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    For my beautiful, patient wife. Not only has she continued to be on the frontlines correcting my spelling mistakes but she’s been my greatest supporter on this crazy journey. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Work, work, work! That’s all I seem to do these days. Spy on this person. Assassinate that person. Arrange a coup in this country. Prop up a government in that country. If I didn’t love my job so much, I’d think of quitting. But my lord needs me. Without me, his dedicated spymaster, he’d have no idea what was happening in the larger world. He’s so busy ruling his kingdom, he hardly even leaves his castle in the north. Yet, here I am, in the Imperare Empire. Playing the role of wealthy merchant and bonder so that I can expand my spy network. During the day, I make trade deals and magically bond slaves to their owners using blood magic. My services are expensive since the magical blood bonding I provide can only be broken upon the death of either the master or the slave. However, wealthy slave owners prefer the reassurance that their more valuable property can never disobey them, harm them, or escape. It’s much more reassuring than relying on chains and overseers. 
 
      
 
    The master was indeed not pleased by the fiasco in Restrian. There, we finally found the agent of change sent to this world by the Overlord God, but he slipped through our fingers. Those fools tried to take him during a battle. Of course, he fought back. Now, he’s not exactly positively disposed towards our cause. What I need is leverage. Some way to force the boy to stand still and listen. I was given explicit guidelines. Convert him to our cause or kill him and I never like to waste a potential resource. The dead after all are no good to anyone. Well, unless you're a necromancer. 
 
      
 
    My last report had him fleeing Restrian in the company of a kobold, a fairy, and a woman with red hair. I’ll send the information to my agents in the area. With any luck, I’ll have another chance to chat with the boy soon. But I do need to find some time to relax. Perhaps an hour or two watching the fights will help 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.1 
 
      
 
    Armon, 
 
      
 
    It saddens me greatly to read about the fall of Restrian and the murder of the kobold tribe. I know how close you had become with them since Vrax was magically bonded to you as a brood brother. From what you have told me of the Red Claw Tribe, they were noble, and the world is sadder for their loss. I understand your determination to take revenge against the Imperare Empire for what they did, but I caution you against rushing into action. You are still only level 4, and the Empire has many soldiers that stand between you and your goals. Heed my advice and either grow stronger or use your mind to find the solutions to your problems. Do not risk your life unnecessarily. 
 
      
 
    As always, you have whatever support Rex, Keans, and I can offer you. Please take care of yourself. It would sadden me greatly to lose you. 
 
      
 
    Lilliandra 
 
      
 
    I finish reading the message for the third time and sigh. While I appreciate the words of consolement from Lilliandra, someone that’s become like a second mother to me, I have a hard time taking her advice to heart. She wasn’t there. She didn’t witness the citizens of Restrian chained up and hauled away as slaves. She didn’t see the devastation of the kobolds’ home. The broken furniture, the wrecked tables, the personal items the Imperare soldiers tossed about when looking for the kobold’s treasure. She didn’t hear Vrax’s keening when he found the hatchery broken into and every innocent kobold egg crushed. An entire generation of the tribe wiped out in an instant. 
 
      
 
    I know in my mind, that there was nothing I could have done to prevent the actions of the Empire. They wanted Restrian because of its proximity to the dungeon. A place their soldiers and citizens could fight monsters, gain experience points, and grow stronger. It’s just their policy to kill or enslave any non-human in the territories they control. 
 
      
 
    Yet, in my heart, I can’t help but be angry and feel guilty over it all. The people of Restrian have been kind to me, a stranger that only appeared a few months ago. They supported my treks into the dungeon and provided me with quests. I’d grown to think of Restrian as a place I could call home someday. 
 
      
 
    The Red Claw Clan adopted me when they magically bound me to them and Vrax. I had a responsibility to protect them as I would my own family. Yet, where was I when they were attacked? Off on a date, killing monsters in the dungeon with a beautiful woman. 
 
      
 
    Vrax is no less guilt ridden. He constantly pushes for our group to hurry. Thinking we’ll somehow be able to catch up to the soldiers that have taken the few surviving members of the tribe. Unfortunately, the three of us are on foot, and the soldiers have horses and a cart. Every day they get further away. 
 
      
 
    We’ve tracked them for a week now, moving as quickly as we can, but they get farther away. Mary, the most knowledgeable of our group, tells me that we’re heading towards the Imperare border city of Valse. A city known for its thriving slave market. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.2 
 
      
 
    Resting for the night, I’m awakened by the sounds of shuffling nearby. I lie still, eyes open, intently listening for the sound that woke me. There it is again, a huffing sound and the snapping of branches. I look to my left and right to make sure it’s not just Vrax coming back from a late night restroom break. Nope, he’s curled up next to me, and I can hear Mary snoring in the branches above. I sit up, equip my spear and look around for the source of the noise. I turn on [Darkvision] ability and find I can see almost as good as I can during the day. However, what I see nearby makes me wish I hadn’t turned the ability on. Near the campfire where we cooked our dinner last night, is a hulking shaggy creature moving around on four legs. It’s facing away from me, but I can see that it has dark hard looking plates along its back that likely act as armor. The creature must be able to sense my attention because it turns and I see its face, or rather snout. Startled by the shift in attention I recognize it finally and yell, “Bear!” 
 
      
 
    I hear movement next to and above me but am too distracted to look away from the creature in front of me. The sound of my yell startles the massive beast. It rises up on its two hind legs, making it look monstrously large from my position on the floor. I scramble to my feet and yell again in terror at the sight. The bear roars back in challenge. Looking above its head, I see the name of the creature appear and its level. 
 
      
 
    Stone Bear, lvl. 8 
 
      
 
    Oh, shit. I would have worried about a level 1 bear much less a level 8 one. 
 
      
 
    The standing bear lumbers forward on its hind legs waving wide paws with wickedly curved claws. Fear giving power to my strike, I instinctually stab out with the spear in my hands. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 1 
 
      
 
    The tip of the spear barely penetrates the thick fur of the bear. It dislikes the feeling of my spear in its chest though and topples forward, swiping at my spear with its claws on the way down. The claws shear through my spear like it is a toothpick, cleanly snapping it in two. 
 
      
 
    Looking at what’s left of the weapon in my hands I can’t help but think that I should have repaired that spear before we left. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts are brought back to the present as the ground shakes when the full weight of the Stone Bear hits it. I’m almost knocked off my feet by the force but remain standing. The Stone Bear claws the ground with its massive paws, and I see deep furrows left in the ground. It begins moving toward me when three purple bolts of magical energy hit the bear in the face. 
 
      
 
    Mary does damage: 3 (force damage) 
 
    Mary does damage: 2 (force damage) 
 
    Mary does damage: 1 (force damage) 
 
      
 
    At nearly the same instant that Mary’s [Magic Missiles] hit the animal, I see Vrax appear behind the bear and strike its backside with his shortsword. 
 
      
 
    Vrax does damage: 4 (backstab) 
 
      
 
    Vrax’s sword barely cuts through the hide of the bear and I see sparks fly where the blade hits stone plates. 
 
      
 
    All together we’d barely done 11 points of damage to the massive creature. We’re going to get slaughtered. 
 
      
 
    Above me, I hear Mary yell, “Don’t just stand there, stupid. Run while we distract it.” 
 
      
 
    I see that Mary is correct, the Stone Bear is pawing at its snout from the sting Mary gave it and turning to face what attacked it from behind. 
 
      
 
    I take the opportunity to turn around and run. I hear Mary yelling as I gain distance, “Run Armon, run!” 
 
      
 
    I crash through bushes and leap over logs in the dark forest. My [Darkvision] ability aiding my sight and allowing me to see the obstacles in front of me. The bear must have noticed me running because I can hear the sounds of it crashing through the forest behind me. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of running, I realize that the sound of the bear is getting closer and I remember that Survivorguy said on TV once that a bear can run up to 25 mph. This bear probably has more stamina than me too, so there’s little chance of me getting away. I look around and see a tree as thick as a Volkswagen Beetle with a low hanging branch. I turn and sprint for all I’m worth towards the tree. I leap to the branch when I’m close enough and feel my hand grasp it. I pull myself up as quickly as possible, my legs wrapping around the bough so that I don’t fall off. Looking down I see the Stone Bear looking up at me only a few feet away. It starts to get up on its hind legs again, and I realize it’ll be able to reach me that way. I frantically crawl along the branch to the thick tree trunk and start to climb up. Thankfully the bark of the tree is thick and gnarled, giving me plenty of handholds to use. I keep climbing until I reach a thick branch at least three times as high as me. I crawl along the branch and sit, straddling it and leaning my back against the tree trunk. 
 
      
 
    You’ve learned the skill [Climb] 
 
      
 
    Climb 
 
    You’re no longer bound to the ground. You’ve grasped the fundamentals of climbing things. You’re less likely to slip while climbing and more liable to see a handhold. 
 
    Novice 1  
 
    Bonus: 1% less likely to slip while climbing. 1% more likely to spot a needed handhold. 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the notifications and look down to see the bear stretched out, its paws reaching for me and scratching the bark of the tree. It definitely would have gotten me if I’d stayed on that lower branch. 
 
      
 
    The Stone Bear pushes against the tree and the branch I sit on shakes violently. I’m jostled and almost fall off, but catch myself and hug the branch like my life depends on it. Which it likely does. After a few more attempts at shaking me out of the tree, the bear seems to give up on the idea. He swipes at the tree and tears some wood away, but the tree is so thick that it would take hours of that to make it fall down. The bear looks up at me one more time and roars. Then it shuffles away slowly, occasionally looking back at me and huffing. 
 
      
 
    I watch it go and breathe a sigh of relief. A voice to my left startles me, “Hey, there you are. Was wondering where you ran off to.” 
 
      
 
    I turn and see Mary, my fairy companion, hovering in midair. Her four translucent wings beating as fast as a hummingbird’s. On a dark night, her black leather armor and her dark hair would make her really hard to see if I didn’t have [Darkvision] active or if Mary hadn’t cast her [Light] spell creating a globe of light surrounding her. 
 
      
 
    I breath a sigh of relief and say, “Oh, it’s you Mary. Don’t startle me like that. I’m already jumpy from being chased by that bear.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I saw it walking away from this direction and figured it lost you. Good thing Stone Bears can’t climb. They’re too heavy with those plates. If it had been a regular bear, you would have been a picnic lunch for it.”  
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realized bears could climb trees. Yogi never did that in the cartoons. Dismissing my lucky break, I ask, ““How’d you know it lost me and didn’t kill me?”   
 
      
 
    “Because your health bar didn’t disappear silly.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    The flying fairy puts her hands on her hips and looks at me like I’ve forgotten how to read. “We’re still grouped, remember? I can see your health, stamina, and mana bars in the corner of my vision. If you’d died, you would have disappeared from the group.” 
 
      
 
    That’s right. We decided to stay grouped at all times after the attack on Restrian. We haven’t gotten in any fights since then, so I haven’t needed to pull that information up. I focus on the corner of my vision where Mary’s and Vrax’s health, stamina, and mana bars are and see that they’re all depleted a little, but Vrax seems to have a good chunk missing from his health bar. I pull up our [Group] panel, and a transparent blue screen appears in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Armon     Health 46/46   Stamina 54/62       Mana 76/76 
 
    Mary       Health 31/31    Stamina 46/49      Mana 96/106 
 
    Vrax       Health 52/68    Stamina 79/105    Mana 37/37 
 
      
 
    “Why is Vrax missing so much health?” I ask Mary, concerned for my kobold friend. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, after he backstabbed the bear it took a swipe at him.  Vrax dodged but got nicked by the tip of a bear claw. Then he ran away and hid using his stealth ability, so the bear didn’t go after him. He’s ok, but the attack took some health from him.” 
 
      
 
    As Mary explains what happened after I ran, I see that Vrax’s health starts to increase and his mana decrease. He must be using the healing charm I gave him. It’s not as efficient as having a healer around but sure beats having to wait for health to regenerate from resting. He’d have to sit and rest for hours to restore the health he lost without the healing charm. 
 
      
 
    Vrax      Health 66/68   Stamina 79/105    Mana 7/37 
 
      
 
    Seeing Vrax back to almost full health relieves some of my worries. I still feel guilty having run while my friends distracted the Stone Bear. Especially since Vrax got hurt. 
 
      
 
    Reading my thoughts Mary lands on my shoulder and pats my head comfortingly. “It’s not your fault Vrax got hurt, Armon. There wasn’t anything you could have done. Especially once the bear destroyed your spear. Vrax and I never meant to fight the bear. We just needed to get its attention away from you so we could all run. I was never in danger since I can fly and Vrax is a whole lot better at sneaking around than you. You’re the only one the bear was really interested in.” 
 
      
 
    My mind understands what she’s saying, but my heart still feels guilty for not being able to protect my friends. The situation brings up older, much deeper pains, and I feel a tightness in my chest.  I wasn’t able to protect the people of Restrian or the kobold clan. It doesn’t seem to me like I’m good for much. 
 
      
 
    With a conscious effort, I push thoughts about my own inadequacies away for the moment. 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to take me a little while to climb down from this tree. Do you mind finding Vrax and letting him know where we are? I don’t think we should go back to camp. That bear is probably there eating our leftovers from dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Mary nods in agreement, and she flies away, looking like a giant firefly weaving through the forest. I watch her go until she passes from view, then I start to climb down the tree to which I’m clinging. It seems to take me a lot longer to climb down the tree than it took to get up it, but soon enough my feet are on good old solid ground. I look around the dark forest but don’t see any sign of the bear. Still, no point in taking chances. The weapon I’m most experienced with is destroyed, but I have a few other options in my inventory. 
 
      
 
    Novice Health Potion, Distilled                    
 
    Novice Poison Potion, Distilled. 
 
    Novice Mana Potion (3)       
 
             
 
    Imperare Battle Axe 
 
    Imperare Long Sword 
 
    Imperare Shield        
 
    Imperare Chainmail shirt      
 
    Imperare Chainmail pants    
 
    Imperare Dagger (2)   
 
    Imperare leather armor set -shirt, pants, gloves, and boots  
 
                                     
 
    Worn Axe     
 
    Empty Waterskins (6) 
 
      
 
    After we discovered the destroyed kobold lair, we made sure to loot everything we could from dead soldiers. I tried to carry more, but just adding another chainmail shirt slowed me down with the weight. I guess I hit my encumbrance limit. It makes sense, in RPG games how much a character can carry is determined by their strength stat. When that limit is exceeded, they’re ‘encumbered.' Which means they move slowly and usually receive penalties to their other skills. An encumbered character would either need to sell their extra loot or drop the stuff that they don’t need. The encumbered penalty just wasn’t worth it. 
 
      
 
    Even though the armor I picked up from the Imperare soldiers is better than the basic cloth armor I’m wearing, I hesitate to equip it. When I tried it on after what we discovered at the kobold tunnels, I felt dirty. Like wearing it made me one of them, and I was a part of what they did to the tribe. We decided that we’d sell the armor and weapons when we could. However, that was before my primary weapon was destroyed. Guess I don’t have much choice but to choose one of the Imperare weapons unless I want to fight bare-handed. I take a closer look at each weapon. 
 
      
 
    Imperare Battle Axe 
 
    The battle axe is the warrior’s adaptation of the common wood chopping axe. In the hands of trained fighter, it is a weapon of intimidation and death. 
 
    Damage: 3-6 (slashing) 
 
    Durability: 12/20 
 
      
 
    Imperare Longsword 
 
    One of the most versatile weapons of the Imperare Empire. The longsword is capable of slashing and piercing a foe. 
 
    Damage: 4-7 (slashing/piercing) 
 
    Durability: 16/20 
 
      
 
    Imperare Shield 
 
    A medium sized round shield meant to deflect and absorb an enemy's blows. The shield is branded with the symbol of the Imperare Empire. 
 
    Defense: 12 
 
    Durability: 7/20 
 
      
 
    Imperare Dagger 
 
    A simple dagger. Used for carving meat, wood, or piercing an enemy. 
 
    Damage: 3-4 (Piercing) 
 
    Durability: 8/15 
 
      
 
    I consider my options. I’ve been trained to use a variety of weapons, but I don’t have skills for all the ones I have in my inventory. I pull up my [Status] screen to compare my skills to what weapons I have available to me. 
 
      
 
    Spear Mastery: Novice 7 
 
    Knife Mastery: Novice 2  
 
    Shield Mastery: Novice 6  
 
    Unarmed Combat: Novice 2  
 
      
 
    When I use a weapon I have a skill for, I deal bonus damage and am more likely to hit my foe. That doesn’t mean I can’t use the other weapons, I just won’t be as good with them or get the bonuses from the skills. I can also get new weapon skills just from practicing with them or being trained in their use. I learned the [Knife Mastery] skill after helping cut up meat and vegetables for dinner for several weeks. 
 
      
 
    Considering my options, I dismiss using the shield for the same reason I’m not using the Imperare armor. Useful, but it feels tainted somehow. I don’t think I’ll use the longsword, having no idea how to use it properly. I would likely end up cutting a finger off if I tried to imitate those guys from Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon. I could probably figure out a few moves with the battle axe since I’m used to using one to cut down trees. However, when I consider my unarmed combat skill, I remember how useful it was when I was fighting that assassin. I could use my hands and feet to attack. Also, things like throws and choke holds all count under the skill. Sure, I’m not going to do as much damage as when I’m using a weapon, but I’ll have more options. Plus I usually need to get in close to use my spellwriting during a fight anyways. Maybe I’ll become a spell-flinging monk. Dodging my enemies’ blows and using my righteous Kung Fu fighting to deal out justice and cast spells to devastating effect. 
 
      
 
    I’m still dreaming of shaving my head and getting some prayer beads when I hear a voice above me. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you humming ‘Kung Fu Fighting’?” 
 
      
 
    I look up and see Mary flying above me, still lit up by her [Light] spell. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, was I? I was just considering my options for weapons now that my spear is gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell me you want to try to be the next Karate Kid or something?” She teases. 
 
      
 
    “Umm…maybe. But I was thinking more Bruce Lee or Jet Li. Combine unarmed combat with my spell writing.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies closer to me and taps her chin with her index finger, considering what I’ve said. “I guess it can work. I don’t know if anyone has ever tried that particular combination of skills before, but if any weirdo can make it work, it’ll be you.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, thanks? I think,” I tell her. Then looking around I remember that Mary was supposed to go get my kobold friend, I ask, “Hey, weren’t you meant to get Vrax? Weren’t you able to find him?” 
 
      
 
    Before Mary is able to answer me, I feel the sharp prick of a weapon at my back and hear a voice say “I am the Pumpkin King!” 
 
      
 
    I yell and jump, startled by both the voice behind me and the feel of the weapon at my back. I turn around and see my red scaled friend holding his sides laughing. “Yip, yip. I don’t know what a Pumpkin King is but Mary was right, it scares you good. You jump like a little kobold girl who sees her first spider.” He puts his stone dagger away but keeps laughing. I hear Mary giggling above me. After a moment I can’t help but smile at my friend's joke. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, so maybe it was a little funny. But in my defense, I’ve recently been chased by a monstrously sized Stone Bear and am understandably jumpy.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, sure. You jumped so high I think I’ll start calling you the Kung Fu rabbit. You're not nearly big enough to be a panda,” Mary jokes. 
 
      
 
    “What is Kung Fu?” Vrax asks, a bit confused by the reference. 
 
      
 
    When I’m joking with Mary, I tend to forget that Vrax never spent any time on earth and doesn’t get any of the movie and pop culture references we make. 
 
      
 
    “Where I’m from, Kung Fu is a form of unarmed combat. Well, they use weapons too, but they’re best known for the amazing things they can do fighting without a weapon. They can bend steel with their bare hands and dodge any weapon or attack. They use powerful blows from their fists and feet to damage their enemies. Some even have special powers like the Kamehameha which blasts foes with an energy attack.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, the Kamehameha is not Kung Fu. That’s a move from Dragon Ball Z.” Mary interjects. 
 
      
 
    Turning from Vrax, I address Mary, “It is too Kung Fu. Goku learned the Kamehameha from Master Roshi who was a master of the turtle school of Kung Fu.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sticks out her tongue and responds, “Whatever, anime nerd.” 
 
      
 
    I puff out my chest and make my best anime hero voice. “That’s right. I’m a proud and loud one at that.” 
 
      
 
    Mary and I start to laugh, but Vrax just looks more confused than ever. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, buddy. All joking aside, Kung Fu is a way to fight without weapons. I already have the unarmed combat skill so I thought I’d try to combine it with my spellwriting. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll probably use the axe I have. At least until I can get another spear.” 
 
      
 
    At the last explanation, Vrax nods his head and says, “Oh, that makes sense. Can I learn Kung Fu too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but you have to call him Sifu,” Mary interjects with a smile. 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes at the troublesome fairy and tell Vrax, “Don’t listen to Mary. You don’t have to call me anything. I’ll be happy to teach you anything I know about fighting unarmed. Rex showed me all the practical stuff I know, and we can figure out the rest together.” 
 
      
 
    “Yip, Yip. Ok, Show me!” 
 
      
 
    “What, now?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. You have something better to do now that you’re awake?” Vrax answers. 
 
      
 
    The kobold makes a good point. That bear made a pretty compelling wake up call.   
 
      
 
    I look around the forest and the sky and estimate it’s only a couple of hours till daybreak. Vrax and I both have [Darkvision], so we’re ok practicing in the dark. So, I start to show Vrax the basics of unarmed combat. I start him off with the horse stance. A basic martial arts stance that promotes balance and is the foundation of many martial arts moves. I have him squat slightly, move his feet shoulder length apart, arch his back, pull his shoulders back, and put his arms to his side with his fists cocked back ready to punch. 
 
      
 
    Mary watches us with a crinkled nose and asks, “Is he supposed to look like he’s using an invisible squatty potty?” 
 
      
 
    I ignore the sassy fairy and face Vrax. I take the same stance, and we practice punching. Left punch, right punch, left punch, right punch. I also show Vrax the various ways he can block and deflect attacks with his arms and move so that the force of a blow is lessened. 
 
      
 
    I then show Vrax how to transition from the horse stance to a more effective fighting stance. Moving my left foot forward, I bring my left fist up about eye level ready to deflect attacks. My right fist moves down to about chest level, ready to strike out. My right foot steps behind my left, ready to propel my body forward. I show Vrax several combinations of punches and kicks that can be executed from this position. Once Vrax has a handle on most of these combinations we spar. He’s a lot quicker than I am and is able to dodge many of my attacks. I land a roundhouse kick on Vrax and while he’s able to block it with both arms, he’s still pushed back. Before my foot comes down, Vrax has already recovered and speeds forward to land a punch to my stomach. I double over in pain, my breath knocked out of me. I hold up my hand to pause the sparring. 
 
      
 
    “You OK brood brother?” Vrax asks as he lowers his fists. 
 
      
 
    Still wheezing a little I gasp, “Yeah. Just fine. I think that’ll be all for the day.”   
 
      
 
    Once I’ve recovered my breath I sit down, covered in sweat and tell Vrax, “You picked that up really quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax sits next to me and responds, “Yip. Kobolds are good fighters.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, sure. Kobolds are good fighters. It probably doesn’t hurt that he’s a level higher than me. 
 
      
 
    Checking my notifications, I see that my [Unarmed Combat] skill went up to novice 3. 
 
      
 
    I pull up Vrax’s stats on the [Companion] screen. 
 
      
 
    Vrax 
 
    Level 5         
 
      
 
    Health      68 
 
    Stamina   89 / 105 
 
    Mana       37 
 
      
 
    Strength      12 
 
    Dexterity     25 
 
    Constitution 16     
 
    Intelligence  15     
 
    Wisdom       7       
 
    Charisma    8 
 
      
 
    Defense: 13 
 
    Damage: 2-3 (Unarmed) 
 
      
 
    Well, that explains how Vrax is so good at unarmed fighting. His dexterity is at twenty-five, I must look like a newborn baby giraffe compared to him with my dexterity at seventeen. Pulling up my [Status] screen I see that unarmed, my fists hit for 4-5 damage. My higher strength score likely adds a bonus to my [Unarmed Combat] damage and my dexterity must have some effect on my chances of landing a blow. 
 
      
 
    Oh well, no point in complaining about what I can’t change. I decide that we might as well get back on the road towards Valse.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.3 
 
      
 
    We’ve been traveling by foot for a little over a week, following the trail of the soldiers that have taken some of the citizens of Restrian and the remnants of the kobold tribe. The trail led to a major roadway south of Restrian that heads to the border city of Valse. It lies within the Imperare Empire’s territory and according to Mary, serves as a major trading point for their raids into other countries. The Empire attacks villages, takes prisoners and anything else they can carry and brings it all back to Valse. From there, people and items are sold and auctioned off to merchants who transport their goods across the Empire. By goods, I mean people. Slaves. 
 
      
 
    Back on earth, there are still some isolated incidents of slavery. For the most part, though, it’s been outlawed. That hasn’t always been the case though. For much of its history slavery of some type was widespread on earth. Whether slaves were spoils of war or a means of creating a cheap permanent labor force, the practice existed for a long time. 
 
      
 
    However, to my sensibilities, it is abhorrent. I know that I’ve only been on Terra a few months, but I still don’t understand some things about it. How could any society create a forced labor system based on taking away the freedom of another living, thinking, feeling, being? Sure, I admit that I’m personally invested in the issue. People I know have been taken and may be on the auction block as I watch the city. That doesn’t make asking the question of ‘how this all started’ any less worth considering. 
 
      
 
    While I think about the larger social issues at play here, Vrax and Mary have been carefully watching the city of Valse from some nearby hills. 
 
      
 
    “From what I can see, there’s a pretty steady flow of traffic in and out of the city. Unfortunately, they’re all humans. Anyone that’s not human is chained up or collared. Imperare soldiers are constantly on patrol outside the city watching for trouble. I don’t know if we’ll all be able to get into the city,” Mary reports. 
 
      
 
    Vrax’s tail begins thrashing, and he murmurs, “The tribe’s in there? We must get in and get them. Can’t let them be slaves again. Bad, bad, bad.” 
 
      
 
    I place a calming hand on my kobold friend’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’ll save them. We’ll save them and make the people that killed our tribesmen pay.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks at me worriedly. “I know you want to take revenge on the people that hurt you, Armon, but I don’t see how it’s possible. We don’t know who ordered the attack or who participated. We’re going to be lucky just to get back some of the people they took. Don’t you think we should focus on that?” 
 
      
 
    I nod complacently. I haven’t told Mary or Vrax about the notification I got after I promised to take revenge on the people that destroyed the Red Claw Tribe. 
 
      
 
    The gods are watching you and have accepted your promise. If you fail to fulfill your promise you forfeit your life. Have a nice day. 
 
      
 
    Recalling the serious consequences promised by the notification inspire me to look into the exact details of my promise. I remember getting quests before and I figure there must be a system in place to keep track of that information. It turns out it is as simple as thinking ‘Quests’ to access the correct information. The [Quests] panel shows both the quests I have active, and the quests that I’ve completed. When I check, I only have two active quests. 
 
      
 
    Rescue the Restrians 
 
    The Imperare Empire has conquered Restrian and taken some of its citizens as slaves. You’ve promised to rescue them from slavery. 
 
    Reward: 30 XP 
 
      
 
    Rage against the Murderers 
 
    The kobolds that adopted you, the Red Claw Tribe, have been massacred. You’ve promised to discover who is responsible for this brutal attack and make them pay. 
 
    Rewards: 50 XP. Because of a promise made to the gods, failure to complete this quest will result in the forfeiture of your life. 
 
      
 
    I recall making both of the promises mentioned in the quest descriptions. Guess it’s just another example of how seriously the world of Terra takes pledges and oaths. I’d never considered the consequences of making a pledge to the gods though. 
 
      
 
    Not that I need more motivation to deal justice to the people that would hurt a group that adopted me as a member of their tribe.  When I think about what they did, the destroyed homes, the murdered kobolds, the crushed kobold eggs. A deep burning anger fills me up.  It feels like if I don’t do something soon that anger is going to devour me. 
 
      
 
    “Owww.” A voice squeaks. 
 
      
 
    I come out of my reverie and see that I’ve been squeezing Vrax’s shoulder so hard that a few of his scales have popped off. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry Vrax. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I was just thinking of what the Imperare soldiers did.” 
 
      
 
    He nods in understanding. An angry glint coming into his eyes. “Yes, we promised to make them pay. But we need to rescue the tribe members still alive first. Take care of the living first.” 
 
      
 
    I nod at the wise words. I unclench my fist, and the anger subsides to a simmer. Vrax is right. Take care of the living, then take revenge for the dead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.4 
 
      
 
    I take one last look at the city before we move back from the small hill overlooking it and start to plan how we’ll get in. The city of Valse is at least five times as large as Restrian with a twenty-foot tall wall made from dried mud bricks. Soldiers patrol the walls with bows strung ready to shoot any aggressors. The thin forest nearby has been cleared away for three hundred yards all around the city. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be a problem for me to sneak in after dark. I’m small and can fly right over the walls. It wouldn’t be safe for me to travel around during the day but getting in shouldn’t be a problem,” Mary says. 
 
      
 
    “I hate to wear them, but I can disguise myself as one of the Imperare Empire’s soldiers. I have enough of their armor to create a convincing disguise.” I say, then look at Vrax, “The bigger problem is Vrax. I don’t think he’ll be able to sneak in on foot, and he can’t scale the walls unnoticed like you Mary. How are we supposed to get him in?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax thinks about this for a moment then tells me, “We could find a big cloak for you, and I could hide under it.” 
 
      
 
    I remember a movie where they tried that and say with a small smile, “Sorry, we don’t have an invisibility cloak. Your name isn’t Ron, and I don’t have a lightning bolt shaped scar on my forehead.” 
 
      
 
    Mary giggles at the reference but Vrax just nods, only understanding that his idea won’t work. 
 
      
 
    We sit and think for a few minutes before I say, “I don’t see any way that we can get Vrax into the city unless…” 
 
      
 
    “Unless?” Mary prompts. 
 
      
 
    “…unless he pretends to be a slave,” I finish quickly. 
 
      
 
    A low hiss escapes Vrax and his hand moves to the shortsword at his side. 
 
      
 
    “Look Vrax, if you can think of some other way to get you in the city, let’s hear it. It’s either this or you stay behind while we look around.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks angry for a moment. Like he’d like to stick a sharp object into me for even making the suggestion that he’d be a slave. Then his face takes on a resigned expression, his small shoulders sag, and he sighs, “No. I cannot think of anything better.” 
 
      
 
    I kneel beside him, put my hand on his shoulder and tell him, “I know this is hard for you. But it’s for the tribe. You taught me that we put the tribe before ourselves. We’ll suffer any indignity, any pain, any trial if it helps the tribe. That’s what this is, a trial. This is what you’ll have to do to help rescue our tribesmen.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies up to Vrax and hugs him, “Don’t worry, you’ll only be pretending to be a slave. On the inside, you’ll still be a powerful kobold warrior.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax straightens up a little upon hearing Mary’s and my words. Instead of anger, or resignation, I see a look of determination on his face. 
 
      
 
    I’m proud that my kobold brother is willing to do what it takes to save our people. I open my [Inventory] and take out a set of manacles that I looted from the dead soldiers at the kobold tunnels. The restraints look like something out of an old prison movie. There’s a set of manacles that look like iron bracelets that are connected by a thick short chain. The wrist manacles are then attached by chain to a pair of metal ankle bracelets that are meant to restrict how fast someone can run or walk. Each wrist and ankle restraint has its own lock to make it as difficult as possible to open them and escape. 
 
      
 
    The sight of the chains and arm restraints makes Vrax twitch slightly, but he doesn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now here’s how we’re going to do this. I looted these manacles from those assassins that attacked us in Restrian. I thought we might need to take a prisoner, but it looks like we’ll be using them to get Vrax into the city. I don’t have a key for them though,” I admit. 
 
      
 
    Mary gives me a funny look, but I continue on, “Instead I’ll damage the locking mechanism on the things. They’ll still close, but one good tug and they’ll just fall off.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks relieved that he can take the manacles and chains off himself. 
 
      
 
    “However, Vrax, you’ll have to look and act like a slave.” I continue, “Our cover story is that you're my slave and that I’m visiting a friend in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “No, that won’t work!” Mary interrupts. “Soldiers don’t keep slaves. If slaves are around, they’re property of the Empire, not the soldiers themselves. Even high ranking officers don’t own slaves, they’re just rewarded with their use by the Empire.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why are all those soldiers down there entering the city with people in chains?” I ask 
 
      
 
    Mary sighs and slaps her forehead. “I told you already. The soldiers capture people, mostly non-humans, on raids. They bring them back here to either work directly for the empire or sell them at auction to others. The soldiers get a reward for every person they bring in for sale with a larger reward for bringing in rarer creatures.” 
 
      
 
    Oh. I just thought all the soldiers had slaves. That puts some holes in my plan. Not sure what to use as a cover story anymore, I ask, “Well, what are we going to tell the guards then?” 
 
      
 
    Mary considers the problem for a moment, then suggests, “We tell them the truth.” 
 
      
 
    At my and Vrax’s look of confusion, she continues, “At least part of it. Imperare Empire soldiers were sent to Restrian and have taken it. A group was also assigned to take a local tribe of kobolds. You were left behind to chase after the few remaining ones, and Vrax is the only one you caught.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how do we explain why we didn’t come in with the other soldiers coming back from Restrian?”  I ask. 
 
      
 
    “You bad!” Vrax blurts out. Before I can ask what he means he continues, “You bad soldier. When a member of the hunting party is bad they are made to do hard chores or boring things. To teach them to do better next time. Tell them you bad soldier and they made you walk all the way here.” 
 
      
 
    I consider the plausibility of Mary and Vrax’s stories. It should fit with the records of what happened in Restrian. 
 
      
 
    I nod in acceptance. “OK. That story does make more sense than what I came up with. We’ll go with that.” 
 
      
 
    I sit and take out one of the knives in my [Inventory] and fiddle around with the locking mechanism of the closed left manacle. After about 10 minutes of messing around with the lock, I hear a click and get a notification. 
 
      
 
    You've learned [Lock Picking] 
 
      
 
    Lock Picking 
 
    After examining a locking mechanism, you’ve begun to understand how you can override that system. With more advanced training and specialized tools, your proficiency in the skill will increase, and your chances of unlocking a lock will increase. 
 
    Bonus: 1% increased chance to unlock unknown lock. 
 
      
 
    Sweet. I love getting new skills. 
 
      
 
    Now that I have the manacle open, I spellwrite a small ‘fire’ symbol over the locking mechanism and pour my mana into it. The metal starts to get warm after a minute. I pour more of my mana into the symbol, and the metal takes on a red hue. I close my eyes and try to focus my mana and the heat energy being generated by the magical symbol inside the lock. I feel sweat pouring from my brow as I imagine the heat energy forming as a tight small ball gathering inside the lock instead of dissipating evenly throughout the manacle. Even with my eyes closed, I can feel the heat from the manacle in my hands increase. I hear a pop, and my concentration is broken. 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes, the metal around the locking mechanism is white hot, and the lock itself is now fused, stuck in the open position. 
 
      
 
    I notice that I received a notification. 
 
      
 
    You've gained a level in Aura Projection: Novice 6. 
 
      
 
    I check my skills and see that my other spell skills have all grown closer to rising another level, but aura projection is the only one that actually leveled. Guess me imagining where the heat from the spell went raised that skill more than the others. Maybe there’s something I can do with that later. 
 
      
 
    I repeat the lock picking process and fuse the locking mechanisms for the other manacle and each ankle restraint. I feel quite tired when I’m done, and my mana is mostly gone. Thankfully my skills get an excellent workout for my effort.  My newly acquired lock picking skill goes up to novice level 3 and my aura projection skill levels past novice 7 and half-way to level 8. My other spell skills almost hit novice level 7. 
 
      
 
    Once the metal cools down on all the parts of the restraints, I double check to make sure that the manacles close without locking. When I close them, they look just like they were locked to a casual observer but open with a good tug. Perfect. 
 
      
 
    I hand the restraints to Vrax. “Here you go, buddy. Test them for yourself. They’ll open and close whenever you want them too.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax takes the chains and manacles hesitantly.  He tests the parts that are going to go around his wrists, closing and opening them multiple times to make sure they won’t entrap him.  Then finally, Vrax closes his eyes, puts the first manacle on his left wrist, and closes it. He peeks through one slitted eye as if expecting some great magical force to take hold once he’d put on the object. He looks at the manacle again and opens it once more, just to make sure it still won’t lock.  He nods once, finally accepting the situation. 
 
      
 
    Vrax can’t put on the right manacle with his left arm restrained so instead puts on the ankle restraints, and I help him close the last manacle over his right wrist. 
 
      
 
    Looking at my friend with his blood red leather armor and the shortsword sheathed at his waist, I realize, even in the restraints, he doesn’t have the appearance of a prisoner. 
 
      
 
    I glance at Mary and see her biting her lip, likely thinking the same thing I am.   
 
      
 
    “Uh, Vrax. I’m real proud of you for putting the manacles on but you’re going to have to take off your armor and weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks up at me and glares slightly but says, “I know I won’t get to keep them. Will you put it in your inventory? Keep them safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’m just at the limit of how much I can carry. Let me drop some of my things.” 
 
      
 
    I look through my [Inventory] and see that the heaviest things I have in there are the Imperare chainmail shirt and pants. They provide five defense each when worn, but when I tested them were a lot harder to wear and move in than the clothing I’m wearing now. I think I may need special training to wear heavy armor like that effectively. I drop the chainmail armor on the ground and take the custom-made leather armor Vrax wears and his shortsword. 
 
      
 
    Looking down at Vrax, I feel slightly nostalgic. The sun glistens off his dusky red scales, and he looks particularly fierce with the two black horns over his eye ridges. Even though he’s only wearing a loincloth and restraints, he still looks ready to fight.  If he weren't chained up and had a stone knife in his hands, then he’d look just like he did the first time we met. 
 
      
 
    Holding Vrax’s armor in my hands, I recollect that we got the material to make him this armor from the boss monster in the Restrian dungeon. It was a giant boar whose tusks were longer than Vrax is tall. Once we killed it, it dropped a rare hide as a reward, and we made armor for both Vrax and Mary out of it. Thinking back on our time in the Restrian dungeon it feels like a lifetime has passed. I know it’s only been days, but so many bad things have happened since then. 
 
      
 
    I feel a slap on the back of my head, and hear Mary say, “Hey, stop day dreaming Snorlax. We have work to do.” 
 
      
 
    I smile up at her hovering form. She’s right, no time to reminisce, focus on the now. 
 
      
 
    The armor and sword Vrax hands to me goes right into my [Inventory] and I take out the set of Imperare Empire leather armor. 
 
      
 
    Imperare leather armor (set) 
 
    A set of leather armor crafted in mass by the Imperare Empire. It includes a leather shirt, pants, gloves, and boots. Not made from the best material it provides adequate protection. 
 
    Defense: 11 as set 
 
      
 
    The armor isn’t as good as what Mary and Vrax have, but it’s still better than the six defense my regular clothing provides. Plus the armor has gloves that will hide my red hands, a very distinctive trait of mine. 
 
      
 
    I equip the leather armor and look down at myself. The leather is dyed black and is otherwise unadorned. I rotate my arms and legs to adjust the fit of the armor and stretch out the leather slightly. My hands feel a little weird in the gloves, and my movement feels slightly restricted. 
 
      
 
    “You look like a soldier,” Vrax hisses through his pointed teeth. Looking at my friend’s expression, I can tell it’s not a compliment. 
 
      
 
    I nod, understanding how I must look to him. “Yeah, I’m not exactly comfortable wearing this stuff but I’ll put up with it till we finish the mission.” 
 
      
 
    I also equip the battleaxe and shield from my [Inventory]. The weapons appear in my hands and I look like I’m ready for battle, so I sling my shield on my back and attach the battleaxe to my belt. After everything is stored, I pull up my [Status] screen. 
 
      
 
    Name: Armon Ellington        
 
    Age:  19 
 
    Level: 4                                              
 
    Class: none 
 
    Titles:  none 
 
    Experience Points to next level: 640         
 
    Unspent Stat points 5                                  
 
                                                 
 
    Health:      46         
 
    Stamina:  62 
 
    Mana:     16 / 76 
 
                                                 
 
    Str:   16                Int:     22 
 
    Dex: 17                Wis:  12 
 
    Con:    18                Cha: 12 
 
                                                 
 
    Defense:     23 
 
    One handed Damage:    5 - 8      
 
      
 
    Woah. I just went from seven defense to twenty-three. Having decent armor really makes a difference. Too bad the set I have now is tainted by the Imperare. Maybe I can find a heavy armor trainer, and I can get some nice plate mail. The amount of damage I can do with the axe is a lot less than I could do with my spear but that makes sense since I don’t have a weapon skill for the axe yet. 
 
      
 
    Looking over my [Status] screen, I realize the stat points I received upon reaching level 4 remain unspent. I figure my intelligence is rather good right now and the amount of mana I have hasn’t been an issue so far. My wisdom and charisma are my lowest stats, but I’m still not exactly sure how they affect me. I know my Charisma influences how people view me, but beyond that, I don’t know how useful it is. One of my bigger concerns is how few health points I have and how quickly they disappear in a fight. I’ll spend three points on constitution and two points on strength. I figure I can’t go wrong increasing my ability to wallop things. 
 
      
 
    The changes to my stats gain me an extra point of damage with my axe, raises my stamina to seventy-two and my health to fifty-four. 
 
      
 
    That all settled, I close my [Status] screen. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone ready?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be just you and Vrax until nightfall. I won’t be able to fly over the walls until then.” Mary advises. 
 
      
 
    I nod in understanding. Then Vrax and I begin our journey towards the city gates of Valse. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.5 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I walk down the hill we’ve been using as an impromptu base and through the forest towards the main road leading to Valse. Our pace is slowed down by Vrax’s leg restraints and the extra weight of my leather armor and shield. It takes us half an hour to get to the main road instead of the fifteen minutes I expected. Along the way, Vrax and I keep a constant lookout for Imperare patrols or other people heading towards the city.  We’ve already decided to act the part of ‘soldier’ and ‘captured prisoner’ just in case anyone is listening or watching. 
 
      
 
    It’s still mid-morning by the time we finally get on the main road, but with our reduced walking speed I don’t think we’ll reach Valse until the afternoon. There are other people on the road with us. Individuals carrying packs, groups of two or three pulling handcarts, and merchants with horses and wagons. Just about everyone passes us. We keep to the right side of the road since traffic flows both ways on the broad trail.  A few times we even have to get off the road entirely for someone coming through on a horse in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    I’m feeling annoyed by our slow pace and probably show it on my face since just about everyone turns away from me when I look in their direction. So, it’s a little bit of a surprise when I hear a voice call out from behind, “Hey soldier!” 
 
      
 
    I turn my head slightly as if I’m trying to keep my kobold prisoner in sight and see a heavyset man waving at me from the top of a covered wagon being pulled by two draft horses. I yell for my kobold ‘prisoner’ to stop and he does so while keeping his head down. 
 
      
 
    As the man driving the wagon gets closer, I see that he’s in his mid-thirties, got quite the belly going, is balding on top, and doesn’t seem to have shaved in the last couple weeks since he has a patchy thin beard coming in. He maneuvers the wagon to the side of the road where I’m standing and pulls on the reins bringing the whole thing to a stop. He sets the brake on the wagon then shimmies over to the edge of the driver's bench and says in a gruff voice, “Hey there soldier. Been watching you for a while. Looks like it’ll take you all day to get to Valse at the pace you're going. Want a ride? You can put your cargo in back with mine and sit up front with me. Don’t worry about it escaping, the others will keep an eye on it.” 
 
      
 
    I look at the driver and can make out several figures behind him. Should I take the man up on his offer? It’ll speed up our journey, and it may give me a chance to get some information about Valse before I get there. 
 
      
 
    I smile at the man, “That’s a mighty kind offer, sir. I’ll take you up on it. My feet are killing me.” 
 
      
 
    He smiles back, and I see that he’s missing one of his front teeth. “Just throw the kobold in the back and join me up front.” 
 
      
 
    I motion for Vrax to go around to the back of the wagon and I follow him. The vehicle is covered with cloth, pioneer wagon style. When I get to the back, I can finally see what’s being transported. It’s people. To be more precise, a group of six goblins with neck collars are chained and sitting on the bed of the wagon. They’re all different shades of green and look almost emaciated. None of the goblins look at me as I unhitch the wagon gate and load Vrax in. They all keep their eyes firmly pointed down, unchallenging. They remind me of my goblin friend Dyblex, and I feel a familiar angry burn in my chest. My smile only falters for a moment when I see them, then I remember the role I’m supposed to be playing. I hitch up the gate and walk back to the front of the wagon.  The driver has moved over to give me room to sit, and I climb up onto the driver's seat. On the outside, I act happy to be able to sit in a wagon instead of walking. While on the inside, I want nothing more than to hit this guy. 
 
      
 
    Once I adjust the axe at my waist and sit, he puts out a meaty hand and says, “I’m Aarron.” 
 
      
 
    I shake Aarron’s hand and respond without thinking, “I’m Ar...” I interrupt myself by pretend to cough. Darn it, I almost gave him my real name. I look at Aaron and see that he’s wearing a green rough spun shirt and brown pants. 
 
      
 
    I continue, “Sorry, got a little road dust caught in my throat. I’m Avocado. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    Shit! Is that the best alias I can come up with? Avocado, the color of the guy’s shirt? This is why you shouldn’t try to sneak into a city when you’re hungry. 
 
      
 
    I stare at Aarron expecting him to denounce my oh so obviously fake name. However, Aarron just nods, cracks the reigns, and the grey draft horses start to move forward. The wagon lurches then begins to move forward too. 
 
      
 
    Guess they don’t have Avocados here. I give a mental cheer that earth fruits don’t exist on Terra. Man, I could go for some guacamole about now. No! Focus Armon, focus. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the wagon gets moving, Aarron turns to me and asks, “How long you been in the service son?” 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, sir?” I answer, not sure if he’s trying to test me or just make conversation. 
 
      
 
    He smiles genially at me, “I asked, how long have you been in the army? Don’t mean to pry or nothing. I finished my mandatory term with the empire twenty years ago myself. Worked a variety of jobs after that but ended up transporting workers for the army eventually.” 
 
      
 
    I panic a little inside. We hadn’t actually planned a detailed backstory for me to use with my soldier persona. Guess I’ll have to use my improvisation skills. 
 
      
 
    I look at Aarron with big eyes and smile lopsidedly, “Oh, well I haven’t been in the army too long. Still pretty green. Just finishing a mission.” Then I look around as if checking to make sure no one else is listening and continue, “Secret one. Real hush-hush.” 
 
      
 
    “That Restrian business?” He asks with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    With wide eyes, I ask, “How’d you know about that?” 
 
      
 
    Aarron waves away my mock surprise. “Not much of a secret. That little dungeon town was ripe for the picking. They were pretty foolish not allying with us when they were first established. Thought they could stay independent, huh?” Aarron slaps me on the shoulder like I’m an old comrade and continues with a gap toothed smile, “Guess we showed them.” 
 
      
 
    I scratch the back of my neck as if embarrassed someone had found out I wasn’t really on a secret mission. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone about it. I’m not one to get someone in trouble,” he assures me. Aarron glances backwards for a moment then continues, “I do have to wonder what you’re doing with that kobold though. Not too many of them around these parts. Real valuable property to the right buyer.” 
 
      
 
    My gut tightens a little at the first test of my cover story. I shrug nervously and answer, “Oh, well, since you know about the mission, I guess it’s ok to tell you. My unit was tasked with clearing out a nest of kobolds near Restrian. The rest of my unit’s already in Valse with most of the captured kobolds, but I was left behind to find any stragglers.” 
 
      
 
    He looks at me disbelievingly, “They wanted you to bring them to Valse from Restrian on foot? That’s an awfully long walk.” 
 
      
 
    I look a little guiltily at him, “Well, I also might been left behind as a kinda punishment. See, I sort of had a fling with my C.O.’s sister.” 
 
      
 
    Aarron guffaws loudly then says, “With his sister? Bet he didn’t like that did he?” 
 
      
 
    I smirk slightly and shake my head in the negative. 
 
      
 
    Laughing again he continues, “Had my share of fun times too. Never with a C.O.’s sister though. You’re lucky he didn’t order you to crawl to Valse on your hands and knees.” 
 
      
 
    I shrug and look forward. 
 
      
 
    “How was it going up against the kobolds? They put up much of a fight?” 
 
      
 
    Images of the destruction of the kobold den flash through my mind, and the familiar angry burn in my chest intensifies. 
 
      
 
    While I try to repress the sudden emotional flare, I must not have been able to keep them from my face because Aarron’s expression becomes more serious and he quickly adds, “Oh, that bad? Sorry. It’s always better for everyone when those monsters just surrender. But at least you came out of it with a bit of battle experience.” 
 
      
 
    The images of the kobold’s den keep flashing before me unbidden, and I can’t trust myself to say anything right now, so I just remain silent. 
 
      
 
    Aarron takes my silence as confirmation of his guess, “It’s hard when you lose comrades. But each fight makes you stronger, and you learn how to deal with the monsters of the world a bit better.” Glancing back into the wagon he adds, “At least you captured one of the kobold filth. You’ll get a nice bonus when you turn him in and the empire auctions him off. Maybe it’ll even be enough to pay for some extra skill training or a new weapon? I know all that standard gear you’re wearing is fine. But trust me when I say you need to go the extra mile and learn as much as you can on your own if you want to advance in the ranks. Better gear and better skills will get you special missions, and that’s where the real money and opportunities are. Wish I’d done that when I was enlisted. Could have saved up enough to start a business or learn a craft.” After the last statement, he sighs regretfully. 
 
      
 
    I look at Aarron and try to imagine his life up to this point. Early army service, then out into the world on his own only to end up back working for the military again. Then a life of transporting goods from one place to another. No better prospects, no hope of change. Must be lonely. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the advice. I’ve often wondered what I’ll do after my terms up. Maybe I’ll save up to apprentice as a blacksmith or something.” 
 
      
 
    “No, blacksmithing is hot and dirty work. Though you can make a pretty penny if you focus on weapon smithing. No, I’d advise you to do something like tailoring or maybe printing. Then you can sell your goods to the wealthy nobles or mages. That’s where you make real money.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, I’ll think about it.” 
 
      
 
    The two of us ride in silence for a while until we get closer to Valse. As we approach on the wagon, the city walls seem to take up much of the horizon. The walls look much more intimidating up close than they did from that hill. I hope Mary can get over them tonight without being noticed. 
 
      
 
    Aarron gestures to the cityscape before us and says, “There she is, Valse, the city of commerce.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.6 
 
      
 
    As we approach the gates, we enter a line of wagons waiting to declare their goods and enter the city. A massive portcullis stands open, and two large wooden gates mark the entry way into the biggest city I’ve yet to see on Terra. Aarron has described Valse as the city of commerce. A place where just about anything can be purchased. This includes the lives of slaves. 
 
      
 
    We move forward in line and a pair of bored looking gate guards approach the wagon. 
 
      
 
    One guard yells perfunctorily at Aarron, “Papers!” 
 
      
 
    Aarron reaches into his shirt and pulls out a set of papers wrapped in a protective leather case and hands it over to the waiting guard. The guard takes it and moves to the back of the wagon. He looks at the papers in his hands and compares it to what he sees. He comes back to the front, points at the papers in his hands with a fat finger, and looks curiously at Aarron. “Says here there are supposed to be seven goblin slaves. Not six goblins and one kobold. Care to explain the discrepancy?” 
 
      
 
    Aarron glances over and gestures towards me with his thumb, “That kobold there belongs to this soldier. He captured it over near Restrain and is supposed to turn it in for the bounty. I started out with seven goblins, just like it says on the paper, but lost one along the way.” 
 
      
 
    The guard looks from Aarron to me. “Yeah, we had a couple wagons come in a week ago with prisoners from there. Some of them were kobolds if I recall correctly.” 
 
      
 
    The second guard comes wandering over to my side of the wagon and adds, “That’s true, but I have to ask why you’re only coming in now if you were with that outfit?” 
 
      
 
    I nod. I’d expected the guards to question this part of the story. “Well, I was left behind on special duty. My orders were to find any kobolds that had escaped our pacification and bring them here.” 
 
      
 
    The two guards look at each other, not quite believing my story. 
 
      
 
    Aarron motions for the guard nearest him to come closer and then whispers something in his ear. The guard's eyes go wide, and a grin appears on his face. He looks at me and asks, “His sister? Why didn’t you just steal his horse? It would have been less trouble.” Then Aarron and the guard laugh and I pretend to look embarrassed and lower my head. The other guard doesn’t quite understand what’s going on, but I see him relax his stance. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we don’t want to keep you from reporting in soldier. Go on in with Aarron here. Everything seems to be in order.” Then he hands Aarron back his papers and waves us on. The second guard doesn’t question his comrade’s decision but moves towards him. As we drive into the city, I can hear the two of them laughing loudly. 
 
      
 
    As we pass through the gates of Valse, I’m assaulted by a series of pungent odors. The smell of unwashed bodies combines with the smell of spices, perfumes, horse manure, and food being cooked outdoors. The mixture is slightly nauseating. 
 
      
 
    Aarron chuckles when he looks at me. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to the smell. Every large city has its own unique bouquet.” 
 
      
 
    I nod at the comment. It makes sense that such a large group of people would exclude many unusual smells as they worked and lived together. I wonder if every city I visit will have these kinds of issues. Maybe I’ll just stick to smaller towns like Restrian. 
 
      
 
    As we drive through town, I see shops and stalls everywhere. Just about everything you can think of is being sold here. I see a knife sharpener pressing a blade against a grinding wheel. Next to him is a baker and a candlestick maker. Then a fruit merchant is hawking his merchandise right next to a sword swallower. Buildings line every available space. Most are made from adobe bricks and timber. The roads in the city are cobbled, and the wagon wheels clack against the stone as we travel. The main thoroughfare is wide enough for two wagons to pass next to each other without touching but the roads are crowded with people walking. The wagon has to go slow or risk running someone over. 
 
      
 
    I feel like it would be faster to get out and walk but one look at Aarron and I know this is just the pace of life here. He almost looks nostalgic as he drives the wagon through the city. I decide to take the opportunity to ask him about the layout of Valse. 
 
      
 
    Even though I have to practically yell to be heard over the hustle and bustle around us, I ask Aarron, “Can you tell me about the city? I’ve never been here.” 
 
      
 
    Aarron looks suspiciously for a moment, and I add, “My unit came down from the North to hit our target, we never came through here.” 
 
      
 
    Aarron nods and tells me, “The city is roughly laid out in two parts. The first is the merchant district where slaves and other goods are sold or auctioned off. A variety of rare items appear here, are sold, and are quickly replaced by other things. This place acts as a kind of purchasing and shipping port for the empire. The second part of the city is entirely devoted to the military. Garrisoning and transporting soldiers. There’s also a small training facility, but the section is mostly used to house soldiers until they’re sent somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    I think about what I should do next. We hadn’t really planned past the ‘sneak into the city’ stage. Should I head to the military section of the city to see if I can find out where the prisoners from Restrian and the kobold's den are? Or should I hide out somewhere in the merchant district and lose my military disguise? 
 
      
 
    I’m still considering my options when the wagon comes to a stop. I realize I haven’t been paying attention to where we’ve been going and look around. We’ve stopped in a back alley behind some buildings. The sounds of the city are slightly muted, which tells me we’ve moved off the main road. 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is where we part ways. I have to deliver these goblins here,” Aarron says while pointing to a tall building in front of us with thick wooden gates. 
 
      
 
    I nod and hold out my hand to him, “I appreciate the ride into town. You saved me quite a walk. Thanks for the advice too. Hadn’t really thought about what I’d be doing after my term was up.” 
 
      
 
    Aarron takes my hand and shakes it firmly, “Happy to help. Wish someone had given me advice when I was your age. Would have saved me a lot of trouble. Good luck lad. ” 
 
      
 
    As I let go of his hand, I smile at the man’s genuine desire that I do well. I wonder how a person can be so kind to me, yet so callous as to transport slaves. I look around as I hop off the wagon, my feet hitting the cobbled backstreet, and see we're surrounded by two and three story buildings. People are watching us from both the second and third stories.   
 
      
 
    I’m making my way to the back of the wagon to collect Vrax when I hear someone call, “Hey Avocado, hold on a second.” 
 
      
 
    It takes me a moment to recognize the alias I gave Aarron. When I do, I stop and turn to see him walking towards me and ask him, “Hey, did I forget something?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah.” Then rubbing the back of his neck with his hand, he continues a little hesitantly, “Since you’re going to need extra money if you’re going to get that extra training. Thought maybe you’d be open to a little side deal?” 
 
      
 
    Not exactly sure what he’s offering I ask, “Depends on what you mean. What kind of side deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…let’s say you didn’t turn that kobold into the army. Perhaps I know a guy who knows a guy who’d be willing to pay good money for a kobold? You’d make quite a bit more than you would from that bonus for capturing it for the army.” 
 
      
 
    I pretend to think about the offer. I mean I’d never trade my friend in for money, but Aarron has to think I’d at least consider it. 
 
      
 
    I sigh deeply, “No. Sorry. Wish I could, but my C.O. would have my head if I showed up empty handed. Not much point in making some extra money if I’m not around to spend it.” 
 
      
 
    “True, true. Well, maybe you could make a bit of money another way.” 
 
      
 
    Curious where he’s going, I prompt Aarron to continue, “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Come inside, and I’ll introduce you to my friends. They’ll offer you good coin for any special artifacts you may find while you’re in the field.” 
 
      
 
    I gesture towards the wagon, “What about the kobold?” 
 
      
 
    A man walks out from between two parked wagons to my left. He’s wearing a brown leather jerkin and carries a spear. Aarron says, “Don’t worry about the kobold. He’ll be safe enough while we’re inside. The guard here will watch them all.” 
 
      
 
    I’m curious about what Aaron’s friend of a friend is offering. Besides I need as much info about this city and how things work as I can get. 
 
      
 
    I nod at Aarron, and the two of us walk in front of the horses and up a ramp that leads to the back of the building. At the rear of the building, men move crates through a large set of double doors. It seems to be an area used for loading and unloading cargo. Aarron and I enter the building through a side door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.7 
 
      
 
    The inside of the building is surprisingly well lit considering there are no windows. We walk through a spacious hallway, and Aarron opens a door at the end of it. The door opens up into a spacious room with a high ceiling. Along the white walls are a series of red doors and some sort of artificial lighting, something similar to what Dyblex had in her shop. The floor is wooden, and there are large colorful carpets spread everywhere giving the space a very comfortable feeling. It feels like a warehouse was converted into some type of showroom. A man in a well-tailored silk outfit stands in the middle of the room, his back to us. His outfit is black silk with red trimming, and has a collar that reminds me of a type of Asian inspired design. Even from this distance, I can see that his shoes are well made and probably cost a fortune. 
 
      
 
    I look down at my worn black leather armor and feel drab and dirty by comparison. 
 
      
 
    The man must hear the sound of our approach. As we get closer, he turns and warmly smiles. Now that I can see his face I can tell he takes good care of himself. His short cut hair is mostly grey with a touch of silver at the temples. His skin is tanned and wrinkled. Yet, he is still trim and fit looking despite his advancing years. 
 
      
 
    Seeing us, he gives Aarron a short nod and says to him, “Hello friend. I’m glad to see that you’ve made it on schedule. No trouble with the cargo I take it?” 
 
      
 
    Aarron looks a little abashed and answers, “Well, we lost one of the goblins, but the other six made it through just fine.” 
 
      
 
    The slick looking man shrugs unconcerned, “Six out of seven is pretty good. I wish that it were better, but losses are inevitable in our business.” Then turning his gaze to me, he asks, “And who is your young friend? By his attire, I’d say he was a soldier in the Imperare Army. Have you brought me a new client?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Gerald, this is Avocado. He’s an ambitious young soldier who’s looking to make a little extra coin to further his skill training. He’s already captured a powerful looking kobold and looks to be in a position to find artifacts that might interest some of your clients.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Gerald claps his hands together excitedly. “Oh! A kobold? Those are in high demand. I can give you an excellent price on that. Why I had a bidding war for the last four I was able to get my hands on.” 
 
      
 
    I wave my hand in dismissal at the offer, “Sorry. The kobold isn’t for sale. My commanding officer is expecting me to bring him back.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Gerald shrugs in a ‘you’re loss’ way and continues, “Well, if you’re not going to part with the kobold then perhaps you’re interested in being one of my collectors?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a collector and how much does it pay?” I ask with a slightly predatory smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s better to show you. Did Aarron tell you what we do here?” He asks. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I can guess from the delivery of the goblins, and you’re interest in my kobold, that you sell slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “Tsk, tsk. We prefer to call it commodities trading. But we don’t just sell any slaves. You see we specialize in the most difficult and precious of species. Your Kobold for example, is a very rare prize. If you can find some at all, quite often they’ll fight to the death rather than be enslaved.” Mr. Gerald starts to walk away and gestures for us to follow him, “Here I’ll show you some of our collection.” 
 
      
 
    Aarron and I follow behind Mr. Gerald as he walks towards one of the bright red doors on the left. He pulls a set of keys from his pants pocket, unlocks the door, and holds it open for us to enter. Aarron goes in first, a grin on his face. He smiles as if he’s been a good boy and is being given his treat. 
 
      
 
    As I enter the room, I’m assaulted by the change in color palette. This room is almost entirely red. Only the ceiling is white. The room is rather large and has the same high ceilings as the previous one. There are three raised platforms along each wall with thick velvet curtains preventing me from seeing what is on each. Mr. Gerald stands in the center of the room and motions for us to come to him. He smiles when we reach him, claps his hands together once and says, “These are a few examples of some of the rare finds we sell to our clients.” 
 
      
 
    The moment Mr. Gerald claps his hands, the curtain to my left is drawn open by some unseen force. On the platform sits a creature twice my height. It has rough, thick, grey skin, and wears only a loin cloth. Its arms are lanky and end in hands as large as my chest, fingers as thick as my arms, each ending with broken, jagged nails. It could easily touch the high ceiling roof if it weren’t restrained by massive black iron chains and manacles that are bolted to the ground. The creature looks down submissively, not making eye contact with anyone. I can see that its head is mostly bald, but tufts of black bristly hair can be seen poking out places. Then for a moment it looks up and takes a quick glance at us before looking down again. In the brief moment our eyes met, I saw a fierce, feral intelligence in its blue eyes. The creature’s definitely not someone I’d want to meet in a dark alley. Or even a brightly lit one for that matter. 
 
      
 
    “This is Gorbash. He’s a mountain giant. Very rare to have at this altitude. Believe it or not, he’s only a juvenile of his species. He’ll grow even bigger before he becomes an adult. We acquired him from the army when they were exploring the Alterian high mountains. Seems he’d wandered down exploring. They were able to take him while he slept. Quite the find I tell you. He’s rather stupid but strong as ten men. Though it cost us a pretty copper to get him, I’m sure we’ll recover our costs.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Gerald claps his hands again, and the curtain directly in front of me opens. Once the curtain clears I see something, I can’t quite believe. It’s a young woman in a red kimono with a white floral pattern kneeling on a woven mat. In front of her is a low black table with an elegant teapot. The woman has strawberry blond hair, fair skin, a sprinkling of freckles on her cheeks. What’s most striking about her though are her ears. They’re pointed and furry like a wolf or a cat and poke through her thick mane of hair. Additionally, I see that she has a large bushy tail with nine waiving ends. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the giant, she is not chained by thick iron shackles. Rather, she has a thin silver chain attached to a silver collar around her neck.  Instead of looking down like the giant did, she looks directly at each of us, then stares out into space as if we’re not worth her time. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Gerald gestures at the woman with his hand and smiles wolfishly at her. “This is Kitsune, a particular favorite of mine. She’s one of the only surviving members of the fox clan of beast men. Even more extraordinary, she is a member of the nine-tailed fox bloodline. She has incredible inherent healing magic and has to be restrained with special magic inhibiting restraints.  Unfortunately, most of her tribe were killed when the Empire expanded into their territory. Thankfully, one of our agents in the army saw her value and collected her for us before some soldier skewered her. We’ve already found an owner for her. A wealthy merchant that fancies himself a sultan and is creating his own harem.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to the last curtain that covers the platform on my right, Mr. Gerald claps once more. The red velvet curtain parts and reveals not another creature but rather an astonishing number of tables laden with all manner of odd looking items. This platform has stairs that lead up them, and Mr. Gerald moves up them and gestures for us to follow. I turn to Aarron and see his eyes light up at the sight before us. He moves quickly up the stairs to join Mr. Gerald on the platform, and I follow behind him. 
 
      
 
    “This is what I’m most proud of,” Mr. Gerald says while smiling widely and looking fondly at the items before him. “These are artifacts that we’ve collected from all over Terra from ancient ruins and the barbaric lesser races. While some are magical in nature, all of them represent a culture that is unique. These pieces are in quiet the high demand with collectors who appreciate the noble savagery of lesser races. Especially some of the monster tribes.” 
 
      
 
    Before me are tables and cabinets filled with a broad range of items. I see a stone tablet on a table next to a rolled up scroll. In the cabinet, I see jewelry laid out. Only none of it is made from gold or silver. Instead, it’s made from bone, stone, or carved from wood. Another table has odd looking weapons displayed. I see one that reminds me of a cricket bat with sharp shards of stone all around its edges. There’s also a metal ring the size of a dinner plate with a sharpened outside edge. It kind of reminds me of that weapon Xena, the warrior princess used. 
 
      
 
    One item, in particular, catches my attention. A long wooden staff with intricately carves runes in it. One of the benefits of being magically adopted into Vrax’s kobold tribe is the innate knowledge of both the written and spoken reptilian language of the kobolds. So, it’s interesting that the runes on this staff are actually symbols from that kobold language. I especially note the symbols for Cherax Quadricarinatus, the dragon the Red Claw Tribe worship. I touch the staff to examine it, and a notification window pops up. 
 
      
 
    Kobold staff of Magical Enhancement 
 
      
 
    An ancient staff that has been magically inscribed with runes of power that enhance the user's magical abilities. Additionally, this staff has been blessed by an ancient dragon to give the user physical and magical protection. The staff has been used by kobold shaman for generations to help protect and guide the people of the Red Claw Tribe. 
 
      
 
    Bonus: All magical spells cast by the user have 15% increased power. +5 physical damage resistance. +5 magical damage resistance. 
 
    Race restriction: Kobold 
 
    Class restriction: Shaman 
 
      
 
    This was taken from Vrax’s tribe! 
 
      
 
    This is the staff that belonged to Elder Xichion of the Red Claw Tribe. He never went anywhere without it and had to lean on it regularly as he walked. Memories of the elder flood my mind. The time we fought the troll Grumph together. The wild party after to celebrate our victory. He’s the one that officiated the ceremony to magically bind me to the tribe and adopt me as a member. He’s the one that made Vrax my brood brother and made him a part of my family. He was kind, wise, and he loved the tribe so much he died defending it from these slavers. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been pushing down my feelings ever since I found the remains of the kobold tribe and I just can’t do it anymore. A torrent of pain at the loss of not only my adopted kobold family but the killing and kidnapping of the people of Restrian burst through me. I feel a wetness hit the hand holding the staff and I realize that they’re tears. I’m crying, and I can’t stop. The deep, aching pain inside me throbs. 
 
      
 
    A voice behind me asks, “Are you ok young man?” 
 
      
 
    I turn to see Mr. Gerald speaking to me. He looks at me with a slightly worried expression on his face. When he sees that I’m holding the staff, he actually smiles. He looks down at the staff with admiration. “Oh, you found one of my recent acquisitions. Isn’t it beautiful? I nearly came to tears myself when it was brought to my attention.” He continues to smile at me and even claps his hands then says, “I’m so very glad I had agents in the company that went to Restrian. When they heard about some kobolds nearby, they knew I’d be interested in acquiring assets. That’s why I thought you might be willing to sell the kobold to me directly.” He shrugs as if talking about something of little consequence and continues, “No matter. I’ll probably just purchase him from the army later.” 
 
      
 
    I have a hard time breathing for a moment. Not only does this asshole think I’m crying because I appreciate the artistry of the staff in my hand, but he just freely admitted to paying off the soldiers who killed and kidnapped my kobold family! 
 
      
 
    My vision turns red and before I know it the axe at my belt is in my hands, and I’m swinging it at Mr. Gerald’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 14 (Critical) 
 
    Damage dealt: 9  
 
      
 
    You’ve killed Clarence Gerald Lvl. 3. You receive 7 XP. 
 
      
 
    You’ve completed the personal quest Rage Against the Murderers. You receive 50 XP. 
 
      
 
    You have fulfilled a promise made before the gods, and they have taken note of your honor. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.8 
 
      
 
    I feel slightly dizzy as my vision clears and I dismiss the notifications. I look down and see the corpse of Mr. Gerald, or Clarence I guess. The axe in my hands is covered in blood and I drop it in shock at what I’ve done. 
 
      
 
    This is the first human I’ve ever killed. Sure, I’ve killed animals for food. I’ve even killed the monsters in the dungeon. But this is the first time I’ve killed a living, thinking person I was only moments before having a conversation with. Even if he deserved it, my mind is in shock at my actions. As I stare at the body, I feel bile rise in my throat, and I bend over and vomit. 
 
