, which caused Emily to try to cushion his bruised ego. “Don’t worry, honey, I love that you don't have any game because I know you are always true to me.”

      Choosing to rise past the embarrassment, Dave stood up and said, “Well, you never have anything to worry about. I’ve already got the best, why mess with the rest?”

      Emily winked at Mira, encouraging her not to laugh anymore at her father’s lame lines and instead launched into her concerns about the vibration in the tree. In fact, she would almost swear that the vibrating was more intense than just five minutes before and seemed to be building in speed. Emily asked the others if they noticed it, and Dave started talking about how he had felt it before but had just assumed it was yet another weird thing about Eloria. Now that she noticed the shaking, Mira also jumped to her feet, her eyes darting from side to side. Then she screamed and pointed at the trunk a short way up from the platform of woven branches they were resting on. Following the line of sight from her finger up, both Dave and Emily saw a stream of ants pouring out of a hole in the bark and moving up the tree. That is, if ants were a foot long and triangular. Dave immediately recognized the creature he had seen crawling into a hole at the base of the tree before and explained as much to the other girls. Meanwhile, Mira’s scream had of course woken Jackson and Sara.

      Dave explained to Emily about seeing another of the creatures before. They both felt that it could be problematic to have a nest of the creatures inside their tree since they seemed to be all over the tree.

      Jackson scoffed, “What’s the big deal? It’s just some bugs.”

      “Big scary Bugs,” squeaked Sara. “I don’t wanna stay in this tree.”

      “I agree. I think we should get to the ground, Dave. I have a bad feeling about this.” Then as if Emily’s words were prophetic, there was a cracking sound and a split in the trunk started to work its way down from the top as the weight of the numerous branches up above started to pull apart the lower parts of the tree where the core had been entirely consumed.

      Seeing that, Dave ordered Emily to start climbing to the ground while Mira flew Sara down and then came back for Jackson. As he was speaking, Dave started throwing their backpacks over the side without even looking to see exactly where they landed and then moved on to scooping up blankets and other supplies they had out of their bags for the night. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mira had made it back for Jackson. The problem was that by this time the split had reached the platform and started to pull it apart. The floor was literally pulled out from underneath his feet and Dave stumbled off, starting to fall to the ground. Dave frantically scrambled, trying to grab anything to hold onto as a massive section of the trunk was falling to the ground. If he had had the presence of mind to cast his Minor Binding spell, he would have been able to maintain a grip on the wood as he fell, but no good. Every branch or possible handhold that he tried to grab while falling slipped through his fingers, and because of the way in which the platform had extended away from the tree as it split away and dumped Dave off, he was now free-falling in open-air twenty feet away from the side of the tree and unable to reach any of the branches to try and slow himself.

      As always in a situation such as this, time seemed to slow down. The actual fall took all of 2.15 seconds for Dave to impact the ground, but to him, it felt like an eternity. He felt helpless and his mind raced, trying to figure out how to survive the fall. His years of martial arts had at least taught him that he didn’t want to land flat and he equally knew that he didn’t want to shatter his legs by trying to land on his feet. It’s amazing the sort of trivia that the mind can recall in instances like this. He recalled reading an article about how people who jumped off a four-story building had about a 50/50 chance of surviving. In the end, he figured the best that he could do was to try to angle himself so he could tuck and roll trying to distribute some of the force of the impact. He didn’t know if the physics of that actually made sense, but it was the best he could come up with in the time available.

      Then all theory was over, and as he attempted to judo roll his way out of the fall, he found out that being flipped over someone’s shoulder and surviving a fifty-foot fall were two very different things. The first moment of realization hit him as his shoulder was shattered, not just driven out of socket but completely broken, and as he continued the attempted roll, he felt ribs shatter as he continued onto his back. He saw in his mind’s eye that his health had just dropped by 80% and that he had numerous status conditions: Exhausted, Pained, Partially Paralyzed, Stunned, Broken (Multiple), or at least a part of him saw all those notifications pop up. The reality was that the majority of his mind couldn’t care less about notifications or health pools, because his very existence was a blaze of agony. A broken rib had pierced a lung and he felt blood on his lips, but that sensation didn’t bother him, what did was the complete lack of sensation of anything below his waist.
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        * * *

      

      The bridge across the Seinna River from Eris’ Rise to the Merkwood wasn’t any great marvel of engineering. It was a simple wooden bridge with sharply rising arches under each section that rested upon ironwood poles which had been harvested with magical tools, painstakingly shaped by other magical tools, and then finally sunk into the riverbed by the engineer/earth mage who had originally come with the settlers for that express purpose. It had no guard rails and was only wide enough for a single wagon at a time with about two feet of space on each side left over. This portion of the Seinna was relatively narrow but still a good quarter-mile wide, and so as simple as this bridge was, it had represented a significant undertaking. The village would be paying rent on the bridge to Duke Holstein for the next eighty years in order to pay it off.

      Aloysia looked back over her shoulder and saw the bridge behind them as well as the two other wagons loaded with loggers. Loggers who she had manipulated and flirted into returning to work despite the serious danger posed by the various beasts living in the area in an unusually high density. Despite that, she wasn’t worried. She was instead grinning ear to ear that her plan had worked so well. She looked on as Jarvis and Malcolm, one of the young unmarried loggers vying for her attention set up and organized the men into groups of loggers and those who would carry bows for protection. The plan was to have five groups of six men each group working well within sight of each other. Each group would have four men swinging axes and two men carrying bows for protection. The final logger was going to stay with Jarvis and the other two teamsters to provide protection for the wagons and Aloysia. She found that part of the plan amusing but didn’t point out that, besides Jarvis, she was the only leveled individual present. It would undercut her play as the helpless young woman that needed the strong men of the village to save her.

      While watching the teams of men each walking the fifty feet from the wagons to the tree line and then spread out, she took a mental inventory of her gear and skills, thinking again about how she could help if anything went wrong. She was wearing the normal cotton blouse and long, loose skirt that any proper young woman of Albia would wear, but that was where her “proper” attire ended. Underneath she had tight leather breeches in the event that she would need to run or fight. Under her dull cotton blouse was a leather chest piece meant to provide protection, but yet be worn under the sort of attire a woman might wear in proper society. It was a common piece of gear used by the thieves guild for its female members. It clearly didn’t provide the best protection, because it acted as a brassier, lifting her girls and showing a fair amount of cleavage. It provided no protection to her shoulders or upper chest, but at least provided protection for her abdomen. This type of gear had been designed as a compromise of protection and appeal. Often the best armor that a female operative could have was her feminine charms, and while Aloysia was not an official member of the Albian thieves guild, she had associated with many of their members before her father had decided to accept the duke’s offer.

      Besides her leather pants and top, she also had two magical rings and a magical dagger. Her father’s income as a crafter had been well above average and combined with his contacts from the military had enabled him to purchase his daughter some extra protection. None of the items were beyond excellent in quality, but they combined to provide her with a good amount of protection. The dagger was enhanced by electrical damage and had a chance to stun an opponent, while the ring on her right hand added 60 extra health. The real treasure of her items was the ring on her left hand. It was a crude iron set with a small sapphire and to the untrained eye would appear to be of very low quality. What pushed it up to the excellent rating was the masterful rune engraving in the metal of the band and the associate enchantment. Three times per sunrise, the ring would allow its wearer to raise a small shield of translucent purple energy around the hand wearing the ring. The shield would be approximately two feet in diameter and could absorb up to 40 points of physical damage before being dispelled. That in and of itself was a very solid defensive measure, but the best thing about the shield was that it reflected back at its attacker 50% of any damage that it absorbed.

      The first couple of hours passed without any issue at all, but by midway through the first sun’s trip across the sky, the group working thirty feet from the centermost group was attacked. The first warning they got was a burst of motion out of the undergrowth. None of them had even seen the flame lynx moving toward them until it had already pounced upon one of the loggers. Aloysia couldn’t tell which of the men it was, but she heard his scream even muffled as it was by being driven to the ground with the weight of the beast on him. She watched in horror as the lynx’s searing hot claws were driven into the back of his shoulder blades on each side. The heat must have been cooking him alive. While the initial attack from the beast wasn’t enough to kill him, he wouldn’t have lasted very much longer if the two bow-wielding loggers hadn’t each sunk an arrow into the flame lynx.

      The arrows scored deep hits on both sides against the beast who had been stationary on the man’s back, but with those hits, it let out a feral call and then dashed at the archer to its left. This lynx was a whirlwind of claws and teeth, cutting up not only the archer but warding off the other loggers as they tried to position themselves around the large cat with axes held threateningly in front of them. Even though the lynx was more than a match for any two of the loggers, the six of them were managing to hold their own. They were being cut but were landing glancing blows with their axes to cut long shallow cuts in the cat. In seconds all of them were bleeding, both man and beast. Aloysia suddenly sprang in between an opening left by the maneuvering of two of the men in response to the cat’s latest lunge. Even though the flame lynx hadn’t noticed her because it was occupied with its six targets, her stealth skills were easily more than enough to become invisible for all intents and purposes to the country loggers. Her blade thrust out before her as she dropped her stealth and landed a sneak attack. While the electric power of the blade didn’t stun the flame lynx, its added damage further enhanced by the sneak attack sent crackling blue sparks all over the beast’s body and opened a deep piercing wound into its side. This, of course, made her priority number one to the flame lynx, which turned as agilely as the deep wound permitted and lunged forward at Aloysia with both sets of front claws extended and its mouth open wide ready to bite down on what appeared to be a little human thing smaller than all the rest. The beast didn’t know how she had hurt it so badly and, in that moment, wasn’t thinking of anything but how to sink its teeth into her flesh. Aloysia, however, had not attacked it blindly or unprepared. As soon as she had retracted her dagger, she lifted her left hand and the weightless magical shield extended out from the ring on her index finger. A split second later, the snarling bundle of fur, claws, and muscle was upon her, lashing out with its multi-attack ability and landing two claw strikes in an instant. The two claw blows were powerful and intended to be the opening to a finishing bite, but unlike the other humans who had been trying to avoid its attacks, this little one had just stood there taking it. While one direct claw strike was not enough to deplete the entire 40 health of the shield, the two combined strikes shattered it, leaving Aloysia wide open and vulnerable to those ruthless teeth. The damage-reflecting component of the shield sent enough power back into the already damaged body of the flame lynx to drop it to the ground unable to carry through with the intended attack. There, it was easy prey for one of the loggers to land a practiced chopping stroke of the ax into the back of its skull, ending this threat.

      Breathing heavily and just happy to be alive, Aloysia and the six loggers in this group looked up to see why none of the other loggers had come to aid them only to be greeted by the sight of each group desperately fighting off attackers of their own. Some were fighting horned drey hounds, others were fighting flame lynxes or massive boars, but most terrifying were the four-foot-tall trees that were shaped like men. Each group of six loggers had at least one man down and she saw the far group was mostly all down with Jarvis fighting off some type of large bear while his men were carrying the fallen loggers to a wagon. Aloysia was overwhelmed with fear for the men of her village. Looking to see who needed her help the most, she couldn’t help but be plagued by the thought, “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily had watched helplessly as Dave started to fall, catching her breath and hoping against hope that somehow Dave would manage to grab a handhold on anything to catch himself or even to slow his fall. Eloria was hard on her, watching Jackson be attacked, then Mira be skewered and later seeing Dave torn to shreds by a pack of hounds had each been difficult for her. She was, by nature, an empathetic person, so much so that she had stopped watching the evening news because the stories of crime victims and assorted tragedies had nearly brought her to tears repeatedly and deprived her of sleep worrying for the families of those affected. That feeling was exponentially multiplied when it was her children or husband who were in pain or danger, and here she was watching helplessly as it happened again. The Watcher’s message may have said that Eloria is conflict, but to her, it was an enormous bundle of twisted up, tightly knotted emotions.

      The thing is, and Emily knew this at some level, mom Emily was nowhere near as valuable here as nurse Emily. When thinking like a nurse, she was used to dealing with crises and this certainly qualified as such. Her mind raced over all of the data she knew about falls and likely injuries and how to treat them. The human or elven brain is an amazing computer, for in the few seconds it took Dave to first lose his footing, then slide down the collapsing platform, struggle for a handhold and eventually make his 2.15-second fall, Emily was able to worry, then shift to nurse mode. Dave probably had at least a chance of surviving this sort of fall, but he would likely suffer multiple fractures and possibly internal injuries. Eloria was challenging her again, and she would rise to face it. She was not helpless. She now had abilities she could have only dreamed of before on Earth. Abilities that every nurse or doctor she had ever worked with would give their left foot to be able to use. So it was that even as Dave fell into open-air, she began the three-second cast time of her Minor Healing spell all the while wordlessly saying a quick prayer that Dave would know to try to land on his feet rather than his back.

      Of course, as often the case, Dave did the exact opposite of the thing that his wife knew he needed to do and sustained massive injuries from his failed plan to try to disperse the force of the fall with his poorly conceived roll. He survived but only barely, with 230 of his health gone in one instant. Shock set in instantly and threatened to finish off what the fall hadn’t until his body was suffused with the life-giving energy of Emily’s Essence magic. The rush of the restored 60 health saved Dave from death but still left him grievously injured.

      While Dave lay there senseless to his surroundings, Emily ran to his side, mentally willing the cooldown timer on her spell to count down faster. At the same time, each of the three children, seeing their father fall to the forest floor, ran toward him only to be silently warned to stay back by their mother. Dave’s condition was readily apparent even to little Sara with a right lower leg bent the wrong direction, a bone jutting out of his left upper arm, and blood bubbling forth with his ragged breaths. Mira and Jackson stared on in silent horror while Emily was assessing Dave’s condition to see if there was anything that she could do to help him other than casting her healing magic and trying to block out Sara’s screaming.

      All of them hung in a state of suspended disbelief about what had happened until Jackson called out to his mother. “Ummm… Mom, look.”

      Emily ignored his call for her to look at something. She could only focus on one thing, and, in this moment, that was healing Dave. As the cooldown timer ran out and she recast her healing spell, feeling the mana swell out of her center, traveling down her arm and through her hand into Dave, she was once again shocked at the incredible effectiveness of the magic. The bone in his leg twisted back eliciting a groan from him even as it was healed. Apparently, the magic could restore a broken bone to its proper shape but did nothing to prevent the pain such a twisting of shattered bone would cause, or maybe it did but just not enough.

      His voice filled with urgency, Jackson shook his mother by the shoulder and said, “Mom, you have to see this.”

      Annoyed but pulled by the strength of his shaking, Emily turned to look back toward the tree and saw what had caught her son’s attention. Before her eyes, swarms of chittering foot-long bugs or rats or some Elorian hybrid of the two were pouring out of the remains of the tree that had been their home for the last two nights. It was staggering to think about. The tree had been hundreds of feet tall, nearly fifty feet in diameter with impossibly hard wood. None of that had saved it from being hollowed out by an infestation of what seemed like thousands of what she could only think of as termites. As terrifying at the swarms of small creatures swarming out were, the real issue that had drawn Jackson’s attention was the couple hundred of the creatures headed in their direction. The only fortunate thing is that for every one of the foot-long critters heading their way, there were likely one hundred headed deeper into the woods.

      Since his leg was apparently healed, Emily placed her hand on Dave’s face and asked, “Can you get up? We need to move.” The nurse in her knew that there was no way that Dave should be moving, but she didn’t know what else to do against the hundreds of tiny mouths headed their way. Just as soon as she felt she had adapted, Eloria threw more at her.

      Despite her attempt to rouse Dave, he didn’t budge at all other than to groan. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Jackson had pulled his mace off his back and was standing in his baseball batter stance ready to hit the incoming creatures who were about to reach them. Unable to get Dave up, but also unwilling to risk her children, and most importantly, knowing exactly what Dave would want her to do, Emily called for the children to come with her as she caught Sara up in her arms and turned to run. It was the hardest thing she had ever had to do in her life, and her heart sank as she felt like she was abandoning Dave, but then hope sprung up in her as Mira stepped in front of Jackson and held out her hand. A burst of flames rushing off her hand in a wide fan burning the little creatures as they swarmed forward into the blistering heat.

      The little pests seemed to have a thick covering of armor much like an armadillo in appearance but seemed highly susceptible to flame. The fan of flame shot off of Mira’s hand out to a range of twenty-five feet in a one hundred and twenty-degree arc. At least fifty of the creatures were killed and the flame seemed to scare the others enough to divert them around the family which became a little island in the brief but turbulent stream of creatures rushing by. Unfortunately, shooting out waves of flame in a forest, even one with as little underbrush as there was here was bound to cause some collateral damage. At least three smaller trees that the family had been able to identify as being similar to pine trees and one that was like an oak tree had all caught on fire.

      “Now you’re gonna be in trouble with Smokey.” Jackson laughed as a release of the stress still showing in the white knuckles gripped around the handle of his mace.

      Even Sara chimed in with her best eight-year-old’s imitation of the commercials they saw so often over the summer. “Only you can prevent forest fires.”

      Whipping around toward her younger siblings, Mira snapped back, “Not helping.” Then looked toward her mom for any suggestions only to find her mom back kneeling over dad apparently casting her heal spell for a third time. Since the fires hadn’t spread too far, Mira took the initiative and ordered Jackson to help her gather up the packs and supplies into a pile next to where Sara stood behind their mother. As they were collecting the packs, Jackson couldn’t help himself and looked at the corpses of the tiny creatures to see if there were any loot drops. Interestingly enough, in at least half the cases, the heat had cooked the little bodies until they split wide open like an overcooked baked potato. In several of those was what looked like a smooth oval of orangish material. When Jackson bent down to pick up the first one, it felt squishy in his hand. A moment later they all simultaneously got the same notification.

      
        
        New Quest Gained: Stop the Tree Sapper Blight!

        

        You have had your first encounter with one of Eloria’s most prodigious pests. They are hated and feared the world over. They feed upon trees, but their favorite food is the ironwood tree. Nearly indestructible otherwise, ironwood trees are the traditional homes of the elves. Tree Sappers were created as part of a magical experiment gone badly. In the over two hundred years since they were first created, the combined might of the Moon Elves and Sun Elves has not been able to eradicate these creatures. Since then, bounties have been offered for the destruction of a swarm anytime one has arisen.

        

        You have borne witness to the birthing of a new swarm.

        

        Success Condition: Bring proof of the destruction of this swarm to the royal court of either the Moon Elves or Sun Elves. Quest must be completed within ninety days for maximum reward.

        

        Reward: Gold x400, Epic Magic Item x 1, Excellent Magic Items x2, High Magic Items x 4, Increased favor with all elves, significantly increased favor with whichever royal court the proof is delivered to, Title: Blight Slayer.

        

      

      Mira and Emily looked at Jackson questioningly after viewing the notification, and even Dave partially propped himself up on his elbows. Emily simply told the kids that they would worry about this later and turned back to focus on Dave to ask if he could feel his legs yet. He strained to keep a stressed look off of his face as he told her that he still couldn’t feel anything.

      Mira looked back and noticed that the flames on the oak tree had sputtered out but the flames on the pine trees were slowly spreading. She wasn’t sure how they were supposed to move her dad away from the slowly spreading flames if he couldn’t walk, or for that matter, now they were going to carry all of the bags away. None of them were strong enough to lift Dave or to carry more than one of the bags. Then it dawned on her.

      She quickly explained her plan and while Emily continued applying another healing spell as often as her cooldown ran out, all three of the kids did their part moving quickly and motivated by the seriousness of the situation very quietly. Fifteen minutes later, the flames were getting dangerously close to where they were but they now had a horse with two poles tied to its sides and a blanket secured between them to act as a crude stretcher. They had managed to move Dave very slowly bit by bit onto the stretcher. His weight was already heavy for them but with his splint mail and sword on they couldn’t manage to move him more than a few inches at a time. Emily knew it was a bad idea to move him at all with an obvious spinal injury, but the expanding flames didn’t give them any options. Once Dave was in position on the quickly put together stretcher and the packs were hanging over the horses’ backs, they started to move forward with Sara on the back of the horse and the rest of them walking either beside the horse or in Emily’s case, next to her prone husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen
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        “Pain and terror were all around, then the mists of war parted and our savior stepped forth, covered in blood and shining with glory, at least that is how we remember it. Looking at him in the light of a new day, he doesn’t look like that much.” —Excerpt from the private journal of an unnamed soldier in the Salmacian army, circa 417 BE

        

      

      Draznei’kai cursed himself for being a fool. He should have known that the goblins would find a way to screw up his very simple commands. After all, that was inherently what goblins were, a screw up of nature or some mage’s experiment gone wrong. No one knew for sure. He had made the assumption that by allowing them to play as they wanted to with the human survivors of the village they had raided, that they would be able to keep themselves occupied for a few days. Now, he was paying the price for making an assumption. It appears that, given free rein, the goblins lusts for violence, pain, and such made gluttons of them, unable to spread out their enjoyment but instead rushing to consume all the village in less than two days rather than the seven he had intended for them. He would have been angry with the goblins, but he already detested them. After all, one might hate a mosquito but blaming it for doing what it was born to do doesn’t make sense.

      No, the truth was bitter, but he was strong enough of mind and will to admit it. He had been foolish to not stay with the goblins. The temptation of meditating in his sanctum had been too great. That far into the Chenhou Forest, the ambient mana was just so much denser than back in the fallen human village. The humans of Albia had not had millennia to stabilize their land and cultivate the mana as the Moon Elves had. So, in his desire to maximize his absorption of mana, he had risked letting his carefully laid plans fall to ruin. Fortunately, it seemed that things were not so far gone as to be lost. Draznei’kai had set a soul link to the goblin shaman and so knew when the stupid little creature had moved out of the area of the village where he had left them. The goblin shaman probably wasn’t even aware that he had created the link and yet the fool thought he was a caster. What Draznei’kai had seen of magic would have made the foolish little goblin lose his mind.

      The soul link was a valuable tool and only cost a very small amount of mana, but it wasn’t a skill that he had invested many character points into. So while it provided him with a notification that the shaman had moved, it didn’t provide him with enough information to know exactly where he was and that meant that Draznei’kai would have to find the shaman and his goblin cohort the old-fashioned way. He absentmindedly ran his skeletal hand over his muted gray breastplate. Its powerful magic allowed him to shadow step to any location that he knew three times per moon rise. He weighed whether it would be closer to simply step to the edge of the forest or if he should step back to the village recently abandoned by the goblins. In the end, he decided to travel first to the village and then track the goblins from there. If the goblins were as frenzied as he thought, then they would be very easy to track.

      His mind made up, there was no reason for delay. Draznei’kai was not one to spend much time second-guessing or berating himself. What happened, happened and he must accept it and move on. As his corporeal form turned to incorporeal shadow and entered the shadow realm to step across the few hundred miles back to the village, an arrow passed right through the space that he had been standing in, but his awareness was already pulled into the shadow realm, and he was oblivious to the failed attack on his person.
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        * * *

      

      The arrow made a thunk sound as it slammed into the tree immediately behind where the foul undead beast had been standing an instant before. The magically driven arrow entirely split the small tree with explosive force, sending foot long splinters of wood flying out twenty feet in every direction. Eisuke Myoji stepped from behind the tree where he had been hiding prior to launching his attack. In his magically crafted leather armor, which was common to the forest guardians, he had been practically invisible. The armor itself was a stomach-churning constant blend of all shades of green and brown intended to assist a guardian with blending into the forest. A low growl rumbled in his throat, but that was the only indication of his frustration at the missed shot and his fury at the presence of such an affront to nature within his forest. The dusky skin of his face showed no emotion but only the traditional moon elf stoicism.

      For over one hundred and seventy years, Eisuke had been a Shinrin Hogo-Sha, a forest guardian serving the moon elf throne by protecting the forests from intruders and monster aberrations. During that time, he had seen many problems, from tree sapper swarms to even dragons. He had returned to Agani-Shi, one of the smaller elven cities which served as a border around the capital, after leading a training patrol with half a dozen new Hogo-Sha. While still on his way to his home, he had been stopped in the middle of the path by the local lord.

      “Eisuke, a message has been received from the capital. Apparently, Archdruid Hidenori detected a disturbance of some sort in this sector of the forest. Something about the use of soul stones.” Lord Itsu stood before Eisuke on the tree branch trail, which served as the pathways in any elven city, some forty feet above the ground. These woven pathways were wide, more than fifteen feet, and even allowed for the use of handcarts, far above the forest floor. All of the elven cities were grown from groves of ironwood trees, using magic and patience to coax the trees to grow in patterns convenient to the elves. They never forced, only guided.

      Eisuke bowed his head slightly in respect to Lord Itsu’s position if not for the man himself. “How certain is he of this? No elf would use a soul stone.” Both elves were too disciplined to allow their distaste for the very term, soul stone, to show upon their faces but it was mutually understood.

      Soul stones were an item created with a type of magic which had been forbidden by the elves for as long as any of the long-lived race could remember. It involved using Conjuration, Essence, Charm, and Enchantment magics to trap a living being inside of a gem. The creature so trapped would be compelled to obey whoever controlled the gem and could be summoned out with only a very small expenditure of mana even though the creation process of those gems was very complicated and mana intensive. Only creatures without eternal spirits could be kept in the gems. Elves, dwarves, dragos, even newer races like humans could not be trapped. Even with that restriction, it was felt to be a vile process, for the stones were most often used to trap creatures of sufficient intelligence to make it a torturous experience. Elves were not opposed to killing living beings but did so only for pragmatic reasons. It was the natural order for prey to be eaten by predators, and no matter how calm and reserved elves might seem to humans, they were at their core alpha predators.

      “It is not for us to question the Archdruid. I didn’t sense anything nor did any of the druids here that I have spoken too, but none of us is the equal of Hidenori.”

      “Very well, I will personally see to checking into this matter as chief of the Shinrin Hogo-Sha in Agani-Shi. This is my duty.”

      That was now why Eisuke found himself a mere twenty miles from Agani-Shi, staring at the space where an undead monstrosity had just disappeared from. He had not found any evidence of soul stones, but such a creature could not be allowed to travel in the Chenhou Forest. The elders would have to be advised as such a creature must be assumed to be a forerunner of an attack or even invasion. He knew his people had become complacent, confident of their place in the world and each intent upon pursuing their own interests. As a people, they were very insular and self-absorbed. They had even been willing to cede an outer strip of the forest to the humans fifty years ago rather than enter into conflict with the newcomers. Now, it appears that conflict is coming to them. Such is the way of Eloria.
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        * * *

      

      Aloysia didn’t know how it had gone so wrong. It was as if the beasts of the forest had laid in wait for them, and the level of organization was terrifying. The implications were more than she could handle at this time and perhaps it didn’t even matter. They were busy fighting their way back toward the bridge on the wagons. There were twenty-eight loggers with them but more than twenty of them were lying in various states of injury, unable to even pull a bowstring and assist in their defense. She had run out of throwing knives and, while not a good bow shot, was doing her best to aim and shoot at the various boars, drey hounds, and flame lynxes that were still chasing them. The zone line was less than a minute away. They just had to hold them off a bit longer.

      It was eating at her that they had left three of the loggers behind. She didn’t know if they were alive or dead and had kept trying to push the others to fight back the beasts until finally Jarvis had taken command and made the decision to leave, which Aloysia had been unable to make. They couldn’t let the rest of them die in a vain attempt to save those three who more than likely were already dead. If it had just been the animals, perhaps they would have stood a chance. She and Jarvis were able to take out even the strongest of the flame lynxes, but the little wooden men were too much. None of the three of them had been more than four feet tall, but they were sturdy and wider than a man of the same height. Each was clearly a tree, but the roots acted as legs of a sort carrying them across the ground and their leafless branches acted as arms, whipping around causing devastating wounds.

      As the last of the three wagons crossed the zone border, instead of feeling relief, Aloysia felt despair. How could she face the village? How could she face her father? Worst of all, how could she be worrying about things like that when three men had already died and many of those who had made it back had terrible wounds? In Eloria, most wounds will heal given time. A lingering death from wounds is not a thing that soldiers worry about. They worry about dying before they can get healing, but there are some types of wounds that can be more problematic. The first of two types of wounds that had her the most worried were the claw wounds from the largest of the cats they had fought. Those wounds had ripped out huge chunks of flesh, but the claws of that mature flame lynx had been so hot as to almost instantly cauterize the wounds. Cauterized wounds couldn’t be healed through natural regeneration. If those weren’t bad enough, the wounds that the immature treants had caused were even worse. They had mostly attacked using their branches as whips, cutting furrow like wounds in anyone unlucky enough to be hit. Sometimes, however, they would attack with a thrusting motion and those same branches would pierce into the softer portions of their human victims. After piercing, the branches would break off and almost seem to burrow into the flesh, attaching themselves to the unlucky men. The scariest part was that she wasn’t really sure why they had been able to escape. More of the tree men had appeared, and she was sure that they were going to be overwhelmed when all of a sudden, all the treants had stopped moving as if listening to a song only they could hear. Then without any further attacks, they had rushed back into the woods. With the treants gone, the coordination between the beasts had completely broken down, such that some of the predatory animals had even attacked some of the creatures like the boars. Aloysia didn’t know for sure what had happened to draw away the treants, but she knew that they owed their lives to whatever had distracted them away. She had however noticed, just before they crossed the zone border, a thick plume of black smoke rising up over the forest to the southeast.

      She leapt off the wagon as soon as she had made sure that all three wagons had safely crossed the zone line and was running ahead to the village, shouting for help. It was midday by now and the children playing out in the fields were the first ones to hear her, and so by the time she reached the village, her breast heaving from the exertion as she strained for more air, there was a group of people with her father in front of them asking what exactly was the matter. Her explanation was short on details but emphasized the dire state of many of the men, and so no one pushed her too hard at that time. Most started to prepare to receive the wounded and one of the children was dispatched to bring Gertrude to the town square where they were setting up for triage. This didn’t mean that a reckoning for her actions wasn’t coming, only that the people of Eris’ Rise were pragmatic and knew how to focus on the task at hand.
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        * * *

      

      Dave felt every jarring sensation of being dragged along the ground only partially suspended by the improvised stretcher his family had created for him. At first, the ground they were going over was covered with the stumps of fallen trees and, try as she might, Mira couldn’t navigate around each of them. Both she and Emily kept asking him if he was okay, and he would only nod and say he was fine. He felt bursts of pain every time a tree stump was a little too high and it hit his back, but what concerned him more than anything was the lack of sensation in his legs. He couldn’t seem to move or feel anything below the waist. The fear of what was happening to him was threatening to overwhelm him. He could feel it rising in his chest and making his throat feel constricted, while at the same time sinking into his stomach, making it churn so that he felt he was going to throw up. Dave just couldn’t wrap his mind around what was happening to him. This was a lifelong nightmare of his, and here it was happening to him. He kept checking his notifications and rereading the recent notifications to try and understand what was happening as well as double-checking his health level.

      
        
        You have received the debuff: Exhausted- An exhausted creature can only move at 50% normal speed, take one normal atk without any double or dual and if using 2H weapons can only atk every other round. Gains no STR bonus to dmg and takes -20% to atk.

        

        You have received the debuff: Pained- A pained creature is in great pain and unable to act normally. They take 2 pts of non-lethal damage each round and get -20% on AC, -20% to atk and -50% on concentration checks.

        

        You have received the debuff: Partially Paralyzed- A paralyzed creature cannot move at all including attacking or dodging. Lose all AGI-related bonuses and the chance that any blow against you will be a critical hit is increased by 50%. Further, critical dmg is increased by 50%. Chance for coup de grace is increased by 20% Casting can only be done with concentration penalty of 50% (Partially paralyzed- only applies to lower extremities).

        

        You have received the debuff: Stunned-Stunned creature is unable to atk/cast or anything. +50% chance to crit against stunned creature (does not stack with Paralyzed).

        

        You have received the debuff: Broken (Multiple)- Debuff customized to match which bones have been broken. You have broken both legs and two ribs. Movement rate reduced by 95%. Due to spinal injury, the broken legs do not cause the Pained Debuff, but the broken ribs have caused Pained Debuff and further present significant risk of internal injury if you move.

        

      

      The debuffs had faded away as Emily had healed him. First, he had lost the Stunned debuff, then Pained debuff as his ribs were healed, and eventually, he lost the Broken debuff and just moments ago the Exhausted debuff had faded. The one debuff that wasn’t leaving was Partially Paralyzed and that was the one that terrified him. He remembered as a boy having a friend who had a sledding accident which resulted in a neck injury and ultimately led to his friend being a quadriplegic. Ever since then, Dave had convinced himself that being paralyzed was a fate worse than death. He had even argued with Emily when filling out his will regarding medical treatment saying that if he was ever to receive an injury that would result in paralyzation or amputation of a limb, he didn’t want the medical treatment and instead wanted to be allowed to die. That had been an argument that had gone on and off for over a month until Emily had finally shaken her head in disgust and just let him be. He knew, or a part of him knew that her arguments were logical. There were all kinds of people who had meaningful or even extraordinary lives after severe paralyzation or loss of limbs. Yet, when Emily tried to get him to watch documentaries about those people who had overcome such losses, he was unable to do so. They only infuriated him, and she finally relented. He just wanted to hang onto his irrational fear. Some people were afraid of heights, some of spiders. In fact, there were more phobias than he could count, so why couldn’t he have his own irrational fear?

      Except now, it wasn’t just an irrational fear. Now it was something that was happening to him. He didn’t understand why his legs wouldn’t work. Emily’s magic had restored all of his health points and all the cuts, bruises, and even broken bones that he had suffered had been healed. So why could he not feel his legs?

      It was that terror that was rising up in him. The concern that not only was he going to have to face his long-term nightmare but also that it was going to happen at a time when it would most impact his family. He went through the mental gymnastics of the entire situation. If he had lost the use of his legs back on earth, while it would have sucked, he still could have earned a living as an attorney and provided for his family. Here, he was worse than useless. He was dead weight for his family. Because of him, they had almost been swarmed by those little tree sapper creatures and now because of him, they were moving at a snail’s pace. It was only because they had been so close to the edge of the forest that they were able to escape the fire.

      He would have told them to leave him behind, but he knew such words would have been futile and only would have added to his family’s fear. The only good thing was that they were past the section of land with tree stumps, so those were no longer an issue. From what he could tell, the second sun was starting to rise already, and they were headed along the riverbank, not too close to the river. They seemed to be moving northwest. Each time that Mira had enough mana stored up, she would summon another horse. Emily had even given her mana regeneration ring to Mira in order to accelerate the process, and after she had summoned four extra horses, she also conjured magical weightless chainmail for Emily, Mira, Jackson, and even Sara. Each set sized itself to the target recipient of the armor automatically. Based on how it compared to his scale armor, he was half tempted to learn the spell himself as it was exactly the same bonus as his scale armor and didn’t come with the weight encumbrance that his armor did. Of course, that was all assuming that he could regain the use of his legs.

      Several hours passed in relative silence as the horse’s pace was limited by how fast he could be dragged along in his improvised stretcher. Even at their slow pace, they had progressed several miles. If he were to guess, and he never had been very good at guessing speed or distances, Dave would have guessed they were traveling at about four to five miles per hour. Dave kept focusing on his legs. Willing them to move, trying to push with mana down his spine, not sure exactly how to go about it but aiming to somehow restore function to his legs. He didn’t know exactly how Eloria worked, but from what he could tell, he ought to be able to walk again. He was completely healed and at one hundred percent health, but still no sensation or movement. A part of him kept blaming himself for the stupid decision to roll rather than landing on his legs. Another part of him kept insisting that he was weak and should just give up because this was all in his mind, and if he had a strong enough will, he would be able to push past this.

      Even more insidious was the sibilant whisper that he heard in the back of his mind, “You should just end it. You are nothing but dead weight for your family. What kind of man are you anyway? You can’t protect your family. You can’t provide for your family. They’d be better off without you. If you really loved them, you’d take that dagger out and end this. If you don’t, you are going to have to watch as they die or starve or suffer from exposure all because you are holding them back.”

      Dave was no stranger to depression. It had plagued him in the past. It was hard to be a person who placed so much of his sense of self-worth on what he could do for other people or how he could fulfill his duties and not struggle with a lack of self-worth at times. Everyone fails sometimes, but for a person with his mindset, every success was only the bare minimum expected of him and every failure was another black mark proving that those successes were just flukes. Yet, somehow this voice seemed different. It was almost as if someone else was speaking into his mind.

      He craned his neck looking around at his family. Seeing Emily riding along with Sara in front of her, held tightly in her arms. He saw the obvious love for her daughter and when she saw him looking at her, she saw the smile and mouthed words, “I love you.” Dave knew that Emily was aware of the depression he was struggling with now. She knew him well enough to know that was where his mind would automatically go. Yet, he felt a warmth all over at her mouthed words. They didn’t seem forced. They seemed to be a genuine outpouring of warmth to him. He always had trouble accepting her love for those same reasons of feeling unworthy, but something was different this time. Maybe it was that he knew just how helpless he was, how much of a liability he was, and yet somehow, she was standing beside him. Her face hadn’t conveyed pity, but a brave determination and an unconditional love. If he didn’t know better, he would have almost sworn that he felt a tingle go down his legs at that moment.

      Dave continued scanning his surroundings to see the rest of his family. He saw the almost excited grin on Mira’s face, and why not? A few days ago, she was a young woman struggling to find her place in the social hierarchy of high school, now she had a purpose, and, in many ways, she had shown herself to be the most powerful and resourceful member of their family. If there was any doubt, the magically conjured horses they were riding were a clear reminder of just how much she was helping the family out.

      Looking over at Jackson’s face, he saw a grim determination. He knew it was killing Jackson that he wasn’t able to level up like his parents and sister had. After all, Jackson was almost as much of a gamer as Dave was, and so he could understand how much that would be affecting the boy. Yet it wasn’t fear or depression written on Jackson’s face. It was a powerful sense of determination. He was set on finding a path forward and that made Dave proud. Proud of the man that his son was already becoming despite only being thirteen.

      Dave drew a certain level of confidence from the looks on the faces of his wife and children. If they could persevere so boldly, then how could he possibly consider giving up. He started to go back to pushing his thoughts and trying to will his legs to move when he heard off in the distance what sounded like people calling out for help. Emily and Mira brought their horses to a stop along with the packhorse and Dave’s stretcher pulling horse. Jackson on the other handed continued forward, even pushing his horse harder.

      Seeing that Jackson wasn’t stopping, Emily called out to him to come back. At first, it seemed as though he was going to refuse and just keep going before finally wheeling the horse around in a broad circle and heading back toward the rest of them.

      “What do you think you were doing, young man?” Emily put on her best mom voice.

      “Well… it's just that I’ve never ridden a horse, and it was hard to control it.” Jackson spoke slowly as though considering his words. Emily could hear the fabrication in his voice, but she chose not to call him on it.

      “Mom, we have to do something. There are people calling for help. You are always talking about how we have to help people less fortunate than ourselves.” Jackson said, trying to keep the smirk off his face.

      Emily, like most parents, hated it when their children threw their own words back in their face. She hesitated before finally saying, “Yes, but I was talking about raising money, gathering supplies, or even volunteering at the local soup kitchen. This isn’t the same thing at all. This is dangerous.”

      “But it was dangerous when you went to Africa on your mission trip. You could have gotten malaria or gotten caught by those rebels and when you were in South America, you could have gotten kidnapped by those cartel guys. You may think that we don’t know about all of this stuff, but we overheard you and Dad talking about it.” Jackson’s voice rose in tone and his words tumbled out faster and faster as he felt the feeling of indignation rise within him.

      Dave stepped in at that point, at least verbally. “Stop that right now, young man. You will not speak to your mother like that. I don’t care how hard the last few days have been on us all. You will respect her.”

      Hearing his father’s rebuke, Jackson hung his head. A couple of times he lifted his head up as though to defend himself but ultimately ended up just staring at the ground.

      All their conversation came to a halt as a pained scream sounded from a short distance into the woods. Jackson looked up finally, but instead of defending himself to his father, he simply said, “Nelsons always do what’s right,” and then dug his heels into the sides of his mount, which leapt off in the direction of the screaming at full speed. Emily called for him to stop to no avail. Within three strides, the horse was at maximum speed, and it only took a half dozen seconds for it to cover just over three hundred feet. Mira ordered her horse forward and yelled back, “I will protect him.”

      Dave and Emily looked at each other in horror until Emily said, “I have to go help them. I’m leaving Sara here with you.” She lowered her youngest daughter from her spot on the horse to the ground. Dave watched helplessly as his wife and two children galloped away from him. Sara crouched down next to him and asked what to do. Dave didn’t want to put Sara in danger, but his quick reasoning told him that without Emily and Mira, he would have no way to protect Sara, so he ordered her to help him out of the scale mail armor.

      Meanwhile, Jackson had reached the location of the screaming. He saw three men huddled together with their backs against a tree. Two of them were barely able to stand, and only the man in the center was still holding a long-handled ax in his hands waving it to hold back a group of at least twenty horned drey hounds who surrounded the tree. From the way the ax was drooping in his arms, even Jackson’s inexperienced eyes could tell that the man didn’t have much more fight left in him. Jackson thought his only chance was to see if he could distract some of the hounds from the men so they could escape. He wished that there was room for him to ride upon his horse and to then swing his mace, but they were within the forest and there was no way that he would be able to maneuver his horse within that space.

      Accordingly, he took one of the globs of orangish goopy material he had collected out of a burnt tree sapper and flung it directly at one of the hounds that was closest to the men at the tree. The glob flew through the air and struck the beast much harder than he had expected with an incredible force that snapped bones and drove the injured beast into the ground. Jackson was as stunned as the pack of drey hounds seemed to be by his sudden interruption.

      That moment of stunned glaring between boy and wild pack may very well have saved Jackson’s life because in that instant his horse, seeing the eyes of nearly twenty predators staring hungrily at it, wheeled and bolted back toward its summoner. As Jackson reached Mira, who while racing toward him raised her hand to cast a spell, a milky white glob shot off of Mira’s outstretched hand to explode into an incredibly sticking ten-foot-wide spider web which initially tangled up five of the hounds since they were so closely grouped together. The weight and force of the drey hounds was not enough to tear the webbing from where it had anchored on the ground resulting in yelps as they tangled up together and then were further tangled up as their packmates who had been immediately behind them ended up running into them and being stuck together in the webbing.

      Mira grinned even as she watched her handiwork and accepted the high five from her brother as his mount came up next to hers. Riding up behind them, Emily was already casting her Minor Blessing spell and a second later its power landed on all of them, granting each 37 temporary HP and a 16% boost to both attack and evasion.

      “What are you two thinking? We need to get out of here while we can.”

      “Mom, we can’t. There are three men trapped in there. We have to lead the monsters away so they can escape,” pleaded Jackson, trying to make his case with Emily.

      “Both of you need to shut up. We either fight or die now because Dad won’t be able to get away fast enough.” Mira’s voice cut through the tense stare between Jackson and their mother. Then her good upbringing took over, and she said a quick sorry to her mother for yelling at her.

      Emily turned away from the kids and saw that all of the hounds were busy trying to tear the webbing apart to free those that were trapped. A closer look showed her that there was a much larger hound at the center of the trapped hounds, so apparently, another alpha was leading this pack. She decided that there was little choice and that they needed to be organized. “Jackson, you need to use your mace on any of them that get too close to Mira. I’m going to sneak around and try to hit them from behind with my sneak attack. Mira, I need you to try to stick them up again if you can cast that spell again and then do whatever you can to keep them busy and away from Jackson.”

      Both the kids nodded, and Mira raised her hands again, waiting for the last two seconds on the cooldown before casting the spell again. Just as soon as she shot another glob of webbing off at the cluster of horned drey hounds, the alpha had burst forth from the first cluster and was charging straight at them. Jackson’s horse was so terrified by the massive charging hound that he fell off its back landing with a thud on his side. This left him vulnerable to the alpha lunging at his foot. Jackson cried out as the alpha’s jaw crushed down on his right lower leg as if he was trying to split a bone to get at the marrow. The only thing that saved the leg from being broken was the reflexive action he took swinging his mace broadside against the beast’s face as it hung onto his leg. He lacked any real leverage to put real power behind the blow, but it was enough to crush the vulnerable eye socket and blind the alpha on one side. This resulted in the alpha letting go of his attack and whimpering much as any kicked dog would do back on earth.

      As Jackson faced his own battle, Mira fired off her charm spell at the largest of the free drey hounds other than the alpha. She had thought about targeting the alpha but was unable to do so before Jackson had hit its face. She worried that any attack from Jackson would break her charm. With the five-minute cooldown on that spell, it was highly unlikely that she would get another chance to cast it. As soon as she felt the charm take hold, she ordered that hound to attack another of the untangled hounds. Out of the corner of her eye, Mira saw Jackson desperately trying to hold the enraged alpha at bay but was afraid if she let up on the horde for even an instant, they would be overrun.

      Emily had successfully snuck around the distracted hounds and launched her first surprise attack against one of the smaller hounds. Her plan being to pick off the weakest first. For this first attack, she triggered her dagger’s active effect to cause an automatic critical strike resulting in (75) damage. The problem was that even with her sneak attack and extra critical strike damage, it still wasn’t enough to kill the hound immediately. Even as she pulled her dagger back to strike again, she felt the hound thrust its horn into her arm. She moved around it but only barely as the extra evasion granted by her blessing spell allowed her to move just enough for the horn to only glance off her leather armor.

      After Sara helped Dave unbuckle his armor, he was able to pull himself up onto the horse. He wasn’t able to ride the horse as he couldn’t grasp onto it with his legs, but he was able to use the rope bridle to pull himself up, and then while hanging over the side of the horse like a sack, he was able to swing Sara up onto the back of the horse too. Painstakingly they got the horse moving after the others but couldn’t get the speed out of it that the others were able to get. As the horse trotted forward, within a few seconds he was able to take in a scene out of his worst nightmare. He had already seen each of his children separately put in danger but now he was seeing his wife and two of his children each fighting for their lives all at the same time. Emily seemed to have finished off at least one hound but was now being attacked by two others. Her healing magic was incredibly impressive but didn’t give her any real offensive capabilities and unless she could sneak attack, she would be very limited in how much damage she could inflict. The only thing that he did appreciate about her fighting style was how her amazing gracefulness allowed her to glide around the two hungry beasts attacking her making them seem awkward.

      Speaking of awkward, it appeared that Jackson was losing a tug a war match with the largest horned drey hound he had ever seen. The dog had the handle of the mace in its mouth and Jackson was holding onto the shaft with both hands on either side of the mouth trying to pull it away from him. Dave did also notice that the hound was bleeding profusely out of one side of its face, and it appeared to have lost an eye.

      As for Mira, she seemed to have attracted the majority of attention. She had clearly charmed one hound which was fighting a losing battle against three others. At least seven of the beasts were tangled up in webs that she must have conjured, and a couple others were bleeding from wounds that appeared to have been caused by her ice blades, but now she was faced with another hound that was right on her. Emily’s ability to melee fight was nothing special but Mira’s was non-existent.

      Seeing each of them in fights that they were about to lose was more than he could bear. Something inside of him snapped. There was absolutely no reason that he couldn’t walk. There was nothing physically wrong with him. It was only residual fear that was holding him back. Fear of failure. Fear of not measuring up to what his family needed. It was time to be a better man. Time to acknowledge that he might not succeed, but that he had to give it his all.

      With that acknowledgment, a notification flashed in front of his eyes.

      
        
        New Trait Gained: Where the Mind Leads the Body Will Follow- you have learned the simple truth that it is often the mind that holds us back rather than any true physical limitation.

        

        Benefits: +10 to base initiative, +5 to Luck and Agility.

        

      

      Dave slid off the side of the horse, ordering Sara to activate her protective amulet and pulling his sword at the same time. Mindless of the fact that he didn’t have any armor on, he lunged forward at the large alpha. The beast was so caught up with Jackson that it didn’t see Dave’s attack coming, which is saying quite a lot because as he had slid down and crossed the distance, had cast his Minor Enlarge spell, and was now a towering nine-feet tall. His thrust caught the alpha unsuspecting, and while it wasn’t a critical blow, it still struck a vulnerable spot on the beast’s side and landed for (68) damage. More importantly though, it allowed Jackson to pull his mace free and land a quick blow to the other side of the alpha’s head. Now almost completely blinded, the alpha made a lunge that even Jackson was able to dodge before he was able to land another blow, this time a critical blow to the back of its head. Adding in another thrust from Dave and the alpha was well below half life. The blood feud bonus damage was definitely adding up.

      Leaping toward Mira, Dave’s massive frame took the hound attacking her with a sharp kick under its body. The hound probably weighed one hundred and twenty pounds but to his enhanced strength, it was nothing. Lifted up in the air by the kick, the hound was caught completely off guard by the hacking slash brought down on the back of its neck by an overhead blow from Dave who had just cast Sure Strike, resulting in a critical blow and a beheaded drey hound. Without breaking stride, Dave ordered Mira to use her fire spell as quickly as possible on the entangled hounds, reminding her that the webs were highly flammable per the spell description.

      He continued on toward Emily who was even then struggling to concentrate as she cast a last-ditch healing spell to keep herself alive. His huge strides ate up the distance between them, but he still wasn’t sure it was enough. In the few seconds he was running, he realized that he had assets he wasn’t spending and that it was silly to keep holding back points hoping to become a wizard down the road when the man he wanted to be was this man—the man rushing in to save his family—and he needed to use all of his stat and character points to be the man he wanted to be even if that man couldn’t always do what he set out to do.

      Even running, he was able to sink his remaining two stat points into Strength to attempt to maximize his damage. Then he placed character points into skills he had previously considered but had not wanted to spend points on for fear of ending up as an exclusively melee character.

      
        
        Ten points into Sneak Attack: Adds 150% additional dmg/pt. to any attack that comes as a surprise.

        

        Ten points into Offensive Stance: Activated Stance, cooldown: 3 minutes. May be active maximum of 1 tick/level. When active, defense is decreased by 50% but atk is increased by 5%/level and dmg is increased by 10%/level. Stamina: 1/tick.

        

        Ten points into Flanking: Declared action. Must be attacking the same target with at least one ally. Allows you a 30% +2%/level chance of sneak attacking target. Even if sneak attack fails, gain +5% atk/level and 10% dmg/level for 1st atk of the tick. Teamwork: 1 pt./tick

        

        Ten points into Unarmed Combat: Adds 5% chance to hit target/level, increases base dmg by 1%/level bringing the total score to 20. Tier 2 Bonus gained: Ability to automatically add a second attack when focused on unarmed attacks.

        

      

      This only left him four remaining character points but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had already spent 3 ticks out of his 13 ticks of being enlarged. As he took the last steps toward Emily, he triggered his Taunt ability and suddenly all of the drey hounds within the sound of his voice were entirely focused on him other than the charmed hound. The normal power of his Taunt was greatly magnified by the blood feud he had with the drey hounds.

      “Emily, I need you to stand next to me and tell me which target you are aiming for so that I can use my Flanking skill.”

      Seeing her raise her dagger toward the hound on the left of her, Dave was able to utilize the Flanking skill to Sneak Attack and landed his sword thrust for (123) damage, which was more than enough to kill the hound in one blow. What followed was another brutal battle as the numerous hounds threw themselves at him one after another. He was only able to maintain his Flanking skill for three ticks before all of his teamwork points were consumed, but in that time, he had finished off four hounds and kicked away another half dozen that were all trying their hardest to get back at him. It ultimately was a good thing that his teamwork ran out though because it required Emily to be attacking too, and while the hounds might be falling one per sword strike, Dave was still taking a staggering amount of damage for each that he managed to kill. With their added 25% damage against him, each bite or horn thrust was wiping another 30 or more health from his total, and after half a dozen of those attacks, he was under one-third of his life remaining.

      He was gratified to see that Mira had timed her spells perfectly so that her Flame Fan lit up the seven webbed hounds. She was dealing considerable damage with the initial flames because her targets were trapped and unable to move out of the way of the flame, but even more damage as the web strands ignited and started burning deep sear lines into the skin and muscles all over their bodies. The yelping sounds were almost heartbreaking in their plaintive tone, and the smell of burning flesh was sickeningly sweet. The end result was that none of the seven hounds were dead, but all were reduced to between 25-35% of their full health.

      Once freed from the webbing, the blood feud forced the hounds forward, mostly hobbling on seared muscles to try and attack Dave. This was where the beauty of Mira’s timing really showed, for as soon as the hounds got close to Dave, she launched another web attack. This time she trapped all of the remaining hounds including her charmed hound, which had been in the mix attacking its packmates. The webbing broke the charm, but they didn’t care as even the alpha had come running when Dave’s Taunt went off, and now all ten of the remaining hounds were held in the webbing. Most of them so scarred by the first set of burnt webs as to not even be able to put up much of a fight against this set of webs.

      Mira announced that she had to wait for the cooldown on her Flame Fan spell but that then she could likely finish most of them, but Dave told her no. He called Jackson over and then asked Emily to go and cover Sara’s eyes. Emily wanted to argue with him but knew that they were under a time limit as there were only seconds left on Dave’s enlarge spell and she didn’t know if he had enough mana to recast it.

      “Jackson, I would never condone this under normal circumstances. You are my son and by earth standards still a child. But we are no longer on earth, and so I will treat you by the standards of Eloria. I will let you kill as many of the trapped hounds as you can so that you can get the death blow XP bonus, but if any of them try to escape then I will finish them. I am going to activate my offensive stance skill also, but I can only maintain that for 24 seconds. So again, if you take too long, I will have to finish them.”

      Jackson looked at his father, almost stunned for a moment. Then he looked back at his mother, and as much as she understood what Dave was doing, she couldn’t condone it. He was only thirteen, so she looked away from him.

      “Now, Jackson. I don’t know when you will get another chance like this.”

      It was then that Jackson aimed his mace and started smashing as quickly as possible. First on the head of the alpha and as soon as it stopped, moving onto the head of the next trapped hound. In the end, he was only able to kill five of them and Dave had to finish the rest. The experience was traumatic for Jackson. He sobbed and cried as a piece of his childhood died with each splatter of blood that hit his leather-wrapped clothing. He cried in shame and cried in fear and cried for a loss that he didn’t understand, but he never stopped until his time ran out. What Jackson didn’t understand was that as traumatic as this was for him, it was equally so for his parents, who had to not only see that sparkle of innocence die in their son’s eyes but had to know that they had made it happen. Eloria was conflict. So they had been told, but the most bitter of conflicts was that within their own souls.

      They were all inundated with notifications as soon as the last of the horned drey hounds fell. The XP gains were substantial for all of them, including 41 XP for Jackson, which while not enough to push him into being a leveled character, it was enough to give him 2 character points. Mira got a whopping 599 XP, which led her all the way from level 6 to level 9. Emily ended up with 393 XP, another example Dave thought of the undervaluing of healing and buffing in Eloria, but he didn’t make the rules. He could only grin at the 1006 XP he gained. His racial choice of human with the 50% XP bonus was seeming better all the time. He had won the race to level 10 and actually shot past it. Yet it was the final notification which was the most shocking.

      
        
        Blood Feud Update: You have won the feud with the Horned Drey Hounds of the Merkwood. By killing their highest-ranked alpha and a significant number of the remaining hounds, those that have not been killed have migrated. Should you ever encounter any of those remnant hounds, expect them to have a deep and undying hatred for you.

        

        Reward: 10% of the XP value of all remaining hounds in Merkwood at the end of the feud. (Note these hounds have all moved out of the Merkwood since the end of the feud. It is highly probable that they will evolve to a higher form.)

        

        20 x lvl 3 hounds

        12 x lvl 4 hounds

        5 x lvl 5 hounds

        2 x lvl 6 hounds

        

        Total XP award: 193 XP

        

      

      One quick observation was that it seemed to have been worth the extra XP grind to get to level 10 because instead of getting 2 stat points, he got 6 stat points for increasing to level 10, and since he made it all the way to level 13, he got an additional 3 per level for a total of 15 stat points gained.

      Even more exciting was the tier notification.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        Ding!

        You have gained enough XP to reach levels 10, 11, 12, and 13. This now marks you as a Tier 2 character.

      

      

      
        
        Tier 2 Bonus: +20% to any one stat of your choice. You have 24 hours to choose or your lowest stat other than Luck will automatically be chosen.

        

      

      As much as he wanted to start spending his stat and character points, Dave knew they needed to check on the three men whose cries had brought them over to fight the pack, but when they got to the tree where the men had been, there were no men and only a very clear trail of blood leading away from the forest and toward the river.
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        “I see that a home cannot be given but must be made.” —Journal entry found in the private holdings of Emily Nelson, Daughter of Redemption.

        

      

      “What the heck were those things?” Tristan was a young man, lured to the opportunity presented by Eris’ Rise, namely to be a free man. Now he was free, but a free man who was bleeding and limping along on an improvised crutch half supported by Malcolm, another of the young loggers and the only one of their trio to not have a serious injury.

      “I can’t say for sure, but I think those were elves.” At twenty-four, Malcolm was a bit older than Tristan but not much, yet he liked to play off his worldliness and experience to the other young loggers of Eris’ Rise. He had spent three months as the footman to a minor cousin of Duke Holstein, but he always made it seem as if he was a seasoned traveler having seen and done things the other youngsters couldn’t lay claim to. “Specifically, I think they were Moon Elves.”

      Many seconds passed between each statement as both Tristan and the third member of their trio, Wilbur, were both seriously wounded, limping along half supported by Malcolm on either side and steadily losing blood. Malcolm was strong and conditioned for long days of work despite the lack of recent logging activity, but he wasn’t accustomed to fighting for his life or running from a battle afterward.

      When the young elf had ridden upon on a horse, waving a mace around in the air, he had thought that they were dead for sure. Everyone knew that elves could command the creatures of the forest and in his mind, he was sure that the elf was there to finish off what his pets had started. Imagine his shock when instead of attacking the beleaguered men, the elf had actually hurled some sort of weapon or maybe it was magic at one of the hounds and then led the rest of the hounds off. It was even more shocking when they finally worked up the courage to leave what they had expected to be their final resting spot against the large oak tree to start hobbling together toward the zone line. Malcolm wasn’t angry with the others for leaving them. He knew they were only doing what was best for the town. He might be angry with Aloysia for talking him into this crazy scheme, but he understood that Jarvis had to protect all the men. Still though, it said something about Malcolm that he never once considered leaving Tristan and Wilbur behind and making a run for it once the hounds were distracted.

      As they started to make their run/limp for it, he was even more surprised to see two other elves join the first and both of them were women. Bedtime stories told about the elves always said that men and women fought side by side and that much of the tales spun for him by his grandpappy seemed to be true. He almost fell over when he saw one of the girl elves shooting balls of webs off of her hands like she was some sort of spider. He had to think that was magic. He knew the mayor was a mage of some kind back when he was in the military, and it wasn’t like magic was unheard of, but it just wasn’t something that serfs, or now free men, had much access to.

      What made him most uneasy about all of it though was the question that Wilbur asked, “But weren’t they trying to save us?”
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        * * *

      

      Upon finding that the men that they had just fought so hard to save were no longer at the tree but appeared from the blood-stained trail to be headed toward the river, the family all sorta collapsed and started discussing what had happened. Dave filled them in on his new trait and how it had helped him overcome his paralyzation.

      They all started talking about their experience, and both Emily and Dave were struck by the fact that the kids, at least Mira and Jackson, were no longer quivering in fear after a battle or close encounter. Instead, they both beamed with a newfound confidence. Emily especially was bothered by this but knew it was an issue for another day. She was more insistent that they follow the men, telling Dave that the rest of the information about breaking into tier 2 would have to wait until later.

      So while Dave was anxious to explore the specifics of what he could do now at level 13, he wasn’t going to push it. They instead decided to mount up. It really shouldn’t be hard to catch up to the men. They couldn’t have had more than a few minutes head start on them, and they were on foot as well as wounded. The next question came up when they discovered they were one horse short. Mira responded to Dave’s unspoken question by explaining that she had not lost control of one of the conjured horses, but rather she had been running out of mana in the middle of the fight, and so she had tried to reabsorb one of the horses.

      This prompted a whole conversation about how she knew she could do that, but the simple answer was that she really didn’t know if she could. Which of course lead to parental admonishing to be careful with magic since they didn’t know very much about how it worked. Then after the lectures, Jackson asked the more important question. “So, did it work?”

      Mira explained that it had in fact worked, but that she had had to struggle to make it work. Instead of getting back the 100 mana that she had spent to conjure the horse, she only got back 40 mana. Yet it was still enough for her to cast that last web spell. She went on to explain that she had gotten a notification after the struggle to reabsorb the mana.

      
        
        Quest Update: Class Determination- you have previously found and met the qualifications to receive a class. (1. Surviving a concentration check in combat. 2. Shaping magic outside of its intended spell form.) Now you have met a new requirement for a certain magic-using class. (3. Cancel a spell by reabsorbing the mana contained into yourself.) In Eloria, classes are not easily earned, all have significant benefits and equally weighty requirements. Each class has seven ranks known as tiers.

        

        Class offered: Metamage (Rare)- Tier 1

        

        Class Benefits: +30% Intelligence. Mana cost of all spells reduced by 10%. Innate ability to sense magic.

        

        Class Restrictions: May never learn Stamina/Bravery/Fury/Faith/Teamwork skills. No melee/rogue skill may exceed 75% of lowest magic school level.

        

        Class Purpose: Control and manipulation of mana and spell forms whatever their source.

        

        Unmet Restrictions: 2 unmet restrictions- unknown.

        

      

      Upon hearing about that notification, Dave laughed a bitter laugh and said, “Apparently, you are destined to get a class. Maybe only women can get classes.”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he winced as he knew how bad it sounded. Emily slapped her hand against his shoulder. “Dave, I can’t believe you said that. This isn’t a game, no matter how Eloria works. You should be praising your daughter, not being jealous.”

      “I am proud of her, and I feel guilty for being jealous, but if I’m being honest, I can’t help it.” Then turning toward Mira, “I’m sorry, honey. You are actually giving me all kinds of ideas. I’m very proud of how creative you are being. You aren’t just taking what Eloria gives you, you are making more of it.”

      The hurt look, which Mira had tried to hide, faded instantly. Every girl wants to be praised by her father, even if it isn’t cool to admit that need. “Thanks, Dad. I just try what comes naturally.”

      Dave’s hand ran through his hair and he seemed lost in thought. “I have some ideas about what the other requirements might be for you to gain Metamage as a class, but I’m hesitant to say anything as you seem to be doing so well on your own. I don’t want to interfere with what is making it come naturally to you.”

      After a bit more discussion it was decided that he would keep his ideas to himself at least for now but that if she stalled, they would bring it up for discussion later on. After finishing that discussion, Dave tried to bring up the discussion about what he should do with his points now that he crossed into tier 2, but again Emily urged them to follow after the men since that must mean that there was some sort of settlement nearby. He tried to point out that they were short a horse, but Mira undercut him by saying that thanks to wearing Mom’s mana regeneration ring, she already had the 100 mana to conjure another horse. Dave just shook his head because he knew he had no chance when his wife and daughter ganged up on him. In fact, a part of him was happy that they seemed to be in sync even if it was at his expense. Ever since Mira had turned twelve, it had seemed like anything her mother said was automatically wrong, so if he could bring them together, all the better. Especially now that unity in the family wasn’t just a matter of domestic tranquility but could actually be a matter of life and death.

      After mounting up, they guided their horses at a slow trot until they cleared the area where the tree stumps were so thick and then began to push the horses faster. Within less than a minute of riding fast, they saw the three men hobbling down a trail that ran along the riverbank, but more importantly up ahead they saw what looked like a bridge across the river. This spurred them to push the horses even faster.

      Just as they were coming up on the three men, the man in the middle turned around, spreading his legs and swinging his ax in front of himself. The two men to the sides both stumbled without his arm for support but continued to hobble forward at an even slower pace. Seeing the obvious hostility, Dave ordered the family to come to a stop while he got down from his horse. He used his Assess Enemy spell and learned that all three of the men were level 0. This gave him an obvious level of confidence, but he didn’t want to take anything for granted. An ax to the head would hurt even if it was swung by a level 0, and he still hadn’t put his armor back on.

      “Hold it right there. Don’t come any closer.” Malcolm’s voice trembled as much as the ax in his hands. The only thing that gave him the courage to speak was that it was a human approaching him, and the elves were staying behind on their horses.

      Dave immediately noticed that the man spoke the language he understood to be Common from the initial language skills he had acquired, but it had a bit of an accent that he wasn’t used to hearing when spoken by Emily or the kids. In fact, he realized that he didn’t know if becoming a moon elf or half-elf respectively had changed his family’s accent or speech patterns. It was just one of those things that he hadn’t had time to worry about, but which now crossed his mind as a random thought. He pushed it away so he could focus on the man in front of him.

      “Whoa, could you put the ax down? I’m Dave, and I don’t mean you any harm. What’s your name?” Dave included both a request to peace as well as some personal information before then trying to bring the man into a personal conversation. He didn’t really have any experience with it but had to imagine it would be harder to swing an ax at someone once you were trading names and hopefully other information.

      Caught off guard, because simply put, he was a countryman with no real experience beyond logging, unless of course you counted the three months as a footman. “Well… um, I’m Malcolm.” As he spoke, the ax drooped even further. “But what do you want here? And who are they?” he said as he pointed back toward the family where they sat on their horses fifty feet away.

      “That’s my wife and kids.”

      “Umm, but they are elves.” Dave’s response seemed to even further confuse Malcolm.

      Dave suddenly understood. The humans and elves must not live close together, and so this clearly simple countryman must not be accustomed to seeing elves. Dave silently cursed as he realized how little he knew about Eloria. For all he knew, humans and elves were at war, or who knows. “Well, actually, my wife is a moon elf and my children are half-elves. Is that a problem?”

      The silence stretched on as the two men stared at each other. Dave was content to let it go. Just let this man say something about his family. Dave had hated his summer job selling books while he was out of the military, but he had learned one thing. Once you made your pitch, you always stopped talking because whoever spoke next lost.

      Finally, Malcolm said, “It’s just that I’ve never seen an elf before.” Then speaking more quietly, “All the stories say that elves are dangerous killers.”

      Dave decided not to let that accusation go. “Are you saying that my wife and children are killers?” He tried not to grin as he thought about all the hounds his wife and kids had just finished killing. To push the point further, “Maybe you are scared of my eight-year-old daughter.” Then he called for Emily to send Sara up toward him. She was clearly reluctant but finally let her youngest run up to Dave.

      Seeing the little girl standing next to her father, it was hard for Malcolm to maintain his fear. He eventually lowered the ax head to the ground and leaned upon the handle more like a cane. Even with her obviously different features, ears and eyes and her dusky skin with her strange leather outfit, she was still a little girl, and Malcolm wasn’t a hard-hearted man.

      “Malcolm, my wife is a healer. If you let her, she can heal your friends and you if you have any injuries.”

      Again, he was reluctant, but he knew that Tristan and Wilbur were badly hurt, and he was very afraid that they wouldn’t make it the rest of the way back to town. It had to be a couple of miles still, and they were barely able to limp along. “You promise you aren’t here to hurt us?”

      Dave had to work again to hold back the chuckle. What kind of naive question was that? He was actually proud that he was able to hold back both the smirking laugh and the sarcastic comment that wanted so badly to let loose. “Yes, Malcolm, we only want to help you. Well, and we are looking for a town where we can get supplies and such. We actually don’t know where we are.”

      Before Malcolm could process what Dave had just said, Dave signaled for Emily to dismount and walk up to where they were. He had to admit that seeing how the logger was dressed and then comparing the exotic look which his wife personified he could understand Malcolm’s nervousness. As Emily walked up, the nervous villager asked her where her healing herbs were. When she got a confused look on her face, Dave jumped in and said, “She isn’t an herbalist, she is a priestess to Shanelle. She can heal you with magic.”

      “A Daughter of Shanelle, I didn’t know that elves worshiped the true gods.” Malcolm’s face and voice both conveyed his surprise.

      Emily dropped all of his doubts by simply holding out her hand, extending her mana into her simple healing spell. As he felt the power of the spell hit his body, every ache, pain, and little cut or bruise was completely relieved. In that instant, Malcolm became a believer and all his previous hostility drained out as he fell to his knees. “Thank you, I’ve heard about magic but never dreamed I would feel something so amazing.”

      Years of mission and charity work had taught Emily that once you have given something to someone and they express their gratitude, you need to make them feel valuable and worthy otherwise it can cause them to become bitter. She placed her hand on his shoulder and helped him stand up while saying, “I am glad to help you in any way I can, but give your thanks to Shanelle.” The most surprising thing to Emily was how instead of saying give your thanks to God as she would have back on Earth, she automatically said the name Shanelle. It had felt so natural.

      Malcolm’s face beamed as she helped him up and then immediately realized his friends needed this help even more. “Can you heal my friends?”

      “Of course, and more than that, we can let you ride our horses back to town if you will have us.”

      So excited, the logger dropped his ax and turned to run toward where the other two were limping along. Dave and Emily exchanged glances and knew immediately that they were both thinking they needed to play this slowly so as not to scare these simple men. If there had been any doubts before, the style of dress that Malcolm sported in both its simplicity and crudeness confirmed that Eloria was almost certainly a world at the level of medieval technology. Dave sent Sara back to Mira and Jackson while he and Emily slowly followed after Malcolm.

      Malcolm’s exuberance made it easy for Tristan and Wilbur to accept Emily, and she did a quick nursing assessment of both the men before choosing to heal Tristan first. A single healing spell was enough to heal him completely, and he too was singing Emily’s praises and trying to hug her even past Dave’s frown. Once both were completely healed, it didn’t take long for them to welcome the rest of the family to come to where they were. A simple conversation ensued, and it was clear the loggers didn’t understand how the family could not know where they were but were willing to trust them after the healing they received. So it was that after a short wait for Mira to summon another horse for the men to ride, they all mounted up and headed towards the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Max was already tired, and they had been flying for less than a single day. The thing was that once Hastert summoned these flying horse mounts, they couldn’t stop. As soon as they touched the ground, the mounts disappeared and all the mana was wasted, not to mention the expensive ingredients. Hastert had to focus to maintain the mounts and heaven forbid what would happen if he fell asleep. Max had to drink a mana regeneration potion every hour to keep up his Forced March ability. The only good news was that they had completed their western loop and were now turning to the northeast and what he had been told was a small logging village known as Eris’ Rise. It would likely be one of the most boring missions he had ever been on, but he was committed to doing a good job at whatever task he put his hand to, so go they would and when they got there, they would try to get to the bottom of the lack of lumber production.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty
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        “A common heritage is certainly helpful, but what binds the hearts and minds of men together more than anything else is shared experience.” —A portion of a speech given by Bishop Elliott Clifford at an annual retreat he hosts for the clerics of Karbanot

        

      

      The town square such as it was in Eris’ Rise was full both with bodies lying on the ground in various states of injury and with the moaning of the more severely wounded or those more inclined to melodramatics. In Eloria, injuries are not thought of the same way as they might be on Earth. It isn’t that children aren’t taught to be careful, they are. Parents being what they are in any dimension. What is different is the expectation about what happens when an injury occurs. Even broken bones usually heal within days rather than weeks and the natural healing the people of Eloria enjoy trivializes many types of injuries. Rather, children are taught to be careful of certain types of injuries. First among those, of course, is the type that will kill instantly, but since an average human male in the kingdom of Albia has around 100 health, that type of injury becomes more and more scarce. Broken bones are only a problem if they have to be set first, or if too much healing takes place before they are properly set because that can lead to the need to rebreak the bones. Poisons that prevent healing are obviously feared, along with amputations, since a lost limb won’t grow back naturally and any type of wound in general which prevents healing.

      Because of this, the people of Eris’ Rise were poorly prepared to deal with over twenty wounded who had injuries that were not healing on their own. The wounds caused by the larger of the flame lynxes were automatically cauterized by the heat of their claws and were not healing naturally. Then there were the wounds caused by the little tree men. Talvenicus had informed the village that they were called treants and that they were responsible for the care and upkeep of forests. Whatever they were, the wounds they caused defied all the efforts of the injured men’s family and friends to cure them. The wood left within men seemed to actually be growing and spreading throughout their bodies. Those were the men who seemed to be in the worst shape because the wood spreading through their bodies seemed to be excruciatingly painful.

      The village herbalist had some minor tinctures that could aid in the regeneration of health or purge poisons from the body, but they were unable to regenerate cauterized flesh or to do anything at all to slow the spread of the treant spikes, that being the name the village had taken to calling those wooden bits left inside of the men attacked by the treants. Most of the women of the village were either busy keeping the children away from the town square in order to keep the younger ones from having to see the gruesome sights there or with carrying water to ease the suffering of the afflicted.

      Within an hour of getting everyone situated in the town square, Talvenicus had called for a council meeting. Gertrude, of course, told them that she had to be with her patients, but the other four council members met with a much subdued Aloysia. She was rebuked and called to task for her part in this fiasco by her father more than any other and only Jarvis offered any sort of excuse for her, and that was largely motivated by the fact that he also had been persuaded by her to cross the river. Yet, after all the yelling and even crying by Aloysia, what had the council bound up was the question of what to do about the three men left behind. They all agreed that it was unlikely that Malcolm or any of the others were still living, but it wasn’t really in their nature to abandon friends. The people of Eris’ Rise might have been mostly former serfs allowed to become free men in exchange for settling in a frontier logging village, but they were also honest, hardworking, and faithful to a fault.

      After over an hour of debate, it was finally settled that a small group had the best chance of succeeding. Most of the debate was over who would comprise that small group. Despite her fault in the matter, Aloysia had the best skill set for sneaking and everyone believed she would have gone whether she was officially allowed or not. Jarvis, perhaps out of a sense of guilt, also volunteered to go and given his status of level 5, if anyone was going to survive, it would likely be him. The real sticking point was that Talvenicus insisted on going. The other council members argued that the community needed its mayor present and visible in this time of tragedy, but Talvenicus wasn’t arguing as a mayor but as a father. Since the death of his wife in childbirth, Aloysia had been his whole world, and there was no way he was going to let her go out into the wild again without him. Ultimately, neither Jarvis nor Conrad had the heart to try to keep him from going, so they both relented. It was decided that if they didn’t return that Conrad would take over as mayor and the survivors would have to decide on the best course of action, whether that be to stay in Eris’ Rise or to abandon it in favor of a return to serfdom.
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        * * *

      

      Upon reaching the bridge to the west, a variety of thoughts went through the heads of the Nelson family. Dave was nervous about encountering a town and a part of him still was reluctant to leave the area where he could level. Emily was feeling a level of relief she had not expected, and the kids were vacillating back and forth between their down-in-the-mouth father and their upbeat mother. Discussion with the loggers had let them know that the men were from a village named Eris’ Rise, which was located about two miles past the bridge on the other side. Malcolm had seemed surprised when asked by Emily what kinds of monsters were located around Eris’ Rise, but he had finally convinced her that it was what he called a safe zone. As best they could determine, the area around a town was protected from monsters of any kind entering it. Apparently, the range of the protection was entirely dependent upon the size of the community and for Eris’ Rise that meant that it only extended about one mile out from the town square. That was far enough to include all of the building, even the mill. The only thing that was outside of the safe zone was some of the fields, but according to Tristan, whose parents were farmers, there were no dangerous animals that had ever been sighted around the farms either.

      Perhaps it was the conversation about the town they were soon to visit, or perhaps it was the exhausted relaxation which can settle in after the adrenaline from a battle has faded, but either way, none of the family or loggers saw the two flame lynxes until it was too late. Both beasts sprung from their hiding spots in the rushes near the bridge. The larger of the two hit Dave head-on, knocking him from the horse. The other pounced upon the recently healed Wilbur.

      It really is amazing what two plus days of constant fear and fighting to survive can do to people.

      Other than Dave’s time in the USMC, the Nelsons had never had any reason for violence to be in their life. Even sparring in tae kwon do class wasn’t true violence, not of the sort that Eloria had forcibly introduced into their lives. Yet two days of non-stop fighting or being afraid of the next fight had elicited a fight or flight response that was very close to erupting at any moment. Here in response to this sudden attack, the Nelsons sprang into action, not paralyzed by fear but taking the initiative to respond. Even Sara knew her responsibility was to activate her amulet so that the rest of the family wouldn’t have to worry about her. Jackson likewise knew that his job was to protect Mira from anything that came close so that she could use her magic without having to worry. Emily began with her Minor Blessing spell to increase the abilities of everyone around her and since it was all allies within range, even the three loggers were affected.

      The buff on Wilbur turned out to be a very good thing for those extra 37 temporary HP kept him going. The pouncing attack and subsequent bite had done over (80) damage to him, and he would have been in the red zone, so to speak. Equally emboldened by the buff, Malcolm took the risk of swinging his ax at the back of the flame lynx pinning his friend to the ground. His blow landed squarely against the back of the lynx for a full (17) damage. This wasn’t really enough to cause serious injury to the beast, but it was enough to draw its attention away to swipe at its attacker. Fortunately for Malcolm, this was only a level 5 flame lynx and its claws had not yet developed the superheated quality which automatically cauterized wounds. That, of course, didn’t stop them from cutting four deep furrows across his chest, tearing the previously unstained rough woven shirt and causing the logger to jump back with a cry of pain.

      That attack by the cat was all that was required for Emily to sneak around and trigger her Sneak Attack skill with a thrusting stab into the side of its muscular neck. This resulted in a critical hit, causing a gushing wound and (75) damage against the cat. Now well below half life, the cat was slowing as its lifeblood pumped out of the wound from its neck. Both Emily and Malcolm attacked it again, and while neither was a critical blow, both continued to chip away at the beast’s health. All the while the beast was lashing out in its weakened state with claw attacks. Emily’s superior agility allowed her to dodge the paw aimed at her, but Malcolm was not so fortunate and fell to the ground as the still powerful paw swipe broke his tibia on the right side and equally ripped bleeding wounds right through the leather of his boot. Just as the beast was ready to throw its weight upon the now prone logger, Jackson stepped in and ended it all with a single blow of his mace. The flanged head of the mace came swinging across with his best baseball swing, and this time swinging for the fences had a more practical outcome as it caved in the side of the beast’s skull and stole away its final (16) health.

      Dave wasn’t quite so lucky to be attacked by a level 5 flame lynx. Instead, he got hit by the leading flame lynx, a full level 9 which was on the cusp of reaching tier 2. Its claws rent into Dave, who lacked his split mail for protection. These wounds didn’t bleed as they were instantly cauterized. Had Dave been attacked by such a beast when they first arrived in Eloria; he almost certainly would have been dead by the time they hit the ground, but now Dave was able to shift them mid-air so that he wasn’t pounded against the ground with the cat on top but rather they both landed on their sides. Even as they landed, Dave started to cast his Minor Enlarge spell as this was clearly not the time to hold back. Three seconds had never seemed so long as he was trying to both focus on the casting and at the same time hold back the jaws of the giant cat from biting down upon his face or neck. The strength points that Dave had added helped, but the cat was impossibly strong, and Dave almost started to panic. His concentration was assailed by both his fear and by the pain he felt with each blow as the creature’s razor-sharp claws turned his chest into shredded meat. The spell started to slip away from him, but this new Dave, who had found his place in doing his best, was able to double down on the concentration and successfully complete the spell.

      Even as the spell caused his form to swell, his bones to thicken and lengthen, and his muscles to become denser and better able to support his massive frame, he got a notification but pushed it aside in the corner of his mind as he had no time to be distracted. With his enhanced strength, he was able to stand up and shove the flame lynx hard enough to create some separation between man and beast. Shoving against the cat caused him a small burn as his left hand grazed against the fiery-like hairs standing up on the back of its neck.

      That separation was what Mira had been waiting for. A part of her told her that she should have been trying to help the fallen logger with the beast that attacked him, but there was no way that she was going to stand by and help a stranger while her father was being mauled. She justified it in her mind by saying that the beast attacking her father was at least 50% larger than the one attacking the logger. Her Quickened Spell went off as soon as there was that bit of space and a glob of webbing struck the beast full in the snout and exploded all over its body, trapping it to the ground. Or so it seemed, until the highly flammable strands of webbing made contact with the burning mane upon the cat’s neck and burst into flames. Instead of crying out in pain, the monster seemed to like the fire growing visibly before them as the flames from the webs were all consumed into its body.

      Well, it looked like fire was a bad idea with this one. Mira immediately stopped casting her Flame Fan spell and switched midstream to her Ice Dagger spell. While the flame may have enhanced the beast, it did still serve to delay it long enough for Dave to pull out is his sword, cast Sure Strike, and strike down with all of the might of his enlarged body. He tried to trigger his Flanking ability but wasn’t able to, apparently just because Mira was attacking the same beast didn’t automatically allow him to use the ability unless she was close enough to the mob. Having failed at Flanking, Dave’s mind immediately shifted gears to activate his new Offensive Stance. His sword stroke was so powerful that it nearly sheared off the cat’s front left leg at the shoulder and inflicted a massive (180) damage. Still, after the flames had healed and augmented the beast, this blow was barely more than half of its health. That realization sunk in instantly, causing Dave an uh oh moment before five translucent blue blades of ice spun into the cat’s exposed right side and struck with devastating impact. The cat may have been immune to fire-based attacks, but it took double damage from ice-based attacks, meaning that the blades landed for a total of (90) more damage and even better instilled the Chilled debuff on the cat. A chilled creature suffers -20% to atk, -20% to Defense, and -25% movement rate. Unfortunately, the debuff timer in Mira’s mind’s eye told her that the status condition would only last for four seconds on the cat. Presumably because its natural heat would burn through the chill of the effect faster than another creature might be able to.

      Still, its temporary impairment was all that Dave needed to land one more blow. His Offensive Stance and Enlarged Strength were enough to drive the sword down on the back of the cat’s neck, severing its spine and causing another (65) damage, which was just enough to finish it off.

      As soon as the second cat fell, Emily sent a healing spell toward Dave. His chest had been cut into ribbons, and if the wounds hadn’t been cauterized, he would have been bleeding to death. Sadly, even after healing him, there were still numerous wounds burnt permanently open. Before she could cast another healing spell on him, Dave insisted that she heal the two wounded loggers who were very much worse for the wear. It took two heals to restore each of them, and Emily chafed at the delay in healing Dave but was finally able to turn her focus back on him. It took another two healing spells on top of the first one and even then, Dave had some gaping scars on his chest which threatened to affect the flexibility of his chest and shoulders. They discussed if there was anything more they should try at this time but eventually decided that it would be better to do so in the village rather than out in a wild zone like this.

      Minutes later they were all remounted and crossing the bridge when Dave got to see the zone notification for himself.

      
        
        Warning! You are about to cross into the Eastern Albia Logging Zone. Do you wish to leave the Merkwood Zone? If so, please note if you want to receive future warnings.

        

      

      They all mentally willed themselves to cross the zone and then a step later they were in Eastern Albia. Dave looked back over his shoulder and sure enough, he could still see the corpses of the fallen flame lynxes right on the other side of the bridge. It was hard to rationalize that this was a different zone and what exactly that meant if he could still see everything on the other side. All three of the villagers seemed perplexed with Dave’s confusion, but they insisted that only sentient beings or perhaps, according to legend, certain very powerful magical beasts could cross zone lines. In the end, Dave just had to take them at their word and chalk it up as another oddity of Eloria.

      They got the same type of message a little more than a mile down the road.

      
        
        You are about to enter the village limits of Eris’ Rise. This is a safe zone.

        

      

      Interestingly enough, there was no warning or need for them to consent when crossing into the village. Yet, it was bizarre. All the Nelsons noticed it immediately. Mira was the first to comment about it. “I could almost swear that the mana level around me was lower when we left the Merkwood and I’m absolutely certain that it dropped again when we entered the village limits.”

      Both Dave and Emily lacked her heightened sensitivity to mana but tended to believe that she was correct. After a short discussion, they continued on toward the village proper as Malcolm and the other villagers were anxious to get back. Another half a mile down the dirt road that led from the bridge into Eris’ Rise, the family and friends ran into a wagon being driven out of town with three people on it.

      There was an older man in faded red robes, his gray hair marking him as probably in his fifties if not early sixties. In the middle was a younger man likely in his thirties, who was driving the wagon, both hands busy guiding the horses and bringing them to a stop. It was a bit hard to say from his sitting position, but Emily guessed he was about 5’6” and rather stocky, the kind of build a man gets from moving heavy objects all day. Not a body builder’s look, just a pragmatically strong thickness. Finally, on the right, was a stunning blond with curled hair cut to shoulder length. Emily was pleased to note that her vision as a moon elf seemed to have improved. She had noticed it at night quite a bit, but even now she was able to tell that the girl’s eyes were a brilliant crystal blue at a distance of at least a hundred paces. The wagon riders seemed alarmed when they saw Dave on his horse and more so when they caught sight of Emily, but then visibly relaxed when they saw Malcolm, Tristan, and Wilbur behind the two Nelsons.

      Dave signaled for the family to stop so that the villagers could reunite and explain just who they were. Whatever was going on between them, the conversation seemed rather heated. Actually, it mostly seemed as though the three men they had rescued were angry with the young blond woman, while the gray-headed man was trying to act as a peacemaker. Eventually, the discussion had dragged on long enough to be awkward and Dave turned to Emily, “Do you trust me?”

      Emily chuckled, “You know that is almost never the prelude to a good idea.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Just try to follow my lead.”

      Stepping forward just a couple of paces, Dave called out to the villagers, “Is it customary to keep a Daughter of Redemption waiting in the middle of the road?” Emily rolled her eyes at Dave, which almost made him laugh and ruin the effect, but he managed to maintain a straight face.

      The question seemed to catch all of the arguing villagers off guard, but the man in the middle caught himself first. He stepped forward with a slight bow. “My name is Jarvis, son of Jarvis, and as a member of the Eris’ Rise city council, please allow me to welcome you to our village.”

      The gray-headed man also stepped up at that point and added, “You have our thanks for saving Malcolm and the others, and of course a Daughter of Redemption is always welcome in Eris’ Rise.” After a slight pause, he continued, “Umm, it is just that you are a moon elf and we had no idea that a moon elf could be a chosen follower of Shanelle.”

      Emily glanced over at Dave and for a second, he thought that she was going to be too far out of her comfort zone and not be able to go with it, but then Emily boldly walked past him, and he saw that dynamic spark of life which made her so undeniably attractive to him, the thing that had first caught his eye. Not an external beauty, though she certainly had that, but a vibrancy and confidence that was just so dang sexy. Emily held up her right hand to the villagers with her palm facing forward. Both Jarvis and Talvenicus let out slight gasps as even at twenty feet away they could see the silver symbol of Shanelle magically tattooed into her palm. It was believed the world over that the marks of the various deities upon their followers could not be imitated by any mortal magic, and so if she had the symbol of the shooting star in silver, she was clearly a priestess of the Goddess of Redemption.

      The people of Albia were, by and large, a very religious people and while most favored Mishpat, Lord of Justice, no devout Albian would offend any of the three deities of the Godhead. The churches might not have direct political power in Albia, but they were large world-spanning organizations with tremendous resources and were to be respected.

      Once the realization of the tattoo sunk in, both Talvenicus and Jarvis bowed deeply, which set off a chain reaction of bowing has first Malcolm, then Tristan and Wilbur and finally Aloysia, albeit a bit reluctantly, all bowed. Dave seized upon this to try to secure them a place in the village long term. “You can stand. My wife doesn’t want your obeisance, she wants a place where she can do the good works of Shanelle, and this appears to be where the Goddess has sent us.”

      Slowly, they all stood straight with the three loggers being the slowest to end their bowing. Talvenicus’ eyes were wide as he asked, “Do you mean to say that you will honor Eris’ Rise by establishing a church here?”

      Not knowing at all what that would entail or how common the church sites were, but seeing the way that the older man seemed to be shocked, Dave didn’t want to overplay their hand. “Let us say that we are here to explore that possibility.”

      With that last statement, Talvenicus and Jarvis put their heads together for a brief but rapid-fire conversation before Talvenicus looked up again and said, “You bring great honor to our tiny village, and while I don’t pretend to understand the ways of the gods, I also can’t deny that we are in grave need of your assistance, especially with what Malcolm has described of your healing magic. Please follow us into the town, and we will find a place for you to stay, and if you are willing, you can help with our wounded.”

      Having seen how badly Malcolm and the other two had been wounded and now hearing that the village had more wounded, Emily went into nurse mode again. “Please lead us to your wounded first then.” Without even waiting, she grabbed Dave’s arm and walked them both back to their horses and immediately mounted up.

      The others seeing her urgency all climbed into the wagon, even the loggers who, while they had ridden the mounts offered before, felt more comfortable in the back of a wagon rather than on the back of a horse, especially one that had been conjured out of thin air right before their eyes. The wagon made its slow, wide turn and then headed back into town flanked by the Nelsons on either side. This allowed for sideways glances from everyone to check each other out, the villagers because most of them had never seen an elf before and the Nelsons because, well frankly, they were still getting used to meeting people from another world, even if that world was their new home.

      Once back at the village, Emily met with Gertrude and quickly started using her healing magic. She had Mira give her back the mana regeneration ring and when she explained her need to regenerate magic faster, she hesitantly took the cloudy blue tincture which the herbalist told her would enhance her mana regeneration.

      
        
        You have consumed a potion: Tincture of Mana Regeneration (Standard Quality)

        

        Effect: Increases Mana Regeneration by 10/minute for 20 minutes

        

      

      At this point, her cooldown meant that she could cast her healing spell every 50 seconds and her mana regen with the ring and potion was up to just over 25 mana per minute. Since the spell cost her 30 mana each time she cast it, she wasn’t able to cast quite as fast as her cooldown allowed, but thanks to the potion she was pretty close to it. Dave had stood around for a while, but it quickly became obvious that Emily didn’t need him to be there, so he turned to Talvenicus and introduced himself and their children and found out his name and that he was the mayor. Talvenicus evidently came to the same conclusion that they were not needed for he offered to lead Dave to a place where he and his family would be able to sleep for the night.

      During the short walk over to his home, where he intended to put them up for the night, the mayor started trying to find out more about Dave, the kids and especially Emily. Dave was intentionally vague and evasive with his answers. It was a lawyer skill that had always infuriated Emily, but which was very useful here: the art of answering questions without actually answering anything. He didn’t know how effective his diplomacy or sense motive skills were but Talvenicus seemed to be more accepting of their unexplained presence here than Dave had expected and as far as he could tell had nothing but the best of intentions toward them. In fact, everyone in the town seemed genuinely awestruck that a Daughter of Redemption was in their little town.

      The town wasn’t really that much to look at from the eyes of a man used to looking at twenty-first-century earth buildings but seemed to be in line with a later middle ages type of construction. The homes were made with wood and appeared to be some sort of tongue and groove construction. The roofs were thatched and there was little in the way of true stone construction. The roads, if that was what they could be called, were all dirt, but the town itself seemed clean. There was a surprising lack of animal waste or animals in general in the streets. No horses other than what they had seen with the wagons, no roaming chickens, and only a handful of dogs which all seemed to stay close to an individual home. Dave’s quick count showed what looked like five general type buildings of varying sizes. The only one he thought he could identify for certain was a smithy. There also appeared to be around fifty to sixty homes, all square, single-story deals laid out in an orderly fashion on straight, dirt roads. The only house that seemed bigger was the one they were approaching, which, while still only one story, was cut in a U-shape having a front and two separate wings to it. It likely wasn’t more than two thousand square feet, but it still stood out as more than twice the size of any of the other homes. Judging by their path and the size of the house, he guessed this was where the mayor lived. Some things didn’t change in any world, Dave thought, the leaders always have the best of what is available.

      Even if the mayor did have the nicest house for himself, he and his daughter seemed to do all the work around the house, not a servant in sight. That spoke well about the man to Dave as did the hearty vegetable stew that they served him and the kids. It wasn’t seasoned anything like back home, but it didn’t seem likely that in a Middle Ages level world that common folk would have very much access to spices. Nevertheless, it was still a very welcome change of pace from dry rations which has been the majority of their food for the last two days.

      Another cultural difference popped up when Dave was offered a hearty ale and increasingly watered-down versions were offered to his children. From what he could tell Mira was offered the same as he was, and Jackson’s was cut slightly with water and Sara’s was about half water and half ale. Talvenicus picked up on Dave’s surprise and asked if he had done something to offend. Again, not knowing the customs of the land, Dave chose to err on the side of caution and simply say that he had never visited Albia before and hadn’t known what to expect. When Jackson made a comment about no one under twenty-one being allowed to drink back home, it caused just as much shock with Talvenicus and his daughter, although they also politely played it off as different customs in different lands.

      It was a couple of hours after the second sunset when Emily finally made it to the mayor’s home with a clearly exhausted Gertrude in tow. Emily expressed her regret to Dave and the mayor that she hadn’t been able to heal everyone yet and promised that she would not stop working on the problem. In fact, it turned out that she only had left the makeshift hospital in the town square when Gertrude had sent all the patients home for the evening. Even those few who still couldn’t walk were carried by friends. The tale Gertrude told was one of wonder at the amazing healing powers Emily possessed along with her great knowledge of human anatomy. Apparently, the herbalist had seen other healers but few of them had any knowledge of the human body and simply counted on their magic to do everything. Even then, Emily’s magic was the strongest that she had seen and when augmented by her advanced knowledge of biology that had managed to heal all but three of the loggers who had been wounded. Two of those who were not yet healed were victims of the treants, and the branches speared through their bodies had grown and spread piercing new parts of the body making it impossible to heal the wounds around them. The third was one who had been injured by the large flame lynx that Dave and Mira had killed and had a gaping wound in one of his legs where the quadriceps muscle had been shredded. Because of how the wound had been cauterized, there was too large of a gap in the muscle for the healing magic to make the tissue grow back.

      After hearing Emily’s report and Gertrude’s praise, both women ate some of the vegetable stew before the herbalist excused herself to go home. While they had been eating, both Jackson and Sara had fallen asleep, no doubt aided by the ale, watered down or not. Dave had carried both of them to the area where blankets had been laid out on the floor in what seemed to be a sort of parlor. Talvenicus had offered his own bed to Dave and Emily, but neither was willing to sleep apart from the kids or to put an older man out of his bed in his own home. After all of her efforts, Emily was ready to collapse and so, as soon as she was sure that all three of her kids were safely laid down on one of the blankets set up for them, she fell asleep almost immediately, cuddled up in her husband’s arms, her head resting upon his chest.

      Dave too was relieved to get everyone laid down and was surprised that the thick blankets, when combined with what they had gotten in their packs, made the wood floors surprising comfortable. There was a large rug covering the parlor floor beneath their blankets and maybe that helped some, too. Either way, he knew that his body from earth would have been screaming at him about how sore and stiff this was going to make him, but whatever process had created his body in Eloria seemed to have taken care of all the slow changes of aging that he had already been starting to feel at forty. Unlike Emily though, Dave wasn’t about to fall asleep. He had been holding off all day on reading some of the notifications he had gotten and on assigning the numerous points he had gotten.

      The first notification he looked at was the one from the fight with the flame lynx at the bridge. That had been one of the strongest beasts he had fought, other than the dire croc, so he was looking forward to another decent-sized boost in XP.

      
        
        You have defeated: Flame Lynx Level 9. XP: 54/2 xTier Penalty of 50% x 2 (killing blow bonus) x racial bonus +50%= 40 XP

        

        You have 2 new character points. You have 66 unused character points.

        

      

      Well, that was disappointing, to say the least. Apparently now he had some sort of tier-based penalty for being tier 2 and killing tier 1 creatures. Nothing could ever be easy. In his mind, he had thought it would be easy to zoom up now that these creatures were starting to get trivial, but true to “game-like rules” the amount of XP he would gain from these weaker creatures seemed to really drop off. He now had 3003 XP but needed 3320 to reach level 14 so that didn’t sound too bad. The thing that really stood out now though was that his skills and stats were growing but his gear was not. That scale mail and sword, which had seemed if not amazing at least adequate when starting out at level 1, seemed woefully underpowered now. This got his mind thinking about how he might get better gear. In most game worlds, gear was obtained in one of three ways. Either, you got it as loot drops, bought it in a store, or crafted it yourself. Dave had never been much for crafting in games. The endless farming of low-level materials, followed by combining them hundreds if not thousands of times, had always put him off it. If he was going to farm something, he had always preferred to hunt creatures that dropped coins so that he could buy gear, or even better, to find creatures that dropped the gear themselves.

      Eloria seemed a bit different though. There were no illogical drops falling from these creatures. He chuckled thinking about how he and friends had always wondered where the boars they were hunting in-game had carried the copper coins that they dropped. It had led to all sorts of jokes about body cavity searches, which had seemed funny at the time. No, here in Eloria, the creatures only seemed to drop items that naturally existed on them. The horned drey hounds and the boars had been the only creatures to drop items that he was prepared to harvest. It was gruesome enough cutting off horns and tusks. He had no interest in trying to learn how to skin the flame lynxes for their pelts. The other real problem with loot in Eloria was that he had no inventory. Every game he had ever played had an inventory screen that could be pulled up and it was a place where items or sometimes even entire slain animals could be placed for later handling. Here, if he had wanted to haul that slain flame lynx back, he would have had to carry its probably four-hundred-pound carcass back. Not a task he was likely to perform. Truth be told, carrying the packs and coins they had gotten from the Watcher was enough of a burden.

      Well no use fretting about what couldn’t be. He would just have to hope that the coins they had received were worth something here. Now though, it was on to the fun of assigning his points. First, he had to assign the bonus he got for rising to tier 2. 20% to a single stat seemed impressive, especially if it scaled as he continued to level. He noticed that Emily and Mira’s racial bonuses and their penalties as well had a significant impact. Prior to this last burst up in levels, Dave had only had one stat above 20, his strength at 22, while Emily had a 28 in Agility and a 31 in Wisdom.

      Thinking it through, he was tempted to put the 20% bonus into Intelligence as that might help him catch up to his eventual goal of being more of a mage, but he quickly rejected that. Nothing so far had convinced him that he would be able to give up his role as the tank for the family anytime soon. Certainly not these weaklings in Eris’ Rise. Well, maybe weaklings was too harsh, but of all the people he had used his spell to assess, he had only found four of them that were above level 0 and Talvenicus was the highest amongst them at level 6. Even Mira had broken into level 9 after that fight to rescue Malcolm, so he wasn’t sure what to make of people being level 6 or the vast majority of them being level 0. He had recognized that Jackson was gaining XP at a dramatically slower pace than the rest of them, but still. Well, hopefully Talvenicus would be willing to explain some of it to him tomorrow. That was, if he could keep the mayor from asking too many questions about why they didn’t know how things seemed to work in Eloria.

      Dave recognized that once again his mind had wandered and realized he was tired but didn’t want to fall asleep until he assigned the bonus and at least his stat points. He had been looking forward to it all day. So, if Intelligence wasn’t the way to go, then he could put it into Agility, which seemed to help with his movement speed and with better utilizing his Strength. Of course, he could just add it to Strength or Constitution. The question was, was it better to use the bonus to augment a stat he might not put as many points into or better to maximize his primary stats? Ultimately because it was a percentage bonus, he decided he would get the most out of it by assigning it to the stat he was using the most: Strength. Once decided, it was only the work of a thought to make it happen and then even lying down, he felt his muscles swell, the fibers become denser, the raw power shot through him. What a rush. And the best part was that he still had 15 stat points to assign.

      He really liked his new skill Offensive Stance, but it ran on Stamina which was controlled by the Endurance stat, so the first thing he did was add 4 points into Endurance, taking it to 20. He wanted to make sure he kept having enough mana, so he added 3 points to Intelligence, also bringing it to 20. The rush from increasing physical stats was what he imagined it would feel like to be on some sort of drug. He had never even experimented around with those though, so he could only guess, but the rush from increasing his Intelligence was an entirely different thing. Yes, he could feel the increase in available mana but equally, he felt like things just made more sense. It was easier to make connections and process information. He determined that in the future whenever he had stat points to assign, if he was going to assign any to Intelligence, he should always do that first because it might make him see ways to make better decisions with the rest of his points.

      Down to 8 remaining points and 3 stats that he was interested in increasing. He thought about splitting them up, but as much as he enjoyed the boost to Agility, he had to face it. He was the tank of their little Nelson party, and he needed to both hit harder and be able to take more damage. So he split the points between Strength and Constitution, netting him another 40 HP, and thanks to the 20% bonus, pushing his Strength all the way up to 31.

      He was psyched by the feelings of superhuman health and power, but even with the increased Endurance, he was reaching his limits for the day. Maybe the extra Intelligence points also helped him see clearly enough that the character points would wait until the morning, and he should try to get some sleep while he could. Once he accepted that, it was less than a minute until he had joined the rest of his family in a deep slumber. Of course, he might not have rested so well if he had seen the eyes watching him from just outside the parlor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One
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        “Oh what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.” —Sir Walter Scott

        

      

      Radick flipped the goblin that had leapt onto his back over in a shoulder throw. Really wasn’t much of a challenge considering the average goblin weighed less than one hundred pounds. Then as he shifted his weight back to a standing position, he made a quick slash of his scimitar across the goblin’s throat, opening it wide in a coup de grace. He then scanned the battlefield and saw several of his men down and bleeding, but it appeared that all of the enemy had been slain and none too soon.

      Even the newest of his men were quickly becoming veterans as the waves were coming more frequently with less rest time between each attack, and somehow each attack seemed to have more goblins than the wave before it. Also, each wave seemed to have some new form of shock troops. Always goblins, usually always some hobgoblins, but one wave would have an ogre, another might have some winter wolves, one had even had a pair of giant grizzlies with wide saddles carrying half a dozen goblins and a hobgoblin driver each.

      Battlefield XP rules didn’t tend to give that much XP but most of the newbie soldiers had gained at least 1 level and some had gained as much as 3. They had learned better strategy and even the Holstein brat seemed to be too tired to be political. None of it was going to matter, though, as they were simply being worn down.

      General Eikhorn had been pressing him to try to find a way to get scouts back out in the field, but it was more out of frustration than any real dissatisfaction with the scout captain. No one could figure out where all the goblins were coming from as they had never appeared in numbers close to this before. The goblin population was normally limited by lack of food, lack of safe places, harsh winter conditions, the young warriors lost to border raids and even the nests that were killed by the orc clans as they moved through the mountainous zones looking for the best hunting grounds. Wherever they were coming from, one thing was clear: something had to give or not only was Albia going to lose the border, they might end up having to give up actual towns near the border.

      The general sent messengers to the king and duke requesting more aid, but the battle situation was changing so fast that it was impossible to rely upon resources from his duke let alone from the capital. Based upon the estimates from the healers, they would only be able to maintain this pace for another three days, maybe five at the most. One way or another, it appeared that the outcome at the border would be determined in the next few days.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Having left the war council early two days prior when his steward had brought news of the arrangements made for a squad of the Purple and Gold to go and check on the logging villages, King Borstein canceled the council meeting for the next day. Harold felt that the meetings were becoming unproductive squabbles between Duke Tarstadt and the others. They were only receiving updates from the front every week or so. Magical means of communication were too uncommon or expensive and mundane messages took between six and nine days to make their way by horseback. The last message they had gotten had been a magical message three days ago conveying that the new troops, both royal and from Duke Holstein, had arrived. From what the message said, there was a lot of give-and-take across the front, but it was fairly stable over a one to two-mile width as each side either gained or lost ground.

      Even with that last fairly positive message, King Harold was actually growing tired of this border conflict. It had dragged on for far longer than anyone had expected, and so he had taken a day off for private contemplation. Then this morning he had sent messengers to the mages’ guild, the dungeon delvers’ guild, and each of the three temples of the gods of good. His messages were as close to royal commands as he could manage for these organizations that he did not directly control. He offered terms which he knew would be most appealing to each of the organizations: tax breaks on dungeon loot for the delvers, offers of royal grants for research to the mages, and promises of royal tithing to the churches. Equally though, he demanded that each of the organizations provide significant and immediate aid to the war effort in an attempt to bring it to a “quick and certain end.”

      Today, however, he called all the military officers of the rank, captain or higher, along with Duke Tarstadt and the representatives of the other dukes as well as any other barons who were in the capital. He had reached a decision, and it was time to end this war. He waited until twenty minutes after the designated time for the council meeting to begin for effect. Then he entered the room surrounded by a full squad of Purple and Gold. All eyes turned to see him, and the conversations all quickly died down. His steward followed behind him, and, once the king was sat in his chair at the head of the largest of the war room tables, gave permission for everyone to sit. Normally these council meetings had a greatly reduced level of formality since, in war, planning it was better to get the real opinions of the officers than the self-serving preenings of sycophants.

      Once everyone was seated, King Harold stood again and waved his hand to keep anyone else from standing before beginning in his most kingly voice. “I have reached a decision. A royal decree has been drafted and will soon be posted throughout the city and sent to every royal house. As of today, we are formally at war with the goblin race. Under the terms of the war, each noble will be levied troops and resources as set forth in the decree. Failure to follow the decree will be seen as the failure of a vassal to their liege and will be dealt with accordingly.”

      Gasps sounded as he spoke, and by the end, there was a loud buzz throughout the room. Harold turned his head, allowing his eyes to rest for a second on each of those he thought might be most offended. There was a clearly forming split in the room. The military officers began to applaud the king’s statement, while the nobles each schooled their rage from their faces with varying degrees of success. That is, except for Duke Tarstadt who was the first to stand and offer a bowed head to the king as he said, “I cannot speak for my fellow nobles, but as for me and the barons under me, we shall all pledge to meet or exceed the terms of your decree and give our all to the ending of the war.” Of course, this was a fairly easy pledge for Heinrich Tarstadt to make since almost certainly he and his barons were already at or near the amount that would be required of them.

      Across the room, Baron Vichie, the chosen representative of Duke Holstein boiled internally while at the same time keeping his expression flat. He knew enough about his Duke’s plans to know that this decree would be directly at odds with his plans. A decree of war was a bold step, as it would not require the King to ask the opinion of the congress of lords for anything. Harold would be able to act freely and boldly and making almost limitless demands of his vassals. Baron Vichie bided his time while he learned more details about the marshaling of troops and time tables for troops to be presented for service to the royal army’s generals, but internally he was already planning the message he would send via magical message to Duke Holstein.
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        * * *

      

      Duke Holstein was out hunting with his hounds. The tamed drey hounds chased the boar out from the brush and Edwin drew its attention, planting the butt of his spear into the ground. It takes a certain courage and coldness to stand still as a boar charges at you. Hundreds of powers of muscle and destructive power charging at you and you are aiming only a slender shaft of wood with a metal tip. The art of this wasn’t in killing the boar. That was no real test of a man of Edwin’s level. The true art came in aiming to kill the beast with the single point of the spear. Not by thrusting or throwing the spear but by holding it still to allow the boar to impale itself upon the weapon.

      In that moment, he felt alive and the feeling only blossomed as the tip of the spear entered the boar’s chest at just the right angle, hitting exactly the right spot and driving in as a critical blow to the beast’s heart. It might be difficult to kill creatures in a single blow in Eloria, but most anything will die with a foot-long enchanted spear blade buried in its heart. Feeling the rush of his kill, the Duke displayed his enhanced Strength stat and lifted the boar up completely off the ground held aloft on the blade of his spear. The serfs who handled the Duke’s hunting dogs could hardly hold back from trembling at the display of power on the part of their lord. It marked as clearly as his wealth compared to their rags the impossible chasm that lay between him and them. They might as well be ants to be trodden upon by a man of what seemed to 0 level serfs an almost impossible power.

      Having killed the boar and felt the rush, the joy of the experience quickly fled from Duke Holstein’s heart. The problem with greedy men is that they are never satisfied. As he walked back a footman brought him warm, wet hand towels to clean any stray splatters from his hands and he stepped into his tent. It was a testament to Edwin’s need for comfort even while on the hunt. Held up by four large corner posts and measuring twenty feet on a side with the front flaps pulled back by one of his arms men. Inside there were all the comforts of home, soft satin-lined chairs and couches, and specially prepared delicacies. Edwin Holstein might enjoy the thrill of the hunt but that didn’t mean that he was willing to forgo his creature comforts. Thinking of creatures, his eyes drifted to the figure cloaked in a dark gray robe sitting upon one of the couches in his tent. The cowl of the robe was perpetually pulled up and didn’t allow even the slightest glimpse of the face of the man within the robe. In the same way, the sleeves of the robe were long and wide and completely hid the wearer’s hands. This strange figure had appeared two months ago and, while not present every day, was present more than he was absent. He had promised the duke things could change and that there were ways for him to expand his holdings, to gain lands in the south and perhaps even into the elven woods to the north. Edwin told himself that he was loyal to his country and king and that he was only using the information provided by his strange guest to maximize his wealth and power, but each step that he was led down by the information provided by this stranger always put Duke Holstein first before any interest of his king, country, or people. Yet, how could he refuse to use the knowledge he was given? Not a single prediction of the gray-robed figure had proven to be wrong, and while his manner scared the Duke’s wife, that was the way of women to see evil in things that they didn’t understand. What Edwin understood was that he had never been richer or had more arms men at his disposal. His wealth allowed him to hire a large contingent of mercenaries who bolstered his forces and gave him a clear advantage over Dukes Oppenheim and Tarstadt. His guest had even hinted at using the mercenaries to create a personal guard for himself much like the king had his Purple and Gold. The only strange thing was that Seimion had yet to ask for anything for all the valuable information he had provided to Duke Holstein, and Edwin knew there had to be some sort of catch. He just thought he was better able to play the game.
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        * * *

      

      Krinnk had more strange thoughts going through his little goblin brain. Something about that amber-colored amulet and the strange little elfling that wore it was imprinted upon his mind. He had witnessed the power of this human and the two she-elves with him. It was not at all like other humans he had seen before. They scared him and a part of him knew that he needed to report back about these people to the shaman and bone man, but another part of him, something different inside him, was saying that he needed to get the little elfling for himself. She had the shiny he wanted, and she would be so tasty. Goblins were inherently selfish creatures, but the scouts also had it hammered into them that the highest self-interest for them was to fulfill their duties to the tribe.

      It seemed that they were going to stay by the tree, and he couldn’t risk trying to grab the little one while the bigger, scary ones were around. So, he found a place to hide in a cubbyhole under a spot where some boars had dug a burrow under some roots of a nearby tree. The den seemed to be abandoned, in all probability because the human had killed them. Either way, he needed a place to rest until the night eye came out. Once the second sun had set, Krinnk began looking for a way to climb the ironwood tree they were sleeping on. As he scouted around the tree, though he quickly realized that there were pests nesting in tree. A quick investigation revealed that they were tree sappers. The irony was goblins were considered the most annoying of pests by the other races, but even a goblin knew a true pest when he saw it. Tree sappers destroyed everything they touched. Even the ironwood tree would not be safe from the burrowing of the tree sappers. Krinnk wanted the shiny and he wanted the little elfling, but he no wanted to die so Krinnk thinking it not be safe to climb the tree. Perhaps Krinnk have to wait until tree come down. Perhaps big scary ones die when tree come down and Krinnk can get lots of shinies.

      Shortly after the first sun had risen, Krinnk heard humming buzz as tree sappers were very busy. His hearing was quite sharp, one of the reasons he had been chosen as a scout. He heard the fibers of the ironwood tree starting to split. Krinnk knew that it would not be long now. He only had to wait. Krinnk was good at waiting. Krinnk not have long to wait before tree split. So many things happening all at once. One she-elf was flying like bird in air and carrying little elfling down. Krinnk saw little elfling by herself, but he was afraid to try to snatch her now. Parts of tree coming down, packs being thrown down, other she-elf climbing downside of tree doing better climbing than goblin. Krinnk kept watching as human fell from tree and hit ground. Krinnk thinking maybe human dead now.

      Then swarms of tree sappers be running in every direction. Krinnk scrambled up a tree to escape the sappers that headed in his direction. Most of them going deep into forest, scary places where bigger things be living. He see lots of sappers running at human and elf things on the ground, but one of scary she-elves put out hand and flames shoot out from her hands burning the sappers. Krinnk so scared he hiding his head.
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        * * *

      

      The Ironclaw Orc clan was in disarray. They had made it further into the mountain strongholds of the dwarves than any other orcish clan ever had. They had successfully raided and gotten more spoils than at any time in the past. Dwarven weapons, refined metals, even some dwarven rune work had been taken as loot from their various raids. Thanks to the magic provided to them by Seimion, they had evaded many protective rune wardings and stayed one step ahead of retaliation by any of the dwarves since their raiding had started. Naaranbatar was pleased but yet the First of the clan was not without worries. The Taraan’lak or trial which had been conducted against the accused priest of Bal Zar had concluded, as Naaran had known ahead of time that it would. The priest was guilty of sharing secrets of the magical tattoos which each orcish clan so zealously guarded.

      It was from those tattoos that the Ironclaw clan drew its power and name. Their tattoos could make the weakest of their warriors to have skin like iron. Yet for some reason, the now-dead priest of Bal Zar had passed on those secrets to a goblin. A goblin, for the sake of stone and sky, why would any orc pass on secrets to a goblin, least of all a member of the dread priesthood, who were known for the zealotry.

      Naaran knew that Seimion had something to do with it, but there was simply no evidence. His Third, Jalaqai, had been tasked to use whatever secret means were necessary to find even a hint that this betrayal was somehow connected to the mysterious mage. To find anything which would allow Naaran to void his compact with Seimion, but despite her many skills, she found nothing. While that bothered him, what bothered him even more was the fear that the priest had been acting upon the orders of the orcish god, Bal Zar. Something he claimed even up to the second before his head left his shoulders upon the blade of the clan’s Second, Khunbish. Bal Zar was not a silent wooden totem as the goblins worshipped. Bal Zar was not squeamish about making his will known. The First was no priest to know exactly the ways in which a god would comport himself, but orcs valued loyalty almost above all else. Loyalty to clan, loyalty to family, loyalty to First, loyalty to their god, but if the priest was only being loyal, then why did Bal Zar not intervene? Why did none of the other priests who were with the clan speak on his behalf?

      These questions and many more left Naaran unsettled even as he exulted in the greatest victories ever won by the Ironclaw clan. With the spoils they were collecting, they would easily assume a place of ascendancy among the clans, and he might even be able to form the orcs back into a nation rather than independent clans. So, while most of the clan was not happy with his decision, he had already made it clear that they would be turning back sooner than expected. Another raid or two and then the clan would leave the dwarven lands and consolidate their gains. No later than he had made this decision, the First couldn’t help but feel as though he had one foot in a bear pit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Amidst the conflict which is inherent in Eloria, we often forget the value of neighbors and allies. Let tonight be a reminder of our value to one another.” —A toast offered by King Melric of Prusia upon the eve of civil war.

        

      

      

      Morning came, and for the first time since arriving in Eloria, Dave woke up without an immediate sense of worry about where he and the family were or what might be threatening them. It is hard for an individual growing up in middle-class America to understand what true insecurity feels like. Few could imagine what it is to not only worry about where your food is coming from but also about shelter and, even more urgently, about being attacked by wild animals. Modern civilizations just haven’t had to worry about things like that for centuries. It wasn’t surprising then that the Nelsons had been very poorly prepared to experience exactly those types of worries practically every minute since arriving in Eloria. Maybe it had only been three days now, but it had felt like a lifetime.

      So it was no wonder that Dave felt an incredible sense of relief to wake up without that worry nagging in the back of his head. This wasn’t to say that he didn’t have any worries. This was still a strange place, but it seemed like a fairly quaint town filled with normal if somewhat primitive people, at least by the standards of modern America. When he woke up, he stretched, looked around, and took in his surroundings. It appeared that all of the kids and Emily were still sleeping. Emily, in fact, had rolled off of his chest and was curled up with her back to him. Seeing that everyone appeared to be safe, Dave stood up and continued to stretch. Eww, that was a mistake. As he lifted his arm, he realized how much he stank.

      They were definitely going to need to find a way to get real baths, but he didn’t even know what sort of facilities this world would have. The more he thought about it, the less sure he was what to expect. It could be that the people here wouldn’t even understand the basics of hygiene. The village had seemed pretty clean, and he couldn’t say that he had smelled anything really bad coming from the people in town, but then given the extent to which he reeked, there was no telling if anyone else smelled. As with most things in life, the more he thought about it, the more it became an issue for him. He felt grimy and covered in dirt and could only hope for a shower. With that in mind, he went in search of Talvenicus or his daughter Aloysia, if he remembered correctly.

      Down a short hallway, he found what appeared to be a kitchen, and in it, Talvenicus was sitting at a table, eating something that looked like thick oatmeal. At least it had that sort of scent to it. Upon seeing Dave walk in, Talvenicus welcomed him and the two men sat down to share a rather bland bowl of boiled oats. It didn’t seem to have any butter or sugar or any other spice added to it. Dave brought up some needs like bathing and was pleased to find out that they had a large tub and that his host had already thought about that need, even going so far as to apologize for not having offered the night before but pleading off shock and exhaustion on his part. Dave assured him that it was no big deal and that a warm bath for each of them would go a long way to making them feel better. He inquired about being able to buy clothing that would help them fit in around town and various supplies as well as if they would be able to buy some land in the town to build a home on.

      As they talked, Dave found that Talvenicus readily fell into the role of teacher, explaining things and even seemed to enjoy explaining various aspects of the town or local life to him. The mayor often tried to ask questions of Dave, probing at why he didn’t know basic things anyone living in Eloria should know. Dave just stuck with the story that he and Emily had decided on in a brief conversation before she had fallen asleep. Dave had wanted to keep things ambiguous and not tell any of the townspeople too much, but Emily had insisted that it was a requirement of her class that she not tell any lies. Unspoken in what she had said was that while she was still trying to reconcile her faith from back home and her understanding of God with what she was experiencing now, that she intended to take her role as a priestess seriously.

      So after some reflexive question dodging which just came naturally to Dave, he finally broke down and explained to Talvenicus about coming from Earth and their last few days in Eloria. In the end, the mayor wasn’t sure what to make of the story but said that given what Emily had done the day before and what Malcolm had told them, it sorta made sense. Dave could tell that he wasn’t fully sold but was willing to give them a chance. The real benefit to telling the truth, of course, was that he could now ask questions of the mayor about things he would need to know but might not have otherwise been able to explain not knowing. Best of all, because Talvenicus thought the true story of their origin might be too much for the villagers, he asked that they just stick with the idea that Emily and her family were sent here as messengers of Shanelle.

      Shortly after Dave and Talvenicus had worked out their agreement, Emily and the three children walked into the kitchen looking for Dave. He helped them get portions of oatmeal and fortunately, all of the kids were hungry enough to not complain about the bland nature of breakfast. Once Emily learned about the bathroom, she couldn’t be dissuaded from heading there straight away. It turned out to be a rather simple room, but the round stone bathtub was full of clear water and had what appeared to be a bar of some type of soap on the side of it. Dave said that he and Jackson would go out with Talvenicus and arrange to buy some spare clothes for all of them while the girls bathed in privacy. Mira was a bit shocked at the idea of all three of them bathing together, but didn’t say too much in front of Talvenicus.

      Meanwhile, Sara had climbed up onto the side of the stone tub and dipped her bare feet into the water. She quickly pronounced it to be cold with an audible, “Brrr.” Taking that as his cue, Talvenicus asked all of them to step back from the tub for a moment before he began casting a spell which ended with a flame in his hand and waves of heat pouring into the water at a steady pace. After only twenty seconds or so, their host announced that the water should be warm enough now. Sure enough, Sara jumped back up onto the stone tub purring in pleasure at the warmth of the stone, which had Emily quickly shooing the men out of the room with some last-minute instructions for Dave about what he needed to buy.

      Out in the street, Dave started to question Talvenicus about the value of certain things, and he showed the man some of the copper coins and asked if these would be accepted. He was assured that those coins were of a common type used by Albia and its two closest human neighbors, and that, moreover, they were common enough to be valuable in trade even with non-humans even though the exchange rate might not be as good. From what he learned, it sounded like he would have plenty of money, but the mayor was a little unsure how much of the supplies that Dave was asking about would be available in the village’s general store. It sounded as though most people made their own clothes and that there wouldn’t be anything like weapon upgrades available.

      When they arrived at the general store, Dave immediately understood the mayor’s uncertainty. The shop had plenty of room inside with multiple display racks and counters but almost all of it was bare with only one middle-aged man polishing some boots behind the centermost counter. The shopkeep responded immediately and warmly to his only customers, “Hello, hello. My name is Gunter, welcome to my shop. How can I help you?”

      Talvenicus introduced Dave and only mentioned Jackson as Dave’s son. It had become apparent to Dave from his few hours in the village that children were expected to be seen but not heard although that didn’t seem to include Mira, who had been brought into conversations by the mayor as an adult. Dave made a mental note to ask Talvenicus about what the age of majority was in Albia. He realized that in many older societies, women were getting married by Mira’s age. Once Dave started speaking to Gunter, he learned that the shop could order most things that Dave might want but that it would take at least a week and maybe two or three to get them. He also said that he could commission new clothing which could be made in a day or two by some of the village women, although he was quick to point out that it wouldn’t be anything special. As far as weapons, Gunter had very little to almost no knowledge about anything besides a bow for hunting or a dagger. The more Dave got into the conversation with him, the more he realized that while Gunter had not been a serf as most of the villagers had been, that even as a poor merchant he was kept intentionally locked out of the things like weapons trade by the nobles.

      This would be another issue to discuss with Talvenicus but in a twisted sort of way, it made sense. Earth power came more in the form of political power with the support of the military and police, but for the most part within a civilized country, the power the leaders enjoyed was more an outgrowth of a social contract between the governing and the governed. Which worked there, because even with a gun, one individual was not markedly more powerful than any other. Here in Eloria, though, it would be easy to conceive of a different dynamic because a person with the appropriate level, class, and gear could be almost godlike to level 0 serfs. Surely, money was still a form of power and likely political structures still granted some power, but Dave was beginning to suspect that personal power was ultimately what held sway. Definitely an issue to bring up with Talvenicus later.