      
 
    The act of emptying my stomach restores some sense to me, and I realize that someone is speaking to me. A feminine voice yells frantically, “Hurry and unlock me!” 
 
      
 
    I stand upright and look toward the sound of the voice. It’s the fox lady on the other platform. She’s stretched her silver chain to its limit and is holding it out to me. She screams in a near panic, “For the love of all that’s holy. We don’t have much time. The other man has already run to get the guards. I don’t know why you killed Mr. Gerald but free me and we can escape together.” 
 
      
 
    Still slightly in shock, I move automatically towards the woman to do what she says. 
 
      
 
    “No, no. Get his keys,” she chastises from the platform. 
 
      
 
    I look at her in incomprehension for a moment before I realize she means Mr. Gerald’s keys. He must have the keys to her chains. I turn back to the body and find that it’s already disappeared like all dead creatures and left a bag of loot. I pick up the bag and find a set of keys and a few pieces of silver. I put the silver in my inventory. When I turn back towards the woman, my eyes catch sight of Elder Xichion’s staff. I reverently pick it up and put it in my [Inventory].  Then I go down the stairs of the platform I’m on and hop up the one the fox woman is on. She readily helps me up and tilts her head away from me exposing the collar around her neck and the delicate silver chain that leashes her to the floor. The collar has a number of magical symbols I don’t recognize, but I see a small hole where a key should fit. I riffle through the set of keys till I find a small silver one that has symbols similar to what’s on the collar. I take it off the key ring and unlock the collar around her neck and automatically stash the collar in my [Inventory]. 
 
      
 
    She sighs with relief and rubs her neck with her hands. She looks at me with gratitude for a moment then her eyes harden, “We have to go. The guards will be alerted any minute now by that fat bald man.” 
 
      
 
    I look around and realize that Aarron is gone. She must mean him. I realize that she’s right, but I still need to find out who Mr. Gerald sold the kobolds he mentioned he had to, and I need to find the Restrian citizens that were taken too. I shake my head and tell her, “I can’t leave yet. Some people I know were taken from Restrian by the Imperare soldiers, and Mr. Gerald said he sold some kobolds recently. I have to find them.” 
 
      
 
    An expression of pity crosses the fox woman’s face and she tells me, “Mr. Gerald sold those kobolds at auction a week ago almost as soon as he got them. I think the humans that came with them are in one of the other rooms in the building though.” 
 
      
 
    I grab the fair skinned woman by her shoulders and ask, a pleading tone in my voice, “Do you know who he sold them to or where they went?” 
 
      
 
    The strawberry blonde’s fox ears droop a little, and she shakes her head in the negative. Then they perk up again as if she just remembered something, “I know where you can find out where they went though. Mr. Gerald is one of the top slave traders in Valse. He not only keeps detailed records of his sales but he also keeps track of any new slaves that come into the city.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, a lucky break. I ask, “Where does he keep his records?” 
 
      
 
    The lithe fox woman hops off the stage and leads me to a door at the back of the room. It’s locked.  I’m ready to kick it down when the fox lady points to the keys in my hands and reminds me that I already have what I need to open the door. I smile at her, chagrined. I unlock the door with the appropriate key, and open it. 
 
      
 
    The record room is rectangle shaped and only slightly larger than a small bedroom. The room is very utilitarian.  A spacious wooden desk with stacks of papers takes up most of the long wall opposite the door, and there are a few thin cushioned chairs in the corner.  Above the desk are shelves with accounting books. Jackpot. 
 
      
 
    I quickly grab every accounting book and piece of paper on the desk and drop them in my [Inventory]. I can look through them later. You know, at some point when we’re not going to be swarmed by guards. 
 
      
 
    “Got everything? Good. Can we go now?” The fox lady asks. 
 
      
 
    Before I can answer, a loud ringing sounds throughout the building. 
 
      
 
    The ears of the fox woman stiffen at the sound and her eyes dart around. She mutters worriedly, “Oh, no. The alarm. The guards are on their way and have likely closed off the exits. What are we going to do now?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re getting reinforcements.” 
 
      
 
    I brush past her and move towards the stage with the mountain giant. The fox woman follows. Standing so close, the mountain giant looks even larger up close. It’s hard to imagine anyone capturing something this big. The mountain giant still sits on the platform cross legged, eyes downcast. The massive creature’s hands and feet are chained with thick bands of rough dark metal. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you…uh…” For the life of me, I can’t remember what his name is. 
 
      
 
    “Gorbash. His name is Gorbash.” The fox woman, whose name I can’t remember either, supplies. 
 
      
 
    I nod my thanks to her, then turn back to the mountain giant, “Gorbash. Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    The creature’s boulder sized head twitches, and it raises its sky blue eyes to consider me. After a moment, he nods once. 
 
      
 
    I smile. I knew Mr. Gerald was underestimating this guy. “Good. You saw me kill Mr. Gerald? Well, I had a good reason to do it. He had some people murder my kobold family and kidnap the rest. I plan on freeing everyone he has enslaved here before the guards arrive. If I unchain you, will you attack us?” 
 
      
 
    Gorbash tilts his head considering what I’ve proposed, then shakes his head in the negative. 
 
      
 
    It’s not an undying oath of loyalty, but it’s good enough for me. I climb up onto the platform, and the giant crouches down and presents his chained wrists to me. There’s only one key on the ring that can fit these manacles. As I insert the key into the lock, I note that the dark black iron that binds the giant’s wrists is as thick as my arm. I don’t think I’ll be able to stash this set in my [Inventory]. 
 
      
 
    As the manacles unlock they fall to the floor with a loud crash. I’m slightly startled by the sound, but Gorbash just smiles and rubs his wrists with his hands and smiles in relief. His jagged, crooked smile reminds me of a broken picket fence I once saw. Gorbash points to the chains around his ankles, signaling that I haven’t finished freeing him. Once I release his ankles, he rolls forward from his sitting position. I have to quickly back away and jump off the platform or risk being squashed. The giant crawls off the stage a bit clumsily and stands up straight. I have to crane my neck to look up at the giant’s face now. He’s so tall his head almost touches the high ceilings. He puts his hands on his lower back and leans forwards, then arches back, stretching out his muscles. 
 
      
 
    The giant takes a deep breath, and I hear a deep rumbling sound like an avalanche. I realize it’s the giant. He’s laughing. Guess I’d be happy to be free if I were him too. 
 
      
 
    I wave to catch the giant’s attention and yell up at him, “Gorbash, we need to hurry. Can you move into the next room where they load the slaves? Guards should be coming soon, and we need time to free everyone.” 
 
      
 
    The giant nods and heads towards the door to the loading area. It only takes him a few long steps to get there. Finding the door too small to accommodate his height, he proceeds to create his own exit. The giant’s meaty fists slam into the wall repeatedly until he creates a hole large enough for him to fit through if he ducks his head. We follow in his wake as he moves through the hole into the next room. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully no guards have arrived yet. However, I do find a familiar reptilian figure waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    “Vrax!” I yell, happy to see my friend. I see that he’s not wearing the chains we’d rigged for him, and I ask, “What happened with the wagon? Why are you inside?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax doesn’t answer me for a moment, his eyes transfixed on the mountain giant. I can only imagine how startling it must have been to see him tear through the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Vrax!” I yell again. This time my kobold friend hears me and tears his gaze away from the giant. He shakily runs to me and hugs me. “I am happy to see you, Armon.” 
 
      
 
    “Armon? Is that your name?” the foxy woman next to me asks. 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” I tell her quickly. 
 
      
 
    Then letting go of me, Vrax looks at the fox woman and the giant, then asks, “Who are these peoples?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry.” Gesturing to the fox woman I say, “This is..uh..” 
 
      
 
    The woman raises one eyebrow, her fox ears stiff with indignation. However, she says in an even tone, “Kitsune. My name is Kitsune.” 
 
      
 
    Gesturing to the others in the room, I tell my friend, “Yeah, this is Kitsune. The giant there is Gorbash. They were chained up here as slaves, and I freed them. Now please tell me why you left the wagon.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax nods at both Kitsune and Gorbash. “Nice to meet you.”  Then turning to me he says, “It’s good you freed them. No good to be a slave. I got worried when you were inside so long. When I got a message from the blue box that you killed someone, I knew something go bad. So I take off fake chains and grab guard outside wagon. I pull him inside the wagon and knock him out. Goblins with me happy to watch him.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune interrupts Vrax, “Wait, you left the guard with goblins? You know that goblins are carnivorous and think of humans as a delicacy, right?” 
 
      
 
    Your group has helped kill a human guard, Lvl. 4. You gain 3 XP. 
 
      
 
    The notification only surprises me for a moment. Those goblins did look pretty undernourished. 
 
      
 
    I look down at an embarrassed looking Vrax, and he says, “Oops.” 
 
      
 
    I can only shrug and motion for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “After I leave the guard with the goblins, I see the fat wagon driver run past yelling. So I jump out of the wagon and I run inside. When I get here, the room empty. Then big fist breaks wall and I find you and these people.” 
 
      
 
    It makes sense that Vrax would have gotten the notification that I killed Mr. Gerald since he and I are grouped. “Well, I’m glad you’re out of those chains buddy. Help us find the people from Restrian and free the rest of the slaves here.” 
 
      
 
    Before we can move off to search the rest of the building, the loading dock doors crash open. When the dust clears, I see a squad of five armed men in brown leather armor. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune sees the men and says, “Oh no, the building guards.” 
 
      
 
    Seeing the armed men, I realize that I dropped my axe in the other room. Before I can pull up my inventory and grab another weapon, I hear a mighty roar to my side and I see Gorbash charging the guards. He only has to take two long steps before he reaches them and with an almost casual swing of his arm, he punches the five tightly grouped soldiers. The five guards don’t stand a chance. As a group, they go flying through the air and crash into a wall and crumple to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I stare at the giant, amazed. With a single swing of his fist, he took out five armed guards. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t just stand there. This city is filled with soldiers. We need to hurry before they show up,” Kitsune urges as she tugs on my arm. 
 
      
 
    I can only nod my agreement. I yell at Gorbash who now stands before the open loading dock doors, “You stay here and take care of any guards that come through, ok?” 
 
      
 
    He turns and nods. Then turns back to face the open doors and takes a fighting stance, ready to deal with anyone that comes through. 
 
      
 
    I quickly pull up my [Inventory] and give Vrax back his armor and weapons. Then tell him to search the building for the Restrian citizens that were taken. He ‘yips’ once and moves off silently in a different direction. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and I run to one of the three other doors in the room and open it. The first door leads down a hallway to a thick wooden door bound with iron. I wonder what could be behind such a heavily reinforced door. Dangerous animals? Pit fighters? 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, the door is locked. However, it opens with one of the keys I picked up from Mr. Gerald’s loot bag. The heavy door creaks loudly as I open it a crack and peek through expecting to see some vicious monster or raging warrior. Instead, the smell of lilies hits me and I see…well, there’s no other way to describe it. A harem. I push the door open wide to reveal a room that is decorated with beautiful tapestries and rugs. But the more enticing view is the dozen women wearing gossamer clothing.  I see women of a variety of races lounging on cushioned sofas and pillows. There are women with wolf ears, cat ears, and bunny ears. There’s also a silver haired elf and a petite brunette with three eyes. The rest of the women are humans, with features that represent the spectrum of skin tones, shapes, and hair colors. Each woman, regardless of species, has a silver or gold collar around their neck decorated with jewels. Welded to the collar is a thin, sturdy chain that is attached to the wall. 
 
      
 
    I hear a low growl behind me and turn to see Kitsune glaring at me, her ears stiff and her arms crossed. I realize I must have been staring at all the women. Oops. 
 
      
 
    I turn back to the thinly clothed ladies and see them all looking at me. I don’t think I’ve had this many women staring at me at one time in my entire life. Instead of saying something heroic or dashing, I just wave and say, “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    Wait, did my voice just crack? 
 
      
 
    Kitsune sighs and grabs the keys from my hand as she walks past me to face the harem. She stands boldly before the group of women, raises the keys high above her head and yells, “Freedom.” 
 
      
 
    All most as one, the group of women gasp, then rush forward towards Kitsune. Each is eager to be rid of the jeweled collar and chains that bind her to this room. In short order, all the women are free and thank Kitsune for rescuing them. 
 
      
 
    Seeming to take charge, Kitsune tells the women, “We don’t have much time till the guards arrive. Everyone needs to head down the hall and be ready to fight. Search the building for any weapons or clothing you can find.” 
 
      
 
    The women look at her with incredulity for a moment. I don’t think they expected to have to fight anyone. Kitsune glares at them and yells, “Move! Unless you want the guards to arrive and put you back in chains!” 
 
      
 
    The women stream past me without a second look. Soon only Kitsune, I, and one other woman are left in the room. Kitsune glares at the last woman as if she’s going to rebuke her for not following her directions, but the tall blond woman ignores Kitsune and instead runs towards me. For a moment I think she might attack me, but instead she wraps her arms around my chest and hugs me tightly. I have to look up at the woman, and as I look into her blue eyes, I realize that I know her. I used to see her in work clothes, and she usually had a clothespin on her nose. But I recognize her as Allison, the alchemist from Restrian. 
 
      
 
    She pulls back from her hug, looks down with a tear in her eye and says, “Thank you for coming to save us, Armon. I didn’t know if the Imperare soldiers had gotten you, but I didn’t see you with the group of us they captured. I hoped you were ok. Did you already get everyone else out from their cells? Who else came with you?” 
 
      
 
    Still surprised to find Allison here I mutter, “Uh, Vrax is here with me. Mary is in the forest waiting for night to fall.” 
 
      
 
    Her mouth drops slightly in disbelief, “That’s it? No one else came with you? No town guards or citizens?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head and answer, “No, we’re the cavalry.” 
 
      
 
     Allison bites her lip in worry and asks, “What about the other people from Restrian? Did you free them yet?” 
 
      
 
    Who does this lady think I am, Houdini? Still, she’s only showing concern for her people, so I answer patiently, “I’m sorry. I haven’t found anyone else yet. I only just freed Kitsune here and this is the first room we’ve searched. If you know where they are we can free them now.” 
 
      
 
    Allison nods and starts for the door. 
 
      
 
    I turn to Kitsune, “Can you start to organize a search of this place for clothes and weapons? Also, see if you or the other girls can find a way to shut off that darn alarm or find a way we can all get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune frowns slightly at the order, but when I add a, “Please,” she nods once and heads out of the room. 
 
      
 
    I walk quickly through the doorway and back towards the loading dock. I scan the room and find Allison waiting by a red door on the far side. She’s trying to pull it open, but it’s locked. I jog over to her and use the keys to open the door. Allison runs through the doorway, down a long hallway. She turns right at a junction and stops at a metal door with a large padlock. 
 
      
 
    Pointing at the secured room, she tells me, “Here are the cells they first put me in. Open the door.” 
 
      
 
    I do as she says and the padlock drops to the wood floor as I unlock it. Allison opens the metal door and walks in first. The smell of unwashed bodies assaults my nose as I enter the room. The room reminds me of horse stalls, with a walkway down the center and small pens with metal bars and doors to prevent the prisoners from escaping. Each pen is barely long enough for a person to lay down and only a few paces wide. There’s no bed, just a thin piece of cloth. In the far corner of each pen is a bucket that the prisoners use for their daily needs. From the pungent smell, I don’t think they’ve been emptied today either. 
 
      
 
    Without checking who’s in each of the pens, I immediately begin unlocking doors. I don’t recognize most of the people that come out of the pens, but I do recognize one. Harold, the tailor. He’s wearing a patterned tan vest over a white collared shirt with brown pants that are cuffed at the ankle. His dark brown shoes look a bit scuffed, and while he doesn’t look as immaculate as he normally does, he looks ok otherwise. Everyone that comes out knows Allison though, and they all try to ask her what’s happening all at once. 
 
      
 
    Allison cups her hands to her mouth and yells, “Quiet everyone! We do not have time to play twenty questions. You hear those alarms? They’ve already attracted the building guards. While we’ve taken care of them, they’re sure to get some real soldiers’ attention very soon. So you get to decide. You can stand here and ask questions, or you can work to get the hell out of here. Which is it going to be?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would a soldier free us?” One of the men asks, while pointing to me. 
 
      
 
    I slap my forehead in frustration and answer with a groan, “My name is Armon Ellington, I’m from Restrian like you folks. I came to rescue you, and I’m only disguised as a soldier. If it makes you feel better, I’ll change my clothes. But you need to get out of here, or you’ll end up back in your cells.” 
 
      
 
    The people stare at me, then I sigh and access my [Inventory]. I even take off the gloves, revealing my red hands and I change into the simple homespun cloth outfit that Lilliandra gave me. While the clothes feel lighter, they won’t protect me as well as the leather. But I guess it’s more important right now to assure these people that I’m not with the Imperare Empire. 
 
      
 
    “There. Better? Now go!” I yell in irritation. 
 
      
 
    Most of the people start to head out the door, but Allison and Harold stay behind. 
 
      
 
    “If you have any tools on you, I can see about silencing that alarm,” Harold tells me. 
 
      
 
    I look at him, my curiosity undoubtedly showing on my face. He just shrugs and says, “I wasn’t always a tailor you know. Used to get up to no good in my youth.” 
 
      
 
    My natural curiosity wants me to ask more. Instead, I look through my [Inventory] and pull out one of the knives I have. I hand it to Harold and admit, “I’m afraid that’s the best tool I have at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    Harold takes the knife and grimaces slightly when he sees the Imperare Empire logo branded into the hilt. Then he shrugs once and flips the blade up into the air, catches it deftly, and says, “Well, it’s better than nothing I guess.” 
 
      
 
    As he walks out the door on his short hobbit legs, he says, “You can count on me to find that alarm.” Then he’s gone. 
 
      
 
    Allison walks up to me and asks, “Have any more weapons or armor you can spare?” Then gesturing to her harem outfit she continues, “I don’t like the idea of defending myself with my bare hands wearing only this.” 
 
      
 
    Looking through my still open [Inventory] I tell her, “I only have that Imperare soldier leathers, a sword, and a dagger.” 
 
      
 
    She considers her options, looks down at her opaque sea blue cotton pants and her sheer top. 
 
      
 
    I force myself to look anywhere except that see through top and those amazing... Gee those cobwebs in the corner of the ceiling need to be cleaned. 
 
      
 
    Allison coughs, and I intently focus on her blue eyes while she speaks. I notice the corner of her eyes crinkle with mirth as she says, “While I don’t want to look exactly like one of those soldiers, I should take that leather shirt and the sword. Otherwise, you’ll likely get skewered looking for our enemies on the ceiling.” 
 
      
 
    I grab the black leather shirt from my inventory, toss it to her, and look away while she changes tops. “Ok, now the sword, please. I have more experience with that than the dagger,” she says to my back. 
 
      
 
    I turn around and see Allison dressed in the black leather armor shirt, the full black sleeves ending before her wrists. It’s an odd look when compared to the warm blue pants, but at least I’m not distracted by her anymore. Well, not as much. 
 
      
 
    I toss the black leather gloves from my [Inventory] to her. She catches them in midair and raises an eyebrow questioningly at me. 
 
      
 
    I tell her, “Every bit of armor is going to help. Besides, they complete the top half of the outfit.” 
 
      
 
    I take my own advice and re-equip the leather pants and boots. I check my [Status] screen and find that with my change of shirt and loss of the bonus from the full leather set I have a defense of ten. Which gets bumped to twenty when I have the shield equipped. I don’t look bad wearing the black leather pants and boots with the brown cloth shirt.   
 
      
 
    Allison and I head out of the pens, back towards the loading dock. As we near the door that separates the two areas I hear crashing noises and people yelling. I run past Allison and rush through the door, equipping my shield and knife on the way. 
 
      
 
    Entering the loading docks, the first thing I see is Gorbash on his hands and knees breathing heavily. He’s surrounded by the bodies of over a dozen soldiers and blood is pouring from several large gashes on his thighs and legs. 
 
      
 
    The group of recently freed Restrian citizens are huddled in a corner of the room together. However, the women from the harem are grouped around Kitsune. They face off against three large soldiers with swords.  A few of the women seemed to have found weapons and armor from somewhere. One woman wields the wooden sword with the obsidian shards along its edge, another a pair of golden daggers, and another swings a dark smooth staff. While there are three women for every man, the men are better armed. They seem to be at a stalemate for the moment but several of the women bear wounds. 
 
      
 
    No one appears to have noticed Allison or me yet, and I signal for her to move to my left and hide. I use [Sneak] and immediately find my movement speed slowed down immensely. I remember that at my low skill level, [Sneak] imposes a penalty to how fast I can move. A tradeoff for essentially being invisible unless someone detects me. I move as quickly as I can towards the large soldier with the two handed sword. He’s facing off against three lightly armored women. The first wears a brown leather shirt and carries a broken off table leg as a weapon. The second wears white cloth pants and a green wool sweater. She holds a razor sharp circle of metal in her hand. The last woman has a dark staff and holds it in both hands like a baseball bat. 
 
      
 
    As I draw close to the soldier, he decides he’s tired of waiting and takes a swing at the woman with the broken table leg. She holds it up to block the blow, but the heavier sword cuts the table leg in half and cuts into her. There’s a spray of blood as the blade bites into the woman, and she falls to the ground in a heap. The other two women look stunned for a moment but the woman in the green sweater screams and lunges at the soldier with her weapon. The ring of sharpened steel collides with the soldier's sword in a clash of metal, and the heavier two handed weapon pushes her away. The soldier doesn’t have time to deflect the other attack from the quieter woman wielding the staff. The weapon smacks into the soldier's left shoulder but only elicits a small grunt from the soldier in response. 
 
      
 
    While the whole incident only takes seconds, it’s given me time to cross the room using [Sneak] and position myself behind the soldier. The soldier faces the woman with the staff and smiles cruelly. He then raises his weapon above his head for a powerful overhead strike meant to cut his opponent down in a single motion. Instead, I make my move, coming in from behind the man and thrusting my dagger into his exposed armpit. He screams in pain as my dagger pierces his flesh. 
 
      
 
    Damage Dealt:  12 (Sneak attack, Critical Hit) 
 
      
 
    My blade isn’t long enough to cut into his lungs. However, when I pull the knife out, I intentionally try to cut as many muscle fibers in his arm on my way out. 
 
      
 
    Damage Dealt:  4 
 
      
 
    You’ve gained a level in Knife Mastery: Novice 3 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the notifications with a glance and focus on my opponent. The soldier’s right arm hangs uselessly at his side, but he’s made a quarter turn trying to keep both the women and myself in view while trying to point his sword at all of us. The thick blade was never meant to be wielded one handed, and the soldier has a hard time keeping the blade up. 
 
      
 
    In a straight up fight, my dagger would be no use against his two handed sword. I would have a very hard time getting past his blades longer reach. Thankfully, I try not to fight like that. Instead, the soldier has to divide his attention between three opponents, and I’m afforded the opportunity to attempt a maneuver I’d not considered before. I move the shield equipped on my left arm up, protecting most of my body but also hiding my right hand from the soldier’s view. I unequip the dagger to free up my right hand for spell work. Then I suddenly shift to the right and charge the soldier, forcing him to decide who he wants his back to, the women or me. 
 
      
 
    As expected, he chooses to face me, the guy who stabbed him in the armpit. Unfortunately for him, I happen to have a couple levels in [Shield Mastery]. As I get in close to the soldier, he attacks me with his sword. I take the attack on my shield then respond with my [Shield Bash] ability. 
 
      
 
    Damage Dealt: 4 (Shield Bash) 
 
      
 
    The special ability drains some of my stamina but is worth the cost because not only does it deal damage but it also stuns the recipient sometimes. Unfortunately, this is not one of those times. Time to initiate part two of my plan. 
 
      
 
    My shield pressed against the soldier prevents him from getting a good angle of attack against me. In the few moments, it will take him to move back, my right hand spellwrites the arcane symbol for ‘earth’ on both of the soldier's feet, and I direct my mana to power the symbols. ‘Earth’ is one of the few magical symbols I know how to quickly and accurately spellwrite. It doesn’t directly damage an opponent like ‘fire’ would. Instead, it gathers the element of earth to the place the symbols is written. In this case the soldier's feet. 
 
      
 
    At first, the soldier bangs on my shield feebly with his sword trying to get around or through it to me. The spell slowly drains my mana as it gathers dirt and stone around the soldier's feet. The women who formerly faced the soldier alone aren’t fools. They take advantage of his decision to attack me and hit him from behind. While my attention is focused on sending my mana to the ongoing spell, I hear grunts from the soldier as he takes the attacks. They must not be very effective though since he continues to try to attack me with his overly heavy sword. 
 
      
 
    I receive a notification but ignore it as I focus on the spell. 
 
      
 
    The soldier must realize something is wrong because he tries to back away from me, likely to get room to swing his sword. But it’s too late. His feet are now weighed down by the rocks and dirt that have fused together around his feet and calves. I pull back from my position to watch the soldier flail around as he tries to keep his balance. I can only imagine that he feels like he’s wearing cement filled shoes. He curses at me and tries to awkwardly hack at me with his sword, but I’m already out of reach of the blade. Instead, I walk around the soldier, to the woman wielding the dark staff. 
 
      
 
    I look at her, then at the now immobilized soldier. I hold out my dagger toward her, hilt first, and ask, “Trade?” 
 
      
 
    She grins viciously, and we swap weapons. I hear the man’s screams of pain as I walk away, sure that the two women can finish him off on their own. 
 
      
 
    Your group has helped kill an Imperare Soldier, lvl. 5. You gain 6 XP. 
 
      
 
    Never mess with a lady's bestie. 
 
      
 
    I put the staff into my [Inventory] and look at the rest of the room to see if anyone else needs help. I find that the other two soldiers are already down. Allison stands over one soldier’s corpse breathing heavily but unharmed. Vrax and the rest of the women stand over the last soldier. 
 
      
 
    I bring up the notification I dismissed, and I see that they’re from Vrax’s fight. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 22 (Backstab) 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 8 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 9 
 
      
 
    I skip through the rest of the damage notifications and see that I only got 5 XP from the kill. Guess that’s what happens when it’s a five on one battle. 
 
      
 
    Now that all the fighting is over, I go into triage mode. I’m likely the only one here with any magical ability in healing. I first check the woman who wielded the table leg and find that she is already dead. I run to Gorbash, who I know is bleeding heavily. He must sense my approach because he tries to feebly crawl away from me as I get near. 
 
      
 
    I slow down, and in a calm and soothing tone, I tell him, “Hey Gorbash, it’s me. Remember? The human who freed you from the chains?” 
 
      
 
    He stops crawling and looks in my direction. His eyes are unfocused, and he’s breathing rapidly. I move closer and put my hand on him. He jumps slightly at my touch, and I continue speaking in a calm tone, “It’s ok. I’m going to try to heal you. Just stay still.” 
 
      
 
    I pull up my [Status] screen and see that I only have 43/76 mana. While I can’t see Gorbash’s exact health, when I look at the area above his head, I can see a health bar that looks dangerously close to being empty. I don’t think I can get Gorbash up to full health with the mana I have left. He’s a big guy with lots of hit points. I think I can do enough to stop his bleeding though. I spellwrite the arcane symbol for ‘life’ over the largest gash on his thigh, the one bleeding the most. I have to carefully manage my mana or I won’t be able to heal the worst wounds. I visualize the life energy being gathered flowing into the wound, knitting back the torn muscles and reconnecting the severed veins and arteries. 
 
      
 
    My mana drops every second I maintain the spell and I have to stop working on this gash when it reaches 22/76. The wound has closed up and stopped bleeding. I look up at the giant’s health bar and see that only a fraction of his health has recovered. I consider my experiments with the healing spell and know that when I spend seven mana, I usually heal about ten health. Spending nearly twenty-one mana on the largest gash means I healed him for about thirty health points. Man, this guy’s a tank. 
 
      
 
    I move the next largest wound that is bleeding, this one about the size of my hand. It’s not as deep as the first but is wider. I won’t be able to heal Gorbash’s worst wounds at this rate. I decide to do some impromptu magical experimentation. I spellwrite the ‘life’ symbol over the wound. But instead of just applying power and visualizing what I want done, I decide to help out the process. I take the sides of the wide gash and press them together with my hands trying to physically close the wound. I apply the same technique I did to the last injury and send my mana to the arcane symbol and visualize what I want to happen. The energy loss is still about the same, but the healing process is much faster. I can only guess that the magic doesn’t have to do quite as much work to close the wound. My mana still drops to 8/74. 
 
      
 
    You’ve gained a level in Aura Projection. Novice 8 
 
    You’ve gained a level in Mana Control. Novice 7 
 
      
 
    I wearily dismiss the notifications. My head is starting to hurt, a sign that I’m getting low on mana. I look at Gorbash’s many wounds and clench my fist in frustration. I can count at least three more large bleeding wounds and at least double that in smaller ones. I don’t think I’ll be able to save Gorbash. 
 
      
 
    I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I turn to see Kitsune standing next to me. She gives me a nod of respect, then turns to Gorbash. She raises both her hands, palms out, and closes her eyes. She mumbles something under her breath that I can’t understand and a green glow appears around her hands. The green energy flows from her hands to the nearest large bleeding wound, and in an instant, it closes and heals as if it was never there. I see a bead of sweat on her brow, but she moves to the next wound and repeats the process. When she closes the third wound, I see her perspiring greatly, and as the wound closes, her shoulders sag. I look up at Gorbash’s health and see that it’s almost half full. 
 
      
 
    Woah, this lady has some serious healing magic. Then I remember what Mr. Gerald told me about Kitsune. He said he was able to sell her for such a high price because she has extraordinary skills in healing. 
 
      
 
    I look at the fox woman, amazed at her work, “That was spectacular Kitsune. I don’t think that I could have healed him that quickly or that thoroughly. Can you heal up the rest of his smaller cuts too?” 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head, “No, I’m out of mana. I prioritized the large wounds to stop the worst of the bleeding but had to use my more powerful healing spell. It removed the bleeding effect from the injuries in addition to restoring his health.” 
 
      
 
    Now that Gorbash won’t die from blood loss, I turn back to the rest of the people in the room and call out, “Is anyone else hurt?” 
 
      
 
    One of the women that was fighting beside Kitsune raises her hand, and I see that her side is stained red. I rush over and kneel next to her. I pull up her shirt, and she hisses as the cloth pulls away from the wound. It’s a long horizontal cut. It’s not a deep wound, but it is bleeding. 
 
      
 
    I open my [Inventory] and see that I have three novice mana potions and one distilled novice healing potion. I don’t want to use the potions if I don’t have to but I’m all out of mana, and it’ll take hours to recover enough to heal this. I pull out my only healing potion, and I’m about to give it to the woman to drink when I feel a tug on my shirt. Turning, I see that Vrax is next to me holding out the healing charm he wears around his neck. 
 
      
 
    That’s right. I made Vrax that charm so that he could do some basic healing. It’s mana inefficient as all hell, costing him fifteen mana to heal a measly seven hit points, yet it’s better than using up a one-time use potion. 
 
      
 
    I pat my friend on his back and tell him, “Good idea Vrax. Use the healing charm to patch her up if you can.” 
 
      
 
    He nods once and responds, “Yip, will do.” Then he takes the charm from around his neck and holds it over the woman’s wounded side. A white glow surrounds the flat wooden object, and I see the woman’s wound slowly close. The light around the charm sputters and then goes out. Vrax sways slightly. He holds his head with one hand, and he puts the charm back around his neck. Poor guy must have used up his meager mana pool. 
 
      
 
    I reexamine the wound and see that while it’s not entirely healed it does look like it’s several weeks better. 
 
      
 
    The woman smiles at Vrax and pats him on the head, “Thank you little kobold. I know it cost you something to help me and I won’t forget it.” Vrax smiles back at the woman and nods. 
 
      
 
    I stand up and look around the room, making sure everyone is ok. Kitsune looks over Gorbash, making sure there aren’t hidden wounds that need tending. Gorbash is sitting up, watching me with his cold blue eyes. His legs are still cut up, but he’s not bleeding anymore. The group of women that used to be in the harem are grouped around the one that died in the attack, some quietly crying, others looking angry.  The people from Restrian are still huddled together in a corner, not having taken part in the fighting. They look around anxiously, as if more soldiers will appear any moment and attack them. 
 
      
 
    There are flashes of light as the bodies of the dead begin to disappear, leaving behind the items they had equipped and a loot bag if they had anything in their [Inventory]. Looking around at all the armor and weapons the soldiers and guards have dropped, a plan begins to form in my mind. There are a lot of people here, but the idea has merit. 
 
      
 
    The alarm bells in the building finally stop ringing and Harold the halfling tailor returns to us with a triumphant grin on his face. The smile is quickly replaced by a look of concern when he sees the aftermath of the fight. He spots me and walks over while looking around the room at all the activity. 
 
      
 
    “What happened here?” he asks. 
 
      
 
    “Soldiers came. We took care of them. Great job on silencing that alarm but we don’t have a lot of time to chat though. I have a plan to escape. Go start organizing people to look for some stuff we’ll need.” 
 
      
 
    He nods, yells for everyone to gather around me. Once everyone has arrived, I tell them the things we’ll need for my genius plan to work. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, Vrax and Harold, I want you to gather up all the loot bags that have dropped. We’re going to need at least three wagons to carry everyone, so someone human needs to go out and search the property for some. ” 
 
      
 
    A couple men from the group of Restrains raise their hands to take the job. I nod towards them and say, “Good, thanks for volunteering. I know that there’s at least one outside. Just let the goblins inside free before you steal it.” 
 
      
 
    I ignore the look of concern at the mention of the goblins and continue speaking to the rest of the group. A wide grin spreading across my face, “Lastly, we need brooms. Lots and lots of brooms.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1.9 
 
      
 
    I sit, chained in the back of a wagon, the rough planks of the floorboards rubbing against my backside as the vehicle bounces up and down the road. There are no windows back here, and while I can’t see outside, I can hear the sounds of the city. I can hear the sounds of people walking, talking, doing business, living their lives, and running errands as evening begins to fall. With me are a chained Vrax and Harold. Along with three other human prisoners, there are two men dressed in black leather armor with swords and shields in the wagon with us. 
 
      
 
    I can hear the others in the wagon muttering at how stupid this plan is. Even Harold looks at me with a bit of doubt in his eyes. Only Vrax, my ever trusting friend, doesn’t seem to have any doubts about the plan. The idea is pretty simple. It’s a bigger version of the one I used to get into the city. We load three wagons with all the people we freed. Some will pose as soldiers, the rest will have to pretend to be slaves being transported to Restrian for work detail. 
 
      
 
    Because Allison ran an alchemy store in Restrian, she has the most experience charming customers with her high charisma stat. So, it’s decided that she’ll drive the lead wagon and talk to any guards. She also has experience with writing purchase orders as a merchant and writes up some fake documents that will hopefully fool any guards looking at them into thinking this transfer is legitimate. The other wagons are driven by men Allison recommends from among the captured Restrians. 
 
      
 
    While no one is particularly happy with the idea of being chained up again, I calmed the worst complainers by volunteering to be one of the ones that gets bound. I made sure to rig the restraints like I did for Vrax when we came into the city, so they’d pop open with a good tug. 
 
      
 
    The only person we couldn’t convince to be chained up again is Gorbash. No matter how I tried to explain to him that he wasn’t actually being restrained, he refused to let us put him in chains again. He did nod his head and agreed to follow the commands of Kitsune who would be walking beside him as his ‘master’ disguised in a long cloak and cowl to hide her beast woman features. 
 
      
 
    So, here I am, sitting in the back of a wagon. Waiting. Hoping nothing goes wrong but listening for trouble. I’m nervous as all hell but can’t show it. There are too many other people depending on me. All it will take for this plan to fail is one nervous person to try and get away on their own or for someone to alert the soldiers patrolling the city. 
 
      
 
    The wagon begins to slow and comes to a stop. Allison, who’s driving the wagon, whispers to me through the boards that separate her and me, “We’re at the gate. We’re in line for inspection.” 
 
      
 
    I whisper back, “Ok. Remember the story, we’re just slaves being transferred to Restrian to help rebuild damaged buildings.” 
 
      
 
    I hear her chuckle before she responds, “Like I could forget. I came up with the cover story. You wanted me to tell the guards we were a team of Quidditch players, whatever those are.” 
 
      
 
    I pout slightly, “Ok, ok. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I still think pretending we are an international team of Quidditch player isn’t a bad idea. How was I supposed to know that it’s not a sport here? I mean, all the magic fantasy stuff sort of lends itself to the idea. Hmmm, maybe I could start a league? The only question would be where I’d get enough brooms and how to enchant them all to fly. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts about catching snitches are interrupted by a high pitched voice from outside the wagon, “Papers please.” 
 
      
 
    I hear Allison talk to the unknown voice, “Of course sir. Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    The other voice sounds bored as he asks, “Says here you’re transporting slaves? To Restrian?” 
 
      
 
    Allison answers quickly, “That’s correct. They’re supposed to work on some reconstruction there. We also have a few soldiers assigned to us for protection on the road.” 
 
      
 
    The other voice answers through a stifled yawn, “Hmm, Ok. Then we’ll just check the wagons against the paperwork, and you can be on your way.” 
 
      
 
    The sounds of footsteps approach the back of the wagon, and the door opens. I catch a glimpse of the outside and see that the sun it beginning to set. A middle aged man with salt and pepper hair and a clipboard looks over the group of people in our wagon. I make sure to quickly turn my gaze downward, affecting the attitude of someone that’s given up. I hear the guard counting and can only guess that he’s making sure there aren’t more, or fewer slaves than the paperwork says there should be. I wait patiently for him to finish while the slave collar around my neck chafes and the manacles on my wrists force me to hunch over. The tension is thick in the wagon. All the soldier counting has to do is ask a few questions of the people posing as soldiers in our wagon, and the jig is up. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, he seems to be the incurious type and finishes his count and closes the wagon doors again. 
 
      
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief and hear the high pitched voice outside the wagon again, “Ok, here you go Miss. Your paperwork seems to be in order. My only question is where you got a giant from? Last I’d heard only one in the city was being held by Mr. Gerald, the auctioneer.” 
 
      
 
    I can hear Allison pause, likely thinking of some plausible story, before answering, “Oh, well, he’s the very same one,” she answers. Then in a conspiratorial tone, she continues, “Wasn’t there myself but the way I heard it, he was requisitioned by the higher ups to help with the heavy lifting and fortification of Restrian. Mr. Gerald wasn’t too pleased with the price he got for him though.” 
 
      
 
    The high pitched voice laughs lightly, “Oh, is that what happened? Mr. Gerald wouldn’t be too pleased after all the trouble he went through to get that brute in the first place. How’s that little lady keeping him from running off though? If I remember correctly, it took twelve men to bring in the city the first time he came through.” 
 
      
 
    In a worried tone, Allison responds, “Shhhh. Don’t mention her, please. She’s one of them blood mages. Don’t want to get her type annoyed.” 
 
      
 
    I can hear the man gulp. “No, no. Of course not. We don’t want any trouble from her sort. Does explain why the giant seems so docile though.” 
 
      
 
    Then as if remembering his duty to keep traffic flowing through the city gates he changes to a business like tone, “Ok, enough chatting. Move along, please. Thank you for your time. Have a safe trip.” 
 
      
 
    The wagon lurches as the horses move forward and we’re past the gates and on the open road. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re past the city gates, I get a notification. 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest ‘Rescue the Restrians.' You receive 30XP. 
 
      
 
    Now that we’re out of the city I take off the manacles and collar around my neck and unlock everyone else. There are sighs of relief all around, and the people posing as guards change out of their armor into their regular clothes. I notice that they keep their weapons out. Good, they’re prepared for trouble. 
 
      
 
    I knock on the back of the wagon and yell to Allison, “Head north along the road for about three hours and pull over when we get to the forest. We have to pick up Mary.” 
 
      
 
    Allison responds with an ok, and we continue bouncing along the road. A few hours later the wagon pulls over and stops. The wagon door opens, and Allison greets us with a smile. “We’re here,” She says. 
 
      
 
    The other passengers and I are only too happy to get out of the wagon. This thing was not made with comfort in mind. While we stretch our legs, the other vehicles pull up behind us, and I see that the stretch of road Allison has pulled away from is a side path off the main road. There are no other travelers around, likely because of the approaching darkness. 
 
      
 
    I look back the way we’ve come and see the giant jogging figure of Gorbash. He’s not too far behind us, and his long legs almost match the pace of the horses. I laugh as he get closer because I see that he’s carrying Kitsune in the crook of his arm like she’s a baby. 
 
      
 
    When he slows down, I note that Kitsune’s pouting and has her arms crossed in front of her chest. The white hood of her cloak fell off sometime during Gorbash’s run, and I see her ears are stiff with embarrassment. When Gorbash arrives at the wagons, I hear her yell to him, “Put me down now Gorbash. We’re here with everyone.” 
 
      
 
    The young mountain giant complies and gently places Kitsune down on the ground. She dusts off her white cloak and the red kimono underneath. She looks around, then spotting me, walks over and asks, “Why haven’t you unlocked everyone yet?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, that’s right, I have the keys! Instead of answering her I jog to the other carts and open the wagon doors and unlock the chains and collars of each person that comes out. Many give me dirty looks at making them wait, but others are just glad to be free once and for all. Only once everyone is free can I take the time to look for Vrax. I find him standing next to Harold discussing what to do next. 
 
      
 
    “We get Mary and go find my tribesmen. They still need rescuing,” Vrax states while his tail whisks the ground agitatedly. 
 
      
 
    Harold argues back, “No, you can’t leave yet. How do you plan to find them? Where were they taken? You don’t know any of that. Come with us, and we can find a place for you to rest until you figure out where you’re going next.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, have either one of you gone to get Mary yet?” I ask, interrupting their discussion. 
 
      
 
    From the blank looks on their faces, I can infer that they haven’t. I just shake my head and tell them, “Tell Allison that I’ve gone into the forest to get Mary and that I’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    I leave the two to argue out the details of what the group of almost thirty people are going to do next. I follow a trail into the forest and up a hill. It’s starting to get dark and don’t want to lose my way, so I activate [Darkvision]. The special ability allows me to see in low light as if it were daytime, and even in full dark allows me to see in shades of grey. 
 
      
 
    The forest trees are much easier to navigate through, and I remember some of the landmarks near the last campsite we used. Walking through a group of trees I see the fire pit we dug and recognize our camp. I don’t see Mary anywhere and call out her name. I don’t get a response and hope that she hasn’t already left to infiltrate the city like we planned. There’s no way she’d know we were able to free the people taken prisoner this soon. I walk further up the hill to the bluff we used to check out the city. I call out to Mary again, but this time get a response. 
 
      
 
    “Shhh, I’m not deaf you know,” A familiar light voice says from the branches above me. 
 
      
 
    I look up to see Mary, lounging in the canopy of a tree, filing her nails. I wave to her and say, “Hey, there you are. Aren’t you surprised to see me this soon?” 
 
      
 
    She blows some dust from her nails and answers, “Uh, no. I can see everyone that leaves the city from here. I knew you were on your way.” 
 
      
 
    I scratch my head in puzzlement, “Even if you could see people leaving the city, how could you have possibly known we were on our way? I was in the back of a wagon the whole time here.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks down on me from her branch, narrows her eyes, and points at me with the file in her hand, “Hmmm, let’s start with all the damage and experience point notifications. They were my first clue. Then there was the notification that told me we’d completed the quest to rescue the Restrians. The final clue that you were on your way back? Gee, maybe that huge ass giant running in this direction? Only you could have made a friend like that.” 
 
      
 
    Oh. I hadn’t realized Mary would get all those group notifications this far out. I smile at the fairy in her black leather armor. “Oh, well then. I’m glad you didn’t try to sneak into the city at night like we’d planned.” 
 
      
 
    She nods once. “Yeah, that would have sucked if we’d missed each other and you had to go back to get me.” 
 
      
 
    Giving her a lopsided grin, I add, “Uh, yeah. I’d totally have gone back though.” 
 
      
 
    Mary rolls her eyes then points to the now dark landscape and city in the distance, “If I may ask one more question though? What are you planning on doing about all those soldiers riding this way?” 
 
      
 
    I turn around and look into the dark, my [Darkvision] allowing me to see rather well in the light provided by the stars above us. I see two rows of bobbing lights heading in this direction. My eyes widen when I realize that those lights are soldiers mounted on horses moving this way. They’re still at least an hour behind us, but they’ll catch up if we don’t get moving again. I turn to head back down the hill, and Mary flies out of the tree onto my shoulder. She conjures a globe of light that illuminates the path ahead of us as we race down the hill to warn the others. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.1 
 
      
 
    Mary and I make it down the hill in record time. Arriving at the bottom of the hill, I see people milling around a campfire and turn off my [Darkvision]. The faces of the people we’ve rescued are illuminated by firelight. They’re smiling and talking, completely unaware of the approaching danger. 
 
      
 
    I wave my hands to get everyone's attention; a few people look up from their conversations to see me approaching from the dark woods, illuminated by Mary’s magical light. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone to their feet!” I yell. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Allison and Kitsune get up from the log they’re sitting on and run to meet me. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kitsune asks with a note of alarm in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Soldiers…coming from Valse. They’re on horseback and heading straight here.” I answer, panting slightly. 
 
      
 
    “So what? They could be out on patrol,” one of the citizens from Restrian says. 
 
      
 
    Allison turns and shushes the voice with a wave of her hands, “Don’t be silly. No sane commander would send a mounted patrol out at night. Too much risk of the horses breaking a leg in the dark. No, the only reason soldiers would be out at night is if they were hunting someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Like some slaves that freed themselves and killed a bunch of guards and soldiers on their way out?” Mary adds with a sarcastic tone. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Mary. It’s a pleasure to see you again. I’ve missed your…wit.” Allison says to the fairy on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes. Kitsune, everyone. This is Mary. Mary, this is everyone.” I say with exquisite politeness, then add with more urgency, “Can we please decide what we’re going to do now? Those soldiers aren’t that far behind us.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s something Vrax and I have been talking about actually.” A voice says. I look around but don’t see the speaker. 
 
      
 
    “Down here, dammit!” The voice adds. I see a shuffle of bodies move as someone tries to clear a pathway through the crowd of people that have gathered around me and I hear the voice say, “Stupid tall people, always getting in the way.” I look down and see Harold and Vrax emerge through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Harold looks annoyed at the taller people around him. He then straightens his tan vest, brushes off some dust from his trousers, and approaches. “As I was saying. Vrax and I have been discussing this exact question. What are we going to do? We’ve come up with three possible destinations for us to travel. The first destination is Secundum, a town north of Restrian where we can take refuge. It’s not under the control of the Imperare Empire. From there people can head farther north into the Aragorian Nation or anywhere else they’ll feel safe. The second destination is Monstrum. This destination is more of an option for the non-humans among us as that kingdom is made up of the races that have been displaced or exiled from their homelands. The third destination is south, through the Imperare Empire’s territory, to the plains of the beastmen. I believe that is where Princess Kitsune originates from.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks at me and says in a pleading voice, “We still need to find my tribesmen and the people who attacked us.” 
 
      
 
    I nod gravely at my friend, take Elder Xichion’s staff out of my [Inventory], and hand it to him, “I killed the man who ordered the attack on the tribe and I think I have the information we need to find the ones they took. However, I’ll need time and a place to sort through all the documents. I don’t know for sure where they were sent. It could be anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    The kobold looks down at the staff, tears in his eyes as he hugs the staff to his chest. He looks more hopeful than I’ve seen them since we found the ruins of his home. “Good brood brother. You have taken vengeance for the tribe. Now we will find the stolen ones.” He says this last part as if it’s a foregone conclusion. 
 
      
 
    I can only marvel at my friend’s tenacity. I don’t know if I’d be handling it so well if everyone I knew was either dead or enslaved somewhere. Yet my kobold brother seems to have a hundred percent faith that I’ll help him get everyone taken back. 
 
      
 
    I pat Vrax on the shoulder and tell him, “That’s right. I killed the bastard that hurt the tribe just like I promised, and I’ll get back our tribesmen too.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s good to know what you’re going to do but what about the rest of us,” A voice from the crowd yells. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what about us?” another person shouts out. 
 
      
 
    I put my hands up to quiet the growing murmurs of discord. “Look, you’ve heard Harold’s ideas. I think they’re pretty good options. None of them guarantee safety, but at least they’re clear destinations.” I point to one of the now empty wagons, “Anyone that wants to head north to Secundum gets in that wagon and leave now. You might have to ditch the wagon and travel through the forest on foot at some point, but you should find safety there. I know that other refugees from Restrian have gone there.” 
 
      
 
    Pointing to another wagon I continue, “Anyone that plans to head to Monstrum, take that wagon. My group will be taking the third one.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a rumbling sound and look up to see Gorbash looking down at me with a questioning look. “Oh, yeah. Sorry, bud. Almost forgot about you.” I think for a moment before saying to him, “I’m afraid you’re just too big to travel with any of the wagons. You’d give everyone’s position away. I think you should head north to the mountains. There should be plenty of places for you to hide once you’re there. There might even be other mountain giants there.” 
 
      
 
    The giant looks sad at having to leave everyone, but I genuinely can’t think of anything else for him to do. The top of his head already clears most of the trees in the forest here. He’d be a beacon for any soldiers looking for us. 
 
      
 
    Gorbash’s shoulders sag, and he has a concerned look on his face. However, he turns north without another word and walks off into the dark, following the main road. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the people in the area start to separate themselves into the groups that will be traveling to different destinations. The women that Kitsune freed from the harem all seem to want to come with us. However, Kitsune refuses them. Instead, noting the high possibility of being recaptured if they travel in such a large noticeable group through enemy territory. The women reluctantly move off to the other two wagons. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Allison approaches me and tells me that no one wants to go to Monstrum or south through the Imperare Empire. So two of the carts are heading north to Secundum. Harold goes with them, leaving just Kitsune, Vrax, and I to travel together. We say our goodbyes to our friends from Restrian, and two of the wagons pull onto the road and head north. 
 
      
 
    I climb onto the driver’s bench of the last of the wagons and take the reins in my hands. The feel of the leather reins feels strange. I’ve never driven a wagon before, and I’ll admit I’m worried. While I’m admitting things to myself, I also have some reservations about heading south. We’ll be driving directly into the path of the oncoming mounted soldiers, but I don’t really have a better idea. That’s the most direct path to…where? The kobolds? I’m not even sure they were sold to someone in the Empire. 
 
      
 
    Someone to my right asks, “What’s wrong? You look worried.” 
 
      
 
    I turn and see Mary, hovering at eye level. I sigh and answer, “I’m not sure going south is the right decision. I know I told everyone that’s where we’ll be heading, but it’s directly in the way of those riders we saw leaving Valse.” 
 
      
 
    Mary shrugs, “So don’t go south right away. Go east or west first. I know it’s a hard concept for you, being from a place where machines tell you the most direct path. But Google maps doesn’t exist here. You can take the scenic road somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    I feel the wagon move and see Vrax and Kitsune climb up onto the wagon. Vrax takes a seat right next to me, and Kitsune sits at the edge of the bench. I should ask these two what they think. After all, we’re traveling together. 
 
      
 
    “Vrax, Kitsune, I want to ask your opinions. Where do you think we should go next?” 
 
      
 
    Without a moment's hesitation, Vrax looks at me and answers, “To the kobolds.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh in frustration, “Yeah, we’ll be going to find them eventually, but we need a more immediate destination.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax tilts his head and stares at me, “Don’t care where else we go. As long as we rescue kobolds. I trust you to make good decision brood brother.” 
 
      
 
    My shoulders sag a little at hearing Vrax’s words. The weight of my friend's absolute trust isn’t easy to bear. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune leans forward and raises her hand to get my attention. I nod at her, and she says, “While my homeland is south, we’d have to travel through the Empire to get there. I don’t think it’s worth the risk. If all we’re looking for is a place to hide while you look over those papers you took, then might I suggest we hide where the Empire cannot go without causing themselves trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “Where would that be foxy?” Mary asks her. 
 
      
 
    Either not getting the double meaning of Mary’s comment or choosing to ignore it, Kitsune answers seriously, “Monstrum. The Imperare Empire and Monstrum have been at war for the last decade. Mostly because the Empire refuses to recognize Monstrum’s right to exist as a nation. But also because it allows them to raid the country for slaves. If we head there, the soldiers following us will have to turn around or risk a battle with a much larger force of non-humans.” 
 
      
 
    “You seem to be forgetting something,” Mary says while holding out a single finger to emphasize her point.  
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Kitsune asks. 
 
      
 
    “In Monstrum, humans are captured or killed on sight. No trials, no courts.” 
 
      
 
    The fox woman puts a finger to her lips, considering the problem, “Well, that is the dilemma. Maybe we can wrap him in something to hide his human features.” 
 
      
 
    I interrupt the ladies conversation, “Kitsune, I have a disguise already in mind. Are you willing to take a detour into Monstrum then?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune’s ears twitch, and she answers hesitantly at first but with each word her resolve seems to harden, “Yes. If it will help you. You rescued me from a lifetime of servitude in some man’s harem. If I can help you and still get home, I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s decided,” I say and point down the road, “We travel north following the other wagons until we reach the crossroads, then we’ll turn east towards Monstrum. We’ll hide out there until we can figure out who Mr. Gerald sold the kobolds to and where they’re being kept.” 
 
      
 
    Having made a decision, I snap the reigns, and the horses pull forward. Only the wagon doesn’t move. I snap the reigns again, but still, no forward movement. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune bites her lower lip to keep from laughing and asks, “Never driven a wagon have you?” She points to something attached to the wagon on my left hand side, “You have to release the brake on the side there.” 
 
      
 
    I look to where she’s pointing and see a lever that’s pulled back. I push it forward, hear metal squeal, and the wagon lurches as the horses are finally able to move ahead. It’s such a sudden movement, I instinctively pull back on the reigns in my hands, and the horses rear up. The wagon comes to a sudden stop, and we all fall forward. 
 
      
 
    Poor Vrax actually falls over the front of the bench into apparent empty space. I stand up, look over the front of the wagon and see Vrax hanging on by one clawed hand, his feet dangling a few feet off the ground. One of the horses swats Vrax with his tail, then lifts it up. Vrax sees the tail rise and frantically scrambles back into the wagon only a moment before a wet plop hits the ground. He looks at the backside of the horse, where his near miss took place, then at me and scowls. He takes the reigns from my hands and gives them to Kitsune. Turning to me says, “She drives. You bad driver.” 
 
      
 
    I scratch my head and shrug as I take my seat. He’s not wrong. We’ll probably be safer if someone who knows what they’re doing drives the wagon. 
 
      
 
    The road is dark, and Mary casts two light spells and attaches the magical globes to the front of the horses’ harnesses along their chests. The spell provides light enough to see the road without blinding the horses. 
 
      
 
    It occurs to me that Mary might have just done something amazing, “Mary, did you just invent headlights?” 
 
      
 
    Careful not to mention specifics about my world, Mary answers, “Uh, maybe. I’ve seen the machines where you’re from use lights like that at night. I just figured it would work here too.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune snaps the reins, and the wagon moves forward. We quickly catch up to the other wagons, their makeshift torches lighting their paths. I can see them bouncing ahead on the road. The weak light from their torches forces them to maintain a slower speed. 
 
      
 
    While we travel, I consider the exciting possibilities Mary’s actions have opened up. Perhaps there’s a way to enchant a stone or globe with the arcane symbol for ‘light,' then place it in a reflective container like an old lantern that would shine all the light in a forward direction. It doesn’t seem too complicated. I wonder how much people would pay for something like that. I could even miniaturize the design and make magical flashlights. 
 
      
 
    We’ve traveled for about half an hour when Vrax taps my arm. The sounds of the horses trotting and the wagon wheels bouncing along the road make talking while the wagon is moving challenging. I lean down so that Vrax can speak directly into my ear. 
 
      
 
    “I hear horses,” He says to me. I look at him oddly and glance at the horses pulling the wagon. He shakes his head and says into my ear, “Not those ones. Ones behind us.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widen at the implication of his statement, and I sit up. My heart beats faster as I edge to the end of the wagon bench and poke my head around the wagon to look behind us. The forest is pitch black, but when I activate [Darkvision], I can see in the distance a figure on a horse. The only reason I’m able to see him is the glimmer of light from the torch in the rider's hand. 
 
      
 
    I sit back on the driver's bench correctly and turn to my right. Mary and Kitsune both look at me. I yell over the sounds of the wagon, “They’re getting closer. Maybe five minutes behind us now. We should probably increase our speed.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune shakes her head and points to the wagons in front of us. The two wagons ahead of us are still moving at a trot. Unfortunately, the road here is not wide enough for us to pass either. I wrack my brain for some idea of what to do next. We should be able to split off from the two other wagons soon. If my memory is correct, there’s a crossroads up ahead that we can turn onto that will move us east towards the mountains and the Monstrum kingdom. I’m just not sure how far ahead it is, and even if we could turn off, the other two wagons aren’t even aware of how close the soldiers have gotten. I’d feel like we’d be abandoning them to the soldiers if we just turned off in another direction. 
 
      
 
    I lean down to talk to Vrax and say, “We need to warn the other wagon’s that the soldiers are getting closer so they can speed up. I’m going to fastball special you to that other wagon so you can warn them. Ok?” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head for a moment, then considers the other option, the soldiers catching up to us, and reluctantly nods. 
 
      
 
    I yell for Kitsune to speed up and get our wagon as close as possible to the back of the one in front of us. She nods and snaps the reins, and the horses increase their gate until their noses are only a foot from the other wagon. I stand up and spread my feet for balance. Then I reach down and grab Vrax by the collar of his dark red armor. He curls into a ball, and I hurl him with every ounce of power my eighteen points of strength allow. 
 
      
 
    I hear a loud “Yiiiipppp,” as Vrax flies through the air. I start to wonder if I should have used all my strength when he passes the back of the wagon and then the middle.  He disappears past the front of the wagon, and I’m acutely aware that I just threw my friend and brood brother like he was a baseball with no one there to catch him. Maybe not my best idea. 
 
      
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief when a clawed hand appears above the top of the wagon, and it gives me the kobold version of a thumbs up. Which with Vrax’s three fingered hand looks like he’s flipping me the bird. Before I get too excited about the success of my daring throw, I hear hoofbeats approaching from my left. 
 
      
 
    I peek over the left side of the wagon and see not one rider but three beginning to overtake our wagon. Behind them are another nine mounted soldiers dressed in black leather armor, each carrying a torch in their hand. The poor horses they’re riding look like they galloped the entire way from Valse. Their sides are sweaty, heaving, and foam is beginning to form around the horses’ mouths. 
 
      
 
    The closest soldier wears a leather helmet with a bright red feather on top. Perhaps he’s an officer of some kind? When I focus on the area above his head, I see a title and his health bar. 
 
      
 
    Guard Captain, Lvl. 6 
 
      
 
    The Guard Captain pulls up to my side of our vehicle and yells, “Stop the wagon!” 
 
      
 
    I put my hand to my ear and feign that I can’t hear him. I don’t think my ruse works because he turns red and pulls the horse closer to the wagon. Still, with the torch in his left hand, he ties off the reigns and leans over the right side of his horse towards the wagon. It takes me a second to realize that he’s reaching for our wagon’s brake handle. As his hand reaches out to pull the lever that will bring our vehicle to a halt, I instinctively reach out and grab his arm. The soldier glares at me and grabs my arm back. Then he pulls. I’m not expecting the move, and I’m almost pulled off the driver's bench, but my left hand catches the side of the wagon before I fall. The soldier continues to pull my arm even after I let go of him. I’m off balance, and half my body is pulled off the wagon. 
 
      
 
    My grip on the side of the wagon begins to slip when I hear Mary yell from my shoulder, “Let him go, you foot clan reject.” 
 
      
 
    Three bolts of magical energy fly by and hit the soldier in his face. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 (force) 
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 (force) 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 (force) 
 
      
 
    The three magic missiles don’t do much damage, but they surprise the captain enough to let me go and pull back on his horse’s reins. I feel a hand pull on the back of my white cloth shirt, and I’m dragged back onto the wagon bench. Once I’m able to sit correctly, I see that it was Kitsune that pulled me back in. She has a scared but determined look on her face, and the knuckles of her hands are white from gripping the reigns of our horses. 
 
      
 
    I’m about to thank her when I hear a loud bang behind me and feel the wagon jolt. I stand up on the bench and look back over the roof of our vehicle. I see that one of the pursuing soldiers has jumped from his horse onto the back of our vehicle and is trying to climb onto the roof. I quickly scramble up onto the roof too and find the soldier walking towards me with a curved one handed sword out. I get my feet under me and rush him like a football player.  The wagon is only about seven feet long and four feet wide, so the soldier doesn’t have room to dodge. Aiming low, I catch his legs and throw him off balance. I feel him fall backward as I tackle him and feel a sting of pain as the soldier loses his grip on his sword and it grazes me as it falls. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 2 (glancing blow) 
 
      
 
    I continue to push forward until I see the edge of the wagon. I let go of my hold on the soldier and stop charging, letting momentum carry the off balance man backward off the wagon. He yells as he falls and I hear the thud as his body hits the ground and is trampled by the horses following behind us. 
 
      
 
    You’ve killed an Imperare Soldier, lvl. 5. You receive 9 XP. 
 
      
 
    I wonder for a second why I’m only getting nine experience points for killing a level five soldier. Then I remember that I’m still in a group and the experience points from kills are split between everyone. I don’t have time to consider the topic further because of another set of notifications I receive. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 (force) 
 
    Mary deals damage: 6 (force) 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 (force) 
 
      
 
    I stop my daydreaming and turn to face the front of the wagon. From my position on top of the roof, I can see that two riders have pulled up next to either side of us. The rider on the left side is shielding his face and his horse is falling back. That must be the one Mary just attacked. The rider on the right side is pulling up to the driver's bench and leaning over as if he’s about to jump off his horse onto the wagon. While I have my shield and some weapons in my [Inventory] I don’t have time to equip them. Instead, I grab the curved sword the soldier I threw off the roof dropped. I slash downward at the grasping soldier just as he leaps from his horse, arms outstretched to grab hold of the wagon. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 3 (glancing blow) 
 
      
 
    The blade nicks the man's face above his left eye. However, the unexpected attack from above causes the soldier to instinctively pull his hand back from the wagon to protect his face. A move that doesn’t go well with his leap towards the wagon. He realizes his error and flails, trying to grab some part of the vehicle. His attempt does not succeed, and his body hits the side of the wagon before falling to the ground with an audible crunch. 
 
      
 
    You’ve killed an Imperare Soldier, lvl. 4. You receive 7 XP. 
 
      
 
    I wince knowing that the horses following the wagon finished off the soldier if the fall didn’t. Still, that’s two down. Only ten more to go. 
 
      
 
    I’m still standing on the roof of our wagon when I feel something slam into the back of my right shoulder, forcing me to fall to my knee. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 5 (piercing) 
 
      
 
    A burst of pain blossoms along my back. I turn my head to the right as far as I can and am just able to see a crossbow bolt sticking out of my shoulder. Someone shot me! 
 
      
 
    Still, on my knee, I turn around and see that one of the mounted soldiers is guiding his horse one handed while he tries to reload a hand crossbow. I see another soldier on horseback taking aim with another hand crossbow, and I drop onto my belly. I hear a whistling sound as a bolt flies through the space I was just occupying.  I hear hoof beats off to the side and peek over the roof. I have to pull back as another crossbow bolt hits the wagon, barely missing me. 
 
      
 
    Damn. The soldiers are getting smart. Their shooting crossbows at me to prevent me from attacking the guys trying to jump on the wagon. I check the [Group] interface and see that Mary is down to 30/69 mana. She can shoot off three more rounds of magic missiles, then she’s out of mana. I don’t have any type of ranged attack, and my right arm hurts like hell when I try to raise it. I don’t see a lot of ways we’re going to be able to get out of this. 
 
      
 
    Before I can contemplate the situation further, the wagon suddenly shifts, and I hear our horses cry out. I’m thrown forward, but since I’m already on my stomach, I’m not thrown off the wagon roof as our wagon comes to a complete halt. 
 
      
 
    Oh, no. Did one of the soldiers make it past Mary and grab the reigns from Kitsune? 
 
      
 
    I get to my knee and look towards the front of the wagon expecting to see a soldier grappling with Kitsune. Instead, I see that she’s the one that pulled on the reigns. It’s hard to make out in the dark, but I can see in front of us, the other two wagons have also stopped. Their sudden halt shifting the wagons sideways to block the road ahead. 
 
      
 
    The ten galloping riders behind us all pull on their reigns hard in an effort to stop. I feel our wagon shift as one rider doesn’t stop in time and slams into the back of the vehicle. I don’t get a notification that we got XP, so I guess he didn’t die. However, my attention is drawn forward by sounds of men yelling and trees crashing to the ground. If you’ve ever heard the sound of a large tree being snapped in two during a storm, you’d recognize that’s what’s happening ahead.  The forests on either side of us are dark, only lit by the glow from the torches the mounted soldiers have and our own magical lights. Whatever is ahead of us has not only blocked the road but seems to be fighting someone. 
 
      
 
    One last human scream pierces the air, and I look down from my position to the sides of the wagon and see all the mounted soldiers on either side of us looking forward, weapons in hand. It seems we’ve been temporarily forgotten as everyone is transfixed by the terrible sounds ahead of us. The ground shakes as something moves towards us in the dark. Trees creak and sway ahead of us as something moves through them coming closer and closer. I grip the hilt of the sword in my hand tightly ready to do battle when the sound of something large being ripped from the ground reaches my ear. I’m only puzzled by noise for a moment when a huge hulking figure is bathed in what little light the wagons ahead can provide. It’s Gorbash! He’s holding a thick six foot long tree over his head, preparing to throw it. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers to either side of the wagon gasp at the sight of the fifteen foot tall mountain giant. They watch in horror as he launches the tree into the air towards us. The world slows down and everyone’s eyes are glued to the large projectile arcing through the air. Its parabolic path passes over the two wagons ahead of us. Dirt falls from the roots of the tree as it comes down, passing mere feet above my head and landing behind our wagon with an earth moving crash. The world returns to its normal speed and the sounds of screaming reach my ears. 
 
      
 
    I turn and see that the thrown tree has crushed four of the horses and their riders outright and knocked another three down. Leaving three mounted soldiers still on their horses. Gorbash maneuvers through the wagons ahead of us and pulls a small tree from the ground and wields it like a club. He smashes one of the fallen soldiers and roars at the remaining ones. The three mounted soldiers look at the young mountain giant in fear and turn their horses around and gallop away. 
 
      
 
    I climb down off the roof of the wagon. Gorbash and I finish off the two fallen soldiers and I earn an additional 15 XP. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.2 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and Mary come out of our vehicle. They join the growing crowd that have left their wagons to see what just happened. 
 
      
 
    I walk over to Kitsune and ask her to pull out the crossbow bolt from my shoulder so I can heal the wound. She agrees to do so, I turn my back to her. I feel the soft touch of her fingers as they probe the place the bolt has pierced my skin. 
 
      
 
    I hear a murmur from her. “The bolt is barbed, so I can’t just pull it out. I’ll have to cut around the wound, so the barbed head won’t tear more tissue on the way out.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t considered that part of taking care of an injury. I guess that even in a world where healing magic exists medical skills are still critical. “Sure doc. You do whatever you need to do,” I tell her. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” She asks, not recognizing the term. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, where I’m from we call our healers doctors. Doc is just short for doctor. When you examined the bolt wound, it just reminded me of what I used to see doctors do on TV…err…in healing facilities.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune must have gotten a knife from somewhere because I can feel her cut away the cloth around the wound. I can feel her steady hands moving quickly along my back and am reassured by the calm tone of her voice, “So, this is going to hurt a little as I cut. I’m going to dull the pain with a little magic, but it’s still going to hurt. Why don’t you tell me more about these ‘doctors’? Are they magical healers like me?” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies in front of me, a look of sympathy on her face and she kisses my forehead. I hear her whisper, “Be careful what you tell her about your world. Inter-dimensional travelers aren’t exactly common.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a chill numbing sensation along my shoulder blade and tell Kitsune, “Uh, no. None of the doctors I know use healing magic. At least not the kind you use. I’ve heard of cases where people have been brought back from the verge of death after some accident or fight. Our doctors use their vast knowledge of the human body to repair those wounds.” 
 
      
 
    I feel the knife cut into my flesh as Kitsune makes her first incision and I grit my teeth against the pain. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 1 
 
      
 
    Ow, ow, ow, ow. 
 
      
 
    As if she’s only cutting vegetables, Kitsune comments calmly, “That’s interesting.  Most healers just rely on magic, but I’ve tried to make a study of the body to better understand the causes of disease and figure out the best way to heal. I’d be very interested to speak to one of your doctors.” 
 
      
 
    The remaining cuts are sure and quick, if painful. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 1 
 
    Damage received: 1 
 
    Damage received: 1 
 
      
 
    I feel a tug on my flesh and hear a wet plop as the bolt is removed. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 3 (bleeding) 
 
      
 
    I feel Kitsune’s hands touch the wound. Then I feel a coolness enter my body and the pain disappears. “There we go. All better,” she tells me and pats the place the wound once was. 
 
      
 
    I turn around and roll my shoulder to test the range of motion and don’t detect any pain or tension. It feels like my shoulder’s good as new. I check my [Status Screen] and see that not only is the bleeding effect from the wound gone but my health points are back up to 54/54. 
 