      For now, he was able to place orders to get four beds, plenty of bedding, a stone bathtub, multiple sets of clothing for each family member, and building supplies for a home other than the wood which he intended to source locally. When he asked about cooking pans and such, he was directed to Conrad. The sum total for his order even with the markup for transporting heaving things like bed frames and the bathtub only came to 3200 copper pieces. Talvenicus had already explained that 100 copper equaled 1 silver, 100 silver equaled one gold, and 100 gold equaled 1 platinum so the total value of the coins they had on hand was worth over 5 million coppers even after these purchases. Dave was actually feeling rather rich, for whatever that might be worth. Dave had even paid extra to have at least one set of clothes ready for all the family by tomorrow because he knew for sure that the girls would be itching to wear something other than the elven leathers they had on. He almost felt like the little kid up at the counter of a shop buying candy with the contents of his piggy bank as he took out twenty-five hundred coppers and seven silvers to make up the difference. Gunter’s eyes had bulged when Dave started pulling out all the coin from the pack on his back and had said that he only needed to put down fifty percent pending delivery, but Dave had insisted on paying in full now, saying that he trusted Gunter to deliver. Dave had learned long ago that building up some goodwill wherever possible was the best of plans, and it really didn’t cost him anything to build up this goodwill and instead freed him from having to carry around some thirty pounds worth of coins. He even added an extra ten gold coins, asking Gunter to keep a lookout for any weapons, specifically high-quality ones. Gunter had assured him that he would do exactly that as he eyed more money than he had ever seen at one time in his life.

      From the general store, they went to the smithy, but while on the way, Talvenicus tried to caution Dave about carrying so much money around on his person. He told him that his order had undoubtedly been several months of income for the struggling shopkeep even after the cost of goods and transportation. Dave’s nonchalant reply was to ask Talvenicus if there was a safer place than on his person, which made the mayor smile, saying that he was right, there wasn’t any safer place.

      Once at the smithy, Dave took an immediate liking to Conrad. His shop was neat and while it appeared to be that he specialized in door hinges, nails, horseshoes, and cooking pans, all of his work showed a high level of craftsmanship, at least to Dave’s untrained eye. When he commented on it, Conrad indicated that he had sunk most of his character points into smithing and because of taking on the class of a blacksmith, he was able to obtain a much higher level in smithing skill than he normally would be able to as a tier 1. This, of course, prompted a conversation between Dave, the mayor, and the smith about how common classes were in the village. Apparently, only Conrad and Talvenicus had classes, and they were both crafting classes. They were both taken back when Dave told them that Mira had been offered a class but turned it down. They had never heard of such a thing, but when he explained that she had later been given a chance to get a rare class if she met the rest of the requirements, it seemed to make more sense to them. Talvenicus still said though that if he had been able to obtain the sorcerer class that he likely would have remained in the army as they are in high demand and receive much better pay. Again, more issues to discuss later, Dave thought, but not now in front of Conrad, since he didn’t want to spread the true story of the origin any more than necessary.

      While the guys were away, Emily, Mira, and Sara all stripped down out of their elven leathers and climbed into the rather large bathtub. Back home, it would have been more the size of a four-person hot tub. Emily didn’t even want to ask why the mayor would need a tub that size as she could only think of reasons which would make her not want to use the tub. As important as this bath was to her, she was willing to just push that curiosity out of her mind. Sara, of course, had no reservations and was happy to jump into the bath. Certainly, she was past the age where she would want to take a bath with anyone, but the events of the past three days had made her not want to be far removed from her parents.

      Mira, on the other hand, was struggling greatly with insecurities. Oh, intellectually she knew it was her mother and sister, but she still didn’t want to be naked in front of them. The irony of a teenager’s insecurity being that for most of the rest of a woman’s life she would kill to have the body she had when she was fifteen, but at that stage, she was nothing but insecure about it. Emily couldn’t help but notice Mira moving slowly and seeming very reluctant to get undressed. Finally, she had had enough of it. “Sara, cover your eyes while your sister gets in the water so she can have some privacy.”

      Sara promptly complied while giggling and when Mira still wasn’t moving, Emily added, “What are you waiting for now, a royal invitation?”

      “Well, can you cover your eyes too, Mom?”

      A low soft chuckle burst forth from Emily as she contemplated the incongruity between Mira who would stand in front of charging beasts, hurling flames at them and the self-conscious girl afraid to be seen naked by her own mother. “Sweetie, don’t forget, I used to diaper that bottom of yours, but if it will make you feel better…” Her voice faded off as she used her hand to cover her eyes as well, only removing it a minute or so later as the water of the tub splashed with the addition of a new body.

      With the drama now over, they all settled in to enjoy the bath. Well, that is to say that Sara splashed way too much but both Emily and Mira were still able to enjoy the water. Relaxation led to conversation and that led to a discussion about what they thought they should do with their unspent character points, and in Mira’s case, her stat points as well. Mira at first questioned if they should wait for Dad to get back and include him in the discussion, but Emily was having too good of a time bonding with Mira over something, anything. So while she didn’t outright dismiss the idea of getting his input, she expressed the opinion that he wasn’t needed. After all, Mira had already displayed a great talent for the magic of Eloria and both of them either had a class or had been offered one while Dave couldn’t say that.

      In the end, the feeling of girl power was shared, and they decided that Mira should divide her 6 stat points equally between Constitution, Intelligence, and Charisma. As for her character points, they decided to experiment with some of the other mage skills. So first she put 10 points into Concentration. Her ability to maintain a spell while under duress was critical and had already saved her life once, so it only made sense to add to that.

      
        
        Concentration: Adds 2%/level to resist spell feedback from interruption.

        

      

      Next, she spent 10 points on Esoteric Senses, and wow, was she happy that she had. Her eyes got wide as knowledge of the skill filled her mind and suddenly, she could sense everything around her with so much more clarity.

      
        
        Esoteric Sense: Has a passive 6th sense out to 1'/level. Has an active 6th sense which requires 5 mana/sec to use out to 20'/level. Has an extended range of 500'/level for cost of 50 mana/sec

        

      

      They played some games where Sara would hold up varying numbers of fingers behind Mira and yet with her new senses, Mira was able to flawlessly know exactly how many fingers were being held up. It wasn’t quite like seeing the fingers, but it was just a perception that she knew not only how many fingers were being held up but also exactly where they were in relationship to herself. Then she channeled some mana into the skill and while it cost a staggering amount of 50 mana per second, she was able to sense everything out to a full mile. The inundation of raw information that flooded her mind was so overwhelming that she threw her hands up to her head and cried out.

      Emily crossed the short distance between them in the tub and tried to assess if something had hurt Mira, but finally, she conveyed that it was amazing. She had been able to sense everything in the town. She had sensed exactly where Dad and Jackson were and had literally known that they were counting out coins to pay someone at that moment. Mira did her best to describe the sensation, but words failed her and ultimately, she said as much. They decided that this was a skill that would require some practice before using it out in any sort of dangerous situation, but that it could potentially be invaluable if Mira could learn to handle the flow of information. Mira didn’t say it out loud, knowing how religious her mom was, but this made her feel like some sort of god looking down from above and seeing everything.

      Excited by her two choices so far, Mira decided to add 10 points into Magic Focus: Evocation. This increased the range, damage, duration, and area of effect of all of her Evocation spells by 10%. While that was nice, she could only imagine how impressive this could become at higher levels. The chance to add more blades to her Ice Dagger spell or to increase the arc of her Flame Fan spell would just be too good, but as good as it was, Mira insisted on saving her last 12 character points for if something else came up.

      Emily was tempted to put points into some of the same skills but really wanted to focus on her healing and hopefully her ninja skills. She hated that she was not better able to fight for her family, so she perused the skill lists with that in mind. She also realized that with her racial stat bonuses and penalties, she was never going to be able to rely upon Strength but instead finesse. So the first skill she decided upon seemed perfectly tailored for her.

      
        
        Agile Strike: Add damage on melee attacks based upon Agility rather than Strength. May use up to 2 pts of agility/level.

        

      

      It would only allow her to use damage from 20 points of her Agility but that was a lot better than her 5 points of Strength.

      For her next skill, she assigned 10 points to a skill she hoped would make her more effective in combat while also keeping with her motif. She really couldn’t explain why it was so important to her to be the healing ninja, but it was and so she went with it.

      
        
        Bleeding Attack: Weapon causes wounds that bleed dealing an additional 1 HP/level dmg/tick for 1 tick/level. A bleeding creature is unable to naturally heal until the bleeding is stopped. Cost: 20 mana/tick to activate on weapon.

        

      

      For the final skill that she decided to add at this time, she took a page out of Dave’s choices and spent 10 points in weapon specialization which increased her damage with a dagger by 50%. The funny thing of course in all of this was that Emily and Mira had always ridiculed Dave and Jackson for their interest in those stupid computer games, but here they were spending over an hour discussing and assigning points and simply having fun doing so.

      About two hours after leaving the mayor’s home to go shopping, they had orders with the general store and Conrad. The latter having cost 8 silver since he had ordered a fair amount of cooking supplies and the metalwork for all the doors and windows in the house he envisioned. They returned to find Sara playing in the front yard with a dog and her puppies, Mira seemingly engaged in a private conversation with Aloysia, and Emily talking to Gertrude with very serious looks upon their face. After a brief discussion to bring each other up to speed, it seems that the two men that they had been unable to remove the wood from had taken a turn for the worse overnight and Gertrude wasn’t expecting them to make it through the day. She had apparently had to resort to drugging them into unconsciousness with some of her herbal concoctions because they were in such excruciating pain that they couldn’t help crying out. It had not only been a mercy to the men themselves but also to their families and neighbors. Emily was of the opinion that she could keep the men alive far longer with magic, but since the magic wasn’t removing the wood or even stopping it spread, she couldn’t be sure keeping them alive wasn’t actually a greater cruelty.

      This led into a conversation about how if Emily could break into tier 2 that perhaps she could gain extra abilities that might save the two poor men. Dave’s jaw just about hit the floor when Emily suggested that it might be a good idea for them to go back into the Merkwood to help her get enough XP to reach level 10. After he laughed for a bit, he finally agreed to discuss a plan but insisted that they all needed to rest for the day. If Emily could keep the men alive today with magic, then they would all be better rested and with the first sunrise tomorrow morning they could go out. Talvenicus and Gertrude were both obviously surprised to find out how highly leveled the three of them were, and Aloysia didn’t hide her jealous expressions nearly as well as she thought she did.

      Dave also insisted that if they were going to do this that they would need to spend the rest of their points to be as prepared as possible. He was pleased to learn that Emily and Mira had already done so, although they decided not to discuss the details in front of the mayor and his daughter. Ironically, it was Aloysia who kept cautioning that it was too dangerous to do this. She went into gory details describing how the treants and other creatures of the forest had ambushed her logging party. This was when Dave introduced them to a common gaming concept, the zone line pull. He explained how he would range out and bring back an enemy or two to the zone line where Emily and Mira would be waiting. Because they would be fighting at the zone line, it would be a simple matter to escape. None of them had ever heard of such a use for the zone line, but it was one of those ideas that just clicked, making instant sense once it was explained to them. Dave was a little surprised that Talvenicus had never heard of such a thing since he had been in the military, but as the former military mage was quick to point out, such a tactic wouldn’t work against the sentient forces of goblin or orc raiders.

      After half an hour of discussing strategy, Dave was ready for his bath, but he had learned another useful piece of information for working in Eloria. Dave had expressed that it would be easier to level Emily back up if she could get the bonus XP for the killing blow every time. Again, Talvenicus had seemed confused when he asked why they didn’t simply form a party and share the XP equally. It turned out it was as simple as concentrating on the concept of forming a party and then a menu screen popped open in his mind’s eye and he was able to see various options. It turned out that he could invite up to five other people to his party and could even assign roles to them within the party. Looking at the menu of the different party roles, it was clear that the benefits were fairly significant.

      

      
        	Tank: Total Defense increased by 50%, Total Health increased by 50%, Total Damage decreased by 50%.

        	Melee Damager: Total Damage increased by 25%, Teamwork/Fury/Bravery Skills cost 50% less.

        	Ranged Damager: Total Damage increased by 25%, Aggro reduced by 50%, Range increased by 25%.

        	Healer: Healing spells/skills increased in efficiency by 25% (50% when targeting the tank), Cooldown on healing spells is reduced by 50%.

        	Buffer: Buffs all have their duration increased by 50%, effect by 25%, and number of targets increased by 50%.

        	Debuffer: Debuffs all have their range and duration increased by 50% while their effect is increased by 20% and their aggro is reduced by 50%.

        	Scout: Movement Speed increased by 50%, Evasion increased by 25%.

        	Crowd Control: Charm Magic effectiveness, number of targets, range, and duration increased by 100%, Damage reduced by 50%.

      

      Dave thought it was interesting that his party menu had eight different roles but only six total people could be in a party. It also seemed as though only one of each role could be assigned. He would have to think about it more, but it wasn’t really a problem for right now as even if he let Mira and Jackson join with them, the Nelson family party was only five members.

      Once the water in the bathtub had been reheated, Dave and Jackson took their turn bathing. While it might have been nice to get new water for their bath, without any wells dug in town, all the water had to be hauled from the river and this bathtub was large enough that the water was still tolerable to use as compared to making their hosts hire a wagon to haul another entire tub full of water the two miles from the river. Doing so by hand would have taken hours.

      The warm water did wonders for soaking away his aches and pains. It also provided him with the opportunity to look at the remaining notifications he had started to look at the night before. Most of them were all combat or XP notifications, so he quickly got rid of those but there was one notification that was worth noticing.

      
        
        Watcher’s Preparation: ongoing- As a result of reaching character tier 2, six of your prior life skills will have their base level doubled. Each tier gained will provide an increase to a decreasing number of these skills and only the skills enhanced at this or a prior tier gain will be eligible for future improvement. Choose wisely.

        

      

      Dave almost laughed. Now he had to remember what skills he was given when he first entered Eloria. It was only three days ago, but so much had happened, and they really hadn’t seemed to be of much benefit other than the Unarmed Combat skill and even that was a second-string skill at best. He thought about how in some games he had played, monk-classed characters could do tremendous damage with their bare hands or feet, but it didn’t seem to work like that here. His increased Strength and weapon skill all added damage as a percentage of the base damage of the weapon. While his longsword had a base damage of 10, his fist only had a base damage of 2. Also, he hadn’t found any skill that would increase the durability of his fists. Adding to his Constitution had added health points, and it had definitely made his body feel more durable, but nothing like the hardness of steel. Maybe with another hundred Constitution points, but not even close now.

      Even with that said, he still chose Unarmed Combat as the first of the six skills to enhance and immediately he gained 10 points in it since that had been the amount he was initially awarded when he first entered Eloria. With the 10 character points, he added to it the total skill, now increased to 30.

      
        
        Unarmed Combat (30) - +150% to attack, +30% to damage, automatic second attack when exclusively using unarmed combat. You have reached Apprentice Level (Tier 3) in this skill. You now have the trait: Feet are Hands- your flexibility and ability to kick is dramatically increased so you can kick as easily as you can throw a punch. Kicks do twice as much unarmed damage as punches.

        

      

      That seemed pretty good, but he wasn’t exactly going to test his flexibility now in the bathtub or for that matter outside of it in the buff, it would have to wait until he was done dressing.

      The other choices open to him were: Running, Sense Motive, Speak Languages, Diplomacy, Knowledge- Research, Knowledge- Law, Survival- Forest, Survival- Desert, Archery.

      So, nine skills but he could only improve five of them. As much as he hadn’t used Archery yet, he was pretty certain that he was going to increase it as the only other combat-related skill. Who knew when it might be of benefit in the future, even though he didn’t really see himself as the run around and shoot arrows type. The benefit to these skills was that he was able to elevate his total level in the skill beyond what would otherwise be possible based upon his character level. The other consideration was how many points had he gotten originally in the skill because it seemed to double that number. Theoretically, that would push his Research skill up to 50 but his Running skill would only go up to 6.

      Decisions, decisions. This was always one of the most fun parts of any MMO game. Building his character, making the choices that would customize his in-game persona. Of course, now it didn’t feel the same. It was life and death and hard to feel the same relaxed approach he would in a game.

      He started with a process of elimination. First, he eliminated Knowledge- Law. He just had a hard time seeing that a very useful skill. He was probably jaded a bit by his experience as a lawyer, but he also didn’t want to think of this world in the same terms he used to think back on earth. Eloria was about conflict, and from what he had seen so far, it was not the sort of conflict that got solved in a courtroom. Next, he eliminated the Survival skills. He decided that by increasing his Research skill, he would be able to learn the basics of surviving in any place that they had to travel to. Finally, he decided on eliminating Running as it only had 3 points in it so it would gain the least benefit from the boost. He had weighed the option of dropping Speak Languages as he could already speak seven languages, but then again he had no idea how many languages there are in this world and the ability to speak directly with creatures or even to know the language of an enemy when it wouldn’t be expected might be a great boon. Then, on second thought, he decided that given the amount of time he spent fighting in a forest so far and the probability that they were going to continue living near a forest meant that taking Forest Survival might be worth more than the Language skill given that he had no idea how many languages there were for him to learn or how soon he would need them.

      So he triggered the rest of his choices and then looked at the results.

      
        
        Sense Motive: (10) +50% chance to detect motives

        

        Diplomacy: (30) +150% on all diplomacy related matters. You have reached Initiate (Tier 2) and Apprentice (Tier 3) Levels. You will now be recognized by all guilds, merchant houses, and royal courts of Tier 3 or less as an official negotiator. You may be appointed by any of the above type of organizations as an ambassador.

        

      

      
        
        THIS PORTION SUBJECT TO CHANGE:

        

        Speak Languages: (14) Learned- Centaur, Spiderkin, Celestial, Fiendish, Sub-Language: Moon Elf, Sub-Language: Sun Elf, Old Imperial. You have reached Initiate (Tier 2) level. You now have a 50% chance to be able to read lips in any of your known languages.

        

        Archery: (10) +50% to attack, +10% to damage

        

        Knowledge: Research- (50) +250% information obtained and speed of research. You have now reached Initiate (Tier 2), Apprentice (Tier 3), Journeyman (Tier 4) levels. You are now able to find secret or hidden information that others might not find. You are capable of researching magical forms and constructs as well as wondrous technologies.

        

      

      With no more pending notifications, all that remained was to allocate his 66 character points. He quickly dropped 10 points into Shaping Magic

      
        
        Shaping Magic: 20 You have reached Initiate (Tier 2) You may now learn Tier 2 Shaping Magic spells. Spells are not automatically learned after the initial acquisition of a magical school. Possible sources of spells include: other casters of the same school, magical books and research, or spell scrolls.

        

      

      Well, that was a major bummer. He had really been expecting to get some cool new Tier 2 spells. What was worse, when he looked at his Minor Enlarge spell, he noted that it was only improved by level increases up to 10. He assumed that this meant that Tier 1 spells could only go that high in power increases, which was a definite set back from his expectations, but he had to remind himself that he had only been in Eloria for three days.

      Next, he dropped 10 points each into Weapon Specialization: Long Blades and Offensive Stance. Each would serve to push up his melee damage by quite a bit, and as of yet, hitting targets wasn’t the problem. This left him with 36 character points remaining but despite what he had told everyone else about using up their points in order to be best equipped, he was confident that with his increased stats and the improvements to Weapon Specialization that he would be hitting the Tier 1 creatures of the Merkwood like a Mack truck.
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        * * *

      

      Bishop Tengur of the Church of Redemption in Konig, Albia was the highest tier member of the clergy on this continent. Yet, he had been unable to get an answer from his goddess as to what the beam of light that had been reported as falling from the heavens three days ago meant. All of the sons and daughters of redemption in Albia, which could be counted upon the fingers of a single hand, had questioned him about what it meant. They had all felt the appearance of a new son or daughter of Redemption. It was an unusual enough occurrence that they were all very sensitive to it. Despite asking around, despite casting auguries and pleading with the goddess, the Bishop still had no answers. He had even gone so far as to check with the Bishop of the Church of Redemption in Xi’An, the sun elf capital. It was a testament to the urgency that he felt to find this individual that he would reach out to his sun elf counterpart. There was no love lost between the human kingdoms and the sun elves, and while that was not supposed to boil over into church politics, people were still people, whether they be human or elves.

      It wasn’t that any one follower of Shanelle was irreplaceable, but a Son or Daughter of Redemption was no mere follower. For every thousand underpriest, nun, monk, paladin, or lay member of the church, there might only be one individual actually chosen by their goddess. The fact that this happened somewhere to the north in what must have been a wilderness area was also not lost upon the bishop. It meant that this person likely had no strings attached to them, and if they could be brought over to supporting him, his path of climbing in the church hierarchy would be easier. Such an ascension was the only way to escape the exile that all but a handful didn’t even realize they were living in.

      These were the thoughts in his head as he sat kneeling before the holy altar in his private study. It was intended to be a place of prayer, but all too often the bishop found his thoughts racing off to more practical matters. He was a devout man and believed in the message of redemption and second chances that his goddess stood for, but he also was a busy man responsible for the day-to-day operation of not only this main temple but also many smaller church houses, their charity outreaches, and most importantly, the evangelistic mission. Even now he had an envoy from the king down in one of his meeting rooms inquiring for the third time about how soon he could send some priests to the western war front to aid with healing or perhaps some paladins to aid with the fighting.

      He was taken out of his thoughts by a not so subtle knock at his door. “Who would do that? Everyone knew to leave him be when he was praying in his chambers.” Well, apparently everyone but the novice who opened the door, his face red and his voice coming between panting breaths indicating he had clearly run here at top speed.

      “Your Excellency…” more panting, “please forgive the intrusion…” hands straightening out his robes as he struggled to gain his composure, “but there is a celestial messenger at the front gate.”

      Bishop Tengur had been preparing a scathing rebuke to the young novice, irrespective of what he had to say, but this message caught him so by surprise that the sarcastic comment died upon his lips, never having been birthed. “What is the message?” The bishop’s question came out in a rush.

      “He will only speak to you, Your Excellency.''

      Well, that couldn’t be a good thing, but then again, the presence of a celestial messenger almost certainly meant a message from the home church back on the continent of Angranna. Well, there was nothing for it but to hurry down the seven flights of stairs from his private chambers down to the main floor and then out to the gate. At least the trip down would give him time to collect his thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Draznei’kai shadow stepped to the last village they had attacked. It had become a mixture of charnel house and a latrine. The death knight was inured to suffering and gore, none of which bothered him in the least. It wasn’t that he particularly cared for either, but only that he was very good at causing them. Yet looking at the mess left behind by the goblins reminded him of how truly vile and wasteful creatures they were. He couldn’t wait until he could exterminate this entire band, but for now, the plan called for him to keep them alive so that all the evidence would demonstrate the logging villages had been slaughtered by goblins.

      Once he had ensured himself of the trail and direction of the goblins when they had left town, he pulled out a black bridle, with silver bits studded with rune carved onyx. A simple command word and a thin channel of mana activated the runes and the bridle summoned forth from a shadowy plane full of fiends a mount appropriate to the death knight. Known as a Nightmare, the steed was fully six feet high at the shoulder, its coat a charcoal gray while its shape was muted or fuzzy to the naked eye. Its mane was a writhing smoky wisp as was its breath, exhaled in the form of a noxious gray cloud. As soon as it was summoned, its glowing red eyes looked around and settled upon the death knight, testing him to make sure he still had the will to control the beast and all the while its hooves tore great gouges in the ground beneath it. The bridle could summon the Nightmare for eight hours each day and only when the moon was present, but during those eight hours, it could travel more than any normal horse could in two full days.

      Traveling at that rapid pace, Draznei’kai found the goblins within hours trudging along the riverbank of the Seinna under the light of Eloria’s moon, what the goblins worshipped as the Night Eye. They were only ten miles from the second village and lost in immediate disarray when they realized who he was and that he had found them acting in disobedience to his orders. Most of the goblins had the good grace to be terrified at having defied his will, but the smug look of defiance upon the shaman’s face was almost enough to make the death knight squish the little creature, plan or no plan.

      As it was, he led them to a staging area a mere five miles away from the next target village and then instructed them upon pain of death to stay hidden while he meditated and regained some of the mana that he had intended to have before going into this battle. The plan didn’t call for them to attack this village for at least three days and maybe as long as four days. Of course, some of that was dependent upon how well his wyverns performed at the task they had been sent out on. Then there was still the matter of the missing scout. Draznei’kai couldn’t have cared less about the scout’s wellbeing, but it did worry him that if a scout had been captured that perhaps this village or the next would have some forewarning of the attack. Either way, there was nothing to do about it other than to send his remaining two scouts out to check on the village which would be their next target all while he meditated in preparation for the coming battle. The shaman was warned that if anyone disturbed his meditation for the next three days that the price for such a transgression would fall upon his ugly head no matter who the offender was. The truth was that three days of meditating in this low mana zone would not be as effective as even one day in Chenhou Forest, or even in portions of the Merkwood, but it was the best that could muster now as he dared not leave the fools unwatched again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three
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        “The greatest gifts of life are not found in safety or security, even though we all strive for those things. This is the great truth of Eloria. Life is struggle, life is violent, life is conflict and to shun such is to shun true life.” —General Arkimedi 14th Imperial Division

        

      

      The wind blowing in his face was a blessing to Max as it kept him awake through the struggle to maintain his Forced March skill. Exhaustion was setting into him, even with the extra points he had sunk into Endurance, Max still needed sleep and they had been flying for over thirty-six hours now. He was easily able to go for three or four days without sleep, but this was not just thirty-six hours, it was a day and a half of constant mental focus. Imagine, if you will, thinking about the color red in your mind for hour after hour without allowing any other thought to break through. Not maroon, not pink, not a light red, or too dark of a red, just that one shade of fire engine red. Not a red ball, red apple, or pretty red hair from that waitress at the last inn you stayed at. Just red. Nothing more, nothing less. Then imagine that every time your focus falters, your ability starts to lose its effect and your team’s mounts all start to slow and tire from the unnaturally extended travel. Since it is your ability which is giving the mounts the ability to continue flying along at full speed hour after hour, whenever your ability flags, they all start to slowly drift toward the ground. Add to that the highs and lows of exhaustion countered by a rush akin to drinking a gallon of triple espresso each time you have to drink another mana potion. Imagine that and you have some idea of what Max experienced trying to maintain his skill for an extended period of time. Worse than that though was Hasert, who not only has to maintain his concentration but who also knows that if he fails to do so, the mounts won’t just slow and drift toward the ground but will disappear entirely, leaving their rider in midair with nothing to support them. It was for that reason that whenever possible, they flew only as far above the ground as they needed to, but now they were nearing the target and, in fact, were only about fifty miles away, so they didn’t want to be seen until they revealed themselves and, therefore, were high up in the air where they would appear as birds in the eyes of untrained serfs.

      In all of this mental strain, it was not lost upon Max that he was flying on a horse across the sky. He had flown before, but prior to working with Hasert, had never traveled in such an exhilarating way. The beauty before him would have been staggering if he had allowed himself to relax and take it in. They were flying in a northeasterly direction, so the first sun was just starting to come up over the horizon and the sky was a beautiful golden red, promising a warm late summer day. It seemed hard to imagine that something so wondrous could ever become mundane, but amidst the struggle of focus, even the beauty laid out before his eyes failed to thrill.

      A brief cry from Karl, the squad’s ranger, was the only warning that Max or any of them got before three beasts materialized as though out of the empty azure sky. Max later realized that they hadn’t just appeared but rather had some ability to camouflage themselves to match whatever background they were against, apparently even the open sky. Almost in the same instant that the warning cry was sounded, Max looked back and wished forever that he hadn’t. In that same instant, three members of his squad had a six-foot-long wyvern land upon their backs, and he was forced to watch as each of their chests exploded out with a stinger pushed entirely through from the back. Then the wyvern’s claws sunk into the shoulders of their victims, hurling them from their mount toward the ground. Some of the squad had abilities that might allow them to survive a fall from three thousand feet in the air, but it was unlikely that any of these three would. Etta, their healer, a level 17 sorceress specializing in Essence Magic, Skipp, a level 12 warrior specializing in whirlwind attacks with his large two-handed sword, and Orlantha, a level 18 hoplite specializing in quick in and out spear combat, were all talented members of the squad and by no means their weakest members, but they were also not members particularly well equipped for defense. The fact that he couldn’t even hear screams coming from them as they fell to their death, spoke either of the instant death caused by the wyvern’s strikes or of the shock that such potent blows had inflicted.

      Max immediately gave the signal for everyone to descend to the ground, as fighting even these lesser dragonlings in the air would be suicidal from the backs of winged horses. The mobility of the wyverns was far beyond their own, and worse, as long as they were in the air, Hasert couldn’t use his potent magic to support the squad. He was proud to see the remaining squad members draw their weapons and notice that not only Karl but also Ronald, their level 10 archer, and Olga, Hasert’s level 9 apprentice, were able to get attacks off at the wyverns while descending. Both Karl and Ronald peppered them with arrows, mostly dodged, but still providing enough pressure to keep them from any further attacks. Olga was even more effective in that first she hurled a small flash of bluish-white light which seemed to stun one of the wyverns, if only for a second, and then finished up by conjuring a thick cloud which covered over the squad and provided cover as they finished their rapid descent to the ground.

      Max didn’t hold out any real hope, but he had tried to guide his descent to bring him down close to where his fallen squad members would have likely fallen. As his steed hit the ground, Max was already leaping off it and scanning the sky with sword and shield equipped. He ordered his squad to sound off as they landed, dismount and form up in an outward-facing circle with him. The area that they landed in seemed to be in the middle of some farms as there were fields of wheat in every direction as far as he could see, and perhaps half a mile away there were several lines of smoke indicative of chimneys or cooking fires consistent with a small town.

      What Max didn’t see was the wyverns. Either they had broken off their attack or, more likely, they were camouflaging and seeking a better opportunity to attack again. Internally, Max screamed. He wanted to cry for his fallen friends, squad members that he felt responsible for. He didn’t want to lose any more of these fine men and women, but tears would have to wait for later. Now he was a flurry of action and shouting, giving orders to all of his squad as they formed up in their outward-facing circle with Hasert and his apprentice in the middle. Then they had to settle in to wait for another attack.
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        * * *

      

      Having gotten her first bath in three days, Emily felt like a new woman. She had gone out throughout the day to heal the men afflicted with the spreading branches and had even found a way to heal the man with the flame lynx injury. It turned out that if she could press the two sides of the injury together, she was able to heal it. Seemingly once the flesh was touching, her magic was able to restore the parts together. Once figuring that out, it was a relatively simple if time-consuming process to start at the edges of the wound and heal it until it was smaller and smaller. Once she got down to where there was just a round hole of a wound left, she had Dave help her by pushing the flesh together forcibly. It hurt the patient temporarily, but sometimes healing had to do that, whether on Earth or in Eloria.

      Between her healing duties, she and Dave walked around the village, looking for a place to build a home and finally deciding on an open lot that wasn’t far from the mayor’s house. Emily felt a real joy here. She was doing good and helping people in a way that they couldn’t help themselves. If she hadn’t already known what her aid meant to these people, the way that the wives or children of the men she had healed would come up and bring her flowers, or the men themselves would bow and scrape before her certainly convinced her. The real crowning acknowledgment was when young mothers would bring their children up asking her to bless them.

      During one of the lulls, Dave shared with her what he had learned about the name of the village and how it was meant to be a play on words. Apparently, because of how the village was built on a slow rising hill and Eris, a messenger of Shanelle, had slowly risen into the heavens after delivering his messages, it was thought to be rather clever. Emily was shocked though that it wasn’t just a playful name but was indicative of the type of people who had chosen Eris’ Rise as their home. Dave filled her in on the details of how most of them had been serfs and what exactly that entailed, or at least as well as he could based upon the limited information he had gained in his conversations with Talvenicus. Emily, always one to be empathetic, was horrified by the way that serfdom was practically slavery in all but name. She was proud of the people as though they were her people, and maybe in some ways they were. They reminded her of the people on her many mission trips who were simply trying to rise up out of poverty into something better. It had always been an argument between her and Dave about giving money to help support these charities, whether in Africa, Guatemala, or even in their own small town. It wasn’t that Dave wasn’t willing to give, he just was a strict ten percent giver, but Emily would give and give until she had nothing left to give. She just had that kind of heart.

      After hearing about where these people came from, their desire for a better life and the devotion to the Goddess Shanelle, Emily was practically bursting with excitement. Dave knew that look and knew it meant that she had a plan and wasn’t going to be dissuaded.

      “You know, honey,” whenever she used terms of endearment in a normal conversation, he knew he was in trouble, “that plan you had about building a church here doesn’t just have to be a way for us to get into the village. We could actually build a church here. We could do so much for these people, and if we are really going to have to live the rest of our lives here in Eloria, I think this would be a great place to start out.” Emily practically beamed as she spoke.

      “We could… but there is so much more of this world to see, and I don’t want to settle down without having a better idea of what is out there.” Dave’s response was his usual guarded self, not denying her request but seeking to avoid agreeing with her.

      “I’m not saying we have to stay here forever, Dave, but if the monsters we faced are the worst that there is here, then with some more leveling up, we should be able to create a safe home for our kids here while they grow. And besides, you know how I have always wanted to live in a small town.” Emily hooked her arm inside of Dave’s and snuggled up to him as they walked a slow circuit around the town. They had agreed to speak in Elven so that it would be less likely that anyone would understand what they were saying.

      Dave enjoyed the feel of his wife pressed up against him, and in all honesty, he stopped being able to think quite as clearly as before in reaction to the softness and warmth he felt from her. Emily, definitely, did not intentionally try to manipulate Dave like that, but she couldn’t help but observe over the years that his resistance to her proposals seemed to melt the more she was touching him. One of her friends, or rather more of an acquaintance, would have said that Dave had shifted from big-head thinking to little-head thinking, but Emily didn’t like to think of it like that. She liked to think of it as her physical proximity to Dave helped him overcome his lack of empathy and open up to the idea that she expressed.

      “So if… and I’m only saying if I agree to this, then we are going to have to figure out how we fit into this town.”

      Taking that concession as an indication of Dave’s willingness, she said, “Oh, thank you. You won’t regret this. We just need to stay here until Sara is big enough to fend for herself, and then we can move on and explore the world.”

      From there, they talked about plans to build a home and eventually a church and ways in which they might be able to help the community. Emily’s role was fairly self-evident. She would provide healing services, health training, education, and perhaps as she understood her connection to God or whatever Shanelle was, even some spiritual guidance. Dave, on the other hand, did not have a clearly defined way to fit in. He certainly could help with some basic education but never really enjoyed teaching that much. He was strong enough to do any of the basic physical jobs of the village or could take up a craft of some sort, but as they discussed it, he made it clear that while being a lawyer might have been fine in perfectly civilized Earth, here in Eloria, he meant to be a man of action. The way he spoke with such conviction and strength was actually exciting to Emily, and pretty soon they were both wishing that they already had a home built.

      By the time that second sun was fully risen, they had a plan in place, and Dave went off to talk to Talvenicus while Emily went to speak to Gertrude about other possible herbal aids to her healing. They both promised to check in on the kids who had been left at the mayor’s home with instructions not to leave, despite their complaints.
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        * * *

      

      An hour of waiting to be attacked was taxing on even the veterans of Max’s squad. Some of the younger members showed real signs of strain. Finally, Max had assigned Karl, the ranger, to partner with Engel, a level 13 defender. Their classes would work well together. Karl had access to some skills that gave him increased senses and great ranged attacks, while Engel much as his class name indicated, was the perfect meat shield, excelling at protecting his allies. He likewise assigned the archer, Ronald, and Leo, a level 9 defender, to work together. Both pairs were set to patrol in a small circular perimeter of about a quarter-mile in diameter. It was a large enough area to encompass where their fallen comrade’s bodies had come to rest and yet hopefully not too large an area to be properly patrolled. The rest of the squad, consisting of Max, Hastert and his apprentice, Leyna, the level 15 infiltrator, Ahren, a level 14 myrmidon, and Adelmo, a level 8 warrior, set to work pulling the broken remains of their friends toward the middle where a proper grave could be prepared for them until such time as their bodies could be transported to the capital for internment in the crypt which housed the fallen faithful of the Purple and Gold.

      Once they had all three bodies gathered together, Max had taken on the unpleasant task of stripping them of any magical items. It might be an unpleasant duty, but it was an absolutely necessary one; first, because such items could not be wasted and secondly, because they would be a beacon to any treasure hunters who happened to pass by the area. The necessity didn’t make the task any easier though. These were the bodies of his friends, his squad. They were people he had either recruited or trained. Men and women that he had fought beside and shed blood with, there could be no closer bond. The bodies were each a deformed mess of broken bones and limbs turning the wrong way. The rings on their fingers were difficult to remove, but the armor proved impossible to move without cutting off limbs, something he was not prepared to do.

      While Max was removing any valuables to be passed on to the fallen’s next of kin, Hasert was busy using magic to dig deep enough for a proper grave. The squad didn’t have tools for digging and while wizard didn’t specialize in earth magic, he was still experienced enough to have a spell for raising walls of earth. It wasn’t exactly an excavation spell, but it had to displace the earth in order to form the walls, and so, with creative application over time, Hasert was able to open three roughly grave shaped pits to place the bodies of their fallen squadmates into.

      Throughout this entire process, the rest of the squad members were constantly looking over their shoulders and up into the air, each with their weapons drawn. It was almost a relief when Leyna called out a warning and pointed her hand crossbow up at a forty-five-degree angle, shooting into what appeared to be a clear sky. Her experience and skills as an Infiltrator had helped her recognized one of the wyverns through its camouflage. Her dart went true and struck the wyvern squarely in the chest but was barely able to damage the thick scales. Fortunately, the dart didn’t need to pierce deeply to deliver its poisoned payload, and the wyvern screamed in fury as it felt the venom released into its body.

      The poison prevented the exposed wyvern from using its camouflage ability, but the other two had yet to make their presence known. Max was guessing that they were all either top tier 2 or low tier 3 monsters, and he knew that even one of them could cause serious damage to his squad if handled improperly. The encounter overhead had already proven just how dangerous they were, but Max couldn’t allow fear to dictate his actions. Max knew what it was like to fight against an enemy that you couldn’t see and never knew where they were coming from, to be on edge for months at a time, never fully feeling safe. That experience from what felt like a lifetime ago enabled Max to take charge and snap orders to his team immediately.

      “All ranged abilities focus on the visible one, all defenders stand ready and keep your eyes open for the other two.”

      The previous encounter with the wyverns had been one-sided and had gone very badly for the squad, but last time, Hasert had been entirely focused on maintaining his spell long enough to get the mounts to the ground. This time, the beasts would find out what happened when a tier 3 wizard went to war. He shot out a quickened version of that same blue-white flash that his apprentice had used before. It had the same effect in that it stunned the wyvern but only briefly. That, however, wasn’t the wizard’s primary action, but only meant to slow the beast enough for his high mana cost spell to hit. The stun effect also had the benefit of making the beast a better target for the spells and arrows. In an instant, three arrows and a lightning bolt all slammed into it. Karl’s Twin Shot Arrows each hit for (12) damage while due to the magical bow he used, Ronald’s single arrow hit for (36), but the true damage came from Hasert’s lightning bolt which struck the wyvern for (190). This wasn’t enough to kill the beast, but the main reason the wizard employed lightning wasn’t for its killing power but for its ability to stun an enemy.

      True to Hasert’s intent, the voltage coursing through the wyvern’s slender frame was too much for it and caused its muscles to spasm uncontrollably, interrupting its flight and sending it plummeting to the ground. All of its grace in flight now gone, it fell no different from a rock with its muscles locked up. Before it could even impact Ronald scored another hit, this time as a critical strike against the wyvern for (71). A second after the arrow hit, the beast impacted the ground. The wyvern was a tier 3 beast but not because of its incredible resilience or defensive powers but rather because of its extremely deadly offensive capability, but even so it was still a tier 3 monster and so the fall while stacking on another (26) damage was not enough to kill it instantly, even with the poison still damaging it every tick. Max’s longsword did for it, though, what the impact with the ground didn’t do and ended it with a brutal downward thrust driving the red enchanted blade through its scales and into its heart.

      The squad all felt a moment of cathartic relief upon the death of the wyvern. It didn’t bring back their fallen friends. It didn’t deal with the other two beasts, but it did bring a sense of some small measure of justice. After that initial relief, the squad continued to scan the sky for any evidence of the other wyverns, but no one caught a glimpse of them. So finally, they were able to move forward with burying their friends. Max wasn’t a religious man at all, even with what he had seen. That didn’t keep him from saying a few words to honor the fallen. He knew that they would eventually have a more formal funeral once their bodies could be moved back to the capital, but for now, these deep but unmarked graves would have to suffice. Most of the squad was Albian and therefore deferential to all three of the gods of good, so Max chose for his short speech to briefly memorialize the virtues of justice and how each of the fallen had represented those virtues. It served to not only be a brief but meaningful eulogy but also to further motivate the squad to stay focused on getting justice against the wyverns. Max knew, painfully so, that it was better to keep his people focused on revenge or justice than on fear and loss.

      Following the burial, the squad rested and ate, and then as the second sun was well into the sky, they were roused to hike the few miles that they could still cover before dark. The captain had no intention of traveling at night while still under the threat of an enemy who could hide its presence so well. It was hard enough to detect one during the day. Also, the squad was tired. Physically tired from the forced ride to this point and emotionally tired from the events of the morning. Now it was going to take days for them to cover the last fifty miles to their target instead of hours. They would obviously move slower on foot rather than in the air. They would also be delayed by the need to travel around any little villages or towns out here as they didn’t want word of their presence to reach Duke Holstein before they had a chance to look into the state of the logging villages.
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        * * *

      

      Following his time with Emily, Dave had been a man on a mission. It felt good to have a plan, even if it was only roughed out. He did catch himself falling back into a bad habit of thinking that his only value was based upon what he could do for his family and spent a little time eating a midday meal with the kids to help him refocus. It was important to accomplish the goals and even to feel good about it without making it be all about his identity.

      While having lunch with the kids, he noticed something strange. Three different times in an hour, young men from the town came by to ask the mayor’s daughter to introduce them to her guests. Dave noticed that while Aloysia seemed more and more annoyed with each man that came by, that each of the men, while being polite to Jackson and Sara, all seemed to be focused on speaking to Mira. Then upon finding out that he was Mira’s father, they all suddenly wanted to be his best friend, asking him polite questions one might ask a stranger while offering not only their hand in a firm shake but various information about themselves. He had never expected to hear so much about the work experience of young serfs turned lumberjacks. Nor for that matter did he initially understand why they were telling him all these things, but as time passed, he started to realize that they were trying to impress him with an eye toward Mira. Outrage was his first emotion when he finally realized it, and the young man who was speaking to him when it dawned on him nearly soiled himself as Dave stood up from the table and roared for the man to leave.

      When Emily finally arrived back at the mayor’s home for what she had intended as a quick break and meal in her healing efforts, Dave was fuming and greeted her rather abruptly as she walked in.

      “We have a serious problem, Emily.” Seeing the surprised look on her face, he continued, “Do you have any idea how many men are trying to get at Mira?”

      “Dad, don’t make such a big deal about it. It’s kinda flattering.”

      “Wait, Dave. So, men are propositioning Mira?” Emily asked, still confused.

      “No, nothing like that, but they are giving me their resumes all the while staring at her like she is a side of beef.”

      Both Emily and Mira looked at each other and laughed. They both always thought it was funny how overprotective Dave was when it came to Mira and boys. He would let her fight monsters with him but the idea of a man looking at her and suddenly he was red-faced and up in arms.

      With a completely confused expression on her face and more nerve than common sense, Aloysia asked, “Don’t young men talk to the fathers of women they wish to court where you come from?”

      With that, all three of the Nelsons who were present turned to stare at the village girl. Jackson and Sara had already left the room as soon as their dad had gotten so upset.

      Dave sputtered out, “What do you mean, women they wish to court? Mira is just a teenager.”

      “Teen-ager? What does that mean?” Aloysia looked even more confused now.

      Emily placed her hand on Dave’s chest saying to him, “Remember we already discussed, when in Rome…” She left the rest of the expression unsaid as her voice trailed off and turned to Aloysia. “In our culture, Mira is still a child and while it might be expected that she would have a bit of flirting and such with boys her own age, she won’t be an adult until she is eighteen. Even then, most young women in our age don’t seriously consider marriage until they are in their mid-twenties.”

      Dave got control of himself and managed to sit back down while Emily and Aloysia discussed male-female relations in their different cultures with an occasional comment from Mira. Aloysia seemed very interested to hear that “where they came from” it was perfectly acceptable for women to wait until thirty to marry and even more so that women decide for themselves who they would marry rather than their fathers. For her part, Emily was relieved when Talvenicus showed up and provided a distraction. She nudged Dave again, whispering to him to ask, didn’t he have something to talk to the mayor about?

      This led to the men leaving and walking over to the town hall for their discussion. Neither of the men returned home until after moonrise. They were able to reach an agreement that Dave was actually quite pleased with. He couldn’t help but wonder if the increase in his Diplomacy skill had come into play but wasn’t really certain how social skills worked in Eloria as it didn’t seem like skills increased from usage as much as from spending character points. The deal they agreed upon was that the village would grant a plot of land to Emily as a representative of the Church of Shanelle in exchange for free healing. The plot granted was along one side of the rise and was equal in size to the land used by the rest of the buildings in the town center already, so Dave was very pleased, feeling like it would give room for a church and more depending upon what was needed for the future. At the same time, Talvenicus was thrilled that his proposal of free healing for the townsfolk was agreed to, given that healing was normally very costly for anyone seeking aid from the temples. Of course, Dave would still have to figure out how to pay for the materials and labor to build the church, but the rest of the deal offered a means to do that.

      For a spot for their home, they agreed upon the space next to the mayor’s home and Dave bought it for a single gold coin. Even better though, Dave found a job for himself. He really didn’t want to be a lumberjack or craftsman, not in his dream world of swords and sorcery. Equally, the town didn’t really need more lumberjacks, they needed a way to keep their lumberjacks safe. So Dave accepted the position of sheriff in the town. He would be responsible for maintaining the peace and protecting the population and, in recompense, the town would build his family a home immediately. Once the home was built, they would provide him with a salary of ten silver per fortnight. Moreover, Dave would be allowed to keep the pelts and any other materials that he got from the forest creatures that he killed. Both men were sure that they had gotten the better of the other, but it's often been said that a fair deal is one in which both sides walk away from the table happy.
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        * * *

      

      After dark that night while all the villagers were sleeping soundly in their bed, completely oblivious to the danger on their doorstep, Draznei’kai led the remaining goblins in a raid upon the logging village. He had split the goblins up with the scouts and one of the rogues in one group, and each of the other of the six remaining goblin rogues with two skirmishers. The final group was made up of the goblin shaman and his animated skeletons. Each party of goblins snuck into one of the homes, the people so confident that their doors didn’t even have locks. The rogues quickly did their grisly work, finding the men in each home and, for the most part, killing them with quick coup de grace blows in the form of a knife pulled across the neck. They didn’t stop there though, as the goblins slaughtered every man, woman, and child. Duke Holstein had not even afforded the four guardsmen that Duke Oppenheim had provided for the first village they had attacked, and the animal attacks had already demoralized the people here so that the number of villagers was less than fifty when the attack commenced. When the attack ended, only six women survived, and the gods know that their fate would have been much happier if they had died with the rest instead of being left alive as playthings for the goblins.

      Draznei’kai was pleased as he had not lost a single skeleton or goblin and none of the villagers had escaped to warn anyone else. The plan was progressing just as laid out. Two of the three villages had been slaughtered. Now he would wait a few days before traveling the final fifty miles or so to the last village, Eris’ Rise. He even felt confident that his wyverns would deal with or so delay the squad sent from the capital. Once the last town fell, he would be free of these goblins and able to move onto phase two of the plan. The only uncertainty in his mind was the continued absence of the last goblin scout.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four
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        “So, you want to go dungeon delving do you? You’ve survived a war, fought a few monsters, found some loot and now you think you are an adventurer, do you? If only it were that simple then adventurers long in the tooth would be sitting in every tavern sharing the stories of their victories. Ask yourself not if you are ready for a dungeon, ask rather this, ‘If dungeons are so easy then where are all the successful dungeon delvers?” —Memoir of Jayfen Tarzen, former Chapter Head of the Theriot Adventurers' Guild.

        

      

      Morning came to Eris’ Rise as the first sun started to peek over the horizon, and both the Nelsons and all the villagers were oblivious to what had happened just fifty miles to the west while they slept. Dave, Emily, and children had once again slept in the mayor’s home as they would likely be obliged to do for the next two months while a home was built for them. Today, the mayor planned to announce Dave’s new position as sheriff as well as the plans for building a church. The people of Eris’ Rise could use some good news. Dave was more worried about his plans for the day though. Today, he was going to try zone line pulling as a way of leveling up Emily and Mira with the hope that tier 2 would give Emily the ability to heal the two remaining lumberjacks. He had already woken and eaten, and the rest of the family was still sleeping. The extra points he had put into Endurance were really showing up. At 20 now, his Endurance was double the rest of the family, and it, of course, meant that he could run longer and exert himself more, but the pleasant unexpected side effect was that he needed less sleep. He fully expected that he would have two hours before the family was up and probably three hours before they were ready to go.

      The thought crossed his mind that he had time to cross over into the Merkwood and see just how well the zone line pulling strategy would work. He wasn’t afraid of the monsters there as he felt at his new level, he would be able to handle any of them, even the dire crocodile. Of course, some of that may have been him getting carried away by gamer bravado and some might have been a real desire to determine how safe this plan would be for his family. He didn’t actually spend the emotional energy that would have been required for him to sort that out. The next thought he had was to wonder how he could leave a message for Emily explaining where he went in the event that she woke up before he got back. Dave chuckled at himself because just when he thought he had fully adapted to the idea of Eloria being his permanent home, he was missing his cell phone. He used to joke about it being an electronic shackle making him work twenty-four-seven, but now he just missed the ease of sending a quick text to Emily. Oh well. He looked around and couldn’t even find anything to write a note with. In the end, he decided to go outside and find someone he could pay to stay as a messenger. From what he had seen, the wealth that he had was a fortune to the villagers.

      Once outside, he started to walk toward the road to Merkwood. As he neared the edge of town, he saw a boy probably around ten years old walking back into town hauling water from the river. “Boy, do you know where the mayor’s house is?”

      Ten-year-old Vogt was caught by surprise, but the serfs of Albia had been raised from birth to obey commanding tones, and he recognized that in Dave’s question. Setting his water down, he answered, “Yes, sir.”

      “Then I need you to go and wait outside until the people inside wake up and deliver a message for me. Can you do that for me?” Seeing uncertainty in the boy’s eyes, Dave quickly added, “I will give you this silver coin if you do as I ask.”

      Vogt had never seen a silver coin before, but he knew that it was a lot of money. More money than his papa had made in a whole day’s work even when there had been work. And this man was offering it to him for just delivering a message. It was a simple decision for the practical boy. “What is the message, sir?” After all, even if he was late completing his chores, his mother would forgive him after he brought home a whole silver coin.

      Dave explained the details of the message. Then he pulled out a silver coin from his pack and handed it to the boy. “I’m paying you in advance, so make sure you complete the job.”

      Vogt rapidly assured him that he would and then picked up the water buckets and started back to town as quickly as possible, spilling far more water than he should but not really caring. Dave watched him go and grinned. It was always fun to be able to so completely make someone’s day.

      With that, Dave took off at a trot. His increased Endurance would allow him to jog at a steady pace, even with his pack and sword for hours on end. He had opted not to wear the scale mail. It was damaged, and he wasn’t sure how much protection it added anyway. So while he could magically mend it, he decided to see how well he did without it. At his rapid trot, it only took him just over a quarter-hour to cover the two miles to the bridge. When he reached the bridge, he stopped, sat down, and drank some water before stretching and making sure he was fully prepared for stepping back into a dangerous zone. From what Talvenicus and Aloysia had explained to him, the creatures of the forest seemed to converge much more densely near the bridge, presumably hoping to find more loggers. He even took a minute to examine his character sheet since he hadn’t looked at it for a while.

      

      
        
        
        Name: David Nelson

        Race: Human

        Age: 40

        Level:13

        Movement: 49

      

        

      
        Alignment: 0

        5

        Guild:

      

        

      
        Stats

        Core Attributes

        Regen Rates:

        STRENGTH: 31

        Health: 220 (300)

        2.2/hour

        DEXTERITY: 8

        Mana: 170

        150/hour

        AGILITY: 14

        Stamina: 4

        1.4/hour

        CONSTITUTION: 22

        Fury: 6.6

        2.2/hour

        ENDURANCE: 20

        Teamwork: 3

        1/hour

        INTELLIGENCE: 17

        Bravery: 6.6

        2.2/hour

        WISDOM: 10

        Faith: 3

        1/hour

        CHARISMA: 10

        Base Defense: 5

        LUCK: 5

        Base Attack: 10

      

        

      
        Total XP: 1774

        Unspent Stat Points:

        Total CP:454

        XP to Next: 144

      

        

      
        Unspent CP: 36

      

        

      
        Skills

        Running:3

        Unarmed Combat: 30

        Spell: 0

        Sense Motives:10

        Archery: 10

        Identify

        Speak Languages:14

        Long Blade: 10

        Assess Enemy

        Diplomacy:30

        Weapon Spec: 20

        Sure Strike

        Know-Research: 50

        Shaping Magic: 20

        Minor Binding

        Knowledge- Law: 3

        Divination Magic: 10

        Minor Mending

        Survival- Forest: 5

        Dodge: 1

        Minor Enlarge

        Survival-Desert: 7

        Taunt: 1

      

        

      
        Heavy Armor: 1

      

        

      
        Traits:

        Where the Mind Leads the Body will Follow

      

        

      
        Tier 2: Strength +20%

      

        

      

      After resting a few minutes and stretching out, he crossed the zone line with a grin on his face, “Today the monsters would find him.” He was immediately greeted with a message.

      
        
        Warning! You are about to cross into the Merkwood Zone. This is a monster zone and is not safe. If so, please note if you want to receive future warnings.

        

      

      Dave mentally clicked yes and left the notifications on in the future, then stepped forward. It didn’t feel any different, but he knew that the monsters couldn’t cross that line. He still didn’t understand why and silently vowed that he would figure this riddle of Eloria out someday, but for now, he was just focused on testing out his theory. Oh, and maybe gaining some XP. Now that he felt strong enough, he was positive he would enjoy this experience.

      He first checked out the riverbank, looking for any evidence of either the horned bullfrogs or the dire crocodile they had encountered before. He didn’t see any signs of anything living in the water or near it. As he scanned the water, he noticed that it was moving much faster and seemed to be shallower at the bridge than it had been at the section of the river they had first visited a few miles to the east. It sorta made sense that if the river got deeper at a section further downstream that it would result in the water moving more slowly and therefore being more hospitable to amphibious creatures. That was a relief because the last thing he wanted was to be pulling creatures back to the zone line only to have adds creep up on his family while he was away.

      Once he was confident in his observations, he started to cross the large patch of ground between the riverbank and the tree line. He took note of the terrain and saw that it was similar to the spot they had first fought the boar. Within a few hundred feet of the riverbank, there were tree stumps everywhere, indicating the success of the initial logging efforts made by Eris’ Rise. The closer he got to the tree line the more excited he became, his pulse quickening. Stepping into the woods, it was instantly cooler as the morning sun was blocked. After a few steps into the forest though, he turned and practiced running back to the bridge. He wanted to time himself to see how fast he could make it, but without a stopwatch, which he realized almost certainly didn’t exist in Eloria, he was forced to use the highly technical one-Mississippi standard. What he found shocked him so much that he walked back into the tree line and tested it again. Sure enough, he was able to run the distance of what he believed to be almost a quarter-mile in about forty seconds or Mississippis. That would be an Olympic qualifying time back home, and he was doing it with a pack on his back and a sword in his hand. Dang, he could really get to like this increased Strength and Endurance. Heck, even the Agility undoubtedly helped.

      Now he knew how quickly he could cross the terrain, but that still didn’t address how quickly the creatures he would be fighting could travel it. He assumed that drey hounds or flame lynxes would be much faster than he was but wasn’t sure how that would work out with him pulling them. In fact, since he lacked any real ranged attack ability, he was distinctly worried about his ability to get the creatures back to the zone line alive. Of course, that was assuming that he could find any creatures at all. With the way that Aloysia had described the hordes of beasts they had fought, he had assumed he would be attacked almost instantly.

      With that, Dave decided it would be better not to keep Emily waiting and turned to walk back to the bridge. He had only spent an hour in the Merkwood so far, and it was too small of a sample size to be certain, but he was worried that his increased level was going to keep the beasts from attacking him. Of course, as is the way of things, as soon as he stopped looking for a beast, a beast found him. The flame lynx was one of the younger ones and was here as a scout of sorts. The beasts of the forest weren’t really that organized, but the treants, who considered themselves the guardians of the Merkwood, had benefited greatly from increased mana density when the elves had pushed so many of the beasts into this swath of the forest. Fifty years of increased mana had not only increased the levels of many of the treants but had also increased their intelligence. The same could be said of some of the other older beasts who lived deeper in the Merkwood. It was a mistake on Dave’s part to assume that the beasts he had seen were the extent of what this zone had to offer, but it is the nature of men to jump to conclusions with less than all the information.

      The young flame lynx had also been watching Dave for nearly half an hour and knew that he was alone. It was meant to report back if another group of loggers appeared to desecrate the forest but decided in its own mind that Dave by himself was just an easy meal. Despite Dave’s misgivings, the lesser beasts of the forest had no way to determine the relative power level of any target, and so this cat expected him to be easy prey as had the other humans it had seen.

      The cat was right in one regard, Dave didn’t realize he was being stalked and all the while that he was frustrated with the lack of beasts to fight, there had been one less than ten meters away. Then as Dave’s path crossed the point the lynx had picked out, it pounced. The Dave of only a few days ago would have been effortlessly slaughtered, caught completely off guard, but this Dave was not that same feeble earth being. He now had a number of options and was about to experience another aspect of Eloria. In the instant before he was attacked, Dave’s new increased Initiative score came into play. He sensed the attack even as the lynx was mid-leap. It would have been too late to do anything other than provide a warning if Dave hadn’t been carrying his sword in hand. As it was though, the early warning and improved reaction resulted in Dave bringing his sword around in a reactive slash just as he was hit by the extended claws of the leaping cat.

      The result was rather ineffective attacks by both cat and man. Dave’s high initiative allowed him to prevent the sneak attack. This still meant that the lynx’s sharp claws cut into Dave’s unprotected chest, causing (10) damage each. Equally, Dave’s slash was less effective because by the time he brought the blade around, the beast was already too close and so he couldn’t bring his strength to bear and only caused (17) damage. Numbers don’t properly convey, though, the feeling of having a cat that weighs more than you leap onto you, staggering you back. Dave cried out in pain as the claws cut into his skin. Although a part of his mind wondered why it didn’t hurt more, now was not the time to focus on such thoughts. Rather, Dave brought his sword back around in front of him, activating his offensive stance but opted not to use Minor Enlarge. He wanted to see if he could beat this beast without it. He felt both the rush of a life and death fight, and at the same time, the desire to see what he could do. His early successes may have given Dave an increased level of confidence, but he was still wary. Eloria may have game-like rules, but from what he had seen so far, death was very real, and he didn’t want to end up dying because he got cocky.

      The cat was surprised when its prey escaped from its well-timed pounce and was cautious enough to start to circle this opponent. Man and cat stared at one another, each taking a measure of the other separated only by the length of a sword. The circling and posturing seemed to drag on forever due to how the perception of time slowed during combat. Eventually, it was Dave who moved first. He could only maintain his Offensive Stance for 12 seconds until his stamina ran out. While watching for any ripple in the beast’s muscles to show it was moving forward, Dave quickly chanted the words of magic to cast Sure Strike and then lunged forward as the magic made the most vulnerable spot on the lynx visible to him. With his new greater Strength, it was almost too easy to push his blade into the beast’s chest. Landing a critical blow and dealing (255) damage, which was more than enough to kill his target as the blade drove all the way into the heart. The lynx had started to respond with a swipe of its claws as soon as Dave lunged forward, but a foot of steel through its heart put an end to the attack so that the paw fell weakly to the ground.

      
        
        You have defeated: Young Flame Lynx Level 6. XP: 36 x 2 (killing blow bonus) = 72 x 50% tier penalty = 36 x racial bonus 50% Net gain =54 XP

        You have 2 new character points. You have 38 character points available.
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        * * *

      

      Max and the rest of his squad made it through the night safely. None of the sentries had seen any sign of the wyverns and the general talk amongst them was that the remaining wyvern had probably given up. Despite the hopes of his squad, Max knew that it was no random attack. Wyverns were rare enough, and the camouflage wyverns were not indigenous to this part of the world. He had heard of them before, but what he knew of them suggested that they were more common in the cold northern mountains. The only dragonkin that he thought might be natural to this area would be much larger and less subtle forest drakes. Since they were not indigenous, it made it much more likely that someone had specifically sent them against his squad. While that raised all sorts of questions about who would know about their mission or why anyone would want to stop it, his current concern was just making sure that the rest of his squad made it safely to Eris’ Rise.