      
 
    Happy that I’m back up to full health and that I don’t have a crossbow bolt sticking out of me anymore, I give Kitsune a quick hug and tell her, “Thanks, that was good work. I’m not sure I would have been able to heal it up that well myself.” 
 
      
 
    It seems the hug was unexpected because Kitsune looks at me with a ‘deer caught in the headlights’ look and I notice a slight blush in her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    She turns away from me and coughs into her hand to cover her embarrassment. “That’s fine. I’m glad that I could help you recover after your fight with those guards.” Before I can say anything else to her, she quickly walks back to the wagon. 
 
      
 
    I wonder if I broke some social custom when I hugged her. I was just happy I wasn’t hurting anymore. 
 
      
 
    Putting those thoughts aside, I look around the scene of the battle and see Vrax already collecting loot drops from the disappeared bodies of the dead soldiers. Harold is helping him collect the armor and weapons left behind too. Those two seem to work well together. Probably because they both favor a stealthy approach to life. 
 
      
 
    Allison pulls away from the crowd of people that have gathered, “What in the world happened? I thought we had more time before the soldiers were going to catch up?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug, “From what I can tell, those riders practically ran their horses to death to catch up with us.  Why did you stop the wagons?” 
 
      
 
    Allison mimics my shrug and points to Gorbash, “We had to stop. He was killing soldiers that had blocked the road with fallen trees. Hell, he threw one of the fallen trees back at those horsemen.” 
 
      
 
    I remember the close call I had with that thrown log and run my hand through my hair. For once in my life, I am glad I was never tall enough to play in the NBA. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well, then I have to wonder how those soldiers knew we were coming. Or do you think it was just a coincidence they tried to blockade the road this late at night?” 
 
      
 
    Allison considers the question, but it’s Mary that answers, “Did you already forget the message tablets? They allow for near instantaneous communication. Sure they’re expensive, but if the Imperare army gives them to one or two soldiers in a unit, they can coordinate their actions amazingly well.” 
 
      
 
    I think of the soldiers in those World War II films. There was always one with a huge backpack and communications equipment that relayed orders from a central base. Guess the Empire is at least as smart as those countries. 
 
      
 
    “Yip. We found one with the loot dropped near the first wagon.” Vrax confirms and hands me an object about five inches long and four inches wide. It’s a dark grey color on one side and on the other is covered in silver arcane symbols. I try to turn it on like I do with my own message tablet but the thing doesn’t seem to work. 
 
      
 
    “Did you break it?” I ask Vrax. 
 
      
 
    Mary shakes her head and tells me, “No, he didn’t break it. Message tablets come with a security option that won’t let it work for anyone but the owner. I can reset the device so that it’ll accept a new user but unless you’re able to overcome the magical security you can’t access the messages currently on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, does that mean my message tablet has that security feature? Why didn’t you ever tell me about it?” 
 
      
 
    Mary crosses her arm and scoffs, “Uh, how was I supposed to snoop through your messages if the security was turned on? Oh, by the way, you should really message Sonya. Lilliandra is probably worried about you too.” 
 
      
 
    I can only sigh and shake my head at the boldness of some women. 
 
      
 
    Returning my attention to Allison, “So, now we know how they got that trap setup ahead of us. That means that the soldiers in Restrian will also be on the lookout for us. So you’ll have to get as far as you can tonight with the wagons. We’ll be turning east here and heading into Monstrum to hide out and look through the ledgers Mr. Gerald had.” 
 
      
 
    Allison nods and corrals all her people back into their wagons. 
 
      
 
    Turning to Gorbash, I find him smiling at me. It’s a rather disturbing smile, but I guess he can’t help that. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming to save us Gorbash. I know you didn’t have to.” 
 
      
 
    Gorbash shakes his head, looks me directly in my eyes, and says in a slow, deliberate manner, “D..e..b..t  P..a..i..d.” Those were the first and last words I’d ever heard him utter. After saying his piece, he turns northeast and walks into the dark forest towards the mountains. Even with my [Darkvision], I quickly lose sight of him as he crashes through the woods. 
 
      
 
    Hmm. Guess the giant felt like he owed us some kind of debt for saving him from those slavers. Too bad he didn’t think of it as a life debt. I could of used my own mountain giant Wookie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.3 
 
      
 
    Back on the road again, the magical lights Mary conjure cut through the night, illuminating the way ahead. Kitsune turns right at the crossroads, turning us east towards Monstrum. According to Kitsune, we should reach their borders in a week if we spend most of our time on the road. Though that does assume we’re able to find grass or hay for the horses to eat. 
 
      
 
    While we travel, Mary sits in the back of the wagon, resting and regaining her spent mana. Vrax sits beside her counting out our share of the coin and loot from all the soldiers we killed. He and Harold had divided all the spoils up. Two-thirds of it going to the rescued slaves since they’ll have to start their lives all over in a completely new city. Still, Vrax doesn’t seem unhappy as he counts in reptilian. When he finishes his inventory of the items collected, he tells me what we’ve got. We have a set of chain mail,  four sets of leather armor, a set of studded leather armor, two shortswords, a double bladed axe, a cutlass, a hand crossbow, fourteen crossbow bolts, two novice health potions, a novice stamina potion, five silver, and thirty two copper. 
 
      
 
    Thinking of all the stuff we have, I’m particularly interested in learning how to use the hand crossbow. I have to admit though, that the best bit of treasure we’ve gotten recently is the wagon we’re riding in. We don’t have to walk everywhere anymore and we can carry a heck of alot more loot now! 
 
      
 
    My body feels pretty tired after the strenuous day we’ve had, and the steady sound of the wheels on the road begin to put me to sleep. I’m jolted awake by the sensation of the wagon coming to a stop. I look over to Kitsune and see her yawn and stretch, her fox ears pointing forward as she does so. As she yawns, I note that she has rather sharp looking canines. 
 
      
 
    “Why are we stopping?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m tired. You got to nap for a while, but I’ve been driving all night. Did you know you snore? I think you scared the horses a little.” 
 
      
 
    I look behind me into the wagon and see that Mary and Vrax are both rubbing sleep from their eyes. In front of me, the sun is just rising above the trees, and the sky near the horizon is a beautiful mixture of pink, yellow, and blue. Looking around, I see that we’ve pulled off the road through an open field behind the cover of some trees. I can barely make out the main road from here and if you were passing by you’d only be able to see us if you knew precisely where to look. That fox woman knows how to choose a good rest spot, I’ll give her that. I turn to compliment Kitsune on her choice of rest spots but she is already out of the wagon unhitching the horses. 
 
      
 
    She pulls three brushes from under the wagon seat and leads one of the horses by its bridle to a grassy field where she brushes the creature's’ body. She notices me watching her and asks if I want to learn how to take care of the animals. I eagerly agree and walk up to her. She puts one of the brushes into my hand and tells me to brush the horse’s coat. I start brushing the horse like I’m brushing someone's hair and Kitsune stops me. She demonstrates how to use the brush with the direction of the hair in rapid, short strokes, ending each one in a flicking motion to get the dirt off of the horse’s coat. She hand back the brush and tells me to continue brushing the horse's coat. She takes a comb and runs it through the horse's mane and tail. 
 
      
 
    Making sure the horse’s coat is clean is a surprisingly relaxing experience. Kitsune also shows me how to check the animal’s hooves for damage or lodged stones. Once this horse is taken care of Kitsune leads it to a field of grass, and it starts to eat. She comes back and hands me the grooming materials and directs me to take care of the other horse. I go to the brown mare and mimic Kitsune as best as I can and brush the horse’s coat and comb her tail. I finish grooming the mare and lead it near the other horse so they can eat together. 
 
      
 
    Due to instruction and deliberate care of a creature you've learned the skill [Animal Care]. 
 
      
 
    Animal Care   
 
    Your concern for the well being of animals and desire to learn about how to care for them has gained you a fundamental understanding of their needs. You gain a bonus when dealing with animals.   
 
    Novice 1  
 
    Bonus: Animals are 1 % more likely to like you.     
 
      
 
    Woot! I learned a new skill. No matter how many times I get this kind of notification, it’s always cool. 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but smile as I pet the side of the horses and watch Kitsune. She pulls something that looks like a long bucket from under the wagon seat and puts it on the ground under the shade of a tree. She motions me to come over and points to the bucket. “We have to fill this up with water for the horses. We passed a stream a little ways back. We can cut through the woods and fill up the trough there.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a pang of sympathy as she tries to unsuccessfully stifle a yawn. She looks so tired from driving all night. I motion for her to stop and tell her, “I can fill up the trough here actually.” 
 
      
 
    I stoop down and use spell writing to draw the arcane symbol for ‘water’ over the bottom of the trough. I visualize the mana from my body filling the symbol, and it activates with a blue glow. Small droplets of water gather around the symbol and slowly fill up the trough. I check my mana and see that it’s at 27/67. 
 
      
 
    Not a bad cost to gather that much water. I wonder briefly if I can enchant the trough to gather water using anyone’s mana. Oh, maybe I can create self filling water bottles. It would be a great item to have in the desert. Something to work on. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune has her hands on her hips and looks a little impressed. Mary flies over from the wagon and says in a sarcastic tone, “Good job Armon. You’re a human water collector. You’ll always have work on a Tatooine water farm.” 
 
      
 
    I give Mary a lopsided smile. “At least I’m being useful. Why don’t you and Vrax go forage for something to eat, I’m getting hungry.” 
 
      
 
    The gurgling noise from Mary’s stomach confirms that she’s hungry too. Her hands cover her belly, and she harrumphs, “Fine, but not because you told me too. I need to work on my herbalism skill.” 
 
      
 
    As she flies off to get Vrax, I call out to her, “Try to gather enough food for a couple days, please. We have that wagon so we can carry a lot more now.” 
 
      
 
    Mary casually waves without turning around, acknowledging that she heard me, and flies off. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to Kitsune but find that she’s already fallen fast asleep underneath the tree. I can’t help but think how cute she looks. Curled up in a ball, her fox tails wrapped around her body, twitching slightly as she sleeps peacefully. She’s had a tiring day and night. Escaping Valse, the fight with the soldiers, and then all night driving. I’m surprised she didn’t pass out from exhaustion the moment she stopped the wagon. 
 
      
 
    While Vrax and Mary are off hunting and gathering, I gather enough wood from the forest floor for a couple of fires. I still wish we hadn’t had to abandon all the equipment we’d collected near Restrian. A good pan or pot would really help us in the cooking department. Oh, well. Something to pick up in the next town. 
 
      
 
    Having gathered enough firewood, I sit down under a tree near the sleeping Kitsune and take one of Mr. Gerald’s ledgers out of my [Inventory]. In the book is a series of characters that go up and down in a column instead of left to right. I page through the entire book but don’t recognize a single character of text. I only know three languages currently: Xian, reptilian, and a bit of the arcane language I use to spellwrite.  I check the other books in my [Inventory], but they are all written in the same style and format. Either this is written in a different language or it’s in some secret code. 
 
      
 
    I sigh, frustrated that I have the answers to where the kidnapped kobolds are in my hands but can’t understand them. I take a deep breath and try to relax the tightened muscles in my shoulders by rolling my neck. Ok, priorities. Survival comes first. We need to get to a town to resupply and purchase the things we’ll need for the trip through Monstrum. We’ll also need to find someone that can read the text in these books and help us determine where or to whom the kobolds were sold. The first part is manageable but the second is going to be more challenging. A thought occurs to me, and I pull up my [Inventory] and retrieve my message tablet. I think about who to ask for assistance, and only Lilliandra comes to mind. Even though she only looks to be in her mid-twenties, she’s actually over a hundred years old. One of the benefits of an elven heritage. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lilliandra, 
 
      
 
    Hey. How’s my favorite mentor? Rex and Keans doing well? Hope everything is going well for you. Ok, now to business. 
 
      
 
    I’m sure you’ve been wondering how our rescue attempt went. It’s sort of a good news, bad news type of situation. Good news: We saved a bunch of slaves, including the kidnapped citizens from Restrian, from the clutches of a slave trader. Bad News: I sort of murdered him before I could get him to tell me who he sold the kobolds to. Good News: I took all his accounting books, so I think we have a record of who he sold the kobolds to. Bad News: I took all his accounting books and have no idea how to read them. They’re either in some language I don’t know or are in some kind of code. I’ll include a copy of some of the symbols he used in his books. If you can read it, I’ll transcribe everything for you to translate. If you can’t, then any advice on what to do next would be greatly appreciated. 
 
      
 
    We’re currently safe but on the run from the Empire. We’re heading towards Monstrum to hide out till we can decipher these books. I appreciate you taking the time to help with this matter. The kobolds are important to Vrax and me. 
 
      
 
    With love your student, 
 
      
 
    Armon Ellington 
 
      
 
    P.S. - before you ask, yes I’m staying warm and eating regular meals. 
 
      
 
    Having finished my well crafted plea for information, I carefully copy the first page of one of Mr. Gerald’s books and include the information in the message then send it off. I think about what Mary said when we found that other tablet and decide that I should also write to Sonya while I’m taking care of my correspondence. I’m definitely past the three day rule, but our last date also ended with us killing a bunch of Imperare soldiers and running for our lives. So, I don’t know if that adds a couple days to that rule or not. I know she’s a much better fighter than I’ll ever be, so I’m not too concerned for her safety. However, I should at least ask, just to show I’m concerned. Damn, I haven’t even started writing, but I’m nervous. I waste more time just wondering what to write and end up deciding to just start. 
 
      
 
    Once I get started writing I find it much easier than I thought it would be. I ask about Sonya’s health and the health of the people she was escorting to Secundum. Then I write about everything I’ve been through since we parted. Starting with the discovery of the massacre of the kobolds and how we tracked them to Valse but were too late to rescue them. I let her know that we did save some other people and that most of them are headed towards her in Secundum. Finally, I let her know about our plans to head into Monstrum and our hope to find someone to help read the accounting books we picked up from Mr. Gerald’s office. 
 
      
 
    “You misspelled longing.” A voice whispers into my ear. I leap up, surprised, and find Mary giggling. 
 
      
 
    “Where’d you come from? I thought you were out foraging for food?” I ask her, annoyed. 
 
      
 
    Mary giggles for another second before getting control of herself. “I came back a few minutes ago. You were so enthralled with writing to Sonya that you didn’t even hear me come back. I left some vegetables, fruits, nuts, and herbs near that pile of wood over there. My part getting breakfast ready is done.” 
 
      
 
    I look around and guess from the position of the sun above the tree line that at least an hour has passed. I really was distracted by my writing. 
 
      
 
    “Getting back to your love letter to Sonya. You gonna need any help writing something this time?” Mary teases while hovering in the air. 
 
      
 
    I screw up my face in irritation and reply in a mocking tone, “No, I won’t need any help writing to Sonya. I’m an adult with plenty of experience talking to women. I can manage a simple letter to a beautiful lady.” 
 
      
 
    Mary raises a single eyebrow at me, and I remember the last time I tried writing to Sonya. Mary and Vrax told me my letter came out sounding like an imbecile was dictating his day’s experience, and they had to help me re-write it three times before they’d let me send it. That letter had scored me a second date with Sonya. 
 
      
 
    Looking down in embarrassment and speaking with a more humble tone I admit, “But if it’d make you feel better, you could look over the letter before I send it off. You know, to make sure I spelled everything correctly and stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, huh. I’ll look over it for ‘spelling errors.'” She says while flying over and landing on the tablet in my hands. She reads over what I’ve written. Nodding in agreement for most of it. Once she finishes, she smiles and says “This is crap.” 
 
      
 
    I raise an eyebrow in surprise, “What do you mean? You were smiling the whole time you read it.” 
 
      
 
    She waves her hand through the air, dismissing my statement, “Yeah, I kept saying to myself ‘Armon is such a guy’ as I read it. Of course, I’d smile and agree.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I ask, trying to keep my growing frustration in check. 
 
      
 
    Mary smiles, letting me know she was just teasing, then answers, “Well, in all seriousness, it’s nice that you told Sonya about all the things we’ve been through. You even asked about how she’s doing, but…” 
 
      
 
    “But?” I prompt. 
 
      
 
    “But, you keep forgetting that she’s a girl. Girls talk about feelings. The letter you’ve written is more like a newspaper.” One of her hands cups her ear, the other mimicking holding a microphone to her mouth. In an announcer's voice she says, “Breaking Headline: Rescue from slavers. Further details at 11.” Then she shrugs and in a normal voice continues, “Not exactly romantic.” 
 
      
 
    I’m starting to understand a little of what she’s trying to tell me, but I don’t know what to do about it, and I ask, “Oh, so?” 
 
      
 
    As if talking to a child she says, “So, add some mushy stuff. You think she’s beautiful? Write that. Try to remind her of the good time you had on your last date and that you’d like to see her again sometime.” 
 
      
 
    I ponder what Mary said. It’s basically the same advice she gave last time. I should really write this stuff down sometime. 
 
      
 
    I look over the message I wrote Sonya and consider what I want to convey. Writing about how much I miss her is challenging because I don’t want to get too mushy. However, the words seem to flow out of me of their own accord. I write about how I think about her late at night when I can’t sleep. How thoughts of our last kiss haunt my dreams. How I wish she was here with me right now and not just so she could beat up all the bad men trying to kill us. I’m eager to share the details of what’s happened since we parted. Although embarrassed, I add how angry and sad I was when we discovered the kobolds and how much of a release it was to deal with the man who ordered the raid on the tribe. Looking over my work, I decide to add more detail about the more recent events. I try to describe the tension I felt sneaking through the front gate in Valse, the fierce battle with the horsemen that chased us down after we escaped, and the relief I felt when Gorbash saved us. 
 
      
 
    I hand off the revised version to Mary, and she gives me a thumbs up of approval after she reads it. I send the message off to Sonya. 
 
      
 
    “I hope she waits a week to message you back,” Mary says as she flies into the trees above us. 
 
      
 
    I look up at her in the tree and ask, “Why would you say that?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugs, “Cause that’s how long you took to write her. Turnabout is only fair play after all.” 
 
      
 
    Though there may be some hidden girl rule I’m not aware of, I just shake my head and hope that Sonya is a better person than Mary is. 
 
      
 
    I start to organize the pile that Mary dropped by the firewood I’d collected to see what kind of snack I can make. I start by separating the items into two piles. Food and herbs. I then separate the herbs into their different groups: green Viride leaves for poison, yellow Crocus leaves for stamina potions, blue Azureus leaves for mana potions, and red Rubrum leaves for health potions. The food pile is composed of some large leafy lettuce like leaves, a variety of edible berries, and some root vegetables. There’s enough food for a couple of meals. Mary must have gotten at least a level in her herbalism skill for this kind of haul. 
 
      
 
    I hand off some of the berries to Mary to snack on while I nibble on a weird vegetable that looks like a purple carrot. It tastes like a strawberry. Which is a strange flavor to mix with the crunchy texture of the plant. Still, food is food. 
 
      
 
    As I snack, I pull out the journal on spellwriting that Lilliandra gave me from my [Inventory] and examine it. The journal is the very same one that my mentor Lilliandra kept when she first learned her magical craft. Before we’d had to flee Restrian, I’d been working on a new arcane symbol I’d hoped to use to create an ice or freeze spell. I found a complex symbol that loosely translates as ‘remove.'  I theorized that I could combine the symbols for ‘remove’ and ‘fire’ to draw heat away from something. Effectively freezing it. I’ll readily admit that I stole the principle from a thermodynamics teacher who was explaining how refrigerators worked. Unfortunately, I’ve yet to even master the intricate pattern of the ‘remove’ symbol. During my training with Lilliandra, I had to learn the ten basic arcane symbols. There was a brutal magical backlash when I didn’t write those arcane symbols just right and tried to activate them with my mana.  I’d hate to feel the backlash from messing up a more complex and powerful symbol like ‘remove.' So, until Vrax gets back, I can experiment with spellwriting the symbol in the air. Without sending mana into the symbol, I’m mainly just drawing in the air with light. Still, it’s a good way to practice without needing a pen and paper. 
 
      
 
    I look at the notations from the journal about the ‘remove’ symbol. I read that there are patterns that can be memorized to aid in learning the various parts that make up the arcane symbol. There’s a right triangle with a curve, over a hexagon made with squiggles, overlaid with a circle that has to touch just the right places on the triangle and hexagon, and then a corkscrew pattern from the top. 
 
      
 
    God that’s complicated. No time like the present to practice though. I begin by imagining the mana inside me was a still pool, then I visualize the mana flowing through my body all the way to the tip of my index finger. I move my finger in the air and use the mana to spellwrite in front of me all of the parts described in the journal for the arcane symbol. I compare my writing with what’s in the journal and see that I forgot a small apostrophe mark on the left side of the circle. I add the little mark and intently scrutinize my work for any flaws. It only takes a small amount of mana to write in the air like this, so I don’t mind taking the extra time to make sure the symbol is correct. The dangerous part comes when I power the arcane symbol with my mana. 
 
      
 
    Checking the symbol for the third time, I conclude that it looks exactly like the picture in the journal. Ok, time to test it out. I project my mana into the spellwriting, filling each curve and line up with the magical energy in my body. After a minute of careful work, the symbol pulses blue and activates. I wipe the sweat from my brow and thank anyone that’s listening that the whole experiment didn’t blow up in my face. Now to add the simpler yet equally important symbol for ‘fire.' Having memorized that symbol early in my training, it only takes a moment to spellwrite and activate it next to the ‘remove’ symbol. I carefully use my mana to connect the two symbols and they both pulse and glow a purplish color. While I know academically that I’ve successfully spellwritten, I don’t notice any visible effects until I pass my hand through the air in which the arcane symbols hang. It’s slightly chilly! I mean, it may just be my imagination, but I’m pretty sure the air in front of the symbol is cooler than the rest of the air. I put my hand behind the arcane symbols and note that the air there feels warmer. Of course. The heat from the front of the symbol is being removed to the air behind it. 
 
      
 
    I raise both hands in the air and laugh maniacally, “I’ve done it! Mwahahaha!” 
 
      
 
    “Shhh! Some of us are trying to nap over here.” A sleepy voice calls out from behind me. 
 
      
 
    I turn in my sitting position and see Kitsune propping herself up on one elbow, looking at me through half closed lids. Her fox ears twitch as she yawns and one hand rubs her eyes. “What are you laughing about?” 
 
      
 
    Mary, sitting in the tree above Kitsune, looks at me suspiciously and adds, “Yes. What are you laughing so evilly about Armon?” 
 
      
 
    I look up at Mary, insulted at the accusation. “Evilly? I wasn’t laughing evilly. Don’t you recognize the laugh of a genius making a breakthrough?” 
 
      
 
    “Genius? Ha! You forget that I saw your records. You didn’t learn how to tell time till you were seven.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, telling time is hard for some kids!” I yell back without thinking. 
 
      
 
    An embarrassed silence falls on the group as Mary looks at me with a smirk and a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    I sigh and admit, “Ok, maybe it’s not a genius breakthrough. But I finally confirmed that combining the arcane symbols for ‘remove’ and ‘fire’ creates a transfer of heat energy.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and Mary look at me with blank faces, so I continue, “Which means that I can make things cold.” 
 
      
 
    They continue to look at me unimpressed by my statement. “Which means that I can freeze things. Like food, water…monsters.” 
 
      
 
    A look of understanding comes over Kitsune, and she says, “Oh, so this is a combat spell? I’ve seen ice magic plenty of times.” Then with only a murmur of magical words and a wave of her hand, a needle thin piece of ice forms in front of Kitsune and launches into a nearby tree embedding itself for a moment before disappearing. 
 
      
 
    I look at the casual display of ice magic with open mouthed astonishment. A feeling of disappointment comes over me, and I draw my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around my legs and put my chin on my knees. It seems I didn’t invent ice magic after all. Guess I shouldn’t have thought I was being so smart. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t pout Armon. I’m sure what you did was pretty cool too.” Mary says with a laugh, “Ha, ha. Cool? Get it?” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, and I’m not pouting,” I say, trying to keep the whine out of my voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it’s a fascinating discovery. Why don’t you show us?” Kitsune adds, trying to cheer me up. 
 
      
 
    I raise my eyes from the spot on the ground I’m staring at and look at her. “You’re really interested?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune nods enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    Feeling a little silly for being so disappointed that I’m not a genius, I smile at Kitsune. “Ok, follow me.” I stand up and walk over to the trough. The horses had come and gone, leaving half of the water I’d filled it with. Mary flies over and hovers near Kitsune who is standing behind me. The journal on spellwriting in hand, I kneel in front of the trough, and I painstakingly write the arcane symbol for ‘remove’ over the water. I triple check it against the journal to make sure it’s correct. Then, with a practiced hand, I write the symbol for ‘fire’ next to ‘remove.' I look at Kitsune and Mary, a bit of excitement building in me as I plan to show off what I’ve learned. Only, I find Kitsune sitting on the grass, her hand propping up her face, snoring. Mary is rests on Kitsune’s shoulder, her head bobbing up and down as she nods off too. Annoyed, I clap my hands together loudly, and they both wake up. 
 
      
 
    “I’m up. I’m up.” Mary yells, startled. Kitsune just yawns and stretches her arms, not embarrassed in the least at having fallen asleep. I feel my annoyance drain away from me as I remember the long day and night Kitsune had. 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Now I’m ready to show you what I’ve been working on.” 
 
      
 
    The two nod and smile politely. 
 
      
 
    Determined to impress my two watchers I pour more mana into the two arcane symbols. Last time I only dribbled enough mana into the symbols to test if they worked but this time I open the flood gates. The two symbols flash a bright purple and pulse as my mana continues to flow into them even after activation. At first, there’s no noticeable effect. Then slowly, a single dot of frost appears on the surface of the water. Slowly it grows, forming a thin layer of surface ice. Then, wanting to quicken the process I force all the mana I have left into the spell, and there’s a burst of heat from above the trough that forces me to lean back. My head throbs like a jackhammer is working on it, I fall back onto the grass, and the world around me starts to fade. Before my consciousness leaves me, I have one last thought. 
 
      
 
    I wonder if girls are impressed by ice cubes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.4 
 
      
 
    When I wake up, I find myself lying on the ground, staring up at the sky. The sun is directly above me, and the light hurts my eyes. I sit up and see not much has changed around me. Kitsune is back under her tree sleeping. Mary is in the branches above her laying back, eating. The only noticeable difference is that Vrax has come back and is cooking rabbit meat over a small campfire. I get up and stagger towards Vrax, still unsteady on my feet. He notices my movement and looks up from his cooking. He looks at me for a moment then calls out to Mary, “He’s awake.” 
 
      
 
    Mary puts down the food she’s eating and flies over to me, “Stop moving you idiot.” 
 
      
 
    I stop my stagger towards Vrax and look up at her hovering feminine figure. I stare at Mary and note that she seems a little fuzzy around the edges. I rub my eyes, sure it’s just a little dust clouding my vision. When I look again, I have to consciously focus on the fairy for her image to stay clear. 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head and tells me, “Stop staring at me and sit down Armon. You’re still recovering from using all your mana at once on that stupid ice spell.” 
 
      
 
    I think the idea of sitting is a good one and I plop down on the ground. The sunlight still hurts my eyes, and my hands cover my face to block out the light as I sit cross legged on the grass. Without looking up at Mary, I ask, “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I feel the beat of her wings as she lands on my shoulder. I can feel the coolness of her skin as she lays the back of her small hand on my forehead. With the sound of pity in her voice, she answers, “At first Kitsune and I were worried you’d hurt yourself with the spell. But when she examined you she found you’d just passed out from mana drain. It happened when you put all your remaining mana into your spell and ended up overexerting yourself.” Then in a less pitying and more sarcastic tone, she adds, “Not the first time a guy has hurt himself trying to impress some ladies. I just didn’t think you’d ever be one of them. Thought you had better sense.” 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the last comment, I ask, “Did the spell work at least? The last thing I remember is a big burst of heat from above the water.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sniffs, and I feel a small, light, punch on the side of my head. “Yeah, it worked. You froze the entire trough of water solid. Poor horses are going to have to wait till it melts to get any more water.” 
 
      
 
    I uncover my face and try to turn my head and look at my fairy friend, excited that the experiment worked so well. Then the light hits me and my eyes sting. I wince, close my eyes, and go back to covering my face with my hands again. 
 
      
 
    Mary hits me softly again and says, “Stop moving around. You’re suffering the after effects of draining your mana all at once. You’d think you’d have learned your lesson when you froze up during training with Rex. Didn’t he show you what happened when you used up all your stamina? Why would you think something different would happen when you used up all your mana?” 
 
      
 
    I hear the reptilian voice of Vrax speak in front of me, “Leave brood brother alone. You can see he is in pain. I think he learn his lesson.” I can hear someone moving, and something is placed under my nose, “Here, eat this, it will make you feel a little better.” 
 
      
 
    The smell of cooked meat reaches my nose, and I peek out between my fingers to see a stick with rabbit meat being offered to me. I take the food and start to eat it, keeping my eyes closed tightly. The food tastes excellent, and it feels better to have something substantial in my stomach. The food doesn’t help my headache or my sensitivity to light, but it still feels good to eat something. 
 
      
 
    After finishing the rabbit on a stick, I say, “Well, I’m glad my experiment worked. Now I have a new spell I can use. Maybe I can freeze the blood of my enemies or immobilize them in ice?” 
 
      
 
    I hear Mary laugh and say, “Sure, you could do that. If they stayed still for ten minutes while you wrote your spell and checked to make sure you didn’t make any mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Monsters don’t wait that long to kill you. They move fast.” Vrax adds. 
 
      
 
    I smile inwardly and tell my kobold compatriot, “She’s being sarcastic buddy. She’s trying to point out that I need to work on writing the spell quickly or it won’t be useful in a fight.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax seems to consider my words for a moment then he says sagely, “Oh. Then I agree. You should practice. Only way to get good at new skill. Practice.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the advice. You guys mind leading me somewhere with some shade? The light is killing my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    I hear Vrax yip and feel his scaly hands touch me. My eyes closed, I stand up and hold out a hand for him to grab. He’s kind enough to lead me forward. I can sense when we get close to the tree because the canopy blocks out some of the light. 
 
      
 
    I hear Mary say, “Turn around and sit down. We’ve put you next to Kitsune.” 
 
      
 
    I do as she instructs and sit down. I feel the trunk of a tree against my back and lean against it. While I sit and recover from the mana drain, I take the time to consider my experiment with the ‘remove’ symbol. I’m happy I can create ice now and think about the possible applications. I could use my [Magical Engraving] skill to permanently engrave the arcane symbols to a metal cup or a water skin. Then I could chill any drink. Or I could put larger versions of the engraving on a metal box and make my own freezer. Well, first I’d have to buy a metal cup or a metal box. But once I had them, watch out! 
 
      
 
    I wonder what other spellwriting symbols I can learn from Lilliandra’s journal. When I consider how learning just one new symbol can create so many new spell effects, I’m sorry I haven’t had time to explore the journal further. 
 
      
 
    As the consequences of the mana drain fade, my eyes become less light sensitive and the painful headache goes away. Once I open my eyes, I become determined to use the next week of travel time to do some much needed training in the magical and physical skills I have.   
 
      
 
    I study the journal on spellwriting for the next hour, noting several interesting experiments Lilliandra did. The ones that are most fascinating are her experiments with directional symbols. After learning about the basic arcane symbols, the next phase of her training consisted of learning how to direct the spells in whatever direction she wanted them to go. At its most basic level, an arcane symbol will funnel its power in front of where the spell is written or around the symbol. So if I write the symbol for ‘fire’, it will gather fire right in front of the symbol away from the caster.  However, with directional symbols, a caster can direct that energy to another place. It sort of becomes a way to aim the spell. According to the notes in the journal, part of this comes from the caster’s ability to project their aura and manipulate mana. An even more advanced application of this is the shaping of a spell. Apparently, this is how spellwriters are able to mimic effects like fireballs and magic missiles. With enough practice and imagination, they can even shape their spells into things like blades, arrows, or shields. 
 
      
 
    There are so many directions to take my research into spellwriting, it’s hard to decide what to learn first. I decide that in addition to practicing my spellwriting of ‘remove,' I should also learn the techniques for directing my spells. 
 
      
 
    Having decided on my magical training for the week, I then consider how I’ll train my other skills. I’ve found in fight after fight that I’ve sorely needed a ranged attack. Mary can fly above the fight and rain spells on our enemies, and I envy her that ability. Now that we have a ranged weapon like the hand crossbow, I should take the time to learn how to use it. From what I remember from history class, the crossbow should be easier to learn how to use than the bow. From what I recall, it takes a lifetime of practice to master the bow, but only days to become competent with the crossbow. The bow has a higher rate of fire and a longer range than a crossbow, but a crossbow can have more power up close. I remember reading something about barely trained peasants killing armored knights with a powerful crossbow because the crossbow could store more energy and deliver it all at once. The peasant only had to aim and pull the trigger. Sort of like how guns made armor irrelevant. The tradeoff for the peasant was that by the time they reloaded the crossbow, another enemy could get in range and attack them. 
 
      
 
    I wonder if anyone's invented guns on Terra yet. I’ll have to check with Mary. Who knows if gunpowder will even work here? 
 
      
 
    In addition to learning how to use the hand crossbow, I should advance some of the skills I’ve learned. I review the list of skills and am surprised at just how many there are. 
 
      
 
    Sneak: Novice 7 
 
    Observe: Novice 4   
 
    Craftsmanship: Novice 3 
 
    Firestarter: Novice 2 
 
    Cooking: Novice 6 
 
    Spear Mastery: Novice 7 
 
    Logging: Novice 5 
 
    Workhorse: Novice 4 
 
    Carpentry: Novice 4 
 
    Construction: Novice 4 
 
    Knife Mastery: Novice 3 
 
    Herbalism: Novice 7 
 
    Sleight of Hand: Novice 3 
 
    Search: Novice 7 
 
    Shield Mastery: Novice 6 
 
    Magical Engraving: Novice 4 
 
    Magical Aura: Novice 7 
 
    Aura Projection: Novice 8 
 
    Mana Control: Novice 7 
 
    Alchemy: Novice 5 
 
    Unarmed Combat: Novice 3 
 
    Climbing: Novice 1 
 
    Lockpicking: Novice 3 
 
    Animal Care: Novice 1 
 
      
 
    From the list of twenty-four skills my highest ones are sneak, spear master, herbalism, search, shield mastery, magical aura, aura projection, and mana control. Each of those is at novice level 7 or 8. My lowest level skills are ones that I only recently learned or just don’t use that much. Animal care, climbing, lock picking, unarmed combat, sleight of hand, knife mastery, firestarter, craftsmanship. I’ll already be training magical aura, aura projection, and mana control as I practice spellwriting, so I ignore those. The other high level skills are all ones I use when I fight. While it’s tempting to train those, I’ve noticed I get more experience when I use them in combat. I think it has something to do with the strain of using them in a life or death situation against another trained opponent. Instead, I decide to focus on training useful low level skills, like climbing, unarmed combat, knife mastery, animal care, and craftsmanship. I’d work on lock picking, but I don’t have any locks to practice on. Additionally, I should work on magical engraving and experiment a little on making useful items. It’ll cost me XP every time I engrave something but with careful planning I think it will be worth it. 
 
      
 
    By the time I’ve finished reading and planning the week’s training, the sun has started to set, and Vrax and Mary have prepared dinner.  Kitsune is awakened by the smell of food and joins the rest of us in enjoying a meal of roasted rabbit, fruits, and vegetables. After the meal, we pack up the camp and get the wagon ready for our night journey. While Kitsune and I get the horses hitched to the wagon, Vrax and Mary load up the firewood and food we’d collected. No sense gathering all that stuff every day when we can just carry what we’ve already collected with us in the wagon. 
 
      
 
    Once the sun is down and it’s full night, Mary conjures two magical globes of light and attaches them to the horse’s chests so they can see where they’re going. She’ll have to renew the spells every couple of hours, but it shouldn’t be a drain on her mana as long as she rests between castings. Once that’s prepared we’re back on the road for another night of travel towards Monstrum. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.5 
 
      
 
    We make our way towards Monstrum over the next three nights. Kitsune resting during the days and the rest of us training and living off the land. Vrax takes the role of the group’s hunter, providing meat daily for our meals. To help provide balanced meals Mary gathers vegetables, fruits, and herbs. I put the herbs into my inventory so that I can prepare potions if I ever get my hands on an alchemy kit. I, of course, cook all our meals since I have the highest [Cooking] skill of anyone in the group. I create a few new recipes based on the meat and vegetables that are brought in. Including stuffed rabbit, lettuce tacos, Terra fruit salad, and purple carrot smoothie. No one but me seems to like the purple carrot smoothie. Oh well, their loss. 
 
      
 
    When we’re not gorging ourselves on my culinary creations, we’re all training. When we stop traveling each morning at day, I help Kitsune unhitch the horses and care for them, training my [Animal Care] skill.  After that we have a light breakfast, then Vrax and I spar for an hour to improve our [Unarmed Combat] skill. We don’t know enough to do anything fancy, but we can still practice the few kicks and punches we know. Mary wants to join our training but [Unarmed Combat] just doesn’t suit her. She’s more than quick enough to avoid our strikes, but her strength stat is just too low to do more than a single point of damage when she lands a hit. After her first bout, Mary decides her time is better spent working on honing her magical combat skills. She summons her pet wolf, Mr. Snuggle Butt, and they go off into the woods to work on battle tactics. Sometimes when she comes back, she has some meat to add to what Vrax has hunted for the day. 
 
      
 
    After having breakfast and sparring with Vrax, I research and practice spellwriting. I practice spellwriting the ‘remove’ symbol. I find that it’s getting easier, but it’s a slow process still. The research, however, pays off big time. It turns out that the directional symbols in spellwriting are actually just added in three-dimensional space to direct the flow of the spell. For instance, adding a directional symbol in front of the arcane symbol for ‘fire’ will direct the gathered fire to that side of the symbol, away from the caster. Writing that directional symbol behind the ‘fire’ symbol would gather that fire towards the caster. The same could be done for any space around the arcane symbol. What I found to be exciting about this is that the directional symbol doesn’t have to be touching the main arcane symbol. I experimented with this idea by first writing the symbol for ‘fire’ and then adding the directional symbol two inches to the left of the main ‘fire’ symbol. The fire gathered in its normal position in front of the ‘fire’ symbol. However, when I drew a spell line connecting the two symbols, it gathered fire two inches to the left. Further experimentation proved that as long as I had that spell line connecting the symbols, I could gather fire anywhere I placed the directional symbol. I could even create multiple directional symbols and gather fire in each of the places the symbols were located. Sure the mana costs multiplied with the number of directional symbols, but it still proved that as long as each was connected by the spell line to the core arcane character I could add multiple spell effect zones. 
 
      
 
    I’m still curious whether this could be applied to spell engraving. If it could be implemented, then I could have the main spell and multiple effect zones. For instance, a healing charm could be directed towards multiple people as long as the directional symbols were placed on each individual. On a larger scale, a hospital could have a massive heal enchantment but direct the healing energy to different beds. Heck if someone were ambitious enough, they could create a magical energy plant and direct the flow of energy to homes using this method. The only trick is finding out if this works with magical engraving the same way. After all, there would have to be some medium to carry the mana between symbols. Maybe something to experiment with when I can get my hands on various metals and crafting materials. For now, that part will have to stay a theoretical exploration. 
 
      
 
    Most afternoons, after I’d done my spellwriting research and practice, I practice all the lower level skills. I shoot the hand crossbow, climb, make coins disappear, and craft. The crossbow is surprisingly simple to use. You just pull back the crossbow string attached to the curved metal at the front of the crossbow stock. Keep pulling that string until it goes over a catch that’s located about halfway down the stock. The catch holds the bowstring, now under tension. Then lay the bolt in the groove that is cut into the crossbow top in front of the catch. Now all you have to do is aim and pull the trigger. The bolt goes flying in a relatively straight line up to thirty feet. 
 
      
 
    The crafting is the most difficult of the skills I practice since our supply of raw materials is rather limited. Also, while I can chop trees and branches down with my woodcutting axe, I lack the more refined tools I’d need to craft anything fancy. Still, I can make some crude spears and some coarse bolts for the hand crossbow. Oh, I also made the group some very ugly and rough wooden plates and cups. I actually get a splinter in my lip the first time I use one of the cups. Hey, at least it holds water. 
 
      
 
    I’m actually able to practice the only skill that costs me XP to use. I use my tools for [Magical Engraving] to put the ‘water’ symbol on the inside of my wooden cup and the horses’ trough. Even though it cost me 40 XP, now anyone that touches the symbols can use their mana to gather water there. Sure, their arm gets wet, but at least they don’t have to drag that trough to some stream to fill it up. 
 
      
 
    After only three days of this schedule, my skill growth isn’t half bad. Animal Care: Novice 3, Cooking: Novice 7, Unarmed Combat: Novice 5.  Magical Engraving: Novice 5, Magical Aura: Novice 8, Mana Control: Novice 8, Climbing: Novice 3, Sleight of Hand: Novice 4, and Craftsmanship: Novice 4.   
 
      
 
    After the third night of our journey, the landscape progressively changes from forest to mountains, and it becomes more challenging to find grassland as both the road and the forest becomes rockier. We can provide the horses with fruits to eat, but Kitsune says they need a lot of hay or grass in their diets or they’ll start to weaken. She suggests we start looking for a town or village to resupply. 
 
      
 
    That day while Kitsune and the horses rest. We decide that Mary should be the one to go scouting since she’s the only one of us that can fly and she can get an aerial view to see if there is a farm or village near us. While waiting for Mary to return, I receive a message from Lilliandra on my [Message Tablet]. 
 
      
 
    Dear Armon,  
 
      
 
    I am glad to hear that you have been helping those around you and I am proud to know that you helped free the citizens of Restrian from the Empire. No one deserves to be enslaved.  
 
      
 
    In regards to your inquiry about the ledgers you took from the slaver who sold the kobolds. I am afraid that I am unable to assist you. They are not written in any language I know, rather they seem to be in some type of code. Cryptography was never one of my talents but I forwarded your sample to a colleague of mine and he tells me that he would be willing to assist you. His name is Jaxson Miltonha and he is a professor at the Trinitarian College in Monstrum. The two of studied under the same spellwriting teacher briefly and I recall that he always had a knack for decoding. If you can make your way to him, he may be able to help you. 
 
      
 
    Give my best wishes to Mary and Vrax. Also, try to keep yourself safe.  
 
      
 
    Lilliandra 
 
      
 
    I have to read the letter twice before I can believe it. We finally have a lead. Jaxson Miltonha, in Trinitarian. Hopefully he’ll be able to help us. Vrax is as excited as I am when I pull him aside and tell him about Lilliandra’s associate. 
 
      
 
    Mary returns that afternoon with news that a small farm is less than half a day away if we turn north up ahead. I note what she says but practically bounce up and down in my eagerness to share what Lilliandra wrote me. She squeals at the news and hugs Vrax and me. Still, we have to get into Monstrum before we can even visit this guy. 
 
      
 
    We wake Kitsune and as a group decide to break our current driving pattern and head to the farm Mary found. If we hurry, we’ll get there by nightfall. If we play our cards right, we may be able to sleep in some real beds tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.6 
 
      
 
    Following Mary’s directions, our wagon turns north a few miles down the road onto a path barely discernible from the main road. If Mary hadn’t told us where to look, we would have driven right past it. Our wagon passes through the narrow break in the trees and follows the rarely used trail. You can tell the trail is seldom used because the parallel lines in the road made by wagon wheels are only faintly visible through the grass and dirt. 
 
      
 
    No one wanted to sit in the back of the wagon, so all four of us sit on the driver's bench. It’s a little tight, but Mary sits on Kitsune’s shoulder. Vrax sits between Kitsune and me. The ride is bumpier than it is on the main road as the horses pull us along the trail. Vrax bounces up off the bench every time we hit a large bump or pot hole. I’m mildly afraid he’ll go flying off the wagon if we hit a large enough bump. So, I end up holding him in my lap like he’s a child. 
 
      
 
    The off-road trail winds through a thin peaceful forest and after a few hours we start to see signs of habitation.  I can smell smoke faintly on the wind, and we pass an abandoned logging camp that was used by someone when they were clearing away this section of the forest. 
 
      
 
    The trail through the thin forest ends at the top of a hill and opens up to a beautiful view. Before us, in a nestled valley, are fields of golden grain tinted red by the setting sun. A stiff breeze makes me shiver but causes the grain to wave like the sea on a windy day.  The trail here is much clearer and leads down the hill to a large one story home made from logs. The house has a peaked roof and a fenced in yard in front that appears to double as a small garden used to grow vegetables. Behind the house is a two story flat roofed building with large barn style doors. There are pens near the barn, and I can see horses, cows, sheep, and chickens roaming around. 
 
      
 
    As our wagon trundles along the road towards the house, a large man with a thick unkempt beard and rumpled clothes exits the house with a bow in his hands. He’s followed by a woman with blond hair neatly bound in a thick braid wearing a blue house dress and an apron. Kitsune stops the wagon thirty feet from the house and looks to me for direction. 
 
      
 
    I tell her, “I’ll go talk to him. I’ll let him know we’re looking to buy some supplies and maybe a place to sleep for the night.” 
 
      
 
    I get out of the wagon and as my feet hit the ground a single arrow whisks through the air and hits the ground at my feet with a loud thwack. I look up and see the man with the bow fitting another arrow to his bowstring. I quickly raise my hands above my head to show that I’m not armed and don’t mean any harm. He doesn’t fire another arrow. Instead, he lowers his bow slightly and yells out, “Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    I hear Mary cry out, “That jerk face! He just shot at Armon.” 
 
      
 
    Without taking my eyes off the man with the bow, I wave for Mary to calm down. I can hear her talking to Vrax and Kitsune, but I can’t make out what exactly they’re saying. I’ll just have to trust they’re making plans in case this all goes badly. I return my attention to the bearded man with the bow. 
 
      
 
    I try to smile at him reassuringly and yell back, “We’re just travelers who are running low on supplies and thought we could buy some from you. If you had it to spare, we’d also like to pay for a place to sleep tonight.” 
 
      
 
    The man raises his bow back up and yells, “We don’t like strangers just walking up here asking for handouts.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t say anything about a handout sir.” I pull up my inventory and grab a silver and hold it in the air, “See, I have silver to pay with.” 
 
      
 
    The man lowers his bow slightly as the blond woman whispers something to him. The man quietly argues with the woman, but he seems to loose whatever discussion they have and his shoulders sag as he lowers his bow fully, “My wife says we can use the coin. So, I guess you can come in. Just stable your horses round back.” He looks out towards the wagon and then turns and yells at me, “Make sure you tell your lizard friend that there’s no stealthing around the house.” The two walk back into the log house and I turn towards the wagon to signal everyone to come down but see that Vrax is already gone. Looking around the yard, he suddenly appears near the fence that's between us and the house. 
 
      
 
    I walk up to Vrax and ask, “When did you go all stealthy?” 
 
      
 
    “When that hairy man shot at you. I wanted to make sure I can get him if a fight started but it looks like he has a good search skill.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t even noticed that my friend had disappeared, “Oh, is that how he saw you?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax nods, “Yes. You need a good search skill to see hidden people.” 
 
      
 
    I remember Keans helping us develop our [Search] skill while we played the game Search and Sneak. I never could get that skill high enough to ever discover Vrax when he was using [Sneak] though. That ‘hairy man’ as Vrax calls him must have some special ability to detect people in stealth or a pretty high [Search] skill. Either option indicates that he’s more powerful than us. We should be careful around him. 
 
      
 
    I climb back onto the wagon and Kitsune drives it to the barn in back, and I help her unhitch the horses, brush them down, put out food, and put them in stalls so they can rest.   
 
      
 
    You’ve gained a level in [Animal Care]. Novice level 4. 
 
      
 
    The horse I’ve named Mr. Ed nuzzles against me, and I laugh at the notification. Increasing my skills is great, but I think I just got a better reward for taking care of Mr. Ed. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and I exit the barn and find Mary and Vrax already discussing what we should be trying to buy with our limited funds. 
 
      
 
    Mary has her hands on her hips and suggests to Vrax, “I don’t want to starve in the mountains. There won’t be a lot of food there I bet. We should get as much food as we can carry.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax responds, “Yes, we need food but I am a hunter. I will get us meat, even in the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune adds, “We won’t get anywhere if the horses aren’t fed. I don’t expect there to be much grass for them to graze on in the rocky mountains. That’s what we should spend our coin on.’ 
 
      
 
    I interrupt, “Speaking of which, how much do you all have to contribute? I have about three silver.” 
 
      
 
    Mary crosses her arms, “You have all our money. You keep forgetting to give us our part of the coin you get from loot drops.” 
 
      
 
    Wait, is that true? I know Harold gave me the armor and weapons we collected from all those soldiers we killed, and he did hand me our half of the coins. Have I been hoarding the money? 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything sooner, Mary? Or Kitsune or Vrax? I wasn’t trying to take everyone's fair share.” 
 
      
 
    Mary raises an eyebrow and answers, “I haven’t said anything about it till now because we’ve been a bit busy running for our lives. But you asking ‘what we can contribute’ makes it an issue.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune fidgets, seeming uncomfortable to talk to us about this but says, “I don’t mind not getting any of the money. You all saved me from a life of slavery, and you’ve been feeding and caring for me since.” 
 
      
 
    With a kinder tone, Mary tells her, “Kitsune, that’s not the point. Armon should have divided the loot and distributed it as soon as he got it. ”   
 
      
 
    “I can give a silver,” Vrax mutters. 
 
      
 
    “What?!? Armon gave you your part of the group money?” Mary says incredulously. 
 
      
 
    Vrax backs away from Mary and shakes his head from side to side, “No. No. Brother Armon no give me extra money. I collect coins from dropped treasure bags and take my share when I helped kill them. It is what we normally do when in hunting party in the tribe.” 
 
      
 
    I smile at my kobold friend. Vrax certainly will make a good rogue. He makes sure he gets his cut of the loot first. 
 
      
 
    “What are you laughing at Armon?” Mary asks, an annoyed tone in her voice. 
 
      
 
    I stifle my chuckles, “Nothing Mary. I’m sorry that I forgot to give everyone their share of the money. However, it's sort of a moot point right now. We need the funds to buy food for the horses and us. How about I divide up what’s left over after we get all our supplies?” Turning to Kitsune, I add, “And you’ll get your share of the coin as a member of the group. We might have saved you, but that doesn't mean you owe us anything.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies up to Kitsune and puts a hand on her shoulder, “Yeah Kitsune. Don’t let ‘the man’ increase the gender based wage gap.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune looks at Mary with a confused look. I smile inwardly at the things Mary picked up watching my world for such a long time and explain, “She means that you should get paid the same as any other member of the group.” 
 
      
 
    Our conversation is interrupted by the sound of a little girl's voice, “Oh, what a pretty fairy!” 
 
      
 
    We all turn towards the sound. Standing outside the barn is a little wide eyed blond girl. Her hair is braided into pigtails, and she is giving a big smile while staring at Mary hovering in midair. 
 
      
 
    Mary’s demeanor changes instantly. She smiles at the girl, and she flies right up to her and says, “Why hello there little one. Thank you for the kind compliment. What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s eyes widen even more, and she tries to grab Mary with both hands. Mary nimbly avoids the girl’s awkward move. She doesn’t seem to be mad but instead laughs and tells the child, “It’s not nice to grab fairies. It makes us very sad to be captured.” 
 
      
 
    The girl pulls her hands back and puts them behind her back. With a sad look, she says, “Sorry miss fairy. I won’t do it again.” 
 
      
 
    Mary lands on the girl’s small shoulder and gives her neck a hug, “That’s ok. I know you didn’t mean any harm. Now, why don’t you tell us your name and why you’re here?” 
 
      
 
    The girl giggles and tells Mary, “My name is Suzy. Momma said to tell you that dinner is ready.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune kneels next to the little girl and says, “Ok. Thank you for telling us, Suzy. Why don’t you go tell your momma that we’ll be inside in a minute?” 
 
      
 
    Suzy stares at the fox woman, especially her nine long fluffy tails for a moment, then yells, “OK!” and runs back to the house giggling. 
 
      
 
    Mary flies off the girl’s shoulder and returns to us and sighs, “Aren’t kids cute?” Then remembering what we were talking about before she says, “Armon is right Kitsune. You’ll get your fair share of what we make when we work or dungeon dive.” Turning to me she adds, “Armon, I appoint you treasurer for Team Mary. Buy supplies, then divide what’s left among the group. Now, let’s go eat.” Then she flies off towards the house. 
 
      
 
    As the rest of us walk towards the cabin, I can’t help but think that I just got roped into being an accountant. Then I wonder if there’s a skill for that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.7 
 
      
 
    The three of us walk up the path to the back of the house, and I knock on the back door. Little Suzy opens the door and giggles as she waves us in. When we enter the kitchen, I see a cast iron stove with a big pot on it, a white sink set into a thick wooden countertop, and a small table that seats four. The kitchen connects to a living room with two comfortable looking stuffed chairs that face a fireplace against the far wall. Along the living room walls are shelves with nick-knacks and a few books on them.  A small table is in the corner and has two rag dolls laying on it. A hallway disappears to my left, likely leading to the bedrooms. 
 
      
 
    After letting us into the house, Suzy runs into the other room, hides behind one of the chairs, and covers her eyes. I hear Mary counting out loud above me and look up to see her hovering in midair facing our direction with her hands covering her eyes. She counts to twenty and over dramatically states, “Ready or not, here I come.” 
 
      
 
    Suzy giggles from her hiding place but Mary pretends to neither see nor hear the girl as she searches the kitchen, “No, you’re not in the pantry. No, you’re not under the sink. No, you’re not on the roof. Hmmmm, where could you be?” 
 
      
 
    Suzy giggles even louder and I can’t help but smile at the sight of Mary pretending to search for the little girl. Vrax scowls, scratches his head in puzzlement and says, “Why do you pretend not to see her? She is right there behind the chair.” 
 
      
 
    Mary pauses her pretend search for the little girl and flies up to Vrax and hits him on the head and tells him in a harsh whisper, “Shush. We’re just playing a game. Don’t spoil it for the kid. I don’t think she has many friends to play with.” 
 
      
 
    While Mary returns to her pretend search for Suzy, Vrax tells me in a whisper, “Little human no get good at hiding if people only pretend to look for her. Why they do this?” 
 
      
 
    I smile at my kobold friend, remembering that the tribe has a similar game called Search and Sneak but that it’s used to train young kobolds how to use their [Search] and [Sneak] skills. Those skills would be crucial to a society that depends on stealth to hunt for food. I try to explain it to him, “The girl doesn’t need to know how to sneak yet. She might not be a hunter so right now this is just play for fun, not to teach.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t think he quite understands, but he doesn’t say anything more about it and continues to watch Mary and Suzy play. I glance at Kitsune and see a sad smile on her face. Before I can ask her about it though, the blond woman that had talked to the big man with the bow walks into the kitchen. With a smile on her face she says, “Hello everyone, I’m Suzy’s mommy Sarah. You’ve already met my husband, Sam. I’m glad you were able to get your horses all settled in the barn.” She then points to the sink and the large bowl of water on the counter next to it, “Please wash up. Dinner is all ready to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and I wash our hands in the basin of water, and I help Vrax reach the basin to wash up when we’re done. We dry our hands on a nearby cloth towel and sit down at the table. For once Mary doesn’t seem interested in eating right away, and she continues to play with Suzy. 
 
      
 
    Sarah sets out seven bowls and spoons on the table. Then she ladles a thick brown stew with a variety of vegetables and bits of meat from the pot on the stove into them. She pulls a freshly baked loaf of bread from the oven and slices it up and puts a piece next to each bowl. The combined aromas of the bread and stew make my mouth salivate. 
 
      
 
    I’m about to dig in when Kitsune puts her hand over mine, and she tells me, “We should wait for the husband. It’s only polite.” 
 
      
 
    I look longingly at the delicious food but nod my head in agreement. Being polite is important. 
 
      
 
    Sarah calls her husband and daughter to the table. The child runs up and hugs her mommy’s legs yelling in delight, “The fairy caught me, mama. She’s great.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah picks her up, hugs her, and tells her, “I’m glad you like the lovely fairy lady. Be sure to thank her for playing with you. But for now, please sit and eat dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Mary lands on the table near me breathing heavily but looking happy. 
 
      
 
    The large hairy man we saw earlier comes into the kitchen from the hallway. I hadn’t noticed before, but the man’s shaggy hair actually hides the fact that he has two round bear ears on the top of his head. He’s a beastman. 
 
      
 
    Sam smiles, showing large canines, and greets everyone, “Hello folks. Sorry for earlier.” As his eyes reach Kitsune his smile falters. He stares in open mouthed astonishment at Kitsune’s nine tails and her fox ears. He then falls to his knees, bows his head, and says formally, “Your excellency, you grace my home with your presence. Please forgive my rude behavior. If I’d known you were with this human, I would have never have drawn my bow.” 
 
      
 
    I turn to Kitsune and see that she’s gone beet red but has a grave look on her face. The chair scrapes against the wooden floor as she pushes away from the table and gets up. Kitsune stiffly walks over to the bearman. Even on his knees and bowing he’s still taller than she is. She places her left hand on his bowed head and speaks formally as if in judgment, “You acted reasonably, within the scope of your knowledge, to protect your family. You bore no malice in your actions against the royal family, and none is born towards you or yours.” Kitsune still standing stiffly looks towards Sarah, who now clutches her daughter in her arms, a look of confusion on her face. Kitsune places her right hand on Sam’s shoulder and continues, “Your home and hospitality do your clan credit Ditlʼoi. The blessing of the Nine Tails Clan upon your house.” 
 
      
 
    When Kitsune finished the last word, a burst of bright green energy burst forth from her, encompassing the entire house. Every part of the house around us sparkles with green energy for a minute. As the glow fades away, I look intently at the house and a notification pops up. 
 
      
 
    Blessings of the Nine Tail Clan 
 
    This home has been blessed by one of the members of the Nine Tails Clan. For one year, it will be more fruitful, healthy, and receive a measure of protection from danger. 
 
    Bonuses: Anyone resting in this house regenerates health, stamina, and mana 30% faster. Food takes 50% longer to spoil. The home is 70% less likely to be bothered by wild animals. Reproduction is 30% more likely. 
 
      
 
    After reading the notification, I turn to Mary who’s as surprised by what’s happened as I am. I lean towards her and whisper, “I didn’t know Kitsune could do that kind of stuff. Guess she’s a pretty good healer. Or is this some beastman thing?” 
 
      
 
    She leans towards me and whispers back, “Though she might be able to give some buffs as a healer, this is definitely a beastman thing. Poor girl, look at her. That blessing thing took a lot out of her.” 
 
      
 
    I look at Kitsune and see the tired look on her face as she returns to the table. Concerned, I ask, “You OK Kitsune?” 
 
      
 
    She sighs and nods, “Yes. I’m fine. Bestowing the blessing of the Nine Tail Clan takes most of my mana. I’ll be okay after we eat.” 
 
      
 
    As Sam rises from his kneeling position on the floor, I can see that there’s a huge grin on his face. He walks up to his wife and daughter and picks both of them up in his arms and spins them around. Sarah giggles and Suzie squeals in delight as they’re spun around. 
 
      
 
    Vrax stands on his chair, claps in excitement, and yells, “Me next!” 
 
      
 
    The tall, grizzled beastman finishes spinning his wife and daughter. When he puts them down they wobble around. He then picks up Vrax and spins him around too. As Vrax is spun around he yells, “Weeee.” 
 
      
 
    I’m even more surprised by this sudden change in the atmosphere than when Kitsune suddenly got up. I scratch my head perplexed, “Mary, I’m confused. One minute Sam is on his knees solemnly asking for forgiveness the next he’s so happy that he’s spinning everyone around. What gives?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of Mary, Sam answers after he puts Vrax down, “I’ll tell you what gives.” Pointing to Kitsune, “That beautiful young lady was in her full rights to have me executed for firing upon a member of the royal family of Oturan and not only does she forgive my trespass, she blesses my home. There are chieftains among the Ditlʼoi that would give their first born son for a blessing from the Nine Tail Clan.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax wobbles back to his seat and asks, “Who the Dit..dit…uh, what you said?” 
 
      
 
    Sam grins, “The Ditlʼoi are what my clan calls itself in our language. In Xican, you call us the Black Bear clan.” 
 
      
 
    With a slight redness in her cheeks still, Kitsune adds, “The Ditl’oi are one of our mainland allies among the beastmen tribes. When I was little my parents took me on a diplomatic tour of the mainland, and we visited the Ditl’oi. They were very kind and welcoming to us.” 
 
      
 
    Sam lets out a hearty laugh, “The clan would do no less for our friends. I remember your families’ visit. Even though I only saw you and your parents from a distance in the crowd with most of the clan, it was one of the most memorable visits we’d ever had. Everyone was preparing for weeks in advance to make sure everything was just right. We even had the cubs practice saying, ‘Welcome guests’ in Shioku as part of the welcome ceremony.” 
 
      
 
    Still confused, I ask, “Then why that whole part about asking for forgiveness if you are all friends and allies?” 
 
      
 
    Sam runs a hand through his hairy head in embarrassment, “Well, it was just the right thing to do. I shot at her highness…” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune interrupts, the redness back in her cheeks, “Please don’t call me your highness, and I’m just the granddaughter of the current ruler of the Oturan. Call me Kitsune, please. I’m not here on any official business.” 
 
      
 
    Sam nods his head and continues, “As you say your excellence. As I was saying, shooting at the princess was a clear breach of our people’s treaty. So what else could I do but ask for forgiveness and offer up my life?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head slightly, still not understanding how giving a warning shot equates to a capital offense which would require you to offer up your life. Mary flies up to my shoulder and pulls on my ear and whispers harshly, “Everyone knows that the bear clans are especially sensitive to matters of honor. So, stop asking so many questions. You’re embarrassing Kitsune.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies back to her bowl of soup, and I look at Kitsune. She does look a bit embarrassed. Her hands are in her lap, and her shoulders are slightly hunched. From the intense way she’s looking at it, she seems to think the soup on the table is the most interesting thing in the world. 
 
      
 
    I smile at Sam and his family, “Sorry for asking so many questions. It all makes sense to me now. Thank you for providing us with such a delightful smelling meal. Shall we all dig in?”  
 
      
 
    Everyone agrees that the food shouldn’t go to waste and we all have a wonderful meal together. Wanting to make conversation with our hosts, I ask about how the two of them met.  
 
      
 
    Sam and Sarah look at each other lovingly. Sarah turns to me and tells of how the two of them met. Sam, whose clan name is Samiahle, was chasing after a notorious thief who’d stolen thirty gold from the clan treasury. He’d chased him across Monstrum, through the mountain passes, and into Xican. After such a long chase, he had the thief cornered in hills near a village. But the thief had his gang spring a trap on Sam, and he ended up having to fight a five on one battle.  Sam defeated everyone but suffered grievous wounds. Sarah found him and brought a healer to him, saving his life. She found the fearsome looking fighter so impressive that she visited him. They talked every day while he healed up and the two fell in love. They were married that spring and Sam retired to the life of a farmer in Xican. A year later they had their first child Sebastian, and then nine years later they had Suzy. 
 
      
 
    When it’s our turn to tell stories, we regale them with tales of our adventures, omitting any of our plans to find my kobold brothers. No sense in bringing trouble to these folks if anyone comes asking around. Instead, we focus on the stories about how we met, our adventures in the Restrian dungeon, and our flight from the Imperare border town of Valse with Kitsune. 
 
      
 
    Suzy stares in wide eyed amazement at our group as we finish our stories and the food. She tells her mom, “They’re real adventurers! Just like Sebastian.” 
 
      
 
    Sam and his wife had mentioned that they had a son named Sebastian. I ask Suzy, “Is your son an adventurer? I hope to join the guild when I get to level five.” 
 
      
 
    Sam and his wife give each other a look, and Sarah bites her lower lip as if unsure what to say. Finally, Sam breaks the silence and tells us, “Sebastian left a year ago to become an adventurer.” He sighs wearily and continues, “I tried to tell him that it wasn’t all that the stories made it out to be but he wouldn’t listen. When I forbade him to go, he ran away.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah sniffles, “He never liked being a farmer, and the kids around here always made fun of him for being part beastman. It really shouldn’t have been a surprise that he would have run way to be an adventurer in Monstrum.” Turning to her husband, she says bitterly, “We should have supported him more. We could have gotten him training or some good fighting gear at least.” 
 
      
 
    Sam shakes his head as if he’s had this argument a thousand times, “He was just too young to be an adventurer. I didn’t want to encourage him to risk his life for some stupid coins.”  He turns to his wife and raising his voice, “He’s smart. He could have gone to school or gotten an apprenticeship with a craftsman.” Then remembering that they had guests, he turns to us, takes a deep breath and says in a quieter voice, “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t be arguing in front of you. It’s just that we’ve only gotten a couple of letters from him since he left and we worry about him.” 
 
      
 
    I’m about to say more, but I feel a small hand touch my forearm. I look down and see Mary shaking her head for me to let it go. She’s probably right, it’s better not to poke at the family's problems just to satisfy my curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Our group thanks our hosts for the wonderful dinner and we’re shown to our rooms. Suzy sleeps with her parents so that Mary and Kitsune can sleep in her room. Vrax and I sleep in the chamber that used to belong to Sebastian. The twin sized bed is a bit small for both Vrax and me, but it beats sleeping on the hard floor of the wagon again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2.8 
 
      
 
    We leave Sam and Sarah’s farm the next morning after a hearty breakfast of oatmeal. Our wagon is loaded with enough supplies to feed our group and the horses for four days. We even manage to get an old cooking pan that Sarah doesn’t use anymore. Sam refuses payment from us saying that he is still an ally of the Nine Tail Fox clan. The look his wife gives him for refusing good coin for their goods leads me to believe that they’ll have a ‘discussion’ about it later. I feel a bit guilty about taking all the supplies without compensating Sam, but no matter how I try to give him the silver for it, he refuses. Mary finds a unique solution to the problem by quietly handing three silver off to Suzy when she says goodbye to her and making her promise to give the money to her mommy. 
 
      
 
    Before we go, Sam pulls me aside and offers me an envelope, “Would you please deliver this to the first adventurers’ guild you come across? It’s addressed to my son.” 
 
      
 
    Mailman 
 
    You’ve been asked to deliver a letter from Samiahle of the Black Bear Clan to the first adventurer’s guild you come across. This may be the first step towards a father reconciling with his son. 
 
    Rewards: An improved reputation with Samiahle, and 5 XP. 
 
    Accept or Decline? 
 
      
 
    I look at the quest notification. Geesh, I would have agreed to deliver the letter without the guilt inducing description.   
 
      
 
    I take the envelope from Sam, accept the ‘Mailman’ quest, and the notification disappears, “I don’t know how long it may take to get your son to get the letter, but I’ll deliver it Sam.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about him getting it. The adventurers’ guild will notify him that he has mail the next time he checks in with them or turns in a quest. They have a nice postal service.” 
 
      
 
    We shake hands, I climb into our wagon, and we’re on our way to the mountain passes. 
 
      
 
    On the road again I’m curious about how difficult it will be to complete the quest Sam gave and ask Mary about it. Sitting on Kitsune’s shoulder, her eyebrows raise, and she laughs, “You got a letter too? Sarah gave me a letter to deliver too. She asked me not to tell her husband about it because she was afraid he’d get mad.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but laugh too. They both wanted to send letters but were afraid of upsetting the other person. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune quirks her mouth in a smile and adds, “Make that three letters,” and pulls out an envelope from her pocket with the name Sebastian written on it, with the S backward and two Ts. Suzy must have sent a letter too. It’s rather touching how much that family loves Sebastian. 
 
      
 
    A reptilian voice from the wagon behind me says sullenly, “Why no one give me letter? I feel left out.” 
 
      
 
    I turn and look to see Vrax sitting in the wagon, his arms crossed and his gaze directed downward, I try not to laugh. “I’m sure they would have given you a letter too if there was another member of the family.” Seeing that I haven’t cheered him up, I add, “How about I give you a letter that you can deliver to the adventurer’s guild? Then you’ll have a quest like the rest of us.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax uncrosses his arms, bares his sharp teeth at me, and yips. His way of smiling and laughing, “Yes, I like that brother. Then we all have letters.” 
 
      
 
    Returning to my original inquiry, I ask Mary again, “Why would Sam and his family need to send letters at all? Wouldn’t it be faster to send something by message tablet?” 
 
      
 
    Mary shakes her head, “Yes, it would be faster. But that family isn’t exactly rolling in dough, and message tablets are expensive. Plus from what they told us, their son left without telling them.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means that they wouldn’t have had time to save up for the tool even if they had some extra money,” I add continuing the line of reasoning. 
 
      
 
    Mary nods, then shrugs, “Right. Besides, a lot of regular people use the mail system the Adventurer’s guild offers. It’s cheaper by far than a message tablet and only delays things a couple of weeks at most. It’s perfectly fine for sending standard messages.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune watches the exchange between Mary and I out of the corner of her eye. I can tell she’s surprised that I don’t know about the mail system that Mary tells me about. Oops. I forgot that Kitsune doesn’t know that I’m not from this world. Well, if she’s not curious enough to ask about it, I won’t bring it up. 
 
      
 
    Trying to shift attention away from my lack of knowledge about the basics of this world, I pull out Lilliandra’s spellwriting journal and pretend to read it. The next few hours back on the road are spent in silence. I can’t speak for the other members of the group but my time sitting next to Kitsune is spent thinking about the rural farm we left and the family that lives there. My time there has stirred up some desires and thoughts that I’m surprised I have. They’re not exactly feelings I’m comfortable talking to Mary or Vrax about. So I decide to write to Sonya about it. 
 
      
 
    Hey Sonya, 
 
      
 
    Spending the night in the home of one of the nicest families I’ve ever met recently has made me think about what I want from life after finishing the tasks ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    Aside from their issues with their son, that family had just about everything a man could want. A home nestled near the mountains. A family to love and care for. Good honest work to occupy your time. If I’m honest with myself, I’m a bit envious of Sam. I’m not sure why I’m so fascinated by the idea of having a family, but it truly intrigues me. The concept that there are people in your life that you can love and absolutely depend on is fascinating. Having someone to love so intimately that calling them your ‘other half’ is like describing the sun as ‘bright.' Accurate but wholly inadequate to reflect the depth of the concept. I found myself watching the interactions between Sam and Sarah. There were so many subtle communications that it felt like they had a secret language. A look, a touch, a raised eyebrow. Each spoke volumes to the other partner. It’s hard for me to imagine how two people could be so intimately connected. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that’ll be us someday? (wink, wink). 
 
      
 
    Then there was their daughter, Suzy. She had so much energy that I think you could have run a small town off of her. But what caught my attention the most was the way she looked at her parents. As if they were the most amazing and wonderful people that ever existed in the universe. Is it inherent in the child - parent relationship? Or is she just lucky to have such devoted parents? 
 
      
 
    I told you that I lost my parents when I was young. Just watching Suzy talk with her parents made me wonder if I was ever like that with mine. It was such a long time ago that it’s hard for me to remember what it was like with them. I vaguely remember my mom holding my hand and just knowing that everything in the world was ok as long as I didn’t let her go. I’ll admit that I may be remembering things wrong. It was so long ago that it’s hard to be sure of what’s real and what I made up. But I hope that Suzy feels the same way when she holds her mom’s hand. 
 
      
 
    I’m sorry if I’m getting all touchy-feely. But I guess it’s better to talk, err, write about this kind of stuff before things get too serious. I don’t even know if having a family is something that you’d ever want. I know that it is something that I’d always planned on having. Growing up I was always acutely aware that I was different. I didn’t have a family, and no matter where I was sent to it was like an invisible sign that hung around my neck or a hole inside of me that I couldn’t fill. Before, I imagined that one day I would have a job to go to every day and I would come home to a wife and family and everything would be better. 
 
      
 
    Now though I find that my life has taken turns I never could have expected. I’ve learned magic, fought monsters, gained a brood brother and made friends with so many amazing people, including you. While I still want a family eventually, I also want to learn everything I can about Terra and see what it has to offer. I have so many goals and skills that I want to master. However, there are also new obligations that I have to fulfill before I can devote myself to my own dreams. I have to rescue what remains of the kobold tribe that adopted me. 
 
      
 
    I hope that you understand what I need to do before we can take this journey together. 
 
      
 
    Yours, 
 
      
 
    Armon Ellington    
 
      
 
    I send the message off and hope it doesn’t come off as too needy. Oh, well. If Sonya has other goals in life, it’s better to know about it now than later. 
 
      
 
    “Touchy feely isn’t hyphenated,” A voice whispers in my ear. 
 
      
 
    I jump in my seat, startled by the sound so close to my ear. I turn and see Mary hovering in midair, holding her stomach laughing, “You were writing so intensely I couldn’t help but look over your shoulder to see what it was about. I’m sorry I startled you…,” Then considering her statement she amends with a broad smile, “Well, not really. A girl has to have her fun you know.” 
 
      
 
    “How much did you read?” 
 
      
 
    “All of it.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and can feel myself redden from embarrassment, but since Mary has been my guide to girls I ask, “So, what did you think? Too much?” 
 
      
 
    She tilts her head and taps her chin, “Hmm, maybe a little. It kind of depends on how she feels about you and how much of a sharer she is. You might have scared her off, or you might make her feel like you want a future with her.” Shrugging she gives me a pitying look, “Guess you’ll find out when she writes back.” 
 
      
 
    I might have scared her off? That’s totally not what I wanted to do. I just wanted to share how I was feeling. Mary told me before that ‘sharing was caring’! 
 
      
 
    My expression must bother her because she quickly adds, “But it’s always better to know sooner rather than later if she’s not that into you.” 
 
      
 
    At least she agrees with me on that. I sigh and hope Sonya writes back soon. 
 
      
 
    By mid-day, our wagon enters the pass, and we begin our journey through the mountains. The road is rough, old, and winds around the peaks of the mountain. As we slowly travel along the road, the sound of the wheels on the rocky ground reverberate off the stone walls around us. I notice that there’s an odd silence as we travel. It’s as if the few animals that live here are afraid to speak and risk offending the mighty mountain. I can understand how they may feel. I look around us and feel tiny and insignificant next to the massive pillars of rock that pierce the sky above. 
 
      
 
    The first couple days through the mountain pass are rather uneventful. We switch to a normal schedule of traveling during daylight hours and resting at night. Many of the trails through the mountains are so narrow that only one wagon at a time is able to pass through and any deviation could result in falling off the edge of a cliff. Where possible, there are rest areas carved into the side of the mountain every ten to fifteen miles allowing a spot for travelers to take a break or for traffic to pass. 
 
      
 
    Since Kitsune is the only one among us that knows how to drive the wagon, she’s the one that determines our travel speed and when we’re done for the day. How she determines this, is not exactly clear to me. When I ask her she says that it depends on a number of factors including steepness of the trail, the horses conditions that day, how high we are up on the mountain, the last time we’d watered and fed the horses, condition of the trail, the weather, the temperature, the state of the wagon and harnesses, and the expected state of the trail the next day. On a good day, we travel thirty miles. On a bad day, when a sudden storm catches us, we only travel for ten miles before we have to stop. 
 
      
 
    Regardless of how long we travel the journey is mostly the same for Vrax, Mary, and myself. During the day we’d take turns sitting up front with Kitsune to keep her company. Anyone seated in the back of the wagon with the supplies would either nap, read, practice some skills, or talk. 
 
      
 
    When we stop for the evenings, Kitsune and I take care of the horses, and we all have dinner together over a small campfire. While we’re eating together, Mary and I tell Vrax tell stories about the Boy Who Lived. We have to work from memory, but we get most of the points. Oddly enough both Vrax and Kitsune seem more interested in the parts that take place in the non-magical world. They’re fascinated by the descriptions of cars, trains, televisions, light poles, electricity, and indoor plumbing. The magic stuff they find less interesting, even if it is different from what they’re used to. When we’re done telling the story from the first book, Vrax says he wants to be a muggle and wouldn’t mind living under the stairs of a house with water that turns hot and cold. I guess the grass is always greener on the other side of the magical hill. 
 
      
 
    I wake up on the third day of our journey, my back sore and my body tired. The back of the wagon just wasn’t designed to sleep four comfortably. Half the night I had a kobold foot in my face as Vrax tossed in his sleep. I open the back of the wagon and get out. It’s still early in the morning, and I hear Mary groan as the light hits her sleeping form. Yeah, I’d rather not be up either, but it's my turn to make breakfast. I take some of the firewood we gathered before entering the mountain and make a small cooking fire. It’s easy enough to get the fire going using spellwriting. I take our cooking pan out of my [Inventory] and chop up some of the vegetables we got from Sam and Sarah. I cook the vegetables in the pan over the fire giving them a nice little char, then I add some water and dried rabbit meat. The smell of the cooking breakfast wakes the other members of the group, and they file out of the wagon, one by one. 
 
      
 
    We still don’t have proper plates, but no one seems to mind using the crude ones I made and eating with their fingers. It’s not the most amazing meal I’ve ever made but makes a passable attempt at being a stir fry. I really need to buy some spices if I’m going to keep cooking. Heck, just some salt would go a long way in improving the taste of our meals. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune harnesses the horses to the wagon after feeding, watering, and grooming them. We pile into the wagon, it being my turn up front with Kitsune this morning. As I look out at the barren, gloomy mountains, I can’t help but get a feeling of foreboding. I hope we leave the mountains soon, we only have a few more days’ worth of supplies for the horses. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later we come across a woman in the middle of the road waving her hands over her head. I knock on the wagon to wake up the snoring Vrax. Mary flies up front to see what’s up and I hear Vrax say sleepily, “What’s happening? Are we there?” 
 
      
 
    “No buddy, there’s some lady on the road trying to flag us down. I just think it’s weird and I’d rather you be awake if there’s trouble,” I answer. The kobold perks up and I hear him loosening the shortsword in his scabbard. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune pulls on the reins bringing the wagon to a stop. The dumpy brown haired woman runs up to my side of the wagon.  I see that she’s sweating profusely and she’s covered in dust. She waves her hands frantically as she talks, “Thank you for stopping. I’ve been walking for miles. Our wagon broke down, and we’ve been stranded for days. Do you think that you could help us?” 
 
      
 
    I look around and don’t see any signs of a wagon on the road ahead of us, and we certainly didn’t pass one on the path behind us. Before I can ask more about it, Kitsune leans across the wagon and tells the woman, “Why of course we’ll help you. Get in, and we’ll drive you back to your wagon.” 
 
      
 
    I try to give the fox woman a look that says, ‘What the hell are you doing? You don’t pick up strangers on the side of the road!’ However, she must not be able to read my expressions yet because she just smiles at me. To be fair, my viewpoint on the subject is based on adults in my world driving into my mind the phrase ‘stranger danger.' That and my education from horror films on the perils of picking up hitchhikers. Still, this isn’t my world, and maybe I should give Kitsune credit for knowing the local customs better than I do. 
 
      
 
    As I scoot over to make room for the plump woman, I still can’t help but think of what I’ll do if she pulls out an axe and gets a crazed look in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Once the woman is seated, Kitsune snaps the reins, and our wagon takes off. The road through the mountain passes has had many twists and turns. There have also been a number of trails that led off the main road, but every one of them had been marked by a sign saying where they were headed and we knew which way to stay if we wanted to get to Monstrum. So, I find it more than a little odd when the woman tells us to turn left at onto an unmarked trail. 
 
      
 
    “Where were you folks heading? I didn’t see a sign for where this trail leads,” I ask, trying to sound casual. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes locked forward, she answers after the briefest of pauses, “We were heading to Tidnab, a small village north of there. It’s nestled against the mountain. My family are traders, and we make supply runs up there. We trade for some of the rare herbs that only grow in these mountains.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I know a little herbalism. What kinds of herbs does your family trade in? Maybe we can buy some from you?” 
 
      
 
    She bites her lip and answers, “Uh, well. We only have regular trade goods on this leg of the journey. We don’t get the herbs until after we visit Tidnab, but I’m sure my father would be more than happy to reward you with something if you can help us get back on the road.” 
 
      
 
    The trail our wagon follows runs through a narrow passage with high sheer cliffs. The high walls on either side of the path cast long shadows that blanket the trail. Even though the sun is still high in the sky, the shade gives the wind a sharp bite as it runs through the passage. Goosebumps prickle my skin as the wind hits me. We have to slow down to follow the twisty passage. Yeesh, how far away is this wagon? We’ve been traveling for an hour already. 
 
      
 
    The brunette woman must sense my unease because she assures us that her family and the wagon are only a little farther ahead around the next bend in the road. 
 
      
 
    As our wagon follows the path around the next curve, I see a beat up old wagon leaning to one side blocking the path forward. Kitsune pulls hard on the reigns and our horses protest loudly as they’re forced to come to a sudden halt. While there is indeed a broken wagon as promised, what I don’t see is a family of traders. Instead, behind the wagon are six dirty looking men of various races holding drawn bows, their arrows pointed in our direction. 
 
      
 
    It’s a trap! I knew I should have listened to my ‘stranger danger’ sense. I turn to grab the woman we picked up off the road, hoping to trade her for safe passage but I only catch a glimpse of her sticking her tongue out at me as she slips off the wagon bench and runs towards the armed men. I stifle my anger at being tricked like this and ignore the instinct to chase after her. Instead, I turn and ask Kitsune, “Can we turn around?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune shakes her head in the negative, “Not quickly. The road is too narrow here.” 
 
      
 
    I ask Mary, “Do you think you could fly away and find help?” 
 
      
 
    Before she can answer a high pitched voice calls out, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
      
 
    I turn to look for the source of the sound and see a short goblin with light green skin, a long pointed nose, and short pointy ears step out from behind the wagon. He smiles, his mouth full of sharp needle like teeth. Then brushes away a speck of imaginary dirt from his dark leather armor with his gloved hand, “Goblins have rather good hearing you know. I heard what you told your fairy friend. If she even so much as twitches her wings, we’ll fire so many arrows that you’re corpses will look like porcupines.” 
 
      
 
    I count the number of fighters I can see. I still think that we could take them. I mean we fought those Imperare soldiers, and there were a lot more of them than this. I get ready to give the order to fight when I hear the sounds of footsteps to my right. I turn and see more men and women holding bows and crossbows flanking us from the sides. A quick mental count ups the number of opponents to fourteen. I intently stare at the space above the nearest bowman and see that he’s level six. If that’s the average level, then our chances of beating them just dropped. 
 
      
 
    The goblin in front of us sighs dramatically and waggles his finger at us, “Don’t make us kill you. We’re trying to do this peacefully. Just surrender, and I can assure you that you won’t be harmed.” 
 
      
 
    I grudgingly raise my hands up in the air, and motion for Mary and Kitsune to do the same. The two follow my lead and raise their hands in the air too. A hand shoots out and pulls me roughly from the wagon. I land on the ground hard. I look up and see the front of a crossbow, and the point of a crossbow bolt pointed at me. Behind it the grinning face of a young man. With long dirty hair and what can only generously be called the wispy beginnings of a beard. He growls, “Just you try to cause trouble. I’d be more than happy to kill you and get the experience points.” 
 
      
 
    Great. Just what I need. Some stupid kid looking to get his first kill at my expense. I shake my head, pick myself up off the ground, and raise my hands above my head. The young man sniffs in disdain and motions for me to walk forward. As I do so, I also look around. In addition to the fighters I’ve already counted, I only now see that the goblin has stationed even more bowmen on high rocky cliffs above us. He wasn’t kidding when he said he could have killed us. I doubt even Mary could have avoided all the arrows this group would have fired. 
 
      
 
    I feel a boot on my back, and I stumble forward. I turn back and see the young man laughing as he motions with his crossbow for me to continue moving forward. I know he’s only looking for an excuse to shoot me and I turn forward and keep walking towards the goblin. When I get there, I see that Kitsune is already there and that her hands are being tied together in front of her. The woman we picked up on the road is tying a leather cord around Mary’s waist to prevent her from flying off. I look around but don’t see Vrax anywhere. Is it possible that he was able to sneak away and not get captured? 
 
      
 
    Before I can think about the possibility further, the goblin in dark leathers walks up to me and smiles, “Thank you for surrendering. I always hate to have to kill unnecessarily. You have to understand that us robbing you is not personal.” 
 
      
 
    Glancing back at the crossbow wielding youth, I say “It sure feels personal…err...what should I call you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how impolite of me. I forgot to introduce myself.” The short goblin only comes up to my waist, but he manages to bow rather elegantly, “I am the brilliant bandit. The prince of purse cutting. The uncatchable thief. I am Rythys Spicyfingers.” 
 
      
 
    Focusing on the area above his head I see his name and level. 
 
      
 
    Rythys Spicyfingers, level 8 
 
      
 
    This little goblin is twice my level? I guess looks can be deceiving. 
 
      
 
    Already tired of this showy goblin, I ask, “Ok, Spicyfingers. What’s next? You just going to rob us and leave us in the middle of the mountains?” 
 
      
 
    The smile on the goblin’s face falters for a moment, “Oh, we’re not so cruel as all that. You’ll accompany us to our base, we’ll relieve you of all the items in both your wagon and inventories. Then we’ll drop you off near the main road where some other righteous person can pick you up.” 
 
      
 
    Confused, I ask, “Wait, you’re going to take us to your base? Aren’t you afraid of showing us where you live?” 
 
      
 
    Spicyfingers laughs and produces three burlap sacks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interlude 1 
 
      
 
    I’m walking into arcane studies building A, when a small hairy student rushes past me. I yell for him to slow down but he ignores me as he runs down the hall and into a classroom up ahead. I shake my head at his attitude. When I was his age, I would have given anything to attend classes on magic. Hells hoofs, I would have been happy having regular meals.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, my mind races back to the dirty slums of Rearden. I grew up in the filthiest part of that human city.  My poor goblin mother had to raise my seven siblings and me all by herself near the sewers. We lived with all the other ‘monsters.’ I didn’t know that the humans meant it as a term of derision when I hear them call us that. I just that’s what we were. When I asked my momma about it later, she washed my mouth out with, well not soap. We couldn’t afford that, but something else terrible tasting. It didn’t understand what I’d done wrong until my older brother Faulkner explained that we weren’t monsters. That we were goblins and that humans call us monsters to justify why they should be allowed to hurt and kill us.  
 
      
 
    I shake my head and continue to walk towards room 120. Today is the first day of the semester, and I have to set up for the introduction to spellwriting course that I’m teaching. I reach room 120, only to find that the door is locked. I make a low, angry, growling sound and instinctively reach for a knife at my waist that is no longer there. I have to remember to push down the instincts from that other life. Stabbing someone will not solve this problem. Instead, I look around to make sure no one else is around. Confirming no one can see me, I slip an old set of lockpicks out of my [Inventory] and slid the appropriate tools into the door lock. It’s been awhile since I’ve done this. However, the skills come back to me, and soon I hear the distinctive click of the tumblers falling into place and the door is unlocked. 
 
      
 
    The click of that lock takes me back to the first time I picked a lock on a job. I was seven and had just graduated from being a lookout and runner for a group of street thieves. My older siblings had been pickpocketing and stealing food for years to help feed the family. However, I wanted more. I knew from an early age that I didn’t like sleeping in filth and not having food every day. So, when I was five, I joined a crew of thieves in my neighborhood. Well, they were less of a crew, and more a group of seven to ten year olds that would nick clothes, and occasionally break into homes when the owners were away. Still, they made more money than anyone in my family, so I joined them hoping to learn something. My brother Faulkner taught me how to use pieces of metal to open locked doors, and it was finally my chance to show the crew what I could do. After what seemed like an eternity at the time, I’d finally unlocked the back door to the baker's store when it was flung open, and a massive human grabbed me. The other boys took off of course, and I was left to take the beating from the baker, who happen to be working late that night. He might have beat me to death that night if my brother hadn’t shown up and stabbed the human. The boys in the crew had gotten him. Though, I almost wish they hadn’t since he was sent to work in the mines by the city for his crime. I never saw Faulkner again. He died of some lung disease in that mine. 
 
      
 
    A chill runs through me as I open the door and walk into the classroom. There’s a large chalkboard to my left attached to the stone wall. Along the far wall is a small table and chair for me to sit. Turning to my right, there are twenty empty desks, waiting for students to fill them. I take the morning’s handouts out of my [Inventory] and put them on the table. Walking back to the chalkboard, I take the small rough piece of white chalk from the holder at the bottom of the board and begin to write out the basic symbols of spellwriting.  
 
      
 
    My hands have written these symbols thousands of times over the last fifteen years. Light, dark, water, fire, earth, air, force, life, death, and self. I learned much more in my studies over the years, but those ten symbols still remain at the core of most of the spells I write. I pause to think. Has it really only been fifteen years since I learned these symbols myself? 
 
      
 
    I remember learning them from Miracle Max. After hearing about my brother’s death, I ran away from home. I knew that spells were the real ticket to power and money after I saw one of the wealthy humans in the city casting spells. He blasted a thief that tried to pick his pocket and not only did the city guards not chastise him for murder but thanked him for his restraint. Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford any of the spellbooks or grimoires that other spell casters use, so I was determined to learn spellwriting. A type of magic that depends only on the user's diligent learning. Yet the only person I could locate that was a master of the art was a former court wizard. It took me months to find him in his isolated forest estate, and even longer to pass his foolish tests. Yet, I was determined to learn and become powerful. So, I endured the inane lectures on the proper use of magic. How is it a power that is meant to be utilized for the good of the people, not just the elite? When I brought up the possibility of teaching spellwriting to the poor or the thinking ‘monsters’ like myself, the master was outraged. He cast me out then and there.  
 
      
 
    Even now, the hypocrisy of the lectures angers me. If my master actually believed that magic belonged to the people, then he wouldn’t have isolated himself in the middle of nowhere. He’d have been teaching magic to the masses of poor and disenfranchised. 
 
      
 
    The chalk breaking in my hand snaps me out of my thoughts. I take a deep breath to calm myself. It was a long time ago. Besides, by the time I was thrown out, I’d learned enough to start on my own journey in life. The only thing I regret leaving there in that forest is Lilliandra, my fellow student in spellwriting. She was one of the only people that showed me any kindness, and I loved her for it. The silvery haired half-elf beauty haunted my dreams for years after we parted. 
 
      
 
    I take a letter out of my [Inventory], smell the paper, and smile. The scent of her perfume lingers on the single page of beautiful hand written script. 
 
      
 
    Dear Jaxson,  
 
      
 
    I hope this letter finds you well. I know that it has been years since we have spoken but I have heard that you now hold the post of associate professor at Trinitarian College in Monstrum. I want to first offer you my most sincere congratulations. When we studied together, I knew that your ambition and determination would lead you to high places. It makes me happy to know you can finally teach magic to the people, as you thought should be done. 
 
      
 
    In line with the spirit of helping others, I hope you would be willing to assist a student of mine. He has fallen victim to the actions of the Imperare Empire and had people that he cares for taken by them. At great risk to his personal well being, he has been able to obtain information that may lead to their whereabouts. Unfortunately, this information has been encrypted in some sort of code. I could not help my student, Armon, with this task. Then, I remembered how good you were with that type of thing. If you would be willing to help out my student, I would consider it a personal favor and be ever thankful for your assistance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    With deepest regards,  
 
      
 
    Lilliandra, Daughter of the Three Moons People 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Reading the line about how good she remembers me being with codes makes me laugh. If only she knew. Whatever natural talent I had with codes when she knew me has blossomed into full mastery of the skill. After being kicked out of my master’s home, I tried to make my way as an adventurer. Unfortunately, not every group wanted a goblin on their team. I struggled for years to earn a living and make enough to advance my magical training. That all changed the day I met him. Mr. Raslinton found me and not only listened to my problems but pointed me in the direction of several lucrative adventuring opportunities. With his help, not only did I make enough money to live, but enough to buy spellbooks to improve my magical repertoire. All Mr. R asked in return was for me to do him a favor here and there. Pass along a message. Watch a suspicious person. Report on the disposition of a particular official. Nothing out of the ordinary at first. Then the requests gradually got more complicated. Steal a small item. Provide aid to a person I did not know. Hide something in my home until someone picked it up. Before I knew it, I was a full-blown spy for Mr. Raslinton. He showed me how to use ciphers to code all the messages I sent him. He also showed me how to decode other’s messages. It turned out I had a natural gift for the subject and was soon a master of various methods of decoding. The Veteralli method, Minimum Distance decoding, Maximilian cipher twisting, and so much more. I absorbed them all like a sponge. Soon, I’d even developed my own methods of code breaking and helped Mr. R learn many valuable secrets. His final and greatest reward for my work was this job. I don’t know how he did it, but he arranged for me to get a position at Trinitarian College. Sure, I have to send him regular reports on some of the staff and students here, but the extra paperwork is a small price to pay for fulfilling a long held dream. 
 
      
 
    As the student begin to walk through the door and take their seats, I put away the letter from Lilliandra. Of course, I’ve already written her back that I’d be happy to help her student out. After all, what else could I do for my friend? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3.1 
 
      
 
    I walk for hours with a smelly burlap sack on my head. It doesn’t block my entire vision but enough of it that I’m not exactly sure where I’m going. All I can make out is the blurred shapes of the other people around me. At some point, we enter a cave and I get totally disoriented as we travel through a series of dark underground tunnels. The torches that our captors carry give just enough illumination to penetrate the sack over my head and appear as a blob of light for me to follow. As we travel I grunt in pain as I stub my toe or I trip over the uneven rocky ground. The earthy smell of fungus, dirt, and animal musk mingle and permeate the air. 
 
      
 
    The lack of visual stimulation seems to enhance my hearing. I can clearly hear the sounds of shuffling feet, dripping water, and even the breathing of the people around me. Eventually, I start to hear faint voices. At first, they’re unintelligible, and for a moment I’m worried I might be going crazy. Then I concentrate and hear the recognizable sound of children yelling and playing. 
 
      
 
    You’ve learned the skill [Listening]. 
 
      
 
    Listening 
 
    Despite what the ladies may say, you can listen. You have improved hearing and can pick out sounds more easily. With greater concentration and focus you may eventually be able to perform great feats of listening. To increase this skill, you must intentionally focus on the sounds around you. 
 
    Bonus: You can hear things 10% better than normal. When you focus on just listening, you can determine the direction of a sound and hear sounds from 10% farther away. 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but chuckle. Even in this situation, getting a new skill is exciting. Someone shushes me but I’m still smiling under the sack. 
 
      
 
    I continue to concentrate on listening to the sounds around me for another half hour as we walk through the maze of tunnels. I’m able to raise my [Listening] skill to novice level two before we come to a stop and the burlap sack is taken off my head.  I’d already figured out we were heading towards some group of people from all the sounds I’d been hearing but I wasn’t prepared for the sight before me. 
 
      
 
    A massive open cavern stretches out before me, with in its depths is a village. Glowing crystals are everywhere, providing illumination for the ingenious town. Instead of building homes out of wood or brick, the buildings are carved into the mountain itself. All along the walls of the cavern, up to three stories high, are the fronts of homes and shops. Wooden doors and shutters fit into large rectangular holes that act as window and door frames. Stairs and handholds carved into the walls provide access to the higher levels and intricate pulley systems are used to move materials from one level to another. The mostly human population is augmented by a few shorter goblin figures that go about their daily routines. 
 
      
 
    My astonishment at the city is cut short as the butt of a crossbow is slammed into my back and I stumble forward. I turn and see the same young dirty haired man smiling at me. I get the hint and keep walking, following Kitsune’s bound figure in front of me. I wonder briefly where Mary is but I catch a glimpse of Spicyfingers and see a burlap sack tied to his waist moving like someone small is trapped inside. 
 
      
 
    Did he just throw Mary in a sack? What a jerk. I guess it’s better than putting her in a bottle. 
 
      
 
    As we pass through the center of the village, people stare at me and Kitsune. Children hide behind their mothers and men scowl at us. I get brief glimpses inside the homes carved into the mountain and see craftsmen and workers in most of the first floor homes. There’s a small corral for animals and a large open building with stacks of large mushroom like plants growing along the walls. Up on the second and third floors are what appear to be mostly residential homes since I see human and goblin children peeking out of doors and windows. As we’re escorted to a building along the first floor, I see the long line of people behind me move the goods from our wagon into a nearby storage area. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and I are led into the large building carved into the mountain and through a set of metal doors. The room doesn’t have any windows but is instead lit by a glowing crystal set in the ceiling. There a cot, a table, two chairs, and a chamber pot in the corner of the room. Kitsune sits on the bed and I sit on one of the chairs. 
 
      
 
    Spicyfingers follows behind us, throws the sack on the table, and closes the door behind himself. I untie the sack and let a woozy looking Mary out. She stumbles for a second, then leans over the side of the table and throws up. I find watching Mary oddly fascinating. I’ve never seen anyone spew rainbow colored vomit. Kitsune, however, gets up from the bed and holds the fairy’s hair back and gently rubs her back with her index finger. 
 
      
 
    The goblin smiles at us and says, “Sorry for your friend’s condition. Guess she didn’t enjoy the trip to our lovely village as much as the rest of you. Now, let's get your inventories emptied so we can get you a bit of food and send you on your way.” 
 
      
 
    Mary finishes hurling and sits on the table top. She grimaces, wipes her mouth, and asks, “If we give you the stuff from our inventory, you’ll just let us go?” 
 
      
 
    Rythys Spicyfingers nods, “Of course. We’re thieves, not murderers.” 
 
      
 
    I nod towards the door and the village outside, “You seem to be a lot more than thieves. You have an entire hidden village out there.” 
 
      
 
    Spicyfingers shrugs and waves dismissively, “Yes, which is why we need to steal. There aren’t exactly a lot of natural resources around here. So consider it a donation to a struggling village if it makes you feel better. Please, for your own sakes, just empty your inventories.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune takes a step away from Spicyfingers and asks, “If we don’t?” 
 
      
 
    Spicyfingers shakes his head and a dagger appears in his hand, “Then we’ll have to convince you to comply.” The dagger disappears as quickly as it appeared and he continues, “But that really shouldn’t be necessary. We haven’t harmed you have we? We’re just a group of struggling refugees. We don’t want to hurt you or anyone else. We’re just trying to survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Struggling refugees?” Kitsune asks. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, most of the families here were displaced when the Orc King’s armies ‘unified’ the lands.  They forced out all the humans that were living within the borders of the country they created. Our village was a mix of humans and goblins and we were all forced off the land we’d lived on. We fled into the mountains rather than try to make it through the Imperare Empire. We weren’t prepared for the journey. We would have died if we hadn’t found these ruins and the subterranean well of water. We’ve been living here since.” 
 
      
 
    Mary, standing on the table, crosses her arms across her chest and asks, “Why not just rest up then move on to Xican?” 
 
      
 
    “We could make the journey into Xican but who’s going to take an entire village worth of people? We’ve made a place for ourselves here. We farm enough to provide food for everyone and we steal from the passing caravans sometimes to supplement our other needs.” He laughs and waves his hand towards us, “I can assure you that your horses and wagon will be put to good use.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune’s posture relaxes slightly and she asks, “And if we ‘donate’ the rest of the stuff from our inventory, you promise to let us go?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin places his right hand over his chest, where his heart is, and nods. 
 
      
 
    Mary and Kitsune both empty out their inventories onto the table. They don’t have much. Just some copper pieces, some herbs, a bit of dried meat, and the extra message tablet we took from that Imperare soldier. 
 
      
 
    When I compare what they’ve put on the table to what I know I have in my inventory, I think that I must be quite the hoarder. I open my inventory and begin piling everything out onto the table. There are potions, herbs, the Imperare armor and weapons I’d taken, our few remaining coins, my engraving kit, the message tablet, a silver chain and manacles, empty water skins, the envelope from Sam, the hand crossbow, the wooden plates and cups I made, crude wooden spears, crude crossbow bolts, and some rat teeth. The only thing I hesitate to put on the table are all the books we took from Mr. Gerald. They’re our only link to where that bastard sold the Red Claw tribe kobolds. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t think you can hold anything back. To make sure you’ve emptied out your inventory, we do ask that you show them to us,” Spicyfingers tells me. 
 
      
 
    I sigh and place the books on the table too, “These books aren’t worth anything to you. They’re documents we need to find some friends of ours.” 
 
      
 
    Spicyfingers picks up one of the books and flips through it, “Hmmm, coded? That seems a bit more valuable than you make it seem. What about the envelopes?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug and shake my head, “The envelopes are just from a family of farmers we met. They wanted us to drop them off for their son. The books are records from a slave trader. He didn’t want other people to know who he sold his slaves to. My friends were taken and sold by this man. Those are the only records we have to find them. Please, we’ve given you everything else we have. Let us keep these.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin considers me for a moment and shrugs, “OK. As a show of good will, if you show me that your inventories are empty, I’ll let you keep these books.” 
 
      
 
    I nod and authorize my inventory screen to be seen by everyone and show it to Spicyfingers. Kitsune and Mary follow suit. Satisfied that we haven’t held anything back he pushes the pile of books and the letters back to me. I quickly put them back in my inventory and reset my permissions. 
 
      
 
    He smiles at all the items on the table and makes it all disappear into his own inventory. Once the last item is gone the goblin’s eye bulge slightly and he tries to take a step forward. His feet move slowly and he makes a face at his slow speed. He taps the air and looks at what I can only assume to be his inventory screen because he puts all the armor pieces I’d taken as loot onto the table. His normal movement speed returns and he calls for someone to take away the heavy items he doesn’t have the strength to carry himself. 
 
      
 
    Having cleared up the issue of stealing us blind, he bows cordially and says, “Now that that’s out of the way, I’d like to officially welcome you to Tidnab Village. Hopefully, your stay won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    He turns to leave but before he makes it to the door I yell out, “Wait! You said you’d let us go if we emptied our inventories.” 
 
      
 
    He turns back to me and winks, “Of course. All in due time. I also said I’d be sure to feed you before you go. Can’t have you passing out from hunger in these mountains. I’ll make sure someone comes by to bring you some food and then we can make arrangements for your departure.” 
 
      
 
    I want a better assurance than that but before I can say more he opens the door and leaves the room. I hear a click and when I try the door handle I find that it’s locked. I press my ear against the door but can only hear unintelligible muffled voices from the other side. Good, that means they can’t hear us talk either. Still, better to be safe than sorry. 
 
      
 
    I move across the room to Kitsune and Mary. I motion for them to huddle close and I whisper, “So, now that we’re stuck here what do you think we should do?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, now you ask us?” Mary asks acidly, “Why couldn’t you have consulted with us before you decided to surrender and agreed for us to empty out our inventories?” 
 
      
 
    I wince at the remark, knowing that she’s right. I had, sort of, decided for everyone what we’d do without talking to them. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune puts a hand up and says, “I’m sorry, but I disagree.” Turning faintly pink when both Mary and I turn our gazes to her she continues, “My father told me, that a leader doesn’t always have the luxury of taking a vote. Sometimes you have to make a decision and live with the consequences. If you don’t trust your leader to make the right decision in the heat of the moment, then you never should have made them your leader.” Turning to Mary, she asks pointedly, “Don’t you trust Armon?” 
 
      
 
    The question takes Mary by surprise. I think she expected Kitsune to side with her. She looks at Kitsune as if she betrayed her but takes a moment to seriously think about the question before she answers, “Yes. I do trust Armon.  When I gave up my job as a fairy guide I knew that things wouldn’t always be easy but I knew that Armon cared for me and wouldn’t let me down.” Turning to me she adds, “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I’m just annoyed that Team Mary was captured so easily.” She cradles her stomach and I hear it make an uncomfortable gurgling sound, “Plus the ride over in that sack made me motion sick. Which isn’t helping my mood any.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve said that before, why is your group called Team Mary if Armon is the leader?” Kitsune asks. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s right. You weren’t around for that adventure.” Glancing around the locked room I continue, “I guess we have time to tell the story.” 
 
      
 
    However, before I can begin telling the story of how our group ended up with our team name, Mary starts to tell the tale. Only it’s not quite the story I remember. According to Mary, it was all a brilliant plan on her part to brand ourselves with her name, the prettiest, most awesome member of the team. That way others would know to fear the fairy-est of groups. First, she established herself as the best ranged damage dealer in the group and the only one able to summon helpful animals. Then after a series of brutal battles that she almost single handily won, she firmly proved she was the most valuable member of the group. The remaining two members, in utter awe of her mad skills, readily agreed to name the team after her in acknowledgment of her supreme awesomeness. 
 
      
 
    It’s funny how we remember things differently. I recall it being a matter of blackmail, but who am I to shatter Kitsune’s image of Mary. Speaking of. Kitsune, after hearing Mary’s story, nods her head in enthusiastic agreement, “After all that, it’s only fitting that the group would be named after you Mary.” 
 
      
 
    I’m tempted to tell my version of the story but before I can start there’s a knock at the door. I rise from my place on the floor and the door opens. An older grey haired man with a spear enters and holds the door open for a young woman in a knee length skirt carrying a tray with three bowls of hot soup. The young woman has sandy blond hair, grey eyes, and looks to be barely out of her teens. She glances at the three of us as she puts the tray down on the table, “Here is some soup for our temporary guests. I hope you enjoy it. It’s sort of a village specialty. It’s made entirely from the produce we grow here.” 
 
      
 
    I take one of the wooden bowls and spoons. The bowl feels warm in my hands and the soup inside is a clear brown broth with a variety of vegetables that I can’t identify. I give the young woman a friendly smile and tell her, “I’m sure it’s wonderful. Do you know when we’ll be let out of here?” 
 
      
 
    The young lady glances at the older man but answers, “We don’t get many visitors here. The few we do don’t usually stay for more than a day or two. I’m not sure where they go but one day they’re here and the next they’re just gone and we never see them again.” 
 
      
 
    The older man chimes in, “You know that’s because we have to keep our home a secret. You know Rythys leads our guests blindfolded to a random location in the mountains and lets them go. Now you let these people eat so they can get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Sleep? We’re not leaving today?” I ask quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no. I know it’s hard to tell the time in these caves but it’s already near sunset. It wouldn’t be safe to leave you in the mountains after dark. There are too many ways to lose your way or get hurt when you can’t see where you’re going.” 
 
      
 
    Having answered my question both the girl and the older man leave us to enjoy our food. 
 
      
 
    I take a sip of the soup and find it to have a pleasant nutty flavor. I can’t identify the broth but it’s definitely not a beef or chicken base. Maybe some kind of vegetable stock? The vegetables in the soup are all well cooked and while not particularly flavorful are rather filling. I finish the whole bowl of soup before I know it and realize that I’m the only one eating so far. 
 
      
 
    I notice my companions are staring at me and ask, “What’s wrong? You two not hungry?” 
 
      
 
    Mary peers intently at me and answers, “Uh, no. We’re just waiting to see if you keel over from food poisoning.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!?” I say as I drop the bowl and spoon in my hands. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune walks over and places the back of her hand on my forehead and takes my left wrist in her other hand as she explains, “Mary and I decided that we’d wait to eat till after you finished. That way if the food is poisoned we can treat you. So how do you feel?” 
 
      
 
    “I feel a little worried since you mentioned being poisoned but the food was rather tasty. Why would you think they would poison us when they could have just killed us at any time during our journey here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we don’t really know these people and while you seem hesitant to give strangers rides, you don’t seem that worried with those same strangers giving you food. So, we’re just being cautious,” Kitsune says. 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t really given it much thought. I mean, Spicyfingers has kept his word so far hasn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies over and looks into the empty bowl I dropped. She takes a sniff of the contents, then shrugs before answering, “Yeah, but that girl also said they didn’t ever see any of their ‘guests’ ever again. Who knows what that means? We’re probably being paranoid but better safe than sorry.” 
 
      
 
    After a few more minutes of watching me, Mary and Kitsune decide that the soup is probably not poisoned and eat their own portions of food. Ten minutes later, the young woman and older man come in to collect the wooden bowls and spoons. They leave without speaking to us again and we’re left alone. 
 
      
 
    Moving closer to the two women I ask in a whisper, “Are we going to talk about Vrax? You think he’s ok?” 
 
      
 
    Mary rolls her eyes and tells me, “Well, why don’t you use your special kobold abilities and tell us?” 
 
      
 
    That’s right. I’d forgotten. The magical ceremony that bound Vrax and me as brood brothers also lets us sense where the other is. I close my eyes and focus my thoughts on my red scaled friend, “I feel a slight pull from that direction.” When I open my eyes, I see that I’m pointing towards the wall next to the door, “I guess that’s where Vrax is. Though I can’t tell how far away he is or if he’s ok.” 
 
      
 
    Mary slaps her forehead and says with frustration evident in her voice, “Why do I have to remind you about everything? Just look at the companion page you have for Vrax.” 
 
      
 
    Again, I forgot. I never really use it but I have companion pages for both Mary and Vrax that give me detailed descriptions about them. It’s basically the same as their status screen, only I don’t have to get their permission to look at it. I ignore all the extra information about his skills and stats and focus on his basic information. 
 
      
 
    Vrax Level 5 
 
      
 
    Health     65/68 
 
    Stamina  63/105 
 
    Mana      37/37 
 
      
 
    Well at least I know he’s alive. I have to wonder what he’s doing right now that’s used so much of his stamina. If only there was some way to communicate with him. Unfortunately, that goblin took our message tablets. Not that it would help even if I did have mine. We never got one for Vrax. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you going to tell us how Vrax is doing or am I going to have to pull some nose hairs to get you to talk?” Mary asks, miming a plucking motion. 
 
      
 
    I instinctively cover my nose with my hand and tell Mary, “Oh, he’s alive. He’s down a couple of health points and about half his stamina. That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune covers her mouth to stifle a yawn and says, “Well, at least we know that he’s well. I’m feeling rather tired all of a sudden. How about we get some sleep?” 
 
      
 
    The yawn seems contagious and I find myself covering my own mouth, “Sure. There’s not much we can do right now. They said they’d let us go tomorrow. We’ll have to figure out some way to find Vrax then.” Pointing to the single bed in the room, I tell Mary and Kitsune, “You two take the bed and I’ll crash on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    Our sleeping arrangements all set, we go to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3.2 
 
      
 
    The stone floor of our room isn’t particularly comfortable but I find myself so tired that I fall asleep anyways. I have unpleasant dreams and find myself waking up several times over the next few hours. On one of these occasions, I have the uncomfortable feeling that somebody's watching me. I try to look around the dark room, the glowing crystal in the room having gone out hours ago. I activate my [Darkvision] ability and everything lights up in shades of grey. Mary and Kitsune are still asleep on the cot and there doesn’t appear to be anyone else in the room. Then what woke me up? I could have sworn I felt someone. I decide to try out my new [Listening] skill and close my eyes. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I’m aware of is my own breathing, which seems rather loud in the quiet room. I can hear my own heartbeat and the rustle of my clothes as I shift involuntarily. I push my awareness beyond myself and focus on the areas around me.  The shallow breathing of two people comes to me. That must be Mary and Kitsune. What else? I try to extend my hearing beyond my immediate area and pick up the faintest trace of sound. I open my eyes, wave away the notification that I’d raised my [Listening] skill, and try to remember the direction that I heard the sound. It was from the direction of the door. Could someone be up? Maybe it’s just a rat or something. Still, I know I won’t be able to go back to sleep until I know for sure what it is. I move quietly up to the door using [Sneak] and press my ear against it. I close my eyes and try to listen again. The door seems to cause some kind of echo from the blood vessels in my ear and I hear my own pulse much more clearly. I try to focus beyond that and again hear a sound, this time a bit louder. It’s difficult for me to identify the sound but if I was forced to guess, it reminds me of the sound a feather pillow makes when it hits the ground. A soft ‘plop’ almost too faint to notice unless you were listening for it. Is that someone sneaking around? 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes and see that I’ve gotten another level in the [Listening] skill and dismiss the notification. I press my face to the ground and peek under the door. Yes, there is shadowy movement on the other side of the door. The shadow moves out of sight for a few minutes, then comes towards the door. I scramble to my feet and I move away.  A jingling sound is followed by the sound of the lock turning. As the handle turns, I raise my fists and prepare to launch myself at whoever is sneaking around in the middle of the night. The door opens outward a crack and I see a familiar slitted eye peek into the room. Then Vrax enters the room, a set of keys in his hands, and a sharp toothed grin on his face. He looks around the room quickly and not seeing any danger silently runs to me and hugs my waist. 
 
      
 
    I’m so surprised to see him that I still have my fists raised in the air. It takes me a moment to remember to hug my brood brother back. “How in the world did you find us?” I whisper to him. 
 
      
 
    He releases me from his embrace, and looks up at me with a quizzical tilt of his head, and says in reptilian, “My brood brother, have you already forgotten how many hours we spent training with Keans? He showed me how to use the tracking skill and it’s pretty easy to follow the trail of so many people.” 
 
      
 
    Realizing it’s probably easier for Vrax to explain himself in his native language right now, I respond in reptilian, “But they blindfolded us and led us through a maze of tunnels for hours. I don’t think I could find my way back to where we were taken if I had a week to try.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax yips softly in agreement, “Yes, underground tunnels are very confusing for humans. That’s why we use them for defense when we plan our villages. Or did you also forget that kobolds live in underground tunnels our whole lives?” He yips in quiet laughter and lightly slaps my leg with the back of his scaled hand, “I know how to track underground even better than outside. Besides, you and I are magically bonded as brood brothers. I could find you wherever they took you.” 
 
      
 
    While I take in everything Vrax has told me, a voice from the cot mumbles, “Who’s doing all that hissing? Don’t you know what time it is? A fairy needs her beauty sleep.” 
 
      
 
    I try to shush Mary, afraid she’ll make too much noise and alert the guards. 
 
      
 
    I see her groggily sit up on the bed and rub her eyes, her jet black hair sticking up at odd angles, “Don’t shush me! You’re the one making so much noise.” Then finally waking up enough, she casts her light spell and a white globe of light appears in her hand. The globe is bright enough to illuminate the room in a twilight glow. Mary looks around the room, she sees Vrax and her eyes widen in surprise. She flies over to Vrax and hugs him around the neck and asks, “I’m so glad you found us. Armon was worried we might have lost you but I knew you’d find us. After all, Kobolds are most at home underground.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. Ok, I get it. I have to start remembering the lore. 
 
      
 
    “Mary, please turn off that light and keep your voice down or you’ll alert the guards.” 
 
      
 
    Switching back to Xican, Vrax tells me, “No worry. I put the guards to sleep. Then I take their key and let you out. Now, go wake Kitsune and we can go. It no safe to stay here.” 
 
      
 
    I go to the door and peek outside. Indeed, just outside the doorway, there’s another room that looks like an office. It’s bathed in a warm yellow light by some source I can’t see but sitting near the door that leads outside are two slumped figures. They appear to be breathing shallowly but are definitely not conscious. 
 
      
 
    Returning to our room I see Mary trying to wake a sleepy Kitsune without making too much noise. 
 
      
 
    Thinking about all the stealth games I’d played on my world, I motioning towards the two unconscious guards and I ask Vrax, “Why didn’t you just kill them and hide their bodies in a closet or something?” 
 
      
 
    The kobold raises his scaly palms up and shrugs, “Why kill? They just doing their job. Besides, what if they in a group? They die and other group members see them disappear. No good.” 
 
      
 
    I realize that Vrax is correct. When Vrax and I are in a group, I can see his health and mana in the top left corner of my vision. I’d definitely notice if it suddenly disappeared. Note to self, while trying to be stealthy, don’t kill the guards. It’s not that kind of game world. 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks out the door and then back at Kitsune and Mary. His tail twitches left and right constantly and he seems pretty agitated. I ask, “I know we don’t want to get caught sneaking out, but you seem pretty wound up Vrax. Is something else bothering you?” 
 
      
 
    He takes one more look outside and nods his head, “Yes, yes. I no want them to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “Kill us? What are you talking about? They said that if we cooperated, they’d leave us outside the mountain this morning.” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head back and forth vigorously, he looks at Mary and Kitsune and whispers in reptilian, “No, I heard the goblin talking to the human guards while I hid outside and waited for everyone to go to sleep. He told them to put some kind of sleeping powder in your food if you caused any trouble. They were going to take you all some place in the morning but not to free you. They were going to kill you, and finish looting your corpses. The goblin said it was to protect the city. That you three had seen too much.” 
 
      
 
    Dammit! That lying green sack of goblin. He just wanted us to empty our inventories. He couldn’t force us to empty them and if he’d just killed us, he’d only get a fraction of what was inside them as loot when our bodies disappeared. He had me fooled. 
 
      
 
    A fairy voice interrupts our conversation and asks, “What are you two talking about in reptilian? You’re talking about us aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    I turn towards the voice and see Mary and Kitsune looking at me and Vrax. Since I’d had my back turned to the girls I didn’t notice them move closer. Mary must suspect something's off since Vrax and I don’t normally talk in reptilian around them. 
 
      
 
    I try to smile at them reassuringly. No use in worrying them about what might have happened in a few hours, “We weren’t talking about you, Mary. Vrax was just telling me that we should hurry and leave before anyone else shows up.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you lie to us! I heard what Vrax said,” Kitsune hisses through clenched teeth. Her arms crossed beneath her breasts and her brows furrowed in displeasure, she turns to Mary and continues, “Vrax told him that he heard that goblin planned on taking us out in the morning and killing us. We’re too big a security risk for the city apparently.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks at me and asks quietly, “Is this true?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know Kitsune understood reptilian. I guess a princess gets a broad education growing up. I sigh and nod, “I didn’t want to worry you. We’re leaving now anyways.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies to within an inch of my face and pokes my nose hard. The light from the spell in her hand stings my eyes and she tells me, “You don’t get to decide when it comes to stuff like this. I know you were trying to protect us, but we’re big girls Armon. We’ll talk more about this later, but we’re all equal teammates. We clear?” 
 
      
 
    I back away a step and raise my hands in surrender, “Ok. We’re crystal clear. No hiding information from you. I’m sorry.” Then pointing out the door I add, “However, in light of the now much clearer need for us to depart, can we get going?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering, Mary and Kitsune give me a cold look and walk out the open door. Vrax looks at me and I shrug. Man am I going to get an earful later about this. 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I follow the ladies out of the room. I see the two female members of our group searching the bodies of the guards while Vrax opens the front door a crack and peeks through. I look around the room and notice the desk in the corner. I search through the drawers but only find some playing cards, paper, ink, and a pen. I take it all. Hell, I’m so mad about being tricked I’d take the desk if it would fit in my [Inventory]. I look around for more stuff to steal but the room is otherwise bare. 
 
      
 
    My attention is drawn away from my search for stuff by Vrax’s whispered voice, “I no see anyone outside. We go now.” 
 
      
 
    I move towards the door leading outside. Mary and Vrax are already at the door waiting for me. Kitsune holds out to me a spear and a sheathed sword. The weapons that the guards had. I gladly take the spear. However, instead of taking the sword for herself, Kitsune presses it to my chest. I don’t understand why she doesn’t want it but take the sword and drop it in my [Inventory]. It never hurts to have a backup weapon. 
 
      
 
    Now that everyone is ready. Vrax opens the door and we all leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3.3 
 
      
 
    The four of us slip out the door of the stone warehouse and scurry into the shadows cast along the walls of the village streets. No one is out on the street that we can see. There are a few lights on in the homes that line the high cavern walls but the village appears to be mostly asleep. Glowing crystals grow at regular intervals along the main road and partially illuminate the street and its buildings. Yet every light casts a shadow and it’s to these shadows that we try to stick to as we follow Vrax. 
 
      
 
    Vrax can’t use stealth in this situation or he wouldn’t be able to lead us out of the village. Our footsteps sound loud to my ears as our group moves through the quiet village. Over the next hour we move in spurts, rushing from one shadowy hiding spot to another. We have to pause a few times and crouch down in alleyways as small groups of one or two people start to appear in the streets. These are likely the workers and craftsmen with the earliest shifts heading to their places of business. It appears as if we have even less time than we thought if the village is starting to wake up. Someone might check up on those guards Vrax knocked out soon. 
 
      
 
    It takes us another half hour of stealthy travel before I see the tunnels that lead out of the village. We’re almost to the edge of the community when the sound of a gong rings out. The loud clanging noise startles me and I instinctively cover my ears as the sound breaks the early morning silence. 
 
      
 
    We can only assume that our escape has been noticed. Abandoning all attempts at stealth we make a break for the tunnels that lead out of the village. Vrax, with his high agility, is the fastest of us and Mary flies closely behind him. Kitsune lifts up the hem of her red kimono and runs as fast as her feet will take her but is the slowest of the group. From above us, lights start to turn on in the homes carved into the cavern walls. Heads peek out of doorways and windows, curious why the alarm has been sounded. I don’t stop my dash but I can hear an increasing number of cries from above as people shout out for guards, likely recognizing us from the day before. 
 
      
 
    As we reach the dark tunnel entrance I can’t help but think that it seems so cramped compared to the high ceilinged cavern that the village is in. I take a quick look behind us as we enter the tunnel and I see several figures in the distance moving in our direction with torches in their hands. They must know where we’re heading and I can only hope we can stay ahead of them long enough to make our escape. 
 
      
 
    Mary casts her spell for a globe of illumination and the tunnel lights up. I wish we didn’t have to use the spell but Mary and Kitsune can’t see in the dark like Vrax and I can. Vrax leads us back down the tunnels we took to get to the bandit’s city. Without a sack over my head, I can appreciate the natural beauty of the tunnels. White stalactites and stalagmites litter the tunnel. Each one veined with a gold colored metal that reflects the light from Mary’s globe. The three of us follow Vrax as quickly as we can and he leads us through the twists and turns of the tunnels. 
 
      
 
    A cry from behind me draws my attention and I glance back. Past Kitsune, maybe thirty feet, the glow from several torches are reflected off the walls. I can hear their bearers’ cries echo through the tunnel and I realize our own footsteps likely do the same. 
 
      
 
    “We have company behind us,” I yell to the group. Vrax slows down at an intersection of three tunnels and points to the tunnel straight ahead of us and says between heaving breaths, “They in front of us too.” I look where he’s pointing and see the glow of torches ahead as well. Trouble behind us. Trouble straight ahead of us. 
 
      
 
    I put my hand on Vrax’s shoulder and point to the tunnel ahead of us where the torch light shows, “Is that the only way out of here?” 
 
      
 
    He looks up at me and shakes his head, “Never only one way out of tunnels but that the only way I know is safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that way isn't that safe for us at the moment,” I mutter as I look at our group. Everyone, including myself, is breathing heavily from our sprint away from the bandit village. I bet if I checked my stamina, it would tell me I’m running on fumes. We can’t go back the way we came. We can’t go ahead. I don’t believe we can stay and fight here with forces coming at us from both sides. There’s only one clear choice. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, looks like we’re taking the left side tunnel into the unknown,” I tell the group and take the lead by moving down the tunnel. I start at a walk, then move into a jog, and finally a run as I lead the group down the only tunnel that doesn’t have people trying to kill us. Since Mary is flying behind me with her globe of illumination, I activate [Darkvision]. It’s odd, but even the meager light from her globe is enough to make the tunnel appear as if it’s bathed in sunlight when I use this ability. At least for thirty feet or so. After that, the tunnel fades into darkness again. If the tunnel were completely dark I could only see about fifteen feet ahead and the world would be colored in shades of grey. 
 
      
 
    As I make my way down the tunnel, I note some distinct differences from the one we were in. While the rock walls are the same they are covered in a fine layer of dust that mutes the thin gold veins in the walls. Also, the ceiling does not have the black layer of soot left by torches that the other well-traveled tunnels have. As I run face first through an almost invisible cobweb, I put spider webs on the list of things that are different about this tunnel. 
 
      
 
    I weave around boulders as the tunnel turns left, and then right. We come to another junction and I pause to catch my breath. Before me are two new tunnels. The one to the left slopes down and the one to the right has the slightest incline. Otherwise, they’re both the same. Why can’t someone have already marked one of these tunnels with a sign that says ‘This way out’ or something? 
 
      
 
    I look back at my group and see that they all look as tired as I feel. I don’t think we can run for much longer. We need to find someplace to rest and recover our stamina. I hear something behind us and see a single thin man with a bow in one hand come around a curve in the tunnel. His glowing green eyes widen as he sees us and he shouts behind him, “They’re here! This way!” 
 
      
 
    Shit! I didn’t notice him catching up to us because he doesn’t have a torch. He must have some kind of ability that lets him see in the dark. 
 
      
 
    He awkwardly pulls an arrow from a quiver at his hip, puts it to his bow, draws, and quickly fires at us. Kitsune ducks and the hastily shot projectile clatters against the stone wall where her head was a moment before. Three purple magical bolts race towards the man and even though he dives backward behind the curve of the tunnel, the bolts trajectory curve to follow him. I hear a yelp of pain but don’t have time to check if he’s out of the fight. 
 
      
 
    A surge of adrenaline rushes through me and I run down the right tunnel. I only hope that it leads upwards towards the surface. I can hear my group following behind me. Two more junctions present themselves before me but I don’t stop to think. Instead, I choose the path that I think will lead upwards each time. This section of the tunnel system doesn’t seem much used and I can only hope that the many tunnels branches will confuse our pursuers enough for us to escape. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after what seems like forever, I sense a faint light ahead. At first, I think it may be the people chasing us but the light is too pure. Too natural. I don’t know if the others behind me can see it since I have [Darkvision] activated but it gives me hope. The tunnel we’re in has the lowest ceiling of any we’ve been through and I can almost feel my head scrape against rocks above. The slope of the tunnel leads upwards at an angle that is causing my calves to strain. After another ten minutes, the light is noticeably brighter ahead and I hear Mary cry out, “It’s a way out! I can see the way out.”  She’s right. The tunnel ahead is blocked partially by a boulder but just beyond that is a clear exit with sunlight streaming through. It’s so bright that I have to turn off my [Darkvision] ability or risk going blind. Without [Darkvision] the tunnel is a lot darker but that doesn’t matter. It’s a way out. 
 
      
 
    My heart nearly bursts with relief. We aren’t going to be killed by bandits. We can still save my kobold tribesmen. I’ll get to see Sonya again. 
 
      
 
    I’m so focused on the possibilities of the future that as I squeeze past the boulder blocking the tunnel I fail to notice the deep chasm on the other side. It’s not until most of my body is past the boulder and my right foot hits thin air, that it occurs to me to look down. My thoughts race as I feel my body’s momentum carry me forward towards a thirty-foot span of emptiness. My left hand tries to find some purchase on the boulder I just squeezed past but only the tips of my fingers are even touching it anymore. Miraculously, the edge of my left foot finds some narrow ledge and the fingernails on my left hand catch on some protuberance. It’s just enough to stop my forward movement and I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    That’s when a scaly hand works its way through the space blocked by the boulder and I see Vrax squeezing through. I want to shout a warning to my friend. But before I can utter a sound, his clawed finger grazes my left hand, dislodging its tenuous hold. The last thing I hear as I fall into the dark abyss is, “Oops.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3.4 
 
      
 
    My eyes open slowly and painfully. Each eyelid feels as if it has great weights attached to it and the mere act of movement is a heroic feat of strength. My head feels as if someone were laying into it with a jackhammer and the world blurs as I finally get my eyes open. I hear a soft voice but can’t move my head to see who’s speaking, “Look he’s waking up.” A bright green glow flashes briefly before me and I feel a cool wave of energy pass through my head and my headache goes from roaring pain to a dull ache. The world comes into focus and I can see the familiar face of Kitsune looking anxiously at me from above. As I glance around I realize that she has my head cradled in her lap and has her hand on my forehead. My head still feels a bit woozy but her fingers feel cool against my skin and I can’t help but smile at the fox woman, “Fancy meeting you here. Do you come here often?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune’s eyes widen, her face turns a bright shade of red, and her strawberry blond fox ears quiver slightly. Looking up into her eyes I notice how startlingly blue they are. I reach up, touch her freckled cheek with my index finger and say, “You have lovely eyes. They’re as beautiful as sapphires. A man could get lost in eyes like those.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune makes a high pitched “Eeep,” and I feel Kitsune scoot away from me, dropping my head onto the stone floor. The sharp pain at the back of my head clears the last few cobwebs from my mind and my eyes widen when I realize what I was just saying. I sit bolt upright, eyes wide. I turn around and see Kitsune sitting five feet from me covering her face with her hands. I can see her cute blue eyes peeking out through her fingers. 
 
      
 
    No! What am I thinking? 
 
      
 
    I turn my back to Kitsune and feel a heat creep up my cheeks. I look forward and see Mary and Vrax staring at me with open mouthed astonishment. 
 
      
 
    Vrax turns to Mary and asks, “I thought Armon was going to mate with Sonya?” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks down on Vrax from the place she’s hovering, crosses her arms, and responds with a scoff, “I bet she did too.” 
 
      
 
    I try to leap to my feet but feel a wave of dizziness and stumble back to the floor. I look up at Mary and Vrax and tell them, “Hey, look. Nothing happened ok? I fell and hit my head.” Then looking around for the first time I notice that we’re in a deep chasm and while a small bit of light seeps through from above, most of the illumination is being provided by glowing magical globes placed around the floor. The area is so large down here though that while I can see the closest sheer stone wall, I cannot see any others. Beyond the pools of light created by Mary’s magical globes, is a deep empty darkness. 
 
      
 
    Looking around I feel as if the darkness is a tangible thing, seeking to envelop us in its cold embrace. I have to consciously tear my eyes from the gloom and ask with a slight quaver in my voice, “Hey, where are we?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you try to change the subject mister,” Mary scolds while pointing her finger at me. However, I can tell from her tone and the way her eyes dart around momentarily that she’s a little unnerved by the darkness too. 
 
      
 
    Only Vrax seems to be comfortable in the darkness. He smiles sadly as he walks up to me and gives me a hug, “I am glad that you not dead brood brother. I was worried when we find you all broken on the floor.” 
 
      
 
    “Broken? What do you mean? The last thing I remember is squeezing past a boulder towards the light from an exit from these tunnels.” My fingers touch the side of my head and a sharp pain lances through, “Then…then, I was falling. That’s all I remember.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax hugs me tighter and I can hear him sniff. When he looks up at me I see small tears in his reptilian eyes, “It my fault brother. I push you off boulder and you fall into hole. I hear you yell for a long time before you stop at bottom.” He wipes a bit of snot from his snout and continues, “I want to jump down after you but Mary and Kitsune stop me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we didn’t want him to jump to his death,” I hear a voice to my right and turn to see Kitsune kneeling next to me, her right hand tracing green mystical symbols in the air. She smiles as some spell activates and her right hand glows green, “Not that we thought you were dead.” Kitsune waves her hand over my head and I feel the hair on the back of my neck rise and there’s a tingling sensation along my scalp. I close my eyes and enjoy the sensation. Mmmm. It feels sort of like a scalp massage. 
 
      
 
    “Stop moaning Armon.” I open my eyes to find Mary hovering in front of my face, her index finger poking my nose, “If I still had that message pad, you’d be in so much trouble with Sonya right now.” 
 
      
 
    “What? I haven’t done anything,” I retort and shrug my shoulders. 
 
      
 
    She pokes my nose and says, “Yeah, but you were thinking about it, you moaning Myrtle. Which everyone knows is practically the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and try to change the subject. I point up towards the faint light high above us and ask, “If I fell from up there, how did you all get down here without hurting yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a spell that temporarily lets someone slowly float down from a height without getting hurt,” Kitsune says while she finishes waving her glowing hand over my head. 
 
      
 
    Mary coughs into her hand and mumbles, “Feather fall.” 
 
      
 
    “What was that Mary?” I ask, not having heard her clearly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing. Just something in my throat,” She says while batting her eyelashes at me. “Like Kitsune said, she cast the spell on her and Vrax and they floated down to the bottom of the chasm. Though the spell ran out near the bottom and they dropped like rocks the last few feet. Me? I flew down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, very fun. Me feel just like leaf floating on the breeze,” Vrax contributes. “Then we fall to ground and find you all bent wrong. Nice fox lady uses magic to put you back together but we worried until you woke up.” 
 
      
 
    Turning to Kitsune, who’s spell winks out when I look at her, I ask, “So, you saved me with your healing magic?” 
 
      
 
    She looks down and answers, “Well, technically you could have recovered on your own, it just would have taken a couple years and most of your bones wouldn’t have pointed in the same direction. All I did was straighten all your limbs, heal your bones, and repair some gashes. I ran out of mana a couple of times and had to rest to recover but it was all ‘straightened out’ eventually.” She giggles at her own pun and I smile too. She raises her head and looks at me almost apologetically, “You hit your head a few times on the way down but I don’t have a specific spell for whatever that’s doing to you. Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I lean in, hug Kitsune, and tell her, “You saved my life. You never have to apologize to me again. Especially for something beyond your control. Thank you for healing me and making sure all my bones point in the right directions.” As I release the fox woman, I see that she’s blushing again. However, instead of running away, she gulps and nods an acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    Hmm, ok. Note to self, Kitsune is not a hugger. 
 
      
 
    I turn back to face Mary and Vrax and for a moment the world spins just a little too fast for my, what I believe to be, concussed head. I have to close my eyes to make the room stop spinning and it takes me a second to steady myself. Once my vision is stable again, I ask Mary, “How long was I out? What’s our current situation?” 
 
      
 
    Recognizing that I’m trying to take control of things, Mary uncrosses her arms, sighs and begins, “It’s hard to tell time down here. However, Kitsune used up all her mana getting you stabilized. Then she rested, recovered, and worked on less vital injuries. She did this a couple of times, so I’d estimate you’ve been unconscious for at least eight to ten hours.  While there are some tunnels here, we didn’t want to explore them in case something happened. Instead, Vrax and I tried to help Kitsune when we could, but we mostly watched her work.” Sticking out two fingers she continues, “To answer your second question, our current situation is that we’re alive. We haven’t heard anything from those bandits since we fell down here. I can only guess that they either don’t know how to get down here or just don’t know ‘down here’ exists.” 
 
      
 
    I nod at her succinct summary and ask, “Can we climb out of here or does someone have some kind of spell to help us?” 
 
      
 
    “Vrax tried to climb out but the rock walls were too brittle to support his weight. I could fly out but I don’t know how long it would take me to find anyone, much less convince them to travel here to help us,” Mary answers. 
 
      
 
    So, as it stands. We have no food, water, or shelter. We’re basically lost underground. We have to worry about the bandits and whatever else may be down here killing us if we’re found. Well, at least things can’t get worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.1 
 
      
 
    Of course. Things got worse. 
 
      
 
    The chasm we find ourselves in is over sixty feet deep. It turns out the only reason I didn’t die immediately from my fall was that I hit a couple of rocks on my way down slowing my rate of descent. It also helped that my fall was broken by a large pile of bones. Well, it helped me not die at any rate. It doesn’t help reassure me that we won’t be killed by mole people or something. 
 
      
 
    The chasm is roughly round and about thirty feet in diameter. Faint light filters down from above, however if I move forward only a few feet it’s completely dark. I can see the entire area we’re surrounded by when my [Darkvision] is turned on, and one of Mary’s light globes is near. Most of the chasm is lined by a sheer cliff face that seems to be too brittle for even my light kobold friend to climb. On the opposite side are three tunnel entrances. They’re clearly suspicious, and when I look at them, my skin starts to tingle. As if the lizard part of my brain is trying to warn me about the danger. 
 
      
 
    However, there doesn’t seem like there’s much choice about what we do. Mary could fly out of here and look for help while the three of us sit here and hope we’re not discovered by the bandits. Only, we don’t have any food or water. So, we’d likely start to consider eating each other after a week. Mary also advises that she has no idea where we are in the mountains. They span hundreds of miles, and it could take her weeks to find someone willing to help and to get them back here. 
 
      
 
    So instead, it’s just a matter of deciding which of the three tunnels entrances to go through. We could each pick one, but that would split up the party and one thing I do know from my gaming days is that you never split the party. 
 
      
 
    I point to one of the tunnels and say, “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe. Catch a tiger by its toe. If it hollers let it go...”  
 
      
 
    But before I can finish, Vrax interrupts and asks, “Why you catch a tiger by its toe? Why not catch it in a net or in a pit?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” I ask, thrown off by the question, “I guess, but that’s not what I was talking about...” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a holler?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s another way of saying ‘yelling.'” 
 
      
 
    “Why would a tiger yell if you caught it? Wouldn’t it try to attack you?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah but...” 
 
      
 
    “And why would you let it go if it yelled? Why not keep tiger if you caught it?” 
 
      
 
    I groan and try to remember that I like the kobold. He’s not trying to be annoying. It’s not his fault that he doesn’t understand. I count to ten in my head before answering, “You know what? You’re right. It’s a dumb rhyme.” I point to one of the tunnels at random and say, “We’re going that way. No rhyme, no reason. Just because. Ok?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax waves his hands at me and says, “You do not have to get mad about it. We will go that way.” Then without saying another word, he walks down the middle tunnel. The rest of us follow the kobold through the middle tunnel entrance. Once the last of us is through, I hear a grinding sound and loud cackling laughter that reverberates in the tunnel. I turn around, only to find that a large rock has blocked off the tunnel entrance. I pound on the rock with my fist and try to push the rock back up. But the massive slab of stone refuses to budge. 
 
      
 
    The cackling laughter fades, and a high pitched voice says, “It’s been a long time since I’ve had any visitors. Welcome to my dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    See, things got worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.2 
 
      
 
    Well, this just sucks. Not only was I kidnapped, robbed, unknowingly scheduled to be murdered, fell off a cliff and broke most of my bones, but now I’m trapped in a dungeon. It doesn’t help my mood that my balance seems to be off and I have to put my hand on Vrax’s shoulder to steady myself. Even just walking from where I fell to this tunnel causes me some issues. I start to feel nauseous and have to sit. Vrax sits next to my right on the cool stone floor. Kitsune leans against the tunnel wall a distance away from us. She holds her red kimono tightly against her body and bites her lower lip as she nervously scans the section of the tunnel we’re in with her eyes. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel doesn’t seem that different than the ones I saw in the dungeon near Restrian. This one isn’t lit by glowing green crystals, but it’s still roughly cylindrical in shape. The walls are made from the same type of stone as the outside chasm. The tunnel is actually a bit bigger than the ones I saw in Restrian. It’s more small room than a proper tunnel and has another circular exit at its far side, about fifteen feet away. 
 