      After issuing orders to break camp, Max kept a close lookout. His eyes were constantly scanning the sky or looking at each of the others, running through a checklist repeatedly to make sure he didn’t overlook anyone. Even with all of his vigilance, he was still just as shocked as any of the others when he heard Leo scream from a spot in a nearby wheat field where the young warrior was squatting in for his morning business.

      Upon hearing the scream, Max took off running while smoothly drawing his sword. He used another Crimson Vanguard class skill, Enhanced Rush, to cross the ground at five times his normal speed. The hundred feet that separated them flashed by in a second and Max was able to lash out with his longsword as not one but two of the wyverns tried to take to the sky off of the seizing body of the fallen Defender. Max’s speed allowed him to make a shallow cut along the flank of one of the beasts as it took off but was not enough to knock it from the air.

      Max screamed in impotent rage at his inability to bring down the creatures that attacked his men, but once they disappeared into the sky with no apparent intent to swing back for another attack, he stopped caring about them and focused on Leo. As a Defender class, Leo was better than most at taking a hit, but he was only level 9, and two wyverns had just raked his face and arms with their claws and had both apparently managed to stab him with their venomous barbed tails. The spread of the venom was obvious as bulging green veins stood out on Leo’s skin and his body convulsed. It was a miracle that with this much damage he hadn’t been killed outright, but again that was probably the resilience of his class coming through. The rest of the squad all came running, each with a weapon of some sort drawn and ready but all equally focused on Leo when they arrived. None of them knew any magic that would cure the poison with their healer having been killed in the first round. Karl, their Ranger, had a spell to slow poison and started to casting as soon as he saw Leo’s condition, but it still looked grim. Leo’s wounds were large and gaping and the force with which he was seizing was requiring two of their stronger melee members to hold him still.

      It was incredibly trying on all of them to watch Leo suffer like that, so perhaps it was a small mercy that his muscles stopped contracting and he stopped jerking about a minute or so later. Of course, he only stopped seizing because his heart had given out and the poison had won the fight. Ahren, who had been helping to hold Leo’s upper body, still reached up gently with a hand and closed his eyes, which had been staring sightlessly up into the sky. All that they could do now was bury another fallen friend as each of them made their own private oaths about what they would do if the wyverns appeared again.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours after his battle with the flame lynx, Dave was again crossing into the Merkwood, this time with Emily and Mira with him. Much as he had expected, after returning from his morning hunt, he had a fight with Emily that was harder than the fight with the big cat. She was upset that he had left without them, upset that he had put himself at risk, and wasn’t really mollified by the fact that Dave’s fight had been so easy for him.

      Dave argued that it had been necessary for him to figure out how the plan would work. He pointed out that he had learned that without some sort of ranged weapon, he wasn’t going to be able to bring monsters back to the girls. They also discussed the possibility that the strategy might not work as they had discussed before since there didn’t seem to be the number of monsters that Dave had been expecting before. He was encouraged that he had been able to buy a bow and twenty arrows from one of the lumberjacks. He probably overpaid for it, spending eleven silvers, but it made the man happy. It was just a sturdy yew longbow. Nothing fancy about it, but he had taken a couple of practice shots with it and felt it worked very well. He was pleased that his Archery skill seemed to make him a decent shot, at least against a non-mobile target.

      One other shock had been Talvenicus’ insistence that he and Aloysia accompany them on this little hunting expedition. The mayor played it off as a curiosity and a desire to keep their new priestess safe, but Dave couldn’t shake the feeling that the man really was more interested in seeing what his new sheriff was capable of. He had at first argued that it would take far longer to get the necessary XP for Emily if their party consisted of four members rather than three, but in the end, he conceded. They were either going to get enough targets that it wouldn’t matter, or they were likely going to end up not getting any.

      As they reached the bridge, Talvenicus brought the wagon they were traveling on to a halt. Dave was riding up front while in the back, Emily, Aloysia, and all three of their kids were there. Even though they were going hunting, Emily had been unwilling to leave Jackson and Sara alone in the village. The people here seemed nice, but they were essentially still strangers. In her mind, it was okay to leave them with Mira who had proven she could defend herself, especially since she and Dave had both been in town the entire time. Eris’ Rise wasn’t exactly a sprawling metropolis. Now, however, they were going to be more than two miles from the town and so the nervous mother in her preferred to have them closer to her. Both the younger children were given instructions to stay on the town side of the zone border. Jackson specifically was told not to cross the zone line no matter what happened and that his sole priority was to protect Sara. Emily even elicited a solemn promise from Jackson that if anything happened to them, he would go back to the town and seek help from the townsfolk to find a place for him and Sara. Both parents knew it was a heavy burden to place on a thirteen-year-old, but there weren’t really any other options if they wanted to level Emily up further. With that, they left the vast majority of the coin with Jackson, just in case, and then the four adults and Mira crossed into the Merkwood.

      Dave had left the flame lynx’s carcass about two hundred feet from the zone line, hoping that it would attract some carnivores. He didn’t know what to expect exactly. Despite the notification he had received about the drey hounds leaving the zone, he had hoped to attract a pack of them or something like it. The best bet he thought to level Emily up would be to find a large number of low-level predators to fight at one time. He had initially not seen any animals around the carcass when they crossed the bridge, but as he got closer, he was thrilled to see that low to the ground a huge dire crocodile was lying in the sun next to the remains of his earlier kill. This one was even larger than the last one they had encountered. He cast his Assess Enemy spell and received back:

      
        
        Dire Crocodile. Level: 19. Health: 600.

        

      

      Wow, 600 HP, that was gonna be intense. Interestingly, the information about the monster flashed yellow rather than the red that the prior level fifteen croc had. From the innate knowledge he was granted by the spell, he knew that red was the highest warning and meant a challenge that was likely to result in death, while yellow meant a serious challenge with significant risk of death. Lower rankings of dark blue, light blue, and green respectively meant a normal risk, low risk, and nominal risk. Dave was about to trigger his attack skills when Talvenicus reminded him that they still needed to form a party.

      After letting the mayor refresh him about how to form a group, Dave sent the mental invitation, first to Emily, then Mira, Talvenicus, and Aloysia in order. He assigned himself as the tank, Mira as the ranged damager, Aloysia as a melee damager, and of course, Emily as the healer. The bonuses to damage and healing would clearly help, but he had been reluctant to take the tank role since it would cost him 50% of his damage. The only question was what to assign Talvenicus as, but until he had a better idea about the man’s capabilities, he would just leave him unassigned. From what he remembered, the previous dire crocodile had a devastating level of damage, and he didn’t want to take any chances. Besides, they needed to test the tank option at some point. He still didn’t understand how the defense score played much of a role since he had not had trouble hitting anything so far, but he did know that the extra 110 HP from being the tank was a nice boost. With Emily’s Minor Blessing buff and his ring, it took his total to 470 HP. Then they added on Mira’s conjured armor to increase Dave’s defense.

      They briefly discussed strategy, which mostly consisted of Dave shooting his bow to get the beast’s attention, then enlarging to attack it. He would aim to attack it about fifty feet away from the zone line to give the others room in case something happened to him. Aloysia, despite being a melee damager, was not to engage as her level 4 body would be snapped like a twig by one of the croc’s bites. Most of the damage was expected to come from Mira and Talvenicus with an occasional thrown knife from Aloysia. Dave wasn’t sure how much of a hit he would take to his damage from the tank but was expecting it to be significantly reduced. While discussing the strategy, Dave cast Assess Enemy again just on a whim and learned something interesting. When he had cast it before, it had been a yellow warning indicating that more likely than not the creature would kill him, but now it was only a dark blue warning which represents an average challenge. So apparently, the rating the spell gives him was affected by the fact that he was in a group and deemed the dire crocodile to be less of a threat to him now that he was in a team.

      Once everyone was on the same page, Dave moved forward and then shot his bow at the croc. As expected, its thick hide repelled the arrow without any damage, but apparently, it still didn’t like being shot because it turned with a loud snorting sound almost like a steam engine releasing excess pressure and charged forward as fast as its stubby legs would allow it to move. As soon as he had let the arrow fly, Dave had dropped the bow off to the side and pulled his sword while chanting the words of Minor Enlarge. Even so, the beast was almost upon him as he finished his spell and felt his body swell to nine feet. It was still such a rush to feel his bones thicken, muscles expand, and the undeniable surge of power he felt go through his body.

      Dave spun on the ball of his back foot to avoid the lunging bite of the croc and then lashed out with a slashing blow of his sword. He knew that a thrust would be more effective at penetrating the thick skin of the beast but was wary of having his sword pulled out of his hand. The slashing blow driven by his nine-foot frame still opened a cut in the side of the croc, causing (48) damage. That gave him hope that they would be able to down this beast as he thought it would mostly be about him avoiding being hit. An instant later, flashes of light passed him and slammed into the croc, both the familiar spinning translucent blades created by Mira’s Ice Dagger spell and other white magical darts presumably from Talvenicus. Dave wanted to be able to look at the damage notifications but couldn’t spare the mental energy as he was trying to avoid the snapping jaws of the monstrosity in front of him. Even without seeing the notifications, Dave knew that the ice blades had a significant impact on the beast, and it seemed that her new level had increased the number of blades her spell produced, and he already knew that their reptilian foe was weak to cold. Everywhere that one of the spinning ice blades had struck the croc, a patch of white frost formed on its armor over a foot in diameter. These cold patches seemed to impair the beast as its movements became slower. Still, back and forth the dance went, Dave slashing out with his blade landing a hit for between (40) and (50) damage while also dodging snapping bites and even whips of the armored tail.

      Each of Dave’s sword slashes parted the armor and caused a wound, but none of them were deep or serious, yet combined with the magical attacks the beast had already taken, they were clearly adding up. He was guessing that the beast had lost half its health but without checking the notifications, he couldn’t be sure. So far, he had been able to avoid being hit even once. He had to credit the increased evasion from Emily’s spell. Then as he was thinking that this was going so easily, he felt his legs being swept out from underneath him by a slap of the tail. He activated his Dodge skill for 4 Stamina and somehow in the broken mechanics of Eloria, he was able to regain his balance and flip away from the tail swipe that had seemed so sure to send him to the ground. Dave couldn’t explain exactly how the Dodge skill worked but he just knew it was a last-ditch effort to save him and that he could only use it once per minute, so likely this fight would be long over before he could use it again. Then another wave of spinning ice blades slammed into the other side of the croc. Apparently, Mira’s spell had passed its cooldown, and she had moved to be able to broadside it opposite of where she had hit it before. Again, the blades caused circles of frosted scales to appear on the beast and as before, the frost seemed to impair its movement.

      Twenty more seconds of dancing around the croc and almost a minute had passed, yet the thing was still moving if sluggishly. The cold and loss of blood should have done it in by now but still, it was moving and Dave’s Enlarge spell was almost over. It would be hard to recast it reliably while melee fighting. Then Mira cast another spell a dull bluish light flashed all over the beast, and it stopped moving entirely. Its sudden stop almost made Dave trip over his own feet as he was so surprised.

      “Dad, it’s dazed. It won’t do anything until you attack it again for the next few seconds, but you can get a free shot on it.”

      Hearing Mira’s words, Dave took the three seconds to cast Sure Strike and then plunged his blade down into the beast’s head. This thrust triggered a critical strike and dealt (104) damage even with the tank status affecting his damage. His sword went straight through the top of the head, through the brain and then through the mouth and into the ground underneath.

      
        
        You have defeated: Dire Crocodile Level 19. XP: 114 x .6 numerical penalty + Tier Bonus of 30% x 2 (killing blow) divided by 5 party members =35 + racial bonus 50%= 53 XP

        

        You have 2 new character points. You have 40 unused character points.

        

      

      Interestingly enough, it seemed that the tier effect on the XP was calculated using the average tier of the party rather than the highest tier like it had when they were not in a party. After confirming with everyone that they had gotten the appropriate amount of XP, the party rested to restore mana to full and then Dave went and started another pull of creatures. He continued bringing monsters to them or letting the numerous corpses of the slain attract the beasts to them for a solid ten hours. By the time they finished, the second sun was setting, and everyone was long past exhausted, but it seemed that the more of the creatures that they slew the more that came out of the forest.

      In the beginning, Dave would have to look for over half an hour before he could find even one creature, but at the end, the monsters were practically throwing themselves at the party in groups of three and four at a time. Dave had to repeatedly use his Taunt ability to keep the beasts focused on him, and the tank modifiers which he had been so dismissive of earlier on came in very handy to allow him to withstand being beaten or chewed of sliced by multiple opponents at the same time. Along with Emily’s healing, he never really got close to death. She would strive to keep him over half of full life at all times.

      The enemies coming at them increased in number and level of organization. Only once did they get attacked by a group led by an immature treant. That group was more organized than any of the others and made for the toughest of fights but unsurprisingly, Mira’s Flame Fan spell was devastating to the beasts made of wood. As tired as they were, none of them wanted to stop once they got into a rhythm because they were gaining XP at a great rate. Even Emily without any racial bonus was gaining large amounts of XP and Mira made great strides to catch up with her mom such that they were both level 11 before their last fight of the evening. As for Talvenicus and Aloysia, they thought the Nelsons were a bit crazy going after the brutes they fought, especially Dave, but they had never imagined that they would gain levels like they did. The mayor hit level 9 and his daughter reached level 8. Even Dave gained enough to reach level 15.

      What convinced them to call it a night and consolidate their gains was the last fight. Other than the treant, they had not fought any tier two creatures since the first crocodile of the day. Then in that last fight, they encountered three at one time and a new beast that they hadn’t fought yet. Three enormous bears had come out of the woods charging after Dave as he fled back to the party, each of them a level 16 monster. If it weren’t for the extra levels gained and more importantly, the ten hours of practice using their skills, that last fight would have ended very differently. The biggest key to their victory was the fact that earlier in the day Dave had decided to spend 10 character points buying the Quicken Spell skill. It turned out to be critical in that it allowed him to cast his Minor Enlarge spell during combat. The other factor was that he learned his Minor Binding spell was good for more than climbing trees.

      It turned out that it had a one second cast time, and he had learned that he could cast it on the foot of a beast, binding that foot to the ground twelve seconds. That was more than enough to allow him to gain a mobility advantage. It didn’t seem to matter how strong the beast was, once the binding magic took hold, it was as if the foot and the ground were one and the same. Metaphysically, they stopped being two separate surfaces and merged into one for at least those twelve seconds. Even with that advantage though, the three bears were almost too much for them. Aloysia had to jump in at one point to distract one of the beasts while Emily’s heal was on cooldown and Jackson had almost rushed forward to try to help his dad, only catching himself at the last second as Sara hung on his arm in fear.

      While it had been close, they did manage to win. The fight was close enough, though, to prompt them to call it a day. So, as the moon started to rise, a very weary wagon full made its way back into town. Each of the fighters spoke very little as they scanned through notifications and planned how to spend their new stat and character points.
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        * * *

      

      Nearly two days ago, about five miles from the Seinna River in what had been a small gulley caused by rain washing down a sparsely covered hillside, the remaining horned drey hounds of the Merkwood gathered. They didn’t know what drew them there, only that they had felt compelled to flee from their blood enemy, the vile human who grew in size and killed too many of their packmates with his steel fang. What their animal minds could never have told them was that they were pulled there by a unique type of intelligence. It was a type of intelligence that was not born of flesh but rather of a dense collection of mana which had pooled in gulley. As the rain had fallen it had exposed a thick vein of magicyte, a type of crystal that is uniquely good at absorbing and holding mana. When a zone such as the Merkwood is created, the mana level is never entirely consistent throughout the zone. There are always places of greater or lesser concentration.

      This little gulley with its magicyte deposit became one of those areas of greater concentration and as the expression goes, power calls to power. It wasn’t long before one of the more powerful beasts of the Merkwood, a young forest drake, felt the pull of the accumulated mana and took up residence in this gulley. Over the period of a few years, its very nature had changed, and it developed a bond with the magicyte and a dependence upon the mana. It grew stronger but could no longer roam the forest. Instead, it developed the ability to summon its food to come to it rather than having to hunt. As its mind expanded and its connection with the magicyte increased, the gulley soon began to be reshaped. The vein of magicyte expanded and slowly a cave mouth formed followed by a tunnel leading into the side of the hill. Over the next thirty years, the tunnel grew and formed rooms and shapes all powered by the filaments of magicyte which had spread out at the mental commands of the altered drake.

      Now that its home had been formed, the newly created dungeon drake felt the need for minions. Its mind searched on the currents of mana and found the defeated pack of horned drey hounds and sent forth its call. Without an alpha to hold the pack together, the hounds answered the call of the powerful monster mind and now stood outside the entrance of the still-growing dungeon. In the dungeon drake, they found a new leader and a new purpose.

      Now after only two days, the horned drey hounds had been bound to the newly formed dungeon. They were altered by the magic and would continue to be altered. No longer independent creatures, they were now extensions of the will of the dungeon, the will of the dungeon boss. Altracia, the forest drake, now knew herself as a dungeon drake, the boss and controller of this dungeon. She was self-aware at a level she never had been before. More than just self-aware though, her awareness now spread with the veins and then into the tiniest filaments of magicyte to cover the entirety of the dungeon. She was bound to this place but was equally more than she ever had been before. And still the dungeon continued to evolve and change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five
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        “For an entire species to be hunted into oblivion on one continent and yet spring up within days on another is a phenomenon which must be studied.” —Excerpt from a speech given by Alono Bartun, researcher at the Imperial Academy

        

      

      After four days, the last of the six human captives finally fell. Healing magic from the shaman was no longer able to keep her alive as it had for the past four days through all the indignities and unspeakable tortures that had carried out upon her person. At first, when there were six to pass around the goblins had been rougher but with the death of each subsequent prisoner, they had begun to take more care. Not out of any kindness, but simply so as to extend their enjoyment for as long as possible. In the end, though, goblins are creatures of little self-control, prone to excesses. It is their very nature and as natural to them as it is for a bird to fly or a fish to swim.

      Draznei’kai had meditated in the open at the center of the town square for those four days. He had not been bothered by the screams or pleas for help. In fact, the first moment that he opened his eyes, as much as such as he can do, was when he no longer heard the sounds of tormented humans in the background. Recent experience had taught him that the goblins could not stay still for very long without something to entertain them. He was so convinced of this that he had even opted to stay in the fallen village rather than returning to his sanctum. His meditation had been far less productive here. In four days, he had only been able to absorb a little less than he had previously done in two days at his sanctum. The disparity in levels of ambient mana was too great, but he had to suffice himself with this. He had still pushed his total stores of mana up to a little over two thousand points. It was only a fraction of what he had planned to have for the next stage of the plan, but he would have to make due. This was just another reason that he would so enjoy slaughtering the goblins when the time came.

      With a sigh of frustration, the death knight stood up from his meditation and began to search for the goblin shaman. It would be better to get ahead of any problems and make sure that the vermin still understood that he was in charge as well that they would not be allowed to leave the village yet. He had already rushed the attack on this village and was fortunate that it had gone as smoothly as it had, but as things got closer to phase two, it was more important than ever to stay on schedule. Otherwise his counterpart, Seimion, might act at the wrong time. They were both operating on a schedule and needed to make sure that things went off as planned.
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        * * *

      

      The night before, upon returning from their day of hunting, Dave and family along with the mayor and his daughter had immediately gone back to the mayor’s home. Thankfully, they were not stopped by anyone in the streets wanting to ask questions or get some boon either from the mayor or even the new sheriff. Emily had even commented about how nice it was to see the quiet streets and that people were in their homes after dark. This had elicited a groan complete with an eye roll from Mira as she commented about how her mother was only glad about that because it meant that nothing fun was happening. Surprisingly, before Emily could even respond, Aloysia had offered to hang out with Mira and tell her about the few events that the town would have after the suns set. Emily almost bit her lip hard enough to make it bleed as she struggled to swallow the fiery retort on the tip of her tongue. Angry as she was though, Emily was still happy to see Mira and Aloysia talking, as from what she could tell the mayor’s daughter was the only unmarried woman in town who was close to Mira’s age and therefore, the only reasonable friend.

      While eating a quickly thrown together meal consisting of a stew, which had been left to slow cook on coals all day, and some day-old bread, the family and their hosts all agreed to sleep on it before assigning their new character and stat points. As the meal finished, they had split up, Emily going first to check on her two remaining patients. She hoped that they had made it through the day and that the hunt would have increased her power to the point that she could now aid them rather than simply keeping them alive. The younger two children went to bed with only minimal supervision from Dave while Mira and Aloysia went to go and talk in the latter’s bedroom. The mayor had asked Dave to accompany him to his study, and he was happy to oblige as soon as the two children were laying down. When Dave arrived in the study, Talvenicus opened a small cask of ale that he had sitting there on top of a small bookcase. Both men sat and slowly sipped an ale and discussed the day briefly before turning to broader discussions of life and family as tired men with an ale in hand are wont to do.

      Talvenicus asked about Dave’s intentions with Mira and if he would allow men to court her. Then he listened as Dave explained that it was not their custom to allow girls her age to marry and that he was also unwilling for her to be “courting” men more than a year or two older than her. The older man had trouble understanding these foreign customs but listened and tried not to correct. It was clear that neither fully understood the other’s customs or viewpoint on the issue but that both loved their daughters very much. For Talvenicus, the idea of having a daughter who wanted to be courted was a dream as he fretted that Aloysia would never be willing to settle down, and for Dave, the idea of arranged marriages made at the behest of a father reeked of child abuse or rape. Finally, they both came to the conclusion that this was not a topic that they should discuss anymore and so ended up with a moment of awkwardness before Dave brought up the topic of hiring workers to build their home. Glad for the change in subject, Talvenicus jumped fully into that discussion and forty-five minutes later shook hands and both men went to the area they were sleeping in.

      The next morning, Dave had again woken up before the first sun was fully up in the sky. His increased Endurance was again working to make him need less sleep. It was probably a good thing, but he couldn’t help but be a little jealous of Emily curled up in a blanket on the rug sound asleep. Still though, he didn’t feel tired at all and knew that if he laid back down, he would only end up disturbing her with his restless movement.

      Not wanting to push his luck though, Dave decided against going out hunting this morning as he had the day before. He had agreed to wait to discuss point allocation with Emily and Mira in the morning and so he would be a man of his word. He walked back down the hall to Talvenicus’ study and sat down to try and read one of the books. The pale first light of the day did not make for great reading light, but Dave didn’t know of any other light source in the home besides candles and didn’t have anything with which to light them.

      Initially worried that he wouldn’t be able to read it, Dave relaxed a lot more once he saw that his language skill appeared to cover not just the spoken language but also the written. The first book he picked up initially read as a magical textbook, teaching the basics of Evocation magic. Since Dave hadn’t chosen that school yet, he put the book back but made a mental reminder to come back and study it at some point in the future. The second book was a bit more promising as it appeared to be an allegedly accurate historical portrayal of a famous adventurer, Sigmore Alston.

      Dave quickly became sucked into the tale as it was very fast-moving and seemed to focus more upon the swordsman’s exploits than on his background. This Sigmore was unique amongst his opponents in the book as he was neither focused on sword fighting or on magic but seemed to fully integrate the two together. The tale was becoming more and more interesting and was peaking Dave’s excitement at the prospect of being able to use magic as a sword wielder.

      As exciting as the book was, perhaps an hour after he had awoken, Dave smelled one of his three favorite scents in the world, cooking bacon. Emily had always been dedicated to having her coffee first thing in the morning. (A lack which she regularly pointed out to him in Eloria.) Dave, on the other hand, loved a plate of bacon and eggs in the morning. So far other than the flame charred pieces of boar that they had cooked, the only hot food that he had eaten since arriving here had been the oatmeal they had been served each morning and a primarily vegetable stew with some chunks of what seemed to be a bit of gamey meat each evening. Bacon, though, had its own unique smell in any world and that wafting scent beckoned to Dave as he remembered scents pulling in Jerry the mouse in the cartoons of his youth.

      As he reached the kitchen, Dave discovered that he wasn’t the only one who got drawn in by the smell of bacon. Only Mira was still sleeping, but the rest of his family was in the kitchen along with Talvenicus. Emily had somehow already found an apron and jumped in to help Aloysia with the cooking. Sexist or not, Dave had been learning that Albia had very tightly prescribed roles for men and women. It seemed that women did all the cooking and men did all of the work outside of the home. Not to say that women didn’t work, but that their work was all done inside the home or on the family farm. Eris’ Rise was only one little town, but it was the Nelsons’ only picture of what life in Albia is like. He had chuckled when thinking about how he liked cooking and wondering how the villagers would take it if their new neighbors saw him exercising his culinary skills.

      Upon seeing Dave enter the room, Talvenicus had made a beeline over for him. The kitchen was pretty crowded with a small table, washbasin, foot storage bins, and a large square wood stove, but the older man made his way through the children and past the two women busily cooking with an assortment of pans on top of the stove. “I’m so glad you are here. I didn’t know how to tell her no, but I just felt awful having a Daughter of Redemption cooking for us. And worse when she is a guest in our house. But now that you are here, I guess it is appropriate for a woman to cook for her husband even if she is a priestess.”

      Dave just looked at the mayor blankly for a moment. Sure, he and Emily had had some fairly traditional marital roles, but that didn’t mean that either of them thought that it was Emily’s duty to wait hand-and-foot on Dave. At least not any more than it was his duty to wait on her. They had always taken the teamwork approach to doing things around the house. When it comes to laundry, the first time that he had ruined one of her favorite white blouses by mixing some of Jackson’s red onesies into a load of white had been the last time that Dave had been allowed to touch the washing machine and that was like a dozen years ago. With cooking though, they split that because they were both equally good at it. All of that crossed Dave’s mind as he said, “Well, she doesn’t mind cooking for you either. We are very grateful for opening your home to us.”

      “Don’t mention it. It is we who owe you the debt for the lives you have saved and the lives you will save in the future. It’s not saying too much to say that Eris’ Rise might have faded from the map come this next winter but for you and your family joining us.” The mayor’s words were passionate as he moved his hands to emphasize how strongly he felt about the issue.

      “We are happy to help, and if she hasn’t told you already, Emily wants to make this town our home, at least for as long as the children are still growing.”

      “The town council had hoped as much, which is part of why it was such a quick decision to appoint you as the first town sheriff.”

      Dave grinned. He had wondered a little bit at their quick willingness to place him in such a position of authority and trust in the town, but it made sense if it got them a priestess. “Just don’t let her catch you saying that it’s a woman’s duty to cook. Where we come from, men and women share those responsibilities equally, or at least however the couple decides to share it.”

      “Women waiting until they are thirty to marry, men cleaning houses. I don’t know whether to be intrigued or horrified by the idea of such a place,” Talvenicus said with chagrin.

      “You and me both, brother.” Dave’s grin truly erupted as he slapped Talvenicus on the shoulder. The older man shared in his smile but winced as Dave still wasn’t used to just how strong he was now.

      “What are you peacocks going on about over there?” Emily questioned playfully. She then looked at Aloysia and winked.

      “Oh, nothing at all, priestess.” The mayor’s response was overly serious and almost caused Emily to burn a finger out of amusement as his flustered response.

      Searching for a quick subject change, Dave said, “That bacon smells so good. I could almost believe we were at home on a quiet Saturday morning.”

      “Then go wake up the sleepyhead and I will get plates ready for all of you.” If Aloysia minded Emily taking charge in the kitchen, she hid it well and instead she started setting out seven plates for them all to eat.

      A few minutes later, all of them were crowded around the small table packed with chairs taken from the larger dining room. The kids were apparently starting to feel more comfortable here because their easy acceptance of everything started to fade. Emily commented about being willing to kill for a cup of coffee. The turn of phrase apparently not common in Albia as it provoked shocked expressions from both Talvenicus and Aloysia. Mira had jumped in to explain what Emily meant and smoothed things over. This led to a conversation about coffee. Apparently, it was a luxury item that was very expensive and difficult to obtain unless you were nobility, no matter the price. Dave couldn’t care less as he had never understood the appeal of six-dollar coffees from Starbucks, but Emily, and lately Mira, was like so many people back home, almost dependent upon a cup of coffee to wake them up each morning. He supposed that the adrenaline rush of the past few days had substituted but now that death didn’t seem so imminent, it was not surprising that they would start missing some of the things from home.

      After coffee, the next thing that they found out they wouldn’t be able to enjoy much of was various spices. Salt was expensive but at least they had some of it, although it was mostly used for preserving food rather than for seasoning. Ginger, pepper, cinnamon, and to a lesser extent, sugar were only available in very small quantities. It appeared that a quarter pound of pepper cost five days wages for a laborer. It was not something that the mayor kept in stock. This explained why the oatmeal and stew that they had been eating each day was so bland. Apparently, they were fortunate that the mayor at least had a small amount of sugar and cinnamon, just not enough to accommodate their habitual tastes.

      Dave and Emily both wanted to crawl under the table in shame at the poor reaction Sara had, saying she would “just die” if she didn’t get something yummy. What made it worse was the way Talvenicus took it as a sign of poor hospitality on his part and tried to apologize for not having things up to the family’s normal standards. After Emily had taken Sara out of the room to lecture her, Dave had done his best to once again assured the mayor that this was just the tantrum of a child. It seemed hard for the older man to understand though how a child would act out if all her needs had been provided. Based on his observations over the last couple of days in Eris’ Rise, the children all behaved impeccably. He laughed to himself, thinking of all the child psychology books that Emily had made them read to help with parenting and all the advice from so-called professionals which ultimately had all come down to ways of mitigating the selfishness of a child. By all outward standards, even rural Illinois far exceeded Albia and maybe all of Eloria in technology and certainly in creature comforts, but these backwater people had somehow figured out how to raise respectful, hard-working children who made their parents proud and contributed to the community even from a young age. He thought about Vogt, the ten-year-old who was deemed responsible enough to carry water two miles from the river to his home each morning and compared that image to what had been expected of children back home. Wow! That was all he could think, there was no comparison. In that moment, Dave determined not to be biased or to believe that he automatically knew a better way just because he came from a more technologically and perhaps even socially advanced society. He would learn what he could from these people, and not just about Eloria, but about life. Whether he truly had to stay in Eloria for the rest of his life or if they might someday find a way back to Earth, he had a feeling that the simple people of Eloria had a lot they could teach the Nelsons.
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        * * *

      

      Thirteen had flown out of the capital, but only nine remained. Twelve squad members and Hasert’s apprentice, all of them trained and equipped but still only one of their opponents had fallen. It was frustrating. No, that wasn’t the right word. It was heartbreaking to see the men and women under his command die. Every commander knows that it can happen, but one of the chief reasons that Max had agreed to join the Purple and Gold was because of the type of missions that they performed. It wasn’t that their missions were free of danger. Far from it. It was only that due to the need for the Purple and Gold to be seen as invincible, they were always sent with overwhelming force against any objective. This was supposed to be a simple scouting mission, confirming if the nobles were truly supporting the logging villages and therefore the war efforts. It was beyond him to understand how this had gone so wrong. For them to be attacked as they had been spoke of a high level of organization and equally of inside information. They had been betrayed and he had to trust that it wasn’t the king who had set them up. He couldn’t think of anything that he had done which would have upset the king. That meant that more likely than not it one of the nobles acting against them. Yet sending what he now believed to be three tier 3 monsters against them and ones especially suited to sneak attacks, spoke of massive resources. What could his squad learn that could have been so damaging. It just didn’t make sense.

      All those thoughts and more went through Max’s head as his squad traveled on foot to their objective. Four days had passed, and they had made it only a little over half the remaining distance. The need to avoid roads was becoming less and less of an issue the further north they got as the towns were fewer in number and farther apart. They were probably only a few miles from the last of the villages… well, until the logging villages along the Seinna River. The logging villages were almost twenty miles removed from the furthest that Albian settlers had gone prior to this. The real delay, though, had not been the need for secrecy but rather the periodic attacks from the wyverns. Sometimes they would be attacked every two hours. Other times there would be twelve hours between attacks. Never knowing when or where the attacks would come had taken its toll even on his well-trained squad. None of them had escaped the past four days without an injury, and they were working through all of their healing potions. Soon, they would be left with only natural healing to survive the attacks. At least no one had died since Leo. The key seemed to be avoiding the venomous tail strikes. The claws and fangs were bad enough, but without a healer, they had no real solution for the poison.

      Today they had been on the road for almost an hour when the first attack came. Max and Hasert had spoken the night before about the need to end these attacks, so it was with reluctance that they had put a plan into place. A plan with more risk but hopefully a chance of getting rid of their foes. They were going to have one member of the squad walking a good hundred feet in front of the rest of the squad and all alone. Max had originally argued that he would only agree to this plan if he were the one to act as bait. Hasert had applied logic to the situation, and they had assessed each of the squad members to determine who would be best suited to it. Eventually, the wizard had come to the unpleasant conclusion that he was the only one who could do this. First off, in his robes he would appear more vulnerable to the wyverns than the more heavily armored members of the squad. Secondly, Hasert was the only one who had a spell that could provide invisible protection to himself. Finally, while it was cold, Hasert was the oldest member of the squad and neither he nor Max could bear to risk one of the younger members.

      So, it was that Hasert was walking along through the waist-high grasses common in this part of Albia, cloaked in an invisible magical shell that he had designed himself. His Thunder Dome spell was a high-grade tier 3 spell and was the crowning achievement of his career. It could only be cast on the caster himself, but it provided an invisible barrier around him. Well, at least it was invisible until it was triggered. The wizard chuckled to himself when he remembered how mad Max had been when he learned that only the caster could be inside the thunder dome.

      
        
        Thunder Dome

        Magic school: Divination, Conjuration, Evocation, Abjuration.

        Tier: 3rd

        

        Spell creates an invisible dome around the caster with a maximum radius of 3’+2”/level. The dome will detect if any hostile creature attempts to enter the affected area and then activate. Upon activation, an electrical charge is sent over the surface of the dome and anything crossing it takes 50 + 1/level damage and must resist or be paralyzed for up to a tick. Any living or undead being within the area of effect is subject to 25 +1/level damage every tick it remains in the dome. Further, all stealth-related skills or spells are dispelled within the area of effect and for a tick after leaving the area of effect. Cast Time: 12 seconds. Duration: 1 hour or 1 minute after being activated. May be extended by channeling mana into the spell. Cooldown: 1 hour. Mana Cost: 300.

        

      

      Laughing to himself was a good thing now that he was acting as bait for two deadly creatures that specialized in stealthy assassination-type attacks. The old wizard was approaching sixty and was one of the most accomplished magic users both in terms of combat experience and his experience at research. Of course, he had no delusions about his power. Tier 3 was impressive here in Albia, but in the old world, he would be at best an apprentice. That, though, was the purpose of his research, to restore some of the glory of magic to the new world. It was still good though to be a big fish in a small pond. The author of no less than three completely unique spells and that while serving as a member of a Purple and Gold squad. He couldn’t wait for his twilight years spent researching, and he was almost there. His contract called for him to train his apprentice until she was Tier 2 and then he would be allowed to retire and collect a handsome royal pension. Pleasant dreams of long days researching and quiet evenings spent smoking his pipe, sipping a fine vintage wine, and pondering the complexities of magic were ripped away as his Thunder Dome flared to life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six
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        Know what you know and care about the person, care about what you know and care about the person you’re sharing with. —Maya Angelou

        

      

      Emily sent Jackson to keep an eye on Sara while the rest of them sat down with Talvenicus and Aloysia to talk about distributing points. Dave and Emily had discussed this during a break in the hunt the day before, and Dave had even passed it on to Mira. This time before spending points, they wanted to ask Talvenicus some questions. He seemed very knowledgeable about some things but surprisingly ignorant about other things. There were certain elements of Elorian life that he just seemed to chalk up to being the province of the nobility. For example, he really had no idea how one achieved the higher tiers or even how high of a tier the nobles were. He seemed very content with where he was and much more interested in discussing how to improve crafting skills.

      Talvenicus divulged that the chief hold up for most craftsmen in increasing their skill levels was the twin bottlenecks of not enough XP to increase the skills and not enough high-quality materials to work with. A base-level craftsman could continually create untold copies of the same item and not achieve any increase in skills. Talvenicus told them that all skills could be increased through three methods. First, a skill could be increased by applying character points. That was by far the quickest, but since character points could typically only be earned through combat, there were not very many craftsmen who were either willing to or, even if willing to, able to find the right kind of party to gain XP.

      The second method was to find a qualified trainer. Apparently, a trainer not only had to have a high enough level in the relevant skill but typically also needed to have at least a single level in the Mentor skill, with higher levels of Mentor providing significant increases in the probability of success in the training. Apparently, the trainer had to be at least 1 tier higher than the trainees, and it worked better if they were even higher. From what the mayor described, trainers were highly sought after and rarely worked with non-nobles unless it was military trainers. The sole exception to this was that mages could always teach spells they knew to other mages with the required skill level in the relevant school of magic. He had never done it, but from what the old mage understood there was a chance of failure, but he wasn’t sure what the relevant factors were. His lack of knowledge about this reminded Dave to remember that the information they were getting, while it might be true as far as Talvenicus knew, was inherently limited by the mayor’s knowledge. When asked why all mages didn’t share spells, the older man almost laughed out loud before regaining his composure. He simply replied that they had obviously never dealt with many mages. The best news out of this was that hopefully with three spellcasters in the family, they would be able to teach each other spells.

      The third method of increasing a skill level was through the use of that skill. Talvenicus made it clear that this would almost never work for combat or magic skills but would work a little more often for crafting or research type skills. Swinging a sword around would almost never increase the skill but using it to kill stuff would give you the XP gained as a byproduct of the slain being’s life force returning to Eloria. Craftsmen could increase a skill but not by simply mass-producing a simple product. No, crafting increases came from recognizing new applications or creating new products. It didn’t necessarily have to be a completely new item. Sometimes just refining the process would suffice. The higher the skill level got though, the harder it was to increase it through simple practice, especially without rare materials.

      Dave was shocked to learn about how many different crafting skills there were as none of them had shown up on his selection screen. It was interesting to learn that this was because crafting and gathering skills could only be learned if someone taught them to you, at least for the first point. They were not the sort of things you could learn on your own. The crafting skills included Alchemy, Blacksmithing, Brewing, Carpentry, Cooking, Engineering, Fletching, Jewel crafting, Mentoring, Pottery, Refining, Research, Rune crafting, and Tailoring. While gathering skills were comprised of Fishing, Herb Collecting, Hunting, Mining, Salvage, Skinning, and Woodcutting. Dave asked about the herb collecting since he said that his Forest Survival skill had indicated that he could use it to collect ingredients for cooking or alchemy. Talvenicus explained in response that the gathering skills, other than salvage, were all subskills to the related survival skills but that the survival skill bonuses only applied in that specific environment, while the more specialized sub-skill would work in any part of the world.

      Emily finally had to interrupt the two men as Dave kept asking for more detailed information explaining each of the skills or at least as much as the mayor knew. “I am excited for you to learn about these skills and for us to determine how we might best contribute to Eris’ Rise, but time is wasting now, and I have sick patients. I only agreed to all of this with the hope of learning more magic that may be able to save these men.”

      Both Talvenicus and Dave had the good sense to be embarrassed for the delay that their conversation was causing and turned the floor over to Emily. She commented that she had increased her Essence Magic up to level 20 but that it hadn’t given her any new spells. Dave echoed that he had already tried that with Shaping Magic and that led to an argument about whether Dave should have told that to Emily or if as he maintained he hadn’t told her because he didn’t want her to lose hope that it might work. Talvenicus was able to explain why though. Apparently, only the first time that character points are put into a school of magic will new spells be automatically put into the mind of the caster. Also, despite the successes the Nelsons had, not everyone was compatible with all different types of magic. He went on to explain further that it was uncommon for an individual to be compatible with more than two types of magic but that in some rare instances, an individual would be compatible with all of the types. That indicated a person particularly gifted in magic and likely to go far. Such people were highly sought out, both by nobles and by magical schools since their potential was virtually limitless.

      The good news though was that if an individual spent enough character points to go into tier 2 all in one go, then they would end up with three spells spread out over tier 1 and 2. Dave wasn’t really keen on putting points into Essence magic. What is the point of being married to your own healer if you had to heal yourself? But since he had the points to spare, he tried to allocate 11 points into Essence Magic only to be the first of the Nelsons to learn that they were not compatible with a specific type of magic.

      
        
        Failure! You have attempted to apply character points to an incompatible magic. Please choose again. You will never be able to acquire Essence Magic.

        

      

      Well, that sucked. As suddenly after being told that he had failed, Dave wanted nothing more than to be able to cast healing spells. His pouting was a bit childish, but Emily reigned him in and asked Mira to try next. She thought it was a good idea for her to have some healing power too so she had no problem with trying. As soon as she placed the 11 character points, she got the familiar notification.

      
        
        Essence Magic: the most respected and feared of magics. Essence is the life force of all living beings and can be used to perform wonders of healing and in extreme cases, even resurrection. Yet Essence Magic is open to corruption as what can give life can also take it away. Effect: Determines the highest tier of essence spells available to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 1%/level. 3x 1st tier spells gained.

        

        Minor Wither: Target is drained of water. Effect varies. Most people and animal type life will take 1 damage/tick for 1 tick/level and further suffer from the Fatigued status condition for the duration unless they resist. Plant forms of life will take 1 damage/tick per level for 1 tick/level. Range: 20’+1’/level. Cooldown: 1 minute - 3 sec/level. Mana: 30

        

        Minor Bleeding Wound: Target must have a susceptible wound. Resist spell or wounds on your person begin to bleed at 1 dmg/tick per 2 levels for 1 tick/level. New wounds may stack up to three times. Range: 20’ +1’/level. Cooldown: 1 minute - 3 sec/level. Mana: 40

        

        Lesser Regeneration: Target gains regeneration of health at a rate of 1/tick per 2 levels for 1 tick per level. Range: Touch. Cooldown: 3 minutes – 3 sec/level. Mana: 60

        

      

      As soon as she got the notifications, Mira read them off to everyone else in the room, which elicited some surprise. There wasn’t a specific spell that would allow for surgery of the removal of foreign objects, and what the heck, why were two of the spells harmful spells rather than helpful? Wasn’t Essence magic the type of magic that healed? They all sat lost in thought for a moment when the idea hit Emily. She told the rest of them what she was thinking, and they seemed skeptical, especially Talvenicus, but he didn’t want to stand up to her on the issue of treating a patient.

      Emily ran through the idea again in her head and was convinced that it was the best chance that the treant victims had to survive and hopefully even recover. The plan though would require her to learn two of the spells from Mira so it was time to see how that would work. Talvenicus told them what he knew about teaching spells, which was almost nothing, but it was still more than what they had known. This led to Emily and Mira sitting cross-legged on the floor facing one another. As they both tried to breathe deeply and focus themselves, Emily was struck by the thought of how natural it felt to sit on the floor like this. It must be an elven thing because somewhere in her thirties, she had stopped being able to comfortably sit on the floor. That was neither here nor there though, just another curiosity about Eloria to be pushed to the back of her mind. Eventually, when they both felt mentally ready, they placed their hands up palms facing out so that their skin was touching. Dave was struck by how similar they looked even with the whole elven vs half-elven thing going on. There was no doubt that they were mother and daughter, the one a beautiful reflection of the other.

      The longer that mother and daughter sat there with their palms together, the more a faint white glow began to form around them. After about a minute of focus, a small shock passed between them and they were both greeted with a similar notification:

      
        
        Congratulations!

      

      

      
        
        You have just imparted the spell: Lesser Regeneration. Base chance of imparting spell: 75% + 16.5% (bonus for average Intelligence), -20% (highest tier of spell usable by teacher), -20% (highest tier of spell usable by teacher), -0% (single school spell) = 51.5% success chance.

        

      

      “Wow, that was lucky, only 51.5% chance of succeeding,” Mira said with a low whistle.

      Hearing that, for some reason which defied his understanding, Dave chimed in, “Well as Grandpa used to say, ‘Every blind pig finds an acorn now and again’.”

      Both wife and daughter turned to look at him as soon as he said it. Neither had a happy look on their face and Emily’s voice leaked a tone of warning, “And who exactly is the pig in this equation?”

      Thanks to years of successful marriage under his belt, Dave responded without missing a beat. “Why, me, of course. I’m just so lucky that it’s all working out.” A silly grin was plastered to his face as he tried, and mostly failed, to exude a certain boyish charm. All done to the backdrop of laughter from Aloysia. As his wife and daughter continued to stare at him, he realized that he finally understood how all women seem to know how to give the look. Their mothers teach it to them and then they practice it on their fathers so they will be ready for those unsuspecting men who try to sweep them off their feet. Fortunately, though, Emily didn’t see any point in pushing the issue, so she just accepted his statement, and, after letting him squirm a bit under, her gaze moved on.

      Following that, there was a short discussion about the factors involved in teaching the spell which led to some snarky teenager teasing from Mira to her mother about the difference in their Intelligence scores and how Emily’s score had dragged down their chances by 5%. Secretly Dave was glad because that meant that Emily’s ire would not be directed at Mira and not at him, but he still pointed out that they could fix that by applying some of their stored-up stat points. Both the ladies had quite a few points saved up from the day hunting yesterday, specifically Emily had 9 points to spend and Mira had 11.

      As soon as Dave made the suggestion, Mira had called up her character sheet in her mind’s eye and, with all the restraint of a teenager, began to apply the points. She quickly spent the points as she had already decided to before either of her parents could try to tell her differently. 5 went into Charisma and along with her racial bonus for being half-elven that pushed her total up to 26 and then 4 went into Intelligence also bringing her total up to 26. She really didn’t want to put points into Constitution or even Agility because that wasn’t who she was planning on being. Sure, she had done gymnastics and such, but she was no jock and she didn’t need a bunch of health, just a lot of mana so that she could blast anything that came her way. She also loved the way that she felt when she increased her Intelligence. It was like she could see everything so much more clearly. Most teenagers back on earth might act like they were smarter than their parents but now she absolutely knew that she was smarter than them. As far as the points into Charisma, she learned that it not only affected her social interactions, but also her physical beauty, and honestly what fifteen-year-old girl wouldn’t make herself prettier if she could?

      Dave couldn’t see what was going on inside of her mind, but he could instantly tell from the way that she stared off into space that Mira was accessing her character sheet but before he could say anything, the most startling change started to happen right before his very eyes. She was a very pretty girl and that wasn’t just a proud father speaking. It was objectively true and all the more with this new body in Eloria. Yet in a heartbeat she became more beautiful, more alluring, well just more. It was hard to put his finger on it exactly, but the increase of 6 stat points all at once made a visible difference in her appearance. For the father in him, it made his hands clench tighter and more than ever he wished he had a shotgun so that he could sit outside cleaning it whenever any of the town’s young men came around.

      “Mira!” Only a frustrated parent could put as much inflection into a single word like that, but Emily just couldn’t believe that Mira would so recklessly assign points without at least talking to her and Dave. Dave might not always see everything clearly, but he certainly knew a lot more about getting along in Eloria than they did, specifically about the best way to assign points. The advice he had given her so far had worked out perfectly. “Did you just assign all your points?” And there it was, the rhetorical question so easily wielded by parents no matter what universe they are from.

      “Yep.” Mira’s one-word answer was positively dripping with defiance and so Dave had to step in because he knew a mother-daughter fight wasn’t going to be productive for anyone. As much as Mira could upset him, she was masterful at pushing Emily’s buttons.

      “It’s okay. We can talk about this later, but right now you need to finish up your plan to heal those men.” It might have been a bit manipulative, but Dave knew if anything would redirect his wife, it would be her empathy for her patients.

      “Arghh.” If Emily was a cartoon bull, steam would have blown out of her nose at that moment to match her frustrated cry. She knew Dave was right, just like she knew that Mira was pushing her buttons intentionally and Dave was trying to redirect her. “That’s fine, but don’t think I’ve forgotten about this. We can just talk later,” she concluded with a meaningful look at her firstborn.

      “So, I think you said you have 9 stat points to spend. What are you thinking about doing with them, hun?”

      “Well, I had been planning on putting 3 into Constitution since, if I understand it correctly, that will only up me to 10, and if I want to be able to be my crazy cool ninja self, then I had better be able to take at least a little bit of damage, right?”

      Dave started to answer her, but apparently, ninja didn’t have any translation over into the common human dialect of Eloria and so what Emily had actually said was the actual English word, “ninja”. That left Talvenicus and Aloysia confused so the latter quickly said, “Wait, what’s a n-i-n-j-a?” Taking care to deliberately pronounce the foreign word.

      The Nelsons all looked at each other and laughed at this sudden reminder that they were a long way from Kansas, so to speak. Realizing that an answer was needed though, Dave explained that it was something from their homeland and a little bit about what it was. That unfortunately only led to more confusion as Talvenicus jumped into the conversation. The confusion was that in their minds, a priestess did no fighting. The temple had monks, paladins, or just normal warriors for that sort of thing, at least as far as the tales went. Dave tried to answer their questions as vaguely as he could and assured them that while she was a Daughter of Redemption, there was nothing in her creed that forbade her from fighting, especially against beasts and monsters. Even if she was not supposed to hurt other humans and elves, if she could help it. Again, though, this continued to raise more and more questions until Emily stepped in again. “Enough, there are men in need of healing, and we need to finish here before I can do my duty.”

      Dave chuckled to himself as Talvenicus, who had been ready to debate and argue with him, just meekly lowered his head and said, “Yes, Holy Daughter.”

      With that confusion handled, Dave and Emily quickly went back and forth with a quick comment or two from the mayor and eventually they ended up assigning 3 points to Constitution and 6 to Intelligence given the amount of mana required for the new spells. Emily had wanted to put 2 of the 6 into Agility, but Dave convinced her that she really needed to increase the size of her mana pool at this time. The decision made, it was the work of a simple thought to assign the points, and then it was Emily’s turn to gasp as her mind was expanded in ways she had never expected. Jumping from an Intelligence of 11 to 17 was like going from an IQ of 110 to 170 in one fell swoop. What Mira didn’t realize was that Wisdom is required to make the most use of a higher intellect, but it was still a rush to suddenly be able to process and recall information so much better than before. The change in her mind was so significant that she didn’t even really feel the changes the 3 points into Constitution made as it made her bones, muscles, and even skin more resilient, and her body better able to take a blow.

      “Wow, what a rush. Now I can see what you were so excited about Mira. It almost makes me want to store up extra points just so I can spend them in clumps like this again in the future.”

      Everyone else chuckled as it was easy enough to understand the allure of leveling up in bursts like that since after the hunt yesterday, they had all experienced something like this. Shaking her head then, Emily said, “Well, let's do the next spell now.”

      Emily and Mira both got back into a cross-legged position, and this time it seemed to take even less time to soothe themselves and settle in. Palms touching, they were soon glowing with a soft white aura. Then, almost as soon as the glow had grown to a visible level, they pulled their hands back and Emily grinned as she filled the others in on the notification she had just received.

      
        
        Congratulations!

      

      

      
        
        You have just imparted the spell: Minor Wither. Base chance of imparting spell: 75% + 21.5% (bonus for average Intelligence), -10% (highest tier of spell usable by teacher), -10% (highest tier of spell usable by teacher), -0% (single school spell) = 76.5% success chance.

        

      

      “So how is a DOT going to help you with healing those men?” Dave asked perplexed.

      “A ‘DOT’? What do you mean?” Emily asked her own question in response to Dave’s.

      With that same silly grin, Dave got whenever he was trying to explain something that was obvious to him but not to her, in the past usually regarding some aspect of the law. “A ‘DOT’ is an acronym for any effect that causes damage over time.”

      “Ah, well, why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” Dave chuckled audibly this time at her chagrin but didn’t say anything back in response. “You are gonna just have to wait and see if it works out. Now, I need to go to check on my patients and see if we can fix this once and for all. Poor Gertrude has been working to keep them alive. Mira, now that you have that healing spell, would you be willing to come with me? I want to see if we can combine healing spells on a patient.” She asked her daughter rather than ordering her because she knew that Mira was squeamish around sick people, and for once, the quality upbringing showed and no matter how much Mira wanted to say no, she agreed to go and help. She knew that it was a matter of life and death and was still new enough and shocking enough to push her out of her concern about seeing sick people.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Max watched vigilantly as only one who is responsible for the people around him can. He simultaneously scanned the surrounding sky and kept an eye on Hasert. The wizard had been right, he was the best choice to play bait. His protective spell was impressive and over the past few years, Max had come to realize just how resourceful the older man was. Then a flash a movement caught his attention. The beasts were making their move, but no, it wasn’t both wyverns. Only one had attacked the wizard. Its diving attack had pushed it through the protective spell. The magic stripped away its camouflage while crackling lightning danced up and down the length of the reptile from snout to stinger. Then in horror, Max watched as the forward momentum allowed that very stinger to plunge deep into his friend’s chest while carrying Hasert to the ground.

      At the same moment, chaos burst out behind him when the second wyvern made its presence known as it attacked the cluster of Karl the ranger, Adelmo the warrior, and Engel the defender. The squad had been divided into three groups besides Hasert. This group was to his right and behind him by about thirty feet. Now his attention was pulled in two different directions causing the veteran leader to hesitate for the briefest of moments. Olga, the wizard’s apprentice, felt no such hesitation as she bolted forward the moment that she saw her master so brutally attacked. Even as she ran, the words of a spell tumbled out of her mouth and before she had closed half the distance, bright white darts of magical power sprang forth from her fingers to strike the scaled hide of the wyvern. Its body now spasmed in the throes of Hasert’s spell. With another word, the young mage launched a second quickened spell and an invisible magical hand shoved against the beast laying atop her master with a force small greater than the young woman’s muscles would ever be able to generate. Her push spell had the desired effect of sending the wyvern flying a dozen feet, but it also had the undesired consequence of ripping the poison laden stinger out of Hastert’s chest where it was still lodged, opening the wound even further.

      The older wizard had driven one combat message into the mind of his apprentice again and again. If she had to attack, she was to attack and attack and never let up until the opponent had fallen. Mages don’t tend to have the durability of warriors and rarely are covered in Heavy Armor, and so they need to avoid being struck. Olga had been taught that the best way to do that was to stay single-minded in her focus and to destroy any foe that she set her mind to attack. So she ran past her master’s fallen form with barely a glance. Kill the foe, then rescue the ally. That was what she had been taught, and in this moment of rage, she could think of nothing but the death of the spasming reptilian form in front of her. She burned through her mana, launching spell after spell alternating between casting spells regularly and then using a quickened spell. Each blast, whether it be darts of white light, spinning blades of ice, or gouts of flame all poured out of her with the passion of her vengeful rage.

      Yet, passion alone does not win battles. Battles are won by power more often than anything else. Clever tactics can flip the tables at times, but rarely will a tier 1 human be able to defeat a tier 3 monster. This was no exception. The wyvern had been badly damaged by passing through Hasert’s spell but once the muscle spasming electrical charge dissipated, the apprentice’s spells were not enough to finish it. She had dropped it down to barely more than ten percent of its life and yet it had enough vigor within its body to lunge from the ground up at her. Triggering its multi-attack ability, it crossed the few feet between it and the apprentice who was inflicting all of this pain on it.

      Olga’s story likely would have ended that day upon the claws and talons of a wyvern, but for the fact that the few seconds she had been blasting at the beast had allowed Max the time to shout instructions for the rest of the squad to help with the other wyvern while he rushed forward to assist Hasert and apprentice. One look at the wrecked mess of the prone wizard’s chest had told Max all he needed to know. Without a healer, and a powerful one at that, there was no saving the wizard. Max’s eyes took in the twitching fingers of the wizard indicating that he wasn’t quite dead yet as they also took in the torn robes, the ragged wound in his chest, and the bright red blood staining his lips, likely coughed up when a lung was punctured.

      Gazing up from his dying friend, Max saw the enemy stirring on the ground and realized that the paralyzing effect of the spell must have worn off. The veteran of many battles, Max immediately saw the danger that Olga was in even if she didn’t. He triggered another of his unique class-based movement skills and in a single step, he closed the dozen feet between them and stood between the wyvern and the apprentice. His armor took the brunt of its claws, which scraped shallow furrows into his vambraces and a quickly conjured red shield of fiery energy appeared above his extended left hand to protect against the bite that had been intended for Olga’s throat. The attack defeated, Max started to draw his longsword to counter back when a glob of sizzling green liquid shot over his shoulder to land on the wyvern. As the acid landed on the beast, it immediately began to eat away at the leathery wings. The acid clung thickly to the beast, working into the crevices between scales and causing so much pain that the beast fell convulsing on the ground, shrieking in agony as its last bit of health was literally dissolved away.

      Seeing that the wyvern was dead, both Max and a now sobbing Olga looked back at the now still form of the wizard. Hasert had used the last of his strength to cast one last spell, ending the beast, which had also ended him. Max had known Hasert was resourceful but to have the presence of mind to cast a spell while dying showed him the true depth of skill his friend had possessed.

      Even as a wizard and wyvern, both tier 3, passed from Eloria, the remaining six squad members all either tier 1 or 2 fought a desperate battle against the last of their tormentors. They were focused on not allowing it to escape as they were on killing it. One way or the other, this needed to end. In the end, Ahren and Engel were able to split the duties of tanking the beast but neither of them would have been able to handle it on their own even with armor, shields, and classes orientated toward filling that role. It still wasn’t enough to save Adelmo from dying to the initial attack or the rest of them from assorted cuts and bruises. Fortunately, none of the injuries were serious other than a set of claw wounds into Ahren’s shoulders equally on each side. Their last health potion was used to patch him up. The problem being, they were now without a healer or a potion. The good news was that all of the remaining tier 1s gained enough XP to finish leveling up to tier 2. This was surprisingly good news. It is a little-known secret that not everyone can level up to a new tier. Adventurers and soldiers who can level up are highly sought after for obvious reasons. Less than fifty percent of humans are capable of leveling up into the second tier, and for each tier after that, an ever-decreasing number are able. No human in Albia had made it into the fourth tier yet in the fifty years since the formation of this new nation and certainly none had approached the power of the ancients. Crossing into the second tier meant that Olga and Karl would have a meaningful career and stood a chance at becoming some of the more powerful individuals in Albia. It meant respect and financial security.

      Under any other circumstances, this alone would have been a huge cause for celebration, but with the death of two additional comrades on top of the others who had already died, the remnant of the squad was not able to feel anything other than grief. The rest of the day was spent mourning, burying the last two of their fallen, and grimly looting not only the wyvern’s bodies but also the gear from their friends.

      Around the fire that night, Max welcomed Olga to the squad as their mage now, no longer just the apprentice to the squad’s mage. She would have to wait for a return to the capital and the magical oath which would bind her to the purposes of the Purple and Gold for it to be official but in the minds of each of the team members, it was the invitation by Max which was more important than the oath. After tears were shed and solemn words spoken, Max gifted all of Hasert’s gear to Olga. She wanted to refuse but the truth was that her master had not had any family to pass the items on to, so by tradition they became the property of the squad. If Max wanted her to have those items, none of the rest of the squad was going to fight him on it. She also knew that there was a pragmatic purpose in gifting these items to her. At level 10, she would be a poor substitute for Hasert’s 23 levels but hopefully, the extra gear would bridge the gap a little bit. First and most preciously in her mind, she received his four spell books. Always the most treasured possessions of any mage, these spell books represented not only the spells he knew but also the notes and research he had been conducting into new spells. There was a book for each tier from the first-tier book which she had been allowed to study to the fourth-tier book which only held two spells. Spells which had even been beyond Hasert’s capabilities but that reminded him that there was so much room to grow still. Next, she was gifted his staff, robes, six rings, and a single scroll. The rings were mostly standard HP and mana boosting rings. She already had two mana rings, granting her an additional 80 and 60 mana respectively and the same for health. Hasert’s rings were 80 mana x3, 100 and 80 health rings, and Fire Resistance: 30. She now had the maximum of ten magic rings, which granted her a total of 380 mana and 320 health. The staff and robe, on the other hand, were more unique items.

      The staff was a four-and-a-half-foot long shaft of mountain oak wood lacquered with a bright red paint. Atop the staff was a finely engraved, four taloned dragon’s claw grasping an oval-shaped ruby the size of a man’s thumb.

      
        
        Staff of the Evoker.

        Quality: Excellent

        Base Dmg: 8. Attack Speed: 6. Fire Damage: 6. Weight: 2.5.

        Active Effect: Stores 1 evocation spell of up to 3rd tier for instant release.

        Passive Effect: +5 levels in evocation spell when holding staff.

        

        Robes of the Spell Author.

        Quality: Excellent.

        Armor: 6.

        Passive Effect: +20 levels to research when researching a spell.