      
 
    The only source of illumination in the room is a globe of light Mary carries as she flies around. Mary must be pretty agitated because she’s flying in circles around the room and the moving source of light makes all the shadows shift and jump. The sudden changes in the light are making my eyes hurt, and I feel a headache coming on. I hold my head and ask Mary a little irritably, “Can you please stop flying around with that light in your hands? It’s giving me a headache. I know you’re nervous but please just put that globe somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    Mary frowns at me but notices me holding my head and her expression changes to one of concern. She drops the globe of light onto the ground, and it rolls for a moment before coming to a stop between Kitsune and me. She flies over to me and puts the back of her tiny hand on my head. I flinch back, “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t look well. I thought Kitsune healed your injuries.” Turning around to face Kitsune she asks, “I thought you healed his injuries?” 
 
      
 
    The question seems to shake the fox woman out of whatever state she was in, and she turns her attention to Mary, “Huh? Oh, I did heal all damage to his many broken bones and the injuries to his flesh. He hit his head multiple times during his fall and while I fixed the damage to the bones there,” She taps her own head with a finger, “I think there’s something hurt inside. I don’t have a spell to fix that. I can only suggest that he rests and lets his body heal the rest of the damage.” 
 
      
 
    I whisper to Mary, “I think I have a concussion.” 
 
      
 
    She looks concerned and then slaps me hard. 
 
      
 
    Rubbing my stinging cheek with my hand, I ask Mary, “What was that for?” 
 
      
 
    She shrugs and answers, “I can’t let you fall asleep. I have to keep slapping you to keep you awake.” Seeing that I don’t understand her, she continues, “What? That’s what they do on TV to people that have concussions. Those TV doctors always say you’re not supposed to let someone with a concussion fall asleep.” 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes and face palm at the utter absurdity of the idea. That Mary, a mystical being who had access to vast knowledge banks when she was a fairy guide, is taking advice from the television doctors she saw when she was on my world doing research. I laugh inwardly until I feel another tiny slap across my face. 
 
      
 
    My eyes pop open and I yell irritated at my fairy friend, “Ow. Stop doing that!” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks at me with concern on her face, then nods. “Your eyes were closed. I thought you were falling asleep again.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and tell her, “Look, I don’t think it's that bad of a concussion. I had one once before, and it was a lot worse. I think Kitsune’s advice is right. I just need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “When did you have a worse concussion than this?” 
 
      
 
    I think about ignoring the question, but I see Mary’s concerned look. I sigh and tell her, “You know that my parents died in a car accident when I was little?” She nods, and I continue, “Well, I was really angry for a long time after. I started getting into fights with the other boys in the group home I was at. During one of the fights, the other boy picked up a rock and hit me in the head with it. Repeatedly. They took me to the hospital, and I stayed there for a week.” 
 
      
 
    A reptilian voice to my right says, “You were not a good fighter when you were a little lizard?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax is so quiet, I forget he’s around sometimes. Only slightly startled by the question, I turn my head and answer, “No buddy. I wasn’t a good fighter when I was a little boy. I really shouldn’t have been fighting in the first place. Where I’m from, little girls and boys usually play and go to school. They don’t have to know how to fight or hunt to survive.” 
 
      
 
    I look up and notice that Kitsune has moved closer to us. She’s still leaning against the tunnel wall and looking around the room, but her fox ears twitch towards me whenever I speak. 
 
      
 
    Vrax opens his mouth to ask another question, but Mary flies between us and interrupts him, “Shhh. Stop changing the subject.” She turns to me, and I can see behind her that Vrax is sticking out his tongue at her. I have to stifle a laugh as Mary asks me, “Are you sure you’ll be ok?” 
 
      
 
    I nod, smile, and try to assure her, “Yeah, Kitsune did a really good job of healing me up. I still feel really sore everywhere, but I’m sure I’ll be ok if I can just get some sleep.” My stomach decides to contradict me and makes a growling sound. I add, “And maybe some food. Some food would be nice too.” 
 
      
 
    A high pitched voice that seems to come from everywhere startles me, “While I enjoy hearing you all talk about your pasts, it’s been a very long time since anyone has been in my dungeon and I’m anxious to get started. Would you mind leaving the safe room so I can try to kill you with my devious traps and deadly monsters?” 
 
      
 
    We all look around for the source of the voice, and I yell out, “Sorry, we didn’t know that you could hear us. Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    The voice cackles, then says, “I’m the ruler of this dungeon. I don’t normally use my ability to talk to the people that come here, but it’s been such a long time since anyone has visited I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
      
 
    Mary gulps, then flies towards me and lands on my shoulder. She whispers in my ear, “This isn’t good. If he’s the dungeon master, then he’s the entity that creates all the tunnels, traps, monsters, and whatever else is in this dungeon. If he wants he can start spawning monsters right in this room and kill us.” 
 
      
 
    The voice cackles again. Then in a mocking stage whisper says, “Even if you whisper little fairy, I can still hear you.” Returning to its normal high pitched level of speaking it continues, “But the fairy is right. I could spawn a bunch of monsters right here in this room and slaughter you all.” Then after a pause, it laughs and continues, “YoHoHoHoHo! But I won’t. I’m not that kind of dungeon. I try to be fair and not break the rules I’ve created. This is a safe room. I won’t spawn any monsters in any of the safe rooms I’ve created in my dungeon. Monsters may follow you inside if you’re stupid enough to lead them there, but I decided a long time ago that I’d have these spaces on each floor for adventurers to rest. After all, it’s no fun to kill an adventurer simply because they’re exhausted.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you won’t force us to leave this room if we don’t want to?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    The voice is quiet for a moment then answers, “No. I won’t force you to leave. But you’ll never find the way out if you stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “The way out?” I ask, curious what he’s hinting at. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m a fair dungeon master. I heard you all talk about how you’re trapped and fleeing from some bandits or something. There are five levels in this dungeon. If you can reach me on the last level, then I’ll give you each a special reward. Including a way to get to the surface.” 
 
      
 
    The opportunity to leave these underground tunnels is very tempting, but I don’t know whether to trust this...guy? Gal? Thing? You know what I’m just going to go with ‘he.' Regardless of the gender identity of the voice, I’m not going to blindly believe everything he says. After all, ‘I’m a fair dungeon master’ is exactly what an evil lying dungeon master would say. I’ll go along with the being’s request for now. After all, the alternative is to sit in this room until we die of thirst and hunger. However, I’ll keep an eye out for another way to get out of here. 
 
      
 
    I look around the room, unsure where exactly to address my statements and say, “Ok…uh, sir. We’d be happy to try to get to you on the last level of the dungeon. However, we can’t start today. We want to give it our best effort, but we're hungry, thirsty, and pretty exhausted.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a moment of silence, then a loud sigh and the voice says petulantly, “Ok. Fine. I’ll let you rest.” Then in a slightly more excited tone, it continues, “Oh, how about I provide you with some food and water? That way you won’t have any excuse tomorrow not to run through the dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    To say that I’m startled by the offer would be an understatement. At best I’d hoped the dungeon master would let us rest for an hour or two. I’d never dreamed he’d offer to provide us food and water. Heck, I didn’t even know that was possible. I look at Mary and see an expression of bewilderment on her face. I guess it really is an unusual offer if she’s surprised by it. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?? You guys still there?” 
 
      
 
    I realize the dungeon master is expecting a response and answer, “Uh, yeah. We gladly accept your generous offer. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a giggling sound and the stone room we’re in shakes slightly. The globe of light on the floor rolls, causing the shadows in the room to stretch and shift. When the shaking stops there’s a faint glow in the corner of the room. 
 
      
 
    With my [Darkvision] active and the light provided by Mary’s globe, I can see the room better than just about anyone in the group and the changes to the room are surprising. I can see that mushrooms have appeared there. They’re growing out of the ground like they’d been there for years. The mushrooms have a large flat top and a white stem. They have a variety of heights, with the tallest growing up to my knee and the shortest being a few inches off the ground. On the opposite side of the room, a thin stream of water pours down from the ceiling and disappears into a hole in the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, that’s it for today then folks. I have some dungeon stuff to do. I’ll leave you to eat and rest. But don’t worry, I’ll wake you up bright and early tomorrow so you can try out the first level of my dungeon. Night.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone is silent for a moment, and then Mary tentatively calls out, “Hello? Are you still there?” 
 
      
 
    When no one answers, she turns to me and says, “This is so weird. I’ve never heard of a dungeon talking this much to a group before. They occasionally taunt adventurers or try to drive them insane with creepy noises but nothing like this chatter box.” 
 
      
 
    I point to the stream of water falling from the ceiling and the mushrooms in the corner of the room, “Well, I’ll give the dungeon master props. He’s helped us out by providing food and water. He’s even letting us rest before we have to try out his dungeon. I only hope he’s as honest about letting us out if we reach the fifth level.” 
 
      
 
    Mary lands on the stone floor and begins pacing. She points at me with one finger and says, “That’s another thing. While some dungeons provide safe rooms for adventurers to rest in, I’ve never heard of one that actively aided them by providing food.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax makes a humming sound, then tilts his head and says, “He said that he not see people in a very long time. Maybe he is just lonely?” 
 
      
 
    I think about what Vrax said and answer, “That could be it. Maybe he’s just lonely and willing to extend a few courtesies. After all, if we died today from dehydration then who would he have to talk to tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    Mary continues to pace and mutters, “I guess that could be it.” 
 
      
 
    I look past Mary and see Kitsune leaning against the wall still, biting her lower lip, watching us. I ask her, “What about you Kitsune? You’re a part of the group now. Tell us what you’re thinking.” 
 
      
 
    She hesitates for a moment, gulps, and says, “I don’t know as much about dungeons as Mary seems to know. But it seems to me, that if the dungeon master is as lonely as you think she is, then she may suddenly change her mind about letting us go if we do reach the fifth level. After all, if we leave, who will she talk to?” 
 
      
 
    “You have a valid point. But first, ‘she’?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune shrugs, “Yes. Why do you assume the dungeon master is a ‘he’? It could just as easily be female as male.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies over to hover next to Kitsune, crosses her arms and in a clear move of feminine solidarity chastises me, “Yeah. The dungeon master could be a girl. Don’t assume.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and wave my hand in their direction, “Ok, I guess you’re right. There’s just as much chance that the dungeon master is a lady as it is a dude. But back to the bigger issue, do you think we can trust the dungeon master?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax, Mary, and Kitsune all emphatically answer, “No!” 
 
      
 
    I nod once. “Then we’re in agreement. We don’t trust the dungeon master. I still think our best bet in getting out of here is to play along, but we still look for every opportunity to escape on our own. Also, we don’t trust any gifts the dungeon gives us. We test and verify everything.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone agrees, and Vrax leaves his seat next to me and examines the mushrooms closely. He picks a handful from the ground and brings them over for us to look at. The head of the mushrooms are a slate gray with a white stem. They have a slightly slimy feel and smell like old gym socks.  I don’t recognize it, but Vrax assures me that they grow in most underground tunnels and are edible if not particularly tasty. I trust his judgment and take a small bite of the slimy fungus and almost gag. Not only does the mushroom smell like old gym socks, but they also taste like them. 
 
      
 
    Vrax laughs at my reaction and tells me, “You silly brood brother. You do not eat Gray Feet like that. You have to cook them first to kill the bad taste.” 
 
      
 
    You've gained a level in [Herbalism]. Novice 8. 
 
      
 
    I perk up after reading the notification. I’m always happy to gain a skill level, and this one brings me that much closer to gaining beginner rank in the skill. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to the mushroom in my hand. Gray Feet huh? The name is rather accurate. They taste like sweaty feet alright. I break off the stem of the mushroom and place the palm sized head on the stone floor. Then above the mushroom, I draw the arcane symbol for ‘fire’ and send a few points of mana into it. It takes a little while in the cold, dark tunnel but heat starts to gather above the mushroom. After another minute the outer flesh of the gray mushroom begins to crinkle, and the smell of cooking socks rises into the air. I wrinkle my nose but persist. After another few minutes, I flip the mushroom over with my finger and burn them slightly from the hot food. The other side of the mushroom takes another few minutes to cook, and when I’m done, it looks noticeably smaller. About half its original size. The group watches me, Vrax with a smile on his face. Vrax gives me a wave of his scaled hands, encouraging me to eat it. But Mary and Kitsune stare at me with looks of horror on their faces. I think the two of them are waiting for me to barf or something after eating the thing. I pick up the mushroom and have to blow on it to cool it down. I close my eyes and bring it to my mouth. Taking the tiniest bit I can manage, I start to chew. I expect it to taste as horrible as last time but I find that it’s not half bad. Sure, it’s never going to win an award for best tasting fungus or anything, but it’s a great improvement from when I ate the raw version. My hunger gets the best of me, and I find that I’ve gobbled up the remainder of the mushroom in only a few moments. Mary and Kitsune look surprised that I haven’t keeled over yet and experimentally sniff the other Grey Foot mushrooms Vrax collected. Kitsune seems particularly repulsed by the foul smelling things. 
 
      
 
    I scoot over to them and cook the other mushrooms. If they don’t want to eat them, Vrax and I can finish them off. My mana is about a third the way down by the time I’ve finished cooking the mushrooms with my spellwriting. There are two mushrooms per person left, and while I’m still hungry, I tell Kitsune and Mary, “Once they’re cooked they really don’t taste bad. They still smell, but they don’t taste bad.” Seeing their reluctance, I add, “It’s the only thing we have to eat. If you don’t want them, Vrax and I will eat...” Before I finish my sentence, Mary has folded up a whole mushroom like a slice of pizza and is stuffing it in her mouth. 
 
      
 
     Apparently, my opinion isn’t good enough because Kitsune asks her, “How do you like it?” 
 
      
 
    Mary swallows the last bit of the mushroom she inhaled and answers, “It could use some salt and butter, but it’s not horrible.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune mulls over whether she’s going to eat any of the mushrooms for another moment. I sigh loudly at her indecision and pick up one of the mushrooms and eat it in a couple of bites. Vrax follows my example and picks up a mushroom too. He puts the whole thing in his mouth and chews. As I reach for another, Kitsune’s hand snakes out and snags two of the cooked mushrooms. She cradles them to her chest and gives me a dirty look, then realizing they’re still hot drops them in her lap. She blows on her fingers and picks up one of the mushrooms gingerly. Then she brings it to her nose and sniffs it. Deciding it’s worth the risk she puts the whole thing in her mouth at once. At first, she looks like she’s not sure how she feels about the food. Then she starts to chew on it and smiles. She swallows and quickly eats her second mushroom. 
 
      
 
    There’s still three mushrooms left and four of us. We eye each other for a moment and then we all reach forward at the same time to get a mushroom. Our fingers meet, and it's a mad scramble to see who’s quick enough to get a piece of food. Once the dust settles Vrax, Mary, and I each have a mushroom to eat. Only Kitsune, the one who was most unsure about them in the first place, is without anything else to eat. She looks at Mary, but her food is already gone. She looks at Vrax, but he ignores her as he finishes off the last piece of his meal. When her puppy dog gaze falls upon me, I find that my desire to eat the whole mushroom in my hand has faded. I sigh and break off a small piece to share with her. As I reach out to hand it to her, I catch a gleam in her eye, and before I can blink, her hand strikes out and grabs not the smaller piece I’d planned to give her but the larger piece I was going to eat. Before I can protest, the large piece of the mushroom disappears down her gullet, and she starts to yawn. 
 
      
 
    I look at Mary and Vrax to see if they’d seen Kitsune’s brazen mushroom theft but they've already laid down and are curled away from me, and I hear the light breathing that indicates that they’ve already fallen asleep. Turning back to Kitsune I see that she too has laid down and turned her back towards me, likely pretending to be asleep too. 
 
      
 
    These jerks aren’t going to say anything about this mushroom related injustice? I move to shake Mary but before I can do more than lean forward, her hand rises into the air, and she snaps her fingers. The magical globe of light we’d been using to illuminate the tunnel winks out. 
 
      
 
    Ok, ok. I get the hint. Go to bed and don’t start complaining about who eats what. When I think about it, there’s not really much for me to complain about anyways. The fox woman did save my life today after all. If she wants an extra piece of mushroom, can I really complain? Instead, I lie down on the stone floor and try to find a comfortable position to sleep in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.3 
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning and find that my head feels better. There’s nothing in the dungeon to make a fire with so Mary still plays the groups flashlight and I the group's magical cook. The plus side is that I get to practice spellwriting and the use of the directional modifiers to direct fire to each mushroom and cook breakfast for everyone all at once. It also turns out that it’s more mana efficient. I save about thirty percent of the mana cost doing it this way instead of spellwriting the symbol for ‘fire’ over each mushroom. I don’t know if I can apply this to combat, but I can see the use of this technique in healing multiple people at the same time or performing other mass spell effects. 
 
      
 
    We wash down our balanced breakfast with the water streaming from the ceiling. I think about boiling it, but we don’t have anything to hold the water. Instead, we cup it in our hands and drink it from there. I really miss the cup I made that gathered water on its own. 
 
      
 
    Just as I start to get mopey thinking about all the stuff that got stolen, a voice echoes through the room, “Good morning adventurers. I hope you had a good night’s rest because it’s time to start your journey through the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    As the voice speaks the water streaming from the stops and the hole in the floor it was draining into closes. I turn and see that the mushrooms in the other corner of the room are gone too. 
 
      
 
    The voice laughs, “YoHoHoHoHo! Did you expect me to let you stay here forever with free room and board?” 
 
      
 
    I look at Mary and the others and shrug. Well, I’d sort of hoped he would. I mean we could go clear this level of the dungeon and come back here tonight to eat, drink, and rest. 
 
      
 
    The voice not hearing any response continues, “Well, if you’ll all be so kind as to gather up your things and exit out of the room?” 
 
      
 
    Since we don’t have any possessions, the four of us get up and head out the doorway. Outside the room is a stone hallway that’s about ten feet tall and eight feet wide. Which is wide enough for everyone in the group to stand shoulder to shoulder. The hallway is open to the left and right, but the light from Mary’s globe doesn’t let me see where the hallway leads even with my [Darkvision] active. 
 
      
 
    As we wait in the hallway, the voice says, “Have you left yet?” I hear an exasperated sigh, and the voice continues, “Look guys, I can spend the extra power to see you in the dungeon but I’d rather not. It costs enough as it is to talk and listen to you. So if you can do me a favor? At least answer me when I ask you a question. I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    Sensing an opportunity to use her amazing [Haggle] skill, Mary answers, “Well, we’re willing to do you a favor and provide you with some conversation. However, we want something in return.” 
 
      
 
    The sound of grumbling reverberates in the stone hallway, and the voice answers back, “Fine. What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    The four of us look at each other, and we quickly huddle together. 
 
      
 
    Vrax begins the discussion, “What do we ask for? More food?” 
 
      
 
    I like the kobold’s idea, but I add, “Food and water. He already said he has safe rooms throughout the dungeon, but there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to find more food or water down here.” 
 
      
 
    Mary considers the idea but before she can say anything Kitsune blurts out, “Wishes!” When the three of us look at her, she twists the sleeve of her kimono with one hand and says, “Well, that’s what happens in the stories. A magical creature asks you what you want from it, and you get wishes.” 
 
      
 
    The voice says, “I am not a genie! I do not grant wishes. Now hurry up and decide before I lose my patience.” 
 
      
 
    Returning to our huddle Mary asks us, “Ok, no wishes here. So, food and water?” The three of us nod our agreement. Mary looks up at the ceiling and says, “Ok. We’ve decided. We’ll provide you with conversation as we explore the dungeon. In exchange, we get all the food and water we can handle…” 
 
      
 
     “Fine,” the voice responds before she can finish. 
 
      
 
    Then Mary continues as if it hadn’t spoken, “…and money.” 
 
      
 
    “What??” The voice asks at the same time I do. 
 
      
 
    Mary, hovering in midair looks up at the ceiling and bobs her head from left to right, while gesturing with one hand, “You heard me. M-O-N-E-Y. Money.” 
 
      
 
    “I run a dungeon, not a bank. I don’t just hand out coins. Besides, what do you need money for down here? Do you see any shops to buy things from?” 
 
      
 
    Mary curls a lock of her raven hair around a finger and answers, “Well, we’re thinking ahead. What are we supposed to do once we leave here? We were royally robbed of everything we had. Just about every tool and resource we’d gathered is gone.” 
 
      
 
    It only takes me a moment to realize that Mary’s right. Even if we get out of here, we’re going to be screwed without something to survive on. Then an idea occurs to me, and I interject, “How about a compromise? Mary’s right, the way we are now, we’ll die within days of leaving here. What we’re really looking for are the things we’ll need to survive outside the dungeon. Instead of you providing us with money, provide us with the raw resources we’ll need to make our own gear. As a dungeon, can you do that?” 
 
      
 
    The voice hums as it considers my proposal, “Well, I could do that. I can move materials around the dungeon without it costing me much. I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Assuming you survive each level, I’ll have a safe room available for you at the end with food and water. If you do well clearing a level of the dungeon, I’ll also provide you with either a tool or a resource you can use to make your own tools. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    After looking at each member of the group and getting nods from each of us, Mary answers, “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    The voice laughs and says, “YoHoHoHoHo! Then let’s begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.4 
 
      
 
    Our journey through the first level of the dungeon finally starting, we decide on how to arrange our group. I motion for everyone to gather around me. I look at Kitsune and say, “Ok. We don’t know what we’re going to face, but Vrax, Mary, and I have fought as a team before.” 
 
      
 
    “Go team Mary!” the hovering fairy injects in the conversation. 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and acknowledge blandly, “Yes, go Team Mary.” Vrax looks to Mary and then to me, raises his scaled fist and hesitantly adds, “Go Team Mary?” 
 
      
 
    I smirk at the annoyed expression on Mary’s face from our lack of enthusiasm. I return my attention to a confused looking Kitsune and continue, “We’ve all fought together before, and I know you can heal. Can you show me your status screen so…” 
 
      
 
    I never get to finish my sentence. The moment I ask about her status screen, Kitsune’s hand slaps me across the face. It takes a moment to register the stinging pain in my cheek, but when it do, I cry out, “Owww! What was that for? All I did was ask to see your status screen…”  and before I can finish that sentence, a stinging pain spreads across my other cheek. I cry out in pain again. 
 
      
 
    I hear the voice of the dungeon master laughing quietly, but I ignore it. I’m getting rather angry at being hit repeatedly. I’m about to say something I’ll probably regret when Mary flies between Kitsune and me. She has a very stern look on her face that I recognize. It’s that expression adults give when their kid does something they aren’t supposed to, and they’re simultaneously embarrassed and mad. I remember my mom giving me that look when I dropped my pants and took a pee in the middle of the playground when I was really little. 
 
      
 
    Mary flies slowly to my ear and whispers, “Did you forget what I told you about showing people your status screen?” 
 
      
 
    Uh oh. I must have really messed up if Mary isn’t yelling at me. I scrunch my face up trying to recall what she might have told me. As if I’ve been called on by one of my college professors after not studying all night, I mutter hesitantly, “I remember you mentioning something about it.” 
 
      
 
    I hear my fairy companion slap her forehead and give an exasperated sigh before saying quietly, “You’re status screen shows the most intimate details of your being. It has all your weaknesses and strengths. Most people only show their status screens to their close family, spouses, or lovers.” 
 
      
 
    The implications of the statement dawn on me, “Uh, so by asking to see her status screen I…” 
 
      
 
    Mary finishes the sentence, “You basically asked to see her naked. Which is a big no no for most women much less a princess in a powerful clan.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widen when Mary tells me what I did. When I look at Kitsune, I see that her hands clutch her kimono to her chest as if protecting herself from me. Her face has also gone beet red, and she’s glowering at me. 
 
      
 
    The laughter from the dungeon master gets even louder. Gods, I wish he couldn’t listen in right now. I feel embarrassed enough as it is. I should have remembered what Mary told me about status screens. So much of Terra is like a game that I forget there are customs here that I have to follow that I wouldn’t on earth. 
 
      
 
    Mary turns in midair and faces Kitsune. She bows from the waist keeping her eyes averted downward and says, “Please forgive my friend Armon for his indiscretion. Where he is from there are no social restrictions for showing your status screen.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune clutches her kimono more tightly in her hands and narrows her eyes when she looks back at me. Which is understandable I guess. From her perspective, it’s like Mary just told her I’m from a nudist colony. 
 
      
 
    Mary kicks me with her foot and motions with her hand for me to bow as well. I bow from the waist and tell Kitsune, “Yes. I’m very sorry. I didn’t mean to ask you to…uh...I mean… I just wanted to know what spells and skills you had so we could plan our strategy for tackling the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax, having watched the exchange between the three of us, moves next to me and bows from the waist towards Kitsune, “Me sorry too.” 
 
      
 
    I risk a glance up from my bowed position and see that Kitsune’s eyes have lost a little of their anger. She asks, “Why are you apologizing Vrax?” 
 
      
 
    Without looking up at Kitsune, he answers, “Armon is my brood brother. He is very smart with some things. But I forget that he is also very stupid with other things. It is my responsibility to teach him good manners.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune considers us, sighs, and says “Well, considering the circumstances, your actions are forgiven, Armon. You can’t help how you were raised any more than I can.” When I stand up straight again, I see that Kitsune has a small smile on her face. She gives me a brief bow and continues, “My family taught me to be tolerant of other people’s traditions and customs. Just because someone believes something different from me doesn’t make what they believe any less important to them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad that’s all settled…” 
 
      
 
     Before I can finish my thought, the dungeon master interrupts me with a loud laugh, “YoHoHoHoHo! That whole bit was great. You people have already earned that bonus. Now you just have to survive the level.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and continue, “As I was saying. Now that that is settled. Kitsune, do you want to give us a rundown of what you can do so we can plan our strategy for the dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune nods once and her eyes lose focus as she looks her status screen. She bites her lower lip and tilts her head slightly as if deciding something. After a moment she returns her attention to me and says, “My best skills and magic revolve around healing and providing magical protection. I have two heal spells that I can cast at a distance of up to thirty feet: [Light Heal] and [Medium Heal]. [Light Heal] restores up to sixteen health and [Medium Heal] up to twenty three points of health. Though [Medium Heal] costs more than twice the mana that the light version does. I have an ability called bone setting that lets me heal more serious wounds like broken bones, but it makes the heal spell cost more mana when active. If I ever run out of mana, I also have the skill [Healing Arts] which lets me apply poultices and bandages to wounds to heal a couple of health points. The other spells I have are [Light], [Cleanse], and [Protection from Evil]. Of those three, [Protection from Evil] is the one I’ll be using the most since it gives a defensive bonus when facing evil aligned enemies.” 
 
      
 
    I stare open mouthed at the fox woman. I think that’s one of the longest speeches I’ve heard her give. After a moment, I smile lopsidedly and tell Kitsune, “Thank you for that detailed summary of your healing skills. Do you have any combat abilities?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune shoulders scrunch up, and she lowers her gaze as she replies, “I do have a little skill with swords, bows, and fighting with my fists. But I wouldn’t count on me fighting much or at all actually. I’m really better suited to heal from the rear of the group.” 
 
      
 
    I note her obvious embarrassment and try to reassure her, “It’s ok. Not everyone is meant to be upfront with the action. We’re not judging you. We just needed to know what you’re bringing to the group so we can plan appropriately.” 
 
      
 
    Having learned what Kitsune can do, we decide Vrax and I will be in front. Mary and Kitsune will follow behind us. Mary will fly above us with a globe of illumination in one hand to provide us light to see by and with the other hand she’ll snipe with her magic. From her rear position, Kitsune will keep track of everyone and heal anyone who gets injured. While this may seem like the easiest role since the healer is not directly participating in the fight, it’s actually the hardest. Kitsune will have to keep track of each member of the group, where the enemies are, and coordinate our fight so we’re the most effective killers of monsters we can be. Plus she still has to heal and manage her own mana reserves. Honestly, in every game I’ve ever played online, being an effective healer is never a skill I’ve managed to master. Thankfully, we form a party so it’s a bit easier for her to keep track of our health and she’ll get an even share of the experience points as we fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.5 
 
      
 
    Our strategy settled, we head down the right path outside the door of our safe room.  Well, our former safe room. The door to the room closed and sealed itself a minute after we left. 
 
      
 
    Vrax to my left, the two of us walk slowly forward. Mary’s light illuminates the tunnel ahead of us for about ten feet. After that, the light fades into darkness. Thankfully, both Vrax and I have the [Darkvision] ability which lets us see another twenty feet into the darkness. It gives us both a more comfortable rage of sight. Hopefully, it’ll also give us an edge against any monsters we come across. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel itself is unremarkable. The walls are a flat slate grey and obviously artificially made. No natural tunnel would have walls or a ceiling this smooth. After only about ten minutes of walking, we come across our first monster. Vrax is the first to notice something. His left hand on the hilt of the shortsword belted at his waist, he raises his right hand into the air, silently indicating we should stop. I give him a questioning look, but he turns his head to the left and right. I realize he’s listening for something. I follow suit and close my eyes and focus my mind on the sounds around me. Thanks to my recently acquired [Listening] skill, I have slightly better hearing. I hear the small sounds of my companions. Their breathing, the flutter of fairy wings, the rustling of clothing.  I push past those sounds to try to find the sounds farther out and hear a ‘scritch, scritch’ sound. My eyes pop open. I dismiss the notification telling me my [Listening] skill has increased and see Vrax staring at me. He nods once and slowly pulls the shortsword from his scabbard. I open my [Inventory] and equip the spear we took off the man who was guarding us in the underground city of thieves. It’s not nearly as impressive as the spears Dyblex made me, but it does between two to six points of damage on its own. However, with my current strength and the bonus, I get from my [Spear Mastery] skill, I should do between six to ten points of damage per successful hit. 
 
      
 
    Any other thoughts flee my mind as I catch sight of the first monster and stop dead in my tracks. Still cloaked in darkness, the monster is facing me and appears in shades of white and grey to my [Darkvision]. Its form is familiar yet disturbingly different. It’s not until it starts to move and I can see its body in profile that I realize why. It’s a skeleton. It’s the moving skeletal figure of some animal.  I can only estimate from this distance but it looks like it’s about the height of my knee, has four legs, a tail, and a skull that with two sets of long buck teeth that come together like the ends of a beak. It doesn’t seem to have noticed us yet, or maybe its undead nature doesn’t allow for higher brain functions. Either way, we have an advantage. 
 
      
 
    I look to my left and see Vrax disappear from view as he leaves the pool of light cast by Mary’s ball of illumination and uses his [Sneak] skill. We’d already worked out that I’d grab the attention of whatever monsters we ran into here and give Vrax a chance to backstab it while it was focused on me. So, I start to move forward, the skeletal monster only twenty feet away now. The moment the slightest bit of light from Mary’s globe of illumination hits the skeleton it turns its skull towards us and attacks. 
 
      
 
    I stab forward with my spear using both hands to give my thrust extra power. The sharp tip of the weapon skitters off the skeletal head of the creature, stopping its forward movement and causing it to wobble to the right slightly. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 4 
 
      
 
    I’m surprised by the low damage, but I ready my spear for another strike. Before I can attack, Vrax materializes behind the skeletal creature and strikes with his shortsword. His blade hits the back of the monster. Though it’s more accurate to say it hits the creature’s exposed spinal column. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 5 
 
      
 
     It’s even more surprising that Vrax’s [Backstab] does so little damage. From the look on Vrax’s face, he’s as surprised as I am. He’s so surprised that the skeletal creature is able to spin around and bite him on his forearm. Vrax raises his blade to attack again, but before his shortsword can descend, three purple bolts of arcane energy fly into the monster. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3  (force damage) 
 
    Mary deals damage: 5  (force damage) 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3  (force damage) 
 
      
 
    You've helped kill a Giant Skeletal Rat lvl. 4. You receive 6 XP. 
 
      
 
    As the last magic missile hits the Skeletal Rat, it shutters, takes one step back from Vrax and collapses into a pile of bones. The fight over, Kitsune walks past me and takes Vrax’s arm in her hands. A green glow envelops the place the skeletal rat bit. After Kitsune releases him, he swings his arm a few times, apparently no worse for wear. Vrax bows his head slightly in thanks and smiles at Kitsune. Kitsune pats his head once in acknowledgment and turns to me. 
 
      
 
    “Were you hurt at all during the fight?” she asks. I shake my head, letting her know I wasn’t hurt. Having attended to the group's injuries, she sits down, cross legged, next to the remains of the monster and closes her eyes. 
 
      
 
    It only takes me a moment to realize that Kitsune is resting and recovering the mana she spent. I think it’s a good idea and call out to the rest of the group, “Let’s recover and talk about the fight.” I take a quick look behind and in front of us to make sure nothing is waiting to attack us before I sit down, my back resting against the stone wall. Mary sticks the light globe to the ceiling above us and flies down to land on my shoulder. The remains of the monster disappear in a flash of light, and Vrax loots what remains before sitting down across from me. 
 
      
 
    “Get anything good?” I ask him. 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head and answers, “No. Only rat teeth.” 
 
      
 
    I nod towards him in acknowledgment. Then speaking to everyone, I begin the rundown of our fight, “Ok. We’ve had our first fight in this dungeon, and it went well. We came away with only one minor injury that was fixed by our healer.” Kitsune’s eyes still closed, she doesn’t acknowledge the statement, and I continue, “From the damage log, our MVP of the fight is Mary. She did the bulk of the damage with a single magic missile spell. Good work Mary.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I clap softly. Mary hops down from my shoulder to a space on the floor between Vrax and I. She takes a single bow, holds up an imaginary statue and says, “I’d like to thank the academy for this award. I couldn’t have done it without the support of my backup crew.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at her impromptu act, but Vrax looks at her with puzzlement. I think about explaining the reference but decide it will take too long and instead say, “Ok. Thanks for that Mary but we have a real problem if your magic missile is doing the most damage.” She huffs at me for interrupting her fun but doesn’t say anything, so I continue speaking to everyone, “I should have done between six to ten points of damage but only did four. With a good backstab I’ve seen Vrax do over twenty points of damage but this time he only did five. What gives?” 
 
      
 
    I expect Mary to answer my question since she used to be an all knowing fairy guide but Vrax speaks up first, “We unlucky?” I motion for him to continue and he explains, “Sometimes when on a hunt, my best attacks do not work. I get unlucky and have to fight an animal that blades have trouble cutting. They have a tough hide or special power. Only thing the hunting party can do is change weapons or run away.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax’s description of ‘blades have trouble cutting’ is exactly what happened during the fight. My spear had nothing to pierce or cut. The situation also tickles my memory, and I vaguely remember something like this happening when we fought the Vinething in the Restrian dungeon. I look down at Mary and ask, “Is that the resistance thing you were talking about?” 
 
      
 
    She smiles at me and flies up into the air and pats me on the head and says in a high pitched voice like she’s petting a dog, “Who’s a good student? Who’s a good student? You are.” I playfully swat at her, but she dodges my hand and continues, “Yeah, this is that ‘resistance thing.' I’m glad you remember something I told you about. I told you that some monsters are going to take less damage from certain weapons or spells. This is one of those times. Undead monsters require particular tactics if we’re going to be fighting them.” 
 
      
 
    Now that she mentions it, I do recall something like this from some of the games I’ve played. In some games, the undead could only be harmed by silver or magical weapons. In other games, they could be hurt by anything but took less damage from some types of weapons. In just about all games, they took extra damage from healing or holy spells though. 
 
      
 
    “So, we should be using silver weapons and holy spells?” I ask Mary. 
 
      
 
    Instead of Mary answering, Kitsune opens her eyes and says, “The undead are almost universally harmed by holy spells. Only certain undead creatures like vampires take extra damage from silver weapons. I think you’re confusing the undead with werewolves.” 
 
      
 
    Curious about why she’s only speaking now I ask, “Oh, so you’re back with us? I thought you fell asleep.” 
 
      
 
    She smiles at me, and I notice her canine teeth give her smile a bit of a menacing look, “Sorry, I was meditating. It’s an ability that lets me recover my mana at a faster rate, but it puts me in a bit of a trance. I can hear what’s happening around me, but I can’t interact with the world until I break off the meditation.” 
 
      
 
    That sounds like an interesting ability. It would help any spellcaster who relies on mana. 
 
      
 
    Before I can ask anything, she says, “Sorry, I know you’re going to ask if I can teach it to you but I can’t. It’s a clan ability. I could only teach it to someone who’s a member of the fox clan.” 
 
      
 
    Oh well. Didn’t think it would be that easy. 
 
      
 
    Mary sees my disappointment and flies over to me. She pats my knee and tells me, “Don’t worry. There are skills like that you can learn at the Mage’s Guild.” Then looking around the dungeon, she shrugs and adds, “Assuming we’re all not murdered gruesomely in this dungeon that is.” 
 
      
 
    The high pitched voice of the dungeon master echo’s in the tunnel, “Hey! I heard that. I don’t murder people in my dungeon. I provide reasonable challenges for people that make their way through my dungeon’s levels. You think it’s just a coincidence that you only fought one Giant Skeletal Rat? I could have swarmed you with hundreds of them if I wanted to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    I think we offended our host and it’s always best to keep the guy who can murder you in your sleep happy. So I look up and say, “Sorry. We didn’t mean to imply that you ran the kind of dungeon that killed its explorers willy-nilly.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a harrumph, but the dungeon master doesn’t respond otherwise. I look back at my team and ask, “So, any suggestions on how to better fight these skeletons?” 
 
      
 
    Mary answers with a superior look, “Magic. As far as I know, most low level undead don’t have any resistances to magic. That’s why my one magic missile spell did twice the damage of your and Vrax’s weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “Blunt weapons,” Kitsune suggests, “If you’re using slashing or piercing weapons you’ll only do half damage to skeletons. You need to use blunt weapons on them.” 
 
      
 
    Thinking of the two weapons we stole, I tell Kitsune, “I only have a spear and a sword. I don’t have any clubs or maces.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax nods at my statement and adds, “I only have a sword and knife.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies up to me and hits me hard in the shoulder. I cry out, “Ow. What’d you do that for? So far your suggestion to use magic is winning. I’d think you’d be happy about that.” 
 
      
 
    She smiles, then hits me in the shoulder again before saying, “I am happy to be winning, but I’m also telling you how you and Vrax can do more damage to the skeletons.” 
 
      
 
    It takes me a moment to realize what she’s ‘telling me’ with her punches. I look over at Vrax and see a confused look on his reptilian face and tell him, “I think she means our Kung Fu moves.” Vrax’s expression brightens, and he hops up onto his feet. He starts to punch and kick the air while saying in a high pitch, “Waaaah!” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at my friend’s antics. I knew I shouldn’t have told him about Bruce Lee. 
 
      
 
    My kobold friend turns at the sound of my laughter, and he stops punching and kicking. He makes a fist in the air and places his other clawed hand on top of it. He then lowers his head slightly and bows from the waist formally and says, “Call me Kung Fu Kobold.” 
 
      
 
    I roll onto my back and have to hold my sides as my laughter doubles. Mary starts to laugh as well once she hears Vrax’s new title. I can’t stop imagining Vrax in the martial arts films from earth. The thought of my friend, who only comes up to my waist, flying through the air and kicking the butts of all the cheesy bad guys in those movies makes me roar with laughter. I say between gasps of air, “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Kobold.” Mary laughs and adds, “Enter the Kobold Dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Mary and I laugh and come up with more reworked movie titles while Vrax and Kitsune silently watch us in confusion:  Fist of the Kobold Legend, Scaled Fists of Fury, Iron Kobold, and Once Upon a Time in Terra. Our laughter dies down as we run out of titles. As I catch my breath, I sit back up and say, “Ok, that’s enough joking.” 
 
      
 
    Mary giggles once and responds, “Ok. Just one more?” I shrug, and she continues, “Yip Man.” When I don’t laugh, she explains, “Yip Man? You know, Y-ip Man.” 
 
      
 
    I groan once I get the reference to Ip Man. One of my favorite martial arts series starring the amazing Donnie Yen as the martial arts master who would eventually go on to teach Bruce Lee. I look at the rest of the group and realize Mary, and I have been laughing by ourselves for a while now. Kitsune looks at us with fascination in her eyes. I guess she’s never seen two people yell out movie titles. Well, actually from her point of view we were just yelling out random strings of words since she’s never even heard of movies. Vrax, on the other hand, is sitting down again and has his head resting on his knees sadly. 
 
      
 
    I get up and sit next to my kobold brother. I put my arm around him and tell him, “I’m sorry buddy. Even though we were laughing, we weren’t making fun of you. Mary and I watched…err…read the same stories about Kung Fu. We were just laughing at all the stories we know and imagining them with a kobold in them.” He looks up at me sharply, and I quickly add, “Not that having a kobold in them makes them funny. It’s just that a lot of the stories have huge powerful men or large groups of enemies in them and the idea of a single kobold beating them with just his hands, feet, and tail made us laugh.” Realizing how condescending that sounds, I add, “Not at the kobold but at the other guys, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    I keep my most sincere expression on as Vrax looks up at me, studying my face intently. After a moment he smiles, hugs me, and says, “Oh, that fine then. You no tell me you know so many stories about Kung Fu. You tell them to me?” 
 
      
 
    I hug my scaly brother back and say, “Sure. When we have a chance to rest for longer. I’ll tell you some of those stories. In the meantime, we should get back to clearing this level of the dungeon now that we know how to fight better.” 
 
      
 
    With that, the four of us rise and get into our battle formation. Vrax and I in front, now without our weapons. Kitsune and Mary behind us. The four of us follow the tunnel for about ten minutes then take a right at the next junction. We follow that tunnel until it dead ends. There at the end of the tunnel, we find our next fight. This time, there are three Giant Skeletal Rats. 
 
      
 
    The fight doesn’t take very long. Since Vrax’s [Backstab] doesn’t work on the undead, he and I just rush the skeletal rodents and start hitting and kicking them. From the last fight, we know that each one of the monsters has about twenty health, so the best way to defeat them is to deal as much damage as possible. Each one of Mary’s [Magic Missiles] does between three and six damage. There are three missiles in each cast of the spell so she can kill one by herself after only two castings. That leaves Vrax and me to deal with the other two. We each take one of the skeletal rats. It bites my legs a few times, but it only takes six strikes, two of which I miss, before the rat breaks down into a pile of bones. Vrax does less damage per strike but his punches are a heck of alot more accurate, and he actually finishes off his opponent before I do. Once Mary’s last magic missile kills the third monster, we heal up and rest. We get a couple more sets of rat’s teeth as loot and some more experience points. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the level is actually relatively easy. Once we know the trick for dealing with the skeletal rats, it only takes a few punches and kicks from either Vrax or I to kill them. The dungeon level itself isn’t particularly complicated either. The paths are straight, and there are only a couple of dead ends where we find groups of undead rats. At a few of these places, we find not only skeletal rats but zombie rats. Zombie rats are a lot squishier than the skeletal ones. Thankfully they aren’t the kind of zombies from the Walking Dead. Even if these zombies bite us, they only do damage and don’t transfer any kind of zombie disease. The zombie rats have a few more hit points than the skeletal rats but don’t pose any real risk since we have the added damage from Mary’s spells and healing from Kitsune. Mary even summons Mr. Snuggle Butt, her pet wolf, to help clear out a particularly large group of undead rats and help clear the dungeon floor faster. All told we kill thirty-two undead rats and I get a total of seventy-two experience points. I also gain two skill levels in [Unarmed combat]. Not bad. 
 
      
 
    It takes us about four hours of exploration until we reach the end of the level and the boss room. We know it’s the boss room because it’s the only room with a door that we’ve come across. After resting and restoring all of our mana and stamina, we open the door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.6 
 
      
 
    The large wooden double doors creak loudly as hinges that haven’t been oiled in ages move again. Our group enters the dark room, still in previously agreed formation. The meager light from Mary’s light reveals a moderately sized room made of stone with a ten foot ceiling. The walls are as even as the ones in the tunnel outside and run for a length of fifteen feet. As we move forward, the back of the room comes into range of Mary’s light. Hidden, even from my [Darkvision], is a creature that reminds me of pure shadow. It doesn’t have a totally distinct form. Instead it seems to shift as it moves. One moment, it moves upon the ground on four shadow limbs, the next it walks upright on two legs. When I stare above it, I see that it’s called Stevie Shadows, Lvl. 5 
 
      
 
    Before we can advance further, the doors close behind us and a low rhythmic music begins to play in the room. The dungeon master’s voice echoes, “YoHoHoHoHo! Welcome to the shadow room. Let me introduce you to the boss here, Stevie Shadows!” There’s a rumbling noise and a great deal of smoke. When the smoke clears, the shadow creature is standing on a raised stone platform in man shape. In front of Stevie are a stand and a row of white bones of decreasing size. In his shadowy hands are two percussive sticks. I look at the other members of my group and see looks of confusion on everyone’s faces. While I wonder what the heck is going on the dungeon master speaks again, “Before the fight begins, Stevie has asked to play something he’s been working on for the last couple of decades. Enjoy the performance and remember to tip your waitresses.” 
 
      
 
    Wait, did he just say the boss monster is going to perform before the fight? 
 
      
 
    As my brain processes the statement of the dungeon master, Stevie Shadows forms a third hand from his body and what should be his head coughs into it. The third hand disappears, and the two hands holding the percussive sticks begin to tap on the bones in front of him. Each stick hits one of the bones causing it to vibrate and produce a particular hollow sounding note. As Stevie continues to tap away on the bones in front of him, a definite melody develops, and I realize that he’s playing a bone xylophone. Two more arms and hands form and take up percussive sticks of their own. The four shadow arms work in concert to produce a musical sound unlike any I’ve ever heard before. The rhythm is steady and reminds me a bit of calypso music, but the melody is haunting and lonely. By the time the song is done, I find that I’ve taken a seat on the floor of the boss room and have to get up. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master’s voice returns as the song comes to an end, “Thank you, Stevie, for that wonderful performance.” I hear a sound to my left and turn to see Vrax clapping. Why not? It was a good song. I add my own clapping, and after only a moment, Mary and Kitsune join in too. Stevie Shadows walks in front of his instrument and takes a bow. 
 
      
 
    “Now that the musical portion of the night is finished, we move onto our next event,” The dungeon master pauses for dramatic effect then says in a deeper announcer voice, “The Boss Fight!” Four globes of light appear in the ceiling providing enough illumination to light up the room, “On one side is the devil of darkness, the slippery shadow, the man, the myth, the legend, Stevie Shadows.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie shadows raises his four shadow arms into the air and I see that he seems to be bouncing in place like a boxer. 
 
      
 
    “In the other corner, we have the fearsome foursome, the quadruple killers. Welcome team Mary!” The dungeon master continues. 
 
      
 
    I can see Vrax mimicking the shadow monster as he raises his scaled fists into the air and starts to bounce around on his clawed feet. I get into the mood of the occasion and take my fighter’s stance, bringing my fists up to chest height. My left fist leading slightly in front and my right, cocked back to punch. I bend my knees slightly to prepare for the sprint to get to our opponent. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master finishes, “Both opponents, ready, set, fight!” The sound of a bell rings through the room, and Stevie Shadows rushes forward. There are about ten feet between us and Stevie. Vrax and I meet him in the middle in a flurry of punches, kicks, claws, and shadows. Vrax circles behind Stevie and attacks him with a flurry of punches. I keep myself between the boss monster and our more vulnerable team members and strike out with a one-two punch combo. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 3 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 2 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 5 
 
    Damage dealt: 3 
 
      
 
    The shadow creature takes our blows and returns our strikes. The creatures four arms form clawed fingers that slash at Vrax and I. Vrax is able to dodge one of the attacks but takes a blow to his torso. Thankfully, his studded leather armor isn’t penetrated, though I don’t doubt he takes damage since the health bar that I have for him in the corner of my vision as a group member shrinks slightly. I’m not so lucky. Both shadow claws slash through the cloth shirt I’m wearing leaving stinging wounds. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 8 (Shadow Slash) 
 
    Damage received: 6 (Shadow Slash) 
 
      
 
    The damage from the attacks isn’t horrible. I still have forty health, but what is more disturbing is the cold draining sensation that races through my body after each slash. I feel the muscles in my body stiffen after each attack and I leap backwards out of range of Stevie’s shadow arms. I can’t attack him at this range, but at least I’m away from those dark claws. 
 
      
 
    A green glow appears around my torso. I glance behind me to see Kitsune holding out her palms in my direction, and while my cloth shirt still has the slash marks from the attack, my body is whole again. I nod my thanks and rush back into the fight. I lash out with a front kick and strike the center of Stevie’s shadow body. Three magical purple bolts hit him at the same time as my kick. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 4 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    I notice that my punches and kicks don’t seem to be doing as much damage as they should. Stevie must have some resistance to physical attacks. I receive another shadow slash to my leg but am healed just as quickly. However, the attack causes a further spreading of cold throughout my body, and I find it harder to move my muscles quickly. Stevie’s extra set of arms lash out at Vrax. While my Kobold brother is able to avoid the blows, he’s unable to get in range to attack back. 
 
      
 
    I decide to abandon physical attacks since they don’t seem to be doing much damage and shift around to the right of Stevie. I spellwrite the arcane symbol for ‘fire’ onto Stevie’s body, but before I can send my mana to the symbol to activate the spell, he lashes out with three of his shadow arms at my face. I instinctively leap backwards to avoid the strikes, but the move disrupts my attempt to spellwrite. Vrax takes advantage of the attention being given me and strikes the boss monster three more times before moving back out of range of its attacks. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 3 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 3 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 2 
 
      
 
    I can see that there’s only a sliver of red on the health bar above Stevie Shadow’s form. Before I can strike out at him with either a magic or physical attack, his body morphs and changes shape. It seems to shrink into a pool of shadow on the floor. I don’t know what to make of the change in form, and while I stare at the puddle of shadow, it moves. Faster than I can blink, the shadow pool races between my legs and snakes towards Kitsune and Mary. I turn to yell out a warning, but it’s already too late. The pool of shadow strikes at Kitsune with a tendril of darkness hitting her three times. She stumbles back and falls onto the stone floor in an attempt to put more distance between herself and her attacker. 
 
      
 
    I don’t get notifications for the exact damage it deals her, but I see the miniature health bar for her in the corner of my vision shrink to half. I start to move towards the attacking shadow pool but before I can take a single step a cloud of smoke appears between Kitsune and the shadow pool. From the cloud of smoke, I hear a growl and a large grey blur streaks to the new form of Stevie Shadows. The dark liquid shadow is pushed back as the grey form tackles it with teeth and claws. I recognize the grey form now as Mr. Snuggle Butt, the wolf Mary summons with her spell [Nature’s Ally]. I look up and see the last of the magical summoning spell fading from the flying fairy. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to the battle and am unable to take my eyes from the spectacle before me. The inky black shadow has wrapped its tentacles around Mr. Snuggle Butt, the sharp ends of each tentacle lashing wildly causing wounds all over the wolf’s body. However, Mr. Snuggle Butt has the main body of the shadow creature in his canine jaws and is whipping his head back and forth. After what seems like forever but is likely only a moment or two, the battle comes to an end, and the limp liquid form of Stevie Shadow’s falls from the jaws of Mr. Snuggle Butt with a soft splat. 
 
      
 
    You’ve helped kill Stevie Shadows, lvl. 5. You receive 13 XP. 
 
      
 
    Instead of dealing with her own injuries, Kitsune scrambles to the wounded wolf and uses her healing spells to attend to the summoned animal. I see tears in her eyes and realize she’s not crying because of her own pain but because of the pain that the wolf must be feeling. Mary flies down to Mr. Snuggle Butt and begins rubbing his head and ears. I hear her saying, “Who’s a good shadow killer? Who’s a good shadow killer?” Once the wolf is healed, I see its tongue loll out of its mouth, and it sits to take the praise and pets that both Kitsune and Mary are giving it. 
 
      
 
    I turn to look at Vrax and see that he still has a few wounds but is making his way to me. When he gets close enough, I pat him on the shoulder and say, “Good fight. You did some pretty good damage.” 
 
      
 
    He nods in acknowledgment but looks at the wolf getting all the praise and asks, “Why he get all the pets? Didn’t we do most of the damage to the shadowman?” 
 
      
 
    I laugh, understanding what he means. Here, he and I risk life and limb to go toe to toe with the monster and even though we do the majority of the damage that caused his death, we aren’t getting any of the love that the wolf is getting. Instead of complaining, I start to rub my kobold brother’s scaly head and murmur in a baby voice, “Who’s a good Kung Fu Kobold? Who’s a good Kung Fu Kobold?” 
 
      
 
    It takes Vrax a moment to realize what I’m doing, but when he does he gives me a sharp toothed smile and starts to rub my stomach over my shirt and says, “Who is a good punching human? Who is a good punching human?” 
 
      
 
    The familiar high pitched voice of the dungeon master rings through the boss room, “YoHoHoHoHo! I didn’t know your group was that close.” I stop my play petting of Vrax, and he snatches his hands away too. I don’t know why we did since the dungeon master can’t really see what we’re doing. The voice continues, “Congratulations on your victory over Stevie Shadows. This will be your safe room while you rest. You’ll notice that I’ve kept my word and provided you with food and water. Additionally, along the far wall, you’ll find a thick vein of copper running through the stone. This is the bonus resource you get for being so entertaining. Rest well, in the morning you’re off to the next level.” 
 
      
 
    I look in the far corner of the room and see a new stream of water falling from the ceiling into a hole in the ground. Near the stream is a new patch of large mushrooms. New to the menu though is the body of a giant mole-like creature. It’s not moving, and soon its body disappears in a flash of light leaving a loot bag. On the wall opposite the water and mushrooms is a shiny brown vein of metal running vertically along the stone wall. 
 
      
 
    After looking at the copper vein of metal in the wall, I look up to the ceiling and yell, “How are we supposed to get the copper?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t get a response, so I guess the dungeon master isn’t listening anymore. I shake my head in frustration and turn back to my team. I find Mary and Kitsune sitting next to Mr. Snuggle Butt. The girls are looking at me but are still petting the wolf. Vrax is standing in front of me holding the wooden handle of a pickaxe. 
 
      
 
    “Where’d you get that?” I ask him. He points to the area where the body of Stevie Shadows was and says, “Loot from the boss.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, I guess that’s how we’re supposed to get the copper from the wall then. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.7 
 
      
 
    Since it only took us four or five hours to clear the first level of the dungeon and defeat the boss, we have an unusual amount of time to rest. The dungeon master said he’d be back in the morning, which means we’re stuck here until then. The group separates to attend to different tasks. After meditating and recovering her mana, Kitsune heals Vrax of the last of the wounds he received during the boss fight and then takes care of her own injuries. I can’t say I approve of the order in which she decides to heal but I can’t fault her dedication to taking care of the team. 
 
      
 
    After praising Mr. Snuggle Butt some more, Mary dismisses him, and he vanishes in a puff of smoke. Mary and Vrax move off to harvest the mushrooms and drink some water. I, on the other hand, find myself standing in front of the vein of copper in the stone wall, pick in hand. I’ve never done any mining before, but we still have to get that metal out of the wall if we’re going to make anything out of it. So, I take hold of the wooden shaft of the pick in a two handed grip, swing the head of the pick high above my head and bring it down hard onto the stone wall. The metal of the pick head strikes the wall with a clang causing vibrations to radiate down the shaft into my arms. The jolt sets my teeth on edge, and I inspect the damage my first strike does to the stone wall. There’s only a small gouge in the stone. I sigh. I guess this won’t be easy. I take a wide stance and swing the pick above my head and bring it down again and again. Slowly, my pick starts to break away chunks of the wall and copper chunks the size of my fist start to fall. I pick up one of the oddly shaped copper chunks off the floor. I expect to see the chunk made of stone and have copper running through it but instead, the entire chunk is made entirely of copper. When I ask Mary about this, she says that dungeons can bring pure refined metals for adventurers to mine as a resource, no smelting of raw ores required. It’s one of the reasons dungeons are a valuable resource.  After the explanation, I go back to swinging my pick at the wall, and ten minutes later I get a notification. 
 
      
 
    You’d learned the skill [Mining]. 
 
      
 
    Mining 
 
    You’ve learned to pick something besides your nose. You’ve learned how to swing a pick and break up rocks to find valuable materials. 
 
    Novice Level 1 
 
    Bonus: You’re 1% more likely to find precious metals and stones while mining. 
 
      
 
    While I expected to get the skill from all the work I’ve been doing, it’s still nice to be rewarded with it. I take a break from my work to drink some water. While I’m cupping my hand to the stream coming down from the ceiling I also dunk my sweaty head into the water to cool it off. I hear a shriek from next to me, and when I pull my head out from under the stream, I see that I’ve splashed Mary with some of the water. Her hair is all wet and matted to her head. I can’t help but laugh at the sight of the sputtering fairy glaring at me. She looks like she got caught in a sudden shower without an umbrella. Mary doesn’t take kindly to my laughter, and she flies into the air to hit me with her tiny fists. I dodge out of the way and run back towards the wall with the copper but before I can take more than a few steps I feel something wrap around my feet and I fall to the ground. Having left the pick leaning next to the stone wall, my hands are thankfully empty, and I’m able to catch myself before I fall flat on my face. When I look down, I see that a mass of vines has grown out of the ground and wrapped itself around my feet. I look up to see a dark green glow fading from Mary’s hands and an angry look on her face. I recognize the spell now as [Nature’s Grasp] a spell she can use to trip up an opponent. 
 
      
 
    From my positioning on the ground, I raise my hands in surrender and tell her, “Look Mary, don’t be angry. It was an accident. I didn’t mean to splash you.”  However, my pleading does me no good, and I have to lay there and suffer the many tiny blows of an angry fairy. I imagine the scene is rather funny to watch. At least that’s what I gather from the giggles I hear from Kitsune and Vrax. However, I can assure you that it’s not nearly as funny when you’re the one being pummeled. While Mary’s punches don’t hurt much, she knows where to hurt a guy, and she’s not afraid to strike there. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Mary cools off and stops her tantrum. She releases the spell that’s binding my legs with vines, and I’m able to crawl away. Mary just sniffs disdainfully and flies away, wringing out her hair and clothes as she goes. Kitsune is nice enough not to laugh as she heals me of the small bruises. Vrax isn’t as kind and advises laughingly, “Maybe we get Mary to train you to defend against fairy attacks sometime.” 
 
      
 
    Once I’m back up to full strength, I go back to mining and am able to mine out the rest of the copper in the stone wall after only a couple hours work. I raise my [Mining] skill up two levels and get ten fist size chunks of copper. Now I just have to figure what to do next. 
 
      
 
    I hear my stomach growl as I sit on the stone floor and think of the problem. Maybe it’s better to problem solve on a full stomach? So, I get up and walk over to the side of the room with the mushrooms and water. Vrax and Mary have already picked and cleaned the mushrooms, so all I have to do is cook them and the meat left as loot from the giant mole creature the dungeon master left us. I use Vrax’s stone knife to cut the breadbox-sized chunk of meat into thin strips and then lay them onto each of the broad Grey Feet mushrooms. The mushrooms heads are large enough that they can act as a type of tortilla and I curl the pungent mushroom around the meat, making an odd looking wrap. I cook the mushroom and the raw meat at the same time by spellwriting the ‘fire’ symbol and using directional symbols to send the heat to all the mushroom wraps at once. It eats up a bit of mana, but my [Cooking] skill doesn’t seem to care about the technical details since it goes up a level. By the time the mushroom wraps are fully cooked, they’ve taken on a crisp golden color, and the meat on the inside smells wonderful. There’s enough food that everyone is able to get four mushroom wraps each. My first bite into the wrap is interesting, my mind expected the mushroom to be crispy like a tortilla, but the texture is chewier. The meat on the inside has a bit of a gamey taste but it is still juicy and flavorful. 
 
      
 
    While I bite into my second mushroom wrap, I consider the problem of the copper. Even though I have the metal to work with, I lack any of the tools or know how to turn it into something useful. I mean, sure, I’ve seen those YouTube videos where those guys make weapons from popular video games and anime. But that doesn’t mean I actually know how they did it. That would be like seeing a chef make a gourmet dinner once and thinking you could do the same now. I wonder if the dungeon can teach me how to be a blacksmith? Maybe it can give me a skill book or something as a reward for beating a boss? I guess that’ll be something I can ask it tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    In the meantime, while everyone is enjoying the meal, we can talk about how that boss fight went. I start the conversation off the way all great speakers do. By nervously coughing into my fist to get everyone’s attention, “Well, now that everyone has had a chance to eat and relax a little, I’d like to talk about that last fight.” Everyone’s eyes are on me now. Vrax is still eating while he listens, but Kitsune has politely put down her food to give me her full attention. Mary’s mouth is full, and her cheeks are puffed out as she watches me. I have to stop myself from laughing out loud since she reminds me of a winged chipmunk preparing for winter. I continue, “Anyone have any comments or questions about the fight?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax raises his mushroom wrap in the air. I smile and nod at him. He asks, “Why shadow monster’s attacks make me hit less hard?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug since I don’t have any idea why that happened and tell him, “I noticed the same thing. Each time I got hit with a shadow claw, a feeling of icy coldness spread through my body and my punches seem to do a little less damage.” 
 
      
 
    Through a mouth full of food Mary tells us, “He probably debuffed you. There are lots of spells and abilities that lessen the effectiveness of attackers. Spellcasters use them a lot to take away some of the power from melee fighters.” Pointing at me directly she continues, “Your ice spell does something like that. It slows an attacker down.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Thanks for the info Mary. Anyone else have any other comments?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune tentatively raises her hand in the air. I nod to her, and she says, “I’d like to thank Mary for saving me. Mr. Snuggle Butt came just in time to stop that shadow creature from killing me.” 
 
      
 
    I nod in agreement, “Yeah Mary, great work summoning your pet wolf in time to save Kitsune. I should have known smarter monsters would try to kill our healer. Maybe we should have the wolf summoned for every battle to guard you two?” 
 
      
 
    Mary gives Kitsune a thumbs up while she continues to stuff her face with food. 
 
      
 
    I look at each group member to see if anyone else wants to say anything, “If there are no other comments, then I’d like to congratulate everyone on not dying. Stevie Shadows was a surprisingly challenging monster to fight. Kitsune, you did a good job of keeping us all alive but don’t be afraid to yell out orders if you think we need to change tactics. Speaking of tactics, I think we need to have some call signs designated when we need to change battle strategies. Maybe something like yelling ‘Turtle defense’ to tell Vrax and I that we need to pull back and focus on defending Kitsune and Mary. Or ‘Hammer time’ to tell everyone to switch to blunt weapons. Any other suggestions?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune raises her hand politely, and I tell her, “You don’t have to raise your hand Kitsune. Just say what you need to.” 
 
      
 
    She nods once acknowledging my comment, then turns to the rest of the group, “We need to talk more during a fight. I watched my father’s troops when I was growing up. They were always talking and telling each other things during a fight. Not only that but they taunted their enemies to distract them or draw their attention. I like the..,” she turns to me with a questioning look, “what did you call them again?” Then remembering the phrase, she goes on, “Oh, yes. ‘Call signs.' They’re useful, but we should also be calling out our own observations during the fight so that the others in the group can use the information.” 
 
      
 
    I scratch the back of my head and grin sheepishly, “Kitsune’s right. I figured out after the first couple strikes that the skeletal rats took less damage from my spear. I should have told you during the fight so we could have changed tactics.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune claps her hand excitedly, making the sleeves of her kimono rustle, “Yes, that’s something my father used to say all the time to his soldiers. ‘Communication is the key to victory.’” After mentioning her father again, Kitsune’s clapping stops and her expression changes to one of muted sadness. Her eyes have a far off look, as if she’s remembering something. “He used to say a lot of things like that. I really didn’t understand it all before,” her eyes regain their focus, she glances at each of us and gives us a small smile before continuing, “but I think I’m starting to now.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies to Kitsune’s shoulder and puts a comforting arm around her. I can tell Kitsune is a little sad, but I don’t have any idea what to do in this situation. Do I hug Kitsune? Do I tell a joke to try and lighten the mood? These emotional moments are so confusing to me. So, I just do what I know how to do, ignore it. 
 
      
 
    I raise my arms into the air and give a loud, badly faked, yawn and declare, “Oh, boy am I tired. Let’s work on this in the morning.” Then I scurry to the other side of the room and lay down with my back to Kitsune and Mary. I’m joined shortly by Vrax who curls up next to me without comment. While I lay there, I hear Mary and Kitsune talking softly. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I hear an occasional sniffle. The soft sounds of their voices puts me to sleep before I know it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.8 
 
      
 
    The next morning finds me waking up last. I yawn loudly, and genuinely, as I sit up from my place on the stone floor. I see that the other members of my group have already gathered together near the mushrooms and water. I get up and make my way over to the stream. I quickly rinse my face and hair. Then cup my hand to the water to try to rinse out some of the funk that seems to be sticking to my teeth. 
 
      
 
    After getting cleaned up, I make my way to the rest of the group, who are politely waiting for me. As I sit down, I see that they’ve already done all the prep work for breakfast. There’s no more meat, but the destemmed and cleaned mushrooms are already laid out, ready for me to cook. I spellwrite the arcane symbol for ‘fire’ and the symbols that will direct the heat to each mushroom. As I send my mana through the symbols, my mind wanders, and I wonder if magical cooking is a skill here. Maybe I could open a restaurant and have a kitchen full of magical cooks. Wind mages could mix up the batter and stir dishes with their wind spells. Earth mages could harvest fresh vegetables every day and chop them up with magical stone blades. Fire mages could do the baking and frying. 
 
      
 
    I’m pulled out of my revelry by Mary who yells, “Hey, you’re burning the food. Pay attention!” 
 
      
 
    I look down and see that the edges of the mushrooms are turning black and I cut off the mana I’m sending to the spell. I grin sheepishly and apologize to everyone. We eat in silence and try to ignore the char on my Cajun style mushrooms. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after finishing breakfast, the voice of the dungeon master echoes through the room, “YoHoHoHoHo! Good morning adventurers. I hope you slept well, because I have a much more challenging dungeon level for you to explore today.” 
 
      
 
    The room seems to vibrate slightly and the sound of grinding stone echoes in our closed room. When I turn around, I see that a square opening has appeared near the far wall. I get up to inspect the area and see that while dark, stone stairs lead down. No doubt taking us to the next level of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Well, we might as well get going. But before I forget, I look up and address the disembodied voice, “Pardon me, dungeon master.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” the voice asks. 
 
      
 
    Unsure of how to start, I figure it would be best to show my gratitude before I ask for a favor. “I’d first like to thank you for keeping your word and providing us with some nice crafting resources. From what I’m told you gave us some nice copper, already smelted and ready to be crafted into something.” Here’s hoping the dungeon master doesn’t get mad if I ask him for a favor, “However, I was wondering if you had the ability to give us a skill book on blacksmithing or something if we beat the next level boss? We just don’t have the technical knowledge to really do anything with the copper right now.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause, and I hope the dungeon master is considering my request and not powering up some life destroying spell, “Hmm, I see how that would be a problem for you. Tell you what. I have loads of skill and magic books just lying around gathering dust. If you’re extra entertaining today, I’ll grant your request.” 
 
      
 
    Surprised at his answer, I tell him honestly, “Thanks. You’re a pretty awesome dungeon master.” 
 
      
 
    “YoHoHoHoHo! Oh, don’t try to flatter me. You still have to clear the next level of the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    That settled, Mary casts [Light], conjuring a globe of illumination and our group descends the stairs to the second level of the dungeon. Once the last of us leaves the stairs, they disappear, and the hole up to the first floor closes. The tunnels on the second level of the dungeon look almost identical to those of the first level. 
 
      
 
    I equip the weapon I have the highest skill at, the spear, and address the team, “Ok, team. We’ll take it slow while we explore and once we run into the first monsters, we’ll test out what weapons and magic work best on them. Remember what we talked about last night. Communicate what you find out, so the rest of us don’t repeat the work.” 
 
      
 
    I get nods from everyone, and I see Vrax take out the shortsword sheathed at his waist. 
 
      
 
    We walk down the tunnels of the second level and come to the first junction after only a few minutes. We can go left, right, or continue straight. We take the right path and find it turns right two more times before it dead ends. We retrace our steps back to the junction and take the left path this time. That tunnel only goes for another thirty feet before ending at a wall with a red jewel set into it and a large metal ring below it. 
 
      
 
    Puzzled by what we’ve found I ask, “Is it me, or does this look weird?” 
 
      
 
    From above me, I hear Mary agree, “No, something isn’t right. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    I signal for the group to stay where they are, about ten feet back from the wall and move forward. I carefully examine the floor, walls, and ceiling as I slowly walk towards the jewel and ring. I examine the ruby red jewel and large metal ring set in the center of the door but don’t see any hidden triggers or traps. I have the uneasy feeling I’ve missed something but put my hand forward to grasp the ring. Nothing happens, so I pull hard on the ring and find that it pulls back with me away from the door. The red jewel lights up, and I hear a grinding sound from above. I look up and see an opening appear above us. Two figures drop from the ceiling, landing between my team and me. The figures land with a clatter and I see that they’re two human skeletons clothed in bits of rotting leather armor. Each of them has a sword in its hands, and their eyeless heads bob back and forth between the rest of the group and me, likely trying to decide who to attack first. 
 
      
 
    Instead of letting the skeletons decide, I yell out, “Don’t wait for me. Attack!” 
 