        

      

      The final item was a great boon. Magical scrolls were incredibly expensive to make. They required a great deal of time, a caster able to cast spells of at least one tier beyond the tier of the inscribed spell and very costly inks made from combinations of powdered magicyte and rare gems. In this case, the spell was a 5th tier spell known as Teleport. It was capable of transporting the reader of the scroll and up to six other people a full eight hundred miles to any spot which the reader knew intimately. There was a chance of error which would result in ending up anywhere within a 5-mile radius of the designated spot, but even with that, the ability to travel instantaneously such a distance was world-shaking. The spell was impressive, but what made it even more impressive was that anyone with even a single character point put into the related school of magic would be able to use the spell. In this case, the school of magic was Conjuration and Olga most certainly did have more than a single point in it.

      The existence of the scroll raised the question of whether the squad should return back to the capital to regroup and perhaps return to the mission with more forces. As per his usual procedure, the captain allowed his subordinates to speak their mind on critical issues like this. These opinions ranged from Leyna’s, “We should send me ahead to spy and gather intel in the villages while the rest of the squad goes back and rearms,” to Ahren’s, “We should show these b-----s what we are made of.” In the end, Max made the decision that it would be better to continue forward. He reasoned that they could always use the scroll later and that it wouldn’t take them more than three more days to make it the rest of the way to Eris’ Rise now that they didn’t have to worry about attacks from the wyverns.
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        * * *

      

      Emily’s heart was beating as she walked down the hard-packed road of Eris’ Rise toward the home of the first of the two patients. She kept going through the plan over and over again in her mind, making sure that she was thinking correctly. She thought it would work. It pretty much had to because it was her last-ditch idea, and if not for her healing so far, these men would have already died. She wondered if this was what doctors and nurses had felt like back in the pioneer days. Separated from any resources with lives depending on their knowledge but also on their creativity. Well, now she was gonna find out.

      Talvenicus knocked at the door and was greeted by the injured man’s wife as she looked past him to Emily. There was a look of weary hope on her face. The sort of look that said loudly, “Please do something, I can’t take this anymore.” Stepping forward and taking control of the situation, Emily said, “We are here to help your husband and, Shanelle willing, I hope we have a way to restore him to health.”

      With that, she strode into the house and walked over to the man’s bed. She knew the layout of the small home very well as she had been there numerous times to heal him trying to keep him just a step from death’s door. She looked back and Mira and said, “Please cast your Lesser Regeneration spell on him.”

      Mira did as instructed, and her spell landed, causing 5 health to regenerate every 6 seconds for 66 seconds. It was actually a huge amount of health for the man representing in a little over a minute enough healing to equal over half of his total health. That would be if he was at full health, but with the treant wooden barbs twisting and growing in his body he had less than half of his normal full health. He only had that because of the efforts of Emily and Gertrude. Mira smiled as his sweat-covered forehead shuddered and the pain lines on his face eased. It was actually kind of cool to see the power of a healing spell.

      Even as Mira had cast her spell, Emily cast her chosen spell and Minor Wither settled onto the man beneath her hand. She grimaced as the pain took hold while her spell caused 1 damage per 6 seconds for 2 minutes. The pain caused his muscles to lock up while in the next instant another wave of healing eased all that pain. She watched as the pain and healing washed over her patient in alternating waves. She waited until Mira’s spell was almost over. Then she added her own copy Lesser Regeneration, but with her class perks and higher level in Essence Magic, her version caused 15 healing per 6 seconds for 2 minutes. As soon as her spell took effect, Mira told her that she had gotten a notification that her spell had been overwritten, whatever that meant. At least that answered one question: they apparently couldn’t both cast the same healing spell at the same time on the same target.

      Wonder of wonders, the previously barb infest wounds in her patient’s chest were shrinking. Emily was actually able to pull out the brittle and shriveled remains of the treant’s attack. Before, every effort to cut it out had been completely unsuccessful, but this time it had lost all of its vibrancy as it had withered. As she observed that, the truth of her mom’s plan dawned on Mira. “Oh, I get it. You were counting on the Minor Wither affecting both Sergert and the vine that was attacking him, but because it causes dramatically more damage to plants than it does to humans, you thought that it would allow you to kill the vine while keeping him alive.”

      “See, your mother isn’t so stupid after all.” Emily said it without any smirk, she was just so happy to see that her plan worked. She had been able to save one patient. Now all they had to do was walk across town to be able to save the other patient.

      As the last of the wounds closed, Sergert’s wife fell to knees with her hands on Emily’s leg, hugging it as a toddler might. “Oh, thank you, thank you. Whatever you need, we are forever your faithful servants.”

      Emily didn’t know what to say. She had family members thank her for her help with their loved ones before, but nothing like this. This was like being worshipped. It was so exhilarating to see the difference she could make with her magic. It was an addictive feeling that made her want more of it. She was thrilled that they were going to build a temple here. She would be able to do so much good. In the back of her mind, there was a small voice reminding her that she was only a servant, but basking in this woman’s adoration, she was oblivious to that quiet voice. She could point the woman toward her Goddess, later.
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        “More than anything what this tragedy has taught me is that despite loss, despite fear, despite injustice, it is the nature of man to adjust astoundingly quickly to a new normal.”  —Eiichiro Takahasi, leader of the Moon Elf contingent in the Great Exile.

        

      

      Last night, an impromptu celebration had sprung up in Eris’ Rise, following the healing of the last two loggers. Wanting to commemorate the moment as well as cementing their place in the community, both Dave and Emily had offered to pay for whatever supplies of ale and food the general store or any of the farmers had to share so that there could be a community feast. The former serfs who made up most of the population of the town were not accustomed to much in the way of festivals, at least beyond the three holy days each year. Yet, let it not be said that they didn’t rise to the occasion. More than one man ended up sleeping off a hangover in the town square and many others had entered into agreements with the new resident priestess to begin construction on the temple first thing the next day.

      For their part, the Nelsons also had a good time. While not partaking to the level that would leave them compromised, they still got to have a drink and Emily was thrilled when one of the farmers revealed that they had a bottle of Faeloran wine. She didn’t know what Faelora was, but just the fact that it was wine rather than ale was good enough for her. Jackson and Sara had also had a great time. Since all the other children in the village were typically busy working, for the most part, it was great that everyone had the evening off, and so they got to meet some kids their own age. It was especially good to be allowed out of the mayor’s house and out from under the watchful eye of their parents or whatever surrogate had been left to watch them up to this point. Likely, a measure of the joy that Emily was feeling was the fact that she was letting them wander in the town and play with the other children even if she did insist that they stay near the town square.

      Dave had even had the forethought in the afternoon to have one of the women who did a lot of seamstress work to sew up a ball from tanned leather stuffed with tightly wadded bits of cloth. It might not have been a regulation ball, but it was enough for Jackson to become popular teaching all the boys from five to fifteen how to play soccer. He had offered to let the girls play but for the most part, the mothers were aghast at such a suggestion and the long dresses all the girls and women wore, accepting the Nelsons and Aloysia would have made soccer virtually impossible anyway. Emily told her son she was proud of him for trying to include the girls but that this was just one of those things that was different about the way they lived here.

      Of all the Nelsons though, undoubtedly the one who enjoyed the impromptu party the most was Mira. She had been basking in the attention of every unmarried guy in town whether he be fourteen and not yet a man or twice her age. It wasn’t that she had any interest in any of them, even scoffing to her mother that they were all bumpkins. Rather it was that she was a fifteen-year-old girl and even under the best of circumstances, they are a rather insecure lot. She and Aloysia sat on the back of a wagon, which had been used to haul some of the supplies into the town square. It now stood empty but for the two divas ruling over the court of their attentive suitors. At first, Aloysia had been jealous of Mira for taking the spotlight away from her, but eventually the two of them ended up laughing and joking so much and both the young women decided that it was more fun to tease and lead the boys on together.

      As the night wound down, Emily gathered the kids up and led them back to the mayor’s home to sleep. She had to pull Dave away from a discussion about how soon he thought that the villagers could resume logging across the river with the village blacksmith, Conrad. Who knew that her husband would end up standing around drinking ale and talking about hunting? The guy she knew back home would have been too much of a self-proclaimed nerd to spend any significant time participating in or even talking about outdoor activities, and yet, here he was assuming the responsibility for hunting down all the dangerous beasts outside of the town.

      When they got back to the house and had settled Jackson and Sara into bed, Emily sat down with Mira and Dave to discuss the one last thing that they had not had a chance to discuss about their recent rapid increase in levels. Up to this point, she had been so focused on the two men she needed to heal and then the celebration had just sorta sprung up. Now though, she wanted to talk about the notification that they had received about getting a 20% bonus to one stat as well as the increase she was supposed to get to the skills that she had received from the Watcher when they first arrived.

      It took a bit for Mira to stop giggling about the reactions of all the guys tonight, but for Dave, his inner gamer came out as soon as his wife asked him about the notifications. He chuckled that all it took for the two of them to share in some gaming was the end of their existence as they knew it and being flung together into a completely alien and hostile world. Oh well, he would take it. The 20% bonus was simple enough, and he explained what he had sorted out about it being a tier bonus as well as opining that there likely would be a similar bonus if and when they made it up to the next tier. He explained that he hoped to get more books and be able to do some research on the subject but that until he got more resources it was at best mere speculation. In the end, after weighing all of the options, Emily decided to put the 20% bonus into Strength. They argued back and forth about the pros and cons of this since it wasn’t necessarily playing to her strengths, but she really was tired of being weak. This new body was far more agile, beyond anything even the best of Olympic gymnasts could hope for, but she didn’t have the strength to make use of it and her racial penalty in Strength was -30%, so she was hoping that the tier bonus would cancel out most of that. As soon as she applied the bonus, she felt the change. It didn’t visibly pump up her body like the increasing Strength was doing for Dave. Who, she thought to herself, had never looked so good. The best mix of broad shoulders and well-defined muscles without the freakish look of a bodybuilder. Mmmm. For Emily, the change was more about her muscles feeling more toned. The numerical effect was to increase her Strength score from 5 up to 7 all without having to add a single stat point. It might be a drop in the hat compared to Dave, especially super-sized Dave, but it still made her feel stronger. Better able to use all of her body’s incredible flexibility and Agility.

      For Mira, the decision was simple and neither of her parents were surprised when she told them she had just applied her 20% bonus to Intelligence. Her face had gotten that cold distant look of deep concentration as she felt a surge in her mind. As soon as she told them, she also added a comment about how she should have done this before teaching Mom the spells earlier that morning and how that was the type of miscalculation that she would seek to avoid from now on. Dave thought it interesting that his Strength, Emily’s Wisdom, and Mira’s Intelligence now all sat at 31, but Mira assured him that it was a mere coincidence and not indicative of any higher pattern. The way she spoke about it analytically reminded him of the Superman villain, Brainiac. He made a mental note to discuss his concern about that issue with Emily later but from the worried expression on her face, he was pretty sure she was already thinking the same thing.

      Pushing past that worry though, at least for the moment, Dave explained what he had done with the increase in skills that he had been granted. It turned out though that the message the girls had received was a bit different from his notification, primarily because they didn’t have an excess of prior life skills to choose from.

      
        
        Watcher’s Preparation: ongoing - As a result of reaching character tier 2, each of your prior life skills will have their base level doubled. Each tier gained will provide an increase to a decreasing number of these skills and only the skills enhanced at this tier gain will be eligible for future improvement. Bear this in mind.

        

      

      Since Emily only had 5 prior life skills and Mira had 4, they were all doubled for both of them. Emily ended up with: Running-2, Swimming-8, Speak Languages-4, First Aid-16, and Balance-60. She chose to add the Moon Elf dialect and Dwarven as her two new languages. Two of her skills increased to the point that she got tier perks to them.

      
        
        First Aid (16): +160% to related skill checks. You have reached Initiate Level (Tier 2) in this skill. You may now use this skill to apply bandages and stop the Bleeding Status condition.

        

      

      
        
        Balance: (60): +300% to related skill checks. You have now reached the Journeyman Level (Tier 4). Your balance is uncanny, much as a cat, if it is at all possible, you will always land on your feet and suffer no penalty to your ability to move or react despite performing what will be to the uninformed seemingly impossible acts of balance.

        

      

      Sure, it was only balance—but still, Dave had to center himself again so as not to be jealous of his wife hitting a Journeyman Level skill. He had wanted to be the only one of them with a tier 4 skill, but not only was her skill higher than his, the description of it also sounded cooler. She was well on her way to being the ninja she joked about. Meanwhile, his Journeyman Level skill in research probably qualified him to be the world’s most boring book worm. If he thought though that he struggled not to be jealous that Emily had a Journeyman Level skill like he did, he flipped when Mira told them about her skill upgrades. Balance-80, Bluff-20, Speak Languages-4, Running-6. For her languages, she added Moon Elf dialect and Draconic just because it sounded cool. She was probably lucky that her parents were so blown away by her level in Balance. It might not be the most impressive skill, but wow, to be that high. On a whim, Mira assigned a single character point to Balance. Her enhanced Intelligence had already determined that it was likely that 81 was a new tier and so it seemed worth expenditure of a single point just to see what the difference was. With that, she got a new notification which she read out loud.

      
        
        Balance: (81): +452% to related skill checks. You have now reached the Master Level (Tier 6). Your balance is now supernatural. It no longer merely depends upon your physical body but from this point on relies in part upon the ambient mana around you. From now on your weight for any balance related check will be treated as if it were 10% of your actual weight and will be reduced a further .2% by each additional point gained in Balance. You are now close to literally being able to balance upon a blade of grass. Work hard for mastery is but the true beginning of any skill. In Eloria, life is conflict. You have persevered to the point of Mastery. As this is your first skill to reach Mastery you receive a one time bonus of 1000 XP.

        

      

      
        
        Congratulations!

        XP Gained: 1000.

        Ding!

        Levels gained: 12, 13.

      

      

      
        
        Stat Points Gained: 6. Character Points Gained: 50.

        You have 89 unspent Character Points.

        

      

      Wow, just wow. Dave even a few days ago would have lost it with jealousy, but he was now more confident of who he was and able to not feel less because of the successes that Emily or Mira were having in Eloria. Of course, though, that message about what she could do with the Balance skill had them testing it out. Caught up in the exuberance of the moment, Mira sank 4 of her new stat points into Agility to bring her race modified total to 23 and 2 points into Wisdom bringing her total to 12. Then they watched as she ran up the wall and did flips off the wall in a style reminiscent of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon or other old kung fu movies that Dave had insisted on watching around the kids.

      After the excitement from her new Balance skill, the rest of the discussion about spending points was rather dry. They discussed different ideas or paths to take for their development. In the end, they decided it would be best to wait longer since they all had plenty of skills that they were still mastering. More than that, they were all tired tonight and didn’t want to make any bad decisions. As he fell asleep that night though, Dave was pondering how the skills granted to them by the Watcher, whoever that was, allowed them to really sorta hack the system. He really needed to find a way to utilize that effect with his extra skills.

      The next morning Dave woke up, once again well before the rest of the family. He went and got some of the porridge that was in the kitchen over the low burning embers of fire. While eating the rather bland breakfast, he tried to break down the various things he wanted to accomplish that day. His list included spending some time on further clearing the animals from the nearby forest areas, exploring deeper into the forest, ensuring that work started on their home and the temple sites, connecting with each of the kids, trying to research some of the books in Talvenicus’ library, and working on refining his skills and spells. A short list, he thought as he laughed. Besides that, he also needed to follow up on the order he had put in with the general store, though he thought it would still be a couple days until that order came in.

      After eating and downing some water, Dave walked outside behind the mayor’s home and pulled out his sword. He tried to think like the forms he would have practiced in tae kwon do back home but modify them to use the sword. His goal was two-fold. He had the skill points in Long Blades to use the sword just fine, but the knowledge programmed into his head by the magic of Eloria or the Watcher or whatever, was not the same as feeling comfortable with the sword. He needed to understand its feel, the weight of it, the texture of the handle, and how he gripped it. Now, he planned to do something about that.

      An hour later, drenched in sweat and breathing heavy but still controlled breaths, Dave finally lowered his sword. He had twirled and moved through thrusting and slashing movements as quickly as he could while still being intentional, sort of creating his own sword forms. It was a refreshing exercise and allowed him to engage the mind and body at the same time as he created a set of movements. Cognizant of the low level he had in Long Blades, a quick thought assigned 10 more character points to Long Blades, pushing him into the Initiate levels and gaining an additional perk of .5%/level chance to block another long blade with his blade. As the extra levels in the skill filled his mind with a better understanding of how to fight with his sword, he also began to realize some of the mistakes he had been making in his form. He still had no delusions about being a sword master, but he was proud of the form that he created. It captured both the knowledge that had filled his head as he spent character points in Long Blades with his practical understanding of how to fight with a longsword against the beasts of the forest. The form focused on powerful thrusting movements for its finishing moves at the end of long chains of light slashing movements while pivoting as he had so often had to do to avoid the charges or leaps of his attackers, whether they be huge boars or nimble cats. It was devoid of blocking or parrying type motions that one might expect to use when fighting another swordsman. In honor of his first fight, he named his new form the Boar’s Tusk and then practiced it all the way through half a dozen more times until he was sure it was committed to memory.

      He had loved doing such a simple exercise and had given himself over to it with abandon. Reveling in the power of his new body, he danced and swung his sword faster and more forcefully than he could have ever hoped to do back on Earth. Yet as he glanced at his character sheet, he noted that his Stamina never went down no matter how hard he pushed himself. Free in the movements of his body, his mind pondered that this likely meant that Talvenicus was correct in what he had told him about stamina. The old mayor didn’t know a lot about any combat skills that were not part of his own limited magical repertoire but had told Dave that Stamina along the Fury, Bravery, Teamwork, and Faith listed on his sheet were not measurements of Endurance or any so hard to measure trait. Rather, they were alternative power sources for skills much as mana powered spells, these other sources provided the energy for other types of skills. This seemed to coincide with his observations about how the Dodge and Offensive Stance skills seemed to work.

      The time spent creating and memorizing the Boar’s Tusk form also allowed Dave the mental capacity to assign his 6 remaining stat points and some more of his character points, although he planned to keep a good chunk of those in reserve for if he got the ability to play a more magical character. For the first time, he decided not to place any points into Strength and instead added 2 points into Agility because again, he wanted to keep a certain amount of mobility to go with his enhanced Strength. Two points also went into Constitution since their hunting trip had shown him there was no such thing as too much health. The final 2 points he put into Intelligence to increase his mana pool and because the increased mental acuity seemed to be helpful in a lot of things. Even now as he was engaged in multiple tasks at the same time. By splitting the points up, he didn’t get quite the same rush that Emily and Mira had gotten the night before, but he still felt it.

      As far as assigning more skill points, he thought about and rejected both his flanking skill and sneak attack. He was not a stealth fighter, so the sneak attack bonus was only really useful in conjunction with his flanking skill, and he wasn’t sure he really wanted Emily standing still and fighting long enough for him to make good use of it. He also didn’t want to put any more points into Divination because it didn’t seem to increase the potency of his tier 1 spells or give him any other spells, so there was little reason until he could access a new type of magic and honestly, with the way he was envisioning using Minor Binding, he didn’t really have any mana to spare. For that reason, he ruled out some of the other skill options that he saw on his sheet. Many of them he didn’t meet the prerequisites for like Flaming Weapon, but he could have spent his accumulated character points to acquire the necessary skill levels.

      Other skills like Enhance Arrows looked interesting but didn’t really mesh with his tank role. The one that he saw that he really liked was Flurry of Blows, but he didn’t meet the Dexterity or Agility requirements, and stats were the one thing he couldn’t use his character points to buy. The final thing that he considered and rejected was crafting skills. Some of them like Skinning or Herb Gathering might be useful, but they all apparently required a trainer to be able to learn them initially before assigning character points. He was perplexed by the fact that Eloria seemed perfectly willing to download sword fighting techniques into his head but not flower picking skills. He could only assume it has something to do with the statement that life in Eloria was conflict, but he had to admit that it got his curiosity going. He really wanted to learn more about the underlying rules of Eloria and probably more importantly, who made those rules.

      He shook his head, pushing away those musings as something for another day. He needed to remember that they had been in Eloria for less than a week. He wasn’t going to uncover all of the secrets of a new world so quickly, and he had more pragmatic issues to deal with for now. So, his list of skills to acquire or increase was boiled down to Heavy Armor for obvious reasons, Toughness because it would grant him an innate damage resistance, Tracking as it would undoubtedly be useful in his new job as sheriff, Unarmed Combat because of the Watcher’s gifted points he would be able to raise it up to 40, Taunt to make sure it was effective when he was working with his family and needed to be the tank, Improved Critical Strike as it increased his chances of landing a critical blow and Double Strike as it gave him a chance to get an extra attack every time that he attacked. Seven choices which if all maxed out would cost him 128 character points, but he only had 65 available. For the first time, he was really feeling that he would have to make hard choices about how the points were spent.

      Ultimately, he decided that Unarmed Combat was already high enough in relation to his other skills, and he still wasn’t convinced that punching and kicking bears was the way to go. He chuckled thinking about how the realism of Eloria sorta put the lie to monks or brawlers in many games he had played. Those skills were undoubtedly viable or even excellent in regard to fighting other people, but not so much against larger animals with their entirely different body structures. People just have so many more easily accessible vulnerable spots. He also skipped putting any points into Heavy Armor as he still wasn’t sure if he wanted to go the route of heavy armor vs some sort of lighter and more mobile armor. With any luck, he wouldn’t be fighting with anyone else so more points into Taunt could wait. So once deciding, he assigned his points with a split over the remaining four skills.

      
        
        Toughness: 20. Negate first four damage received from each physical attack. Tier 2 Bonus: also applies to fire-based attacks.

        

        Tracking: 15, +75% chance to successfully find and follow evidence of target. Enhanced by survival skills and favored terrain in their respective environments. Tier 2 Bonus: Nighttime tracking penalty is reduced by half.

        

        Improved Critical Strike: 10, +10% chance to land a critical strike. Current total chance: 15%.

        

        Double Strike: 20, +40% chance to perform an additional attack every time you land a successful strike. The additional attack cannot trigger Double Strike or Dual Wield. Tier 2 bonus: when landing a critical strike, get an automatic Double Strike.

        

      

      So much for saving points. After assigning the last of his character points and finishing practicing his newly created form, Dave became aware of his surroundings. He hadn’t realized that he had drawn an audience. Most of the villagers were serfs who had little or even no experience with fighting. The most experience any of them had other than the few leveled individuals was with the encounter in the woods recently. So, it perhaps should not be surprising that many of the women, children, and even some of the men had gathered to watch their new sheriff work out in the small grassy area behind the mayor’s home. It had begun simply enough with a child running an errand who happened to see Dave. That child ran and told another, and soon a number of children were watching. This, of course, prompted one of the mothers to wonder what was taking her son so long and after a while looking for him, she stumbled upon the group of children, mostly boys gawking at Dave. There is something about little boys in any world that is drawn to militaristic things like swordsmanship, even for those boys who would never want to actually participate themselves. Before long, several mothers were watching and eventually one of them decided to run and tell the other adults who were out and about on their various tasks. The men who were busy clearing the lot where the Nelsons new home was going to be built, while reluctant to take off from work on the first day, especially with what they were being paid for the work, were also exceptionally curious to see just what kind of man their new sheriff was.

      At first, upon seeing all the crowd over some fifty people that had gathered to watch him on all sides, Dave was inclined to stop and go into the house, but then he caught himself. Why should he be embarrassed? At level 15, he was a veritable monster to many of these people, and they deserved to see that the man who was going to be protecting them had some skills. Besides, he had done demonstrations before in the past when his master had set up martial arts demonstrations in various settings and required all of the black belts from the dojang to participate. So, by golly, if they wanted to see a show, he would give them a show.

      Without allowing it to become obvious that he was suddenly aware of their presence, Dave drew back, adopting a fighting stance, and then flexed and stretched out each limb. Then without another word, he quickly cast his Minor Enlarge spell for 75 mana and instantly shot up to 9 feet. He was accustomed enough to the sensation of his muscles and bones lengthening and thickening, his skin stretching, and his body becoming denser that it didn’t distract him, and he launched into Boar’s Tusk. This time, though, he performed it at full speed with full power.

      Once he had completed the form, he still had over 40 seconds left of increased size so he decided another demonstration would be in order and ran full steam at the side of the house. The people who were gathered between him and the house split like clouds of smoke before a fan. As soon as he was almost upon the house, he leapt up with all of his considerably enhanced Strength and placed his foot a full 10 feet up the wall, while quick casting Minor Binding. He was taking a big chance here but really wanted to put on a good show. Normally, the binding lasts for 12 seconds but he needed to make it last only a split second between one step and another. He focused his will on controlling the magic and felt the fabric of the spell which had made his foot one with the wall. Time slowed down much as it does in combat but only in a more extreme way. His enhanced Intelligence combined with an almost innate understanding of what it was he wanted to accomplish allowed him to tug and pull on the threads of the spell to shape it into a new form, one which would do his binding much more directly. He was able to force the spell to split from one binding into two and then finally into three. The second and third bindings lasting no more than an instant each just as the first one was shaped to do. He landed a second foot 5 feet from the top of the A-frame rough on the mayor’s two-story home, some 16 feet off the ground. Then his right foot made the third step tied with the third binding right at the wood-framed pinnacle of the home. The effect being that he literally ran up the wall in three steps and then performed a flip in the air before coming down from over 20 feet in the air to land right back in the middle of his grassy practice field, while driving his enlarged longsword into the ground a full three feet deep. In retrospect, it was an idiotic risk to take. He could have easily hurt himself in a fall that far even Enlarged, or even worse, he could have broken his longsword. He could be healed, but he wasn’t sure if Conrad would be capable of repairing his longsword if something had happened to it. Whether it be fortune or the enhanced density and thickness created by the enlarge spell both he and the sword stood up to the maneuver without being any worse for the wear. Best of all though, the dramatic showboat demonstration had the desired effect as his impromptu audience burst into roars of approval.

      Unsure what to do now that he has wowed the townsfolk, Dave couldn’t decide if he should say something or just walk back into the house when he heard a familiar voice speaking loudly from behind him. “That was quite a show, but don’t you think it’s time that you let these people get back to their day.”

      Turning, Dave saw Emily standing there with a smile. Immediately, the voice in his mind started to run a monologue about how his wife was going to holler at him for taking silly risks with that jumping maneuver. He almost cringed, waiting to be dressed down for his childishness, but to his surprise, it never came. Instead, as he watched Emily began to work her way through the crowd. For a distance, without being able to hear exactly what she was saying, it appeared that she was glad-handing like a politician. Each person around her seemed to be anxious to talk to her. She would often reach out her hand and put it on the head of one of the children or on the arm of one of the adults. Each time she put her hand on one of the children, a soft glow would appear between her hand and the head of the child that she was touching. Dave wondered if this was some new magic she had learned or if she was repeatedly casting her Minor Blessing spell. Whatever it was, the mothers of the children she placed her hand on whether they be toddlers or young teens, all bowed and seemed to be profusely thanking Emily.

      Curiosity got the better of Dave, and he decided to walk over and see what was happening. As he did, he realized that the rest of the townsfolk had started to assemble into a rough line all leading to his wife. As he got close enough, he heard Emily speaking in a soft voice, “Shanelle bless you and keep you safe. She will redeem you and make you Her own.” Dave had seen people being prayed for back on Earth. Heck, he had even prayed for people with his wife at churches. It always took much longer, and no one ever acted quite like the people here. They were treating Emily like she was some kind of superstar that they were apologetic about bothering. Each mother and child that received the blessing quickly lead their child away after repeated bows and fumbled thanks.

      Dave stood patiently by as Emily took time for each and every townsfolk that came up to her. He could see that as the processed was winding down that each time she placed her hand and granted the blessing that it seemed to take something out of her. Surprisingly, after all the mother and children were gone, three of the men bashfully came up to speak to her and ask that they be given the same blessing as the children had. A part of Dave got riled up by that, as that little voice in his head, the one that always stirred up his uncertainties said, “They just want to get in close with a beautiful woman.” Emily, however, seemed to take it all in stride despite the visible weariness on her face. “Shanelle is happy to provide Her blessing to you, but I’m getting pretty tired. Do you think that you could all bend down so I can reach your heads?”

      The three men looked at each other, still seemed a bit uncertain, but then all dropped to their knees in front of the elven priestess. Dave hadn’t expected that, but again, Emily was completely in her environment and reached out her hand, one after another, placing it upon the crown of each man’s head before imparting the same blessing to them. The same soft glow appeared and the face of each man brightened up with a huge grin. After more of the same profuse bowing and thanking, Dave and Emily were finally alone.

      “So what prompted that?” Dave asked.

      “What do you mean? It just felt like a natural thing to do. After I saw your little demonstration, I came out to talk to the people and one of the mothers asked me if I would bless her toddler. She seemed so nervous, like she was scared to talk to me.” Emily’s words came out in a bit of a rush as she started to describe what had happened from her perspective.

      “It was almost surreal. You know, I have always believed in God and in praying for people, but this was unlike anything I have ever experienced. I could actually feel something like the power of God moving through me. I still don’t understand exactly how we ended up here, or even exactly what Eloria is in relationship to Earth.”

      Dave just nodded as she spoke, adding an appropriate mmhmm where it was called for to make it clear that he was listening. Truth be told, he was curious.

      “I don’t know how to explain it. Everything seems so much more real here. Before that first day when I heard Shanelle speak to me, I would have told you that I had heard from God before, that He had directed my life. Now though, I don’t know that I ever really knew anything about God before now.”

      She paused before continuing, “Oh, don’t look at me like I’m crazy. It’s real. I mean we have fought unicorn dogs, cats with flaming claws, and even heard about little tree men. For goodness sake, we have been using magic. Magic… Think about it. Why can’t there be some kind of greater power behind it all? I don’t know what the relationship between Shanelle and my old faith on Earth was but here, I know it’s real in a way I would have never expected.”

      Dave started to speak, but Emily put her hand on his chest as if to ask him to wait.

      “I don’t know what all of this means. I just know that I have to rethink everything I ever thought about the universe. Maybe I had it all wrong before, or maybe I just didn’t understand anything well enough to even know what to think.”

      Dave waited again to see if she was done this time before finally saying, “Are you sure it isn’t just another form of magic that you are using?”

      “That’s just it. When I was asked to give a blessing to that first child, I received a notification.”

      Daughter of Redemption, you have been asked to grant the blessing of Shanelle. This is both a privilege and a responsibility which your class grants to you. Do you wish to impart the following blessing? Simple Blessing of Shanelle: imparts +1 to luck for every 2 faith points you have. Duration: 7 days. Note: this blessing is empowered directly by Shanelle but the strain of acting as a channel for the Divine Aura will cause you to suffer levels of fatigue based upon how many blessings you impart.

      “Of course, I said yes, and the notification was true. I kept checking but none of my mana was drained. Not even my Faith points were depleted, although I’m still not sure what those are used for. And it was also right that I felt a power pass through me each time sorta like I was a wire and electricity was passing through me. It wasn’t entirely pleasant, but it wasn’t painful either.”

      With a sigh, she added, “Now though, I’m so tired I can barely stand up. Could you help me into the house?”

      Apologizing for not realizing how worn out she was sooner, Dave put out his arms and Emily moved to lean onto them, but he had something else in mind. Instead, he simply scooped up her slender frame and carried her into the house. Once inside the house, he deposited her on the cushioned bench in the reception room. It wasn’t really a couch like they were used to but more of a wide bench with a short back and some padding on the seat portion. It was in the room where the mayor would receive visitors. All of the kids gathered around, asking if Mom was okay, but she assured them that she was just tired.

      While Emily rested, Dave remembered that he had gotten a notification while he was performing his little stunt but had been too distracted to look at it until now. Upon looking at it though, a huge grin sprung up on his face.

      
        
        New Quest: Class Determination - you have met three out of five of the requirements for a certain hybrid class. (1. Long Blade Skill: 20.  2. Shaping Magic Skill: 20. 3. Shaping Magic outside of its intended spell form.) In Eloria, classes are not easily earned, all have significant benefits and equally weighty requirements. Each class has seven ranks known as tiers.

        

        Class offered: Sword Binder (Rare) - Tier 1

        

        Class Benefits: +15% Agility, +15% Wisdom. Binding and Motion Spells cost 25% less mana and have an increased range of 25%. Long Blade and Short Blade skills are combined to equal total skill in both. (Higher tier perks are not gained)

        

        Class Restrictions: May never learn: Essence, Charm, or Evocation Magic. Shaping Magic and Long Blade skill but remain exactly the same base level.

        

        Class Purpose: A melee damage dealer who controls the battlefield environment and even their opponent’s bodies.

        

        Unmet Restrictions: 2 unmet restrictions- unknown.

        

      

      Woot! He was so excited that he let out a shout loud enough that Emily worried that he wasn’t okay. She sat up in alarm, groaning with the effort, and then upon seeing his excitement, simply asked, “What happened?”

      Dave eagerly explained the notification to the rest of the family, and they all congratulated him on it. He prided himself on hiding his wants and needs from the family and trying to be selfless in his devotion to them, but the truth was that he was nowhere near as good at hiding what he wanted from the family as he thought he was, and they had all known how desperately he wanted a class. Even now not having a class, but at least being offered one, he was thrilled.

      The language of the notification also led to a conversation between Dave and Mira about shaping magic. They both shared their experiences with the spells that they had shaped and then thoughtfully became quiet as they considered how best to apply the insights offered by the other. Dave was convinced now that he could work to modify other spells of his and that with enough work and access to some proper resources, he might be able to apply his research skill into creating other more unique spells. He felt guilty that he was so much more excited about the prospect of being a proper wizard, well at least a partial wizard, than he was about being a tank to shield his family. He knew it was okay to want things for himself, his newfound understanding of his identity being separate from his worth to his family was still a work in progress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight
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        An honored foe makes the warrior more than the closest of triplets —Proverb of the Ironclaw Orc Clan

        

      

      Altracia first struggled with the increase in her Intelligence and self-awareness. She had always been a sentient creature, but as a smart animal, not as a self-aware being. Now though, the dungeon drake was beginning to exult in this enlightenment and not only in that but also in the power that she was beginning to understand. Her body had grown in every way other than size. A massive drake had no place underground, but the magic of the dungeon had enhanced her stats, toughened her armor, sharpened her claws, gave her a breath weapon. Most significantly though, it gave her control of the dungeon. Every square inch was under her control through the filaments of magicyte which were woven into the walls, floor, and ceiling.

      The magicyte had affected change at the behest of Altracia. Forming seventeen individual rooms spread out along a network of hallways filled with traps ranging from simple dart or flying blades to pitfalls. It all culminated in the final room where the drake was the final boss of the dungeon. Each of the rooms were filled with various mobs that the dungeon had co-opted from the surrounding forest. Boars, lynxes, bears, and even treants had been absorbed into the memory of the dungeon and then duplicated to fill the rooms. Most significantly, the drey hounds became the background of the dungeon. They were the most numerous of the creatures to enter the dungeon. Their passionate hatred of the human, David Nelson, helped to fuel the creation of the dungeon.

      Through the magic absorbed by the dungeon, Altracia came to understand more about humans and why they might seek out a dungeon. This led to the creation and placement of treasures to entice humans to enter the dungeon. The magicyte tendrils had spread down into the ground as the dungeon was created and found an assortment of elements from a cluster of rubies, iron ore, and even a small amount of elementium. The dungeon could duplicate any material that it absorbed and could create any item out of those substances that the magic of the Merkwood zone informed Altracia about.

      Due to the passion within the drey hounds, they were exceptionally susceptible to transformation by the dungeon. They were broken down, reformed, and became so much more. Instead of drey hounds, they were reborn as drake hounds. A combination of canine and reptile, the new beasts were tier 2 with a newly minted alpha which was tier 3. The scales provided vastly enhanced defensive capabilities, their paws were shaped into taloned claws, the jaws extended, and the teeth lengthened. Most deadly of all, the horn became a tool for the injection of acid which now ran through their veins. Hatred had turned them bitter through and through. If they were ever to encounter David Nelson even if he was to be able to kill one of them, they would be deadly to him, exploding in gore and acid spray upon their death.

      Now the traps were set, the rooms were filled with monsters, the treasure was laden into chests. All that remained was for Altracia to figure out how to attract humans to the dungeon. No humans had been close to this part of the Merkwood besides David Nelson, his family and those pathetic men who tried to cut down the trees. The dungeon drake didn’t fully understand the reasoning that the fragile little two-legged creatures had going through their heads, but it hoped that if the majority of the creatures in the Merkwood disappeared that eventually the humans would range further in and then stumble upon the dungeon. With that thought, Altracia laid her head down, a cruel toothed grin upon her face as she thought of the fun she would have then.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, which the villagers simply called 5th Day based upon a seven-day work which where each day was simply identified by its numerical order, Emily got up and started to walk around the town. She was greeted everywhere by smiles, none larger than from those whom she had given a blessing to earlier that morning. Giving so many blessings back to back had exhausted her, but it appeared to have only lasted temporarily. By the time that the second sun has peeked over the horizon, she was feeling much better, if not one hundred percent, at least enough to get up and move around. She really wanted to go and check on the progress being made in her new home. Dave had cautioned her against expecting too much. It was not like they had power tools or anything like that. They would have to clear and level the lot by hand before they could lay the timbers that were used as the typical foundation for a plank floor.

      When she left the house, Emily took Jackson and Sara with her and walked the short distance to the adjacent lot where she found a busy beehive of activity. They had agreed to hire all the workers in town who were available to work on their home. It just seemed that that meant all seventy of the loggers in town were working on the project. She had been letting Dave worry about their finances, but she couldn’t help but worry if they would have enough coin. It was just something she would have to talk with Dave about later. It looked like with so much manpower that they were making good progress. The ground had been cleared of all vegetation and was almost completely leveled. The problem was that there were no timbers left in the town until more could be logged.

      After all of the bowing and such was over, she was able to speak to Malcolm who was acting as a sort of foreman. He assured her that the plot would be cleared today.

      “I don’t mean to bother you priestess, but do you know when the woods will be safe enough for loggers to return?” Malcolm asked her with his hand clasped tightly in front of himself.

      “Well, I can speak to my husband. We haven’t really spoken about a timetable yet.” Emily wanted to be able to tell the man the things he needed to hear. “I’m sure it will be very soon, especially since he wants you all out there getting timbers for the house as much as anything.”

      Malcolm bowed his head. “Yes, my lady.”

      It continued to freak her out when the villagers treated her as some sort of VIP. She stood there for a short time longer in awkward silence before excusing herself and walked into the town with the children in tow.

      Earlier, when Dave had assured himself that Emily was fine and only needed to rest, he had left to go out hunting. He wanted to spend a few hours trying to clear more beasts from the field. He didn’t know how long it would take, only that he would need to hunt each day until the beasts of the forest had learned to stay back from the humans. On earth, most animals have an instinctive fear of man, but here in the kill or be killed world of Eloria, the unleveled people of Eris’ Rise were nothing to be feared. Rather, they were easy prey for the beasts. Dave had thought a lot about how to change that. His first option was to simply police the woods himself, but he thought that might take a great deal of time. It also seemed that if he was the only deterrent that the beasts might eventually realize that if they attacked when he wasn’t there that the other humans were still easy pickings. No matter what he raised his Endurance to, he would never be able to be everywhere. So that led him to the second option. He could start taking out villagers and working on power leveling them.

      With that goal in mind, Dave decided a quick scouting mission would be appropriate. He started to leave town when he heard a familiar voice calling, “Dad”. He turned to see that Mira was headed his way at a quick jog. Wearing her elven leathers, she was able to move much faster than when she wore the dress which the village women had made for her.

      “I want to come with you.”

      “Come with me, what do you mean?”

      “Are we really gonna do this, Dad? You know I have increased my Intelligence, right? I’m probably smarter than any person on earth ever.” Mira’s voice took on that teenage disdain.

      “All of those smarts should let you know that speaking to your dad like that is never going to get you what you want. Besides, you know it takes more than a number in a score box to actually have real intelligence.” Dave crossed his arms as he spoke to Mira. Taking on that serious look that she recognized to mean that no amount of arguing on her part was going to get her what she wanted.

      Even with that, she was still tempted to try arguing. She was the smartest one here, after all. Her desire for what she wanted overrode her adolescent desire to push the issue. “Okay, I’m sorry, Daddy.” She adopted a penitent stance and that pouty face that had worked so well for her for the past fifteen years. “I know you wouldn’t be out here if you weren’t going to cross the river, and I want to go with you. I can be useful and I’m not helpless or anything.”

      Dave let out an inner groan as he felt his anger start to dissipate. Emily always told him that his daughters had him wrapped around their fingers, and as soon as she said ‘daddy’ he knew that he was probably gonna end up giving in. He reasoned quickly, also enjoying the enhanced processing speed of his increased Intelligence. Mira was right. She was far from a helpless fifteen-year-old. She would be a useful asset.

      “Fine, sweetie, let’s not waste time arguing about this. I will let you come hunting with me.” Dave then paused for effect. “On one condition. You have to give me our sacred pinky promise that if at any point you are in danger, you will run back and get your mother. You will not stay if I tell you to go.”

      It was Mira’s turn to smile now. They had formed the bond of the sacred pinky promise when she was only five years old. It had started out as her way of making sure that Dad would actually let her get whatever reward he promised her for going to sleep but it had evolved into a personal connection between the two of them. A way that she didn’t have to share her dad with anyone else. For all that she felt so sure of her superior intellect and her ability to manipulate her dad, she still wouldn’t go back on a pinky promise. “Okay, Dad,” she answered simply as she held out her hand and extended her long slender elven finger. They hooked their fingers together and shook them up and down three times both saying, “I invoke the sacred pinky promise.”

      Speaking those words always took Dave back to the early days with Mira when she would say, “I soak the sacky pinky promise.” Now though both father and daughter had come a long way, yet sometimes the old bonds bind the tightest.

      Several hours later, father and daughter were walking in the woods. They had not seen anything larger than a rabbit in the woods. Certainly none of the beasts they were expecting. It was as if all of the larger animals had disappeared or migrated to another part of the forest. Logically, it didn’t make sense. The hunting trip from two days ago should not have been enough to drive away all of the beasts. Yet, there was no indication of any lynx, hounds, bears, or even treants. Both of them were a little disappointed.

      At least it had given Dave a chance to try out his Tracking skills. He did find a number of trails from larger creatures, but his skill wasn’t high enough to let him know how long ago the tracks had been made. He was guessing that it had been more than a day but couldn’t be sure. The odd thing though was that over time a pattern began to emerge in the tracks that he found. They all seemed to lead in one direction, deeper into the forest. The various tracks converging and becoming a tighter and tighter path, the deeper into the forest they went. Soon the trail was obvious enough that even Mira could follow it. The underbrush had been pushed down and the evidence of many footprints were on the ground all overlapping.

      Finally, they came to the end of the trail and in front of them, they saw not a cluster of animals, but instead a small hillside exposed by erosion. That wasn’t really anything out of place in the forest, but what was out of place was the doorway that was in the side of the hill. It wasn’t a cave mouth but rather well-worked stone, seamlessly fit together as if it has been poured into place. It was about eight feet high and perhaps twelve feet wide at the base, but it narrowed at the top to no more than eight feet. Both of the sides slanted inward to create this effect. There was no door hanging within this obvious entry. Many questions crossed both of their minds. First off, who would build something out here that was this much more advanced than the construction they had seen in Eris’ Rise without putting any sort of door or barrier in place? They couldn’t find any indication that there ever had been a door at all, just the open mouth of stone.

      It was dark inside and even Mira’s half-moon elf nature did not enhance her vision enough to see more than thirty feet into the cave or tunnel or whatever they were calling it. Based on what they could tell without crossing the threshold, the walls inside were also made of the same clearly worked stone, which was smoother than it had any right to be. All just plain gray stone so perfectly fit together that they couldn’t see a way for it to be made with the level of technology they were aware of in Eloria.

      Once logical assessment failed to provide an explanation, the inner gamer in Dave spoke up. Eloria was a world based upon game rules. Hmm. Well, what could be more game-like than a dungeon? No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than Dave felt a rush of excitement. Dungeons were where all the best XP and loot were found in almost every game he had ever played. The only thing better than a solo dungeon was the big raid dungeons that required numerous people. A part of him started to immediately wonder what type of dungeon this would be. He had already decided it couldn’t be anything else.

      While contemplating the best course of action now and struggling between pragmatism and jubilant excitement, Dave almost didn’t see the flicker of light on the ground as the wind blew a tree branch aside and let the late afternoon sunlight fall upon the ground near the entrance. There it was, a glittering piece of crystal on the ground. Dave bent over picking it up and examined it. It was clear and seemed to just be a plain bit of crystal about two inches long and ¾ inch wide. He immediately shoved it into one of the pouches of his pack but had noticed a certain resonance in it as he had briefly held it. It was something that bore more investigation later, but right now his mind was consumed with the existence of the dungeon in front of him.

      After explaining his theory to Mira, she began to share in his excitement. She might not be a gamer, but she had already become addicted to leveling up and wanted to continue progressing. The idea of getting more magical items only made her want it all that much more. After a bit of discussion about precautions and with a promise to one another that they were only going to step in briefly to look around before returning to town. A proper trip into the dungeon wasn’t something to be done on a whim, it was something to be planned out in more detail. Yet here they were. Dave grasped her hand in excitement, swinging their arms between him as he stepped forward with a boldly spoken, “Geronimo!”

      
        
        Warning! You are about to cross into the Tomb of David Nelson Zone. This zone is a dungeon zone. Dungeons are extremely dangerous, and the level of the surrounding zones does not necessarily reflect the zone of the dungeon. Do you wish to leave the Merkwood Zone? If so, please note if you want to receive future warnings.
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        * * *

      

      Unbeknownst to either father or daughter, they were not the only ones outside of the dungeon. Another set of eyes were watching them. Small, beady eyes filled with hostility and fear. Krinnk saw the big man who gets bigger and the scary fire elf woman both standing outside of the dungeon. They just kept staring at it. Krinnk almost began to believe they had fallen asleep standing up when suddenly the man grabbed the hand of the elf, and they both disappeared into the mouth of the dungeon.

      Krinnk felt a rush of excitement. Now, now was his chance. The pretty little elfling would not be so hard to reach with the two most scary ones out of the way. The other elf woman was scary too, but these two had been the ones he worried about the most. Now he could go and get his prize. His patience was going to pay off. This was the lesson that all goblin scouts learned, painfully and repeatedly. The strange thoughts in his mind returned, and he longed to get the little elfling. He really didn’t understand exactly what he wanted her for. He knew he wanted the shiny she wore, and he knew that he liked the way she looked, but he didn’t know why. She was really more food than he could eat by himself, and yet something about her made him want her.

      Too much thinking. Now was time for running. So despite the fact that there was more sunlight than he liked, Krinnk turned toward the village where the little elfling was staying. He would be able to travel the five miles or so in a little more than an hour given the need for stealth once he crossed the river.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine
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        “We are all pieces moving upon the board in a game of such scope as to be outside of our understanding.” —Alucien the Heretic, excerpt from his pre-execution monologue

        

      

      The city council of Eris’ Rise was meeting around the time of second sunset on 5th Day. It had been a whirlwind of a week and there was much for them to discuss. They waited until both the newly appointed sheriff and his priestess wife were otherwise occupied. The former with a hunting expedition across the Seinna and the latter with providing nutrition tips to many of the mothers as they were preparing meals. It wasn’t that the Nelsons, as strange as they were, were not welcome in Eris’ Rise. Truth be told, they were likely the only reason that Eris’ Rise had a future at this point, but they were still strangers and in some things the city council had to keep its own counsel.

      Talvenicus’ thoughts had wandered off a bit but he refocused in time to hear Jarvis saying, “...So I’m not saying that we can’t trust them, only that they are very different, and that even if they mean well, what they consider to be doing right by us may not be in our best interests.”

      Before the mayor could respond, Gertrude jumped in, “As many as a dozen or more of the men in this town would be dead or crippled were it not for the blessed Daughter of Redemption. I can’t speak much about our new sheriff, but his wife is an angel sent directly from Shanelle as far as I’m concerned.”

      “What do you think, Conrad?” Talvenicus reacted quickly before there could be any more heated dispute between the teamster and the herbalist. Jarvis was the council’s resident cynic and Gertrude might as well have been an apologist for Emily. The blacksmith, on the other hand, was slow and deliberate, but neither cynical nor overly optimistic.

      “Hmmm,” he began, the deep rumbling sound coming out of his barrel of a chest. “What I have seen of them both, speaks well for them. I’m not saying that we should powder their backsides for them, but clearly, they are doing all they can to make things better for all of us here.” His somber gaze went from the herbalist to Jarvis. “You should be thrilled that they are here. With the money that he seems to be willing to spend, you will be able to keep your wagons busy going from town into various cities in the duchy for all of his requests. And you don’t even have to wait for the tree harvesting to begin again.”

      “I think you take my words out of context. I am only saying that we should take things slowly. My gram always used to say, ‘Open arms without open eyes leads to broken hearts.’ I just don’t want us to get our hopes up or become too dependent on them.”

      “Well spoken, all. I can tell you from my discussions with Dave and from what little I have overheard between the two of them, when they aren’t speaking in Elven, that Dave really wishes to move onto a bigger city but that he is following the lead of his wife and has agreed to settle here at least until the little one is grown.” Talvenicus sensed that the moment of a possible fight had passed, and so he sought to bring the discussion home.

      The meeting continued on for some time until a boy of no more than ten burst into the meeting saying that the sheriff had been injured and asking if anyone knew where the holy priestess could be found.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Letting your excitement get the better of you was such a noob move. Dave knew that. He knew that if he rushed into a new dungeon in a game without studying and learning everything he could about it beforehand, he would be ridiculed by his guildmates and friends. Worse, it could result in a wipe of the team and the loss of hours of gaming time and effort. These were the thoughts going through Dave’s head as he looked down the inky black hallway which constituted the beginning of the dungeon zone known as the Tomb of Dave Nelson. Duh, as if he ever should have zoned into a place with that name. This was an inexcusable gaming mistake made in the excitement of finding the first dungeon he had encountered. What was worse was that he had brought someone else into the dungeon with him.

      As serious of a gaff as this would have been in a game, Eloria was no game. It was a world far more brutal. A failure here could result in real death, not just the loss of some pixelated gear or time spent gaming. Then, as if to trumpet to the world the depths of his error, he felt the hand he was holding squeeze his hand. He turned his head and saw the beautiful face of his precious daughter. So many decisions first on Earth and even more so now on Eloria had been made solely so that he could protect his family and here he was rushing in like a fool with his daughter in tow.

      “Sweetie, I’m sorry.”

      Confusion obvious upon her face, Mira asked, “Sorry for what, Dad?”

      Dave didn’t answer immediately. He let the moment of silence serve to punctuate the gravity of his words. While pausing he studied Mira’s face. It was a face he had seen for the last fifteen years. The same smile that had won his heart over before she could speak a word. Yet there were differences. Her half-elven nature made her appear more cultured, refined. Higher cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and the perfectly smooth dusky toned skin made her a beauty too perfect to be real, at least to his earthborn eyes. She almost looked more like a doll than a person now. Part of that was the transformation when they entered Eloria and part of it had been happening as she added points to her Charisma. Eventually, though Dave had to stop searching her face, a face he used to stare at as she slept when she was but a baby in the crib. Mira was a smart and capable young woman and since coming to Eloria, he had continually been impressed by how well she was adapting. Heck, her power here was pretty terrifying. None of that mattered though. She was still his daughter and he was still the one who was supposed to understand a world with ‘game-like rules.’ So finally, he said, “We shouldn’t have come here. We don’t know what we will be facing in here, and the name alone should indicate that there is some animus here toward us. Well, at least toward me.”

      “Dad, I processed all of the options and the available information and really there hasn’t been anything in the Merkwood that the two of us couldn’t handle, probably with ease. Besides if it gets too tough, we are standing at the zone line. We can just cross over.” She paused for a second before adding, “Besides don’t forget I’m the one with the 31 Intelligence here.”

      A wry grin at her naivety crossed his face. “Maybe you processed all the information available to you, but I have information that you don’t. This world follows game-like rules and in games, dungeons are nothing to be messed around with. They are exciting places where the most challenging monsters are as well as the best treasures.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad. We could use a bit of a challenge and who doesn’t want some treasure.” Dave chuckled again at her youthful enthusiasm. He felt that he was watching a positive change take place in his daughter. She had always been too hesitant on Earth, never a leader but more of a follower in social situations. He just had to make sure that the process of learning to be confident didn’t lead to her death.

      “Sweetie, it isn’t that simple. Well, actually, I don’t know if it's that simple or not. For all I know once we crossed the zone line, we won’t be able to leave without finishing the dungeon and killing the boss monster that almost certainly is waiting somewhere in here. I don’t know if we will be able to stay by the entrance, and I should have thought about those things beforehand. That’s my job as your dad, even if you do have a 31 Intelligence.” A bit of sarcasm crept into his voice at the end, but if Mira noticed, she didn’t say anything.

      “Okay, so let’s be logical then. Do we just leave now? Wouldn’t it be a shame to not explore at least a little bit?”

      “Well, the very first thing that has to happen is we need to know if we can zone out. So I want you to step back into the Merkwood and wait for me.”

      Her nose scrunched up like it used to when he told her that she had to eat her vegetables or clean her room. Mira said, “I agreed to leave if it was dangerous, not just because you suddenly had second thoughts. Remember in this world, I’m an adult now. So I should get some say in this.” Dave started to interrupt her, but she pushed on through, “I will agree to experiment and see if we can cross over, but I can’t agree to wait outside while you stay here.”

      Then before he could argue, she dropped his hand and stepped back across the zone line. As Dave watched, one second she was standing right next to him, and then suddenly she was not. It didn’t appear that she had taken more than a single step but when she crossed back into the Merkwood, she disappeared from his sight completely. In many games, you couldn’t see what was on the other side of the zone line but that hadn’t been the case between the Merkwood and Albian zones, so Dave hadn’t expected that. He muttered to himself that it was probably time for him to leave too until he had more time to research this when he suddenly realized he wasn’t alone in the dark.

      He heard a raspy voice say, “We can’t let you leave. Not after all the preparations we have made for you.”

      Sword instantly out of its sheath, Dave whirled to face the sound but found that the ambient light in the tunnel was too low for him to make out anything but that there was a body of some kind twenty feet or so down the tunnel. Then suddenly he could see as a small ball of light come into existence, floating in the air next to a… well, he wasn’t really sure what it was. The light wasn’t strong enough to blind him nor to allow him to fully make out all the details of the thing that was speaking to him but enough to get a general idea. It was part dog, part reptile but standing up on two legs which still seemed more akin to dog legs than human legs. The head was covered in fur and two black eyes looked out at him. Dave would almost have said that the head belonged to one of the hyenas from The Lion King, the crazy one at that, but the snout was a bit too long for that. It had fur all over its face and over many portions of its body, but others were covered in clearly reptilian green scales. Not smooth like a snake but bumpier and armored in appearance. His first thought was to wonder if this was what a gnoll looked like, but then he decided to simply use his Assess Enemy spell.

      Even as he cast the spell, he saw that this creature wasn’t alone. There were two four-legged creatures standing next to it. Each had some of the appearance of the drey hounds he had fought before, but instead of just a single horn on their head, they had a series of smaller horns that trailed down their backs presumably protruding out from their spine each a bit smaller. The horn on the top of their heads was now fully eight inches in length and each spiked tip behind it became progressively shorter until by the end of its tail the spikes could barely be seen as bits of white bone peeking out from the green scales. Their jaws were also elongated from what he remembered of the drey hounds. They had the same combination of fur and scale that the one standing erect did, and the more he looked the less they looked like his former blood enemies, but somehow he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a connection.

      As he finished his three second cast time, he pushed in an extra four mana points to try to use the spell to assess not just the speaker but the two growling beasts next to it.

      
        
        Alpha Drake Hound- shaman variant. Lvl: 21. Health: 240

        Drake Hounds are a unique dungeon creature created by the merging of reptilian traits with horned drey hounds. They maintain some of their pack mentality but are stronger and smarter. The alphas have evolved enough to be able to speak.

        

        Drake Hound. Lvl: 15. Health: 220

        

      

      The Alpha was flashing yellow in his assessment meaning that it was a very dangerous foe, but the smaller hounds were only showing as dark blue meaning that they were more of an equal opponent. Dave didn’t like his odds against all three of them but was afraid to step out of the zone since he didn’t know if Mira might zone back in and be stuck facing these beasts by herself. So for better or worse, he was going to have to delay them a bit and hope that Mira came back in. He didn’t want her in danger but not knowing where she was or what she was doing was worse.

      As Dave prepared to fight, the alpha spoke again in his guttural voice, this time though to his companions, not to Dave. “One of you go and fetch the rest of the pack. They all deserve to dine upon a piece of our enemy.” No sooner had the command been given than the drake hound on his right turned and ran into the dark howling his head off. While speaking, the beast loosened a staff that was tied to his back and pulled it out as if to use it like a weapon. This was definitely something new. It still wasn’t wearing any clothing. In fact, its junk was out on full display, a fact which under other circumstances would have prompted Dave to make some juvenile jokes.

      Slowly the two sides started to pace in a circle, but Dave never allowed himself to be moved away from having his back to the zone line. They all just continued to stare at each other taking a measure of one another. Dave was glad for the opportunity to plan a strategy, but it dawned on him that the alpha wasn’t delaying because he wanted to take stock of Dave. No, it was stalling for time for the rest of the pack to arrive. That meant that time was not on Dave’s side, so it was better for him to act sooner rather than later. Dave first pulled the knife from his belt which he had purchased in town and flung it at the alpha. He really had no skill with throwing knives but wasn’t relying upon his throwing arm. Rather in the same instant he quick cast his Minor Binding spell and attempted to forge a connection between the hilt of his knife and the scaly skin of the beast’s chest. As the magic took hold, the hilt and skin became one object separated by space and desperately trying to merge back together. The effect was that the blade flew unerringly straight toward its target where Dave hoped it would sink into the chest driven by the force of the magic reuniting the edge of the hilt with the creature’s chest. It flew far faster and straighter than Dave could have thrown it and crossed the twenty feet separating them in the breadth of a heartbeat.

      Of course, nothing could be that simple. When the blade was about to reunite with its parted self, it struck an invisible barrier in front of the alpha. Buzzing in the air like an angry hornet, the dagger pushed against a magical shield that the alpha had erected. Web-like cracks appeared in the translucent shield as the dagger continued to try and push through drawn by the irresistible pull to be reunited with itself. Still, the shield held and Dave could no longer stare at it, but could only hope that the 12-second duration of the binding spell would be enough to push the dagger through, as he had to jump to the side to avoid the charge of the remaining four-legged drake hound. It was a close thing as he felt it moving at him and he barely avoided being skewered by the horn upon its lowered head. Even with his effort to move, he was still caught off guard by the quick strike of claws that raked his side after he dodged out of the way of the charging drake hound. The claws weren’t as long those of a flame lynx. Still powerful though, they not only rent another tear in his recently repaired scale mail but also scored his side causing a mere (5) points of damage but still enough to make him aware of how close that had been. Dave shook his head in disgust that a glancing blow had torn open his armor again, but then again what could one expect from starter gear. He really needed to find a way to get better armor and weapons.

      Wanting to end this quickly, hopefully while the alpha was occupied defending against the dagger, Dave activated his Offensive Stance skill. He wished that he could use his best ability, Minor Enlarge, but that spell wouldn’t work in the confined space of this hallway which was only 8 feet high and no more than twelve feet wide. Still, he swung his sword in a slashing strike. He had learned the danger of thrusting attacks, at least until he had a better sense of what this beast was capable of. The blow landed, cutting a furrow into the furry part of the beast’s side between the scales upon its back and abdomen. The attack was solid but without his increased size, the damage of (30) seemed woefully impotent. Worse, no luck, neither his increased critical strike chance nor the new double strike ability triggered.

      Seeing no further opening, Dave stepped back, pivoting as the beast turned upon him again. He still felt confident that even without Enlarge that he would be able to defeat this beast. Scales or not, it was just a dog and he had nearly three feet of steel blade between them. Both clashed at one another exchanging glancing blows and shallow cuts. Dave got the better of each exchange but still wasn’t able to land a decisive blow. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement and realized that the duration of his binding spell had expired. The dagger had failed to pierce the shield, but at least it had kept the caster occupied for a while. With the effect of the spell ended, the unity between the dagger and his target’s chest ended, and the blade fell to the ground. A tired growl escaped the mouth of the alpha as he was able to relax his focus from maintaining his magical shield. “Enough of your foul tricks, pack slayer. You will serve as food for our pups.”

      With those words, the alpha extended his hand, which was grasping a slender wooden staff and a jagged bolt of electricity crossed from its tip to hit Dave’s sword. The current running down the metal blade into his arm caused the muscles of his arm and shoulder to spasm as the skin on his hand blackened from the heat. With a cry of pain, Dave dropped his sword and felt the skin of his palm tear as he forcefully pushed the blade out of his hand in reaction to the shock attack. It had only caused (22) damage, but it had caused it in the most critical way possible. Dave’s arm was completely numb and throbbing, and his hand was a bloody, burnt mess. He didn’t know if he would even be able to use it to pick up the weapon again.

      An evil toothy grin upon his face, the alpha began to cast a spell while the common drake hound leapt forward knocking the stunned Dave onto his back. Its claws ripping away at the scale mail which was the only thing keeping Dave alive at the moment. He knew it had been arrogant to come into a place like this, but now, all he could think of as he used his good left arm to try to fend off the jaws of the beast upon his chest away from his face and throat, was that perhaps the name of the dungeon was going to turn out to be true.

      Meanwhile, outside, Mira had stepped into the Merkwood and was marveling at the fact that she could no longer see her dad inside the dungeon. Clearly, he was right, and dungeons didn’t work the same as other zones. She waited to see if he was going to follow her out. Counting to herself a slow steady ten count, which she reasoned was long enough for him to follow her if he was going to. If he didn’t by the time she reached ten, she would go back inside. It wasn’t lost upon her new processing power that they could theoretically continue to miss each other if they went back and forth at the same time, but lacking any better solution, she stuck with her plan. Who would have known how much more confident she would feel with this increased ability to understand things? What Mira couldn’t have known was about the time dilation effect of a dungeon. While only ten seconds passed outside almost three minutes passed inside. So that when she did step back through, she immediately saw the alpha with staff in one hand and blue darts of light flying from its other hand to strike her father’s prone form (42), unerringly missing the beast upon his chest. These darts behaved exactly like the magic missile spell that Talvenicus had used as his main attack during their hunting trip.

      She didn’t have time to examine the situation though. Mira of Earth would have been paralyzed with fear and ultimately her father would have died before her eyes, scarring her forever. Not so Mira of Eloria. She was braver and bolder, more decisive. She acted immediately, casting a pair of quickened spells. First, a charm spell that seized the mind of the hound upon her father and turned it to an ally, at least temporarily. The second spell was her Flame Fan spell, and it was flung out at the standing alpha as well as the three other hounds that were already behind him. Her keen half-elven hearing warning her that these were only the first of many as she could hear howls coming from further down the hall. Mira focused as the flames spread out from her hands to cover the entire width of the hallway. She tried to pour more and more mana into the spell, intensifying the flames and trying to extend their duration long enough for her father to stand up from the ground. When he finally stumbled to his feet, he was still unsteady on his feet and dripping blood from dozens of small cuts on his arms and chest. Even worse, his left leg was barely supporting his weight due to the injuries it had sustained from the magic missiles.

      Time always slows down in combat but for some reason this time it still had a certain frantic feeling. Maybe it was because of the closed quarters or maybe it was because of the sense of desperation she was feeling. Either way, so much was happening all at once. Mira ordered her charmed pet to attack the three charging drake hounds, and she had already begun to cast another spell at the standing beast. Dave picked up his sword but had to do so with his left hand because his right hand and arm were still very numb. Clumsily bringing the sword up in front of him, he said, “We need to get out of here.”

      As the words left his mouth, Mira’s next spell burst off of her hands, shooting out a web at the alpha, while the alpha launched another round of magical missiles at Dave, hitting for another (42) in damage. The impact of the spell threw Dave off just enough to not be able to step between one of the charging drake hounds, which got past Mira’s pet and then dove into her, bringing her to the ground. Fortunately, her web spell had successfully trapped the alpha up against the wall, but now she was on the ground underneath a two-hundred-pound beast which was eagerly trying to sink its teeth into her exposed throat. Her slender arms pushed against it desperately in a primal struggle to survive, but it was no use. She could smell its fetid breath in her face, feel saliva dripping down onto her face all while her arms burned with the effort to push it back. Thoughts of spell casting all gone as she struggled to keep those cruel jaws from her ending her life.

      Then just as quickly as it had landed on her, the drake hound was ripped off of her by Dave. He had cast a quickened Enlarge spell and his now-massive body filled the narrow space of the hallway as his tackle pulled the beast from Mira. His left arm was still not working well so that he had been forced to drop his sword to hold on to the beast. For its part, the beast was just as happy attacking its hated foe and so sank its teeth into the shoulder of his numb arm. Only his increased Constitution and the added mass and density provided by the Minor Enlarge spell kept his arm from being ripped clean off. He still took a critical hit for (68) more damage dropping his health down to 40% of his max.

      Mira scrambled back to her feet and found that the alpha was still stuck and struggling against the web but didn’t appear to be able to attack at the moment. She also took in the fact that her pet was getting the short end of the stick in the fight with two other drake hounds. The howling from further in the dungeon seemed much closer, so she knew that they only had seconds before they were overwhelmed. A few feet away, Dave and the hound were rolling around. Dave let it claw and bite at him as he attempted to leverage his greater strength to crush the beast to death. Her dad’s body was too big in its enlarged form for her to use her Ice Dagger spell without fear of hurting him, her shock spell would affect both Dad and beast, and her other offensive spells were still on cooldown. She cast the only spell that she could think of and then looked around for a weapon or really anything that she could use to bludgeon the beast if she got a chance. Her Lesser Regeneration spell likely wouldn’t even keep up with the new damage that the drake hound was imparting to Dave but still, it was all she had. Their wild rolling and tumbling bodies were overtop of his sword so that wasn’t an option, and she didn’t think she could get in close enough to use the tiny belt knife that her parents had insisted that she carry. Then she saw it. The slender staff that the alpha had been holding must have been knocked loose when her web slammed him into the wall. It was hanging only partially stuck in the web. It was probably five feet long and fairly slender but looked sturdy. It would be the perfect thing for her to hit the beast with.

      Mira ran over and grabbed the staff using her knife to cut the end loose from where it was stuck in the web while trying not to weaken the web overall. Upon seeing her taking the staff, the alpha cursed at her saying, “Stop thief, that is mine. Get your dirty hands off it.” His struggles against the webbing became even more frantic. Yet she paid him no heed as she spun around to see if she could find a spot to hit the beast. While she had been cutting the staff loose, Dave had apparently shifted their fight enough that he was able to pick up the sword with his free hand. Since the sword had not been on his person when he cast the enlarge spell, it had not grown and so was more like a short sword to the nine-foot-tall fighter. He used it as such, plunging it once, twice, and then a third time into the side of the beast. Each time a critical wound was scored, and finally, the third thrust found its way into the drake hound’s beating heart. A full foot of steel was shoved through the life-giving organ and the hound was ended.

      Exhausted, Dave rolled the beast off and onto the ground while struggling to his feet. He had taken even more wounds and was now down to barely more than 25% of his total health. So tired, in fact, that he didn’t initially hear the sizzling sound coming from the beast’s corpse nor the way it was rapidly bloating and distorting. A moment too late, he finally realized that it was about to explode, and while he didn’t know about its acidic blood, he had no sense that such an explosion would be good for him or more importantly for Mira. He turned his body so that his back was to the corpse and used himself as a human shield just as the drake hound exploded in a spray of acidic revenge. He heard himself screaming but only knew pain in that moment, unable to focus on anything else his body fell forward pushing Mira and his arm into the zone border. To this day, Dave doesn’t remember accepting the prompt to cross into the Merkwood, but he must have because when he came to, he was on the back of a horse being carried like a sack of potatoes.
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        * * *

      

      Krinnk rushed as fast as his little legs would carry him back to the human village. He carefully crossed the bridge taking him into Eastern Albia and began sneaking like only a goblin can sneak. His thoughts were racing more frantically than at any time he could remember. Strange notions crossed his mind. He wanted the little elfling, but he couldn’t quite understand what was driving him. Yes, he wanted her shiny and yes, she looked tasty to eat, but there was more to it. Something about being out so long on his own, without the stability, such as it was, of his tribe was affecting him. The heightened density of mana in the forest here was something that he was not used to. Even then, though, there was more. He saw how the family, even the big scary one with the sword and the half-elf who shot fire out of her hands all looked after the little elfling. No one in a goblin village looked out for you. Even your mother couldn’t be trusted. Sure, there was an instinct that drove them to nurse and feed the newborns but that only lasted a few weeks until goblin spawn were considered old enough to care for themselves. Then they had to scratch and claw and bite for everything they got just as all the other goblins did. Something in how they interacted caused a longing in Krinnk. It was an emotion that was foreign to him. He didn’t know how to handle it and so his hairbrained scheme for taking the little elfling and her shiny for himself was born.

      As he was quietly making his way down the road as quickly as he could, he was passed by a horse riding along with the fire elf girl riding on its back and the big man draped over the horse behind her like saddlebags. He wanted to shriek in frustration. No, no, no. Why were they back so soon? They were going to ruin everything. Only his discipline, a fear-based discipline that had been beaten into him kept him from screaming aloud and exposing himself. Now he would have to wait. He would find a place to hide and bide his time, ready to pounce from the shadows.
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        * * *

      

      A cluster of a dozen women were gathered around a cooking station that some of the men had set up for Emily in the town square. They used one of the fire pits that had been created for the recent celebration. An iron tripod was set up over top of the fire, which was now mostly just a bed of very hot coals. Hanging from the tripod was a copper cooking pot and Emily was discussing sanitation and various cooking methods with the women. It has been a great afternoon. She had always loved teaching nutrition classes in various third world countries when she went on summer mission trips. This was a whole new level of challenge. On her trips, they would usually bring modern tools and cooking equipment that they would train the villagers how to use and then leave for them. Lots of companies loved to get tax write-offs by donating their products for uses such as that. Now though, they had relatively primitive instruments to work with. The women of Eris’ Rise were a good, open-hearted group of people, but none of them that she had met so far could read or write more than to scratch their names out and certainly not a one of them had any idea what she was talking about when she said words like sanitation or bacteria. Still, it wasn’t that hard to work with them. The women all listened to her and looked at her with an awe bordering on fear. She knew that many of them were uncomfortable with the fact that she was an elf and were bothered by her exotic appearance. Many had asked to see the mark of Shanelle on her hand, but once a few had seen it, they all seemed to take it for a fact. She couldn’t help but wonder a bit about why everyone was so deferential to a priestess. It raised a lot of questions in her mind about the role of the church in these people’s lives.

      Her lecturing was interrupted by Talvenicus running out from the city hall and yelling for everyone to find her. Since she heard his cry herself, she went running to him, assuming that something must be wrong with Aloysia or one of city council members. She had a hard time believing it could be anything too serious. The Merkwood might be terrifyingly dangerous but Eris’ Rise was the very definition of a sleepy little country village. Moreover, the people of Eloria seemed exceptionally resilient and had vastly superior innate healing to what she was accustomed to on earth. Still, as she ran, so many fears started going through her head. Sara was with her, bored, but still safely back at the cooking station. She didn’t know where Jackson, Mira, or Dave were though.

      It didn’t take long for her to reach the mayor, simply a matter of crossing the town square. Her heightened Agility had allowed her to sprint across the few hundred feet that separated them in seconds. “What’s wrong, mayor?” she asked simply, not even breathing hard from the short sprint.

      The mayor seemed flustered. “Mira is apparently bringing your husband back. He was seriously injured.”

      Then turning to the collection of town boys that had come out upon hearing his shouting, he said, “She is leading a horse down the path into town. All of you boys run out and guide her here.”

      “Daughter of Redemption, don’t worry. Gertrude has already gone to get clean bandages and supplies from her home and both Conrad and Jarvis are helping her.”

      “How could this happen? I thought they were just going out exploring today?” Emily’s mind was already conjuring worst-case scenarios.

      The mayor could only shrug as if to say he had no idea. At least they didn’t have long to wait. First, Gertrude arrived followed by the two other councilors carrying arms full of any supplies that the herbalist had thought might possibly be necessary to help their new sheriff. Just a couple of minutes after that and a pack of boys were running back into the town square announcing that the horse was just behind them.

      Turning toward the road in from the river, Emily soon saw one of Mira’s conjured horses come around one of the houses and into sight. Her firstborn daughter was riding the horse and behind her laid across the horse was what appeared to be a man’s body. “Oh God, no! Please don’t let him be dead.” She didn’t wait for the horse to get to them but ran toward them. Running up to the side of the horse, she was horrified. The back of Dave’s armor was essentially destroyed, hanging on only by tatters on his shoulders. What was beneath the ruined armor was something else entirely. She had years of experience as a nurse, but nothing had prepared her for seeing this. Undoubtedly it had something to do with the fact that it was her husband. Even without that distinction, the ruined mess of his back would have horrified her. Portions of the skin were melted so that it looked like melted wax in the process of cooling. In other places, the armor and skin were mingled together by the acid. She could see patches of muscle, exposed tendons and even the edge portions of some bones. Emily had never seen wounds even close to this other than in nursing school. She recognized what had to be the most severe acid burns she could imagine. Such wounds would never have been possible on earth because anyone who received wounds like this would have been dead. It was only Dave’s increased Constitution that was allowing him to survive. Not that it was likely he would want to be alive. The only saving grace was that he was unconscious, undoubtedly from shock. Even as she thought that, Dave moved his head and let out a low groan.

      Grateful for the sign that he was still alive but terrified of what it would mean for him psychologically if he woke with such wounds as this, Emily quickly instructed that his body be removed from the horse and carried into the city hall. The meeting table there would have to suffice for a place to lay him. Orders started to roll out of her as she got Gertrude to sterilize the table and another of the women to start laying out rolls of clean cloth bandages. They wanted a clean padded surface to lay him on. At the same time, she queried Mira about what had happened, urging her past any self-recriminations to a simple summary of the attack on Dave as well as what she had been doing to keep him alive to this point. It seemed that her Lesser Regeneration spell was barely keeping him alive, but at least it was helping him to hold on. Mira had had the clarity of thought to sink 10 of her stored character points into Essence Magic. Her Lesser Regeneration had healed 10 health per 6 seconds for 2 minutes each time she had cast it. She had only had enough mana to cast it four times and that was only able to keep up with the secondary damage that the acid did in the minutes after the initial explosion. Mira had been forced to choose between casting another regeneration spell or conjuring a mount to carry them back to town. Since her relatively weak half-elven form would never have been able to move her father’s two-hundred-pound plus body, not to mention all of his gear, she had had to conjure the horse. She just had been trusting that her mother would be able to fix Dad.

      With an abbreviated understanding of what had happened, Emily went to work casting magic, utilizing Gertrude’s tonics to both sterilize and aid in the healing, and doing more than a little praying. The techniques that she had learned when healing the loggers with cauterized wounds served her well now. She was able to treat the acid burns in much the same way. Pushing skin and tissue together and then forcing healing magic into the flesh. As more of the healing took hold and the simpler wounds were repaired, Dave showed signs of waking and starting to move, which threatened to tear open much of her work.

      “Gertrude, do you have anything that will make him sleep deep enough for me to be able to finish healing him?”

      Gertrude smiled, showing a mouth with only half its original teeth. “Oh, for sure. I’ve got everything from a bit of Tadpole Spit for making the little ones rest when they are teething to a brewed sleeping potion. That takes a bit more effort to make but is strong enough to put down a horse for eight hours. Ought to work well enough on the sheriff.”

      Emily liked Gertrude. She had only known the older woman for a few days, but she already reminded her of so many of the no-nonsense women that she had seen leading in third world countries on Earth. Often times those women were not the public leaders but more the de facto glue that held the communities together. “Please give him however much of the sleeping potion that is safe for him and will keep him asleep all night.”

      Normally, Emily would have wanted to know more about the potion. How it was made, the proper dosage and safety guidelines. Now, however, she just wanted Dave to stop moving so that she could heal him. She was already getting tired and feeling that her mana was drained and that was with the impressive amount of mana regeneration that she had from her ring. Emily worked throughout the night, not finishing up until less than an hour before first sunrise. Gertrude had stayed up with her, providing her with water and a weak stimulant to keep her awake all night. It had been worth it though, for over eight hours and more than 7000 mana later the tattered remains of Dave’s back were smooth and flawless skin without so much as a scar to show for it. Hospitals and doctors all over the Earth would have gone to any lengths to have the sort of healing powers that she now possessed, yet here in this primitive society without so much as simple antibiotics, miracles were available at her fingertips. The last thought which crossed her mind before she fell asleep draped across Dave’s back was the pleasant image of how some of the doctors she knew would have reacted to seeing what she could do now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty
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      “A child believes his parents are larger than life, then that they are hopeless idiots. The beginning of maturity is to see that they are neither.” —Albian proverb.

      While Emily spent the night healing Dave, Mira first did the responsible thing and took her younger siblings back to the mayor’s home to make sure they ate dinner and then got into bed. Sara seemed pretty tired and for once didn’t fight going to bed on the condition that she got to cuddle up next to Mira. It didn’t really surprise Mira that Sara was clingy, not after seeing the condition their dad had been in and she hadn’t had to live through the entire experience. Part of Mira wanted to be mad at her dad for going into the dungeon in the first place. He was supposed to be so knowledgeable about this type of world, but she really couldn’t muster up the anger. She was just too concerned for him. Still, what their mom had done with the loggers had been nothing short of miraculous, so Mira would just have to trust that Mom could do the same for him. The irony of the teenage mind is that while they are often given to angst about trivial aspects of life and peer interactions, at another level, they never consider the frailties of life, instead unconsciously assuming a certain level of immortality.

      While lying there with Sara, Mira went through the relevant notifications she had gotten from the fight. She knew she had gained a level because she felt the surge of power going through her, which had restored her mana to full and had made it possible for her to cast more healing spells than she would have otherwise been able to. The 80 XP she gained wasn’t impressive, but she had only needed twenty to make it to level 14 so it was enough. Without either of her parents here to argue with her about it, Mira split her stat points, 2 into Constitution and 1 into Wisdom. Seeing the close-quarters combat in the dungeon and her ever-increasing analytical ability made it obvious that she would eventually need some more health and the need for increased mana regeneration was obvious as well. Something about not having her parents telling her what to decide made it easier for Mira to make the right decision.

      As soon as Sara had fallen asleep, Mira disengaged her arm and slid away without waking her sister. She was just dying for the chance to examine the staff she had taken from the monster. She could tell it had some magical properties but wasn’t sure what they were. Pulling it from where she had secured it to the back of her pack, she started running her hands over its length. The shaft of the staff was about five feet long and perfectly smooth. It appeared to be made of ivory and had intricate carvings up and down its length. At the tip, firmly nestled into the material of the staff was a thumb-sized amber jewel surrounded by three fingernail shaped clear pieces of crystal. Mira took the staff in both hands and practiced swinging it through the air. It was very light and had a great deal of flexibility to it but didn’t seem likely to break at all.

      Soon though, Mira realized she wasn’t going to be able to learn anything more about the staff by just examining it. She needed her dad and his magic to identify objects, but she didn’t want to wait until he was better to find out what this staff did. Well, there was no help for it, she would just have to take her chances and spend character points on Divination magic. She decided to go with the full 20 points because who knew what cool tier 2 spell she might get. She crossed her fingers, a gesture which her much increased Intelligence told her was pointless, and assigned the points, hoping she would get the Identify spell.

      This time luck was with her, and she ended up with Identify and Assess Enemy just like her dad had. She also got a 2nd tier 2 spell.

      
        
        Lesser Telepathic Detection: Used to locate and identify intelligent minds. Only works on minds with Intelligence score of 8 or greater. Can detect the presence of such minds within up to 10’/level. Can identify the Intelligence score of one of those minds per tick so long as the score is no more than 20% greater than the caster's Intelligence. After 1 minute of concentration may read the surface thoughts of a single target’s mind. May not be attuned to read the thoughts of another target without a new casting. Duration: 1 minute/level. Range: 10’/level or 6”/level for mind reading. Cooldown: 3 hours. Mana: 70.

        

      

      Mira probably would have been more impressed with her new spell if she hadn’t been so focused on being able to cast Identify on her new staff. With a wave of her hand and a few quickly muttered words, Mira cast Identify and her eyes lit up.

      
        
        Drake Thigh Bone Staff.

        Quality: Excellent.

        Base Dmg: 7. Attack Speed: 4.

        Weight: 3.0.

        

        Active Effect 1: Mage Shield - may conjure a shield with a radius of 5’ to protect caster and those close by. Shield can absorb up to 200 damage. Mana may be channeled into the shield to increase damage absorption at a ratio of 2 damage per 1 mana. 2/moon rise.

        Active Effect 2: 3 magicyte crystals embedded in the staff can each store a single evocation spell of up to 2nd tier for quick casting. May be recharged. Spells currently stored: Minor Shock x2.

        Passive Effect 1: Staff may store up to three hundred mana for use by its wielder.

        Passive Effect 2: +4 Necrotic Damage.

        

      

      Wow! Mira was still thinking through all the things that she could do with this staff. The extra mana storage would allow her to have more freedom while she waited for her mana to refill. The extra stored spells would also allow her options for combat. That was to say nothing of the shield. She was going to have to experiment with this and couldn’t wait to talk to her dad about the applications for the staff.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Dave awoke. He marveled at where he found himself. He seemed to be on the table of the town hall. He was almost naked and laying upon his back was a female figure. Judging by her distinctive form, he assumed it was Emily even before he opened his eyes. He looked back and saw that she was, in fact, laying upon his back. The last thing he remembered was moving to shield Mira from the exploding corpse of the drake hound he had slain. He had vague memories of being hurt, of intense mind-searing pain, and of fading in and out of consciousness. For sure though, he had no recollection of how he had ended up here. He knew something bad must have happened for him to be sleeping here and Emily must have been very worried for her to have fallen asleep draped across his back. He also could feel a lingering hangover. He must have been given some kind of medicine because he knew he hadn’t been drinking.

      Once he had his bearings, he tried to move to gently disengage Emily, but she sleepily tightened her arms around him without ever waking up. It must have been really bad, whatever it was. So he decided to open his notifications and see if he could figure out what had happened. Well, the first one was pleasant. It seems that he hit level 16 when he killed that drake hound. Apparently though, it had actually exploded afterward and covered his body in some sort of acid. The acid burst had done almost 200 damage to him. If he hadn’t been healed up to full health when he leveled up moments before the explosion, it would have instantly killed him. Then he saw competing notifications for damage over time that he was taking from the acid. It caused him 10 damage every 6 seconds and seemed to be balanced by a healing spell that Mira had cast on him.

      The later notifications showed that he had been healed repeatedly over and over by Emily. Healed for far more health than he had total. He must have been wounded in some special way that made it so simply restoring his health points wasn’t enough. Well, he felt perfectly fine and rested now. He would just have to wait until he could get out from underneath of Emily to find out what had happened.

      For now, he took some time and explored his options for the 3 stat points and 10 character points that he had gained. He first decided to assign the stat points to Strength. He was very dissatisfied with the amount of damage he had been able to produce without Enlarge. It was inevitable that he would have to go back into the dungeon, next time with proper preparation. Not only was the dungeon clearly targeted at him, but it was also the only dungeon he had yet to encounter in Eloria, and the gamer in him had to know what all it held. He just wouldn’t repeat his mistakes from earlier. After thinking about it for a while, he decided to save the character points. It wasn’t enough to do anything that would have changed the fight in the dungeon and so better to save them.

      After about an hour of slowly inching away, he was finally able to untangle himself from Emily without waking her. He got up and looked around for clothing which he thankfully found laid out for him. It was his spare pair, so he wasn’t sure what had happened to his main set. After dressing, he looked around a bit more and found the answer to that question. On the floor what remained of his scale mail armor and clothing lay in ruins. It looked like it had been burnt or eaten up. Even the parts that were not completely destroyed showed little holes or pockmarks and discoloration on the surface. Reason led him to figure out he must have been sprayed by some very corrosive acid, which matched with the notifications he had received while unconscious. Looking at his stuff told him a little bit about just how bad it must have been. His remaining belt knife, sword, armor, and clothing had all been destroyed. In the one bit of good luck, he had at least had the forethought to take his pack off before entering the dungeon so at least the gear and more importantly the coins in there were safe. Money wasn’t everything, but this money was going to pave the way to a new home for his family. He really was going to need to come up with a better way to store it.

      He could have more clothing made and the armor was of questionable value. Maybe he would be able to learn that magic armor spell that Mira knew. The biggest loss was his sword. Sure, it had been his starter gear and it was far past needing to be upgraded, but it had been the only sword he had. Conrad had said that he wasn’t a weaponsmith and wouldn’t be able to make any type of high-quality weapon larger than an ax head or a dagger. Dave honestly, felt naked all over again with the realization that his sword had been destroyed. Sure, it was still there, but it was riddled with holes and there was no way it would be safe to wield in battle. He would just have to hope that the man Gunter, from the general store, had sent with his order would be returning soon and that more importantly, he would have been able to find a sword.

      After making sure that Emily was covered up as best he could, Dave decided to go check on the children. Once outside of the town hall, he started to run into villagers who one and all wished him well and told him how happy they were to see that he had recovered. Going on and on about his amazing wife and how blessed by Shanelle she was. The constant greetings delayed him a bit, but it still only took a few minutes to reach the mayor’s home. Eris’ Rise wasn’t exactly a sprawling metropolis after all.

      Upon walking in the door, he was greeted by Sara leaping into his arms. All of the children, including Mira, seemed very glad to see him up and about, and many hugs were exchanged. Finally setting Sara down, he pulled Mira to the side and thanked her. “I don’t know the details and to be honest, we can talk about that another time. I just want to thank you and tell you how proud I am of the woman you have become to have managed that all on your own.”

      Every fifteen-year-old girl needs to hear kind words from their father and all the better when the words were well deserved. She smiled at her father and responded, “You know, you can’t keep us Nelsons down.”

      After that they had a brief discussion about what had happened, Mira gaining a level and most importantly in her mind, about the new staff she had acquired. Dave laughed that she had managed to steal the staff from the alpha and was suitably wowed when she described its attributes.

      “Well, that seals it then.”

      “Seals what?” Mira asked.

      “It seals the fact that we have to go back to the dungeon.” Dave held up his hand to stop her when she started to interrupt. “Not today, maybe not even soon, but we do have to go back. If it drops that kinda loot, then we need to farm the crap out of it.” He had to explain what he meant by farming the dungeon but afterward, Mira found herself agreeing. The new and more confident Mira was hoping to find more items like this staff and wasn’t afraid to take a bit of risk. Both she and her father marveled to themselves about how far she had come in just over a week in Eloria.

      After having breakfast with the kids, Dave went back to check on Emily. He brought her a bowl of porridge and even some bacon that Aloysia had cooked up for him. When he got back to the town hall, she was still sound asleep, and while he didn’t really want to disturb her, knowing his wife, she would be mortified if someone other than him had to wake her when she was sleeping in such a public spot. Upon waking, she insisted on hugging and kissing Dave’s face. He took it all in stride while apologizing for taking such risks and for scaring her like that. From there, things only got better. Emily ate and they chatted, not about the dungeon, levels, or the many challenges of Eloria. They talked more like a normal couple might, about the town that was to be their home, the house they were building, their children and how they would fit in. Issues like education and opportunities to find a place in this world for their children came up. Ironically, it was the type of conversation that used to annoy Dave so much, but perhaps after living under the constant threat of death, he was better able to appreciate the simple things of life, for he never once complained even to himself or tried to hurry the conversation along.

      Eventually, they walked through the town, stopping at the construction site of their home and then at the planned location for the church. Everywhere they went they were greeted by smiles and cheery greetings. Little children who Emily had previously blessed came running up to give her hugs only to be shewed away by embarrassed mothers. She just took it all in stride, enjoying every hug, smile, and step, walking hand in hand with her husband.

      They spent hours doing this only breaking to eat some bread and cheese for lunch. Sometimes Jackson and Sara walked along with them, but both the children were quickly drawn away to play with friends. Emily cautioning them to not interfere with any chores that their friends might have to do. Just because the Nelson children didn’t have any work to do didn’t mean that the other children of the village didn’t. In Eris’ Rise, no one seemed idle for long, and if they were going to fit in, truly fit in, not just as an esteemed priestess, they would need to match their lifestyle to that of the village.

      It was late in the afternoon when a boy ran up to them with a message that a shipment had arrived for them at Gunter’s shop. They casually walked over to find that one of the beds ordered had come in, various materials, and most importantly, some weapons that Gunter wanted to know if they would like to inspect. Dave, of course, jumped at it, but Emily insisted that they first look at the materials for their house as well as the bed. Not wanting to argue, he went along with her all the while wondering if the merchant had managed to find anything decent.

      Emily was thrilled that the bed they had brought back was large enough to be more than a full-sized bed and was clearly going to be the bed that she and Dave would share. Her new body didn’t have much of a problem sleeping on the floor, but who would turn away a bed? It was also exhilarating to her to see the door hinges and other things that would go into making their home, but after a while, she knew that Dave really wanted to look at the weapons. They had discussed how worried he was about his ability to protect them without a sword. So strange to think of it like that. She had never wanted him to have a gun in the house for protection, and now, here they were talking about a sword, three feet of sharpened steel, like it was a normal thing.

      Once he was let off his leash, Dave rushed over to see what Gunter had found. It turned out that there was a merchant at the closest village to Eris’ Rise in the duchy of Holstein. He had been getting ready to leave after finding that he couldn’t sell most of his wares. The local sheriff had not had any need of weapons and none of the serfs knew how to use them. Gunter’s man had tried to talk him into traveling to Eris’ Rise, but the merchant had said he was tired of being out in the middle of nowhere amongst the uncivilized.

      Gunter was very nervous that his man might have overspent Dave’s money but still pulled back the cloth to reveal a longsword and matching shortsword along with two matching daggers. All seemed to be of great quality. Gunter told them that his man said the merchant swore up and down that they were masterwork items and had insisted on being paid four gold for the lot. Since Gunter had stressed the importance of finding weapons for Dave, his man had been more afraid to miss out on the opportunity than to overpay and so had parted with the gold. It was a veritable fortune in Eris’ Rise but as soon as Dave cast Identify on the longsword he didn’t complain at all.

      
        
        Masterwork Long Sword

        Quality: Excellent

        Base Dmg: 15. Attack Speed: 6.

        Weight: 3.0.

        

        Masterwork Short Sword

        Quality: Excellent

        Base Dmg: 10. Attack Speed: 5.

        Weight: 2.0.

        

        Masterwork Dagger

        Quality: Excellent

        Base Dmg: 5. Attack Speed: 3.

        Weight: 1.0.

        

      

      For Dave, it was as if the clouds had pulled back and the sun was shining again. He couldn’t have been happier if he had tried. He thanked Gunter and started to leave with his new toys, err… weapons in tow, but the man stopped him and said there was one more thing. Apparently, Emily had spoken to the shopkeep about trying to find some spices for cooking. He apologized that he hadn’t found much. He had however gotten small quantities of chili powder, cumin, oregano, paprika, black pepper, and powdered garlic. Again, it had cost a fortune because of the rarity of such items but Gunter assured them that he had never seen some of these spices in his life.

      After walking out of the shop, Emily was every bit as happy with the spices as Dave was with his weapons and told she would cook a special meal tonight if he would give her a couple of hours. Dave readily agreed because he wanted to go try out his new sword anyway. So while Dave practiced his new sword in the space behind the mayor’s home with Jackson and some of the other adolescent boys watching, Emily started to cook inside. She recruited Aloysia, Mira, and even Sara to help and asked Talvenicus to invite all of the city council over for dinner. He was very hesitant about allowing Emily to cook for them, but she assured him it was a special dish from her homeland.

      The cooking took a bit longer than expected as they had had to improvise for some of the ingredients. Still, she was very pleased with the outcome when she called for Dave to come in to eat. While she knew that some of her friends would have thought that it was so strange that she liked to cook with her daughters for her husband, it was clearly the way of things here in Eris’ Rise, so why fight it. Besides, it was making her happy at the moment.

      So, it was that in a tiny frontier logging village crowded around the dining table of the town mayor, that for the first time in the history of Eloria, Nana Gonzalez’s homemade enchiladas were served. Her family dug in, eating the food like they had been starving and making all the noise of a wounded animal. The mayor, his daughter, and their guests were a bit more reserved but after being shown how to eat them, they all ended up diving in. The tastes were strong for people who normally ate very bland food, but most of them liked it, and this night would go down as one that the Nelsons would never forget.
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        * * *

      

      Max had come to a difficult decision. No squad of his had ever failed to complete a mission. Even before the Purple and Gold, he had a great deal of experience with hard missions that made other men fearful. Sure, he got afraid just like any other man, but he had never really felt that he belonged. If you don’t belong, you have less to lose. If you don’t have much to lose, then risks come easier. He had already endured more loss than a man should have to.

      Now though, after over three years in the Purple and Gold, he cared again. Cared about these people. They depended upon him. Looked to him for guidance. Those graves they had left behind were symbols of his failure, and he couldn’t forget it. He knew that haste was of great importance in this mission, even if he didn’t understand all of the reasons, but he still called a halt early today. They were past all the villages and so there was no longer the same need for stealth. He let the squad make camp openly alongside the only road they saw in the area. That is, if one could call a poorly marked dirt trail barely wide enough for a wagon, a road. He told the squad that they had earned a rest and that they would not break camp pre-dawn but that they would be allowed to wake and have a leisurely day. Tomorrow was 7th Day, after all, and it wasn’t out of reason to allow the squad a break.

      They knew that they were close to the village of Eris’ Rise. Probably about three miles away in fact. Leyna, the squad’s spy, had traveled separately from the rest of the squad earlier in the day. She had run into a wagon that was headed into the small logging village laden down with a variety of supplies. The wagon’s driver had offered her a ride, which was certainly the Albian way to treat a lone woman on the road even if she was dressed more like a soldier than a woman, at least as the driver saw it. Once riding next to him, she got more than an earful about Eris’ Rise. She learned that Duke Holstein hadn’t provided any guards for the village. That they had almost been overwhelmed by beasts of the forest, and if the driver was to be believed, more than half the men in the village had been wounded in some way or another. Even more, interestingly, he spoke about an elven priestess who was healing all the injured in the name of Shanelle. The stories about her and what sounded like her family were rather jumbled. Despite her years of training as an infiltrator, Leyna wasn’t sure exactly how much to believe the man or if he was making up grand stories to impress a young woman.

      Max had taken Leyna’s report into consideration before deciding to stop early and take a day of rest. It didn’t sound like there was too much urgency in the village itself, and he weighed out the need to report back to the king or rather his steward against the need for his squad to be functioning at an optimal level. The strain of this mission was obviously wearing on all of them.

      Max sat inside his tent now, carving at a piece of wood, forming symbols that his men had seen him carving many times before. The captain would never explain the significance of the symbols to his squad and they had finally stopped asking.
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        * * *

      

      Altracia’s head swayed side to side as she stared down at the alpha of the drake hound pack. Her rage was boiling up inside, almost more than she could contain. “So let me understand. You and four of your pack fought the human, our most hated enemy. You wounded him, had him crippled on the ground, and then when the vengeance that is set into the very walls of our home was to be fulfilled, you let a mere girl take him from you.” The drake’s voice was barely more than a sibilant whisper, but the kneeling alpha had no trouble hearing.

      “Mistress, I beg your forgiveness. Know that I and my pack want nothing more in this life or any other than to kill David Nelson.”

      “Yet, not only did you allow him and his foul half-breed spawn to escape, but you also allowed her to steal from you.” Altracia’s voice grew louder, its volume filling the round chamber which was her home, the final area of the dungeon. “You let her take a staff that I gave to you. One forged from my own body. Do you have any idea the pain I had to endure to create such a tool for you? Of course you don’t. You only know what you do because I have raised you up. You owe everything to me, and this is how you choose to repay me.”

      Trembling before his drake mistress, the alpha began to speak again, “I will …”

      His words ended as long drake fanged pierced and severed his head from his shoulders. Altracia was not a human mistress to hear the ramblings of a subordinate. At her core, no matter how the magicyte had changed her, she was a beast. So she ended the fool before her,  then lifted her head in a scream of rage. She may not have originally felt any animosity toward David Nelson, but the failed blood feud had been a part of the drey hounds, and just as they became part of the dungeon, so did that hatred. It was a powerful emotion and so served to make the dungeon stronger, seeping into every inch along the tendrils of the magicyte. It had provided a purpose to the dungeon, a name even. Now that scream promised death and pain to any who stood in the way of that purpose.
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        * * *

      

      The goblin shaman knew that they were soon to attack the final village. He was soon to have his reward. Once all the logging villages were gone, he had been promised that he would be elevated to being a hobgoblin. Not just any hobgoblin, he would be a hobgoblin shaman. He would have the power he deserved, and he was thrilled. It had been hard to wait these last few days. It had been even harder to grovel before Draznei’kai. The walking pile of bones which seemed to think so much of himself. The bone man as the other goblins called him might be strong, but he didn’t know that the shaman was prepared for him. The chieftain of all goblins had handpicked him for this mission and had given him the means to control the undead warrior.

      The shaman looked down at the bone circlet in his hands, running his claw-tipped fingers over the yellowed bits of bone. He had been told how to activate it. Told that it was a magical shackle that would enslave Draznei’kai. He only had to place it around one of his limbs and recite the command words he had been made to memorize. The shaman was looking forward to the raid on this last logging village, but more than that, he was looking forward to the shock the death knight would express when he found out he was undone by a “mere” goblin. One way or another, it would all end before sunrise the next morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One
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        “We have all heard it said that Eloria is conflict, but is this a decree of the gods or a reflection of what lies within the hearts of men?” —Musings of the sun elf philosopher Kong Fuzi circa 132 BE

        

      

      Draznei’kai Shutan was a patient man, if an undead death knight could be called a man. Yet these past few weeks of traveling with and overseeing the goblins was almost more than he could handle. He understood a portion of the plan which he played a part in, at least well enough to play his part. Yet he would be so glad when he was finally rid of these pests. It was a small mercy that as an undead he had no sense of smell to be assailed by the reek of their unwashed bodies. Goblins were truly despicable. Most of the goblins he would grace with a quick death once the mission was accomplished, but no such mercy would be shown to the shaman. The shaman he planned to slowly strangle with his bare hands. Strangulation might not be the most painful way he could kill the little green annoyance, but there was something so deeply satisfying in the feeling of a foe helplessly struggling within your grasp. Best of all was the joy of watching the light slowly fade from their eyes.

      Glancing up again at the sky, he decided that it was dark enough to be fully night even though the moon had not yet reached its apex. He shouted out a command at the nearest goblin, ordering him to gather the rest of his filthy little brethren because the raid on the final village would start soon. Experience told him that it would still take the goblins at least half an hour to be ready to travel the remaining few miles from their campsite to the last human logging outpost. That suited the death knight just fine, as he still had two magical items to deploy.

      The first was a stasis bag. Inside it was the well-preserved corpses of two moon elf forest wardens. Their contribution to this endeavor could not be overstated as it was necessary that they be found within the charred ruins of the village. After speaking a few words of command, the stasis bag opened up and the bodies reappeared in the material world being deposited out of the pocket dimension where they had been stored. He wished he could wait to take the bodies out of stasis until after the raid was accomplished, but he couldn’t risk finding out that the bodies had not been properly maintained in the stasis field. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the one who had given him the bag. Far from it. Rather that he knew that one too well and understood there was no room for error.

      After being pushed out of the stasis bags, the bodies appeared floating in the air on translucent discs of pure force. A quick inspection showed that they seemed to be in good condition. Their lives had been ended by a powerful Essence Magic spell which drained their life energy without harming the flesh. This was essential because after the raid he would inflict what would appear to be mortal wounds upon them with weapons or tools from the village and get their blood upon the hands of some of the humans. Each figure was a typical elven warden. Their skin a light shade of brown, their attire standard body fitting leathers which made for easy travel through tangled woods. Each carried a bow, quiver, arrows, and a selection of daggers upon their person. They were young by elven standards, both being well under fifty years of age and mere apprentice wardens. One was equipped with a scimitar and the other a pair of long-handled hand axes, but both were the prototypical forest warden.

      Confident that the elven corpses had been properly preserved and would not show signs of having been killed months ago, Draznei’kai started to use the second magical item he intended to deploy now. It was a communication scroll that would allow him to send a private message to any single individual within a thousand miles. While it was single-use and only allowed for a very brief response, it could not be intercepted like some of the telepathic bond items that allowed for thought communication on a repeat basis. Unfurling the scroll gently, the death knight took special care to make sure that his skeletal fingers didn’t accidentally tear into the paper of the scroll. He had no idea how old the scroll was, but based upon how the edges were weathered and showed signs of minor tears, he guessed it had to be very old. Magical items generally held up much longer than their non-magical counterparts, and he would have thought this scroll to be old even if it had been made of mundane paper. Yet another reminder of who he served.

      As he read the words scribed on the scroll before him the magic stored within began to activate, consuming the powdered magicyte and precious gems which created the ink to act as the spell’s reagents. When the last syllable of the lengthy spell rolled off his tongue a small hole into nothingness opened up immediately in front of his mouth. He swiftly spoke into it, not wanting to waste any of the spell’s limited duration. “Seimion, the final attack will take place in three hours. By sunrise, the task should be completed, and the bodies will be planted.”

      Once he spoke his simple message, he didn’t ramble on as the living are prone to do. He was all business, possessed of a keen mind but without the distracting passions of life. Fortunately, he didn’t have long to wait before a reply came in a voice he had not heard for some time but which he knew very well. Seimion his co-conspirator in this plan spoke back to him, “Very well. Make sure that you are gone from the area swiftly and hide any trace of your passing. I have arranged for the duke to be on a hunting trip only two days’ journey from your location. Return to your sanctum and await further instruction after the task is complete.”

      That was it. Much like the death knight, Seimion was not given to long speeches although he could spin a silver-tongued tale when required. That is why he had been given his part of the plan to carry out while Draznei’kai had been assigned to do what he does best. Now all that remained was to finish off this last village and then be on his way, alone.

      The death knight raised his voice and soon all of the goblins were formed up around him. This was all going to be very easy. They would hit the town in the wee hours shortly before the dawn. The goblins would be able to see much better than the humans. Most importantly though, typically no humans were awake this early, not even farmers or drunkards. Experience had taught him that late-night raids often found guards who were still diligent and alert. In contrast by three or four bells after midnight, most human guards had grown lax if they were not outright asleep. Their foolish confidence that the impending sunrise would keep them safe was what ultimately made this the best time to attack. The only thought that caused Draznei’kai any concern was the lingering doubt about why the last scout had never returned.
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        * * *

      

      Unbeknownst to the death knight, there was already a goblin in Eris’ Rise. Krinnk had been hiding under the floorboards of the mayor’s home. It had taken him some time to track his target’s scent, but while most of the town had been in the town square, it had given him the opportunity. Once he found the dwelling where her scent was the strongest, he searched until finding that the floor was made of wood planks that were raised off of the ground. This allowed him to find a spot where with little trouble he could burrow underneath. Goblins excel at squeezing into small spots. Their ugly malformed bodies are pliable and provide a way for them to slide between spaces smaller than one would think they could fit through. The end result being that he was nestled underneath the floorboards when he heard the steps of the larger humans returning for the night. He was tempted to try to reach Sara that night, but he could smell the elf female who shot flames from her hands. Krinnk might not be smart or brave, but he was patient. He would wait.

      So wait he did, in his uncomfortable little hiding spot. He could smell Sara so close, and it worked on him. He began to think of her possessively. Feeling as though she was his and that it was only right that he should have her. The seed of this thought had been germinating within him since he first saw her. It is uncommon for a goblin to hold a thought in their minds for such a long time. Scouts tend to be a bit better at this by the necessity of the tasks assigned to them, but this thought was different. It wasn’t like anything he had ever felt before. It was almost as though he was finding value in something other than himself. Like the little elfling was special. He wasn’t sure what it was about her that had made him think such strange thoughts. Some of it was likely due to how he saw the family treating her as precious and protecting her, but that was as far as his goblin mind could reason out.

      Now here he was, the moon had risen again. He couldn’t see the moon, but he could see that the light of day had faded. By his limited estimation, it had been several hours since the second daystar had set, so now would have to be the time of the Night Eye. He hoped that an opportunity would soon manifest itself, but he didn’t have any plans. His scavenger nature was such that he was more reactive than actually carrying out a specific strategy. Feeling in his muscles the long period cramped up under the floorboards, he stretched. In his effort to ease his cramped muscles, he ended up hitting one of the floor joists with his foot. It wasn’t a hard impact, but it still made a noise. He silently cursed himself with the same terms that his trainers had used so often, “Stupid worthless slug, can’t you do anything right.”

      After that scraping noise, he held his breath. Listening desperately to see if it had disturbed anyone sleeping above. Seconds turned into a minute and Krinnk began to believe that no one had heard him. As soon as he let out his breath though, he heard heavy footsteps above. Someone was walking around above. The little goblin’s heart began to pound. He wondered if he was discovered. Would the human with the sword end him? It had to be the big human as none of the others in the house would sound so heavy. Panic crossed through his mind as he tried to decide if he should try to run and escape from beneath the floorboards or if he should simply keep hiding. In the end, his nature won out, and he scrunched up trying to make himself as small as possible while pressing up against one of the floor joists.
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        * * *

      

      Dave sat up from the blanket that he was sleeping on with Emily. His eyes scanned the room around him. He didn’t know precisely what had woken him, but he had heard a sound. The night-time noises of Eris’ Rise were things that he was becoming accustomed to, but they were still different from back on Earth. There he had slept with a fan to drown out background noises, but no such options existed here. Most nights he slept very deeply because of how exhausted he would be from the life and death struggle of the day. The evening before had been somewhat different. The sixth day had been much more relaxing than any day in Eloria before it for him. Then dinner with Emily’s homemade enchiladas was heavenly. All this though had led to him not sleeping quite as deeply so that whatever made the unusual noise ended up waking him up.

      He didn’t see anything in the room but kept looking. Due to a combination of not having been as tired before going to bed and his enhanced stamina, Dave was now wide awake. If it had been back at home, he would have probably just assumed the sound was the dog or something like that. Eloria, though, was not home, or at least, it wasn’t safe. Walking through the house, he looked around each room that he could without going into Talvenicus or Aloysia’s rooms and without waking his family. Still, he didn’t see anything to explain the noise that had woken him. A part of him just couldn’t let it go. He almost would have sworn that his spidey sense was tingling, but then again, he didn’t have a skill like that on his character sheet to put points into. Well, maybe he did. He thought about Mira’s skill Esoteric Sense. The question was should he put points into a skill like that. It wasn’t really part of his character development plan. The gamer in him said he should stick with the plan, but Eloria was hardly a game, and he remembered the pain he had experienced so far to prove it. He had actually been wanting to save up points to activate another school of magic, although with the new short sword, he was also tempted to put points into dual wield. He pondered it for a couple of minutes before deciding that situational awareness was worth a lot and that he didn’t need to spend the full 10 points that Mira had. 5 points should be enough to give him a long-range sense out to half a mile and closer sense up to 100’ feet.

      As soon as he spent the points, he immediately activated it with 50 mana and for 1 second he got an immediate burst of knowledge about the area for half a mile in all directions. It was such a rush and almost more than his mind could take in all at once. The thing is that he hadn’t really expected to find anything, and yet in that burst, he found a small living being under the house, which likely was some animal that had made the noise that woke him. Normally, having found that he would go about figuring out how to get rid of the creature. Animals in Eloria were not to be taken lightly, but his concern for the noise he had heard evaporated as soon as his mind processed the rest of the information that he had gotten.

      Coming from the direction of the bridge was a group of creatures moving in a staggered formation. He would recognize that sort of tactic anywhere. His squad had often operated like that when on patrols in various hotspots. Each marine moving forward under cover from the others and leapfrogging over each other as they advanced. He was tempted to spend another 50 mana to double-check his findings, but it was already going to take him twenty minutes to regenerate the first burst of mana he had spent. Judging from how close the incoming soldiers were, he didn’t think they had that much time. Even moving very slowly, they would cover the half a mile to the town square in twenty minutes and that was assuming that they wanted to stay hidden.

      A certain military precision took over his mindset, and Dave rushed to wake up Emily, Mira, and then Talvenicus in that order. He had fought almost non-stop since arriving in Eloria, but this was something different. He wondered for a moment if it was creatures out of the dungeon-like that spell casting alpha drake hound. That was a scary thought and one which would leave him plagued with guilt for bringing such a foe down upon the town that had been nothing but kind to them. As quickly as that thought came, he dismissed it. Those were creatures from a dungeon and everything he believed about dungeons said that creatures inside of a dungeon couldn’t chase you outside. He had to believe that was the way that it worked in Eloria too. Still, whoever these creatures were, they were moving in a pattern that spoke of an intelligence greater than the beasts he had been fighting, even if their spacing had been off.

      As he pondered those thoughts, first Talvenicus, then Emily, and finally a sleepy Mira stumbled into the room. A second later, Aloysia followed as apparently her father had taken time to wake her. Dave explained what he had sensed and what he believed it meant. He said he didn’t know who might be attacking Eris’ Rise but that a formation such as that was a tactical one and coming into town in the wee hours of the morning couldn’t possibly be anything other than attack. Talvenicus, having served his stint as a mage in the Albian army also concurred.

      Seeing the look on Mira’s face and deducing that she was about to spend mana on her own Esoteric Sense, Dave quickly instructed her not to waste mana. He pointed out that she would want to have it available for the upcoming fight. After she agreed, Dave initiated a party and invited the other four who all quickly joined in. Since he didn’t know what he was facing, he didn’t assign himself as tank and left that slot unfilled but did designate Mira and Talvenicus as ranged damagers, Emily as the healer, and Aloysia as a scout. When she asked why, Dave pointed out that it would increase her movement rate by 50% and her evasion ability by 25%, so that would give her the ability to go out and put eyes on whatever was coming. Knowing that time was short, they had a very brief tactics conversation and then split up to perform their individual tasks after Mira cast her Mage Armor spell on Dave and Emily cast her Minor Blessing on all of them.
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        “Oh, that goblin is so cute.” —No one, ever.

        

      

      Once his forces had reached the bridge, Draznei’kai instructed the goblins in what he wanted them to do. He intended to send the remaining goblins into the town first and told the shaman who questioned him that it was so that they could get the first chance at killing the sleeping humans. He said that he would then send in his skeletons, which now, after spending a good size chunk of his stored-up mana equaled fifty-four walking sets of bones. One good thing about Eloria was that even if the corpses were a few hundred years old, he had never been in a location where there weren’t the remains of sentients laying buried in the ground. The skeletons were the weakest of the undead, but they would be perfect for what he had in mind here.

      He watched as the goblins arranged themselves in a staggered line and began crossing the bridge. First, he sent the two scouts. Then ten minutes later, he sent the six rogues in one by one. The goal being to use their Stealth to get into the sleeping town and start to kill as many humans as possible. The scouts were first to check for guards, but from what had already been reported, he didn’t believe there would be any to be found. After the rogues, he sent the eleven remaining skirmishers in pairs, with the shaman paired with the final skirmisher. Thinking of the shaman caused a dark cloud to cross the death knight’s mind. That one was up to something, but he didn’t know what it was, and honestly, it wasn’t like he had anything to fear from one so weak. Anyway, the skirmishers were sent ten minutes after the rogues. He knew it was killing the goblins, especially the brutish skirmishers to move so slowly, but the one thing he didn’t want was for their surprise to be spoiled. There were over one hundred humans in this little town and even though the vast majority of them were unleveled, they were still strong lumbermen. He was too close to the next phase of the plan, and he wouldn’t let anything cause it to fail.

      Walking slowly so as to be stealthy, it would take the smaller goblins over an hour to cover the two miles into town. The scouts had left some twenty minutes before and were probably faster than the rest of the goblins as they were more accustomed to moving like this. Then the rogues would be the next fastest. While they were good at stealth, it was more for creeping into a room not for traveling any sort of distance without being detected. Watching the last of the goblins head out, he was pleased. For once, the shaman seemed to be doing what he was told even if he had acted oddly. Perhaps he could learn something new, but then again it didn’t really matter. The death knight waited until the last of the goblins were out of sight then checked with his esoteric sense to confirm that they were far enough away. Once he was sure, he ordered his skeletons to start tearing the bridge apart. None of the goblins would be using it again, so there was no need for it, and it fit better with the planned narrative for the bridge to be destroyed.
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        * * *

      

      Dave had started to walk out of the house when Emily grabbed his arm. “Wait one second, I need to get you something.” With that, she walked over to her backpack and pulled out a belt pouch. “I had this made for you as a gift. I was saving it for before you go hunting again, but it seems like now is a better time.”

      Taking the pouch from her hands, Dave opened it and found ten vials inside, five of them blue and five red. They looked like the mana and health potions from every MMO he had ever played. “Are these what I think they are?”

      “If you think they are potions to restore your health and mana, then yes.”

      “These are great, I can’t thank you enough. Now go before I change my mind about this crazy plan of yours.” Emily kissed his cheek and then turned away.

      Watching her walk away Dave knew there was no viable choice but for them to split up, but it didn’t make it any easier. He was going to have to trust the safety of the kids to Emily. They both had a role to play in this, and it was time that he got to his. As he ran out and headed toward the edge of town to act as the first line of defense, he crunched the numbers on mana regeneration in his head. From what he remembered, Emily had told him that the potion she had used restored 10 mana per minute. He already had a mana regeneration of two and a half per minute, so the mana potion was a dramatic increase for him. Dave paused long enough to pop one of the blue potions and was greeted with a confirming notification.

      
        
        You have consumed a potion: Tincture of Mana Regeneration (Standard Quality)

        Effect: Increases Mana Regeneration by 10/minute for 20 minutes

        

      

      Hopefully now, he would be able to use his esoteric sense more to pinpoint enemies without being afraid of running out of mana when he needed it for a combat skill. For now, though, there was no time to delay. He needed to intercept whatever force was incoming and hope that he could delay them long enough for Talvenicus to be able to get the town evacuated.

      It only took him a few seconds to reach the town square. Once he got there, he decided he didn’t have any choice. His Esoteric Sense wouldn’t tell him friend from foe. It would only alert him to the presence of the bodies. Maybe at a higher level or with some practice, he would refine the ability, but not right now. So his best opportunity to use it again would be before too many of the villagers were up and moving around. So reluctantly he spent another fifty mana and got another second of insight. He could immediately recognize his family moving and what should be Talvenicus moving near Conrad’s home. He also saw three figures moving in between the homes just to the north of the town square. Based upon the position of the figures from his early burst of expanded senses, he was assuming that these three were the two foremost of the invaders and Aloysia. Besides those, he was able to identify six more figures fairly close to town and at least two other pairs at the very edge of his burst of expanded awareness.

      Well, since stealth was his enemy’s goal, he needed to interrupt that. Tactical lesson 101 from his time as a marine: never let your enemy control the engagement. Don’t let them control the where, when, or how of the battle. Whoever dictates the conditions has all the advantages. Moreover, since noise would only serve to help wake up the town and might even accelerate the evacuation he decided to go loud now. He didn’t have the number of troops that they obviously did, so all he could really do was try to interrupt their plans. It was a plan of desperation and he didn’t like it, but it was all he had. So here goes.

      With that thought, he charged at full speed toward the location of one of the three moving bodies in the nearby houses. Rounding the corner of the first house he was greeted by what any gamer would automatically identify as a goblin. Not quite five-foot-tall, gangly, green arms and legs with an oval-shaped head atop the shoulders. It was dressed in a crude loincloth held up by a leather cord. In its hands was a sling, which started to whirl around as soon as it saw him. Unfortunately for the goblin scout, Dave was able to both cast Assess Enemy and close the five feet between them before the sling could be ready to use.

      
        
        Goblin Scout: Level 5. Health: 80

        

      

      It showed up in a light blue color indicating a minor threat. As his shoulder drove into the chest of the scout, Dave couldn’t help but laugh. Eight or twelve or however many there were of these scouts wouldn’t pose much of a threat. The air exploded out of the goblin as the force of Dave’s tackle sent it slamming into the wall of the house behind it. The noise woke the family that lived there. While the impact hadn’t caused much damage to the goblin per the notification that Dave got, it had stunned the little creature. Without hesitation, Dave pulled out his new longsword and thrust forward into where he hoped the scout’s heart was located. After the briefest bit of resistance, the razor-sharp blade slide in and all the way into the wooden wall the goblin was slumped against.

      
        
        Congratulations you have made your first coup-de-grace. This is a death blow against an enemy unable to resist. The damage of a coup-de-grace is automatically quadrupled. You have hit Goblin Scout for (211) damage. 15*1.68 (Strength) * 2.1 (long blade/weapon spec) *4 (coup de grace).

        

        You have begun a military-style event: Defense of Eris’ Rise. You will only be able to receive XP at the end of the engagement, assuming that you survive. Should you be driven from the city you will gain no XP. XP rewards will be reduced for every citizen who is killed. Potential Event Rewards: Faction points with Kingdom of Albia, Duchy of Holstein, Town of Eris’ Rise. Additional reward unknown and contingent upon the degree of success.

        

      

      Looking down at the small corpse before him, Dave felt no remorse. A part of him wondered about that. He had had to kill men in Iraq. He remembered feeling somewhat detached in the moment, but how it always plagued him afterward. He couldn’t help but wonder if this would affect him the same way. This was really the first humanoid creature he had fought so far. The treant had been vaguely humanoid, but it wasn’t the same at all. This was a creature who was intelligent enough to have some sort of military structure and to wear clothing and use weapons even if they were crude. He had never felt any remorse when killing goblins or any number of other humanoid races in various MMOs he had played in the past, but then again, Eloria was hardly a game. Either way, it was something he would have to deal with later, assuming there was a later.

      He was pulled from that self-reflection by the sounds of fighting a short distance away. Without thinking about it, he wiped his sword against the goblin to remove the blood and ran toward the struggle. After passing two more homes, he saw Aloysia and another goblin scout in a knife battle. Well, if a one-sided slaughter could be called a battle. By the time he got there, Aloysia was pulling her dagger from where she had buried it in the goblin’s throat.

      Turning to Dave with a smile Aloysia said, “Ugh, goblins are so ugly. My father had described them before, but I never imagined I would see one so far from the border.”

      “So is something wrong with goblins being here?”

      “Every Albian is told that we have the border barons on the west to hold back the goblin hordes from invading the kingdom. In fact, the very reason that this town exists is to supply lumber for the war effort, but that is all the way on the western side of the kingdom.”

      “Don’t forget, we aren’t from around here. Exactly how far are we from the western border?”

      Then as Aloysia started to answer, “Wait, never mind, as curious as I am right now, we don’t have time for this now. We need to deal with at least ten more of these things.”

      Aloysia shrugged as she bent to clean her dagger against the fallen goblin’s skin, “Have it your way.”

      “What I do need to know is if these two goblin scouts are typical of the goblins we will have to fight or if there are stronger ones.”

      Shrugging again, “I don’t know much about the details, but I have always heard stories about goblin warriors with big axes or maces and even about shamans who could hurl fire or ice from their fingers.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of, but I guess nothing could ever be this easy.” Dave grimaced as he spoke with a sullen reluctance. “Well, the next batch could be here anytime. They weren’t that far behind these first two.”

      As if on cue then, Dave felt at the last minute as a goblin lunged out of the shadows between two houses with a crude iron short sword. Only his preternatural reflexes from the initiative bonus he had gained with his Mind trait, allowed him to avoid taking a full-blown sneak attack. He was still struck along the arm (5) as he moved to avoid the thrust. The damage only counted against the temporary health he had from Emily’s blessing. The mage armor he was wrapped in kept him from being cut, but the force still caused damage. A part of his mind wondering why the passive 6th sense from his Esoteric Sense skill hadn’t alerted him sooner. Even as he was dodging, he saw Aloysia being stabbed from behind by another goblin. A reflexively cast, Assess Enemy told him these were Goblin Rogues: Level 6 with 80 health and still light blue cons. The difference being that these goblins obviously had some combat skills to be able to attack from the shadows like that.

      Dave had to ignore his ally and her predicament for now while he crossed swords for the first time. Having sidestepped the worst of the attack he brought his sword up to block the backhanded slash made by the goblin as it moved forward. The attack was clumsy, but still a bit scary to Dave. The knowledge of how to wield a sword had been downloaded into his brain, but knowing it and doing it are not the same thing. Up until now, he had been using a sword against animals who had no means to block. Now he was in an actual sword fight and experiencing competing emotions of fear and excitement.

      Initially, Dave wanted to take the measure of his foe, so he just continued to block. Every thrust or slash was turned aside with the clanging sound of metal on metal. Each pass made Dave feel more comfortable. The goblin was fast, maybe even faster than Dave was, but its sword was half the length of his and didn’t give him much range. The creature’s strokes were also sloppy and from Dave’s downloaded knowledge, he knew that his foe was no swordsman. Maybe the rogue was an assassin of sorts, good at striking in ambush but not at a straight-up fight. This conviction was borne out by shrieks the creature was making which even if Dave hadn’t taken goblin as a language, he still would have been able to understand as frustrated cursing. Since he did speak goblinese, it almost made his face red at the creative vileness of the little creature’s cries. Finally though, Dave knew he had to help Aloysia, so he put a lot more Strength into his next block, and as planned, it caused the goblin’s sword arm to fan out widely to its side, leaving its front completely exposed. Dave aimed for the exposed chest and thrust hard.