      
 
    I take my own advice and activate my spear ability [Thrust]. The spear in my hands suddenly accelerates and the spear tip slams into the nearest skeleton with an audible crack. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 5 (Thrust) 
 
      
 
    My special attack pushes one of the skeletons back a pace but doesn’t do nearly as much damage as it should. I call out, “Darn it. These guys are resistant to piercing damage.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax does damage: 4 
 
      
 
    “They’re resistant to Vrax’s slashing too,” Mary shouts, then she giggles and yells out, “Hammer Time!” 
 
      
 
    I smile at hearing the phrase and drop my spear. I can hear the clang from where the rest of my group is fighting, but the skeletons between us prevent me from seeing anything else. I have to duck under an awkward horizontal slash from the skeleton in front of me as I move in to attack. I strike with a combination of punches to the torso of the skeleton.  
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 3 
 
    Damage dealt: 4 
 
      
 
    My fists sting from the strikes, and I can feel the disturbing sensation of breaking rib bones underneath the rotting leather armor of the monster. The skeleton doesn’t seem to feel pain as it takes my attacks unflinchingly. It pulls back its arm to thrust its shortsword into me. I’m able to turn my body just in time to avoid being skewered but still feel a stinging pain along my abdomen. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 2 (Glancing blow) 
 
      
 
    I dance back out of range of the skeleton and it’s sword to collect my thoughts. Since I have the opportunity to fight one of these skeleton’s one on one, I decide to use the opportunity to test out which magic hurts them. I yell out to the group, “I want to test which of my magic works to hurt the skeleton. You guys ok with the other one?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of responding I get a series of damage notifications. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 3 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 6 
 
    Mary deals damage: 5 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    Your group has killed a Skeleton Warrior, lvl 6. You gain, 7 XP. 
 
      
 
    I hear a clatter of bones and armor hit the ground and peek around my opponent to see that the other skeleton has been defeated. Ok. I’ll take that as a yes. 
 
      
 
    Focusing on my own opponent, I gather my mana and prepare to spellwrite. I wait for the clumsy skeleton to try and slash at me with his sword before I dodge and rush closer. I quickly spellwrite the symbol for [Life] on the skeleton. Unfortunately, it actually does heal the monster. As a matter of fact I see its health bar restored for all the damage I dealt it. I know, I know. Kitsune already told me that life magic wouldn’t hurt the undead but a real scientist has to verify information for himself.  It really is too bad since our super healer would have kicked those undead skeleton’s bony butts if healing magic hurt them. I’m morally obligated to tell the group about the failed experiment and yell out, “Tried healing against it, didn’t work.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune yells back, “I told you so!” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, knowing that’s what she was going to say. I still have lots of other spell options to try out as I repeat the process of dodging attacks and spellwriting on the skeleton. 
 
      
 
    After what seems like forever, I conclude my experiments. None of the elemental symbols I know does extra damage against the undead skeleton, and the only other test of note was the creation of a shield like effect using the combination of the ‘force’ symbols and directional symbols. Every time the skeleton ran into the symbol written in the air, it was forced back a step. It’s something I’ll have to look into when my group isn’t giving me the stink eye for taking such a long time with my experiments. 
 
      
 
    Having tested all the elemental symbols I know, I let Vrax finish off the skeletal warrior. He uses his tail like a whip and trips the skeleton. Once on the creature is on the ground, the kobold brings the heel of his scaled foot down onto the skeleton’s skull with an axe kick and the creature crumbles into a pile of bones and rotten leather armor. 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the notification telling me I gained another seven XP and sit down to recover my mana. The experiments with spellwriting were educational but proved that the skeletons aren’t particularly vulnerable or resistant to any type of elemental damage I can cast. With my current mana pool, I could cast ‘fire’ six or seven times for a moderate amount of damage. Of course, I could also send a significant amount of mana through the ‘fire’ symbol for more damage, but that would lessen the number of times I could cast the spell. Let’s be honest, hitting the skeletons with my hands and feet using the [Unarmed Combat] skill would do just as much damage and it wouldn’t cost me any mana. It’s just a shame that it hurts to punch the bony skeletons through their armor so much.  
 
      
 
    Then an interesting thought occurs to me. Why do I have to hit the skeletons with my bare hands? I can totally Thing this thing up. I remember reading in Lilliandra’s Journal that spellwriters can shape their spells through their imagination and not just the symbols they use. So, after spellwriting the arcane symbol for ‘earth’ onto my left hand, I picture the mana flowing through the symbol and gathering not the loose soft earth around us but the hard stone and rock. I imagine particles of rock flowing through the symbol and gathering at the directional spell symbols, becoming one mass. A pressure builds up from the mental strain of working with the less malleable material, but it’s not so bad that I have to stop my work. 
 
      
 
    I find that this method takes more time and mental concentration that letting the spell gather material on its own but the results are worth the effort. When I feel my mana pool getting low, I open my eyes to see the results of my experiment, I find my entire left hand encased in stone. I think it’s kind of cool looking until I try to move my fingers and realize that I can’t. When I describe my hand as encased in stone, I’m not kidding. I literally can’t move any of the joints in my hand. I panic a little at the feeling but calm down when I realize that I can simply slam my hand against the wall until the rocks start to break off. Ok, rock glove experiment number one is a bust. 
 
      
 
    After recovering my mana, I begin experiment number two. I spellwrite the [Earth] and directional symbols to gather stone and rock to the area around my palm and knuckles. I’m definitely making stone knuckles this time, and I put twice as many directional symbols on the knuckle area so that section is twice as thick as the section wrapping around my palm. Once I’m satisfied with creating the stone knuckles, I start work on protecting the parts of my fingers that’ll be contacting an opponent when I hit them with my fist. It’s a delicate process that takes a long time to get right. I have to cover the segment of my finger closest to my palm with stone. But I can’t make it too thick, or I can’t make a fist. I can’t make it too thin either, or it all breaks apart after a few punches. I end up making the section palm side half as thin as the side protecting the top. When I’m done, it reminds me of pictures I’d seen of plate mail gauntlets. Segmented pieces of material that allow for movement but still offer protection along the non-jointed parts of my hand.  It doesn’t look like it’s carved out of stone but rather like a grey version of the skin of the Thing from the Fantastic Four. I laugh out loud as I picture myself covered head to toe in armor made from this technique and yelling out ‘It’s clobbering time!’ 
 
      
 
    It's a shame I can’t make stone chainmail to protect those joints. Still, it's not bad work. It actually reminds me of those gloves Ryu and Ken wear from Street Fighter. Hey, I wonder if this makes me a disciple of the stone fist branch of some martial arts style. 
 
      
 
    I test out the…wait, what do I call these things? They’re not gloves. They’re not gauntlets. You know, I’m really terrible at naming things. I’ll just stick to stone knuckles for now. Yes, I know they cover parts of my fingers too but calling them modified stone half gauntlets just seems a bit too much. Anyways, I test out the stone knuckles by punching the wall. I can feel the impact of each punch, but it’s muted. My punch feels a bit slower, but it also carries a bit more weight. The stone knuckles last for about thirty blows before I start to see cracks form. They last another fifteen before they break apart completely. Ok, that just means I’ll have to repair them about the thirty punch mark. 
 
      
 
    As I sit and contemplate the success of my latest creation, the bored voice of the dungeon master echoes in the dead end tunnel, “Do you plan to sit there all day? So far your group has been less than entertaining.” 
 
      
 
    I pop up from my seat on the stone floor and answer, “Sorry, I got caught up experimenting. We’re all ready to go.” I have to wake up Vrax from the nap he’s taken while I experimented and the rest of the group give me slightly dirty looks as they too get up and stretch. Guess I did take a little while researching.  Still, I can’t wait to see the effect of my new stone knuckles in the next fight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.9 
 
      
 
    The second level of the dungeon is harder than the first, but after my experiments, the skeleton warriors don’t pose much of a problem. The more annoying part of the level is that it’s a maze. We get lost no less than three times before Kitsune suggests we start marking which turns we make by scratching the stone walls with arrows. After that, it was just a matter of exploring all the possible pathways in the dungeon. We run into more skeletal warriors, but with Vrax’s new tail whip move and my new stone knuckles we can knock one of them down and have it beaten to a bony pulp in just a few moves. Mary summons Mr. Snuggle Butt to guard her and Kitsune while Vrax and I work. She also helps manage the larger groups of skeletons we occasionally run into with [Nature’s Grasp], immobilizing any new enemies until Vrax and I can pummel them. 
 
      
 
    I have to say, I think our communication skills are really improving. When we come upon a group of skeletons, I call out which skeleton warrior Vrax and I are going to attack first by pointing at it and yelling ‘Target.' Then Mary calls out ‘Holding the rest’ and casts [Nature’s Grasp] on the remaining skeletons. Sometimes one of the skeletons will free itself from the vines and get loose. When that happens Kitsune yells out, ‘loose ball,' and Vrax goes to attack it. When either Vrax or I take too much damage, Kitsune calls for the Turtle defense formation. Vrax and I immediately pull back from whatever we’re doing and return to Mary and Kitsune to get healed. 
 
      
 
    In addition to the skeletal warriors, we encounter skeletal archers. These skeletons don’t even have the basic rotting leather armor that the warriors do and only have fifteen health points. While they are much easier to kill when Vrax or I get close, they’re actually a bigger danger to Mary and Kitsune. The archers seem to automatically target our mage and healer and start to fire upon them as soon as the fighting starts. Since [Nature’s Grasp] doesn’t stop the archers from using their bows and arrows, they become the priority targets for Vrax and I to kill. 
 
      
 
    All told we kill twenty-two skeletal warriors and eight skeletal archers before we find the door that leads to the boss room. It nets us two hundred and ten XP each. Which helps everyone towards their next level but actually levels up Kitsune to level five. Knowing how hard it can be to get XP, every level gained is a special occasion.  So, we all congratulate her on gaining the level. Even the dungeon master drops a quick ‘congrats’ before falling silent. I examine my own [Status Screen] and see that I’m only two hundred and nineteen XP away from level five myself. 
 
      
 
    Additionally, we gather sixteen rusty swords, six rusty axes, eight rotten short bows, thirty-six arrows, and a bunch of trash loot like skeleton bones and skulls. I guess I shouldn’t complain about the loot drops since the dungeon master is guaranteeing food and water at the end of each level. Plus, he did promise that skill book if we beat the boss on this level. Still, it gets annoying the twentieth time when the loot bag drops and there is just a femur in it. Sure, Mr. Snuggle Butt loves all this loot, but it doesn’t help the rest of us much. 
 
      
 
    When we finally find the double doors that lead to the boss, it’s at the end of a large open room. Only the doors are bathed in light. The rest of the chamber is suspiciously dark, and it’s hard to gauge exactly how large the room is, but it's definitely bigger than any of the tunnels we’ve seen up until now. Our group enters the room through an opening a little bit taller and wider than me. The little light from Mary’s globe of illumination doesn’t touch the sides of the chamber or the ceiling, which means they’re more than ten feet away. Even with my [Darkvision], I can’t see the ends of the room as we enter. We can only see clearly the doors leading to the boss room, which are a good hundred feet away. We move into the room in a tight defensive position, Vrax and I in front ready to fight. Kitsune a few feet behind us. Mary flying above Kitsune with the light and Mr. Snuggle Butt following behind in case something tries to attack us from the rear. 
 
      
 
    We’re slowly making our way across the room, taking our time in case there are any traps. When we’re about halfway to the double doors that lead to the boss’s room, lights flare up all around the chamber. Torches that line the far walls light up with blue flame. I’m temporarily blinded by the sudden bright light since I still have [Darkvision] active and instinctively cover my eyes while I deactivate the ability. I hear whistling sounds all around me and feel the painful sensation of something piercing my arms and legs. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 4 
 
    Damage received: 3 
 
    Damage received: 2 
 
    Damage received: 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hear Mary cry out from above me, “Archers! Retreat back to the hallway!” 
 
      
 
    While I try to blink away the spots still dancing in front of my eyes, I feel a hand on my shirt pulling me backwards. I turn around and grab the scaly hand guiding me and run. I feel another sharp pain in my backside as an arrow hits. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 4 
 
      
 
    I bite back a cry of pain as the last of the spots in front of my eyes disappear. I can see that we’ve made it back past the entryway to the room and into the tunnel that runs perpendicular to it. The group is leaning against the tunnel wall to the right of the entryway breathing hard from the sprint out of the room. A few arrows hit the wall that’s opposite the entryway, but we’re out of danger from the archers for now. 
 
      
 
    Examining each member of my team, I can see that I’m not the only one that got hit by arrows. Each member of the group has injuries, even our most agile team member, Mary. I glance to the upper left corner of my vision, where the health, stamina, and mana bars for each member of the party are. I can see that I took the most damage, but everyone is down some health. Kitsune pulls an arrow from her thigh, and she barks out, “Everyone, pull the arrows out so I can heal the wounds. If you can’t reach an arrow, have someone help pull it out for you.” 
 
      
 
    Mary dismisses poor Mr. Snuggle Butt, who has so many arrows in him he looks like he’s turning into a porcupine. After the wolf disappears in a cloud of smoke, Mary flies over to my arm and tries to pull out the arrow sticking out of my shoulder, but the shaft is too big for her. I thank her for the assistance and pull the arrow out myself. I can’t help but grimace at the sharp pain when the arrowhead leaves my flesh. I pull out the four arrows that I can reach on my own, but I have to ask for help to get the one that stabbed me in the butt. Though he’s grinning widely, Vrax is kind enough to not laugh out loud as he tugs on the arrow embedded in my behind. Apparently, the arrowhead is caught on something because he can’t pull it out with just his hands. I have to lie down on the stone floor while Vrax braces his clawed foot on one butt cheek and pulls on the arrow lodged in my other one. I hear open laughter from Mary as I lie there, the arrow tugging at the sensitive flesh of my posterior. I glance up and even see Kitsune covering her mouth, trying not to laugh. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master isn’t as polite though. After asking why everyone is laughing Mary tells him what’s happening in detail and I hear an echoing, “YoHoHoHoHo!”  as he laughs at my misfortune. Finally, the arrow comes free with a loud plop, and I feel like my ass has been stung by a thousand bees. I try to sit up, but the effort only causes more pain when my injured butt cheek touches the ground. I decide standing up is the better option. 
 
      
 
    By the time I’m back on my feet, most of the laughter has subsided. I say most because Mary continues to giggle every time I rub my sore butt. Kitsune is more sensitive to my pain and tends to my injuries with her healing magic. Though, she too snickers a little when she touches my butt to heal it of its wound. I’m the last one to get healed, and Kitsune is out of mana. She says it’ll only take her about twenty minutes of meditation to recover all her mana, but she’ll be vulnerable while she’s meditating and will need us to protect her. As the fox woman sits cross legged and closes her eyes, the rest of the team talks about how to handle the archers in the other room. 
 
      
 
    “I was blinded when the lights went on. What happened?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “Brood brother, you are very lucky you had me to help you escape the room. There were many archers on the walls. Lots of arrows fall down on us.” Vrax answers. 
 
      
 
    I turn to Mary who’s hovering near Kitsune, I raise an eyebrow silently requesting more information. She says, “Vrax is right. Once the lights went on, there were a dozen skeletal archers along the walls on wooden platforms. Thankfully, they were trapped up there, or they would have chased us after we left the room.” 
 
      
 
    I decide to see for myself what the two of them are describing and peek my head around the corner of the entryway into the chamber. I’m only able to stick my head out for a second before I have to pull it back and three arrows fly through the space my face recently occupied.  Even though it was a brief glance, I can tell that getting to the boss’s room won’t be easy. We’ll have to figure out some way to kill those archers without becoming pincushions. There are four wooden platforms attached to the walls of the room. One on either side of the double doors that lead to the boss room. And one on each of the walls to the left and right of the entrance. It’s a perfect setup to ambush anyone coming into the chamber. The moment we step foot in there, we’ll be attacked on three sides. I don’t think we’d have a problem killing all the archers if we could reach them up on the platforms. Unfortunately, from what I could see there really isn’t a way up there. 
 
      
 
    I sit and ponder our predicament before suggesting, “Hmmm, I guess we could use the bows we took from those skeleton archers, but I don’t like our chances of hitting anything with them since none of us has that weapons skill.” 
 
      
 
    Mary snaps her fingers and declares, “Your magical sniper could take them all out,” then sighing she continues, “But I’d need someone to provide cover, or I’ll get skewered by all those arrows.” 
 
      
 
    I nod my head at Mary’s suggestion, “That is a pretty good plan, but even with Kitsune healing one of us, I don’t think we’d be able to provide Mary with enough cover with just our bodies. It's a shame I can’t make a wall for us to hide behind like I did in the dungeon in Restrian.” Then considering the idea, I show off the rock knuckles that line my hands and add, “Wait, why can’t I make a wall? I made these using the ‘earth’ symbol. Why can’t I make a wall with them?” 
 
      
 
    I channel mana to my finger preparing to write the arcane symbol for ‘earth’ and gather stones to an area just in front of the entryway. However, the moment I move in front of the room entrance more arrows come flying towards me, and I have to scramble back or become a human pincushion. Well, there goes that idea. 
 
      
 
    Mary flies up to me and pats me on the head, “Good try. But I don’t think those skeletal archers are going to let you build a wall.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax paces in the hallway scratching his scaly head with his claw. He points at me with a clawed finger and says, “It too bad you do not have a shield anymore. You could protect Mary from many arrows.” 
 
      
 
    That’s it! I get up and walk over to Vrax and kiss him on the head. 
 
      
 
    He looks at me, surprised by the affectionate action. I smile and explain to him, “You just solved our problem buddy.” 
 
      
 
    I whisper my idea to him. When he’s done listening, he gives me a toothy smile and says, “You right, that is a good plan. Me pretty smart.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at his statement, and we start to pull out all the rusty swords and bows we’d collected and lay them down on the ground. I arrange the rusted swords in an overlapping pattern. They’re all single edged weapons, so it looks like I’m just stacking them next to each other. It takes eight sword blades laid next to each other with the curved edge of each overlapping the next before I’m satisfied with the width. Thankfully, none of these blades has a hand guard, or they’d never fit together this well. 
 
      
 
    Mary flies over and lands on my shoulder to observe what I’m doing. She tilts her head one way, examining the blades laid out on the ground. Then tilts her head the other way as if looking at it from another angle. Then she shrugs and asks, “I don’t get it. It just looks like your stacking a bunch of swords next to each other. How’s that going to help us?” 
 
      
 
    I smile mischievously at her and carefully lean down to put my forearm across the midsection of the stacked blades. Mary’s eyes widen, and she exclaims, “You’re making a shield out of the blades?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head and tell her, “Nope. I’m making two shields. One for each arm. That way I can protect you from both sides.” 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head in disbelief and pats me on the side of the head, “Well, I guess you're our crafty crafter after all. Please don’t name it something stupid though.” 
 
      
 
    I scoff in mock indignation and place my hand on my chest, “Me? Name it something stupid? Whatever gave you the idea that I’m a terrible namer? I’ll have you know I’ve named plenty of things wonderfully.” Then looking at her deadpan expression, I amend, “Well, maybe not wonderfully, but at least adequately.” 
 
      
 
    She laughs out loud and says, “Yeah. What did you call the first spear you made? Your ‘horny spear’?” 
 
      
 
    I stutter momentarily before admitting, “Well, it was made out of a horn after all. That doesn’t mean...” 
 
      
 
    Mary doesn’t let me finish. Instead, she points at me like I’m a witness on the stand, and she’s the prosecutor. She asks, “What did you name those things that are covering your knuckles right now?” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes but answer, “Well, they’re like brass knuckles but made out of rock, so rock knuckles.” 
 
      
 
    Mary waves her hand dismissively while pacing on my shoulder, “Yes, very…descriptive. But hardly an impressive name.” 
 
      
 
    I tilt my head, scoff, and ask, “Well, what would you have called them then?” 
 
      
 
    As if she was waiting for just this question she takes a moment to pretend to think before answering, “Oh, I don’t know. How about knuckle busters? Skull crackers? Thing-amajigs? Or if you want a slight double entendre, the thing you use to get your rocks off.” 
 
      
 
    Damn. Those are better names. Why didn’t I think of those? I sigh in defeat. “Fine, you’re such a great namer. Once I’m done putting this together, you can name it.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sniffs and flies off, leaving me to my work.  Finally, I can see if this is even going to work. Having laid out the swords in the proper places, I spellwrite ‘fire’ in the air above me and add direction symbols that will channel the heat to the area where the second blade overlaps the first. It’s a straight edge that overlaps the curved edge of the one before it. Having a directional symbol placed every two inches along this length, I focus on the spell. I close my eyes and use the same technique I did when creating the knuckle busters. Yeah, that’s what I’m calling them now. Why throw a perfectly good name away? Anyways, instead of imagining drawing in stone instead of dirt. I imagine funneling extreme amounts of heat and fire through the spell. I imagine raging volcanoes, torrents of fire, white-hot furnaces. I can feel the heat gathering, and I break out in a sweat. I focus my mind to funnel all that heat through the directional symbols onto the smallest points possible, maximizing the transfer of energy to just those small points. My heads beginning to throb from the mental effort of channeling the heat but when I open my eyes, I see that all along the straight edge of the second blade where the directional symbols pointed, the two swords are welded together. 
 
      
 
    I smile broadly at the results and mentally ‘Woo Hoo.' I just created magical spot welding! 
 
      
 
    Once I’ve created the technique it doesn’t take me much time to repeat the process for the rest of the blades before me. Magical spot welding is an intensive process, and I have to take a break to recover my mana about midway through the swords. By this time, Kitsune has already finished her meditation, and she’s watching me curiously. Apparently, Mary filled her in on what I’m doing, and she’s curious about the process. 
 
      
 
    While I’m resting, Kitsune questions me about my knowledge of metalworking. She’s never seen anyone try to join metals the way I’m doing it. I laugh and tell her that I’ve only done this type of metal joining a few times before. But where I’m from, there are lots of people that can do this, and they can do it much better than I can. I try to describe welding but realize I can’t unless I give her a rundown of a lot of other processes. So I simplify it by saying they have a particular type of magic they use that creates really hot flames that join the metals together. She seems satisfied by this explanation. 
 
      
 
    When I’ve recovered my mana, I get back to work on the first ‘sword shield.' Ok, maybe Mary’s right. I do suck at naming stuff. Anyways, I finish the first ‘sword shield’ and take a step back to examine my work. Not bad. I pick up the now solid work by the sword handles on the bottom and flex the welded metal. It reacts like a piece of sheet metal. A little bendy but still a solid piece. Nice. 
 
      
 
    While I’d been welding the swords together, Vrax disassembled one of the rusty swords for its handle and hands it to me. By welding the blade portion of the sword perpendicular across the back of the shield, I’m able to create enough of a raised area to attach just the handle of the sword. This creates a space for me to grab and lift the shield. I’ll admit, when I try to lift the shield with one arm, it’s a bit cumbersome and unbalanced. But it’ll get the job done. 
 
      
 
    It takes me another couple of hours to complete the second ‘sword shield, ’ and when I’m done with it, I show off my work to everyone. Vrax is suitably impressed by the pointy creation. Mary and Kitsune, however, give me odd looks when I try to wield both shields at the same time. Mary says that when I hold them both up in front of me, it looks like I’m that neighbor from Home Improvement, Wilson. The reference is lost on Vrax and Kitsune but they get that Mary’s making fun of me. 
 
      
 
    Gesturing to the shields I ask, “So, now that they’re finished. What are you going to name them Mary?” 
 
      
 
    She smiles at me and declares with a glint in her eye, “I shall name them, ‘The pointy shields of pain’!” 
 
      
 
    I laugh out loud. The pointy shields of pain? And she says I suck at naming things. I keep laughing until a notification pops up. 
 
      
 
    You’ve crafted an object, The Pointy Shields of Pain. 
 
      
 
    Pointy Shields of Pain 
 
    These shields are made from materials the amateur crafter had on hand, rusty swords. They’re almost as likely to hurt someone as they are to protect the user. Must be used as a set to receive defense bonus.  
 
    Defense: 5 (individual), 11 (set) 
 
    Durability: 10/10 
 
      
 
    You've gained a level in [Craftsmanship]. Novice 5. 
 
      
 
    My laughter stops as I read the notification declaring that the official name of the shields are now Pointy Shields of Pain. Looking at the item’s defense, I’m glad to get some kind of set bonus at least. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong Armon? You were laughing pretty hard a second ago?” Mary teases. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. Let’s just go kill those skeletal archers so we can get to the boss room,” I say in a mildly pouty tone. 
 
      
 
    With a shield equipped in each hand, I step in front of the entrance to the chamber with the archers and immediately hear a ‘ping’ sound as an arrow strikes the shield in my left hand. The shields are tall enough to cover my upper body and head, but they leave my legs and feet exposed. I realize this little design flaw when an arrow strikes the ground an inch from my right foot. To compensate, I drop to one knee so that the shields protect most of my body now. 
 
      
 
    “You all set up?” Mary asks from somewhere behind me. 
 
      
 
    More arrows ping off the Pointy Shields of Pain but none of them cause any damage. One or two fly completely over my head and the shields to strike the stone wall behind me. I advise Mary, “Yeah. Just fly low along the ground until you get to the shield and then fly up along it till you get to the top. From between the points of the swords at the top of the shield you should have a good view of the skeletal archers.”  
 
      
 
    She snickers and responds, “You got it, Wilson.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes at the Home Improvement joke, “Yeah, yeah. Hidy-ho, neighbor! Now Get over here and start killing archers. These shields are heavy.” 
 
      
 
    I hear giggling as Mary flies towards me, around my bent knee, then up the back of the shield. She hovers and inch below the pointy top of the shield and turns around to face me. She’s only a quarter of an inch from my face when she says, “Would you please stop breathing on my wings? It’s making it hard to fly. “ 
 
      
 
    “Oh, god! Really?! Now I have to hold my breath while you aim? Fine.” The shields still taking a constant barrage of arrows, I take a deep breath and hold it. Mary turns around and flies just high enough to peek through the tips of the swords that make up the top of the shield. She spots an enemy, mutters some magical incantation and raises her hands above her head. Three purple arcane bolts fly from her raised hands and shoot towards one of the skeletal archers. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 5 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    Mary squeals in delight and turns around to face me, “It worked! Told you I could get them from here if I had some protection.” 
 
      
 
    My lungs feel like they’re going to burst and I can’t hold my breath anymore. I let out all the breath I was holding and gasp in a new lung full of fresh air. After a few seconds panting, I notice that Mary is watching me with a smirk on her face and she doesn’t seem to be having any trouble hovering. I intentionally blow air in her direction, but it only pushes her back a fraction of an inch before she corrects herself. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she bursts out laughing, “I can’t believe you actually held your breath.” Then looking at me with an incredulous expression continues, “You know that I fly against some pretty hard winds all the time, right? Why would you believe that your breath would bother me?” She smiles and pinches her nose, “Though I’ll admit, it’s starting to get a little funky. You really should have packed a toothbrush.” 
 
      
 
    I scowl and intentionally exhale in her face. She pretends to gag and waves her hand in front in her nose. I can’t help but smile at her antics and say, “Ok. Ok. It’s been fun, but seriously, these shields aren’t getting any lighter. Would you mind killing these skeletons please?” 
 
      
 
    “Only because you said please,” she says before turning around and resuming her magical sniping. She kills the archer she’d already hit with the next barrage of magical missiles and is able to shoot another four before she starts to run out of mana. We pull back, Mary flying back down to the ground first then off to the side of the entryway back to Kitsune and Vrax. I slowly crouch walk backwards, then pivot so that my back is against the wall beside the entryway. Arrows continue to fly through the room’s entrance for another few seconds before the archers stop firing. 
 
      
 
    I drop the Pointy Shields of Pain to the ground as I sit down and rest. My stamina is three-fourths drained from holding up those heavy shields and taking all those arrows. When I examine the shields, I see that they’re already down a couple points of durability. They should last long enough for us to finish off the rest of the skeletal archers though. 
 
      
 
    We go through two more rounds of Mary sniping from behind the duel shields before the last of the skeletal archers falls into a pile of bones. I give the room a quick scan to make sure there are no other surprises before I drop the shields and rest my sweaty back against the wall. It’s a hard workout holding up those shields since each arrow drains a bit of stamina when it hits. However, besides gaining eighty-six XP from killing a dozen archers, I also get a level in [Shield Mastery] putting me at novice level seven. 
 
      
 
    Oddly, because all the archers were stuck up on platforms attached to the walls, Mary is on loot pickup duty for once. Sure, she moans and complains about picking through the bones, but she does the job. She drops all the bows and leftover arrows onto the ground where Vrax and I pick them up and store them in our inventories. Kitsune collects all the arrows that were launched at us near the entrance. Between the three of us, we collect two hundred and seventy-two arrows. We add those to the ones we’ve already gathered from archers in the other parts of this level of the dungeon. It’s good to know that we have plenty of firewood now if we get cold tonight. 
 
      
 
    Once the room is cleared of loot and weapons, we gather in front of the dungeon boss door. We take the time to rest and recover our stamina and mana. We decide that since Mary is the one that cleared the room, she should get the honor of opening the double doors that lead to the boss. She graciously accepts the honor with a midair bow and flies to the door handle. However, no matter how hard she tugs the doors just don’t want to open. 
 
      
 
    Letting go of the door handle, she turns and tells the group, “Something is wrong with the doors.”  
 
      
 
    I smile at my fairy friend and say, “It’s ok. Your strength stat is probably not high enough to open them. Here, let me do it.”  I walk to the doors and firmly grasp the handle with both hands and pull. However, it doesn’t budge. 
 
      
 
    I hear a giggle behind me and turn to see Mary smirking, “What’s wrong? Is the big strong human’s strength stat not high enough?” 
 
      
 
    I make a face at her, “Ok, maybe I deserved that. But it’s still weird that the doors aren’t opening. We’ve never had a problem opening any of them before.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune purses her lips for a moment before her eyes widen. She points at the doors and says, “There. Look at the corners of the door frame.” 
 
      
 
    I step back from the doors and see what she’s pointing at. At each corner of the door frame is a jewel. One blue, one green, one yellow, and one red. Of the four gems set into the frame only the one on the bottom right corner, the red one, is glowing faintly. I slap my head in frustration. Of course, those stupid jewels. As we explored the maze-like tunnels on this floor of the dungeon, we came across gems set into some of the walls with brass rings below them. The first one was red, and when we pulled the ring, skeletons dropped from the ceiling. We thought it was just a trap and when we found two other ones, each with a different colored jewel, we left them alone. 
 
      
 
    “Crap, we have to go back into the tunnels,” I say to everyone, a little exasperation in my voice. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune already having realized what the jewels in the door mean explains, “Those jewels and rings we found while exploring? They aren’t traps. Well, they are traps since they drop skeletons from the ceiling. But they’re also part of a puzzle to unlock this door.” She points to the red jewel on the door frame, “See, the only one that’s glowing is the one that we pulled the ring for. We have to go back and find the rest of the jewels and pull those rings too.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a chuckle echo in the room, then a laugh, “ YoHoHoHoHo! You finally figured it out? I was wondering how long it would take you.” 
 
      
 
    All of us groan. We spent hours going through those tunnels to find this place. Now we have to go back? That’s just cruel. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master must sense our frustration because he says, “Oh, don’t groan at me. It’s not my fault you didn’t realize what those jewels were for. Besides, you’ve cleared out most of the skeletons on this level already. So, now all you have to do is find the jewels again and pull all the remaining rings. Good hunting to you.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of complaining we quietly shuffle out of the boss room. I remember to pick up the Shields of Pointy Pain and drop them in my [Inventory]. It takes us a couple of hours to backtrack through the tunnels to find the three remaining jewels and rings. Each time we pull the ring, skeletons drop from the ceiling. However, after all the times we’ve fought them, these skeletons don’t stand a chance and are dead…well deader, within a minute of dropping to the ground. These easy kills get each of us another forty-two XP. 
 
      
 
    By the time we return to the room that had the archers, we’re a bit sick of walking around these tunnels. All four jewels that are embedded in the frame of the door are now lit, and Mary easily opens the double doors that lead to the boss’s room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.10 
 
      
 
    Mary opens the double doors to the boss room, and we all ready our best weapons and spells. I have my spear, Vrax his shortsword, and Mary’s summons Mr. Snuggle Butt. Kitsune decides to equip one of the Pointy Shields of Pain. She tried using both, but the two of them were too much for her strength score. 
 
      
 
    Taking point, my first steps past the threshold into the room are full of tension. Everything in front of me is dark, and even with my [Darkvision], I can’t see the far side of the room from here. My two handed grip on the wooden shaft of my spear tightens as I move farther into the chamber. The floor is covered with a fine layer of dust that I kick up with each step. No one's been here for a while. I can feel the rest of the group trailing behind me and the light from Mary’s spell reassures me that I’m not alone. 
 
      
 
    Since I can’t sense anything amiss with my eyes, my ears seem to be going into overdrive trying to find out where the level boss is at. My feet stop when I hear the tiniest of sounds. I close my eyes and focus my hearing. The faint sound comes into focus. Tap. Tap. Tap. There. In front of me and to the right. That’s where the sound is coming from. 
 
      
 
    I let the rest of the group catch up and silently point in the direction that the sound I detected is coming from. Vrax, now to my right confirms with a nod that something is making noises in that direction. The group shifts into a defensive formation. Vrax and I out in front, evenly spaced. Kitsune and Mary trailing behind about six feet and Mr. Snuggle Butt between us as an added layer of protection. 
 
      
 
    We creep forward another five feet when I hear a familiar ‘click,’ and the room begins to brighten. I shut my eyes tight as I deactivate [Darkvision]. I learned my lesson from that last room and don’t want to get blinded. Especially not when we’re facing the level boss. When I open my eyes again, I can see that the far wall is about twenty feet away from us and that in the far right hand corner is a large object covered in cobwebs and dust. That must be where the tapping is coming from. 
 
      
 
    Before I can investigate further, the dungeon master’s voice rings through the room with an announcer's boom, “Welcome to the second boss room adventurers. Today you’ll be facing the undead bovine of brutality. The crusher of a thousand vertebrae. Regal Ryan!” 
 
      
 
    The tip of my spear waves left and right as I shift my body looking for the boss monster to appear. I see the rest of the group scanning the room expecting the same.  But nothing appears. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master’s voice says in a stage whisper, “Ryan! That’s your cue.” Then, ever so slightly, the cobweb covered object in the corner of the room moves. At first, it’s just a shift in the cobwebs that could easily be attributed to an errant breeze. Then with the groaning sound of a wooden chair being sat in again, the dust covered object slowly rises. It’s five feet tall, then six feet, then finally it stops at what must be at least seven feet high. By now I can make out a humanoid silhouette under the dust and cobwebs. The thing breaks the cobwebs covering it with a shake and stretches out its arms into the air and begins wiping off the remaining dust covering it. It reveals a skeletal body that partially reminds me of a tall human. Only this one has two large hoofs instead of feet and two large horns covered in metal protruding from its skull. It’s the skeleton of a minotaur. 
 
      
 
    Instead of the blank, vapid feeling, I got from the other skeletal creatures on the level. This one has two bright red dots that peer at us from inside its bull skull. It scans our group while it shakes off the last bits of dust. I expect the creature to roar and charge our group as I’ve seen minotaurs do in countless fantasy movies. Instead, the creature rolls its neck as if working out a kink. Then it turns its back to us, facing the corner of the room, and sits back down kicking up the dust that’s accumulated there. 
 
      
 
    I glance at the other members of my team and see that they’re as surprised as I am. Does this mean that the boss is refusing to fight? I call out to the dungeon master, “Uh, I’m not sure if you can tell or not but Regal Ryan seems to be refusing to fight. Does this mean we win by default?” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master’s voice yells out, “What?!? What do you mean he’s not fighting? Never mind I’ll ask him myself.” Instead of the dungeon master’s voice echoing through the whole room, it seems to travel just to where the skeletal minotaur is. I can hear the two of them whispering. Then the dungeon master exclaims loudly, “But that’s in his contract!” Then more whispering. 
 
      
 
    I’m starting to get a little bored when the skeletal form of the minotaur suddenly rises from the ground and turns to face us. However, instead of attacking us, a long bone pole with a broad base appears in front of the creature. The skeletal minotaur then proceeds to do a series of stretches. 
 
      
 
    I’m trying to puzzle out what’s happening when the dungeon master’s voice says in an annoyed tone, “Ok. Sorry about the delay folks. Here’s the deal. Ryan over there heard that Stevie Shadows got to perform before fighting you and he refuses to do anything unless he gets a chance to perform too.” Then he chuckles and says, “Artists, right? Well, if you’ll just be patient and wait for his set to finish, I’ll boost the reward you get if you beat him. Ok?” 
 
      
 
    I glance at my team and see that Mary has already taken a seat on the back of Mr. Snuggle Butt and that Kitsune and Vrax have already sat down in preparation of watching the performance. I shrug and say, “Sure. It’s no sweat off my back. I understand that an artist needs to…um...art…sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    I take a seat next to my kobold brood brother and watch as a platform rises from the floor in the corner of the room under the minotaur. The minotaur coughs into his hand once then speaks into the bone pole in front of him and his voice echoes in the room, “Test. Test. Is this thing on?”  Vrax waves up at the minotaur signaling that we can hear him. The minotaur waves back and continues, “Ok, this next song is dedicated to Wendy the Wight. I love you, sweetie.” Then the minotaur starts to sing a ballad that touches my very soul. It’s about the heartbreak of loving someone for a hundred years only to have them never return your feelings. At one point Ryan stops singing, and the sounds of brass instruments start to play. It takes me a moment to realize that the horns on his skull have been modified to double as saxophones. The sad sounds only add to the sorrowful tune. 
 
      
 
    As the music comes to an end, I find that a single tear drop has mysteriously appeared on my cheek. As I wipe it away, I mutter, “Stupid dust in the room.” I hear Mary say something and turn to find her and Kitsune sniffling while petting Mr. Snuggle Butt’s head, which is in Kitsune’s lap. I don’t think the wolf appreciates the music as much as he enjoys the extra pets he’s getting. 
 
      
 
    The crooning minotaur skeleton plays two more songs. The first is a song that reminds me of swing music with lyrics about jauntily hopping through a meadow. The other song is a weird collection of notes and singing that he calls “experimental.” I don’t know what that means, but the song hurts my ears. When the third song ends, the dungeon master calls out, “That’s quite enough Ryan. You’ve gotten your performance. It’s time to fulfill our agreement and fight the nice adventurers.” 
 
      
 
    The minotaur skeleton stops and looks a bit pouty. Well, as much as something without skin and muscles can look pouty. But he bows in acquiescence, and the stone platform he’s standing on lowers to the ground. The dungeon master continues, “Good. Now, adventurers, if you're ready?” 
 
      
 
    My team gets up from the floor and prepares itself for the fight. When we’re all prepared, I call out, “All ready!” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master takes up his announcer's voice and says, “Then let's get ready to rumble! On the count of three, we’ll begin. One. Two. Three.” On three, a bell rings, and the minotaur skeleton roars from his place in the corner of the room.  However, his roar isn’t just a sound that comes from his throat. It also seems to emanate from his brass horns. The sound of the roar causes a sharp pain in my head, and I stumble to the floor. When the roar stops, there’s still a ringing in my head, and I feel dizzy. I have a hard time standing, and it takes a couple of tries to get back to my feet. I shake my head to clear away the last of the dizziness. I can see that the minotaur is waving his hands in grand circles but can’t make out what he’s saying through the ringing in my ears. When I look around at my team, I find Vrax on the floor covering his ears with his hands. He must have suffered more from the sound than I did because of his more sensitive hearing. The other members of my team are up on their feet, though the wolf appears rather pissed off. 
 
      
 
    I ready my spear in both hands and charge Royal Ryan. However, before I can close the distance with the creature, he finishes whatever he’s doing, and three clouds of smoke appear between us. I have to pull up hastily, or I’ll crash right into whatever has appeared. As the smoke clears away, I see three arcane circles and inside them are skeletal warriors. Only these ones are better armed and armored than anything we’ve faced in the rest of the dungeon. Each warrior is covered in full studded leather armor. Two of the skeletons carry shortswords and shields, and the last one has a large two handed sword. The two skeletal warriors with the shields rush towards me in unison, their shields in front of them providing a united defensive front. They hold their shortswords in their right hands above their shields ready to stab down at me when they get in range. 
 
      
 
    I skip backwards out of range of their swords but immediately attack one of the skeletons with my spear, using the extra attack range of my weapon to my advantage. The tip of my spear strikes forward, and I think that I might get a hit. However, the shield of the skeleton I’m attacking moves up just enough to deflect my attack. I realize then that my spear won’t be effective against these two. They have too great an advantage with their shields. 
 
      
 
    I take a moment to glance around the room and see that Royal Ryan hasn’t moved and is protected by the two skeletal warriors with shields. However, the third skeleton has already begun moving towards the more vulnerable members of my party. I see Kitsune backing away from the creature, the shield in her hands forgotten for the moment. Mary seems unsure what to do, and Vrax is only now getting to his feet. 
 
      
 
    I point at the skeleton approaching them and yell, “Target.” The familiar call seems to shake the jitters out of everyone and Mary begins to wave her hands in the air as Mr. Snuggle Butt rushes the skeleton. I return my attention to the two shield bearers in front of me and see them take a step forward then stop. I look behind them and see the skeletal minotaur shaking his head. It seems like Royal Ryan is unwilling to let them leave their place as his protectors. 
 
      
 
    I abandon my fight with them and rush to help kill the skeleton wielding the two handed sword. I arrive just in time to see the creature bring his sword down in a powerful overhand blow. The sword clangs loudly off the stone floor, striking the place that Mr. Snuggle Butt was just a moment before. The agile wolf dodges to the side and rushes forward biting the right forearm of the skeleton. One arm occupied by the jaw of the wolf, the undead creature is unable to pull the sword up off the floor. Mary finishes the spell she’s casting, and green spiked vines burst from the ground and entangle the skeleton’s legs. Between being pulled by the wolf and having its legs trapped, the skeletal warrior loses its balance and falls forward. I take the opportunity for what it is and leap onto its back, my spear is cast away, and I begin to pummel it with my knuckle busters. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 4 
 
    Damage dealt: 3 
 
    Damage dealt: 5 
 
      
 
    The knuckle busters seem to be penetrating the leather armor the skeletal warrior is wearing. I dismiss the damage notifications and continue to hit the creature until it collapses into a pile of bones. An instant later the body and all its equipment disappear in a puff of smoke.  
 
      
 
    You’ve helped kill Summoned Skeletal Slasher, lvl 4. You gain 0 XP. 
 
      
 
    I notice that instead of leaving a loot bag or gaining XP, I’m left sitting over nothing. I’m puzzled for a second but am drawn out of my contemplation by a sharp pain in my back. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 6 
 
      
 
    I look over my shoulder to see two new skeletons holding bows on either side of the ones with shields. The two skeletal archers fire at me again and I have to dodge to my right to avoid getting hit. Glancing around I see that Kitsune standing over Vrax, her hand glowing green and poised over the kobolds bleeding ears. I don’t have any more time to check out what else is happening in the room as two more arrows come hurtling towards me. I’m able to turn to the side just enough to avoid one but am hit by the other in the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 7 
 
      
 
    I pull the arrow from my shoulder with a grunt. I look at my new enemies and see three purple bolts of energy hit the skeletal archer on the left. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    I smile, point to the archer on the left and yell out, “Mary, take lefty, and I’ll take care of righty.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t wait for a response and run towards the archer on the right. I’m almost there when I see three more magic missiles fly past me. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 6 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 
 
      
 
    You’ve party has killed a Summoned Skeletal Bowman, lvl 4. You gain 0 XP. 
 
      
 
    I hear Mary laugh and she calls out, “Mine’s down. What’s taking you so long with yours?” 
 
      
 
    I grin as I leap feet first towards the other skeletal archer, meaning to knock it down and finish it off with my fists. Instead, the closest skeletal warrior with a shield steps in front of me, taking the blow on the center of his shield. I crash to the ground, the momentum of my attack spent and the skeletal warrior is pushed backwards into the archer. Who in turn falls back onto Royal Ryan, disrupting whatever spell he was trying to cast. 
 
      
 
    I grin, appreciating that the move I improvised worked better than I thought it would. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten about the other skeletal warrior. Who decided to take the opportunity to try and skewer me and was now looming over me, sword poised to strike. My eyes widen at the sight, and I instinctively cover my face with my first hoping to take the blow on my knuckle busters, but the attack never lands. When I look past my hands, I see Mr. Snuggle Butt biting the undead creature’s legs and Vrax clinging to its back. The combined efforts of the two dragging the undead creature backwards to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I scramble to my feet and leave the fallen skeleton to Vrax. I’m immediately met by the shield bearing skeleton that I knocked back. His shield glows briefly before slamming into me. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 5 (Shield Bash) 
 
      
 
    My head rings from the attack, and I find myself unable to focus. Dammit, I must have taken the stun from that shield bash. The pain in my head is followed up with a sharp pain in my side. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 11 (critical hit) 
 
      
 
    I look down and see a shortsword sticking out of my side, its handle held by a skeletal hand. Then I glance up to the corner of my vision where my health bar is and see that it’s already halfway gone. The skeleton pulls the blade back and readies it for another strike but before he does a green glow surrounds the wound he just left me and the pain in my side lessens. I glance at my health bar and see that it’s now nearly full again. 
 
      
 
    I grin wildly at my opponent, knowing that our genius healer has come to the rescue. I dodge to my right, avoiding the thrust from the skeleton in front of me. I know that as long as I keep in front of its shield, its ability to stab me will be significantly reduced. However, that won’t win me this fight. So instead, I take a note from Vrax and drop to the ground in a crouch and sweep my right leg out in front of me. In the back of my mind, I hear the Cobra Kai chant, “Sweep the Leg!” I wince in pain as my shin connects with the side of the skeleton’s bony legs and it comes crashing to the ground. Damn, I’ll have to make some stone shin guards if I’m going to use that move in the future. 
 
      
 
    I scramble on top of the fallen creature and pin its shield to its body with my weight. It tries to stab at me with its shortsword, but my foot pins its arm to the ground. I take a moment to look up and make sure no one else is going to try and stab me and see that not only have Vrax and Mr. Snuggle Butt finished off the other skeletal warrior, but they’re already attacking the archer. I must have missed the damage notifications. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to my own opponent and start to hit it with my knuckle busters. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 4 
 
    Damage dealt: 4 
 
    Damage dealt: 2 
 
      
 
    On the third strike, the magically created knuckle busters break apart. Darn, guess they’ve taken too much damage, and I don’t exactly have time to repair them right now. I continue to hit the skeleton I have pinned until it collapses and disappears. 
 
      
 
    You’ve helped kill a Summoned Skeletal Defender, lvl. 4. You gain 0 XP. 
 
      
 
    It still puzzles me why we aren’t getting any XP for killing these things, but I put the question aside for now. I rise to my feet ready to help kill the skeletal archer when I get the notification. 
 
      
 
    You’ve party has killed a Summoned Skeletal Bowman, lvl 4. You gain 0 XP. 
 
      
 
    I see Vrax and Mr. Snuggle Butt standing over the body of the last archer and then the remains disappear. Vrax pulls an arrow out of his side, and a green glow heals the wound. I glance behind us and see Kitsune’s outstretched hand also glowing green. Man, I love having a dedicated healer. Though, when I glance up the corner of my vision, I see that her mana bar is mostly depleted. She likely only has enough mana for a couple of light heals. 
 
      
 
    The team advances on Royal Ryan as he madly gestures and tries to cast another spell. However, his spell casting is disrupted when three magical bolts hit him square in the face. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 2 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    While the magical bolts seem to do less damage than normal, they do their job and prevent the skeletal minotaur from casting any more spells. Vrax and Mr. Snuggle Butt are the first to reach the undead minotaur and quickly drag him to the ground. I arrive next and add my own kicks and punches to the fury of attacks from everyone else. As a level boss, he seems to have a rather large health pool but without his magic, he’s an easy target and his health is slowly depleted by all of our attacks. Right before the last of his health vanishes, the red dots in the minotaur skeleton’s skull shift and he looks at each member of the group and he yells, “I’m a lover, not a fighter. Tell Wendy I love her.”  Then the red lights in his eye sockets disappear, and he collapses into a pile of bones. 
 
      
 
    You’ve helped defeat Royal Ryan, the Skeletal Minotaur, lvl. 7. You receive 20 XP. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.11 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations adventurers. You’ve defeated the second level of my dungeon.” Clapping echoes through the room and the dungeon master continues, “As promised this will now be a safe room until you’re ready to move onto the next level of the dungeon. Food and drink are over there.” 
 
      
 
    In a flash of light, the corner of the room where Royal Ryan performed, now has a stream of water coming down from the ceiling that disappears into the floor. Additionally, more mushrooms are growing nearby. However, next to the mushrooms are five still alive, flopping fish. 
 
      
 
    Vrax runs to the fish and pulls his stone knife out of his [Inventory], kills and starts to clean the fish. I don’t understand what Vrax is doing until Mary explains, “If he waited until the fish died then they’d just disappear and leave a small amount of food. However, if you kill a creature and start harvesting it immediately, you can use all of it. Through you forfeit any treasure that might have dropped with the loot bag.” 
 
      
 
    I guess that makes sense. Why would farmers raise animals if all they got was a fraction of the meat when they killed it? I guess there has to be some balance between food production and loot drops. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master continues, “Additionally, as promised here is the extra special treasure for listening to Royal Ryan play his music and then defeating him. This also counts as the crafting resources I promised you.” In the corner of the room opposite the food, a treasure chest appears. 
 
      
 
    “Woo Hoo! Loot!” Mary cries and then flies over to the chest. She flips the lid open in record time then groans loudly, “Aww man. Armon, this stuff is all for you!” I walk over to the treasure chest to see what Mary’s talking about. A grin spreads across my face when I look inside the copper bound treasure chest. Inside, are tools. My inner tool man grunts at the sight of it all. There are hammers, files, tongs, scissors, and a bunch of other stuff. Included in the chest are some tools that seem to be made out of some type of crystal. 
 
      
 
    I look up at the dungeon ceiling and say, “Aww. Thanks, dungeon master. You really get me. This stuff is great, even if I don’t know what most of it is.” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master laughs, “YoHoHoHoHo! I’m glad at least one of you likes the treasure I painstakingly collected. Inside the treasure chest, you’ll also find something that’ll teach you the basics of blacksmithing and how to use all the tools you see.” 
 
      
 
    Mary throws her hands up in the air and says in an exasperated voice, “Once again, Armon gets all the good loot. What about the rest of us? Don’t we get something too?” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master is silent for a moment then asks, “Hmmm, I had thought you all wanted the crafting stuff. If that’s not the case, what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Shinnies!” Mary blurts out. Then in a slightly less manic tone, she says, “I mean, I like things that sparkle and shine. Jewelry, gems, gold, silver, or platinum will all do.” Then she pauses for a moment while thinking before continuing with a sigh, “Though I suppose if I’m going to be practical, I’d also settle for some magic spells.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune, who’d been silent up until now chimes in, “I’d like some armor. I’ve been wearing this kimono for a long time and I while I like it, it’s not exactly practical for the fighting we’ve been doing.” 
 
      
 
    Mary chimes in, “Oh, if you have some soap, that would be awesome too. We’ve been down here for a pretty long time, and while the water baths have been fun, I’d still like to smell clean. Oh, and if we’re making a list, how about some nice towels, beds for us, something to boil that water in, cups, plates, forks, spoons, a reclining chair, a flat screen TV, and a beautiful condo that overlooks a beach somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all princess? You sure you don’t just want a mountain of gold to go along with all that?” The dungeon master says sarcastically. “Look, I can only give you the stuff that naturally occurs within the mountain or items that I’ve found here. I don’t know what the last few things you mentioned are, but I can see about some of the objects you asked for. Don’t expect any money though, I’m not a bank after all. I’ll talk to you again in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    The room is silent while we all wait to see if the dungeon master is going to say anything else.  I call out, but the dungeon master doesn’t respond. Guess he’s not listening anymore. 
 
      
 
    I turn and look at a very smug looking Mary hovering above the open treasure chest. I raise an eyebrow and ask, “Really, you requested a recliner, a flat screen TV, and a condo?” 
 
      
 
    She just shrugs and responds, “Hey, if you don’t ask for it, you won’t ever get it. Besides, if I hadn’t asked for the big stuff, the dungeon master wouldn’t have compromised and considered giving us the small stuff as treasure.” 
 
      
 
    I guess there’s some logic in what she’s saying. Leave it to our master haggler to get us the best deal from an ethereal voice. 
 
      
 
    Oh, speaking of treasure, I ask the team, “Hey did anyone get the loot drop from the boss?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone shakes their heads no, and I look around the room for the bag of loot that the boss would have left when his body disappeared. I spot something near where Vrax is working and walk over there. Yup, there’s a small loot bag. I open the bag and start to laugh loudly at what I find inside. I call out to my fairy friend, “Here Mary, I think this belongs to you.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies over, a greedy look evident in her eyes. I hand her the loot bag, and she gives me an annoyed look when she pulls a long silver fork out of the bag. Mary sticks her tongue out at me but puts the fork away in her [Inventory]. She flies over to Kitsune, who is now helping Vrax prepare the rest of the fish and mushrooms. 
 
      
 
    I decide to go claim my loot! I walk over to the treasure chest, remove all the tools inside, and line them up on the stone floor. The last item I take out is a white crystal the size of my fist. As soon as I grasp it, a notification pops up in front of me. 
 
      
 
    You’ve discovered a knowledge crystal. An ancient method of storing knowledge and skill within a long lasting crystalline structure. Would you like to learn [Blacksmithing] from this crystal? 
 
      
 
    I readily accept the offer by thinking ‘Yes.' The instant I accept, the crystal in my hand starts to pulse. Slowly at first, then faster and faster. When the crystal glows continuously, I’m seized by a strange force, and the world around me disappears. Images, scenes, and information flash through my mind one after another. In one scene a man with six insect-like eyes explains about the extraction of metals from ore and the scene shifts to the processing of ore in a smelter. In another scene, the same man with the insect-like eyes talks about forge safety. In yet another, he names and explains the use of a variety of tools including ones that seem to be made out of crystal. The images and information pour into my mind, one after another and it’s all I can do to process them. I learn about the structural differences between copper, bronze, iron, and steel. How each metal is different and how best to use their properties when crafting. I learn about heating metals in a forge and how to fold and shape them into objects. I learn about the different types of casting and how to create a mold. All this information and more is poured into my mind until I can’t take anymore. The world around me fades to black, and I pass out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.12 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes again, I’m greeted by the sight of Kitsune looking down at me with a concerned expression. I can feel her hands on the sides of my head. Without thinking, I say, “Mmmm. Your hands feel so nice and cool.”  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the support beneath my head disappears, and my skull hits the stone floor. The jolt of pain clears away the cobwebs, and I realize what I just said. I close my eyes and chastise myself. I really have to learn to control my tongue after I pass out. I sit up and rub the back of my sore head. Looking around the room, I see Vrax sitting near and Mary hovering beside him. Kitsune gets to her feet, her cheeks red, says, “It seems like you're alright. We were worried that something happened to you, but it seems like your mind just took in too much information at once. It’s not an uncommon occurrence when someone uses a skill book,” she gestures to the now dark crystal, “or whatever that thing is.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax and Mary move towards me. Vrax pokes me with a clawed finger, and when I swat it away, he smiles and hugs me. He says, “I am glad you alright. We still have many things to do brood brother.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks at me with a concerned expression until she sees me watching her. Then it quickly changes to one of feigned ambivalence, “Well, I’m glad you’re Ok. But next time tell us when you’re going to use some weird crystal thing.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, not understanding what the big deal is, “I don’t understand. I just used the knowledge crystal the dungeon master gave us. I figured it was like the spell book you used in Restrian.” Pointing to the now dead looking crystal, I ask, “Are you saying you’ve never seen one of these knowledge crystals before?” 
 
      
 
    Mary shakes her head, “No. I thought the dungeon master left you a skill book or something. But I’ve never seen a crystal hold a skill like blacksmithing before. What happened when you used it?” 
 
      
 
    I describe what I experienced when I touched the crystal. When I’m finished, Mary looks concerned, “I’ve only read about them, but the person you described could be an Aleph.” Mary paces in midair with her hands behind her back and continues, “From what I remember from the fairy guide database, the Aleph were a reclusive insect-like race that developed some rather advanced technologies using crystals. But they disappeared from the face of Terra centuries ago, and no one has seen them since.” 
 
      
 
    “The Aleph?” Kitsune asks, “I’ve never seen them myself but back home, one of the royal treasures I remember seeing as a child was said to have been made by the Aleph. It was a magical smithing tool the size of a horse. Given enough magical energy and all the materials, it could make an exact copy of any weapon or piece of armor.” 
 
      
 
    The four of us sit, stunned by the revelation that I’d learned blacksmithing from something created by such a mysterious race of creatures. When I think of crystals, I’m reminded of the city of thieves above us. How the buildings were lit by crystals everywhere. Is it possible that group is now living in the remains of a town created by the Aleph? The thought is both disturbing and exciting. What treasures and ancient knowledge might be hidden there? For that matter, how did the dungeon master get a hold of all this stuff? So many unanswered questions. 
 
      
 
    I’m brought out of my own thoughts by a snapping sound. I blink and see Mary hovering in front of my face snapping her fingers, “Terra to Armon, come in Armon. You ok? You zoned out there.” 
 
      
 
    I smile reassuringly and nod, “Yeah. I was just wondering where the dungeon master got this stuff if it all belonged to the Aleph. But I guess we can ask him in the morning about it. For now, why don’t I put all this in my inventory, and we can eat and rest.” 
 
      
 
    I place the steel hammers, chisels, tongs, and files into my [Inventory] without much thought but I pause and examine the tools that seem to be made out of crystal.  The first is an anvil the size of a breadbox that is made of a dark black crystal. I tap the object and find that it’s cool to the touch but hard. I can easily lift it with one hand. The next object is a hammer, whose head is made from the same black crystal that the anvil is made from. The crystal seems to have grown around the wooden shaft that makes up its handle. Lastly, there is a metallic cylindrical object with a rectangular hole in it, attached to it is a large green crystal. From the knowledge crystal, I recognize it as a crystal forge. Without me seeking it, the knowledge of how to use the object comes to me. All I have to do is place my hand on the green crystal and tell it what temperature of heat I want it to produce and it will use my mana to generate that heat inside the cylinder. I can precisely control how much heat the forge provides, eliminating any guess work that other blacksmiths have about the heat they use to forge items. 
 
      
 
    After dropping everything from the treasure chest into my [Inventory], I decide to look through what I have stashed there. 
 
      
 
    Tax Documents and Order forms (variety) 
 
    Lilliandra’s Journal 
 
    Playing cards, 
 
    Paper (10 sheets) 
 
    Ink 
 
    Pen 
 
    Copper chunks (10) 
 
    Pick Axe 
 
    Shields of Pointy Pain (1) 
 
    Rusty Swords (4) 
 
    Warped Short Bows (22) 
 
    Arrows (312) 
 
    Steel Hammers 
 
    Chisels 
 
    Tongs 
 
    Files 
 
    Crystal Forge 
 
    Crystal Anvil 
 
    Crystal Hammer 
 
      
 
    I’d forgotten I’d taken those playing cards. I remove the playing cards from my [Inventory] and walk over to the other members of the group. They’re waiting for me, their magical cook, to get dinner ready. My stomach growls, agreeing with the suggestion that I’d get some food prepared. 
 
      
 
    I hand the playing cards to Vrax and quickly cook the filets of fish and mushrooms that he and Kitsune have prepared. The fish and mushrooms cook quickly, and we enjoy the meal in silence. After, the four of us play some cards while we talk about our day. 
 
      
 
    We all enjoyed the musical stylings of Royal Ryan, even if we did have to kill him afterward. After losing a few hands of poker to Mary, I ask her why we didn’t get any experience points from killing the summoned skeletons. She informs me that summoned creatures are considered a part of the summoner and neither give experience points or loot when they are defeated. Instead, they’re sent back to whatever plane of existence they were summoned from. Which is too bad, since it occurs to me that repeatedly killing a summoned creature would be a great way to grind out some XP if they gave it. 
 
      
 
    After a few more hands of poker, we all retire for the night with full stomachs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.13 
 
      
 
    I wake up the next day feeling good. I sit up and quietly watch the three other people on my team getting ready for the day’s challenges, and I contemplate how lucky I’ve been recently. In only a matter of weeks, my life has gone from idyllic training with Rex, Lilliandra, and Keans to infiltrating a city of slaves to rescue the kidnapped people of Restrian. Then trying to flee those now pissed off slavers by crossing the border into a kingdom populated with people most humans would consider monsters. Only we’ve yet to even make it there to find someone to help decipher the notes from the slaver, Mr. Gerald. The records that are supposed to help us find the enslaved remnants of Vrax’s murdered tribe. Yet, here I sit, making my way through some abandoned dungeon after escaping execution from a city of refugees turned bandits. 
 
      
 
    At any point in any of those situations, a lucky strike from an opponent could have ended me. But that didn’t happen. Instead, I’m here now. Watching Vrax, my brother from another mother and Mary the first friend I made here and the only person who will ever really understand where I come from. Then there’s Kitsune, the fox woman we rescued from slavery who turned out to be a princess from a far off kingdom. Maybe it’s because of the stresses of combat, but she’s also starting to become someone that I trust and care for. Yup, I’m pretty lucky. 
 
      
 
    My introspection is broken when something soft hits me square in the nose. I shake my head and crinkle my nose and look down to see a mushroom in my lap. I look up and see a giggling Mary hovering across the room holding two fingers up in the air, “Score. That’s two points for me,” she says. I smile at her and wave. Then I rise to my feet and head over to the stream of water coming down from the ceiling and get cleaned up before breakfast. 
 
      
 
    We have another batch of baked fish and mushrooms for breakfast washed down with handfuls of water. Mary pointedly uses her new silver fork to eat her breakfast, even though the fork is almost as long as she is tall. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re finished eating, the dungeon master’s voice echoes in the room, “Hope you all had a restful night. Because you’re going to need all the energy you can muster for this next level. It’s…” 
 
      
 
    Mary interrupts the dungeon master’s speech, “Before we get started on the next dungeon. We had some questions about the blacksmithing tools you gave us yesterday. They seem to have been made by the Aleph, and we were wondering where you got them from?” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master groans at the interruption, “Oh, come on. You’re interrupting the speech I worked all night on. I’ll tell you all about where I got that stuff if you finish the next level, Ok?” 
 
      
 
    Mary seems like she’s going to protest and I wave for her to stop. I don’t think it's a very good idea to start making demands of the person keeping fresh air circulating down here. Instead, I answer, “That’s fine. We were just curious about what must be a fascinating story. But we can wait till after we finish this level.” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master coughs once then continues in his announcer's voice, “I hope you all had a restful night. Because you’re going to need all the energy you can muster for this next level. It’s a challenge not to just your combat skills, but your dexterity and stamina.” 
 
      
 
    The floor in the center of the room recedes into a set of stairs. The four of us gather up the few items we have and walk down to the next level of the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The room the stairs end in is dark, and Mary casts her [Light] spell creating a globe in her hand that shows we’re in a small room with a single wooden door. Once the last of us leave the stairs, they disappear, and the room lights up. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master continues his prepared speech, “Through this door is the most challenging dungeon floor I’ve yet to create. It will test you in every way imaginable and push you to your limits. See you on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    After an awkward pause, I ask, “Is that it? Is your speech over?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a dramatic sigh, and the dungeon master responds in his usual voice, “Yes. Just go through the door in front of you, and you’ll see what I mean.” Then talking to himself he mumbles, “I knew I should have waited to say that last part till after they went through the door. It would have been more dramatic.” 
 
      
 
    The four of us give each other slightly embarrassed looks. I don’t think the dungeon master meant for us to hear that last part. To cover my chagrin, I open the single door in the room and advance through it. The sight that greets me is nothing I’d ever expected to see on Terra, and I find myself surprisingly excited. 
 
      
 
    Before me is a huge well lit room with a tall ceiling and a series of devilish looking obstacles that span its massive length. The obstacles extend beyond my field of view, but I can tell the dungeon master put a lot of thought into making these obstacles. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master, again using his announcer's voice, says, “Welcome to, my totally original, Dungeon Warrior course!” 
 
      
 
    My inner child screams in pure joy at the description. I can remember watching old obstacle course shows on TV back on earth. It was always so fun to root for my favorite contestants as they jumped, rolled, and tried to keep their balance on increasingly challenging obstacles. It was as much about appreciating their physical prowess as it was about the anticipation of when they’d fall off the course. 
 
      
 
    It turns out that watching and running an obstacle course are two very different experiences. The Dungeon Warrior course consists of three large rooms filled with obstacles. These obstacles aren’t your run of the mill ones either. They’re moving, tricky looking things that get progressively more challenging. 
 
      
 
    In the first room, the obstacle course begins with a series of logs, each about the diameter of a dinner plate, sticking up out of the ground. The logs are unevenly spaced and require careful maneuvering. One misstep and you’ll fall into the pit of despair, which it turns out is just a ditch filled with mud. But the mud does make completing the obstacle course much harder. After the logs, you have to walk across a balance beam. Which seems simple, except two skeletal warriors along the walls are trying to knock you off with a large metal ball attached to a chain in the ceiling above the beam. After that is one last obstacle for the first room. The spinning log of dizziness. You have to hold onto this horizontal log, wrapping your arms and legs around it while it rolls on its side along a track. If you can’t hang on, it will fling you off, and you have to start the course over. 
 
      
 
    In the second room, you begin the course by hopping across platforms of gradually shrinking size that are floating in a pool of stagnant smelly water. After that, you have to take a barbell like pole in your hands and use it to shimmy your way up a set of rungs hung on brackets. It requires a lot of upper body strength and good reflexes not to miss a single rung on either side of the brackets. After that, you jump and grab onto swing across a gap trying to hold onto a set of metal chains hanging from the ceiling onto a narrow platform. 
 
      
 
    In the last room, there’s only one obstacle. A twenty foot high wall sized scaffold made up of six levels. Each level has several enemies waiting, including giant skeletal rats, skeletal archers, skeletal warriors, and something that I can only assume is a zombie from its ragged humanoid appearance. You don’t have to defeat all the enemies, but you do have to make your way past them somehow. To get to each higher level requires climbing up a rope suspended from the level above. Oh, and this one is timed. If you don’t make it in time, then you have to start the entire course over again. 
 
      
 
    Which, sucks. Because we almost make it through at one point but Kitsune doesn’t quite make it to the top of the last obstacle in time, and we all have to start over. 
 
      
 
    The only upside to this level of the dungeon is the great workout it gives. I gain two points in dexterity from all the times I have to run the obstacles.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.14 
 
      
 
    We’re allowed an extended rest period after we finally finish the last obstacle on the Dungeon Warrior course. With the exception of Mary, who literally flew through the obstacles, everyone is covered in mud, slime, and sweat. We stagger into a room the dungeon master describes as a safe place for us to rest until we’re ready to fight this level’s boss. The room is only ten feet long by five feet wide and is more of a hallway than a room. At the end of the room is a set of double doors that lead to the boss. 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but smile as I sit with my back against a wall. Even though my stamina nearly ran out during the obstacles and I’m exhausted right now, I can’t help but think that was the most fun dungeon level I’ve ever run. Sure, the end was slightly dangerous, trying to avoid the monsters but overall it was a blast. I look at my friends and see that there are a variety of expressions on their faces. Vrax has fallen asleep and looks quite peaceful as he lays on the stone floor curled into a ball. Mary is hovering in the air, fanning herself and looks annoyed. Kitsune is the only one of us not sitting and resting. Instead, she’s standing, ringing the water out of her clothes and hair. 
 
      
 
    That kimono really didn’t help her when she was trying to make it through those obstacles. At one point, Vrax suggested she take off her clothes since they seemed to be hampering her, or as he put it ‘take off robe foxy, and you run better. We don’t care if you scale-ass naked.’ It still makes me laugh when I think about Vrax yelling that at Kitsune. I knew kobolds had different views on nudity, but I hadn’t realized they’d come up with such wonderful ways of describing it. Of course, Kitsune didn’t take the advice and immediately fell into the muddy water and had to start that part of the obstacle course again. I think she fell due to embarrassment more than anything. 
 
      
 
    As I’m reminiscing, Kitsune looks around the small room and sees me watching her. I smile and give a little wave. She reddens slightly and turns her back to me. The next thing I know, she’s loosening her mud caked silk robe and opens it away from me. I feel a heat rush to my face as I imagine what she’s revealing. I hear her say something but can’t make out exactly what, then there’s a flash of blue light. I see her hands holding her robe and again hear her say the same words and there’s another flash of blue light. When the spots clear from my eyes, I’m amazed by the change that I see. As Kitsune, ties up her robe again I notice that it’s back to its pristine red color. When she finishes tightening up her robe and turns, I can see that her face and skin is also free of any trace of dirt, slime, or grime. Even her hair is now free of any of the mud, and it looks freshly washed and blow dried. 
 
      
 
    Before I can ask about what I just saw, Mary flies up to Kitsune and asks, “What in the world did you just do?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune, looking embarrassed at the sudden attention, says timidly, “I just used my [Cleanse] spell to clean my robes and myself.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flies closer to Kitsune’s face and asks in an almost pleading voice, “Can you cast that spell on other people?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune leans back, clearly uncomfortable with Mary’s closeness and shakes her head up and down. Mary cheers loudly and does a little happy dance in midair. 
 