      Just as the sword tip was about to pierce his foe’s skin, the rogue triggered its Dodge ability and the otherwise successful attack passed harmlessly through the air. Crap, he had to be smarter than that. Dave silently berated himself while pivoting and pulling his blade back quickly to block the predictable counter strike. In his new position, Dave was able to see Aloysia on her back trying to parry away strikes from the other goblin. While Dave had the advantage of length with his longsword of the goblin short swords, Aloysia was in exactly the opposite position trying to defend herself with only a dagger in hand and a heavily bleeding wound in her abdomen.

      Dave felt a grim smile worm its way onto his face. The fights up to this point with the beasts of the forest had for the most part been simple life and death struggles of brute force. This fight was no less deadly, but it had a different feel. He felt strangely alive doing this dance of death. One part of him was occupied blocking the clumsy attacks of his opponent while another part of his mind was trying to formulate a plan to help his fallen ally. “Time to be a hero,” he thought to himself. While still blocking, he pulled one of his new daggers out of its sheath on his thigh and hurled it at the goblin standing over Aloysia and cast a quickened Minor Binding. Nothing like testing out techniques in the middle of battle. He had tried the same thing against the Drake Hound Alpha back in the dungeon, but he was trusting that this goblin rogue didn’t have a magical shield. The magic of Dave’s instant spell bound the tip of his dagger with the skin of the rogue’s neck. In an instant, the dagger flashed across the ten feet that separated them to sink to its hilt into the unprotected throat.

      
        
        You have landed a sneak attack! You have landed a critical strike! Damage- 5*1.68 (strength) * 2.5 (sneak attack) * 2 (critical strike) = 42 damage.

        

      

      With the wonders of how combat worked in Eloria, the dagger to the throat wasn’t enough to instantly kill the goblin. At least it had given him a bleeding debuff as the lifeblood pulsed through the clawed fingers trying to pull the dagger from its throat. Apparently, it counted as a sneak attack since the goblin hadn’t seen the attack coming. Bleeding to death caused enough distraction that it allowed Aloysia to stand up and finish it off with her own dagger. Either way though, after throwing the dagger, Dave had turned his full attention back to the goblin in front of him. Superior range and strength made the fight a quick one. A couple of deep slashes into its arms and chest slowed the goblin down, and it soon had a foot of steel sticking out of its back. Dave didn’t even bother looking at the XP notification but waved it away as he turned to check on Aloysia. The party interface showed him that her health was very low and continuing to fall. She only had a little more than a third of her 150 max health and had an insignia next to her name for a bleed effect. He could have clicked on her and drawn up more information in the interface, but that would have been silly with her kneeling just a few feet away.

      “Do you have any healing potions?”

      When she turned to look at Dave, there was fear in her eyes. More than anything, that look reminded him that just because he was able to deal with combat didn’t mean that everyone else was suited for it. Not to mention that while she might have been a full-blown adult in this world, she was only twenty-one and didn’t have much experience with actual life and death combat. Even in their little hunting party, Dave had taken the brunt of all the wounds and worked to keep her and all the others out of harm’s way. Instead of answering, he just reached into the pouch of potions and pulled out one of the red vials.

      “Here take this. I haven’t tried any of them yet, but Emily got them from Gertrude so I don’t think it can make you any worse.”

      Smiling gratefully, she took it, popped the top and began drinking it down immediately. Just as quick as that, Dave saw another icon pop up next to her name on the party interface. This time he took the instant required to look at what the icon was: Status Buff- Heal over Time. 20 health/minute. Excellent, at that rate she would be healed up to full in five minutes. Even still, he didn’t want her risking herself now, and so he ordered her to help wake people up and get the evacuation going until she was at full health. Then, she was to go find Mira and help with any of the goblins that got past him. Based upon how easy the fight had been so far, he was almost second-guessing the need for evacuation, but in the end, he would rather apologize for taking too many precautions than bury any of the villagers.

      They parted ways, and Dave ran out past the edge of town after picking up and cleaning his dagger. He tried to stand in the open so that hopefully none of the goblins could perform a sneak attack on him. From what he had seen so far, that was the only thing he really had to fear from them. Given that he was 10-plus levels higher than any he had encountered, it seemed appropriate. Judging by the placement of the blips he now believed to be goblins from his earlier scan, he assumed that the goblins could be anywhere around him now. His mana was up to 150 again so he spent the 5 mana for the shorter-range pulse, but he didn’t detect anything that he could be sure was a goblin within 100 feet of his position. The beings in the houses were moving, but they had a certain frantic sense to their movement coming through his Esoteric Sense that made him pretty sure they were the people that Aloysia was waking up or maybe who had been woken by the fighting. Dying goblins weren’t exactly quiet after all.

      Now he had a choice to make. Should he stay here and try to find any goblins who might be hiding, or should he go out further from town and try to intercept any more goblins coming in. Tactically it didn’t make sense to leave enemies behind him, but since they apparently could hide from his new sixth sense, he wasn’t sure of the right decision. What finally decided things for him was his strong protective instinct. He couldn’t leave the women and children of the village to fend off goblins who might be hiding in any shadow.

      Dave started stalking through the village, weaving between the houses while looking for signs of any more of the goblins. For the next few minutes, he didn’t catch any enemies despite feeling like he was being watched a few times. What he did do was scare more than one villager as they would round a building and run into him with his sword drawn. It was always short-lived, but each time they would jump in fear. The only good thing to come of this time was that his mana pool was now full. The first casualty came just as Dave had given up on finding any of the goblin’s hiding spots.

      A logger along with his wife and small son had just been startled by him. After laughing off the shock, the man had said, “Thanks sheriff for looking out for us.”

      The words made Dave proud but then later made him feel shame as the three villagers only made it fifty more feet before a goblin lunged out of the shadows and buried its short sword into the belly of the mother. Dave heard himself screaming, “NO!” Even as he saw the logger swinging his ax in a wide upward curved arm almost like he was trying to golf the goblin away from his wife. While the man might have been good at cutting down trees, he had no combat ability. The goblin effortlessly evaded the swing of his ax and stepped to the side while taking time to cruelly twist his blade before pulling it free and drawing it along the thigh of the man, dropping him to the ground. Not content with his attacks so far, the goblin laughed maniacally while preparing to chop his sword down on the sobbing toddler who was clinging to his mother’s lifeless form.

      The blow never fell though as Dave had closed the distance enough to launch what he was thinking of as his Binding Dagger attack. He watched the dagger sink into the shoulder of his enemy’s sword arm. Still, he never stopped charging forward and drove his sword horizontally so hard that it took the oval-shaped head off of the little monster’s shoulders. It didn’t make Dave feel any better. Looking down, it was clear that the woman was dead. Her husband, on the other hand, was bleeding badly but wasn’t dead yet. Dave knew what he was about to do was a bad idea, but he couldn’t risk that the crying toddler would end up a complete orphan. So, before reason could win out, Dave pulled forth another of his healing potions and gave it to the logger. It had an almost instantaneous effect as it started healing the man’s low health total. The wound across his thigh was closing before his eyes. Dave still had to figure out the relationship between health points and the severity of an injury for individuals with vastly different health levels, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it. He only waited long enough for the man to be able to regain his feet and carry his son.

      “Don’t worry. I will bring her body later, but right now you need to worry about your son. Protect the living, and then we will mourn the dead.” He knew his words were harsh even if necessary, but he needed the man to keep moving to the south side of town where everyone was being told to evacuate to. Once the two of them were limping off, Dave resumed his search for hidden goblins. This time though, his attention was drawn to the town square where there where he heard sounds of combat. Mira was supposed to be there, and that was all the motivation that he needed to run full steam.

      By the time he reached the town square, the combat was over. Aloysia was nowhere to be seen, but Mira was perched at the very top of the town hall building standing upon the central roof beam without an apparent care in the world. Her master level balance likely made it as safe as standing on flat ground. On the ground, he saw two dead goblins. It appeared that she had caught them in a web and then ignited the web, but also must have used her Ice Daggers spell judging by the mixture of burns and cuts on the two bodies.

      “There is one more down there, dad. Aloysia is looking for him.”

      Dave immediately began looking over the area, but he still didn’t see another goblin or Aloysia. He started to walk into the town hall to make sure the goblin wasn’t trying to hide in there, when Mira cried out, “There are a bunch of them behind you.”

      Hearing that, Dave whirled around prepared to dodge any sudden stab attacks which he had come to associate as the basic tactic of the goblin rogues. Instead, what he saw was approximately twelve goblins. Most of them were larger than any of the others he had seen so far and were wearing crude leather armor and carrying either an ax or a mace. The weapons were all rather large for the goblins and needed to be wielded two-handed. One of the goblins was not like the others. He was wearing robes and a bone necklace. In his hands was a slender bone staff with an onyx colored stone on the top and a set of colored feathers and beads hanging from strings.

      Instead of immediately charging him has Dave had expected, the goblins seemed to be having some sort of discussion. He wasn’t close enough to hear everything being said, but they were speaking loudly enough that he heard some of it. While trying to listen in, he also took the opportunity to cast Assess Enemy. Eleven of them came back as: Goblin Skirmisher- Level 7, Health: 130. The robed one as: Goblin Shaman- Level 11, Health: 100, Mana: 110.

      So, while none of them individually posed him much of a threat, twelve of them might be difficult. He would have to try to get them to fight him close enough to the town square for Mira to be able to target them from the top of the building. Even still, if this was the worst of it then he felt confident that they could handle it all. What the goblins were talking about took a turn though. What he had gleaned so far was that their scouts had told them previously that there were no warriors in the town. They seemed irate that anyone was resisting them. As he listened more, it sounded mostly that they were mad with someone they called the bone man. It was a bit confusing to follow. While he understood goblinese, he didn’t understand their thought process, what there was of it. One minute they were talking about this “bone man” betraying them and another as though he were their leader. The only thing that came through was that they were all afraid of the bone man, other than perhaps the shaman. He seemed to be afraid too but had a hatred that outweighed that fear. All of the listening came to an end, though, as the shaman instructed the skirmishers to rush the human warrior and burn the village. Apparently, vengeance on the bone man was going to wait until they had killed him.

      That was all the hint that he needed. Since he didn’t see any ranged weapons amongst them, he turned and ran toward the town square, stopping once he arrived so that he could turn to have his back to the building. At least this way they wouldn’t be able to surround him. Aloysia then stepped out from the door of the town hall.

      “Did you find the other one?” Dave asked quickly even as he started casting his Minor Enlarge spell.

      “No, but it looks like you need help right now.”

      Chuckling as he grew to nine feet, Dave said, “You’re probably right.”

      Three of the skirmishers had run into houses, presumably to set them on fire. Which left just eight charging at him. The distance was closed and when they were a mere fifteen feet away ten translucent spinning blades of ice came from the roof and slammed into the closest four. Dave thought that Mira must have stored a copy of Ice Dagger in the open spell storage crystal so that she could cast two copies of it. He hoped that she wasn’t using all her juice for this fight in case they had to deal with this “bone man” at some point. The daggers were impressive, and while they knocked down two of the charging goblins, they didn’t do enough damage split four ways to kill any of the goblins. Fortunately, the ice daggers were quickly followed by three throwing knives in a single flick of Aloysia’s wrist. It must be a new skill that she had because he had never seen it before. The three blades succeeded in knocking a third goblin onto its butt. Even with the ice damage, they still weren’t enough to kill them.

      For his part, Dave focused very hard on trying to split his binding spell. He wanted to try to target two separate creatures, aiming to bind together the ax of one goblin with the face of another. He felt the tension building inside of him as both targets were living beings or in the influence of a living being. Then, with a sudden flashing notification that he ignored, he was thrilled to see the spell take hold although for triple the normal amount of mana. The last of the goblins who had been hit by Mira’s spell fell forward propelled by his own momentum and the sudden force seeking to connect his face with his prone tribemate’s ax blade. He shrieked when the spell forced the two surfaces to become one. The dull blade sunk deep into his face, taking his eye and dealing a critical strike that sent his health plummeting to almost zero.

      At the same time, the goblin skirmishers who had been unaffected by Mira’s spell came charging forward, three of them focused on Dave and one on the smaller rogue. At least both of the weapons swung at his head were traveling along the same plane, so he was able to dunk underneath both, turning the motion into a front roll which ended up in ax kick coming down on the back of the goblin struggling to pull its face from the blade it was attached to. The result being that his head was split like a ripe melon, and the ax blade sunk into the back of its skull under the force of Dave’s kick.

      Even at this size, Dave found it to be a simple thing to spring back to his feet. The few points that he had put into Agility were absolutely worth it. After standing, he thrust his sword down into the throat of the wounded goblin on its back. Dave stepped back after making that thrust but not quickly enough to avoid being sliced by the two goblins he had previously dodged. They weren’t super strong, but they were agile creatures and had both turned to attack him again. The first slash hit his thigh (8) and an instant later in his side (9). Neither slash was powerful enough to penetrate his conjured armor, but they still hurt.

      Dave tried to use his long legs to create a little more space for himself. Claws and fangs were scary, but honestly, none of it seemed nearly as fatal as the crude axes that the goblins were wielding. Worse because now he was slowly being surrounded by five of them. A quick glance told him that he couldn’t expect any help from Aloysia as she seemed to be struggling with just the one goblin. With these numbers, Dave had to content himself with trying to block or deflect the incoming slashes. The goblins were quick and agile, so it was hard. His saving grace was the advantage that he had in reach, but he was already starting to sweat with the exertion of keeping his blade constantly moving. He wove a net of steel around himself, using the techniques that had been downloaded into his brain mixed with his practical knowledge of sparring. He was never gladder than now for the Saturday morning classes he had taught where he would spar with multiple students at a time. That alone might be keeping him alive.

      Amidst the trading of blows, Dave was completely caught off guard when one of the less injured goblins suddenly turned and swung its ax straight into the neck of its unsuspecting comrade. Blood spurted out in a greenish spray as an artery was severed. While the blow wasn’t instantly fatal, the goblin who had been struck fell to the ground clutching at its wound in a vain attempt to staunch the bleeding. One less goblin for Dave to worry about. The other three goblins, however, were not injured and they stood in shock for a moment before recovering to attack the traitor. From up on the roof, Mira called out, “Defend yourself and kill all the other goblins.”

      Suddenly it made much more sense. He was surprised that he hadn’t realized it immediately but cut himself a little slack since he had been busy dodging ax blades. While the other goblins recovered after a second, Dave was just a half-second faster and lashed out simultaneously with a binding spell on the left-most goblin’s foot, anchoring it to the ground and a heavy horizontal slash (244) at the neck of the closest goblin to him. The blade went all the way through the goblin’s head sending up a fountain of bright green blood. Again, he had gotten his sneak attack bonus. It must count since the goblin had turned away from him to look at its charmed kin and had not seen the attack coming.

      Mira’s pet took advantage when the goblin to his left tried to move but found his foot bound to the ground. It turned a planned overhead attack into a fumble and fall forward and exposed the back of its neck. The charmed skirmisher didn’t hesitate but obeyed his Mistress and brought the dull blade down in a chopping motion. Again, while it wasn’t fatal, that didn’t stop him from pulling back and chopping down again, time after time.

      For his part, Dave was laughing. Fifteen seconds ago, he had been surrounded by five ax-wielding goblins. Now one of them was fighting on his side, and there was only one enemy left. He had no fear of any single goblin. Of course, he wasn’t thinking about the goblin shaman because at that moment a purplish-black bolt of energy blasted out from the little caster’s bone staff and struck Dave in the back. The energy danced all around him but instead of causing him any pain, it made him start to feel sick. Much like a very severe case of seasickness, it started slowly but then hit him with a vengeance. He dropped to his knees and emptied out anything of last night’s dinner that was still there. Not just once but repeatedly, he couldn’t help but vomit. Dave had felt the spell hit him and saw the notification: You have failed to resist the Goblin Shaman’s spell. You now are under the debuff- Sickened: Must resist each tick or be forced to use entire action to vomit. Suffer from -75% to movement, -75% to concentration checks, Defense and Attack both reduced by 20%.

      Dave wanted to care about the notification. He wanted to care about the ax that was even at that moment being aimed at his head. The truth though was that all he could think about was trying not to vomit again. His entire body shook with the spasm of his violent retching. At this moment he didn’t care, but one of the uncharmed goblins had noticed his plight and was swinging for him only to be interrupted by a trio of throwing daggers that flew into his chest. Aloysia had finally managed to deal with her opponent and jumped in just in time to save Dave.

      Seeing all of this unfold before him, the shaman was furious. There were not supposed to be any warriors in this town. Certainly, none of that stature and most definitely no casters. He recognized that Dave as the biggest threat but lacked a sense of humor to see the comedy in that, and Mira as the next threat. As soon as his Lesser Sickening spell had been released from the staff, he immediately began casting his only other tier 2 spell, Lesser Firebolt. He aimed his crooked, green finger at the roof beam that Mira was perched upon. He cackled as a grapefruit-sized ball of fire coalesced in front of his extended finger. Then he willed the flame to flash forward at Mira.

      Seeing what the goblin caster was doing, Mira assumed she would be the target, and in the few seconds it took for his spell to form, she was prepared. When the ball streaked toward her, she was able to effortlessly cartwheel back on the beam and away from the firebolt. Unfortunately, while she had the Intelligence to deduce that she was the target as well as the Agility and Balance to avoid it, she lacked the tactical understanding of the situation. She didn’t take any direct damage from the firebolt, but since it impacted upon the heavy wooden beam and the thatched roof, the explosion spread in a 10’ radius and set a large section of the roof on fire. The magical fire being even hotter than a natural flame, it spread very quickly and within seconds there was too much smoke for her to see the battleground.

      The shaman had, of course, hoped to hit and kill the elf girl, but he had known that either way he would destroy her ability to engage in battle from the rooftop. In his mind, this meant that she would have to descend to the ground and so he was even now yelling for the other goblin skirmishers to stop lighting the houses on fire and to circle around the building. She didn’t look like much of a fighter, and the shaman imagined that as most casters, she wouldn’t be able to stand up in a toe to toe fight. As the smoke billowed up from the roof, he kept watch and was waiting for one of his subordinates to report that she had climbed down. Perhaps the female elf was so scared of the goblins that she wasn’t willing to risk climbing down. That would be a true shame. She was a caster, so her tongue and hands would have to be cut off, but if they could capture her, she could still provide him with a lot of entertainment.

      There was, of course, no way for the shaman to have predicted that Mira would trigger her ring of flight and instead of going down would go up. At least there wasn’t until she leveled her staff at him and released a stored Minor Shock spell. Not even waiting to see how he fared against the spell, she burnt through more mana and quick cast her favorite spell. The goblin shaman wasn’t at all prepared when his right arm was hit by an electrical shock (23) that went up and down his body causing the muscles to convulse. He had no resistance to electricity and wasn’t able to even hold onto the staff in his hands. Fortunately for him, he was able to stand up better against the icy blades since his class gave him an innate resistance but still took (73) damage. Even with his partial resistance, he was still down to 10% of his health and while none of the goblins were truly brave, he alone of the raiding party had enough intelligence and self-preservation to want to flee.

      Mira, though, was riled up and having nothing to do with it. One glance back at the town hall that was now engulfed in flames which shot at least thirty feet into the air was enough to make her blood boil. Not that she cared about the town hall, but rather, that was where she had been standing, and this ugly green worm had tried to set her on fire. As she flew down toward the wounded shaman, she realized that she recognized the spell he was casting. It was Lesser Regeneration. She certainly didn’t want him to heal, so she needed to interrupt that spell. A part of her was appalled at how bloodthirsty she was feeling, but dammit she shouldn’t feel bad for wanting to kill the little monster that was trying to murder everyone in the village. She dove down at the maximum speed her ring could muster, which as she got moving was frighteningly fast. As she reached him, she swung the staff in her hands right at his ugly green oval-shaped head. Apparently, this fighting with a staff thing was harder than she had thought it would be because she only managed to land a glancing blow (5) which didn’t disrupt his concentration. Frustrated to see his body suffused with a golden glow from the healing spell, she flew back up to a safer distance where the three skirmishers who were racing over couldn’t reach her.

      The shaman’s right arm still hung limply at his side, forcing him to pick up his staff with his off-hand. His clumsy movements didn’t seem to present much of a threat and Mira prepared another combination of spells but wanted to wait until the skirmishers were all around the caster for better effect.

      Meanwhile, as her fight progressed, Dave was finally recovering from the sickness imparted to him. That was something that he never wanted to experience before. He had never liked being sick back on Earth—of course, who did?—but this had been a whole new level of sick. At least his improved Constitution finally resisted it, and he was able to stand up. His Enlarge spell had ended. Mira’s pet and the goblin it was fighting were hacking each other to death in a spectacularly inefficient manner, while Aloysia had apparently figured out how to get inside the guard of the ax-wielding goblins because she made much shorter work of this goblin than of the one she had fought before. That left Dave to help finish off the one fighting their charmed ally. At first, he would have bet money that he wouldn’t even be able to lift his sword let alone fight. Still though, he needed to, so he willed himself to move forward, to swing the sword downward at the goblin’s exposed back. He felt some resistance but then his Where the Mind Leads the Body Will Follow trait kicked in. His body didn’t feel any better or stronger. The lingering sickness still clung to him, but in that instant, he knew he couldn’t be restrained by such things. He would face this conflict and prevail. The final hostile goblin in their little battle died, caught unaware by Dave’s slashing blow to its neck.

      Turning, Dave took in the scene before him with Mira hovering in the air and the four remaining goblins looking to retreat. He could just let them run away and then work on saving what they could of the town from fire, but it didn’t look like his daughter felt the same way. She looked furious hovering in the air, the wind blowing her hair behind her and the glow of magic around her. For a moment, he pictured her as a dark phoenix seeking vengeance. Before he even shouted for her to stand down, her first spell went off followed almost immediately by a second quickened spell. Even as the web was expanding to cover all three of the skirmishers, flames billowed off of her hands, but instead of forming into their usual fan shape they formed a cone that was only 10’ wide and much more intense. The shaman was only caught on the very edge of the web, but the other goblins were all firmly caught in the sticky trap and lacked the strength to free themselves. They started to scream as the webbing caught fire and melted while still burning all over their skin. The heat searing them to the bones as the flames oozed under, over, and through their armor in the form of viscous liquid fire. The shrieks were horrible to hear and the smell of burning flesh impossible to avoid. Despite that, Dave charged forward. The goblins were completely mindless in their pain, trying to push away the flames that clung to them. Combined with the damage from the fire, a single sword strike from Dave was enough to end each of them.

      During that time, as the flame spread down the tendrils of webbing that kept a tenuous hold on him, the goblin shaman lifted his good hand and triggered the magic of his second ring. A triangular-shaped, gossamer, white shield sprung off of his hand and forced the webbing off of him. The shield being composed of pure force didn’t allow purchase by the webbing on its surface and as its expansion could not be stopped, it served to free its wielder from the death trap he had been in. Even as he struck down the other goblins, Dave had to admire the creative use of the shield spell in a way it wasn’t meant to be used. The gamer in him loved improvisation like that. Not that it would stop them from ending the little arsonist.

      Not waiting for the last of his fellow goblins to fall, the shaman took off running as quickly as his bony little legs would allow. All the while trying to hold the shield behind him. Mira started to move to intercept him, but Dave called out, “Let him go, we have to worry about the fires.”

      At first, Mira ignored her father until he called out again. Then she turned her head and called out in anger, “But that bastard tried to kill me.”

      Wow, something about this attack must have seemed more personal to her. Dave didn’t know what to think. “We will get him later, but right now, unless you want to end up sleeping in a tree again, we need to do what we can to help put out these fires.”

      Her body still displayed all of the tension and anger, but she slowly was descending to the ground. “Fine, but I get to go when we hunt him down.”

      A capable Mira no longer caught up in teenage drama was a good thing, but a bloodthirsty daughter was not something he would allow if he could help it. Not much that he could say at the time though. Yet another problem to be addressed another day. Sometimes, it seemed like he was stacking up more issues than he would have a lifetime to handle. Once she had reached the ground, he grabbed her and pulled her into a hug before she had time to protest. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. You are safe now, and you were amazing back there. Don’t let him or anyone else control your actions.” He looked down at her, releasing the embrace and using his hand on her chin to get her to make eye contact. “You are better than that. You are Mira Nelson, and nothing keeps a Nelson down.”

      A half-smile was all the response he got but he would take it.

      Then as they both turned to take stock of the fire, he added with a grin, “Oh, and don’t let your mother hear you cursing like that or no number of spells are gonna save your hide.”
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        Hope is the grand seed grown under the warmth of family and in the fertile soil of friendships. It must be enough for it is all which they have left to us. —Li Bo Myong elder of the Sun Elves upon receiving word of the Exile.

        

      

      A little more than three miles away, it was Karl’s turn at watch duty. While the rest of his squad slept peacefully around him, he stayed vigilant. The events of the past few days wouldn’t allow any of them to sleep if a guard wasn’t awake at all times. Making his slow patrol around the perimeter of the camp, he began to smell a fire. Wisps of smoke carried his way from the burning town. He turned to look and was able to make out in the distance the glow of a fire. It would have to be pretty large to see from this distance, and it was in the direction of the town they were supposed to investigate. The captain would want to know about this.
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        * * *

      

      While Dave and Mira were fighting for their lives against the goblin invaders, the majority of the people who lived in the town proper had been evacuated to the south. Many tired children were being carried by parents as the people congregated around in a flat area maybe one thousand feet past the mayor’s home. Emily was being asked question after question about what was going on. Even Talvenicus and the city council people were turning to her for reassurance. So much so that she had told Jackson to stay with his sister right next to a tree in the open space. She was hesitant to leave the kids even though they were still fairly close, but the pleading looks she received were enough to draw her away.

      Soon she found herself wandering around amidst the clusters of people. She still didn’t know everyone well enough, but it was obvious that there were some social groups as different families or individuals seemed to hang around one another. The unmarried men seemed to mostly stay together. In much the same way, the married people with children grouped together and the married couples without any children also grouped up. It wasn’t that there was no cross over, but the majority of people seemed to stay in clusters based around one of those three designations. She spent most of her time with the group with children. Maybe because she was most comfortable there and maybe because she thought she could do the most by encouraging the children.

      That was all interrupted though when Conrad came running up to her. He was panting from clear exertion and his face, hands and arms were covered in soot. His muscular frame was the perfect image of contrast with Emily. She felt a little silly as he was bowing to her. “Priestess, we need you. Please.” His speech was short and sharp, punctuated by gasps for air. “Tristan was helping me. We were trying to… put… out some of the smaller fires.”

      Emily immediately remembered Tristan as one of the first people she had met in Eloria. “Is he okay? Do you need me to come help him? Where is he?”

      Despite being very fit, Conrad continued to have a great deal of difficulty breathing and started to try to answer each of her questions only to be interrupted by the next question. Seeing his obvious distress, she looked at him again and assessed that he might be suffering from smoke inhalation. She wasn’t sure if her healing spells would work on something like that, but it was the best option, especially if Tristan needed immediate help. She set her hand on his shoulder and focused her mana into her Minor Healing spell. Instantly, his face lit up. His breathing became less labored, so much so that he gave a huge sigh of relief.

      This prompted even more embarrassment on Emily’s part when the large man dropped to his knee and lowered his head against her thigh. “Thank you, Daughter of Redemption. Thank you. I couldn’t breathe.”

      Glad that her new darker skin combined with the predawn hour likely prevented anyone from seeing her blush. “You said something about Tristan? Is he hurt?”

      Pawing at her hand, it was Conrad’s turn to be embarrassed. “Yes, priestess. I’m so sorry. He needs your help. Can you come with me to heal him? He is badly burnt from a falling beam.”

      During the time, Talvenicus had come over. Upon hearing about Tristan, he started barking orders. He organized the majority of the men into three squads. They were certainly still worried about the goblins, but they couldn’t let their town burn down either. Each squad was assigned to a different portion of the town. He would lead one of the groups, Emily along with Conrad would lead one although her primary focus would be to find anyone else who was hurt, and Jarvis would lead the third. The mayor left Olga in charge of the women and children with ten of the men to guard them.

      Before leaving, Emily took Jackson aside, “I’m counting on you to watch your sister. I don’t like leaving you two here, but I can’t take you into a burning battle zone. I’m leaving our packs with you. So both of you need to stay by them, but if anything threatens your sister don’t worry about the packs just take care of her.”

      His hands clenched tightly around the handle of his mace, “You can count on me, Mom. Just hurry back.”

      With a kiss on his cheek and then one on Sara’s forehead, Emily left. Running to catch up to her group that was following Conrad to where Tristan had been injured. She felt sick to her stomach, but this needed to be done. She couldn’t be the “priestess” if she wasn’t going to do the job. Anyway, she didn’t really understand if Shanelle was the same being as the God she had worshipped on Earth. Emily thought that She might just be another way of understanding God, but either way, that voice which had spoken to her in her moment of need had been very clear. She had sworn to redeem the lost, heal the sick, and serve all people. This was exactly what that meant.

      The fire brigade parties had not been gone for more than two minutes when one of the men who remained behind suddenly screamed. All eyes were drawn to him as children clung to their mothers, and the men present all tightened their grips on whatever was in their hands whether it be a bow, an ax or a mace. The man who screamed had his hands clutching his stomach, which had a blade sticking out. Behind him was a goblin rogue who had just stepped out of the shadows. No sooner had everyone seen him than the rogue yanked his blade back out with a cruel twist, and the logger fell as though he had only been held up by the blade.

      From there the goblin sprung amongst the women and children. He swung his sword wildly, never killing anyone but scoring numerous cuts against the hated humans. They scattered around him like leaves in the wind, until it was almost as though a path had been opened up right toward the Nelson children. The rogue wasn’t strong, but he was far more agile than the human loggers and dodged any attempt at counter-attacking against him. Then it happened. He saw the amethyst amulet around Sara’s neck. “Oh shiny. I want!” he cried out in his guttural language even though only one present understood him.

      The rogue rushed forward, seeing Jackson stand up and take aim with his mace. It was all too easy for the rogue to slide in under the baseball swing offered by Jackson and even easier to counter by sinking his blade all the way to the hilt into the boy’s soft stomach. Not even bothering to draw out the sword, he lunged forward with claw-tipped fingers toward Sara’s neck. Her hands came up to fend off the assailing goblin, but his forward movent shoved her back so that her head struck the tree she had been sitting against. The sudden deceleration caused her to lose consciousness even as an outraged shriek sounded out from the shadows just behind the tree.

      “Elfling is Krinnk’s! You no touch.”

      Then the whipping sound of a sling spinning was heard right before a rock blasted into the temple of the goblin rogue with uncanny accuracy.

      All eyes stared on in shock. Did one goblin just attack the other? None of the villagers knew what to think of it, but Olga recovered herself first. She cried out, “Save the children. Kill the greenies.”

      The spell of confusion broken, the nine loggers and farmers who were still fit to fight all leapt forward as one. Some fell upon the unconscious goblin who had fallen to Krinnk’s sling stone. Others tried to reach Krinnk, but he was too fast. As soon as he saw his little elfling being attacked, a new emotion had sprung up within him. He had known jealousy before. The urge to fight with his kin for food, shinies, or even time with a female, but none of that compared to this alien sentiment which sprung up within his breast. He felt possessive of Sara, yet it was more than that. He felt protective and that was something new.

      Faster than any of the villagers could act, Krinnk sprang forward and picked up Sara’s limp form. His bony frame with saggy skin belied the strength of his tightly corded muscles. Goblin scout training didn’t make for visually pleasing creatures, but it did make them stronger than expected. With the girl in his arms, he was off and running. Laden down with Sara, there is no way that even the spry goblin would have been able to outrun the villagers, but at that moment the most unnatural wailing erupted from the village. It was as if death itself had been given a voice, and it struck fear into all of the humans such that they stared numbly back at the village cowering.

      For his part, Krinnk knew what that sound was. He had heard the wailing of the skeletons animated through necromantic magic before. The bone man was coming, and terror lent strength to the goblin scout.
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        * * *

      

      Once far enough away from the crazy fire elf, the goblin shaman fell to the ground. He had not known fear except in front of the goblin chieftain or Draznei’kai for a long time. Certainly not since he had been raised as a shaman. To think that some wisp of an elf would chase him away. It was infuriating. Worse, between her and that sword-wielding giant they had slaughtered, all of his goblins unless perhaps any of the rogues were still in hiding. It was time to flee this place and regroup. He just had to recoup something out of it. His life would be forfeit before the chieftain if he didn’t, but if he could capture the death knight and turn him into a slave for the tribes then he would be a hero. Better still, he would be able to blame the failure upon Draznei’kai and use that as an excuse for why they had magically enslaved him. Yes, that story would work nicely not only with the chieftain but also if the dark one had any allies that came looking for him.

      Stumbling to his feet he struggled to calm himself and organize his thoughts. He needed to get away from the town before the human and elf followed him. It annoyed him that he needed to use the last of his secret trove of magic items which the assembled tribes had provided to him, but it would all be for naught if he couldn’t reach the death knight before the villagers caught him. So without another thought about it, he pulled from his belt pouch a small crystal about the size of his thumb. It was filled with a purplish-black smoke that seemed to swirl in response to his hands and felt numbing to the touch. This crystal would let him travel up to a dozen miles in an instant. It was a crowning achievement for the collected goblin shamans and had been prepared by a ritual requiring multiple casters as a last-ditch escape tool for him. The shaman probably would have been mortified to learn that it was an exercise for apprentices in some places to create such items, but he didn’t know that and so stared at it proudly for a second more before a noise behind him made him fear for his life. He crushed the crystal between his thumb and fingers while saying the triggering magical word. Then watched in awe as the smoke inside the crystal escaped and expanded to engulf his entire body. It wasn’t exactly painful, but it was oddly unpleasant. As soon as he was covered completely, his body and all his possessions were converted to shadow stuff and streaked forward almost faster than the eye could follow toward the bridge where he believed his prey to be still. Unlike a shadow step ability, this crystal did not really allow him to move instantaneously, but it was still as fast an arrow flies.

      The shaman rematerialized from a shadowy cloud right on the southern side of where the bridge had been. It took him a moment to reorient himself. In part, this was due to the after-effects of the spell and in part because the bridge was not there. Looking around, he realized that the skeletons had destroyed the bridge. It had been torn apart by brute force and while part of each side of the bridge remained the middle was a wide span of open air.

      “What have you done?” he screeched upon seeing the death knight.

      “I might ask the same of you. I assume from your presence here that you and your people were unable to handle one little sleeping village,” came the response as cold as the grave.

      “This is all your fault. You sent us out and then destroyed our escape route. You betrayed us, but you will pay.” There were probably many better ways that the goblin shaman could have played this, but he was a goblin after all. With that, he pointed his staff at the death knight and triggered its final spell charge to cast Magic Missiles. As the darts of force zipped across the intervening space to slam into his target (36) he tugged on the invisible threads of magic which connected him to his three animated skeletons. Ordering them to seize and hold Draznei’kai for even in his anger fuddled state he had no delusions about being able to beat the death knight in a straight-up fight. The skeletons moved from their posts to surround Draznei’kai who had already shrugged off the shaman’s initial magical attacks. A quick mental command sent fifty of his skeletons shambling toward the village. Skeletons were not slow as many expected them to be. The necromantic twisting of essence magic which empowered them gave them great strength. They could move very fast in a straight line but lacked the reflexes or Agility to make adjustments or fine movements. His swarm would be upon the village in a little more than five minutes, and that would be plenty of time for him to deal with this traitorous worm.
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        * * *

      

      Max had woken up quickly. He was an early riser. It was a habit forged from a lifetime of being woken early first by his mother, then by the nuns, followed by his drill instructors, and then finally in the jungles. In his new life as a part of the Purple and Gold, he had actually had more opportunity to sleep in than ever before. Still, there were always demands on his time. It was the lot of a soldier to bleed and die for those who didn’t understand their sacrifice. When Karl woke him, he quickly took stock of what was going on. Orders were issued and the rest of the squad was woken up. As soon as they started to get up and shake off their sleepiness, he explained that he was going to travel to Eris’ Rise personally, but that he wanted the rest of the squad to travel as quickly as they were ready and make a loop around the perimeter of the town.

      This might be nothing more than a fire, but it also might be an attack on the town and by extension the kingdom. He was duty-bound to investigate- so no day off. Beyond any duty though, he was more than a little curious to see why someone had gone to all the trouble that the drakes had to have been to try to stop his team. Once he did find out who had done that then no force on Eloria would stop him from wreaking his vengeance. He suspected it was all some series of chess moves in a political battle beyond his understanding, and he was tired of being a political pawn. It was something he had experienced everywhere he had lived.

      As soon as he saw that the rest of the squad understood the orders and had started to carry them out, he activated his class ability, Forced March for a full third of his mana. He wasn’t worried about the mana expenditure now as he had very few skills that required mana and no spells. His class was more of a melee damager with some limited tanking abilities. The real specialty of a Crimson Vanguard was getting to the battle faster than anyone else. As he felt the power of his skill take hold, he burst forward with long strides that ate up the distance. Each stride part physical and part magical as they covered far more ground than would be normal. At this rate, he would be into the town in maybe five or six minutes. The rest of the squad would take a full twenty to thirty minutes depending on what they found around the perimeter because they would be unable to benefit from his movement enhancer.
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        * * *

      

      Dave had to gather himself up after that fight. Looking around him he could see that the town hall was a lost cause. Even if they had fire trucks and other modern types of fire gear, it would have been too late. Some of the houses looked like they could still be saved though. The problem being that there wasn’t any readily available access to water in town. The only sizeable storage of water was at Conrad’s smithy. Otherwise, each home had a barrel for water storage but that would never be enough to put out any fire once it had spread. Something else was bothering him though. He still hadn’t gotten any XP notifications. Based upon the notification he had received before, the attack on Eris’ Rise was considered an event, and there would be no XP until after the event was over. That left him wondering if the goblin shaman had been the boss and the event couldn’t be ended unless they killed him. It would be unpleasant to have to try to track the little monster down, but that was actually better than the alternative. The only alternative that Dave could think of was that the goblins had only been the first wave of the attack.

      Either way, he couldn’t do anything about it right now. There were people to help. He started to see groups of men running into the town to see what they could do to stop the spread of the fires. Watching them to see how he could best help, he noticed another group run by with a figure he recognized.

      “There’s your mother, let’s go see if she needs our help.”

      Mira didn’t bother to say anything, instead simply started to jog after her father as he chased Emily’s group.

      As they started to run away Aloysia shouted out, “I’m going to find my father, good luck.”

      Dave shouted back, “Good luck to you too,” but he wasn’t sure if she had even heard him as they were both running in opposite directions.

      Within half a minute, Dave and Mira caught up to Emily’s group. They were stopped at a partially collapsed burning house. The fire hadn’t spread far and showed signs of someone having tried to put it out, but the center roof beam must have been damaged badly enough that it had fallen and pinned one of the loggers underneath the debris. As he got closer, Dave recognized the trapped man to be Tristan, one of the first three they had met. As one of the first people that they had met here, all of the Nelsons felt some emotional connection to Tristan. So, Dave rushed forward to see what he could do to help out. It turned out it was good timing because with his Strength he was as strong as two normal men and if he Enlarged, he would compare to the lifting power of seven or eight men.

      The space inside the burning house was fairly cramped, but once Dave got on one side of the beam, he was able to lift it up with 3 men on the other side. As the pressure from the beam came off Tristan’s leg, he began to spurt blood, but Emily had been ready for that. A couple of seconds after the wood was pulled away her healing spell landed on him. With his relatively low health and her healing bonuses, even her Tier 1 healing spell was enough to bring him to full health. Dave didn’t think he would ever get used to watching flesh literally knit itself up before your very eyes. It was like some kind of miracle from a story, but he was living it now.

      For her part, Mira didn’t have any magic to use to lift the beam, but she kept thinking about the fire and what she might be able to do with it. Perhaps it was because of her increased Intelligence score or perhaps because as someone who had never gamed, she didn’t think about the standard limitations, but for whatever reason, she held out her hands and began to slow and deliberately cast her Flame Fan spell at the remains of the house.

      Dave heard her casting and realized he recognized that spell, even if for some reason Mira was repeating the same words more than she ever had before. The spell normally seemed to take something like three seconds, but she had already been casting it for at least twice that long. “Mira, wait. What are you doing?”

      Mira seemed oblivious to her father’s shouted question as she struggled with the form of the magic before her. This time she wasn’t trying to change the shape that the spell manifested in, but rather its elemental energy type. She remembered each step that had gotten her to this process. First the struggle to maintain the concentration of her spell while being attacked, then there had been the effort it had taken to reshape the fan shape into a narrower spray of flame, and finally, the time when she had learned she could break down a conjured spell form and absorb at least a portion of the mana back into herself. Whatever was different about this change was making it more of a challenge than any of the others. It was as though when she had shaped the form of her spell it was like changing chicken fingers into chicken bites. This time it was like she was trying to make her chicken bites out of beef instead. The tension built within her mind. Then just as she felt she couldn’t take the pain anymore, the energy formed into a new pattern and waves of ice and cold burst forth from her hands. As the ice washed over the remains of the burning home, the fire was extinguished. The pelting of the ice further damaged everything it hit even as steam rose from the burning remains. As the spell blasted off of her extended hands, Mira gasped upon feeling all of the mana remaining in her body expended in an instant, and she crumpled to the ground exhausted with two new notifications appearing in her mind.

      
        
        Congratulations!

      

      

      
        
        You have created your first new spell. Frost Wave (temporary name) Creates a 120 - degree spread of snow, ice and cold 20’+1’/level in length. Deals 18-36 cold dmg and 12-24 physical damage to all targets in area of effect. Has a chance to cause Chill debuff. Cooldown: 90 seconds-1 sec/level. Mana: 60. Tier: 2.

        

        You may rename the spell anytime within the next 24-hour period. The spell may now be discovered by certain types of divination but otherwise can only be passed on by you or those that you teach it to. Creating a spell is an uncommon experience. Your new spell is a modified version of a spell you already knew so the level of difficulty was reduced by 50%. Current base chance to create a new spell: 1%. Creating a spell instantly drains you of all available mana upon casting it for the first time.

        

        Bonus for creating first unique spell form: +3 Intelligence, +7 Luck.

        

        Quest Update: Class Determination - you have previously found and met the qualifications to receive a class. (1. Surviving a concentration check in combat. 2. Shaping magic outside of its intended spell form. 3. Cancel a spell by reabsorbing the mana contained into yourself.) Now you have met a new requirement for a certain magic-using class. (4. Modify a spell sufficiently to result in the creation of a new spell form.) In Eloria, classes are not easily earned, all have significant benefits and equally weighty requirements. Each class has seven ranks known as tiers.

        

        Class offered: Metamage (Rare) - Tier 1.

        

        Class Benefits: +30% Intelligence. Mana cost of all spells reduced by 10%. Innate ability to sense magic.

        

        Class Restrictions: May never learn stamina/bravery/fury/faith/teamwork skills. No melee/rogue skill may exceed 75% of lowest magic school level.

        

        Class Purpose: Control and manipulation of mana and spell forms whatever their source.

        

        Unmet Restrictions: 1 unmet restriction- unknown.

        

      

      Both Dave and Emily saw Mira fall to the ground, clearly drained, but Emily was busy with Tristan and signaled Dave to go to her. Stepping over to her, Dave kneeled next to where she lay on the ground, now propped up on an elbow. She had that vacant look in her eyes that they had come to associate with someone reading a notification. Since she didn’t seem to be in any immediate distress, Dave just waited. Finally, as she blinked her eyes, she had a huge grin on her face and began to relate to him the notifications she had received.

      “That’s amazing, sweetie. You are just rocking this. Who would have guessed that my game-hating daughter would turn out to be a master wizard?” Dave said, smiling with genuine pride and not a small amount of amusement.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m still not a nerd like Jackson, but I think I could learn to like this.” Then after a momentary pause, she added, “Well, at least when stuff isn’t trying to kill us. Oh, and I still miss Wi-Fi.”

      The laughter became even more pronounced as father and daughter shared a moment. Before Dave asked her, “So have you given any thought to what that last requirement might be? Assuming of course that you even want to accept that class.”

      “Totally, I think it would be so cool, but I’m not really sure what the last thing could be. I’m still pretty new to all of this. Even with the added brains, I still don’t know that much about game rules. I’m not sure what more I could do to modify any of my spells. Especially since each progressive requirement has been more demanding. I almost wasn’t able to create that new spell form.”

      “Are you okay? Did it hurt you?” Dave asked with parental worry.

      “No, no. I’m okay, but it was tense for a moment. I think it would have hurt a lot if I hadn’t been able to create the new spell form.”

      “Well, if you are sure you are okay… Then I might have an idea about what the last requirement might be.” Dave’s smile turned sly.

      “Don’t be like that, Dad. It’s like when you would tell me and Jackson bedtime stories when I was little. You would always purposely end it on a cliffhanger and make us wait until the next night. You even got Jackson to ask to go to bed some nights, just to hear the next part of your story.” Mira’s expression had that odd wistful look caused by a pleasant memory of the past that was never to be again.

      “Okay, you don’t have to twist my arm. I certainly don’t want to make the wizard who can blast fire and ice from her hands angry with me.” Dave made an expression of mock fear as he responded. “I think you said that your quest notification said that a Metamage could control mana and spells whatever their source, or something like that.”

      “That’s right. Isn’t that what I have been doing? Ohhhh, I get it. You mean that all the modifications I have been making have been to spells which I cast.”

      “Exactly, maybe you have to try to modify a spell cast by someone else.”

      “Hmm, well, we need to think of a safe way to try that.” Mira suddenly was all business.

      Then their conversation was interrupted as Emily came and joined them. “So what are you two chattering about over here?”

      Dave let Mira take the lead as she excitedly explained first about her notifications and then about the idea that they had for trying to meet the last requirement for her desired class.

      “Well, before anything, you need a mana potion to start restoring your Strength.” Emily pronounced, ever the caregiver as she handed one over to her daughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four
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        Death, only, renders hope futile. —Edgar Rice Burroughs

        

      

      Even as Mira downed the small vial of blue liquid, men from the town came running to their location. Many didn’t even stop but kept running toward the south. One man stopped briefly to first awkwardly bow toward Emily and then turn to Dave, “Sheriff, there are more monsters… the mayor and Jarvis are trying to stall them, but they already killed three men.”

      Instantly alert Dave stood up, “More goblins?”

      The logger shook his head vigorously, “No not goblins, some kind of walking skeletons. Please help the mayor if you can, but I’m going to go get my wife and run south. There are too many of them I think.” Then without even waiting, he continued to run toward the south.

      In the meantime, a few men had stopped and offered to help Dave, saying that they wouldn’t be cowards. Dave raised a hand for silence before looking at Emily. “Oh great, it sounds like we have undead to deal with now, too.”

      “You mean like the zombies from the movies that Jackson is always trying to get you to let him watch?”

      “I have no idea other than it sounds like walking skeletons. And undead monsters are usually very hard to kill. I think maybe you and Mira should go back with the rest of the men and move the villagers further south while I see if there is anything that I can do.”

      For her part, Emily didn’t know what was stirring her up so much, but she felt a burning righteous indignation at the idea of undead creatures. She didn’t like the desecration of the dead, but this sentiment seemed to come from outside of her. Then she got a notification.

      
        
        Undead are an abomination in the eyes of Shanelle and for that matter Her co-deities Mishpat and Karbanot. All servants of the true Gods are expected to battle the undead and their makers at every turn. The magic which creates them is a vile twisting of Essence Magic called necromancy. All anointed servants of a true God have 25%/class tier resistance to the abilities and damage of undead as well as causing 25%/class tier increased damage to undead. Go forth Daughter and end this blight.

        

      

      Well, that explained it. Emily filled Dave and Mira in on what she had learned. This started a brief conversation wherein Dave tried to explain the likely differences between undead who were created by necromantic magic versus those created by some sort of virus as was popular in many tv shows and movies back home. His explanation was cut short though as a high-pitched wail sounded all around them.

      Emily looked and saw a trio of three humanoid skeletons with bleached white bones and not a fragment of clothing running straight at them. It would have almost been comical, sort of like being attacked by the display you might see in a biology class, but for the fact that she felt an almost irrational rage upon seeing them. “Protect Mira and help me end these as best you can.”

      Then without another word, Emily leapt forward past all of the men, pausing long enough to pick up a still smoldering board from the ground. The skeletons moved toward their group without any particular focus on a specific individual but still moving at a speed more akin to a racehorse than a man. That speed still didn’t save the first of them as Emily gracefully stepped to the side and whirled around bringing the board in her hands spinning into the head of the closest skeleton. The combination of force from her spin and even more so the sprinting speed of the creature resulting in the board being ripped from Emily’s hands and the skull being ripped off the skeleton’s shoulders. The entire front of the skeleton’s face was caved in as Emily scored a critical hit causing (92) damage to the skeleton. The head flew off into the side of one of the few remaining houses and shattered into fragments.

      Feeling her Wheaties, Emily shouted at the headless creature, “How do you like that?” Dave and Mira spared a moment to look at each other in shock over her behavior, but the greater shock came when the staggered skeleton righted itself and joined in the attack without a head. For her part, instead of acting as stunned as she felt, Emily just took it as a further test and let her anger guide her again. She picked up the board off the ground and began to whack at her beheaded foe. It turned and attacked her, but its attacks were aimless as if somehow it couldn’t correctly direct its attacks without its head. Still, while Emily’s blows would rip a rib lose or smash off a finger, she just wasn’t strong enough to do much damage without the added momentum of the creature’s own speed.

      Even as she wracked her brain for other ways to deal with the skeleton, she saw Dave and Mira out of the corner of her eye. Fighting along with them was Conrad and half a dozen loggers. Dave had enlarged and was pretty easily tearing apart one of the skeletons. Its claws skittered across the conjured armor he was wearing while he reached in to grapple. He wasn’t even using his sword. Instead, he was literally pulling apart the skeleton limb from limb. Conrad and the others were using their axes to hack off the limbs of the other skeleton, while Mira seemed to be looking for an opportunity to blast something from behind the shelter of the men. As soon as Dave had finished the one, he bounded over and grabbed the headless skeleton that she was fighting and made all of her efforts seem so futile. She felt rather ineffective but was proud of how the others were doing.

      Then looking at the ground she saw the true danger of the skeletons. Each of the limbs that had been pulled off were still crawling along the ground. The heads were attempting to roll at the men. It didn’t seem that anything short of smashing the bones to pieces could stop the creatures. Worse still, whatever stalling tactic Talvenicus and Jarvis had been conducting had obviously ended because twenty more of the skeletons had run up and were now circling around their group. It was as if they were trying to encircle them so there was no room to escape. Individually, the monsters were not that much. Even she could handle one pretty easily. Now though, they were outnumbered more than two to one and she didn’t know how many other skeletons were out there. An image of these creatures reaching her precious little Sara who in her mind’s eye was crying out in terror for Emily to save her invoked a new level of fear and commitment all at the same time.

      “Shanelle, I don’t know how this works. This is so outside of my comfort zone. I feel like a blasphemer calling out to this name, but … I don’t know. It seems to be the way it is. If you are really in some way the same God I have always known … or if you are a new way for me to understand God. Well, whatever it is, I need your help. I can’t figure out how all this works, but I need to know how I can defeat these things. You seem to want me to do that, so can you help me. Help me protect my family, help me save these people, help me destroy these monsters. Ummm I don’t mean to be demanding but… Well, if you are what I know as God then you already know what I need. Please show me how to make it happen.” Emily silently had her own version of a foxhole chat with God. It all took place in seconds. Her need lead to pleading, her pleading led to expectations, and those expectations led to imagination deciding how it should all work out.

      This time though there was no column of light descending from the heavens to surround her. There was only silence. As the seconds passed and her imagined solutions didn’t come to pass, her expectations began to be shattered and a resolution began to form within her to solve this on her own. Still, her helplessness persisted, and just as she bent to pick up the battered board from the ground again, she heard a single word spoken in a whisper, “Abjuration.”

      She gasped. Waiting to hear more but the seconds passed and the fighting around her became desperate. “Perhaps she had imagined it. Oh well, what did she have to lose?”

      “Dave, what does abjuration mean?” she cried out over the sounds of the fighting. She saw that he was struggling desperately against half a dozen of the skeletons. He kept smashing them apart, but all of the parts kept crawling back at him. He had a disembodied head clinging to one forearm, trying to bite down on him and several boney hands clinging all over him with or without the associated arms all trying to dig into his flesh.

      Still, he made time to answer her. “It's a school of magic, usually has to do with protection or ending magical effects.” His voice was pained and almost caused her to lose her focus.

      She hoped she was understanding this correctly as she opened her character screen and dumped her remaining 25 character points into Abjuration.

      
        
        Abjuration: The magic of protection and negation. It is never the aggressor, rather it always responds. Yet those who use Abjuration magic know that it is not he who has the first word which matters as much as he who has the last. With this, you may protect yourself or others and undo the spells of your foes. Effect: Determines the highest tier of Abjuration spell accessible to you as well as increasing the effectiveness of those spells by 5%/level. Divine favor invoked- only two spells will be gained but they will not be random.

        

        Lesser Cancel Magic: Negate magical spells or effects which are already active. Cannot be used to counter an uncast spell. May be used on effects up to 4th tier but with a 33% penalty for each tier, the effect is above 2nd. May be used to target a specific spell or effect in an attempt to permanently negate the effect or may be used as an area of effect to temporarily suppress all magical effects within the area. Each effect resists independently. AoE: 1’/level diameter. Duration: 1 tick/level. Cast Time: 6 seconds. Cooldown: 90 sec-1 sec/level. Mana: 50.

        

        Lesser Consecration: Abjuration and Essence Magic- Divine Caster only. Caster must have the favor of one of the Gods. This spell seeks to sanctify an area in the honor of the named deity. In the set area, all evil magics are negated. All evil summoned creatures are banished. All evil creatures suffer penalties dependent upon their tier. Certain resistances may apply. AoE: 1’/level radius centered on caster- immobile. Cast Time: 1 minute. Cooldown: 24 hours. Mana: 100.

        

      

      Emily didn’t know what to say. She just hoped that these spells would turn the tide. The consecration spell was going to take a long time to cast, but even to her non-gamer mind, it seemed the best option. She understood the idea of consecrating a place far better than she understood how skeletons could be walking around trying to kill her.

      Shouting out for all of those fighting around her to hear, “I think I have a spell that could save us, but it takes a full minute to cast. Can you all keep them off of me for that long?”

      Dave answered before any of the others, “Conrad and Mira you protect Emily. The rest of us will try to keep them back, but if they get past us make sure she finishes her spell.”

      It was strangely sexy to see her husband fighting off undead monsters, streaked with numerous little wounds but undaunted. “Wow, where did that thought come from. Need to focus.” As the loggers set up a ring around her, her daughter and Conrad came to stand next to her facing outward in opposite directions, one with a pair of smithy hammers in his hands and the other with a bone staff; she felt excited to be part of this. Maybe she could understand a little bit of why Dave had liked all those silly games. It was kind of a rush. Then not wanting anyone else to be hurt because of her delay, she began to cast. The spell was much longer than any other she had cast so far and more than that it seemed to drain her emotionally. She began to feel an otherworldly presence suffuse the area. Her skin was covered in goosebumps and even the hair on her head started to feel as though it was standing on end from static electricity. She felt the power building and the energy was almost blissful. Then to her horror, she saw another dozen or more of the skeletons arrive. Dave cast his Enlarge spell, but she couldn’t imagine that he would have the mana to do that many more times, so she had to hope that Consecration would work. One of the loggers fell then in a scream as his throat was ripped out by a clawed hand and the gap in her protective circle was covered by Mira launching a web that tangled up four of the bony monsters.

      Then just as each of the men around her was on the verge of being overwhelmed, the building crescendo of her spell came to fruition and the magic whooshed out from her in a faint pure white mist like a rush of energy. Everywhere that the mist went, the skeletons dropped without so much as a twitch, just so many dry bones. The rush of energy had a vaguely revitalizing effect on all of the humans and elves in the forty-foot diameter circle even though it didn’t heal any of them.

      Both Emily and Mira were low on mana but started utilizing what little they did have just as soon as Emily downed a mana regeneration potion. Dave waved them off saying that his health regeneration potion would be okay for him. The rest of the men were seriously injured but mother and daughter were both only able to cast two healing spells before being completely out of mana even with their potions increasing the regeneration rate. Emily was forced to fall back on her nursing knowledge as she started trying to bind wounds on one of the men that she didn’t have mana to heal.
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        * * *

      

      Back near the bridge, three other skeletons controlled by the goblin shaman were struggling to hold the death knight, Draznei’kai still so that their master could place a magical enslavement bracelet upon his wrist. It wasn’t much to look at, just a small ring of yellowed bones from an assortment of animals strung around a band of leather and made to be secured with a crude iron lock. At first terrified, but then seeing that the so-called bone man couldn’t break free from his skeletal minions, the shaman grew bold enough to pause and taunt the one who had been such a pain in his backside. “Not so mighty are you now. Know that you will serve me now. If you are lucky, I will use you as my footrest and not something worse.”

      The transformation in the death knight from a powerful warrior to begging victim was both unnervingly complete and instantaneous as soon as he heard the shaman’s words and saw the grungy bracelet in his hands. “No, no!” he wailed. “Where did you get that?”

      Being completely without sympathy or remorse, the shaman delighted in the sudden terror being expressed by his foe. “Did you really think that you could abuse us goblins like this and not pay the price? You are nothing, you have been our pawn this entire time. You serve the glory of the goblins, and now you will do so forevermore.”

      Seemingly struggling to pull back as far as he could, yet held in place by the implacable strength of the shaman’s minions, Draznei’kai said, “The chieftain swore that he had that destroyed. No this isn’t fair. Spare me, and I will serve you, just whatever you do, don’t put that horrible thing on me.”

      Laughing maniacally at the helplessness of the mighty being standing before him, the shaman moved forward in exaggerated slow motion until he finally secured the bracelet upon Draznei’kai’s wrist. To his delight the proud warrior who had so terrorized the goblins on this raid for the past few weeks began to shake and wail as if in agony, even falling to his knees despite being held by the skeletons.

      “Does it hurt? I hope it burns your soul. Tell me of your agony and make your master laugh.” The goblin shaman now stood mere inches from the kneeling death knight and had a green clawed finger wagging in his face. “You are my…”

      Whatever triumphant proclamation the shaman had been about to make was cut off by his shock as Draznei’kai’s left arm shot forward ripping the arms of the skeleton holding him on that side off at the same time. His hand striking as quickly as a viper wrapped around the shaman’s scrawny neck. The death knight’s eyes glowed bright red for a moment as he activated a class skill and seized control of the undead minions who were up to that moment struggling to hold him back.

      “Did you really think that I wouldn’t be prepared for anything that you could send at me? Or that weak little puppets such as these could restrain me? I am the master of the grave, no

      undead thing can challenge me. For you, my mouth lays wide like the gates of hell, and I will devour your soul and feed your corpse to the younglings of your tribe before I animate your skeleton to slaughter them all.” It was now the undead warrior’s turn to gloat as he stood to his full height and held the shaman high in the air with his feet desperately kicking as he futilely tried to pry the vise-like grip from his neck.

      “Ah, but you must be wondering why your little trinket didn’t work. Well, if it's any consolation, your tribe didn’t betray you, they actually thought that this pathetic thing would work on me. None of you knew anything about my resistance to mental magics. I could never be controlled by a low tier piece of junk like this. This and all of your life has proven to be futile.” The death knight seemed to savor the torment that he inflicted and while he knew that the shaman was a selfish slug, he wanted to make sure he fully understood what would happen because of his actions. “You have not only undone yourself but also all of your tribe. I will live for as long as there is a moon in the sky and for all that time, I will hunt down all of your kind like the spiritless rats that you are, until no one even remembers such a thing as a goblin.”

      Reaching slowly for a knife, Draznei’kai intended to begin carving up his victim to draw out his torment, when suddenly a magical backlash blasted into him. His hands involuntarily grasped at full strength and in that one instant, the shaman’s neck was broken, sparing him hours of hellish torture. The death knight shook his head trying to clear his thoughts and sort out what had happened. Soon it became apparent to him. He had lost the links to more than thirty of his skeletons all at once. He wasn’t sure what to think of that. It would take powerful magic or perhaps an adept priest to destroy that many undead creatures at the same time. No warrior or group of warriors would have been able to simultaneously end so many of them, as they were notoriously hard to end physically. So, there was more to this last little town than he had expected. It seemed unlikely that the nation had been able to mount much of a defense with such short notice. This meant that there was only one likely possibility. Annoyingly, his drakes must have failed to destroy all of that Purple and Gold squad. Now it would fall to him and his remaining skeletons. He needed to hurry and get there before the rest were destroyed. Knowing his master, failure was not an option.
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        * * *

      

      Max’s short run came to an end as he came upon a group of villagers to the south. It was mostly women and children with only a few older men left to guard them and the entire group seemed to be distraught. As Max scanned the area, he realized that this must be a goblin attack, but that didn’t make any sense. The goblins had never attacked from anywhere except the Halcon Mountains. Yet there was a dead goblin rogue on the ground. A few feet from the goblin lay a dead human with a woman huddled over, weeping out her grief. The most bizarre thing that he saw was an adolescent not far from manhood propped up against a tree with an elderly woman struggling to treat a gaping stomach wound. That was sad, but what was strange about it was that the boy was clearly a half-elf. How would a half-elf be in a remote logging village like this? That simply didn’t make any sense.

      Just as he finished taking in the scene, one of the villagers worked up the courage to speak to him. It was a man in his late 30’s who said, “Are you from the army? Are you here to help us?”

      “Captain Maxwell Smart of the King’s Purple and Gold,” Max replied sharply without thinking about his tone.

      “Begging your pardon, Captain. No offense meant,” came back the man’s sheepish response.

      Shaking his head, even after all this time, he had a hard time adjusting to the mentality that these serfs had. Where he had been raised you learned to stand up for yourself, but that just wasn’t permissible in good serfs, and so Max realized he needed to be mindful of that. “The king sent my squad to investigate the shortfall of lumber production, but it appears that there is more at play here than we knew about. Can one of you tell me what has happened so far?”

      With that, the floodgates opened up and two dozen villagers all tried to answer him at the same time. After patiently sorting through what he was being told, he began to understand that some force had attacked the village and that a young girl had been kidnapped. He didn’t quite understand what he was told about this mysterious priestess, but it was clear that the attack might not be over yet. It sounded as if some of the villagers were still fighting.

      Only then did another group of villagers, this one comprised of all men, come running from the village toward the south, shouting about skeletal monsters. Hearing these tales Max didn’t wait any longer, but instead reactivated his Forced March ability and with a burst of speed headed for the town square. He was assuming that Eris’ Rise was laid out like most small Albian towns. In fact, he was counting on it. If this sheriff he had heard about was any type of warrior he would undoubtedly be marshaling whatever sort of resistance he could in the town center, and that was where Max needed to be.
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        * * *

      

      Once again, Dave was blown away by the power of Emily’s magic. She could literally heal people back from the brink of death, and again, she displayed amazing power destroying over twenty of the skeleton creatures with one spell. He felt an almost reflexive surge of jealousy that he had to stamp down. It made him feel sick to his stomach. He wanted to be unreservedly proud of the things that Emily, or Mira for that fact, were accomplishing but even if he knew better, he still couldn’t help but be envious that they were getting to be the mage that he wanted to be. Sure, he could use magic, but it was all an extension of his combat or to make him a better fighter. He didn’t get to use magic just for the sake of magic. It was petty and stupid, even inaccurate in some ways and worst of all he knew that. Yet logic is a poor shield against the green-eyed monster. Fortunately, though, Dave had other things to focus on. While most of the skeletons in the immediate area had been destroyed there were still two groups of two of the monsters on opposite sides of the consecration spell’s area of effect. Not to mention that apparently there were still more of the creatures which Talvenicus and Jarvis were trying to delay.

      With a thought, Dave checked his mana total and found it sitting at 45, so he would soon be able to cast another Enlarge, but his current casting of the spell was set to run out in two ticks. “Just enough time,” he thought with a smile. Jumping out of the area of safety, he ignored the questions about what he was doing from Emily and engaged with the first pair of skeletons. This time though, instead of using his sword to dismember them which didn’t actually end up stopping them at all, he decided to just bull rush the closest one. He tackled it to the ground driving his shoulder into it while trying to protect his face from the bony clawing fingers. As he drove one to the ground the other leapt upon his back and tried to find a gap in the conjured chainmail he was wearing. This was exactly what he had hoped would happen for now with a push of his enhanced muscles he leapt into the air backward to land in the circle of consecration. In his arms, he held one skeleton and upon his back was the other while he twisted to try to land on his feet. He might not have the amazing Agility that Emily had, but he was no slouch and was able to affect the maneuver with little trouble. As he crossed the line of the enchantment in the air, both of the skeletons went limp and fell apart.

      Splitting his attention between the timer on his Minor Enlarge spell and the other pair of skeletons who seemed to be oblivious to the fact that they were now the hunted rather than the hunters, he realized he didn’t have enough time to duplicate the technique in the three seconds that remained. So he would have to do the other pair the hard way. Waiting for his buff to expire he pulled out his longsword. He figured he could throw the cut-up pieces into the holy circle just as easily. It would simply take more time and would delay him from going to Talvenicus’ help all that much longer.

      Before Dave could even take a step toward the two remaining skeletons, a crimson blur flashed by in his peripheral vision and materialized into a very rapidly moving man in bright red armor. His armor a sharp contrast to the dark ebony of his skin. Dang, this guy was moving fast. His charging motion ended with a trio of perfectly executed slashes that took off both arms and both legs with the final slash. Even as quickly as those attacks were executed, he still found the ability to block the incoming claws of the second skeleton. This guy moved with grace and an obvious skill with the sword that defied anything that Dave possessed. It was sort of what Dave imagined when his grandfather had read him tales about John Carter’s adventures on Mars. Then it was over almost before it began.

      The red armored warrior then turned to face Dave and those around him. “Is one of you the sheriff of Eris’ Rise?”

      Dave stepped forward, “That would be me. Do you mind if I ask who you are?”

      “Of course not, I’m Captain Smart of the King’s Purple and Gold.”

      Dave’s face scrunched up as he replied, “That might mean something to me if I wasn’t brand new to Eris’ Rise. All I know is that it’s part of some country called Albia and a duchy called Holstein. So I have no idea what the Purple and Gold is or even who the king is, but I’m guessing from how you said it that you are some kind of special forces operator.”

      It was now Max’s turn to display surprise, “What did you say?”

      Dave was never given the chance to answer that question though as Conrad stepped up and reminded him that the mayor and Jarvis were either dead or running for their lives trying to buy time for the rest of the town. With that solemn reminder, Dave asked Conrad if he could stay with his family to watch over them and assured the blacksmith that he would do everything in his power to save the mayor. The rest of the men there all went back to their families. While they were apologizing and bowing to Emily, Dave took a second and checked the party interface and saw that Talvenicus was alive but at just a little over 10% of his health left. That spurred him on further until Captain Smart placed a hand on his shoulder and looked meaningfully at Emily. “I will help you save your mayor, but I need to know who this elf is and what she is doing in a kingdom village.”

      Dave got very tense but figured it would be faster and far more successful to talk to this warrior than to fight with him. “IF you must know, that is my wife and a priestess of Shanelle.”

      “Easy their big boy. I don’t mean any offense, but it isn’t common to see a Moon Elf in Albia let alone out here in the boonies. I don’t mean to cause any more offense, but I suppose that she can prove she is a priestess of Shanelle?”

      Emily strode over and raised her hand to show the faint star marking.

      Upon seeing it, the red warrior’s entire demeanor seemed to change. He wasn’t fumbling over himself to bow to her like the people of Eris’ Rise, but his aggressive posture become one of deference. “My apologies, I honestly didn’t know that there were Moon Elves who worshipped Shanelle or that any Daughter had been sent out here.”

      Having already learned how to play the part Emily responded, “It is nothing to worry about, but now you must help my husband to save our town.”

      Then with the air of one who is completely in control of the situation, she turned back toward treating any of the wounded who were unable to move on their own.

      For his part, Dave just snorted and then started to run in the direction that the party interface indicated Talvenicus could be found in. Max started to follow him, when he turned and said, “Oh, by the way, I don’t know if you know anything about this, but there was a half-elf adolescent who had been stabbed.”

      This brought all the Nelsons to a standstill. Dave simply waved to Emily and Mira while saying, “You go, he will need you. I have to take care of this.” Then he started to run again.

      With his considerable speed, Max caught up with Dave almost immediately. The worried father turned to him and said, “Thank you for letting us know about our son.”

      A sudden sad look passed over Max’s face. “You should go be with your wife and daughter. They shouldn’t have to face that on their own.”

      “Trust me, I want to be there, but I can’t be. Besides, Emily is the healer. If anyone can save him, it is his mother.”

      “Well, you would know best. I just don’t want anyone else to have to lose a child.”

      Dave wondered at that particular turn of phrase but decided now wasn’t the time to get personal, now was the time to focus on the business at hand. “So not to change the subject, but do you want me to invite you to our party? I have one open spot.”

      “You can’t. I am already in a party with half of my remaining squad. We do that as a way to keep track of each other. Besides, it looks like we are here.”

      Sure enough, they had arrived at the eastern edge of town and were greeted by a rather gruesome sight. Jarvis or what remained of him lay spread out over a twenty-foot streak along the ground. His entrails having been pulled out and his flesh torn away in chunks all strewn along the ground. He was clearly dead, but it had been a hard death. A few feet from him with his back against the wall of the sawmill was Talvenicus. His staff lay on the ground and the older man was holding up his hand with some sort of bluish-white shield formed between him and half a dozen partially destroyed skeletons. All across the ground were skeletal arms, legs, and even heads all moving as best they could, trying to get at the mayor.

      Both Max and Dave took in the situation in a second and made their own assessments of how it should be handled. Max, used to being in charge, snapped out an order, “I will take the pressure off him, while you try to get him to safety.” Then, without waiting to see if Dave agreed to the plan, he burst forward activating his skill Spring Attack. The declared attack allowed him to leap 20 feet forward and 10 feet into the air to come down with a devastating attack that literally struck his target with so much kinetic force that the skeleton took (874) dmg and its bones literally shattered as the energy of the strike was conveyed through its body. The crimson vanguard didn’t stop there but instead triggered another stamina skill called Whirlwind Attack. The attack was a stamina hog, but it was almost unequaled in dealing with a swarm of lower leveled opponents, at least in as far as Max’s experience went. He literally began to spin around like a tornado, his sword lashing out and striking each standing skeleton within range, most of them with a double strike. The might of his arm and the magical blade he wielded was such that each blow landed for well over 100 damage, and the skeletons were soon disassembled.

      For his part, Dave didn’t wait for Max’s first leaping blow to land but immediately sprang into action. He ran at full speed straight for the wall, past Max who was sailing through the air almost as if in slow motion before he descended with a freight train-like force on that first skeletal target. Dave felt the air disturbance created by the force from Max’s attack but didn’t actually see its impact. He was too busy with his own plan. As he reached the wall instead of stopping, he ran straight up it using quick cast bindings with each stride and as he hit the wall he reached out and around the back of the mayor’s magical shield so that he could grab Talvenicus. Another quick cast binding to hold his hand to the back of Talvenicus’ robe. Then before you could say Jack jumped over the candlestick, Dave was pulling the older man up onto the roof of the sawmill. As they both came to a stop at the top, the two of them looked down in awe at the storm of steel and death that was Max. The skeletons had been very difficult to destroy, but his sword seemed to find each piece and lash out as he continued to spin over the area where the mayor had been making his last stand. His little tornado also moved back along the path they had taken. He scoured the skeletal remnants from around Jarvis’ body with whirlwind fast but surgically precise strikes. Within less than half a minute it was over, and Max stood a full thirty feet from where he had started having covered all that ground in the form of a veritable steel tornado. Even after spending nineteen stamina, the crimson armored warrior was still not breathing hard. Such was the primary power of a crimson vanguard.

      From his place sitting on the edge of the sawmill’s roof, Dave uncorked and downed another mana regeneration potion. Then shouted down, “That was pretty incredible.”

      “Glad to be of service but these don’t really present much of a challenge, they are just a little more durable than you might think at first glance. Not quite like Night of the Living Dead.”

      Dave’s mind was churning after that statement. It was the second incongruous comment made by this Captain Smart. “Was it possible?” Before saying anything, he cast his Assess Enemy spell. He hoped it would reveal some useful information.

      
        
        Captain Smart - Human - Level 24

        Class: Crimson Vanguard

        Health: 640.

        

      

      So a tier 3 classed individual with more than twice Dave’s health. He didn’t know what a Crimson Vanguard was, but it clearly was some type of melee offensive class.
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        We are all pieces moving upon the board in a game of such scope as to be outside of our understanding. —Alucien the Heretic, excerpt from his pre-execution monologue

        

      

      Just as Dave was about to ask him about the movie reference a loud bellowing was heard as a large figure was seen walking rapidly down the road from the bridge. Upon first glance, it appeared to be covered in some sort of rough brown cloak or robe like you might have expected to see on a medieval monk. As the figure got closer though, it became apparent that it was wearing plate armor under that cloak. When he was within thirty feet, he pushed the cloak off to reveal a full set of dull black plate mail engraved with what appeared to be runes in gold. It wasn’t that or even the flaming longsword which he drew out that was so shocking. Rather it was that underneath all of that plate armor was a bleached white skeleton, but comparing this monster to the skeletons which had come before would be akin to comparing a house cat to a lion. The white bones were thicker than they had any right to be, more like beams than bones. He must have stood at least several inches past seven feet and exuded a palpable aura of terror. Dave recognized that it was a magical effect, but he still couldn’t help but clench his hands and felt himself break out into a cold sweat. Next to him, Talvenicus was practically shaking. Looking down at Captain Smart, it didn’t seem to be affecting him much, but Dave wasn’t sure if he would be able to confront this creature if it came to combat. Even though his mana was sitting at 27, he still spent the 2 mana necessary to target the newcomer with Assess Enemy

      
        
        Death Knight - Level 28

        Class: Death Knight

        Health: 970

        

      

      “Holy crap! This guy is even stronger than Captain Smart. Do we even stand a chance against this guy? Maybe if I go down and beg him for mercy, he will spare Emily and the kids.” Dave’s thoughts started to turn in a foreign direction. He tried to shake it off, but even knowing that it was a magical effect, he still couldn’t seem to shake the effects. Then he saw a new notification.

      
        
        Will Save Partially Successful. You have resisted the effects of Death Knight’s Terror Aura in part. You will not flee in fear but will continue to be affected. Reactions and Initiative reduced by 25%, Resistance to Subsequent Mental Effects reduced by 25%.

        

      

      Then behind him, he saw Talvenicus awkwardly scrambling down the roof and hanging from the edge as he tried to lower himself on the far side of the building. “What are you doing Talvenicus?”

      His voice broke and wavering, the mayor responded, “I have to get away from that thing.”

      Dave just shook his head. He knew the power of the terror aura and so couldn’t fault the man, but he also couldn’t spare any time to help him. This sort of fear could only be confronted head-on. So he jumped down from the rooftop to stand next to Captain Smart. Drawing a certain margin of confidence from the might he knew the crimson armored warrior possessed.

      Max spoke out loudly in an attempt to take charge of the situation, “So what is it that you are doing in the kingdom of Albia?”

      Instead of responding, Draznei’kai first leaned his head back and broke out into raucous laughter. He continued on far past a reasonable time, so much so that Dave and Max turned their heads to look at each other in puzzlement. Finally, as the laughter subsided, a voice as cold as the grave spoke, “Oh, you are a wonderful bard, a teller of tales. It has been some time since I laughed like that. For that alone, I will offer you a quick death. There is no kingdom of Albia. This gathering of hovels which you call a kingdom is no more a nation than when the town boys play barons and brigands in their free time.”

      With a confused note, Max responded, “You think that this tiny village is the entirety of the kingdom?”

      “No. boy. I know well the borders of your so-called kingdom. I knew it when it was home to nothing more than the beasts of the field and forest. No, the problem is that you have never seen a true kingdom.”

      Even while the death knight was rambling on, Max whispered, “Can you get your wife back here? We are going to need a healer.”

      “Boy don’t speak while I am speaking. That is part of the problem with you exiles. You don’t know your place.”

      Catching onto what Max was doing, Dave chimed in, “What do you mean by exiles? Are you from somewhere else?” Dave only hoped that real-life villains in Eloria liked the sound of their own voice as much as the stereotypical Earth baddie.

      Unfortunately, Draznei’kai was undead and while a sentient undead, he still had only the barest of connections to the emotions that he would have felt while a living being. So for him, the moment of levity and interaction had given him all the emotional content he needed or could handle. Without so much as another word, he stepped forward in a quick lunge and brought his flaming sword down in an overhand chopping motion meant to cut Dave in half. With that motion, the world leapt into that super high-intensity slow motion which had characterized so much of Dave’s time in Eloria.

      Aiming to sidestep and deflect, Dave moved at a 45-degree angle forward and to his right while simultaneously bringing his sword up to slap the descending blow away. It felt like hitting a metal light pole with an aluminum bat. He didn’t really change the trajectory of the descending blade by more than a couple of degrees and the force of even that deflected blow vibrated down his arm. There was no way that he would be able to trade blows with this monster unless he was enlarged and that was still a full two minutes of mana regeneration away. The question was how to survive for two minutes.

      Even as Dave was busy staying alive, Max was moving. He unlimbered the shield from his back and moved to attack. Both men spoke at the same time as they realized that they were going to need better teamwork if they were going to survive this battle.

      “Drop your party and join mine,” Max ordered.

      “I need two minutes, then I have a spell that will even things up.”

      Neither man seemed to care what the other had said as Max was used to having tactical command and just wanted to get Dave on his team so he could track his health better while for his part Dave, simply wasn’t accustomed to this sort of combat. A couple weeks in Eloria hadn’t prepared him for it.

      The death knight, however, didn’t wait for either man. As soon as his first blow was deflected, he immediately turned his sword into a cleaving strike against Max who was stepping in for his own attack. A quick flurry of blows were traded with it being clear that the dark warrior was much stronger, but that Max’s skill with a blade was greater. A small grin crept onto Max’s otherwise well-schooled expression. “This might be fun after all.” he thought.

      Even though he was more skilled and his sword was moving faster, Max couldn’t risk putting too much into any one blow. So each hit was scoring was at best a glancing blow off the black plate mail. He couldn’t focus enough to check notifications but doubted that he was doing much damage. Max’s shield, however, was starting to look worse for the wear as even trying to take the blows at an angle each one still was putting at least a small dent in the unenchanted shield. He wasn’t sure that it could even stand up to single direct blow.

      Then it happened. Dave hadn’t been waiting idly by but rather had tried to position himself for a sneak attack. He spent a point of Teamwork and triggered his Flanking skill. It almost guaranteed him a sneak attack which landed as he was able to slash with his sword against a joint in the armor where the greaves met the knee joint.

      
        
        You have scored a critical hit and sneak attack. Target immune to both. No extra damage caused. Blow causes 52 damage - 21 damage resistance = 31.

        

      

      Even as Dave’s blow was landing and his disheartening notification was read, Max landed a blow against the other leg (101) and for the first time, Draznei’kai managed to land a solid blow against Max’s shield. The flaming sword rent a six-inch gap into the shield and made a shallow cut into the arm beneath (12). It likely would have been much worse if the simultaneous blows to both legs hadn’t resulted in the heavy death knight losing his footing and stumbling backward.

      Max immediately triggered a bull rush attack and drove his shoulder into the chest of his foe. This push was enough to topple the death knight onto his back. While the enchanted black platemail was hard to get through, it turned the powerful death knight into little more than a turtle flipped over onto its shell.

      Max and Dave both sought to press their advantage and strove to land heavy slashing blows down on the immobilized death knight. Yet both missed as Draznei’kai activated the magic stored in his belt, and his material form faded into a dense gray smoke which moved startlingly quickly only to materialize twenty feet away. His hand lifted up, he pointed at Max and fired off a quickened spell before beginning to cast a second spell. The first spell sent a foot-long bolt of cracking purple and black energy straight into the Captain’s chest. His impressive armor providing him no protection from the deadly necrotic energies as he took (90) damage and was briefly staggered back.

      Dave felt somewhat helpless. He was too far away to physically engage the death knight and didn’t want to use any mana until he had enough to Enlarge. That feeling combined with an aura of terror which was still in effect caused him to hesitate long enough for the second spell to be completed. As the last syllable was pronounced, even the faint early morning light from the moon was cut off and absolute Stygian darkness descended upon them. Dave literally couldn’t see the hand in front of his face. This had to be some form of the globe of darkness spell he had seen used in different games. Or at least he hoped he hadn’t been blinded. Then he heard the rustling of bones and armor and a split second later he was knocked backward and felt a tremendous pain across his chest.

      
        
        You have been struck for 60 physical damage - 20 resistance from conjured armor + 20 fire damage + 40 necrotic damage = 120 damage. 15 of the damage has been restored to your attacker as health. Critical Strike. You have sustained a broken rib. Movement and attack speed slowed by 20%.

        

      

      Dave silently cursed only because all the air had been driven out of his lungs by that attack. Half his health was gone in one blow and a debuff. He could feel the health regeneration potion he had taken still in effect, but it would take more time than the potion had left to restore all of that health at 10 per minute. Worse, he had been counting on speed and agility to stay ahead of this monster since he had no chance in a slugfest. Just then he felt a warm human hand touch his. He almost reacted with his sword but stopped himself just as Max said, “Run for the consecration circle!”

      Some magical effect came over him as Max triggered his Forced March ability, and Dave would have thought he could run fast and forever like the spirit of the wolf. Not needing to be told twice, he ran in the direction he had heard Max’s voice coming from. After a dozen terrifying steps in absolute darkness where he was afraid any misstep at the pace he was moving would result in him falling and breaking his neck, he finally broke out of the globe of darkness. Max was just a couple of strides ahead of him. Free of the darkness, he was able to correct their course and the short distance to the warded area blurred past in less than a dozen seconds.

      As they came to rest in the center of the consecrated area as best they could determine, Dave asked, “So, any good ideas for how to deal with that thing?”

      “Honestly, I’m hoping for a moment to catch my breath and asking every god I ever heard of for a plan.”

      Dave realized that the healing power of his regeneration potion had taken a dramatic uptick as he felt the broken bone starting to knit together. He pulled out his last two healing potions and handed one to the Captain and downed the other so as to not have it wear off in the middle of combat.

      “I had been hoping that the rest of my squad would be here by now, but who knows what other trouble they ran into. I know there were still a few of those lesser skeletons that had to be dealt with. I can see in the party interface where they have taken some damage but are still well above 80% health.

      Now within the circle created by Emily’s spell, Dave felt like he could breathe. The lingering effects of the Aura of Terror possessed by the death knight was gone. His thoughts were coming more clearly, and he realized a clear error in his thinking. He and Max started to discuss the best way to deal with their foe as they knew that they couldn’t stay put on the consecrated ground forever, and even if they could, it would leave everyone else vulnerable. Dave was impressed by Max’s apparent earnestness when it came to protecting the people of Eris’ Rise. He was very serious about his duty, something which Dave could relate all too well with, but it was deeper than that. Dave was pretty sure that he actually cared.

      As they were talking, Draznei’kai walked slowly toward their location. He was moving deliberately slower than he could have, as he processed the first clash with these two fleshbags. The red armored one was fairly strong from what he could sense and the other wasn’t a slouch. None of the intel he had received either from the goblins scouts or his other sources had given him any reason to believe that anyone like the second man would be here. Seimion might be an arrogant mageling, but even if the goblins were wrong, Seimion’s information never was. He had somehow found out about the squad of Purple and Gold that was being sent. The red armored man could be none other than Captain Maxwell Smart the leader of that squad. He couldn’t help but feel frustrated that the camouflage drakes had failed to kill the entire squad, but if all that was left was this one man, he still considered that a good use of resources. Draznei’kai still wasn’t worried. These two were no match for him, but he needed to think this through. He hadn’t made it to this point, overcome so many obstacles to be undone by a couple of humans. And there was still the fact that they had somehow eliminated a large number of his skeletons all in one instant. That was the kind of thing that would bear watching.

      As the death knight considered the best way to attack them, he reached the circle of consecrated ground and could pass no further. Suddenly it made sense. Somewhere in this little flea speck of a village, there was a divine spell caster. He probed out at the area with his esoteric senses and determined that it was true divine magic, but not of a significant tier. Given enough time, he could probably find a way to break down this spell, but for now, it was keeping him out. Next, he used his senses to determine the size of it and found that while it would keep the two little flesh bags safe from him that he would have no problem going around it.

      From the south he saw yet another peculiarity as a young elven, no perhaps half-elven woman came running up. He wasn’t sure but didn’t believe that either elves or half-elves were very common in Albia and certainly not in rural villages. This was another question mark, which again made him uneasy. Yet there was nothing to do for it. Well, one thing. He would just go and kill her before she reached the protected circle. Oh wait, there were two more, apparently an elf and a young half-elf running up behind her. Three for one was fine with him.

      Dave and Max were finishing their planning. They had both been relieved when the death knight seemed unable to pass onto the consecrated ground. Just then though, Dave heard someone calling to him. He turned to look and saw Mira followed by Emily and Jackson a short distance away. He was happy to see them, but worried that they were here so near this monstrosity, and where was Sara? His questions would have to wait though as he saw the death knight charging around the perimeter of the consecrated ground. At this pace, he would reach the family long before they reached safety. That was not going to happen, not if Dave had anything to say about it.

      By way of explanation to Max, Dave shouted out, “I have to save my family.” Even as he spoke, he surged forward running and yelling for Emily and the kids to hurry. They must have realized the danger because as soon as he started shouting, they doubled their pace. Still, it was clear that Draznei’kai would reach them before they could escape, or Dave could reach them. Mira slowed for a second and let her mom and brother catch up to her before holding out her hand. Dave continued to surge forward, sword drawn. It was all he could do not to close his eyes for fear that he was about to see that flaming sword cleave his precious daughter in two. Then she surprised Dave again as she had done time and time again since they had arrived in Eloria. At the last second as Draznei’kai’s charge came to an end and his blade slid horizontally in a wide slash, Mira dropped low in a display of speed and grace beyond human ability. Simultaneously, she tried to sweep the leg and launch a quickened web spell directly upward into the death knight’s helmeted face. Dave’s fear was lightened for a moment by seeing his daughter attempt the leg sweep despite the fact that it was ultimately unsuccessful. The webbing, on the other hand, was much more effective. The force pushed the death knight’s head backward and despite legs as strong as trees, he still stumbled back using his free hand to pull at the webbing which covered his face, helm, and shoulders. The viscous substance had shot out with so much force that it had even pushed its way into his empty eye sockets and nasal cavity, making the attempt to remove it almost futile.

      After the failed leg sweep, which resulted in Mira bruising her leg badly, she had to perform another set of acrobatic dodges in order to avoid the blind slashes directed at her. She sprang with grace from her good foot to a hand and back again tucking and cartwheeling away from each attack until she was finally able to get past him. All this happened so quickly that Dave had no choice but to pause, unsure if any action of his would put Mira in more danger when she seemed to be so capable of evading the attacks on her own.

      Dave was able to breathe easier once all three of them were safely onto the consecrated ground. Now he and Max had to figure out how best to capitalize on the fact that the death knight was still at least partially impaired by Mira’s spell. His planning came to a halt as he saw the empty look in Emily’s eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Jackson stared at his feet studiously avoiding looking at anyone else while Mira seemed intent in looking anywhere but at her parents. For her part, Emily began to cry softly.

      “What is it?” Dave asked again as a feeling of dread settled over him, “Where is Sara?” He reached out with a hand on each side of Emily’s shoulders trying to turn her toward him, seeking eye contact with her.

      Finally, after what was in reality only a single second but had felt like an hour, Emily said, “They took her.” That simple statement infused with a tone of utter defeat.

      “What do you mean? Who took Sara?” Dave felt desperation clawing at him in his need to understand. Seeing that she was unable to answer, Dave pulled Emily close to him in an embrace meant to comfort her.

      In a broken voice, Jackson answered what his mother was unable to say, “I couldn’t stop him. Some little green creature took Sara. I’m sorry, Dad. Please forgive me. I tried…”

      The pain in Jackson’s voice hurt Dave every bit as much as the meaning behind his words, but Max cut in, “I’m sorry for whatever happened to your daughter. You are just gonna have to trust me, more than anyone in the world, I understand that kind of loss, but if you want to protect the rest of your family you need to focus on the fight right now. Use your pain and make him pay for it, because I guarantee you, no matter who hurt you, it was because of this guy in front of us.”

      Dave shook his head, “I don’t know about them, but I will fight.”

      “I need you for the plan we discussed, but we need the priestess even more. With her here, we might actually survive this.” Max spoke rapidly in a no-nonsense manner. “Priestess, I feel your pain, but the truth is that only the living can grieve or do anything about your daughter. Can you help us save everyone else?”

      Emily pulled away from Dave, the streaks of tears evident upon her cheeks, “If he is responsible for this, then I will help you take him down, but then we have to go after Sara.” She wore the kind of grim determination on her face that spoke of the will to push through the pain if only for the moment.

      A quick invite was sent by Max to Mira and Emily for them to join the party. They didn’t have to drop out of the previous party as it appears that in Eloria once a group leader leaves a party, the party automatically ends. As soon as they both accepted the invites, they were designated as healer and ranged damager respectively while Dave was assigned as a melee damager and Max took on the designation of tank. The other Nelsons couldn’t help but take a moment to look at the information of the other two absent party members in the interface. They showed up as Ronald, a level 10 archer who was designated as a ranged damager, and Engel, a level 13 defender marked as a debuffer.

      Dave gave a quick whispered explanation of the plan while admonishing Emily, Mira, and especially Jackson to stand back. He reached out his hand to grab Emily’s arm trying to pull her close, but she seemed distant. There was great hurt on her face, and Dave could see the tracks of tears down each cheek, but he had to push it aside. It was like any battlefield trauma. You couldn’t allow yourself to feel anything too deeply on the battlefield or you ended up dead as did those around you. “Time to end this.”

      As Max and Dave stepped off the consecrated ground to engage with Draznei’kai, Max gave the final admonishment, “Keep healing us as best you can and deal damage anytime you get a free shot.” Then Max triggered his Bull Rush skill and plowed shield first into the death knight who had managed to use the delay to pull most of the webbing out of his empty eye sockets despite the fact that it still covered his head and shoulders. Max wondered how he saw without eyeballs, but as he got close, he saw red flames dancing inside of what he had thought were empty sockets. The impact of shield against the armored monster was jarring to both. The death knight staggered but didn’t fall. Max knew that he had to somehow get the death knight on its back. If he could, he thought they might just be able to survive this.

      Unfortunately, the impact had been the final straw in ruining his shield, the arm straps tore loose and the previous tear in the metal now extended the full height of the shield. With disgust, Max threw it as an oversized discus at the death knight who effortlessly batted it out of the air.

      Meanwhile, Dave watched the exchange, half expecting some maniacal laughing and taunting retort from the dark warrior. It never came. The skeletal monstrosity was all business and didn’t seem to feel the need to engage in conversation with any of them as he had before. The flaming sword now wreathed in a subtle black energy which pulsed with a sinister life came in blow after blow while Captain Smart evaded or parried every slash and thrust. Once again, the superior skill and speed of his ally was clear to Dave, but the strength of the monster was such that it was too great a risk to go on the offensive. No, it was Dave’s job to deal damage while Max kept him busy. That was part of the plan they had discussed.

      Now thanks to the buff from being a melee damager, Dave should have been able to benefit from the teamwork bonus on his Flanking skill, but this opponent was immune to sneak and critical strikes, so he was left with using Offensive Stance for its straight damage boost. He could only maintain it for two ticks, so he had to make the most of it. Stepping in from the back, he attacked landing his first hit and luckily triggering his double strike ability for a combined total of (222) after the death knights damage resistance. With those notifications, Dave let himself feel some hope, at least as far as this battle went. If only he had been Enlarged for those strikes, they would have been truly devastating, but they had a plan and he had to stick to it. Max seemed to be holding up his defense and was keeping this monster busy enough that Dave was able to attack him with impunity.

      The next moment, he was cursing himself though as apparently no positive thought goes unpunished. Max’s guard of woven steel faltered as the death knight shifted tactics and made a quick thrust rather than the heavy-handed slashing attacks he had been relying upon. The tip of the enchanted blade slammed into the red armor and pushed straight through into the chest beneath. The critical strike caused (204) damage but also opened up Max to a blow from a skeletal left hand sending him flying forward off the end of the sword.

      With Max no longer in front and attacking Mira had a clear shot to cast her flame fan spell channeled into a narrow flame thrower which ignited the webbing still covering the death knight’s head and shoulders. If the creature could have felt pain, he would have undoubtedly screamed in agony as the webbing still stuffed into his skull went up in super-hot flame. Yet without any pain receptors even the (60) pts of damage couldn’t deter Draznei’kai from quick casting a new spell. He cackled as a hazy aura settled over him. Dave standing a few feet behind him immediately felt the effects of the Aura of Sickening. He instantly needed to empty his stomach. Only a successful Wisdom save allowed him to stay on his feet rather than falling to his knees even as he leaned forward retching violently.

      While Mira played flamethrower and Max was incapacitated by the new aura spell, Emily landed a Minor Healing spell for (90) health and immediately starting casting Lesser Regeneration on Max. She focused on getting Max on his feet even as she was casting. “You have to get back out there.”

      Max groaned, “I know.” He bravely tensed and tried to stand as frothy blood bubbled up past his lips.

      With Max down and out at least for the moment, Draznei’kai turned to look at the sickened Dave. This was an opportunity to end one of the warriors and even better from what he had heard some of these elves were related to this one. The death of their protector would drive a spike of terror into their hearts and make the rest of this battle simpler. Dave was too weak to even lift his sword for a block while the death knight raised his sword high in the air at a 45-degree angle as he intended to chop down on the back of his neck. Dave was saved at the last second by a set of spinning translucent ice blades slamming into Draznei’kai’s back. While the monster was immune to cold damage at least the force damage was enough to throw his swing off making him whiff. Dave made a weak attempt to scramble away but wasn’t able to cover more than half a dozen feet before he was forced to dry heave all over again.

      Mira was scrambling to think of what to do while all of her projectile type spells were on cooldown while both Emily and Jackson were working to get the Crimson Vanguard back into the fray. It was clear though that none of them could reach the death knight before his next attack decapitated Dave. Sometimes though it is better to be lucky than good because for the second time in a row Dave received a last-second reprieve as a flight of three arrows slammed into the leg of the death knight, piercing his armor and temporarily pinning him in place. Turning, Emily, saw a man in leather armor running forward at a full speed and a short distance behind him a warrior in plate mail.

      The death knight pulled his pierced leg free even as Emily started casting one of her new spells and the newcomer in plate mail activated the same Bull Rush skill which Max had used earlier to surge past the archer and slam his shield into the back of the skeleton (67). Max was finally able to jump back up using a Spring Attack to fly 10 feet into the air coming down with his sword extended and driven into the back of the suddenly prone monster.

      Max shouted, “Now Dave, he’s down.”

      Dave tried to focus his thoughts to stagger forward so he could play his part in the plan but failed his concentration check as he tried to cast Minor Binding. His roiling stomach beating his will in this instance.

      Max struggled vainly to hold Draznei’kai pinned to the ground but didn’t dare pull out his sword for another strike. The sickness aura was also beginning to affect him and had already dropped Engel to his knees. Dave looked on as he dry heaved again and wanted to scream in frustration. It simply wasn’t fair. This monster shouldn’t be that strong. They were working together so well and even getting help from Max and now these newcomers. Still, the creature while pinned was far from helpless, incapacitating them with this vile aura and not even below half health yet. At that moment, Emily’s spell went off as she cast Lesser Cancel Magic. It automatically dispelled the Sickening Aura since it was only a tier 2 spell. With that Dave, Max, and Engel all felt immediate relief.

      That feeling of relief still didn’t prevent Draznei’kai from finally shrugging Max off of his back or from standing up with Max’s sword still stuck in him. The death knight turned toward Max while his arm swiveled unnaturally backward to pull the blade from his back. Then with a sword in both hands, he strode toward the Captain. Engel realizing Max was unarmed moved to put his body between the pair of descending blades and his leader as he activated his Shield Other skill. The blades came down hard, one hitting a half-raised sword, but Max’s sword drove into the space at the hip joint causing a critical strike which took Engel out of commission. Leaving Max’s sword where it impaled Engel, Draznei’kai raised his now empty hand and performed a very mana-intensive quickened and multiplied Lesser Ray of Enfeebling split to hit each of the party. Quickened, it took less than a second to go off. Ronald launched an arrow and Dave swung his sword, but neither blow would hit before the magic went off.

      As a ball of inky blackness formed in the outstretched skeletal hand, Mira cried out simply, “No!” Then everyone could watch in slow motion while the ball split first into four bolts and traveled inch by inch toward each of the men. Rather than streaking out at the speed of light, they moved a bare foot per second. Long enough for both arrow (18) and sword (52) to land and still the spell crept through the air. All eyes were on that odd display rather than Mira’s face which was strained, her nose pinched up with effort. Then, just as slowly as the rays had started to expand, they all began to shift back together aiming toward Mira’s outstretched hand. Mira screamed in pain and then experienced a breakthrough. The four rays sped up and all merged into her palm where they swirled for a second before with a dramatic pushing motion the little slip of a girl heaved the ball of darkness forward as if it weighed a ton. The moment the ball left her hand it streaked forward almost faster than the eye could follow to slam into the chest of the death knight.

      
        
        Congratulations!

      

      

      
        
        You have mastered the final core skill of a Metamage. You have seized the active spell energy of a hostile spell, made it your own, and redirected it as your own weapon. Your modified Lesser Ray of Enfeebling has struck for double impact on your target and lowered the target’s Strength by 40.

        You have now met the requirements to gain the rare class: Metamage. Do you wish to accept this class?

        

      

      Squealing in glee even amidst the horror of the fight, Mira instantly chose Yes.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        XP gained: 1000

        Ding!

        Levels gained: 15, 16.

      

      

      
        
        Stat points gained: 6. Character points gained: 50

        Class Obtained: Metamage- Tier 1. (Rare)

        Class Benefits: +30% Intelligence. Mana cost of all spells reduced by 10%. Innate ability to sense magic.

        

        Class Restrictions: May never learn stamina/bravery/fury/faith/teamwork skills. No melee/rogue skill may exceed 75% of lowest magic school level.

        

        Class Purpose: Control and manipulation of mana and spell forms whatever their source.

        

        Class Advancement Requirements: unknown

        Life is conflict and manipulation is often a subtle conflict behind the scenes but no less real of a conflict.

        

      

      While Mira read her notifications, Max, Dave, and Ronald all leapt in to try to finish off the death knight. Dave was the closest and landed a kick which easily toppled over the heavily armored skeleton now that he was deprived of almost 80% of his Strength. As the monster fell to the ground, Dave quick cast a Minor Binding to secure the center of his chest to the ground before moving on to bind each hand and then his feet. At the same time, Ronald had drawn a short sword and dropped his bow. For his part, Max seized the death knight’s sword from where it had fallen to the ground. Then all three men were hacking the limbs off of the fallen, weakened and bound monster. Even with his limbs bound to the ground, it took a surprising amount of swings to sever each limb and eat through the remaining 500 health the monster had. After its head and limbs had all been severed, it still didn’t show a notification for having defeated the monster, so Dave reared back with his sword in a two-handed overhead strike bringing it down in a thrust with all of his considerable Strength straight into the disembodied skull, splitting it in half. That triggered a notification, but not the one which Dave had been expecting.

      
        
        You have delivered the final blow to a death knight. You now have the option of transforming into a death knight. Should you choose to do so you will gain the following benefits:

        Constitution: +50%, Strength: +25%, Endurance: +100%, Wisdom: +25%, Charisma: -50%, Perfect Darkvision 180’, Aura of Terror 15’/tier at will, Immunity to Cold and Electricity, Damage Resistance- Piercing:15, Slashing:5, See Invisibility at Will, Command Lesser Undead at will, Darkness Sphere 2/moonrise, Symbol of Pain 40’ radius 1/moonrise, Immortality.

        If you choose this transformation your class and race will both become death knight irrevocably. This is an Epic Class and you will gain 5000 XP. If you choose not to absorb this essence to power the transformation, then it will eventually be reformed in the phylactery of Draznei’kai Shutan unless otherwise absorbed. Phylactery process may take anywhere from 1 week to 100 years depending upon various factors.

        You have 6 minutes to decide minus the time it took to read this notification. Failure to choose will result in the choice being made for you randomly. If chosen voluntarily this process will forever damn your eternal spirit.

        

      

      So, 5000 XP and some amazing abilities, not to mention immortality and all he had to give up for it was his eternal spirit. Dave laughed out loud, quickly selected no, and then when asked about the laugh explained about the notification he got. The immediate question from Emily was, “So you mean we have to fight that thing again in the future?”

      Dave could only shrug. “It’s not like accepting that was a real option.” Then it was Emily’s turn to nod along.

      About that time, everyone started to get a host of notifications.

      
        
        You have won the military-style event: Defense of Eris’ Rise. Combatants on your side: 54. Friendly combatants killed: 8, Non-combatants killed: 4. Number of Enemy combatants: 82 Enemy combatants killed: 81. XP gained: 4984 each participant on the victorious side receives 23 XP per level possessed before any personal bonuses or penalties.

        Leaders of the Battle: David Nelson and Maxwell Smart receive faction points. Kingdom of Albia +15, Duchy of Holstein +10.

        

      

      There were so many more notifications that Dave needed to go through and then, of course, there was the loot that would have to be divided up, the remaining fires that had to be put out and the wounded or dead which would have to be tended to in their respective manners. None of that mattered though as the Nelsons drew off on their own away from Captain Smart and a cluster of others who had just arrived and must have been the remaining members of his squad. Dave was only concerned about learning what had happened to Sara. After hearing the story from Jackson, he did his best to assure his son that he wasn’t to blame and then they started talking about what to do now. It was obvious that someone would have to go after her, but none of them possessed any tracking skills which of course raised the question of if any of their new friends might be able to help with that.

      Turning to go and ask Max that very question Dave was met by a striking blond around thirty in rather form-fitting leather armor who was even then walking over from the cluster around the captain.

      “Sheriff, Captain Maxwell Smart would like to speak to you about what happens next.” Dave was completely uncomfortable with how she spoke to him with a honeyed tone and an all too intense gaze. Emily must have felt the same because her hand tightened on his forearm. In an attempt to make a joke about the situation and defuse any tension, Dave said, “Maxwell Smart, huh? What does that make you, Agent 99?”

      The blond’s face held a completely baffled look at his question, but almost like lightning, the captain whirled on his heels. “How do you know about Agent 99?”
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      Captain Martin Radick had never been so tired as he was today. He wasn’t lying down more because he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to get back up than because of any second wind. The fighting had increased to an all-new level for the last three days and despite pushing back wave after wave, he now found himself inside of the command tent a full ten miles east of the original border. His mind wandered a bit as another one of the officers was giving General Eikhorn a detailed reporting of available supplies. The perpetual retreating had eventually caused them to fall back past some of the smaller border villages. None of the civilians had been killed if this droning report was to be believed but numerous homes, businesses, and some good farmland had been lost already.

      “Captain Radick…” Martin was pulled back from his musings by a voice calling his name. “Who… wait, was that General Eikhorn?”

      “Good of you to join us again Captain. I know you have been fighting for days without sleep, but all of us are exhausted too. Can you please let us know what information your scouts have been able to discover?” The General’s voice wasn’t cruel, but it was firm like the man and brooked no failure.

      “Well, General, the latest reports are only an hour old and are showing something changing behind the enemy lines. For the last few days, they have been pushing harder than ever before. We have seen more casters and more of their specialized monsters than has ever been recorded. Then all of a sudden last night the waves slowed down. From one every two or three hours it was reduced to only two waves last night and then there hasn’t been another attack since dawn.” Martin paused to make sure that the significance of what he was saying was sinking into everyone around him before continuing.

      “This, of course, provided an opportunity for me to get scouts out in the field. Something which I might add has been all but impossible when the fighting was hot and heavy. What they have reported back was so confusing that I immediately sent out another unit to confirm and they did indeed confirm just an hour ago. Had it not been for this meeting, I likely would have gone out myself.”

      “Well, cut to the chase, man. We aren’t children that you need to wind up with excitement before the big reveal. How bad is it?” This from another of the Captains who only went silent when glared at by General Eikhorn.

      “It isn’t bad at all. Or if it is bad, it’s bad in some way my poor soldier’s brain hasn’t figured out as of yet. You see the reporting is that the enemy has only left token guard posts about two miles west of this tent all up and down the border and that all of their caster and specialty troops along with the bulk of the goblin horde have withdrawn. We don’t know exactly what the plot is, but they seemed to be moving en masse to the northwest.”

      “And have you drawn any conclusions from this, Captain?” asked the General.

      “It isn’t the role of a scout to draw conclusions only to report data, sir.”

      “Don’t give me that. I wouldn’t have you in your position if you didn’t have a brain inside that lump upon your shoulders. I am not asking your scouts to draw a conclusion. I am asking one of my command officers for his analysis of the information.”

      “That's just it sir, and I mean no disrespect, but I don’t know what to make of it. None of this makes any sense. To push so hard and lose hundreds or more likely thousands of goblins and then to withdraw makes no sense. Even the stupid greenies have to know that we will be able to overrun the guardposts they set up without any difficulty. So to me, either they have run out of steam and we just got very lucky or something worse is going on. For my money, scouts don’t live very long if they depend on being lucky, so I have to assume that something worse is going on. I just don’t know what that is yet.” Martin ended his report and clapped his mouth shut. He had speculations but they were just that. Now was not the time to rock the boat. He just needed to see what the General wanted him to do.

      Everyone in the tent seemed to become very quiet as General Eikhorn stared at the young scout captain. He looked him up and down and then made what would have been for anyone other than a trained observer such as a scout commander an almost imperceptible nod of his head as if checking off something in his mind. “Very well. This is what I want you to do now…”
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        * * *

      

      The castle which King Harold Borstein’s grandfather had built was typical of other similar buildings in this era in many ways. Not the least of this was the network of hallways that crisscrossed through the castle for the sole purpose of not being seen. These were the servant’s halls or as some of the nobles joked, the bowels of the castle. Yet those ignorant nobles who made such jokes didn’t understand the true power of the servants in any such edifice. Kings may make decrees, but cooks, chambermaids, and pages ensure that the castle runs smoothly to establish the glory of the king. Nothing embarrasses a lord more than inefficiency in the castle, especially amongst an austere people such as the Albians. While the nobles may have called this the bowels to those employed here, these silent pathways were known as the veins, carrying the lifeblood of the king’s reign from one end of the castle to the other.

      At the center of the veins was the heart. In this case, the heart was the head chambermaid, Melani. Melani was significant in two particular ways which interacted together. First, she was very young to be head chambermaid, not even thirty yet, and still she had held her position for over two years. Her efficiency and commitment to excellence along with a particular knack for navigating the distance between the nobles and the servants had caused her to rise. The second was that in all the years of his reign, she was the only woman to have caught the King’s eye. The only mistress he had ever taken to his bed. Her beauty undoubtedly had a part to play in that for she was quite striking, the quintessential Albian, but it is also some intangible element about her. The way that she was able to be both invisible servant and at the same time seemed perfectly at ease around nobles including the king. Over the last year, she had become the king’s bedmate and confidant as his guilt over the affair pushed him further and further away from his lady queen.

      Knowing her importance to not only the running of the castle but also to the king specifically, one might have wondered why she was in a rarely used part of the veins with a young man who was not accustomed to being in such places. Yet she was well-liked amongst the servants who answered to her, and even those who might have been jealous would not speak out against her, knowing how well she had the king wrapped around her finger. Closer observation would reveal that this man was not a servant, nor some lover smuggled in from the town. Rather it was the young Baron Vichie, vassal to Duke Holstein, and while the two stood close enough to kiss, it was not sweet nothings that they exchanged but rather information.

      “I want to be done with this. I have done as my father asked again and again. I tire of letting that man place his hands all over me. He talks and talks so much as if everything in the world revolves around him.”

      “And I have told you time and again that you will serve as the Duke requires. If and when he is satisfied with your performance, he will keep his word and acknowledge you as his daughter. Then you can be done with a life of service and instead will have servants to wait upon you. But only if you keep feeding us information.”

      Sighing in frustration, Melani lowered her eyes to the floor before saying, “Very well. What does my father need me to do now?”

      A cruel smile touched the baron’s lips without ever reaching his eyes. “This is your liege lord’s instruction. You are to…”
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        * * *

      

      Duke Holstein’s hunt had gone on for over a week, and it was high time that he got back to his home. Certainly, his clerks were good at pushing paper, but it is a true adage that an untrustworthy man will trust no one. So in the case of Edwin Holstein, he didn’t trust anyone to do what they were expected to do without being supervised, not wife, children, vassals or servants. Yet every time he had mentioned turning around and heading back home, Seimion had come up with some vague hint of more to be hunted if only they continued north.

      This morning, early before the sun had risen, Edwin was up and sipping freshly brewed kaf from a large mug while reviewing correspondence from his steward. An assortment of things were happening back at home and more than ever he felt the need to be back in the seat of his power. He made the mental determination that he would order the camp packed up and they would begin the trek home. Well, at least as soon as he finished his kaf.

      Suddenly though, the flap to his tent opened. The duke had never faced a serious assassination attempt but his private space being invaded unannounced certainly constituted a threat. His right hand slid to the long dagger hanging from his belt but didn’t pull it out. It wouldn’t do to appear rattled if this was just some careless armsman forgetting proper protocol. His surprise and for that matter concern grew though when it wasn’t an armed man either his or a hostile who walked into the tent. Rather it was the gray-robed seer who had been feeding him so much useful information of late, Seimion. A quick thought passed his mind that perhaps Seimion was going to reveal what he was playing at now.

      “My lord, please forgive the intrusion so early in the day, but I have information which I believe to be of the utmost importance.” Seimion’s voice seemed to echo out of the cavernous robes he wore. There was always an odd quality to his voice. One which Edwin had never been able to place but which put in his mind the image of chittering insects.

      “Where are my arms men and why have they allowed you into my presence unannounced mystic?”

      “Again, please forgive me, I allowed myself in because I felt the news was so pressing. Should you wish it, if you are displeased with my decision after hearing what I have to say, I will leave your company and bother you no more.”

      Edwin couldn’t help but feel that he was being patronized much as a parent might speak to a willful child. He considered reacting to this presumption on the seer’s part but decided to see where this went before determining the appropriate reaction. If he didn’t believe this new information was significant enough, he could always simply end the man. “Very well. What is so important?” Edwin finally spoke with a tone of begrudging patience.

      “It is the Moon Elves. I have reason to believe they are working in concert with goblins and have attacked a series of logging villages along the northern border.” The proclamation was delivered in the same deadpan voice which Seimion always spoke complete with his odd accent. It was as though he had not delivered the most momentous news heard within the kingdom of Albia since the expansion wars had ended. Yet the words accomplished their task. Already Duke Holstein had forgotten the uninvited intrusion as his mind grappled with the various possibilities and challenges presented by a war with the elves.
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        * * *

      

      Jaselm Von Marek, holy paladin of Shanelle, rode his mount at the front of a column of over one hundred church knights, soldiers, and support staff. His mission was simple and honestly a bit of a relief to him. He had been tasked by Bishop Tengur with finding a new son or daughter of Shanelle who had apparently appeared somewhere in the north. The Bishop had not been very forthcoming with specific directions on where to find the new cleric but had been very clear about the urgency. He had been given two very specific if somewhat contradictory tasks. The official mission was to find this individual and then provide whatever support that they needed in a God-given task. Equally stressed had been a secondary mission that reeked more of the personal instruction of the bishop rather than any divine mandate. He was to bring gifts on behalf of the bishop and find a way to convince the newly christened cleric to return to the capital. All to the new cleric’s benefit, of course.

      At forty-eight, Jaselm was one of the oldest paladins still in active service. He really didn’t have a family to return to, the church having been everything to him, both soothing mother and cruel taskmaster. He ran his hand through his thinning hair as he chuckled about the contrast one sometimes found within the church. Either way, he was happy to be on a mission that wasn’t inherently about killing some group of infidels. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in the glory of Shanelle. No, he was more than ever convinced of that. It was that he wanted to be more a part of the regrowth than the pruning part of redemption. He could only hope that this new cleric heralded positive things for the church and the people of Albia.
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        * * *

      

      The Ironclaw orcs had been in a slow fighting retreat from the dwarven held lands for the past week. Seimion had not appeared with any new information to guide them around dwarven defenses. Their saving grace was that the initial intrusion had pushed them further and faster into dwarven held lands than any of the short ugly creatures with their ridiculous beards had expected. Now the various war leaders and lesser thanes were struggling to organize a counteroffensive. Naaranbatar had no plans for his clan to still be behind enemy lines once such resistance was organized. Many of the clan wanted to seize and hold some new land, and truth be told that had been the original plan, but now, the First didn’t trust anything about the plan. Not since that plan had been prompted and whispered into his ear by the treacherous mage. No, now was the time to count their victories and reconsolidate their power. The day the orcs would rise up and seize what was rightfully theirs was coming but it was not yet here.
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        * * *

      

      “I tell you that if we do nothing these pests will keep coming. They breed like rabbits and have no regard for the place of any species but their own. They are worse than goblins in some regards for they should know better.” The young moon elf lord, Daiki Itsu, continued to speak passionately.

      “We have heard your opinion on this again and again over the past two days. Your desire to protect the people of Agani-Shi is admirable and brings honor to your family, but it is not our way to strike at those who have done us no harm. Nor has any evidence been offered to demonstrate that the death knight observed by your own Shinrin Hogo-Sha is connected to the humans to the south.” Archdruid Hidenori spoke with great patience in almost a patronizing fashion.

      “Perhaps it should be our way.” Lord Itsu turned his eyes from the Archdruid first to the empty seats reserved for the king and queen and then pointedly to the seat immediately to the right of empty thrones. His gaze lingered for a moment as contact was made with the young crown prince. “Already the humans have crossed into the fringes of the Chenhou Forest and are daring to cut down trees. Already…”

      “And how has that gone for them, young Lord? The accounts I have received suggest that all the logging efforts have been pushed back by the creatures of the forest.” This time another of the senior druids spoke up, cutting short another long-winded argument about the evils of the human race.

      Seeing Lord Itsu turn to glare daggers at the druid who had interrupted him, but more importantly seeing the eagerness in the expression of the crown prince, Archdruid Hidenori stepped in again. “I have a proposal which may perhaps work to address the concerns of all those present. It would not seem amiss if a small diplomatic party was sent to check on our neighbors to the south. Nothing too intimidating, but just a show that we are still here.”

      The room grew quiet as everyone’s mind raced with the possibilities. For his part, Eisuke Myoji, one of the few non-druid, non-nobles present, allowed his mind to wander. He took in the setting. The room was shaped into the form of an opening flower. The walls expanded up and outward formed by druidic magic from a young ironwood tree. The wood curled and shaped then altered with bright colors of yellow and red all to create the impression that the entire room was a singular flower bud bursting forth. It was the perfect analogy for his people, both overdone and subtle at the same time. Either way, he was happy with the Archdruid’s proposal because it meant that this conclave would soon be at an end and he could return to his beloved forests.

      “Eisuke Myoji…” The forest warden was shaken from his thoughts by his name.

      “Had he been called before and not heard.” Only his discipline saved him from shame at the thought that he had ignored one of the elders.

      “Eisuke Myoji, good I see that I have your attention now. Will you accept this task assigned to you by the circle of druids?”

      “What task had he been asked about while daydreaming like a child?”

      “Of course, Archdruid. I am yours to command.” He quickly recovered trying to save face.

      “I assumed as much, you are ever a faithful steward of the forest and servant of the moon elves. So, then it is agreed. Lord Itsu will go as the representative of the throne and Shinrin Hogo-Sha Myoji will represent the druid’s circle as joint emissaries from the moon elf people to the humans of Albia.”

      He would have screamed in frustration if it would not have made him lose so much face as to shame him forever. Apparently, he would not be able to dwell in the forests for long, but instead was being sent to the stinking hovels of humans. Looking over at the almost gleeful look upon the face of Lord Itsu all he could think was, “This is going to go so very wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Three days of misery spent gagged and bound, carried like a sack of potatoes, wet and cold, in dark places hiding whenever not running all started to blend together for Sara Nelson. Three days which equaled one unending moment of terror. Terror at seeing Jackson stabbed. There had been so much blood. Some of it had even gotten on her, warm and red, sticky even. Now it was dried and crusty upon her dress. Terror at seeing the same little green monster who had just skewered her brother looking at her. Terror at being seized and carried away by the rough hands of another little green monster, even though he had saved her from the first.

      All those fears and more merged into her state of panic. It was a testament to the resiliency of her young mind that she had not completely collapsed into a quivering mess. What was an eight-year-old girl to do? Hungry, tired, scared, and taken from her family, she had no aid in the world around her. Only this little green monster who had become both her protector and her captor, the source of her torment and the only one to bring her any respite.

      She had cried most of the first day after he had kidnapped her. She wanted her mommy and still did. A part of her still believed that her daddy would be around the next tree to save her. Such is the faith of an eight-year-old. The days went on though. Days spent hiding in dark, damp holes. Then the nights came. Nights of being carried along by the green beast who seemed to have some goal in mind. In rare moments, when there was enough light for her to see and she was positioned in such a manner as to be able to look up, she saw mountains now looming ahead. Over the past three days, the greens of the forest had been slowly giving way to the gray of stone.

      The second day she had silently whimpered. She started to see patterns in how the creature treated her. When she stopped crying, it would stroke her face with its rough and weathered fingers. It seemed to want to comfort her, but she couldn’t understand it. Still, it fed her. Not much, but the smoked fish didn’t taste half bad by the second day. It brought her water. She hadn’t wanted to drink water from the creature’s dirty hand but soon thirst won out, and she didn’t mind.

      By the third day, she was noticed little things about this creature. The way he seemed almost as afraid as she was or the little things that he did to try to make her comfortable. Finding moss or leaves to use as a pillow or trying to make sure she was in the driest part of whatever hole they would hide in. It wasn’t much, but in her imagination, she came to think of this little creature as a friend. It was only then as she calmed down, either from shock or resignation that she remembered her mother repeatedly telling her that if she was ever scared or had a bad dream she should pray. So with the faith of a child, she did.
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        * * *

      

      In that far distant pocket dimension, two sets of eyes watched as the Nelsons and seven other eternal spirits cloaked in mortal flesh struggled to adapt to Eloria. From a world of cold science and immutable laws, they were flung into a world of chaos and conflict. Predictably many of them initially struggled to understand with their limited minds. Of the twelve mortals who had been plucked from Earth over a span of nearly one hundred years, all but two had survived the initial introduction. Most had risen in power and acquired abilities they could have only dreamed of on Earth.

      Now looking down, both Watcher and Condemned watched as Sara Nelson was taken from her family. One watched with concern and compassion and one with glee, but both were interested to see how this twist would affect their experiment.

      “I must say that I was doubtful of the value in taking a family, but you have proven to be correct. They are by far the most enlightening of the test subjects.” The Watcher spoke to his fallen brother.

      “And I must say that I felt you were coddling them too much, but I believe your offer of aid to them has actually been an important element in the experiment.” The Condemned’s voice dripped with its usual sarcasm.

      Choosing to ignore or perhaps missing it entirely, the Watcher responded, “I am surprised you feel that way, especially after considering Emily. She is proving to be truly faithful.”

      “Bah, faithful. She is desperate. A better example is her husband. Has he called out for help? Has he been thankful for anything? No. He whines when he is outdone or preens when he excels. These mortals only reach out when they have no other choice. Even now that mewling little child is asking for help, not from any level of understanding but only in blindness.”

      “Perhaps it is you who lacks understanding. I have been contemplating what help to send to her. I had intended to provide aid to each of them once, but only Emily called out for such aid. I will have to think of an appropriate aid for little Sara.”

      A raucous laugh broke from the lips of the Condemned. “No, I think it is my turn to decide what aid ‘little Sara’ as you call her gets.”

      “Be careful, you still need the Aura I alone of us bear to accomplish this thing. I will brook no further torment from you to these mortals. The test is challenging enough.” The Watcher pulled himself up again prepared for an argument from his counterpart.

      “Hold your righteous anger,” said the Condemned as he again burst into laughter. “I have the perfect idea. I will aid her. Don’t worry your purity over that. But the aid must be a double-edged sword. Lest you make the challenge moot by spoon-feeding them.”

      Hesitantly, the Watcher asked, “So what is it that you have in mind?”

      “Simple, I will grant her access to a class that will ease her current situation.”

      “She is but a child, you know the rules of Eloria do not allow any mortal who has seen less than ten years to hold a class or gain XP in any way.”

      “Ha! That is the beauty of my proposal. She is no child of Eloria. Her very presence there breaks the rules. So another simple little nudge will do it. Now, will you lend me access to your Aura?”

      The two ancient beings stared at one another for a moment. Uncertainty passed across the face of the Watcher. A foreign experience which was becoming all too common for him. Then he knew the meaning of another mortal expression: in for a penny, in for a pound.

      “Very well, do as you will. Only do not harm her.”

      “I will make her more than she is. Let us see what she does with this. Sara Nelson, I dub thee Monster Friend.”
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