      
 
    So, that’s what Kitsune did. I’d always wondered how she kept her silk kimono so clean. She had a magical spell to help her out. I wonder why I’ve never seen her use it before. Maybe she only used the spell after we all went to sleep? 
 
      
 
    Kitsune informs Mary that the spell has to be cast on each item of clothing separately and that if she wants her to clean Mary’s body, she’ll have to take off her clothes since the spell requires physical contact. Mary quickly strips naked, and I get a nice view of her fairy butt before I can close my eyes and turn around. I try not to let my thoughts wander to naughty places as I hear Mary giggle that it tickles where Kitsune is touching. I listen to the chanting of the spell and then an excited cry from Mary. 
 
      
 
    I feel a small foot kick my forehead and hear Mary say, “Your turn Armon.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes still closed, I ask, “Are you dressed?” I hear Mary chuckle, and she answers that she is. I peek through one slitted eyelid, just to make sure Mary isn’t pranking me and see that she is back in her black leather armor. I nod in approval at the sight. She looks like she had her gear dry cleaned and she herself just went to the salon. Her hair is clean, and her skin has a nice glow to it. 
 
      
 
    Mary does a spin in midair showing off her now cleansed form and says, “I feel great Armon. All that dirt and mud from that stupid obstacle course is all gone. Now it’s your turn. Take off your clothes and let Kitsune clean you up with her spell.” 
 
      
 
    I look down at myself. Every inch of me is covered in dried mud. My clothes are soaked through, and even my underwear squishes when I shift my seat. I can’t help but think how nice it would be to be dry and clean again. Sure, I’ve been washing with handfuls of water every morning using the stream in the safe room. But I haven’t had the privacy to clean everywhere. If Kitsune is going to use her spell though, I’ll have to strip naked so she can clean my clothes and then she’ll have to use her spell on me too. Oh, no. That’s a bit too intimate for me. 
 
      
 
    I look up at Mary and shake my head, “No. As much as I’d like to get cleaned up, I’m ok like I am.” 
 
      
 
    Mary hovers in front of my face and wags her finger at me, “You will let Kitsune clean you. You’re filthy and unless you plan to use your body odor as a biological weapon you need to get cleaned up. I put up with it before because we didn’t exactly have access to a bathtub down here but now that it’s as simple as using a spell, there’s no reason to let you or Vrax stay dirty.” 
 
      
 
    I sniff myself once and scrunch my face at the odors emanating from my body. If it smells that bad to me, I can only imagine what Mary and Kitsune must think I smell like, “Ok. You win. I’ll go along with it. But you have to promise not to watch. It’s going to be embarrassing enough to strip down without you making comments.” 
 
      
 
    Mary smiles mischievously and turns her back to me. I stand up and take off my dirty rough spun shirt. It sticks to my body as I pull it off over my head. I turn to hand it to Kitsune and find her watching me and wonder why she’s turning red. I look down, expecting to see something crawling on me and notice that my chest and arm muscles are a lot more defined that I remember them being. I guess all that exercise has been paying off. I drop my shirt at Kitsune’s feet, but she doesn’t seem to notice as she continues to stare at me. I take off my muddy boots and place them next to my shirt. I hesitate to remove my pants and give Kitsune a pleading look. She blinks once then realizes what I’m hoping she’ll do and turns around. I quickly remove my dark leather pants and my underwear and toss them into the pile of clothes. 
 
      
 
    I’m about to tell Kitsune that the clothes are ready for her [Cleanse] spell, when I hear Mary call out in a throaty voice, “Woo Hoo! Sexy! You got some buns of steel there Armon.” 
 
      
 
    I spin around covering my stick and berries with my hands and see Mary grinning at me. I feel myself redden from embarrassment and say, “Mary! You promised not to look.” 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head and tells me, “Nope. I did not. You only think that I did. But I was very careful not to promise any such thing. I mean, why in the world would I miss a free show like this?” 
 
      
 
    Thinking back to the conversation I realize that she’s right. She never actually promised not to watch. Darn that tricky fairy. I’m about to point my finger at her and chastise her for her duplicity when I realize how little coverage that’ll leave me downstairs. All I can do is stutter in embarrassment at Mary as she looks me up and down. 
 
      
 
    I feel someone's hand touch a place between my shoulder blades, and I jump in surprise. I turn and see Kitsune stretching out her arms, hands grasping empty air. I realize she’s trying to use her [Cleanse] spell on me, but she doesn’t know where I am. Instead of opening her eyes to find out, she’s trying to feel where I am. I laugh inside at the sight. With her eyes closed like that, she looks like she’s a blind red faced zombie looking for her next meal. I move closer to the fox woman and let her reaching hands touch me. Her small hands touch my chest, and I notice that her ears stiffen as her hands touch my bare skin. She quickly chants the words of her [Cleanse] spell, and I’m enveloped in a blue glow. I feel my pores open up and feel a tingling sensation over every inch of my skin. When the glow around me fades, I can see that all the sweat and grime I was covered with is gone. I reach up and run one hand through my hair and feel that it’s no longer oily. Instead, it feels like I just washed my hair in the shower and dried it off. Neat. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the spell is finished, Kitsune turns around and grabs the clothing I left on the floor. She casts [Cleanse] on them and leaves them on the floor for me. As I get dressed, I hear Mary mutter sadly, “Darn. Guess the show's over.” 
 
      
 
    Once I’m dressed I turn to Mary and say, “Now that we're clean. I suppose we’re ready to face the boss.” She just shrugs and flies over to Kitsune to let her know she can open her eyes again. I wake Vrax with a gentle shake. As he gets up, I see mud fall off his scales and dark red leather armor and I remember that he never got the chance to get cleaned up. When I ask him if he wants Kitsune to use her [Cleanse] spell, he declines and says that mud baths are good for the scales. He says he’ll get washed off the next time we rest in a safe room. 
 
      
 
    We prepare ourselves by equipping our best gear. I use spellwriting to create another set of knuckle busters on my fists and equip the spear from my [Inventory], and Vrax draws his shortsword in one swift motion. Once Kitsune meditates and recovers her spent mana, we open the doors to the next boss room.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.15 
 
      
 
    The moment we enter the boss room we’re greeted by the sound of clapping. The clapping echoes around the large beautifully decorated room. The first thought upon stepping foot in the place is that it’s the nicest boss room we’ve come across yet. Instead of the floor being rough stone, it’s covered in decorative white and black tile. The stone walls, typically unadorned, are covered in cloth tapestries depicting scenes of battle. The large room, though well-lit and spacious, has a series of wide marble pillars that block my view of whoever is clapping. These pillars stretch from floor to ceiling and are placed about ten feet from the walls of the room, creating an inner perimeter in the chamber. 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I lead the group in a defensive formation, and carefully walk around the pillars obscuring our view. In the center of the room is a pale woman with white flowing hair dressed in a white flowing robe. The robe doesn’t have sleeves, giving it a Roman toga vibe. Upon seeing us, she increases her clapping and practically jumps up and down in excitement. She runs up to greet us like we’re old friends and says, “Welcome adventurers. I’m Wendy, I’ll be your dungeon boss today.” Now that she’s closer, I look above her head and see her full name and level. 
 
      
 
    Wendy the Wight, lvl. 8. 
 
      
 
    Ouch, level 8? That means she’s three levels above our highest level group member. This is going to be a tough fight. Getting a good look at the woman who we’ll be fighting. I notice for the first time that she’s not just light skinned but that her skin tone is nonexistent. Not only that, but her eyes are completely white. I can only guess she’s also one of the undead, but I’ve never heard of a Wight before. I wonder if she’s ever chanted, ‘Wight Power’. Or if she’s one of those self-righteous people that always thinks she’s ‘Wight’? 
 
      
 
    Wendy smiles as she shakes each of our hands as she continues, “First, let me tell you how glad I am to finally meet you. It’s been such a long time since I’ve gotten a chance to face anyone of such athletic prowess. When I saw how much effort you put into getting through that obstacle course, I couldn’t help but root for you to make it through. We all did.” 
 
      
 
     A weird tingling sensation spreads through my body after shaking hands with Wendy, but more disconcerting is her statement that she’s been watching us. I give her my best smile and ask, “You were watching us? And who are ‘we’?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy tilts her head as if not entirely understanding the question and giggles once before answering, “Why of course we watched you. You’re the only entertainment we’ve had in a couple centuries.” Then as if realizing that she hadn’t addressed my question of “we” she rolls her eyes and says, “And by ‘we’, I mean all of the dungeon bosses. Stevie and Ryan say hello by the way.” 
 
      
 
    There’s so much information to unpack there it takes my brain a second to catch up to what she said. I ask, “Do you mean Stevie Shadows and Royal Ryan? The dungeon bosses we already beat?” 
 
      
 
    Wendy nods and answers, “Yes, of course. Who else would I mean?” Then realizing something she lowers her voice, leans in towards me, and asks, “Did you think you killed them permanently?” I nod once, and she laughs, “Oh, how silly. No. Even if you kill us, we respawn in a day, healthy as ever. Our dungeon master would never let us be destroyed permanently. Though I do hear that other dungeons run differently.” 
 
      
 
    I look around at the other members of the group and see the same confused expression that must be on my own face. Before I can ask anything else, the dungeon master’s voice echoes through the room, “Ok Wendy. That’s enough chatting. You’ve had your chance to talk to them.” Wendy’s face loses a bit of its cheerfulness, and she turns away from us and walks to the other side of the room and starts to stretch her arms and legs. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master continues, “Sorry about that folks. At first, Wendy wanted to perform for you like the other bosses. However, when she saw your performance on the obstacle course, she instead requested a few minutes before the fight to chat with you. Apparently, she was rather impressed by your performance there.” Then almost as an afterthought, he adds, “Not that it will stop her from killing you. It’s still her job after all.” 
 
      
 
    Well, I guess it’s good to have a fan? Still, we need to get prepared for this fight. I signal for the group to get ready.  Mary summons Mr. Snuggle Butt, and Kitsune equips the Pointy Shield of Pain. We back ourselves against one of the corner pillars, Vrax and I positioning ourselves closest to Wendy. We don’t know if Wendy is a summoner type like Royal Ryan and we don’t want to get attacked from behind. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master uses his announcer's voice and says, “Everyone looks ready to go. Let the fight begin!” 
 
      
 
    The moment the dungeon master finishes speaking, Vrax and I rush forward to grab Wendy’s attention. Vrax doesn’t bother to use his [Sneak] skill having found out repeatedly that the undead can’t be backstabbed. Instead, he rushes forward with me until we’re about five feet from Wendy. Then he splits off to the left, and I move to the right. Typically we use this maneuver to give Vrax a chance to backstab an opponent, but this time it’s just a way to shift Wendy’s attention. 
 
      
 
    It works too. Wendy doesn’t know which way to look as Vrax and I move to opposite sides of her. I strike out with the most powerful ability I have [Thrust] and feel the spear in my hands shoot forward. Wendy tries to dodge to the left, but my spear catches her in her thigh. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 6 (Thrust) 
 
      
 
    God dammit. That should have done at least ten points of damage. Frustrated that my best abilities never seem to work on anything in this dungeon I yell out, “She’s resistant to piercing.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy smiles at my statement and taunts, “That’s not the only thing I’m resistant to.” Then she grabs the spear in her thigh and yanks it out. I pull on the spear, but she’s stronger than she looks, and I can’t pull it out of her hands. I’m starting to think this fight is going to turn into a game of tug of war when I see Wendy’s eyes widen. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 5 
 
      
 
    Ha! That’s what you get for forgetting about the kobold. I hear Vrax yell, “Slashing no good.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy’s smile vanishes as she throws the spear tip in her hand to the side and leaps three steps back so that Vrax and I now both face her. We move to flank her again, but instead of running, Wendy closes her eyes. I’m surprised by the move until I hear her start to chant, and a blue glow begins to surround her. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Vrax rush forward, and I follow his example. If we can damage her even a little, we may be able to stop her from casting whatever spell she’s preparing. Unfortunately, we move too late. Before we can take more than a step or two, the blue glow surrounding Wendy leeches into the ground and radiates in a pulse of magical energy away from her. When the pulse hits Vrax and me, we both stop moving forward. I look down and see ice crystals forming around my feet and up my calves. I don’t see a damage notification, so I’m reassured that I’m not hurt. However, I also can’t reach Wendy with my spear from here. 
 
      
 
    Vrax is in an even worse spot than I am. Because Vrax is so short, not only are his feet frozen in place, but most of his legs and hips are too. Wendy casually moves around Vrax until she’s at his back. I see her fingernails grow to sharp points before she stabs them in his back. 
 
      
 
    I look at the corner of my vision and see Vrax’s health drop slightly. His health bar shrinks a little, but of more concern is that the pallor of his scales seems to fade slightly. I don’t know what Wendy’s done to him, but it can’t be good. 
 
      
 
    I hear a growl, and three magical bolts hit Wendy from above. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 5 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
      
 
    Looking up, I see Mary. With a look of anger, she yells at Wendy, “Get away from him you bitch!” Wendy smiles at Mary, the only one of us to do any real damage to her so far. She runs forward out of my field of view. I twist at the waist and catch glimpses of Mary darting around the ceiling trying to cast magic missile again, but Wendy won’t let her. Every time Mary stops to cast a spell, Wendy raises her hand, and a blue ray shoots out. Mary has to stop her casting and dodge. Mr. Snuggle Butt is doing his best to attack Wendy, but she’s agile and nimbly dodges his every attack. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to my own predicament and use my spear to try and chip away at the ice encasing my feet. I’ve knocked off a few chunks when I remember that I have magic of my own. I toss my spear in my [Inventory] and spellwrite ‘fire’ over the ice at my feet. I pour as much mana as I can into the spell to speed up the heat gathering process, and I find myself free of the frozen restraints in less than a minute. I run over to Vrax and use the same spell to release him. A quick glance up at the corner of my vision tells me I’m already half way through my mana. 
 
      
 
    Now free, Vrax and I turn just in time to see Mary hit with one of the blue rays cast by Wendy. In the corner of my vision, I see Mary’s health bar drop by a third from that one attack. The fairy’s flight seems to slow down after the assault, but she’s able to dodge another blue ray by dropping from the sky. I’m afraid for an instant that Mary’s seriously hurt, but she pulls out of the dive at the last minute and flies along the ground back towards Kitsune who’s protecting herself with the shield. 
 
      
 
    I mentally cheer when I see a green glow behind the shield and see Mary’s health bar return to full. Kitsune must have healed Mary of the damage she’d taken. Wendy rushes toward Kitsune but is intercepted by Mr. Snuggle Butt. She shifts left and right, but no matter how she moves, Mr. Snuggle Butt positions himself between her and our casters. Wendy winces as another set of magic missiles slam into her. 
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 6 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I rush to attack the now distracted Wendy. She must hear us coming because she turns around and runs towards a corner of the room away from Mr. Snuggle But, Vrax, and I. Vrax and I chase after her, but the wolf maintains his position as guard. 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I now find ourselves trying to chase down Wendy as she runs around the room. She shoots off a number of blue rays as she runs. Most of which, we’re able to dodge. Unfortunately, I don’t see a loose tile ahead of me. I trip and fall flat on my face. Before I can get up, I’m hit by one blue ray then another. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 6 (Ray of Frost) 
 
    Damage received: 9 (Ray of Frost) 
 
      
 
    I feel cold seep into my body, slowing me down slightly as I get to my feet and stumble into a trot. I have to keep moving, or I’ll get hit by those spells again. I feel a cold ache in my side and find myself wishing Kitsune were close enough to heal me. The moment that thought crosses my mind, I realize what Wendy’s plan is. She’s been intentionally drawing Vrax and me away from our healer. Neither Vrax nor I are fast enough to catch her, so all she has to do is lead us around the room and shoot spells at us. God dammit, we’re being kited.  
 
      
 
    I stop running and yell out, “Turtle defense!” 
 
      
 
    Vrax stops chasing after Wendy and moves towards Kitsune and Mary.  I do the same, leaving a confused looking Wendy behind. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I reach Kitsune, I open my [Inventory] grab the other Pointy shield of Pain and equip it. No sooner is the shield on my arm than I see Wendy send a [Ray of Frost] at me. It hits the shield, and while I feel cold seep through the metal, the ray does no damage to me. I smile as I feel a warmth spread through me and look down and see my body glow green briefly. My health restored, Kitsune moves up next to me, Mary riding on her shoulder. The two of us form a line, our shields up next to each other forming a protective shield wall. I motion for Vrax to get behind the wall and once he does, I tell the group, “Looks like we’re safe for the moment. Her [Ray of Frost] can’t get through the shields and even if they could we have our healer here to take care of the damage.” 
 
      
 
    I peek over the shield I have raised and see that Wendy has retreated to the other side of the room and is pacing back and forth. I turn back to the group and continue, “We’re fine where we are right now, but we’re never going to win this fight on defense. We’ve taken about half her health, but she has the ranged advantage as long as she can run away from us. So we have to take her mobility away. Here’s my plan, I call it ‘Trip and trap.'” 
 
      
 
    I proceed to explain my idea to my team and get nods of approval from everyone. I walk forward, away from Kitsune and past Mr. Snuggle Butts. I stop when I get to the center of the room, shield in my left hand protecting my body, right hand bare and held out wide in front of me. I call out, “Wendy the Wight. I challenge you to single combat!” 
 
      
 
    I hear laughter from across the room and Wendy walks out from behind one of the pillars lining the inner perimeter of the massive room. She looks me over, smiles, and says, “We both know you wouldn’t stand a chance against me one on one? So, why would you offer to fight me all by yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? If you’re so sure you can take me then why not accept? Here I’ll make it even easier for you.” I take the shield off of my left arm, turn it upside down so that the sharp ends of the swords it’s made out of are now pointing down. I slam the shield into the ground, cracking the tile floor with a deafening crash. The shield is now embedded upright into the floor. I walk past the shield, closer to Wendy, and bare my rock covered fists at her, “See, now it’s even. My fists against your magic. We’ll see who can get who first.” 
 
      
 
    Wendy looks at me curiously as if trying to figure out what I’m up to. She glances past me towards Kitsune, but the moment her eyes leave me I rush forward trying to catch her off guard. Wendy returns her attention to me as I close the distance between us. She dodges behind one of the pillars to put something between the two of us, and I give chase. Wendy clearly has the speed advantage on me, and she easily keeps a ten foot gap between her and I at all times. However, she has to turn around slightly to shoot a [Ray of Frost] at me. That’s how the next fifteen minutes goes. If you use the embedded shield as the midpoint mark of the room, I chase Wendy exclusively on this side of the chamber, away from Kitsune and her ability to heal me. I’m able to dodge many of the blue rays that Wendy sends my way but take three shots during the chase, dropping my health down to twenty points. I’m seriously reconsidering my plan at this point. If I take just a couple more shots, I’m toast. Or rather frozen bread, as is the case when dying from an ice spell. 
 
      
 
    Regardless, I’m just glad when I finally chase Wendy past the shield embedded in the middle of the room again. She’s just turning to fire off another [Ray of Frost] when Vrax breaks stealth and whips his tail at her legs. I see her eyes widen when she finds herself falling forward instead of blasting me with deadly ice magic. She catches herself with her hands but still falls prone onto the ground. Before she can get up, green vines burst from beneath the tiled floor and wrap themselves around Wendy. Wendy screams in frustration as the vines entwine themselves around her. I’m finally able to catch up to Wendy, and Mary pops up from behind the metal shield she’d been hiding behind and tells Vrax, “It’s about time you tripped her. I was falling asleep waiting for her to stay still long enough for me to cast [Nature’s Grasp].” 
 
      
 
    Vrax points the shortsword in his hand at the struggling Wendy and tells Mary, “Less talk, more kill.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t agree more and move closer to the entangled Wendy. However, when I’m still three feet away, she starts to glow blue, and a wave of energy radiates from the ground around her. Once again, I see ice form on my legs, and I see Vrax similarly stopped. He swings his sword, but it’s just too short to reach Wendy. Mary, on the other hand, was flying in the air when the blast of ice energy went out and is unaffected. She whistles once and Mr. Snuggle Butt comes running. She whispers something in his ear, and he dashes forward and begins attacking Wendy the Wight. Between the wolf and Mary’s [Magic Missiles], the rest of the level boss’s health disappears and shortly after, so does her body. 
 
      
 
    You’ve helped kill Wendy the Wight, lvl. 8. You receive 20 XP. Because you helped defeat a creature more than three levels above your group’s average level, you receive an additional 6 XP. 
 
      
 
    I use the last of my mana to unfreeze my and Vrax’s feet while Mary collects the loot dropped by Wendy. I finish getting rid of the last of the ice around Vrax’s left leg when I hear Mary curse. I look up from my work to find Mary holding four ceramic dinner plates. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.16 
 
      
 
    With the level boss defeated, we’re more than ready for a good night's rest. Not only did we beat the dungeon boss, but we also completed a grueling obstacle course today. To say we are tired would be like saying fire can be hot. It’s true but doesn’t really convey the depth of the thing. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, just as we’re sitting down to rest, the dungeon master’s voice reverberates throughout the room, “Congratulations on defeating Wendy, Adventurers. There were several bets going that you would not be able to best her.” 
 
      
 
    As I stretch out my sore calves, I reply dryly, “Thanks. I’m glad we could entertain you. Now, how about those answers you promised?” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master, for once, answers immediately, “How about I answer all your questions in person?” 
 
      
 
    The swift and direct response throws me off, and my tired brain can’t come up with a better response than, “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering my eloquently phrased question, the dungeon master opens up the floor to reveal a new set of stairs leading down to the next level of the dungeon. The dungeon master doesn’t answer any of the other questions I ask, so I walk over to the rest of the team. 
 
      
 
    We debate for a while whether we should go or not, and everyone seems to have an opinion. Well, everyone except Vrax. The poor dirt encrusted kobold is so tired he falls asleep during the discussion. Eventually, our curiosity gets the better of us, and I wake up my brood brother and we all descend down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    What we find is beyond anything I’ve experienced in this world so far. Stepping off the last stair, I walk into a moderately sized living room with plush carpeting. The wood paneled walls are covered in decorative art pieces, and the room is furnished with couches and chairs right out of a Gimbel’s catalog. In the corner of the room, sitting at a round table in front of a recessed kitchen, are Stevie Shadows and Royal Ryan. They’re talking to each other while drinking. Sitting with them is a tall skeletal figure with a thick curly black afro that adds a foot to his height. He wears a small black top hat and a black two piece suit with ruffles at the sleeves. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, the skeletal figure notices our presence and waves a bony hand at us. The figure then says in a familiar high pitched voice, “YoHoHoHoHo! Welcome adventurers.” Stevie and Ryan finally see us too and wave as well. 
 
      
 
    We wave back, unsure what we’re supposed to be doing. Are we meant to fight all three of them? Are we having a dinner party? What? 
 
      
 
    As the unknown figure gets up from his seat, I can see that his long thin frame makes him look even taller than he is. He walks over to us and holds out his hand in greeting, “I’m glad I finally get to meet you in person. You know me as your dungeon master. Here, in my home, you may call me Koorb.” 
 
      
 
    I smile as I take the outstretched skeletal hand and shake it, “Hello dungeon master, or rather Koorb. It’s nice to finally put a face to the voice. You’re not exactly what I was expecting, but it’s nice to meet you too.” 
 
      
 
    The skeleton dungeon master can’t exactly smile, but he opens his bone jaws, laughs and says, “YoHoHoHoHo! I get that alot. No one ever expects such an impressive figure to have such an amazing voice.” 
 
      
 
    Not what I meant, but no point in hurting the guy's feelings and telling him I thought he was going to turn out to be a slime or a talking crystal. I guess I’ve read too many dungeon master stories. 
 
      
 
    I introduce the rest of the group. Mary shakes Koorb’s hand, silently evaluating him. Kitsune bows from the waist in formal greeting and introduces herself with her full title. Vrax just stares up at the tall dungeon master with open amazement, and I have to nudge him to shake him out of his stupor. He quickly shakes Koorb’s hand and retreats back. Introductions finished, Koorb invites us to sit anywhere we’d like. I immediately rush to grab a seat on the cushioned couch and groan in ecstasy at finally being able to sit on something other than the stone floor. Mary flies over to the couch and lands on the armrest I’m using. Vrax tries to sit next to me on the sofa but finds it difficult to get into a comfortable position where his tail doesn’t get in the way. Koorb brings over a wooden chair with an open hole in the backrest for Vrax, and the kobold happily sits in it, his tail swaying from side to side out of the back of the chair. Kitsune takes a seat on a cushioned chair to my right.  
 
      
 
    Koorb takes a chair from the table, faces it towards us, sits in it, and asks, “What questions do you have for me Team Mary?” 
 
      
 
     I look around the room at each one of my team to see who wants to ask a question, but Mary just asks, “Why are we here?” 
 
      
 
    Koorb chuckles before responding, “Isn’t that the ultimate question? Why are we here? Where do we come from? I’m afraid I don’t have a good answer to such a philosophical question.” I hear Mary groan at the response, but before she can say anything, the dungeon master continues, “However, if you’re asking why you're in my living room and not on another level of the dungeon facing more monsters? Then the answer is much simpler. There are no more levels for you to explore.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune points her finger at the well-dressed skeleton and says, “But you said we had to clear five levels of the dungeon before you’d show us the way out. Are you trying to trick us?” 
 
      
 
    Koorb raises his hands in a placating gesture, and I see his shoulders sag a bit as he answers, “It’s a little embarrassing to admit, but I had to sacrifice the fourth and fifth levels of the dungeon to make the Dungeon Warrior obstacle course.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s not good. You’re running out of power aren’t you?” Mary asks. 
 
      
 
    I turn towards Mary and ask, “What do you mean, he’s running out of power?” 
 
      
 
    Taking on a lecturer's tone, Mary answers, “You see, all dungeons run off magical energy stored in their dungeon’s core. Anything they create uses some of this energy. Want to summon some monsters? It costs energy. Want to build a new tunnel? It cost energy. The dungeon collects all the energy it needs from adventurers it kills, though from what I understand they can also siphon off a smaller amount from ones that survive. To entice more adventurers in, and thus collect more energy, dungeons produce treasures, monsters that give experience points, and crafting resources.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head in confusion, “Ok. I get how dungeons get the resources they need to expand, but I still don’t understand why this dungeon would have to sacrifice whole levels.” 
 
      
 
    Koorb gives a helpless shrug and answers, “That’s because we haven’t had anyone come through the dungeon in a couple centuries and we’ve been running on our backup magical power sources. So I sacrificed two levels to recuperate their magical resources to summon all the monsters you fought and to create the obstacle course.” 
 
      
 
    The concept finally sinks in. It’s like a big company closing down its branch offices because they started to run out of money and they can’t afford to keep them open anymore. It’s a sign that the company may not be doing well. 
 
      
 
    I ask Koorb, “If things are so bad then why go through all the effort to summon monsters for us and make a whole new obstacle course? Why not just let us pass through and save your resources?” 
 
      
 
    His curly afro hair shakes as he turns his head from side to side, “No. What would be the point? I was summoned and bound to this dungeon by the Aleph as its dungeon master. I was given the strict purpose of challenging adventures and running the best dungeon I could. Not creating a challenging experience for your team would be like a fish deciding it didn’t want to swim anymore. It would go against my very nature.” 
 
      
 
    I hear Stevie Shadows call out from the table, “Besides, we’ve been really bored.” The skeletal minotaur next to him nods in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Koorb nods his head, and his afro moves with him a split second later, looking like it’s nodding too. “There’s that too. You try sitting around for five hundred years, waiting for someone to visit you and challenge you to a fight. We’ve tried to stay busy, playing games, and planning strategies. We even learned to play musical instruments. Still, it’s inevitable that we’d get bored.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune gestures to our group and asks, “Then we come along and give you a chance to show off? Is that why you insisted on the musical performances before we fought you?” 
 
      
 
    Stevie and Ryan don’t answer, and I think that the dungeon master would be blushing if he had cheeks as he answers, “Well, you can’t blame them can you? They’d been practicing for a long time and never had a chance to perform before anyone before.” Koorb turns his head and glances back at the two level bosses. They nod conspiratorially and motion for him to continue. Koorb turns to us and asks hesitantly, “The guys want to ask what you thought about their performances?” 
 
      
 
    Mary snorts once and blurts out, “No man should ask a woman what they thought of their ‘performance’?” 
 
      
 
     I look around to see if anyone else understood what Mary meant. Kitsune is blushing, and Vrax is hissing in laughter. Vrax sees I don’t get it and whispers, “She means sex.” 
 
      
 
    It takes a moment for the double entendre to sink in and I feel myself blush. You mean women think about that kind of stuff? Do women sit and compare men’s performances when we’re not around? Does that mean they talk about things like size and shape too? The implications of this revelation blow my mind. 
 
      
 
    Koorb just laughs at Mary’s joke, “YoHoHoHoHo! Quite right Mary. No man should ask his woman about his ‘performance’ if he wants to keep a healthy ego. However, these guys wanted to know what your group thought about their musical performances.” 
 
      
 
    Happy to change the subject Kitsune quickly answers, “I thought they were great. I haven’t had such a good time listening to music in a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Mary and Vrax nod their heads in agreement. I nod my head as well but also add, “From where I’m from, there’s always music playing everywhere. I’d forgotten how much I missed it until you guys reminded me. Your performances…” When I hear Mary giggle I amend, “Your musical performances were stellar. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    I look over at Stevie and Ryan and see broad grins on their faces. Well, I assume they’re grins since Ryan is a skeleton and always has a grin and Stevie is made of shadows. 
 
      
 
    Koorb nods, “It’s good to hear that you liked their music. Now did you have any other questions?” 
 
      
 
    I raise my hand, and when Koorb nods at me, I ask, “Who are the Aleph and how do you have access to their stuff?” 
 
      
 
    Koorb sits back in his chair, scratches his bony chin with a finger before answering, “Well, I don’t claim to be an expert on the Aleph. They summoned me here to this dungeon from my world seven hundred years ago. Everything I know about them, I’ve gleaned from listening to them talk as they traveled the depths of the dungeon they had me manage. I know they’re a reclusive people that had lived underground here for a long time before I was summoned. I know they created this dungeon artificially using their advanced magical resources and crystal based technology.” He sighs and finishes, “Lastly, I know they disappeared for some unknown reason five hundred years ago, leaving me all alone.” 
 
      
 
    Stevie and Ryan yell out, “Hey! You weren’t all alone. You had us!” 
 
      
 
    Koorb turns and waves dismissively at the two, “I love you guys, but you know what I mean. There wasn’t anyone left to come down to our dungeon. We were alone and rendered useless almost overnight. We waited and waited and waited, but no one ever came again. Then a few years ago I sensed life forms moving above us in the city the Aleph used to live in. I don’t have any control up there, but I’d hoped it meant the return of the Aleph. Instead, it turned out to be a group of refugees who didn’t even know the dungeon was down here.” 
 
      
 
    Mary asks, “How did you know they were refugees if your dungeon didn’t extend into the city?” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master turns to Mary, “The refugees, or thieves, or whatever you call them, started dropping the bodies of people they robbed down the holes that appear in the tunnels above. Those bodies dropped right into the territory of my dungeon. Occasionally, the people they dropped weren’t quite dead, and I could ask them some questions before they died from their injuries. You folks are the first who came down here not suffering from mortal wounds.” 
 
      
 
    Remembering how I got down here, I think about disagreeing with the statement. Instead, I ask, “So, the Aleph used you to give their citizens experience points?” 
 
      
 
    Koorb nods, “Not only that, but they had me create nodes on certain levels of already processed resources. Heck, there used to be a whole level where they had me grow the crystals they used in their magic. My deepest levels were also used as a type of bank vault and storage facility. They stored all kinds of stuff down there. I can’t use any of it, but I have a full record of every item. That’s how I got that crystal forge for you. I figured someone should get some use out of the stuff.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly give my thanks for the item even though I haven’t had a chance to use it yet. Then I ask the question I believe we’ve all wanted to ask, “Since we beat all the levels you have left, does that mean we can go now?” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master looks back at the two level bosses before turning back to us. Instead of answering, he waves his hand, and a doorway opens up along the wall behind Kitsune. From where I sit, I can see stone stairs leading up. I can’t see how far they lead, but if they go all the way to the surface, they’ll be quite a few steps. 
 
      
 
    After making the stairs appear, Koorb says, “There it is. Those stairs will lead you to the surface, from there you’ll have to make your way to civilization on your own.” I get up, ready to start the journey to the surface immediately. Koorb holds up a hand to forestall me and says, “However, if you’ll hold off on your journey till the morning, I can gather some supplies for you along with the special gifts I promised. It’ll also give Wendy the Wight a chance to respawn. I know she’d want to say goodbye to you.” 
 
      
 
    I look at the other members of the team and see tired faces and sagging bodies. I know they’d all start the journey to the surface this instant if I asked them too but that would be unfair. We’ll all tired from the strenuous day we’ve had and could use a good night's sleep. I tell the dungeon master we’ll stay the night and a cheer goes up from the level bosses at the table.  The dungeon master makes another doorway appear, and he leads us down a well lit hallway with a series of doors along it. He tells us it’s their dorm rooms and opens up two of the rooms for us to use. 
 
      
 
    The rooms are simple but comfortable looking. There’s a single bed in each and a nightstand next to it. A magical crystal light hangs from the ceiling illuminating the space. The moment I sit on the soft bed, my body feels heavy and the tiredness from the day's activities hit me. Before I can think anymore, I lay down and fall asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4.17 
 
      
 
    My growling stomach wakes me the next morning and won’t let me go back to sleep. Which sort of sucks, because for the first time in weeks, I got to sleep in a real bed and I was enjoying it. Oh, well. Nothing good lasts forever. 
 
      
 
    I have to push Vrax’s tail and legs off of me as I get out of bed. Man, that kobold just sprawls everywhere when he sleeps. Having fallen asleep last night in my clothes, I don’t even have to get dressed. I roll my neck and do a series of small stretches before leaving the room. As I walk into the stone hallway outside, the odor of cooking food reaches my nostrils, and my stomach reminds me again that I forgot to eat dinner last night with a loud growl. 
 
      
 
    The sound of someone whistling a jaunty tune reaches my ears as I peek out from the hallway and I see the back of the dungeon master’s afro bobbing as he flips something into the air with a spatula. I’m not sure what Koorb is making, but it smells great. 
 
      
 
    He must have some kind of super hearing skill because he calls out, “Good Morning Armon. Care for some fishcakes?” 
 
      
 
    Walking through the living room, I take a seat at the table and answer, “Yeah. That sounds great. I didn’t know you knew how to cook.” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master laughs, “YoHoHoHoHo!” He plates the fishcakes and sets the dish in front of me with some silverware. I can see that he’s wearing an apron over his black suit that has a logo on it that says “Skeletons get the best boners.” I snicker internally as he adds with joviality in his voice, “I don’t eat anymore personally. But before I was summoned to this world I cooked all the time for my crew.” 
 
      
 
    I take a bite of the fish cake and moan involuntarily at the delectable taste. I see an icon appear in the bottom right corner of my vision. I smile slightly. Not only is the food good but it gives a buff. I look up at the watching skeleton and say, “Foods great. Thank you. You were talking about your crew though? Were you a manager or something?” 
 
      
 
    Koorb opens the jaws of his skull slightly, which might be his way of smiling, and answers, “No, I was a pirate captain. I had a small frigate and a crew of two-hundred. We sailed the seven seas seeking the rarest of treasure.” As he goes back to the small recessed kitchen I hear him mutter, “Those were good times.” 
 
      
 
    As I finish my second serving of fried fish cakes, the rest of my group stumbles into the living room. I smile and wave at them. Kitsune and Vrax take seats at the table and eagerly eat the food served them. Mary flies over and lands on the table near me, rubbing her eyes and yawning. She asks for a cup of coffee and is pleasantly surprised when a small cup of the dark brown liquid is served to her. Mary takes a deep breath through her nose and inhales the rich aroma of the bitter drink. As she sips from the cup, I can see the immediate change in her attitude as she perks up. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re finished with breakfast, the dungeon master clears away the dishes. My group still sitting at the table, he asks us, “I suppose you’ll be leaving us this morning?”  
 
      
 
    I look at my team and see small nods. I answer, “Yes. While we appreciate your hospitality, we have important tasks that need to be accomplished.” The dungeon master's shoulders sag when he hears me, so I quickly add, “Though, we’d love to come back and run the dungeon again once we’re done.” 
 
      
 
    He stands up straight and tilts his head before asking, “Really? You’d come back?” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks up at Koorb and says, “Sure. Even if it only has three levels, this dungeon is awesome. The levels are challenging without being too hard. The mining resources are great. But what really puts it over the top is the Dungeon Warrior course. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of another dungeon that has a non-lethal obstacle course like that. People would be willing to come from far away lands, just to try their hand at that level.” 
 
      
 
    There are enthusiastic nods from everyone at the table. 
 
      
 
    Vrax gives a sharp toothed grin and adds, “Mud bath great for scales too.” 
 
      
 
    Mary adds, “We can even try to spread the word about your dungeon, so other people will visit too.” 
 
      
 
    The dungeon master gives a great laugh of joy and dances around in a circle before saying, “YoHoHoHoHo! You don’t know how happy it makes me to know that you will come back. The dungeon has been empty and lonely. It’ll be fun to have more people visit. If enough people come, we’ll be able to gather enough energy from them to start adding more levels.” 
 
      
 
    He stops his dancing and looks at each of us, “I’m glad you found our dungeon. I’m extra glad none of you died!”  He walks into the living room and opens a cabinet. He pulls out four packages wrapped in colorful paper and tied with string. Carrying them over to the table, he places one of the packages in front of each of us. 
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes light up when a package is put in front of her, and she immediately begins to rip the colorful wrapping away to reveal a small wooden box. She opens the box, which is a quarter her size, to reveal a large silver ring covered in arcane script with a blue gemstone set in its center. 
 
      
 
    Koorb tells Mary, “That ring will resize itself for the wearer, so it should shrink itself to fit your finger. It also has a magical enhancement I think you’ll like.” 
 
      
 
    Mary uses both her hands to pick the ring out of the wooden box, and I feel my eyebrows raise in amazement as the ring shrinks in her hands. When the object stops shrinking it’s just the right size for her fairy fingers. She slips it onto the index finger of her right hand, and I see her eyes lose focus as she looks at the properties of the item. When she’s finished, she flies straight up into the air with a cry of joy and flies over to Koorb. She gives him a kiss on the cheek and yells, “Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune, who looks intrigued by the outburst from Mary, asks, “What does the ring do?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of telling us, Mary pokes at something in the air, and a notification box appears. We crowd around Mary to read what it says. 
 
      
 
    Ring of the Summoner 
 
    This ring has been magically enhanced by Aleph craftsmen to aide in the summoning of creatures. Its magical properties increase the time a summoned creature can exist on this plane by a factor of ten. 
 
      
 
    Effect: Any creature summoned by the wearer of this ring will have the maximum time it is able to exist on this plane increased by a multiple of ten. For example, if a creature is normally able to exist on this plane for ten minutes, it will now be able to exist here for one hundred minutes. 
 
      
 
    After seeing the properties of Mary’s new ring each of us quickly unwraps the package Koorb gave us. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune opens her gift and shows off a stretchy, black, body suit. After she read the description, she tells us that it’s a type of armor that she can wear under her Kimono. It’ll provide extra protection without restricting her movement or interfering with her spell casting. 
 
      
 
    Vrax gets a pair of gloves with sharp looking studs around the knuckles. He tells us that the gloves cause extra damage to punches and hurt the undead more. I ask him to show me the item description. 
 
      
 
    Gloves of minor undead bane 
 
    These gloves were designed for unarmed fighters who also combat the undead. A rare situation. However, they add a small amount of extra damage to each punch, they do even more damage against the undead. 
 
    Effect: 2% extra damage to all [Unarmed Combat] attacks. An additional 10% damage to the undead. 
 
      
 
    I nod in appreciation at the gift. Vrax was rather frustrated in this dungeon that he wasn’t able to deal much damage to the undead. 
 
      
 
    My gift is knowledge. The oddly shaped package I was given turns out to be not one item but multiple ones. There’s one large crystal that glows and a dozen small ones, each the size of a dime. The larger glowing one is another knowledge crystal. When I touch it, it reveals itself to be one for the skill [Crystal Programing]. I don’t immediately activate the crystal since I’m not sure what it will do to me. 
 
      
 
    I look up at the standing dungeon master and ask, “This crystal says it will teach me [Crystal Programming], what’s that?” 
 
      
 
    Koorb raises his hand and points to the various crystals embedded in the walls of the room and says, “It’s part of the magic that the Aleph were best known for. They developed a specialized type of skill that let them use crystals and gems as both a type of power supply and place to store magical instructions. That’s how they were able to create such unique artifacts. I’m not able to use the crystals myself so I don’t know exactly what it will show you, but you seemed interested in the Aleph magic and thought this beginner knowledge crystal on the subject would suit you. Do you not like it?” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but smile as our undead host describes what the crystal will do. When he finishes I quickly answer, “The knowledge crystal will teach me a new type of magic? Of course, I like it. Thank you very much for the gift.” 
 
      
 
    I grab the crystal from where I had placed it on the table. I’m vaguely aware of Mary saying something, but I’m so focused on the knowledge available to me that I ignore whatever she’s saying and activate the knowledge crystal. 
 
      
 
    My mind is flooded with images, sounds, schematics, and knowledge. I can feel a buildup of pressure as I come to understand what a crystal is. The crystal structure is a description of the ordered arrangement of atoms, ions or molecules in a crystalline material. The arrangement of these structures determines properties such as hardness, cleavage, fracture, specific gravity, and external shape. As the information continues to pour into my mind, I understand that there are many different crystal structures that are found naturally. They revolve around geometric patterns and axis. Names such as isometric, tetragonal, and orthorhombic pour into my mind, and I understand the differences between them all. The magical theory behind the Aleph magic essentially allowed them to alter these crystalline structures to enhance the properties of a crystal or gem, or give them entirely new properties. It explains how a crystal can be modified so that it’s hard enough to be used as a smithing hammer, or how a gem can be changed to store mana, or how a crystal can be modified to hold magical instructions. My head feels like it’s about to burst when it all finally ends and everything goes dark. 
 
      
 
    When I wake up, I find Mary hovering over me, a scowl on her face. She yells, “I told you to wait till we were somewhere you could pass out!” 
 
      
 
    I wince at the pain her yelling causes my ears but respond, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to inconvenience you.” Finding myself lying on the couch in the dungeon masters living room, I sit up and see not only the members of my own group looking at me but also the dungeon level bosses, Wendy Wight, Stevie Shadows, and Royal Ryan. I smile sheepishly at them. 
 
      
 
    Vrax walks up to where I’m sitting and takes my face in his three fingered hands and examines me intently. He turns my face left, then right, then he pulls my lower eyelid down and looks at my eyeballs. After humoring him for a minute, I grab his hands and force him to release me, then say, “I’m fine Vrax. This happened last time too, remember? Those knowledge crystals pack a lot of information into the brain all at once.” He gives a concerned look but nods once and sits next to me on the couch. 
 
      
 
    The voice of the dungeon master diverts everyone's attention from me, “Oh, good. Armon, you’re awake again.” I see Wendy and Stevie move to make way for the dungeon master. He walks from the kitchen past them and stands in the middle of the living room and continues, “While you were resting, we gave your kobold friend enough food to last you for the next four days.” Gesturing behind him he adds, “Wendy, Ryan, and Stevie have come down to wish you all a safe journey.” 
 
      
 
    I guess this is it then. We’re actually leaving. I stand up and hold my hand out to the dungeon master. He takes it in a firm grip and shakes it. That gesture seems to be some signal because the level bosses and my group all start to hug, shake hands, and give their goodbyes. After all the hugs are finished, the dungeon master tells me he has one more gift for us. 
 
      
 
    Instruments appear in the hands of the three level bosses, and a stand with a crystal microphone appears before the dungeon master. Together, they play a rousing goodbye song for us as we walk up the stairs to the surface. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.1 
 
      
 
    Holy Toledo, there are a lot of stairs to get up a mountain. I mean you don’t realize it as you descend one floor at a time. However, climbing what must be at least five hundred steps, is a pain in the butt. I mean that too. My butt muscles are super sore when I finally see daylight and walk into the open mountain air. The sun is directly above me in a beautiful baby blue sky dotted with streaks of fluffy white clouds. For a moment, I appreciate the stiff breeze cooling the sweat streaming off me, enjoy the warmth of the sun high above, and the view of the barren mountains around me. 
 
      
 
     I feel someone poke me in the back, interrupting my serene moment, and I move to the side to let the rest of my party out of the mountain. Coming out of the passageway behind me, I see a tired looking Vrax and Kitsune. Following them, is Mary, who lazily yawns as she exits the passageway on the back of her summoned wolf. Taking advantage of her new ability to summon Mr. Snuggle Butt for extended periods of time, she summoned him at the bottom of the mountain and rode him up the entire flight of stairs. As I lean against a boulder to rest, I give Mary the stink eye. Still riding her wolf, Mary notices my look, and instead of getting angry or offended, she just smiles innocently and winks at me. She got such a cheat ability with that ring.  
 
      
 
    While we rest and recover our stamina, the four of us discuss what to do next. Looking up at the retreating sun, Kitsune suggests we find a place to rest for the day. Vrax wants to get moving again, and my gut agrees with him. However, I propose that we send Mary, the only one of us that can fly, scouting. We have no idea where we are and just traveling in some random direction will only get us more lost. We need to get to the main road that will lead us to Monstrum. Mary reluctantly agrees and releases Mr. Snuggle Butt, and he disappears in a puff of smoke. She flies straight up into the air and disappears from view.  
 
      
 
    Mary returns an hour later with news that the main road is west of our current position. Unfortunately, she also informs us that there’s no straight path from we’re at to the main road. We’ll have to climb down this part of the mountain and follow windy trails to reach it.  
 
      
 
    For the next two days, we help each other down the mountain. Occasionally we have to scale sheer cliff walls to get to the next trail. Vrax and I have a decent [Climbing] skill and Mary can just fly down. Kitsune needs more assistance to get down the mountain then the rest of us, and occasionally I have to create hand and footholds using the arcane symbols for ‘remove’ ‘earth.' It’s rather cool to be able to climb down the mountain like this. I would never have thought to use my spellwriting this way if I hadn’t been forced to improvise in the dungeon. At night we rest by a fire and eat the food prepared by Koorb. Usually dried fish, mole meat, and mushrooms, of course. We play cards to pass the time and reminisce about the dungeon. We all agree that our journey down the mountains isn’t easy, but it’s not nearly as challenging as the Dungeon Warrior course.  
 
      
 
    When we rest at night, I’m able to take some time to sort through all the new information that was downloaded into my mind by the knowledge crystals. It was an intense experience to gain that much information all at once. There’s a lot of information to sort through. I experiment with the skill for [Crystal Programing] on the low level dime sized crystals the dungeon master gave me as a parting gift. From the information imparted by the knowledge crystal, I understand that these objects are meant to be used by students to practice their skills. It requires an extensive amount of visualization to change the crystalline structure of even these simple practice crystals. I first have to infuse the entire crystal with my mana, which isn’t hard for me since I’ve been practicing how to control my mana for a while now. Then once the crystal is infused with my mana, I have to use it to map out the current crystal’s structure. The process just takes time and practice. It’s a bit like being blindfolded and handed an object, then told to draw a picture based on what you felt. These practice crystals are like simple block shapes children play with. Cubes, Spheres, and Pyramids. I understand that any crystals and gems I find out in the world won’t be nearly as straightforward to map. Mapping them will be like being handed a small statue and being asked to create a replica just from your sense of touch. Still, we all have to start somewhere. Even the simple crystalline structures within the practice crystals are challenging at first. The information from the knowledge crystal helps me identify their internal makeup, but it’s still a challenge to map those structures in three dimensions. However, by the time we reach the main road, I’m able to successfully call up each crystal’s internal structure in my mind. Now, while each of the practice crystals is outwardly similar, they feel unique to me since I’ve mapped their internal structure.  
 
      
 
    Before we get to the main road, Mary reminds me what the nice couple in the woods told us about the Monstrum border being closed to humans. I’d forgotten. That instant I activate [Aspect of the Kobold]. All along my body small red scales push their way through my skin covering me in a protective layer of natural armor. It’s a painful process that I’m still not entirely used to. However, with the limited armor I have I’m always glad that I have the ability and it’s saved me from injury on more than one occasion.  
 
      
 
    Kitsune’s eyes widen at the sight of scales growing over my skin, “How? Err, why?” 
 
      
 
    From the back of the wagon Vrax answers Kitsune’s question, “Armon helped my tribe defeat a terrible enemy, and Elder Xichion used powerful magic to make Armon part of the tribe. He now my brood brother and blessed by our goddess.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune shakes her head in confusion, “I still don’t understand, from what I learned about kobold culture, the ceremony you describe is normally performed when accepting new kobolds into the tribe. Even then it’s described as bonding ceremony, not as something that would change someone like this. I don’t think that I’ve ever read about it performed on a human either though. What kind of favor did you do for them?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, Cherax Quadricarinatus. Mighty red dragon and mother of the tribe blessed my brood brother.” Vrax says to Kitsune as if he’s repeating an obvious truth. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure how the ceremony was different from what you might have read about Kitsune.” My tone becomes more somber as I explain, “There’s no one to ask either. The Imperare army killed the kobold elder that performed the ritual along with most of the tribe. I’m afraid I can’t answer your questions.” 
 
      
 
    Mary interrupts the conversation, “Regardless of their origins, Armon has the perfect disguise to get across the border of Monstrum. He may not pass as a kobold but the scales that cover his body make him look non-human. Which is all we need.”   
 
      
 
    Kitsune returns her attention to the road ahead, “That’s true. I’d been wondering what you had up your sleeve to get him across the border. I just thought you’d smuggle him in by hiding him in a haystack in the back of wagon or use some magic spell to turn him invisible.” Her gaze darts and she examines my scaly form for a moment before shrugging. “At least I know now. While I don’t think we should have any problems crossing the border now, I’d like to hear the full story of how you got the ability. ” 
 
      
 
    I don’t see why I can’t tell the full story but look to Vrax to make sure he doesn’t have a problem with me talking about it. He doesn’t seem bothered by the conversation, so as we walk, I tell the extended tale. I tell her about the quest I got to deal with a kobold problem, the specist Farmer Fred, meeting Vrax for the first time, learning who was really forcing the kobolds to steal and dealing with the troll, Grumph. Vrax interrupts me several times to embellish what happened, calling me a hero and master tactician. Kitsune laughs at Vrax’s viewpoint but understands the kobold’s desire to adopt me into the tribe. She says that many tribes adopt strong members when their population is threatened. When I think about it, it does make sense. All those kobold females did try to mate with me that night. 
 
      
 
    Recounting the events has the unexpected consequence of reminding me of the last time I saw the tribe. I give a weary sigh as I remember what happened to the kobolds. Even though I’d only known them a few months, the tribe of kobolds had welcomed me into their community with open arms and treated me like one of them. I choke up when I think about how quickly they felt like extended family. Vrax has become like a real brother to me, and members of the tribe were like cousins I bonded with but had never met. I wasn’t as close to them as I am to the adventurers that saved and trained me but I was a part of the kobolds’ community. Now that’s gone, and it’s hard to look at the empty place inside of me. So instead I focus on the here and now. 
 
      
 
    I inhale deeply, close my eyes, and exhale slowly. I repeat the calming breathing technique two more times before I open my eyes. I can still feel the swirling emotions just below the surface of my consciousness. They threaten to bubble up if I think too long on events of the past but for now, I’m ok.  
 
      
 
    I feel small hands wrap around my neck and hear Mary whisper into my ear, “You’ll be ok too. You have us.” 
 
      
 
    Those simple words push against the tentative emotional control I thought I had and tears threaten to come pouring out. I take another deep breath and push down the pain and sorrow. I don’t know how Mary does it, but her small gesture of support and intuitive understanding give me an emotional boost of strength. 
 
      
 
    My left hand wipes the snot from my nose, and I pat Mary’s back as she hugs me to let her know I’m ok.  
 
      
 
    “Uh, did you just wipe your boogers on me?” Mary asks. 
 
      
 
    In that one moment, the emotional tone shifts and I can’t help but laugh at the question. “I think I did. But it wasn’t on purpose.” 
 
      
 
    “Ewwww.” I turn to see her standing on my shoulder spinning around her arms trying to feel her back for signs of mucus. She gives up trying to reach between her shoulder blades and huffs, “I can’t reach back there to clean either. If you weren’t just about to cry, I’d hit you, Armon.” 
 
      
 
    “I was not going to cry,” I insist. “I just got some dust in my eyes when you flew over and hugged me is all.” 
 
      
 
    “Suurre,” Marys says drawing out the word, “It was ‘dust.'” 
 
      
 
    I laugh again and hear a giggle from Kitsune, who’d I’d almost forgot was right next to us. 
 
      
 
    I turn my head and give Mary a quick kiss on her head, “Really Mary. Thanks. I always get so emotional when I think of what happened to the kobold tribe. I know I’ve been trying to distract myself from dealing with it by throwing myself into crafting, training, the mission to rescue the Restrians, and getting through the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. But you have to deal with the pain at some point, or it’s going to become a real emotional issue for you.” She says. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know that. I’ll have to deal with it at some point, but I just can’t do it now. We still have a lot to do, including finding whatever remains of the Red Claw tribe.” Looking ahead of us, I see the main road through the mountains. Behind us, is a wagon traveling in the direction of the Monstrum. I point at the wagon and continue, “The first step on our journey is getting a ride to the border.” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks ahead and also sees the wagon I’m pointing at, “Ok. But when you’re ready to talk about it, remember that you have Vrax and me to help you. OK?” 
 
      
 
    I feel a hand reach out and touch my shoulder and turn to see Kitsune looking at me, “You have me too. I know what it’s like to lose the people you love. If I can help you get through it, I will.” 
 
      
 
    I give a small smile and nod at the gesture. “Thank you Kitsune. I may take you up on that.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a small fist hit my head. Thankfully, my scales protect me from any real damage, but I hear Mary say, “And what about me?” 
 
      
 
    My smile broadens, and I quickly add, “Thank you, Mary. I never doubted that you’d be there for me. Not for one second.” Mary crosses her arms and harrumphs, but I can tell she’s only putting on a show of being perturbed.  
 
      
 
    Kitsune’s hand withdrawals from my shoulder as we move onto the main road and wait for the approaching wagon. 
 
      
 
    As the wagon gets close, I make sure our group is out of its path, and I raise my fist in the air and stick out my thumb. I look around and see Kitsune and Vrax doing the same. The wagon gets closer and closer, and my hopes rise that we’ll be in Monstrum in no time. Unfortunately, the wagon driver is in a rush, or he doesn’t want to pick us up because he doesn’t even slow as he passes us by, kicking up dust that I have to spit out of my mouth. 
 
      
 
    Our first day out on the road two more wagons pass us by without even slowing down for the four of us. I double check with Mary to make sure that sticking out my thumb means the same thing on Terra as it does on Earth. She informs me that it does and that it’s a universal signal that you’re looking for a ride. The next day we’re passed by three wagons. It’s not until our fourth day out on the road that we’re finally picked up by a caravan of wagons slowly moving through the mountain pass. The caravan is composed of six wagons, guarded by three mounted bowmen. The wagon leader tells us that they’d heard that there were bandits in the mountains using a devious ploy of a stranded traveler to lure suckers off the road, only to be robbed by their waiting compatriots. I look pointedly at Kitsune after being told this by the wagon driver, but she avoids my gaze. Still, we’re grateful for the ride and promise to help out as much as we can. 
 
      
 
    It takes another four days to reach the border of Monstrum. During the day, the group rides in the wagons, talking to the drivers. We take turns riding in front and back on lookout duty. When we stop for the night, Kitsune and I help unbridle all the horses, curry them, and feed and water them. I’m able to increase my [Animal Care] skill by a couple of levels with all the work. Additionally, I help prepare meals at night. Vrax sets snares at night to catch fresh meat for breakfast. Mary summons Mr. Snuggle Butt, and the two of them help on the night watch. At night, I’m able to talk with the crews manning the wagons and practice my skill with [Crystal Programing]. So far the skill hasn’t increased a single level, but that may be because I haven’t done any programming yet, only crystal mapping. I guess that would be like expecting your home building skill to increase when you’ve only drawn up the blueprints.  
 
      
 
    Anyways, now that I’ve mapped the internal structures of the practice crystals, I experiment with modifying those structures. It’s a fascinating experience using my mana and visualization to move the matrices of the crystals around. It reminds me of playing that game KerPlunk, I move one and shift different parts of the crystal matrix and hope the entire thing doesn’t come crashing down on me. I accidentally destroy two of the practice crystals by creating unstable matrices. Still, even when I fail, I learn something. The last night before we reach the border I’m finally able to change one of the structures in the crystal to increase its hardness and raise my [Crystal Programming] skill by one level. 
 
      
 
    The next day the caravan finally reaches the Monstrum border. We shake hands with the nice wagon drivers and give our thanks to the wagon caravan master for picking us up in the first place. We would have spent weeks in the mountains otherwise. The four members of my group walk ahead of the line of wagons and approach the border stop.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.2 
 
      
 
    Two distinct lines are waiting to get into Monstrum. There is a line of wagons and a line of travelers on foot. The line of wagons ahead of us are all waiting to be cleared by Monstrum border patrol. We line up with the travelers on foot. Ahead of us, I can just make out a massive stone wall that marks the border between Xican and Monstrum. The wall is at least thirty feet high and wide enough for two men to walk abreast. I know that because I can see at least half a dozen archers on top of the wall, scanning this side of the border for trouble. At the base of the wall is a massive wooden door that stands open and is tall and wide enough for two-way traffic to pass through. Guards with long polearms man the gates and question travelers attempting to cross into Monstrum.  
 
      
 
    As we wait in line for our turn, I figure we can talk about our game plan once we’re over the border. 
 
      
 
    I motion for everyone to get closer and tell them, “We’re coming up on the border, and I just wanted to reiterate our goals. We’re here to get away from the Imperare army and work on decoding the ledgers, that will tell us who our kidnapped kobold tribesmen were sold to. Lilliandra already gave us a lead on someone in Trinitarian that may be able to help us. Once we’re across the border, we need to look for ways to get there and ways we can get stronger. Even if we can figure out where the kobolds are, I don’t think that it’ll be easy to take them back.”  
 
      
 
    Kitsune adds, “We should visit the Adventurers’ Guild as soon as we can then. We have those letters to turn in, and we can look for quests that pay money there.” 
 
      
 
    Mary lands on my shoulder and whispers to me, “It’ll also give you a chance to send letters to Lilliandra, Rex, Keans, and Sonya. They’re probably worried since they can’t contact us by message tablet anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, that’s right. I’d forgotten about my friends since we’d been running for our lives the last couple weeks. However, I can’t let Mary know that I forgot again and tried to play it off, “Uh, of course, I was planning to write to them. I’ve already drafted the letters in my mind. I just need some paper and a pen to put words to the page.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that all you were waiting for?” Mary says, then she taps an invisible screen and a piece of paper and quill appear in her hand, “Here you go. I wouldn’t want you to have to wait anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, where’d you get the paper from?” 
 
      
 
    “I took it from those bandits when we were searching that room.” 
 
      
 
    I grudgingly take the paper and pencil and try to think of what to write. I don’t have a solid surface to write on, and I take the excuse, “Oh, look. Nothing to write on. Guess I’ll have to wait till we stop at an Inn or something.” 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes and smirks, “Sure. Sure.” 
 
      
 
    The line we’re in moves forwards and I see four well-armed guards talking animatedly to a group ahead of us. They have one human in the group, a hulking blond figure wearing furs and a bastard sword strapped to his back. I don’t know what they’re arguing about, but the human suddenly shouts, “What do you mean you won’t let me through? I have a quest to complete in Monstrum.” 
 
      
 
    One of the guards, a tall figure with broad shoulders wearing leather armor and a helmet that covers the upper half of his face, raises his voice, “What about ‘No Humans Allowed’ don’t you understand. Now turn around and leave or we’ll arrest you for breaking the peace.” Even from where I’m standing I can see that the human is turning red from anger. I see his hand twitch towards the sword on his back. However, another big fellow, who is at least seven feet tall, with slate gray skin and a single eye walks over to the group. He has to lean down to speak to the human in furs, but he says, “Is there a problem here human?”  
 
      
 
    The blond human, who looks like a child next to the towering gray skinned creature, looks up and answers weakly, “Uh, no. No problem. We were just leaving.” 
 
      
 
    The human and the rest of his group quickly back away from the guards and walk back down the road away from the border. The man with the leather helmet shakes his head and motions for us to move forward. My group of four approaches and I notice, now that no one is blocking my view, that in front of the four guards is a table. Behind the table is a short fellow with pointed ears and a sickly yellow skin tone. He has a long pointed nose and sharp teeth. He wears dark leather armor like the rest of the guards but doesn’t bear a visible weapon. I stare at the man, and it clicks. He’s a goblin. He reminds me of Dyblex. Looking at the goblin's ears, I see what Mary meant by male goblins having short pointed ears. Dyblex had ears so long they went past the top of her skull and drooped a little. I wonder if her having green skin is also an indicator of her gender or if it has something to do with a region she was born in? Or maybe it’s just a genetic variation like skin color is for humans? 
 
      
 
    The yellow goblin breaks my speculative train of thought by asking, “Do you speak Xican or Reptilian?” 
 
      
 
    I decide to play the species card and answer the goblin in Reptilian, “I speak both sir, although my Xican is less refined than my speech in Reptilian. How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows raise as the goblin also switches to Reptilian and asks, “What is your name and purpose of visit in Monstrum?” 
 
      
 
    Well, well. This goblin is rather interesting. “I’m surprised to hear a goblin speak Reptilian. What’s your name and if I may ask where did you learn my language?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin raises an eyebrow but answers, “My name is Glots, and my father used to be a trader. We visited the lizardmen of the Azure salt marshes yearly, and he taught me the language. Now, let’s get back to my questions. What is your name and what is the purpose of your visit to Monstrum?” 
 
      
 
    I have to remember what name I gave in Valse, wouldn’t do to use the same alias. Then again why do I need to use an alias? I doubt the guards will be checking the records of anyone in Valse. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Armon. The Imperare army has recently started taking territory in Xican, and my group thought it might be a good idea to look into moving into Monstrum. We heard that humans aren’t allowed in the country.” 
 
      
 
    Glots spits on the ground when I mention the Imperare army, “Damn Imperare. We’d heard about them taking over the dungeon town of Restrian. Shame too. We had a few trade caravans headed that way that we had to redirect. Those bastards get bolder every year.” Then shaking his head he continues, “Yeah, you heard right. We’re not letting humans in anymore unless they have special permission from the government. Too high a chance of infiltrators from the Imperare Empire. We’ve already had to turn away a couple of merchants today. I told them they could make arrangements with the merchant’s guild to have their goods transported into the country by non-human drivers or they can take their goods somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    I nod in understanding. I’d been wondering how trade worked with Monstrum if only non-humans could get across the border. It would figure that someone would start a transportation business specializing in non-human drivers to fill the need. Commerce must continue after all.  
 
      
 
    Continuing to talk in Reptilian I smile and ask Glots, “You mind if I ask you for a recommendation for a place to sleep tonight? We’re pretty tired of sleeping on the hard road.” 
 
      
 
    He considers the question for a moment, “If you have the coin to spend, I’d say the Pretty Pony has the best rooms available. If you’re looking for the best value, then I’d say the Backwards Gobstopper is the place for you.” 
 
      
 
    “The Backwards Gobstopper?” I ask, trying to hold in a laugh. 
 
      
 
    The goblin smiles, showing off rows of sharp teeth, “I said it was the best value, not that it had the best name.”  
 
      
 
    Glots asks a few more questions about who else is in the group, and what we have in our inventories. I answer the questions as best I can, and he asks to inspect each of our inventories. We each change the permissions for our [Inventory], so he can see what’s inside. The goblin and the other guards quickly scan through our meager possessions before clearing us. They wave us through, and as we pass the through the gates leading to the new country, the high pitched voice of Glots calls out from behind us, “Welcome to Monstrum.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.3 
 
      
 
    Crossing the border into Monstrum, I feel a tension in my shoulders lift. The constant fear of the Imperare army finding us or some assassin appearing and trying to kill us is just gone. I know we’re not safe, but we’re at least safe from the Imperare Empire for now.  
 
      
 
    Like most well-used border crossings, a town exists to provide support to travelers and help them part with their gold before going into a new country. Behind the wall that marks the border between Xican and Monstrum is a group of buildings that serve as barracks and stables for the soldiers that protect Monstrum. Beyond that is a thin forest that leads to a river; another natural barrier and likely reason that the nation of Monstrum decided to build a fort here.  A wide wooden bridge capable of allowing two-way traffic spans the fast moving river and leads to a town that is roughly the same size as Restrian; though the inhabitants are much different from that town. 
 
      
 
    As we cross the bridge, the sounds of the river are drowned out by the sounds of the town. Full of life and vigor, the town is bustling with activity. Just outside the town proper is a vast array of facilities that will house and care for all manner of draft animals. Kitsune seems to know her way around, and she leads us past the horse stalls and the people trying to attract business from the wagon drivers into the town proper. The border town is at least as large as Restrian, though it lacks organization and the high wooden wall of the dungeon town. Instead, buildings seem to sprawl in every direction; some of the buildings made of wood, others brick, and still others stone. The dirt roads that snake between buildings are packed with people. As we walk along them, I see a small rickety shack selling fried meat on a stick sitting right next to a fancy looking clothes shop made out of brick. Shops are selling general goods, weapons, armor, and sundries. However, most of the buildings are dedicated to the pursuit of worldly pleasure. There are a lot of bars advertising ‘live entertainment’, a few places with signs outside them that offer rooms rented by the hour, and there are also quite a few regular hotels and inns. I guess with all the traffic going through the mountains; this might be the last chance people get to sleep in a real bed. Gods know I could use a good night's sleep on a soft bed myself. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune leads us through the streets, past buildings until she suddenly stops in front of a large two-story stone building in the center of town. The building has stone steps that lead up to thick double doors with black iron door handles. There’s a sign next to the door with the image of a sword and shield with the capital letter A on top. Kitsune walks up the stairs, away from the stream of people, and the rest of us follow. Outside the doors, she turns and says, “We’re here. The Adventurers’ Guild.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we need to be members of the guild to go inside?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    Mary answers before Kitsune can, “Nope. Everyone is welcome inside.” She then flies to the door and tugs on the massive handle of the heavy door. She is unable to budge the door that likely weighs one hundred times her weight. 
 
      
 
    Vrax casually walks up to the door and with one hand pulls it open. The fairy gives him an ‘I didn’t need your help’ look and flies in ahead of him. The rest of the group follows her inside. The large double doors open to a long narrow waiting room, decorated with vertical pinstripe wallpaper. My boots clomp against the hardwood floors as I walk inside and I notice that there are small globes of light placed along the ceiling and walls that light up the room. There’s a line of people waiting to talk to one of the three tellers waiting behind a wide counter and on the far side of the room are two large bulletin boards covered in papers.  
 
      
 
    Mary, taking the role of teacher again, informs us that the bulletin boards are for job postings from the community and that the tellers are the ones that answer questions and help adventurers turn in quest specific items to get paid. I pull the three letters we were given by that nice family in the woods from my [Inventory] but can’t seem to recall any of their names. I have to pull up the quest details. 
 
      
 
    Mailman 
 
    You’ve been asked to deliver a letter from Samiahle of the Black Bear Clan to the first adventurers guild you come across; may be the first step towards a father reconciling with his son, Sebastian.                                           
 
    Reward: Improved reputation with Samiahle, and 5 XP. 
 
      
 
    That's right. The names were Sam, Sarah, and Suzy. The S family. Well, that’s not their real family name, but that’s what I’m calling them in my mind from now on. I tell the other members of the group that they should look over the job boards for something that will make us some quick cash while I wait in line to turn in these letters. While I move to the back of the line in the middle of the room, the other three members of the group walk over to the job boards. While I wait, I look around at the other people in line. I see all manner of creatures waiting for their turn to talk to the adorable looking beast lady tellers. There are orcs, goblins, beastmen, and there’s even a tall, lanky fellow that reminds me of Grumph. He must be a troll. It’s amazing how universal bureaucracy and waiting in lines are.  
 
      
 
    I only have to wait fifteen minutes before I’m at the head of the line. When one of the tellers becomes available, I walk up to the counter and see a woman who looks to be in her twenties. Like all the other tellers, she’s wearing a blue short-sleeved dress shirt and a black tie. Her hair is mousy brown, and I see two cat ears peeking out from her short curly hair. She smiles professionally and greets me, “Welcome to the Adventurers’ Guild. How may I assist you today?” 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what to say, so I stare for a moment before answering, “Hey. I’m not a member of the Adventurers’ Guild, though I want to be. I mean who wouldn’t want to be able to get quests and loot and experience and stuff.” The cute lady in front of me presses her lips together in a concerted effort not laugh at me, and I realize that I’m rambling. So I hold out the three letters to her. She takes them and gives me a questioning look as if to ask ‘What am I supposed to do with these?’ I realize I haven’t explained at all about my quest and blurt out, “These letters are for an adventurer named Sebastian. He’s about fifteen years old, is a bear beastman, and the letters are from his family. It’s a quest they gave me. To deliver them, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    The young lady nods in mock seriousness saying, “Well, thank you for all that information. I’ll be sure to have our staff look up the adventurer to whom you’re referring. Depending on where he’s at, it may take a while to get him the letters, but we’ll do our best to get them to him. Was there anything else?” 
 
      
 
    You’ve completed the Quest, “Mailman.” You receive 5 XP and Improved reputation with Samiahle. 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the quest notification, and I look around at the waiting line to see if anyone is listening, then lean towards the teller, “Uh, I wanted to get to Trinitarian. What’s the fastest way to get there?” 
 
      
 
    The teller looks me over, notes my shirt full of holes, my worn black leather pants, and my dusty red scales, before telling me, “Well, if you have the coin for it. You can get teleported to Trinitarian, but that service costs a full gold for non-guild members.” When I gulp at the huge price, she smiles slightly and continues, “A cheaper alternative would be to get work as a guard for one of the caravans traveling to the city. Though, most won’t hire you unless you're a member of one of the guilds.” 
 
      
 
    I nod eagerly at the last suggestion, and the friendly teller looks through a notebook and writes down the names and dates of departure of several caravans going to Trinitarian in the next couple of weeks.  
 
      
 
    I thank her for her help, but before I leave she casually says, “You mentioned that you were interested in joining the Adventurers’ Guild? If that’s true, you could take the entrance exam in Trinitarian. You’d have to get to level 5 before you could try though.” 
 
      
 
    I turn back to her and smile widely, “Really? Thanks for the tip. I’ll work on getting to level 5 right away.” 
 
      
 
    As I walk away, I hear her say to my back, “Good luck!” 
 
      
 
    I meet up with the other members of my team near the entrance to the guild. I tell them about the list of caravans heading to Trinitarian and how we might be able to get hired on as guards with one of them. They tell me about the job board. They searched through the lists of jobs available, but the best-paying ones were either too high level for us or required that we’d be members of the Adventurers’ Guild. We decided first to investigate the possibility of becoming caravan guards. That would solve both our issues with coin and finding transport. We leave the Adventurer’s Guild full of high spirits sure we’ll have our problems sorted out in no time.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.4 
 
      
 
    It’s starting to get dark by the time we get to the last name on the list of caravans leaving for Trinitarian. We’ve already talked to the caravan masters of all the others, and they all refused to even consider us as guards unless we were members of a reputable guild. Walking along the horse stalls just outside the city proper; We had to wade through a flood of young men and women who were trying to attract the business of the wagons driving by. I can’t make out who’s saying what but a few voices rise above the rest to reach my ears. 
 
      
 
    “If you want the best care for your horses, come to Barney’s Horse care facility. We’ll make sure they are well fed, and your wagon’s taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    “Bah, he means they’ll steal your horses and the goods in your wagon. If you want to protect your goods, then bring your wagon to Millie’s Mine Cart. She has the best guards.” 
 
      
 
    “Millie’s will charge you an arm and a leg. Dr. Gooflak, will not only take care of your horses but he’ll also give your wagon a twenty point inspection to make sure it’s in good repair.” 
 
      
 
    The voices of the people hawking for our business start to mingle together, but Vrax deftly points to one person, a girl with tan skin, purple hair and a single eye centered above her nose. I lean down to talk to my Kobold friend, and he yells that he heard that girl mention Dr. Gooflak, the last person on our list of possible caravans. We walk up to the girl who can’t be more than fourteen years old, and I can see that she’s wearing a white short-sleeved shirt, black pants, and black thick soled boots.   
 
      
 
    The athletic looking cyclops doesn’t notice us as she tries to get the attention of a four-horsed wagon driving by. I tap her on the shoulder, and she turns around with an irritated look on her face, “What do you want? Can’t you see that I’m trying to work here.” 
 
      
 
    I put on my friendliest smile and answer, “Hello. I’m Armon, and we heard you mention Dr. Gooflak. We were wondering if you could tell us where that is. We have some business to discuss with him.” 
 
      
 
    She eyes, or is that eye for a cyclops, us suspiciously and asks, “You debt collectors?” 
 
      
 
     I look at the other members of my group, not sure if we want to hire on with a company with debt collectors after them. Vrax though has no compulsions about answering, “No. We are mighty warriors looking to travel with a caravan to Trin…Trin..” 
 
      
 
    “Trinitarian. We’re looking to work our way to Trinitarian,” I finish for my kobold brother.  
 
      
 
    The young one-eyed woman considers the four of us, then nods and holds out her hand, “Hello, I’m Leelu.” I shake her hand and introduce myself and the rest of the group. She politely nods as she’s introduced to everyone, then pointing to a building down the road, she continues, “Follow me, we’ll take a left at that building up ahead and continue for two blocks. Dr. Gooflak 's transportation, delivery, animal care, and wagon repair service is the building on the right.” 
 
      
 
    Leelu starts walking down the road without looking back, and we have to hurry to follow her. It only takes ten minutes to wade through the crowds of child hawkers and turn left where she indicated. We find Leelu waiting next to a rather shoddy looking two-story building that’s painted firetruck red. Once we’re close, Leelu pushes open the two large red sliding doors on the side of the building and goes inside. Not wanting to assume it’s ok for us to follow her, we stop just outside the open sliding doors. I peek through the open doors and see an area that looks like a mechanic’s garage with tools along the walls. Leelu moves to the wall by the open doors, reaches up, and pulls a thick white rope twice. A loud bell rings two times, and she yells, “Dr. Gooflak, we have visitors.” 
 
      
 
    An accented voice calls out from somewhere in the building, “Leelu is that you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dr. Gooflak. It’s Leelu. I’ve brought some people with me.”  
 
      
 
    A squat humanoid figure comes out from somewhere, walks up to Leelu and hugs her. Now that he’s in the light, I can see that the figure has pink chitinous skin and two crab claws instead of hands. He’s completely hairless, has large bulbous eyes, and seems to have a mass of tentacles where his mouth should be. He wears a white long sleeved coat, tan pants, and his feet are completely uncovered. He’s one of the oddest looking creatures I’ve ever seen.  
 
      
 
    Mary, sitting near my shoulder, snickers, then whispers under her breath, “Ok, now where’s Fry?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t quite make out what she says and ask, “What was that Mary?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, nothing. Nevermind.” Mary sees something, turns to Kitsune and tells her, “Look they’re waving for us to come inside.” 
 
      
 
    I look forward and see that Leelu and Dr. Gooflak are waving their arms at us. My eyes take a moment to adjust to the shade in the garage as I walk inside. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak waddles over to us and holds his clawed hand out. I tentatively place my hand on top of his chitinous extremity, and he moves it up and down in an approximation of a handshake, “Hello. I’m Doctor Gooflak. Pleased to meet you. My Leelu tells me that you’re interested in getting hired with our caravan to Trinitarian. Is this true?” 
 
      
 
    I nod, “Yes. My team is highly skilled in combat, magic, and healing. We needed to get to Trinitarian and heard you were looking for some guards.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, this is true. We have a group of wagons that we plan to lead to Trinitarian. We’re delivering fruits, vegetables, and other goods to the college there. We can’t pay you much, but if you’re good warriors, then we can take you with us. Tell me first, what makes you think you are good warriors?” 
 
      
 
    The question surprises me. I hadn’t expected an interview. Everyone else asked if we were with any of the guilds and when we said we weren’t they lost interest. Oh, I’m terrible at interviews. Thankfully, Mary, our chief negotiator steps in smoothly, “We’re a balanced group with fighters, stealth, magic, and healing. We’ve faced scores of monsters in multiple dungeons and the wild. We’ve successfully fended off Imperare slavers and soldiers. We know we’re a little on the low level side, but our superior teamwork has helped us defeat foes almost twice our level.” 
 
      
 
    The crab man nods his head with every word Mary says. When she finishes, he says enthusiastically, “Oh! You boys and girls sound wonderful. We’ll hire you. We can pay you five copper a day each, plus we’ll provide you with food.”  
 
      
 
    Leelu pulls on his shirt and whispers loudly, “Doctor, you don’t know if any of that is true. They could be lying.” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak looks down at her and gestures with his hands wildly while replying loudly, “What? They may be lying?” He turns to us, and I give him my best, most honest smile. He asks, “Are you folks lying to me?” We quickly reply that we’re not and he turns back to Leelu, “You see, they said they’re not lying. Satisfied?”  
 
      
 
    Leelu starts to object again but the doctor cuts her off, “Leelu, I’m an excellent judge of character, and these boys and girls seem very honest and hard working to me.” Turning to our group, he holds out his claw and continues, “So, it’s decided? You’ll come with us?” 
 
      
 
    Mary looks like she wants to say something, but I shake the man’s claw and agree, “We’re happy to be on board. When do we leave?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak hops with excitement and tells us, “We leave in a week, my boy. Return here when the sun comes up in seven days, and we will be off to Trinitarian together.” 
 
      
 
    I thank the doctor for hiring us, and we all say our goodbyes. As we leave the garage, I notice that it’s already dark and the street near the stables is empty of people. I’m quite chipper, having secured passage and work for the next leg of our journey, and even skip once as I walk down the street. I’m quite satisfied with myself until Mary flies in front of me, “Oh, great leader. It’s wonderful that you’ve arranged for our passage to Trinitarian. But what are we going to do tonight? We still don’t have any coin in our pockets, we don’t have any food, and we don’t have anywhere to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    I stop in my tracks at the reminder. Oh, I guess I forgot about that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.5 
 
      
 
    The problem with not having food, lodging, or coin is easily solved for the night. City ordinances forbid people from sleeping in the streets, as the city guard kindly informs us when we try it. So we leave the city and camp in the nearby forest. We’re not the only ones that can’t afford to rent a room for the night, and all along the road outside the city are wagons and carts with people camping around them. Not everyone that works in a caravan wants to or can afford to sleep in an inn. We’re able to find a nice place in the forest only a quarter of a mile outside the city. It’s full night by the time we start a fire, and it’s too late to hunt, but Kitsune can barter for some food with the caravan folks in exchange for her healing skills. Since many of the wagons are full of foodstuffs, they’re more than happy to trade. A few even offer her a place on their crew, which she politely declines. The food isn’t anything special, mostly fruits and vegetables but it’s something in our bellies. 
 
      
 
    So, our first night in Monstrum passes by as most of our nights have. Us camping out, with full stomachs, and us on a rotating watch. The fire keeps away the wild animals, and the person on watch keeps away the two legged threats. 
 
      
 
    The next day we go back to the city to figure out how we’ll spend the next seven days. After discussing our skill set, we decide to get temporary jobs to try and raise some money for our trip and increase our skills. Kitsune gets hired on as an assistant with the local healers. Vrax and Mary answer a variety of non-guild jobs, which include gathering herbs, killing local wildlife, finding lost objects, and even solving a minor murder case. It turned out it was the butler in the kitchen with the candlestick.  
 
      
 
    I spent my time that week working with a local blacksmith. I wanted to get some guidance with my new blacksmithing skills. The blacksmith was a gruff looking dwarf that had too much work to handle on his own. He said that his apprentice ran off and that was the only reason he’d even consider taking me on.  I had to show him my [Skill] window to prove that I already had the blacksmithing skill, even if it was still at novice level one. When he asked why I wasn’t already apprenticed, I lied and said that I’d bought the skill book for the craft but hadn’t realized how much practice it would take to understand how to work with metal.  
 
      
 
    He laughed at that. Said it took him years to learn how to be a blacksmith which included six years as an apprentice and three more as a traveling journeyman. When I asked how long it took him to get the [Blacksmithing] skill, he said he got it the first day he hit some metal at the forge. When I tried to press him for details about how long it took him to go up a rank in the skill, he dismissed my questions out of hand. He emphasized that just having a skill and knowing how to use it are two very different things; especially when it came to crafting. When it came to crafting, each new rank that you want to achieve must be accompanied by proof of skill and knowledge, or you can’t raise it. Going from novice to beginner requires proof of knowledge. You take an oral test proving you know the basics of the craft along with a small example of your work in copper. Gaining any other rank requires a better example of your craft in a specific metal that has to be judged by a master. To get from beginner rank to intermediate rank requires a piece made from bronze. To go from intermediate to advanced requires an iron piece. From advanced to expert, a steel one. From expert to master requires a master-quality work in mithral.  
 
      
 
    After agreeing to hire me for six days, I immediately got to work on cleanup duty. For the blacksmith this meant sweeping, cleaning the forge, he showed me where to put away the tools at the end of the day. He expected me to clean rust off the tools, haul stock from storage, and replenish fuel and water.  The blacksmith showed me where the fuel for the forge is kept and expected me to know the difference between coal, charcoal, and coke. The knowledge the [Blacksmithing] crystal imbued into my mind included this information. Coal looks like a rock, natural charcoal looks like thoroughly burnt chunks of wood, and coke looks like a porous version of coal, which it is. Coke is a specially processed version of carbon-rich coal that burns hotter and leaves less residue than coal.  
 
      
 
    After a couple of days of proving I could handle cleaning and supply duties, the blacksmith started letting me help him pull the bellows on the forge which increased airflow and thus heat when he was working with the metal. While doing this work, the blacksmith would explain the processes of and uses of forge fuel. Which projects used coal, charcoal, or coke. He prefers to use a mix of all three to get the high heat, the steadiness of burning and the durability of fire to be able to work for a while on a project. He said the best way to do this is in layers, charcoal on the bottom, then coke, then coal on top, as needed, to feed the fire. While I already knew the temperatures that each fuel burned at from the information in the knowledge crystal, I didn’t know the stuff about which metals worked best with each fuel and the advice about layering the fuels. Heck, with the crystal forge I had in my [Inventory] I knew that I didn’t ever need to use any of those fuels since it ran off mana. It wasn’t until the blacksmith showed me how much work it took daily to manage and control the heat in his forge that I appreciated the crystal forge. I knew enough that I could likely sell the object for hundreds of pieces of gold to any well off blacksmith and that anyone who knew anything about the craft would kill me to get their hands on it. Nope, that object is staying in my inventory until I can practice where I’m sure no one can see me.  
 
      
 
    By the fifth day, the blacksmith trusted me enough to do simple filing tasks, deburring, fitting hinges, and other parts together using a file. By the end of the week, the blacksmith had me doing simple repetitive forging tasks like making nails or small chains.  
 
      
 
    By the time my contract with the blacksmith finished, I’d raised [Blacksmithing] to novice five and earned a whole silver for the week's work. It’s not a lot of money. However, the experience of working with real metal and gaining real skills swinging a hammer in a forge is one that I’d gladly have paid for.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.6 
 
      
 
    After my last day of work for the blacksmith, I meet with my team outside the Adventurers’ Guild. We decide to take tonight, and all tomorrow off to relax. An element of excitement runs through our group as we walk around the border city. We each talk about what we’re looking forward to the most now that we have enough money to spend on supplies and to splurge a little. I brought in a little over one silver for my work with the blacksmith this week. Mary and Vrax worked their butts off doing minor quests, earning themselves twenty XP and four silver. Kitsune made the most working with the local healer, earning a whopping six silver. I guess healers are always in demand. 
 
      
 
    After figuring out exactly how much we have to work with, I start the conversation about what we want to do tonight, “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I can’t wait to take a hot bath and sleep in a real bed for once. It feels like it’s been ages since I’ve had a chance to do that.”  
 
      
 
    Weaving around the legs of the crowd of people in the streets, Vrax says, “Food. I want a great big meal with lots of meat!” 
 
      
 
    Mary contributes from her seat on the back of Mr. Snuggle Butt, who the crowd parts for, “I could go for one of those hot baths too. My hair feels so dirty and greasy. I think I’ll relax in bed with a nice romance novel afterward.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune’s eyes look troubled, and she looks straight ahead as she speaks, “I was held captive for almost three months. I worried every day about being sold off to some pervert as a sex slave.”  
 
      
 
    The rest of us are quiet. Remembering the people we saved and the ones we couldn’t or haven’t yet. Sure we’ve been roughing it for the past few weeks.  But, that’s nothing compared to what Kitsune and the others went through when they were captured and collared as slaves.  
 
      
 
    Kitsune continues, “You know what I wanted that entire time, besides my family and friends?” 
 
      
 
    The tone the conversation has gone a bit serious, but I respond, “What?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune turns to me and smiles, “I nice cold beer!” Then turning her attention back to the path ahead, she mumbles to herself, “Gods, I’m going to get drunk tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughs at the response and the jovial atmosphere returns. We continue to talk about the things we’ll need to get in town.  
 
      
 
    Mary tugs at the collar of her armor and says, “I want some new clothes. Something more casual than my armor. Not that I don’t look badass in black studded leather, but it gets a little ripe after a couple of days.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax’s voice comes from behind me somewhere, “Can we get good cups too?” 
 
      
 
    I hear Mary try to stifle a giggle. She’d won us a set of plates and eating utensils in the dungeon, but we hadn’t managed to get cups. We’ve been drinking out of a stream near our camp with our hands or renting mugs while we’re in the city. 
 
      
 
    That’s what Vrax wants? Food and cups? It’s going to be so easy to shop for his birthday. Or is it hatchday for a kobold?  
 
      
 
    I turn slightly as I walk, and answer him, “Uh, yeah. I guess we can get some cups. Or maybe some large mugs for each of us. We can also get some tools so that I can start making more of our stuff. I have both the [Blacksmithing] and [Carpentry] skills. I can start to make us some pretty neat stuff if I have the right tools.” 
 
      
 
    I look over at Kitsune and notice she hasn’t added anything to the list of things we need. “Kitsune, what do you think we need for our journey into Trinitarian?” 
 
      
 
    She walks silently, her hands hidden in the long sleeves of her kimono, while she thinks about the question, “I believe that we should prioritize the things they’re going to need on the road.” 
 
      
 
    I smile at Kitsune’s practicality. “You’re right. There’s a lot of things we want to buy. Tools, equipment, clothes, and fancy food. However, we should prioritize the stuff that’s going to keep us alive on the road. If there’s any money left after all that is bought, we can talk about getting other stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Mary makes a harrumph sound and crosses her arms but doesn’t argue with the logic of the statement. Vrax just yips his agreement and Kitsune nods her head. 
 
      
 
    We finally stop our trek through town at the back of a two story building with a massive stone chimney that likely serves as a source of heat for cooking and a way to keep the building warm at night. I smile at the sight. We’d asked around for a couple of recommendations for inns, and this is the one that kept coming up.  
 
      
 
    As we walk around the side of the structure towards the front, the sounds of laughter and music reach our ears, and we smile at each other. Turning the corner, we see two large men sitting outside the inn drinking ale from wooden mugs. Their conversation stops as we approach and they look us up and down. The burly man on the left has two wolf ears that peak through his dark curly hair, thick black eyebrows, a full beard, and a bit of a belly. His companion is thinner, has striped cat ears that show through his wavy blond hair and an easy smile. His blue eyes light up when he sees Kitsune. He stands as we get closer and smiles at Kitsune and says, “Well, hello there. We don’t get many beast folks as pretty as you around here.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune smiles warmly at the blond beastman and says, “No, I’m sure you don’t,” then walks right past him into the inn. The dark haired wolfman starts to guffaw and slap his knee from his seat next to the door. “She sure didn’t fall for your smooth talk Thomas.”  
 
      
 
    Vrax yips in quiet laughter as we walk past the two men and I note Thomas is red faced with embarrassment. As I pass him, he hisses at his dark haired friend, “Shut up George. I’ll show you who won’t fall for me.” 
 
      
 
    Mary, having also caught the exchange, whispers in my ear, “Keep an eye on that guy. He doesn’t seem like the type to take ‘no’ for an answer.” I nod once in agreement. I’ve met plenty of guys that don’t take rejection well. 
 
      
 
    Walking through the front door of the inn, I see that it opens up to a large room that wouldn’t stand out from a mom and pop restaurant. It has six dark wood tables. Each already filled with patrons eating and drinking. There’s a rectangular hole in the back wall, and through it I can see a rotund dark green woman with red hair, cooking and passing along dishes of delicious looking food to the wait staff. In the far right corner of the room is a tall, long-nosed gentleman manning a small bar with casks of ale and bottles of spirits behind him. A young woman, also with dark green skin, sits in another corner of the room. She’s playing the music we heard from outside and her hair, cut in a bob with bangs, sways from side to side as she plays. The instrument she plays looks like a fat, rounded guitar. I think it’s called a mandolin. The music is nice, and it reminds me of the stuff I heard at a renaissance fair I went to once. Near the back of the room, on the left side, is a wide staircase that leads up to the second floor.  
 
      
 
    A tall, portly man with green skin walks up to our group. He has pointed ears, long black braided hair and wears tan pants, a white shirt, and has a clean white apron around his waist. He smiles, and I see two sharp looking lower canines that look like tusks protruding from his wide jaw. “Welcome to the Backwards Gobstopper Inn and eatery. I’m the owner Bob,” he looks at each member of our party and his eyes slightly widen when they reach Mary, “Will you be staying the night with us or just for a meal?” 
 
      
 
    I step forward and answer, “We’ll be staying the night, but we could sure go for some of that wonderful smelling food too.” 
 
      
 
    Bob smiles widely, “I’m sure we can accommodate you there. Will that be one room or two?”  
 
      
 
    “Umm, that depends on the cost of the room. We have a lot of supplies to buy in the morning and want to make our money last,” I say while scratching my chin. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, tell you what. I’ll charge you fifty copper for two rooms, and I’ll throw in a meal for each of you for only twenty more copper.” 
 
      
 
    That doesn’t seem like a bad deal to me. I know it cost thirty copper a room per night in Restrian. However, before I can accept the offer Mary casually comments to me, “We could always sleep outside the city for free and cook our food. That’ll save us almost one silver.” 
 
      
 
    Bob looks a little disappointed at the thought of losing our business and quickly adds, “But then you’d miss out on my wife’s delicious Shepard’s Pie. You get a big steaming bowl of lamb mixed with a medley of vegetables, covered with the most fluffy mashed potatoes you’ve ever eaten.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a rumbling sound and look down to see Vrax holding his stomach and staring at the other patrons eating their food. Bob smiles, knowing he hit the mark with the description of the food.  
 
      
 
    However, Mary hasn’t given up on her haggle quite yet, “Despite the delicious food, we just can’t afford the price. However, if you add breakfast to the deal we can probably find the coin.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal,” He quickly agrees. Then looking at our dirty and likely smelly bodies, he adds, “Plus, I’ll only charge you ten extra copper for two large baths to be carried up to your rooms when you're ready for them.” 
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes light up at the mention of a hot bath, and she holds out her hand, “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    Bob shakes the fairy’s tiny hand and yells for someone named Geoffrey in the back. A lanky teen with light green skin and black hair that hangs over his eyes exits the kitchen and walks sulkily to Bob, “You rang master?” 
 
      
 
    Bob rolls his eyes and sighs at the teen’s obvious sarcasm, “We have guests son. Go prepare rooms three and four.” The teen gives a long exaggerated sigh and asks, “Why can’t Angela?”  
 
      
 
    Bob’s thick black eyebrows frown, and he uses a tone that brooks no argument, “Because I told you to do it. Also, get the two copper bathtubs set up in the rooms and start heating up enough water to fill them.” 
 
      
 
    The teen stands there for a moment and Bob barks, “Now!”, startling the teen and getting him to move towards the stairs up to the second floor. Bob turns back to us, “Sorry about that. Geoffrey's at that age where he’s questioning everything and being…” Bob seems to struggle to find the right word. 
 
      
 
    Mary quickly suggests, “A jerk?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax suggests, “A pain in the tail?” 
 
      
 
    Bob smiles wryly at the two for their suggestions, “I was going to say ‘sullen,' but you’re both also right. Hopefully, he grows out of it.” He shrugs and continues, “Now, you folks going to eat or did you want to get settled in your rooms first?” 
 
      
 
    I hear my stomach growl and get answering calls from Kitsune, Vrax, and Mary’s stomachs. I smile sheepishly, put a hand on my stomach and tell Bob, “I believe we’ll eat first.” 
 
      
 
    He smiles and leads us to a table in the corner of the room near the kitchen. Three of us sit down in the wooden seats at the table, and Mary stays sitting on my shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Once seated, Bob asks, “Can I start you out with a round of ale?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune blurts out, “Gods yes!” and then adds in a meeker tone, “please,” when everyone looks at her. Bob nods and disappears to fill our drink and food orders. 
 
      
 
    While we wait, I scan the room. There are a couple of families eating together, but most of the guests seem to be men from a variety of non-human races. They talk to each, laughing, and slapping each other on their backs while they drink beers and eat. I see George and Thomas slip into the dining room and sit at a table near the door. Cat-eared Thomas tries to be casual about it, but I see him glance at Kitsune more than once. George just drinks his ale and starts talking to the people sitting around him. 
 
      
 
    Bob returns carrying a tray with four tall glasses of a dark ale and sets them on the table in front of us. I take my glass and note the dark color of the ale and the quarter inch of foam at the top. Bob gives a fair pour. I take a swig and can taste the slightly sweet bread like drink go down my throat. I burp slightly after and can detect a caramel aftertaste. Not bad. 
 
      
 
    I look around the table and see everyone staring at Kitsune. She’s chugging her ale down and once finished, she slams the thick, tall glass down on the table. She lets out a loud belch, smiles at Bob and says, “Another please.”  
 
      
 
    Bob chuckles at Kitsune’s enthusiasm and quickly brings her another glass of dark ale. She takes a long gulp of this one but doesn’t down the whole thing in one go. Instead, she closes her eyes for a moment and sighs in appreciation of the fine beverage.  
 
      
 
    Mary watches the beer chugging with a smile on her face and yells, “You go girl. You deserve to relax.” She then takes her own advice and attacks a glass of beer that’s taller than she is. She ends up dunking half her head in the glass to drink but comes up smiling and with a massive beer beard. Vrax and I laugh at the sight and drink our beers. The tension in my shoulders fades as the effects of the alcohol take effect and I start to relax. I hadn’t realized how wound up I still was.  
 
      
 
    Bob brings our food shortly after and lays before each of us a large bowl of fluffy mashed potatoes that lie on a bed of ground lamb, vegetable, and brown gravy. Before we start to eat, I raise my glass of ale and say, “Let’s have a toast to Kitsune, who hit level five recently. Congrats!” 
 
      
 
     Vrax raises his glass and Mary, unable to lift hers, raises her arms and they both yell out, “Congrats!”  I note a few of the other nearby patrons also raise their glasses and yell out congratulations too. Kitsune blushes, nods at everyone in thanks and takes another gulp of ale. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to the bowl of food in front of me. It smells wonderful, and the first bite is even better. The creamy mashed potatoes mix with the savory lamb, gravy, and vegetables for a taste that’s exquisite.  
 
      
 
    I finish my meal and lean back in my seat. I see two new icons in the corner of my vision and focus on them. 
 
      
 
    Shepard’s Pie  
 
    You are satiated from a fine meal. Shepard’s Pie gives a one hour bonus to health regeneration and constitution.  
 
    Bonus: 10% increase in health regeneration, 5% increase in Constitution. 
 
      
 
    Caramel Ale  
 
    You have drunk an alcoholic beverage. While you may feel more confident and funnier, Caramel Ale gives a one hour debuff to mana regeneration and intelligence. Further drinking may increase the debuff. 
 
    Debuff: 2% decrease to mana regeneration and intelligence.  
 
      
 
      
 
    My stomach is slightly bloated from the good food and drink, and I tell the group, “Gods I’m full. You don’t realize how much you miss well-cooked food and beer until you don’t get it for a while.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune raises her third glass of ale and with only slightly slurred words, says, “I second the sentiment. Here’s to good food, good beer, and good company.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I raise our glasses for the toast but try as she might Mary can’t raise hers. She gives me a dirty look, and I take her glass in my other hand and raise it for her. We clink our glasses together and yell, “Cheers!” and finish off our beers. 
 
      
 
    Having drained my glass of beer I find my eyes blinking hard and realize how tired I am. I yawn and tell my dining companions, “I think I’ll head upstairs to our room and take that bath before I fall asleep in a food coma. Since we have two rooms, how about Vrax and I take one and Kitsune and Mary can take the other one?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone agrees to the arrangements, and I raise my hand high in the air to get Bob’s attention. He leaves the other customers he’s talking to and comes over to our table.  
 
      
 
    “Everything ok here? Anyone need more ale or food?” he asks.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, everything is great. That food was amazing. Please give my compliments to the chef.” I tell him. He nods, and I continue, “I’m ready to take that hot bath you promised.” 
 
      
 
    He nods as if expecting the request after our meal, “Everything is ready to go. The tubs are in rooms two and three, and we have hot water ready to bring up to you.” He points to the stairs leading up to the second floor, “If you head up to your room, I’ll have Geoffrey bring up the hot water.” 
 
      
 
    I get up from the table and hear Vrax say, “I will go too.” He yawns loudly, revealing his sharp teeth, “I am too tired from …food coma?” He says ‘food coma’ like it’s an unfamiliar word and he’s testing it out.  
 
      
 
    I smile and tell him, “Yeah, it’s when you eat too much food and get super tired. You used it right.” I motion towards the stairs and add, “Let’s head upstairs man. There’s nothing like a steaming hot bath before bed to relax you.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugs noncommittally. I turn to Kitsune and Mary and ask, “You ladies heading upstairs too?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune looks up at me, her eyes slightly unfocused, and answers, “No, I want to stay up a while more.” Then she raises her empty glass towards Bob and says, “More beer my good man…errr…good orc.” 
 
      
 
    I wonder if I should postpone my bath to watch over Kitsune. when I look over at Mary. She’s looking longingly upstairs as if imagining herself relaxing in the hot steamy bath. Her gaze turns to me, sighs regretfully, and says, “I’ll stay here with Kitsune. You guys go to bed if you want.” At hearing that Mary will stay with her, Kitsune says a little loudly, “Looks like it’s just you and me Mary. It’s ladies night!” 
 
      
 
    Trusting Mary to look out for Kitsune, Vrax and I head upstairs.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.7 
 
      
 
    Vrax and I walk up the wooden staircase to the second floor and see a row of doors with numbers on them. Lanterns mounted between doors light up the hallway. We walk to room two, and I open the door. The room is rather nice if sparse. On the far wall is a window that lets in the cool night air. There’s a bed that’s large enough for Vrax and me to share. Next to it is a small nightstand with a lantern that’s already lit and is illuminating the room. On the wall to my left near the door is a waist-high wooden table with a mirror mounted above it. There’s stout looking chest at the foot of the bed that’s meant to secure any valuables we might want to leave in the room. In front of that is the large copper bathtub taking up most of the room between the bed and the table.  
 
      
 
    We enter the room and close the door behind us. I squeeze past the tub and find the bed turned down. Vrax climbs onto the bed and starts to jump up and down. Watching him, I’m reminded of a childhood rhyme that I modify in my mind, “One little kobold jumping on the bed. He fell off and bumped his head. So Momma called the doctor, and the doctor said ‘No more kobolds jumping on the bed!’” 
 
      
 
    Just as Vrax reaches his peak jump, there’s a knock at the door. Vrax yips once as he lands and quickly scrambles off the bed looking guilty. I laugh at the sight. Guess jumping on beds is universally frowned upon by mothers everywhere. 
 
      
 
    I answer the door, expecting to find Geoffrey with the hot water and instead find a little green kid with thick black unkempt hair wearing brown overalls over a light brown long sleeved shirt, standing there with his arms full of sundries, “Hey mister. My Pa told me you were staying here and I thought I’d come talk about what stuff you might need after you were done eating. My brother’s right behind me with the hot water for your baths. You mind moving so we can get through?” 
 
      
 
    I move aside and let the two into the room. The younger boy puts thick fluffy white towels, two small wash rags, and a bar of soap on the tall table below the mirror while his brother sullenly lugs in two buckets of steaming hot water and pours them into the copper bathtub. Geoffrey leaves with the empty buckets and his younger brother pulls out a small piece of paper and a pencil from his pocket and asks, “So, while my brothers off getting more hot water, how about you and I talk business?”  
 
      
 
    I laugh inwardly at the kid’s attitude, “Before we do business, tell me what your name is.” 
 
      
 
    The kid smiles and puts out his hand, “That’s right. My Pa says ‘Never do business with a man if he’s not willing to tell you his name.’ I’m Jessie.” 
 
      
 
    I shake the kid’s small hand and introduce myself, “I’m Armon. Nice to meet you. Now tell me what ‘business’ you can help me with.” 
 
      
 
     The little businessman puts on a serious face and says, “You seem like a smart fellow who needs supplies. You also seem like the kinda person who values his time and money.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but smile. This kid has probably practiced this pitch a thousand times. It doesn’t make what he’s saying any less true, but it sure is cute coming from some kid. 
 
      
 
    I nod my agreement, and he continues, “Well, I know all the major merchants in town, and I can get you just about anything you need for your journey. Even though I’ll charge you a ‘finder’s fee’ for my work, I’ll save you time and get you better prices because of my unique relationships with vendors.”  
 
      
 
    I’m rather impressed by the kid’s spiel. He approaches tired Inn customers and offers to do all the work of getting supplies for them and says he can save them money too. The kid would do great on one of those investor shows like GuppieTank.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s quite the sales pitch, isn’t it? If I give you a list of what we need, can you give me an estimate of what everything will cost if we use your services?” 
 
      
 
    Jessie gives a gap-toothed smile and gestures with the paper and pencil in his hands, “Of course. That is if someone sells what you’re looking for. We’re not exactly a major trading post. Just a place people stop by before or after they cross the border.” 
 
      
 
    I list off all the things our group had talked about needing: Spare clothing, pots, and pans for cooking, cups, rope, soap, bandages, bedrolls, and a tent. 
 
      
 
    I also give him a wishlist of things we’d like but don’t need: Paper and pen, wood working tools, spell books, skill books, crafting tools and material for magical engraving. From his seat on the bed, Vrax says he wants materials to make better traps. 
 
      
 
    Jessie furiously writes down all the items I list, and once I finish, he says, “Well, the stuff from the ‘need list’ are doable. If you don’t mind some of them being used, it won’t cost you that much either.” He scratches his head with the pencil and sticks out his tongue slightly as he adds up all the cost of everything, “I don’t know if anyone has a tent, but everything else from the need list will cost you about six silver. Mind, I’ll negotiate for the best price, but that’s about what it’ll cost. For the extra stuff from your ‘want list,’ it will be harder to find some of it. The spell and skill books are going to be a hard to find at a reasonable price. But someone might have something stashed somewhere. Wire, paper, pen, and ink are easy enough to find, as are the woodworking tools if you don’t mind them slightly used. I don’t know what you need for magical engraving though.” 
 
      
 
    I have to think about what I want to do with magical engraving before I answer. In addition to a new tool set, I’ll need something to practice on, “I’ll need a set of engravers tools. If you have some plates of metal or wood or some squares of leather that will work for me to practice on.”  
 
      
 
    Jessie nods and adds the items to the list and says, “Oh, I’ll see what I can do about that then. The stuff I know I can get from the ‘want list’ will cost four or five silver. While I’ll ask about for the spell and skill books, I wouldn’t get your hopes up.” 
 
      
 
    He hesitates for a moment before continuing, “While no one around here knows much in the way of magic, we do have hunters, warriors, and craftsmen who wouldn’t mind transferring some skills to you for a bit of coin. Was there any skill, in particular, you were looking for?” 
 
      
 
    Well, I hadn’t even thought of that. I remember Lilliandra teaching me some specific spellwriting skills by holding my head in her hands and transferring the skills to me. The process made me pass out, but when I woke up, I had the knowledge I needed to find the mana in my body and manipulate it for spellwriting. I still had to practice, but the knowledge of the skills was in my head. I also remember Lilliandra telling me that some people sell skill transfers and make good money at it. 
 
      
 
    Jessie’s question is too broad for me. I’d love to buy all the skills in the world. I imagine learning all the basics of crafting, fighting, and magic from skill trainers. Then I remember that we have a severely limited amount of money and think about the skills we need that would cover the cost of learning them in the long run. 
 
      
 
    We’ve been fighting alot and learning some new combat abilities would be useful, “I’d be interested in learning some new fighting abilities. I have skills in the spear, shield, knife, and can fight unarmed. So any abilities for those would be great; although I wouldn’t be opposed to learning new weapons skills. I especially lack any ranged weapon skills.” 
 
      
 
    Thinking about our limited funds I recall that our group only has a total of eleven silver and five copper in coin,“ Thanks, Jessie. I know our group will purchase everything on the ‘need list’ so you can get started on getting that stuff together, but we’ll have to talk about the stuff on the ‘want list.' If you could check on the prices of those things, it’ll help us prioritize what we want to get.” 
 
      
 
     I thank Jessie again, and he nods in acknowledgment. Before he can leave I hear a splashing sound behind me. I turn and see a naked Vrax in tub splashing water and cleaning himself with soap. While we’d been talking Geoffrey had been bringing in buckets of hot water to fill the copper tub, and I guess Vrax got tired of waiting to start his bath. I laugh at the sight of my scaly friend floating in the tub and squirting water from his mouth like he’s a fountain.   
 
      
 
    Jessie laughs at the sight as well and comments, “Looks like your friend gets first go at bathing. Just let us know when the two of you finish, and we’ll empty the tub and take it from the room. You can pull that cord by the door, and it will ring a bell downstairs that will let us know you want something.” 
 
      
 
    I see the cord he’s referring to and assure him we will let someone know when we finish. The darn tub takes up most of the free space in the room.  
 
      
 
    Jessie leaves, and I shut the door behind him. I have to wait for Vrax to finish his bath but when he’s done, I’ll have a chance to soak in the tub all by myself. Even though Kitsune has the [Cleanse] spell, there’s nothing quite like a nice hot soak in a tub. 
 
      
 
    When Vrax finishes bathing, he dries himself off with a towel but doesn’t put back on the armor he was wearing. Instead, he dawns one of the cloth robes Jessie brought up. I laugh at the sight of him wearing it since it’s not kobold-sized. The sleeves hang over his arms, and the bottom drags on the floor when he walks, but he doesn’t seem to mind.  
 
      
 
    The water had gotten a little cool by the time Vrax finished, but I spellwrite the symbol for ‘fire’ over the water and heat it right back up. Getting undressed, I put my toes into the steaming water and wince a little at the heat. But I put the rest of my body in the tub and sigh as the hot water relaxes me. The tub isn’t big enough for me to lay down in but I can sit comfortably as I clean myself up with the wash rag and soap. I follow Vrax’s example and put on the robe instead of putting on my dirty clothes. I pull the cord by the door and hear a knock a few minutes later. Opening the door, I see Jessie and Geoffrey. Jessie has two bundles in his hands, and Geoffrey has an empty bucket.  
 
      
 
    Without comment, Geoffrey enters the room and uses the empty bucket to throw the water from tub out the open window in the room. I watch the teen for a moment. I’d wondered how they were going to get rid of the bath water. I’d heard the phrase, ‘throw the tub out with the bathwater before’ but now I get what they mean. Wait, is it a tub they throw out or a baby. Who throws out a baby? Or a bathtub for that matter? 
 
      
 
    Jessie coughs politely to get my attention, then offers the cloth bundles to me and says, “Thought you’d like some clean clothes after your bath, only five copper.” I look at the clothes in my hands and see that they are two sets of cloth pants and shirts. One is for me but looks made for someone taller and broader of the shoulder than I am. The other set of clothes looks child sized but is perfect for Vrax since he only comes up to waist height.  
 
      
 
    Seeing me examine the clothes Jessie comments, “The larger set of clothes are an old set from my Pa. The smaller ones are some clothes I outgrew. Figured you could cut a hole in the pants for your friend’s tale. I can get more clothes for your lady friends at the same price whenever they finish downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    I gladly hand Jessie the five copper for the new clean clothes. Sure they won’t protect anyone in battle, but they’re just fine for everyday wear. I can tell you first hand that wearing armor every day produces some funky smells. 
 
      
 
    After taking our coin, Jessie adds, “We can take your dirty armor and clothing and have them cleaned and ready for you in the morning. Only five copper a person for the service.” 
 
      
 
    Well, that also solves the problem of armor funk. I hand Jessie my clothes, Vrax’s red leather armor, and the ten copper to have them cleaned. By the time we’ve finished talking, the tub is empty of water and Jessie helps his brother take the tub out of the room.  
 
      
 
    Having had a nice hot bath, a great meal, and some relaxing beer, I feel very drowsy and head to bed. When I get there, I find Vrax already asleep in the bed wearing the clothes we just bought. I put on the large clothes I just bought from Jessie, blow out the lantern, and slip into bed next him and fall asleep almost immediately.  
 
      
 
    I partially wake up in the middle of the night and hear our room door open and close but am way too tired to open my eyes or light the lantern. A body climbs into bed with me and I move over to make room. In my sleepy state, I think  to myself that Vrax needs to remember to use the restroom before he goes to bed, so he doesn’t wake me up when he gets up to relieve himself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.8 
 
      
 
    I open my eyes the next morning feeling great. I’ve missed sleeping in a real bed these last couple of weeks. I pull the covers down, sit up and stretch. I have a feeling that today’s going to be a good day. 
 
      
 
    There’s a knock at the door, and the lump under the covers moves slightly at the sound. Thinking that Vrax must be trying to sleep in, I sneak out of bed and answer the door. Standing the doorway is a familiar reptilian holding two plates of food. He says, “I bring breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    I stare at Vrax for a moment then turn around and look at the lumpy form under the covers of the bed. If Vrax is here then who’s that? 
 
      
 
    A muffled voice from the bed whines in a loud whisper, “Why do you have to be so loud?” A bedraggled looking Mary staggers from under the covers. Her normally pristine looking black pixie cut hair sticks out in every direction, and she’s wearing small purple pants and a long sleeved top with pink polka-dots. She puts a finger to her lips, “Shhhhh. My head hurts. Lower your voices.” 
 
      
 
    I’m relieved to know it’s just Mary. Then there’s more movement under the covers.  
 
      
 
    “Mary..” I start to say, but Mary makes a pained face at me and puts her finger to her lips again. 
 
      
 
    I continue in a whisper, “Mary, there something moving behind you.” She turns around slowly and gives the moving lump a squinty look. Then peeks under the covers and giggles. She grabs the corner of the covers and flies up into the air towards the foot of the bed taking the covers with her. She reveals the sleeping form of Kitsune curled into a ball. Unlike Mary though, Kitsune is only wearing only her birthday suit. 
 
      
 
    My eyes widen, and I quickly turn around. I can feel my cheeks burning. 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks up at me with curious eyes and still holding the plates of food in his hands tries to peek around me to see what has me so flustered.  
 
      
 
    I feel the heat in my cheeks and look down at my kobold brother, “Vrax, it’s not polite to stare at…umm…a woman in a compromised state.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks up at me innocently and asks, “Is that why you face so red?” 
 
      
 
    I hear a distinct fairy laugh behind me then a groan, “Ow, you shouldn’t make me laugh so loudly. It hurts my head.” 
 
      
 
    I smile. At least Mary is feeling some of the discomfort I’m feeling at finding not one, but two women sleeping in my bed. I mean, sure it’s every guy's dream to wake up that way, but they could have at least…Nope. Can’t let my thoughts drift in that direction. There lies danger. 
 
      
 
    “Mary, why are you and Kitsune in our bed? Your room is next door.”  
 
      
 
    I hear her “Shhh.” Me then she answers in a groggy voice, “We’re in your room? I don’t know why we’re here.” Then as if she just remembers something she continues, “Wait. I remember now. Kitsune and I were drinking and talking last night. We were among the last people to leave the bar downstairs. That nice girl who was playing the oboe. Or was it a harp? Maybe it was a ..” 
 
      
 
    I sigh with frustration and interrupt her, “Mary, I know who you’re talking about, it was a mandolin. Please continue.” 
 
      
 
    She shushes me again, and I whisper through clenched teeth, “Please continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the nice girl playing the mandolin helped us up to our room. Kitsune could barely walk straight, and I guess the girl put us in this one thinking we were all together. She gave us some spare clothes to change into and helped us undress. Said she’d make sure to launder our clothes for us.” 
 
      
 
    “If she gave you some spare clothes, then why is Kitsune naked?” 
 
      
 
    Mary shrugs and gives me a lopsided grin, “She said she doesn’t like to feel constricted when she sleeps and just climbed under the covers. I mean, what do I care if she likes to sleep in the nude?” 
 
      
 
    I sigh heavily after hearing the story. Then, I hear footsteps coming up the stairs and quickly pull Vrax into the room. He puts the food down on the table near the door, and I see him move past me and hear him sit on the bed.  
 
      
 
    “Vrax. What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, stop it, Armon.” Mary says, “Not everyone has your hangups about nudity. He’s just sitting here.” 
 
      
 
    The footsteps move past our door and stop. I hear a knocking on the door next to ours. Then a pause and more knocking. I hear the door open and close then the footsteps sound again and stop directly in front of our door. Someone knocks. 
 
      
 
    My mind races at the thought of what anyone would think if they saw the four of us right now. A naked fox woman in the bed and a fairy nursing a hangover at her feet. 
 
      
 
    I answer the door, opening it just enough to see who’s knocking. It’s Jessie, and he’s holding our armor and clothes in his arms. The stack of material is so tall that he can barely see over the top. 
 
      
 
    I try to act casual as I awkwardly say, “Uh. Hey, Jessie. What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning sir. I’m here with you and your lady friends’ laundered armor and clothing. I knocked on their door, but no one answered. Are they with you?” 
 
      
 
    In an unusually high voice, I answer, “Now why would you think that?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, maybe because I can see your fairy friend flying behind you?” 
 
      
 
    I turn around and see Mary flying near my head. Looking behind her, I see that Kitsune is again covered up by the covers and only her fluffy nine tails peek out from under the edge of the cover. I breathe a sigh of relief and give Mary a dirty look as I ask her, “Why didn’t you tell me she was covered up?” 
 
      
 
    Mary sticks her tongue out at me, “Cause it was more fun not to tell you. You should have seen your face. She the first woman you’ve seen like that?” 
 
      
 
    I scoff and tell her, “Uh, no. I’ve used the internet before.” 
 
      
 
    Mary crosses her arms and smirks, “She the first live woman you’ve seen like that?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, look down and mutter, “Uh..uh..” 
 
      
 
    Mary laughs then holds her head in her hands, “You have to stop making me laugh. It hurts my head.” Then in a lower voice, she adds, “Don’t worry, Vrax covered her up when he came over. The spoilsport. I was going to tell you eventually.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a cough behind me and remember that Jessie is still standing in the doorway. “Pardon my interruption, but this stuff is rather heavy. Can I put it down somewhere please?” 
 
      
 
    I let Jessie into the room, and he puts the now cleaned armor and mended clothing on the nightstand near the bed. He glances at the fluffy tail sticking out from under the covers but politely doesn’t comment.  
 
      
 
    Mary flies back to the bed and crawls back under the covers while mumbling, “My head still hurts. I’m going back to bed.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax grabs one of the plates of food, sits on the floor and begins to eat something that looks suspiciously like green eggs and ham. I can’t help but think, ‘I do not like green eggs and ham. I would not eat them here or there. I would not eat them anywhere.’ 
 
      
 
    Jessie coughs politely into his hand to get my attention. When I look back at him he pulls out a pad of paper and pencil and begins listing off items, “I was able to get most of the items we talked about last night. There’s a set of basic clothing for each member of your group, one large pot, one frying pan, four wooden mugs, one hundred feet of rope, a first aid kit that includes bandages, and four bedrolls.” Then looking a little sheepish, he adds, “I was unable to locate a tent that could sleep, four people. Well, there was one, but it had so many holes that you’d be better off sleeping under a bush. Everything else is waiting downstairs for you to pick up.” 
 
      
 
    Looking back at his list he continues, “The charge for all the items and my ‘finders fee,' plus the charge for laundering and mending your friend’s clothes and armor, the grand total comes to six silver, fourteen copper.”  
 
      
 
    That’s a good chunk of our funds but having Jessie do all the shopping has saved us a lot of time. I hand over the owed amount leaving our group four silver and seventy-six copper to buy anything else we want. Unless we can raise some more money, we’ll have to be pretty choosy about what else we buy. 
 
      
 
    “Jessie, the stuff from our ‘need list’ has eaten up most of our funds. What from our ‘want list’ can I get for four silver and seventy-six copper?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. There are a couple of things you could get like some paper, ink, some pens, and used carpentry tools. However, if I could offer some advice?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “From what my Pa tells me, adventurers get caught up in getting new equipment too much. He always tells me to invest in new skills or abilities. He always told me, ‘people can steal or break your equipment, but your skills can never be taken from you.’” 
 
      
 
    I thank Jessie for his advice and for getting our supplies as he leaves. Once I close the door, I turn and see Vrax finishing off the second plate of food. I raise an eyebrow at him, but he shrugs and says, “What? You take too long talking. The food was getting cold.” 
 
      
 
    I smile at the rapscallion, “It’s fine man. I don’t really like green eggs and ham. Not in a house, not with a mouse.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks around the room then looks up at me, “There is no mouse here.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head at the lost reference. Mary would have laughed. 
 
      
 
    Instead of explaining the joke, I tell Vrax, “I’m going to go downstairs. You want to come?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax scrapes the last bit of green egg into his mouth then shakes his head, “Yes. I all done eating.” 
 
      
 
    We both exit the room as quietly as possible so that we don’t wake our female team members. 
 
      
 
    When both of us are downstairs, I tell Vrax, “Well, since it seems like our primary haggler is incapacitated right now. That means that our backup haggler will have to step up to purchase the remaining stuff we’ll need.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax looks at me quizzically then asks, “Who you talking about? I no know how to haggle. I am a hunter.” 
 
      
 
    I groan. I always forget that Xican is not Vrax’s primary language. Since it’s just the two of us, I switch to reptilian and explain that I meant myself and that hopefully, I’ll learn the [Haggle] skill today. It always sounds weird to me when I speak reptilian. My brain thinks everything in my normal language but then automatically translates it all into the language of the kobolds. A bunch of sounds come out of my mouth that reminds me of the time I saw a kid throw a rock into a snake pit at a zoo. Then it hits me! I wield magic, and the language I speak sounds like snake talk; which means I’m a parseltongue. Damn, that means I’d be in Slytherin House. I always thought I was a Ravenclaw or at least a Hufflepuff.   
 
      
 
    Also speaking in reptilian, Vrax answers, “House Slytherin is the best brother. It has the most reptiles.” Oops, I hadn’t realized I was speaking out loud. Then Vrax shifts back to the topic of supplies, “But we don’t have a lot of money, and I think that we should spend it on materials and skills that will make us stronger.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax’s responses in reptilian are always so much more eloquent than they are in Xican. I guess I should spend more time talking to him in his native language. It must be tough always having to struggle to express yourself when you don’t have the right words. He’s usually too polite to use reptilian in front of people that aren’t members of the kobold tribe. 
 
      
 
    Regardless of language preferences, the fact that Vrax remembered the stories Mary and I told him of the magical adventures of the Potter boy makes me giddy inside. That’s right. I’m spreading the good word J.K., even to another world. I’ll have to remember to tell him more stories on the road. I put that to the side for now and converse with Vrax about the things we still need and the stuff we want.  
 
      
 
    “You think we should get some stuff for Mary or Kitsune?” he asks.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, we can’t help it that they prefer to sleep in, over shopping for supplies. You snooze, you lose.” At least that’s what I want to say in reptilian. I don’t think the idiom translates well because it comes out as, “If you oversleep you don’t win the game.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax gives me a funny look but seems to get the general meaning of the phrase, and we decide to use the services of our young friend Jessie to locate all the items we want. 
 
      
 
    Switching back to Xican I talk to Jessie, and he agrees to take us around town to get everything we want. He doesn’t understand why we wouldn’t let him procure everything and I explain that I want to learn the [Haggle] skill while I have the opportunity. He shrugs but doesn’t seem to care very much as long as he still gets his finder’s fee. I agree to his terms, and we set off.   
 
     
 
     I get the [Haggle] skill after negotiating a reasonable price for all the tools I want from the man in town who serves the community as a leather worker and carpenter. Because Jessie is there to tell me what he’d pay for the tools, it helped immensely. We are unable to procure a magical engraving kit though. It seems like it’s an expensive thing to get and the skill isn’t one low level mages usually have since it cost XP to engrave. Vrax has to remind me to get stuff so he can create traps and raise his [Trapping] skill.  
 
      
 
    Turns out, over the last couple of weeks Vrax has been creating traps to get the meat for our food and he’d gained the skill [Trapping]. I hadn’t realized Vrax had learned something so useful. He says it’s a skill that lets him build and use traps. Maybe he can show me the skill, or maybe I can help him build a better mouse trap? Or horned rabbit trap as the case may be.  
 
      
 
    While there aren’t any spell or skill books in town that we can afford, I can learn the skill [Repair] from the town’s blacksmith. Since we’d worked together, he only charged me one silver. I know it's a big expense, but I justify it by thinking of all the money we can save on repair bills. At least that’s how I justify it to myself when I wonder why I spent a week's worth of food money and caused myself a massive headache from the skill transfer.  
 
      
 
    All told we spend two silver and seventeen copper; leaving two silver and fifty-nine copper in our coffers.  
 
      
 
    I feel a bit guilty about spending so much money on stuff that I want, but I heard once that if you keep telling yourself something that it creates new neural pathways in your brain and makes it more likely to come true. So I create a mantra and repeat it to myself. It’ll be worth it. I am a crafty crafter. I am a crafty crafter. 
 
      
 
    It’s past noon by the time we get back to the Inn, and I check to see that my [Haggle] skill has risen to novice level 2. I look over my newest skills and abilities while Vrax and I enjoy some soup and sandwiches for lunch at the Inn. 
 
      
 
    Haggle 
 
    You can bargain with the best of them. This skill confers the ability to negotiate with merchants for a lower price on goods. With this skill, information is power. Understanding local markets, price of goods, item abilities, and having other information may increase the amount of haggling possible.  Not all merchants will haggle, and others may only haggle under specific circumstances. 
 
    Novice level 2  
 
    Bonus: Increase chance to persuade merchants to pay you more for goods you sell or charge you less for items you buy. Current bonus: (Charisma + Skill rank)% = 15%.   
 
      
 
    Repair 
 
    A unique skill that allows the user to restore durability of an item, weapon, armor, or another object. The success of repair is dependent on user’s familiarity with the object’s properties, composition, creation process, and tools. At higher levels, this skill may increase the base durability of an item. 
 
    Novice level 1  
 
    Bonus: Increase chance of restoring extra durability by 1%.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Blacksmithing 
 
    You’ve learned how to cast, forge, and manipulate metal. At higher levels, this skill almost becomes an art form, and the user has a greater chance to imbue items with special bonuses, abilities, or attributes. When working with enchanters, spell engravers, or spell casters can create magical items during the forging process. Special blacksmithing abilities and skills will also contribute to the chance of successful item creation. 
 
    Novice level 5  
 
    Bonus: Increase speed of item creation by 5%. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Crystal Programming 
 
    You've learned the fundamentals of the crystal programming. Considered one of the Aleph's secrets to creating their magical devices. You know not only what crystals are but how to manipulate their very nature and program them with magical instructions. Other magical skills may complement Crystal programming.  
 
    Novice level 2 
 
    Bonus: Mapping and programming a new crystal or gem takes 2% less time. 
 
      
 
    While I like the money we can save from the [Haggle] skill, I’m more excited to try out [Repair]. I forget to take our weapons and armor in for repair when we’re in town and they end up breaking. I can’t count how many spears I’ve had snap because its durability reached zero in the middle of a fight. Looking over my [Crystal Programming] skill I realize I hadn’t practiced it since we crossed the border into Monstrum. It is potentially my most powerful skill, but not if I don’t practice it. I’ll have to remember to make time on the trip to Trinitarian to work on it. 
 
    Mary and Kitsune come down as we’re finishing up lunch and we fill them in on what’s happened and that we’ve secured all the supplies we’ll need for our trip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.9 
 
      
 
    Mary and Kitsune come down as we’re finishing up lunch and we fill them in on what’s happened and that we’ve secured all the supplies we’ll need for our trip. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you got the [Haggle] skill? I thought I was Team Mary’s haggler,” Mary whines after hearing our story. Then she flies up to my face and in an abrupt shift in attitude pokes me in the nose and growls, “You trying to replace me, Armon?” 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure whether to be frightened or to laugh at Mary threatening me. Then taking note at her serious look, I decide the former is probably the more appropriate choice. I put my hands up and try to reassure her, “No way Mary. No one could replace you. You’re the heart and soul of the team. You were asleep, and I didn’t want to wake you up to negotiate the price of the items we were buying. I can’t help it if I did a good enough job to get the [Haggle] skill.” 
 
      
 
    Mary considers me for a moment then sniffs and flies over to Kitsune, who still looks a bit rough around the edges. “Fine, it was probably a better choice not to wake me up anyways.” She primps her ruffled hair and pulls up the shoulder of her purple polka dot pjs and says, “A girl has to get her beauty sleep after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Beauty sleep? More like hungover sleep.” I mutter under my breath as I roll my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes snap to me, “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    Oh shit, she heard me. I try to recover, “I said ‘Beauty sleep? You can’t get any more beautiful.’” Turning to Vrax, I say, “Ain’t that right Vrax? That’s what I said.” 
 
      
 
    Vrax tilts his head and looks at me, not understanding that I want him to corroborate my story, he answers, “No, you said hung…” I clamp his mouth closed with my hands and laughed nervously, “Don’t be silly Vrax.” 
 
      
 
    Then trying to change topics before Mary hits me, I turn to our fox friend, “Kitsune! You and Mary haven’t said what you wanted to do with the money left. We already bought the stuff we needed, so the rest of the funds are yours.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune shrugs and looks at Mary and says, “Well, we owe the Inn some money for the glasses we broke during the fight…” 
 
      
 
    Mary gives Kitsune a withering look, and the fox woman doesn’t finish her sentence. Mary turns to me and gives a syrupy smile, “We’d be glad to get our share of the money. We could use a few personal items. How much is left?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a bit over two silver left. Wait, what was that about a fight?” 
 
      
 
    Mary’s smile hardens but remains in place. “We could talk about that. Or we could discuss why out of all the silver we handed you there’s only two left.” Seeing my discomfort she continues, “No? Then how about we just take the money and go see if there’s anything in town that we’d like to purchase for ourselves?” 
 
      
 
    Understanding the veiled threat, I quickly hand over the last of our money, “Yeah, sure. You do that. Have a nice time girls.” 
 
      
 
    After Kitsune and Mary leave the inn, Bob the innkeeper strolls up to our table and asks, “Did they tell you about the fight they got into last night?” 
 
      
 
    My curiosity peeked, I motion for him to continue. The orc pulls up a seat and signals the barkeep to bring us all drinks. Once the drinks arrive, Bob begins his tale.  
 
      
 
    “After you and the kobold went to bed, your female friends drank even more beer and started singing and laughing at every little joke anyone told. A group of men joined them in their drinking and before you know it everyone is laughing and talking. That is until one guy started to get a bit handsy with the fox lady.” 
 
      
 
    “Kitsune,” I interrupt. 
 
      
 
    Bob, the innkeeper, raises an eyebrow at the interruption but continues, “Yes. Well, Kitsune didn’t realize that he was touching her at first, but when she did, she slapped his hands away. Boy, this guy didn’t like that. He turned red as a beet, called her some names I won’t repeat and tried to slap her.  
 
      
 
    Only the damnedest thing happened. The guy missed. I mean he took the swing at Kitsune all right, but one moment his hand was on track to wallop her and the next it was passing through thin air. I couldn’t believe it. It looked like she just casually leaned back and he missed her.”  
 
      
 
    Bob starts to gesture broadly with his hands, getting into the storytelling, “Now this guy was even more embarrassed now. He’s turning purple. His fat friend tries to calm him down, but it’s no good. The guy gets up out of his seat and tries to grab Kitsune. Only again he misses. Your fox friend just leans back in her chair. We all think she’s going to fall over, but she balances perfectly on the chairs back two legs while this lout lunges at her and she moves just out of his reach. The chair comes back down with a bang, and she springs up out of her chair.  
 
      
 
    By this time everyone else at the table is laughing their asses off, and the crazy guy has had enough, and he does something stupid.” 
 
      
 
    “What he do?” Vrax asks. 
 
      
 
    As if waiting for the question, the innkeeper curls his hand into a fist and mimes punching it in the air, “He takes a swing at her. I don’t mean a slap either. A full blow, aimed at her face. Kitsune is swaying on her feet, apparently intoxicated and I think she’s going to get laid out. But instead, she bends to the left and dodges the punch. The guy swings his fist again, and she sways out of the way only this time she slaps him across his face just as she dodges. He’s stunned for a moment. Then he goes crazy and starts to punch and kick at her. But every attempt is deflected or dodged as she stumbles around the room, knocking over vases, spilling drinks, rolling over tables knocking dishes on the floor. Each time she dodges, she slaps him. Soon his face looks like a bruised tomato. Then he does something truly foolish.”  
 
      
 
    After a pause for dramatic effect, the innkeeper whispers, “He pulls a knife.”  
 
      
 
    Both Vrax and I gasp. I involuntarily grab at my waist for a weapon that’s not there. “Some ass-hat thinks he can pull a knife on my friends and get away with it? What’s his name?” 
 
      
 
    Bob laughs, “Don’t you worry. Those ladies took care of him themselves. Your fairy friend had been watching the whole thing, laughing her little fairy butt off and yelling something about a ‘drunken master.' But when that guy pulled a knife she just changed. A purple bolt of magic shot out from her finger and knocked the blade from the guy's hand. Then vines with thick needles growing out of them sprang up from the floor and wrapped around the guy's legs.  
 
      
 
    He screamed bloody murder when those thorns pierced his legs, and he fell right over onto his ass. He probably could have gotten out of the vines, but then the whole room went deathly still when the most menacing growl I’d ever heard sounded in the room. One of the diners screamed and pointed at some huge gray wolf that suddenly appeared out of nowhere. I swear it was the biggest damn thing I’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Then before anyone could move the wolf had the guy’s throat in his jaws, ready to rip it out. Your fairy friend flies right over to the wolf like it was the most natural thing in the world to do and pets it. Then she flies to the man’s ear and whispers something. The bloke’s face goes ghostly white, and he actually pisses himself. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what she said to him, but he starts screaming that he’ll never come back here nor ever lay a hand on a woman ever again. He begs her not to let the wolf eat his…err..little soldier, if you know what I mean. Then she gives some signal, and the wolf lets him go, and the vines disappear like they were never there. The guy scrambles away, his pants soiled in front and back. Then he and his friend run out the door.” 
 
      
 
    Bob chuckles then concludes, “I don’t expect to see either one of them around anytime soon.” 
 
      
 
    The orc innkeeper walks away as a customer walks through the door, leaving Vrax and I staring at each other.  
 
      
 
    “Mary and Kitsune got into a big fight last night,” Vrax states, still awed by the tale. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah buddy, they sure did. I bet that guy we met outside the Inn was the one that started all that trouble. It’s good to know Kitsune and Mary can handle themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Yip, Kitsune is a secret ninja.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “You tell me about ninjas and how awesome they fight. So Kitsune must be a secret ninja. Or is she a Kung Food Master?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckle at Vrax’s statements, “First it’s Kung Fu master, not food. Second, Kitsune’s probably not a secret ninja, but she may be a secret Kung Fu master. Or at least she may know more about fighting than she’s told us. I remember watching a movie.” Then remembering that Vrax doesn’t know about movies, I change what I’d planned to say, “..err rather I heard a story once about a guy that knew Kung Fu but could only draw out his full power when he was drunk. Maybe Kitsune knows some secret fighting technique like that.” 
 
      
 
    I review in my mind the few times that I’d seen Kitsune fight and found it hard to reconcile the idea of the healer who had a problem fighting an Imperare soldier or any of the monsters in the dungeon, with the image of Kitsune as a master of the drunken fist style of Kung Fu. 
 
      
 
    I scratch my head in confusion, sigh, and suggest another possibility, “Or maybe she was just really drunk and got lucky avoiding all those attacks from that guy.”   
 
      
 
    Vrax and I relax at the inn for a few hours until Kitsune and Mary get back from their shopping trip. They have a couple of small bags with them but don’t want to tell us what they bought with their money when we ask about it. Instead, the two of them take a quick dinner and head upstairs to their room to luxuriate in the baths they are still owed. Vrax and I head to bed early too so that we can have an early start tomorrow.  
 
      
 
    We wake up early, settle our bill with Bob the Innkeeper, and we’re on the road to meet up with, Dr. Gooflak, Leelu, and the caravan.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.10 
 
      
 
    The sun is only peeking over the horizon as we turn left onto the street where Dr. Gooflak's transportation, delivery, animal care, and wagon repair service is. As we turn the corner, we see five wagons full of goods, horses hitched and ready to travel. As we walk up the street towards the red two-story building, one of the wagon drivers spots us and waves. I wave back, and he turns and calls out, “They’re here Dr. Gooflak.” 
 
      
 
    I hear the voice of the doctor call out, “It’s about time.” The squat form of the pink shelled crab man comes into view a few feet away. He walks sideways between two wagons, his clawed hands in the air, snapping in nervousness, and stands before us. His bald pink head nods and the tentacles where his mouth should be squirm, as he says, “I’m glad you made it. We were going to leave in another half hour if you boys and girls didn’t show up.” 
 
      
 
    “Come. Come. Follow me. You need to meet Mr. Hastings; he’ll be organizing the duty roster for the trip.” Dr. Gooflak starts walking quickly away from us, and we’re forced to pick up our pace to keep up. Dr. Gooflak stops near the last wagon. A wiry old man with gray hair and round wire-rimmed glasses is muttering to himself as he scribbles away on a piece of paper on a clipboard. He looks up from his work as the doctor stops in front of him.  
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak pats the old man on the shoulder with one claw and gestures to us with the other, “These are the kids that I was telling you about Mr. Hastings. The guards you required for the trip.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Hastings looks us over with a critical eye, then sniffs disapprovingly. He turns to Dr. Gooflak with a slight sneer and says, “These are the guards? They look more like a bunch of children that should still be holding their mother’s apron strings. I told you that the insurance people wouldn’t cover the trip unless we had guards and this is what you come up with?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak’s cheeks turn purple, but he answers in a cheerful tone, “Yes. I know Mr. Hastings, and these people will make good guards. I’ve already interviewed them, and they have more than enough experience to guard us till we get to Trinitarian.” His claws wave before him as he continues, “You know as well as I do that the journey there is safe. The insurance people are overly cautious.” 
 
      
 
    The old man doesn’t seem convinced by the argument and looks like he’s about to start yelling when he stretches his back slightly. There’s a popping sound, and Mr. Hastings’ eyes go wide, he grimaces in pain and drops the clipboard in his hands as he clutches at his back with his hands.  
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak moves closer to Mr. Hastings and grabs his shoulders with both claws and asks, “Henry, what’s wrong?”  
 
      
 
    The old man looks stiff as a board, and he hisses out in pain, “My back. My back’s gone out again.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune pushes her way to the front of the group and walks up to Mr. Hastings. She grabs his face in her hands and pulls down the bottom lid of each of his eyes and examines them closely. Mr. Hastings tries to pull away, but Kitsune has a firm grip on his head, so instead, he hisses out through clenched teeth, “What’s this young woman doing?” 
 
      
 
    I notice Kitsune’s fox ears twitch slightly, but in a very calm and clinical tone, she answers, “My name is not young woman, it’s Kitsune. I’m a healer, and I’m examining you to make sure it’s only your back that’s the problem and not something more serious.” Having finished examining his eyes, she puts the back of one of her hands on Mr. Hastings forehead and places two fingers on his neck, to the side of his windpipe. She holds this position and counts to ten and then tells Mr. Hastings, “Looks like it’s just your back after all. I’ll have you healed up in a minute.” Before the old man can say anything in response, she walks behind him, places her hands on his lower back, and a green glow envelops her hands.  
 
      
 
    The expression on Mr. Hastings face goes from one of excruciating pain to one of relief. I hear a long exhalation, and his shoulders sag as his entire body relaxes. He moans slightly and mutters, “Oh, that feels good.” 
 
      
 
    The glow around Kitsune’s hands disappears, and she walks around Mr. Hastings. The old man stretches left and right, rolls his shoulders and even jumps up once before nodding happily. He turns to Kitsune, grabs her hands and shakes them, “This is the best my back has felt in years. Thank you miss.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune blushes slightly and answers, “It’s my duty as a healer to help those in pain, Mr. Hastings.” She turns and is about to walk to the back of our group again, then stops and turns back to Mr. Hastings, “I believe I interrupted your conversation with Dr. Gooflak. I believe you were questioning the usefulness of our group? Please feel free to continue the discussion.” Kitsune then turns around and walks behind me and resumes her normal place at the back of the group. 
 
      
 
    While Mr. Hastings stands there shocked by Kitsune’s statement, I take the opportunity to introduce the rest of the group, “Hello Mr. Hastings. I’m Armon. I know you’re not quite convinced of our usefulness as guards to the caravan. But rest assured that we’re more than guards. As our brilliant healer just proved we have a variety of skill sets that will be useful. I’m a spellwrite with skills in blacksmithing and carpentry. Mary is our mage, and she has an uncanny knack for spotting trouble from the air. Vrax there is our scout specialist. No one will sneak up on us with him watching out for us.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Hastings looks at our group again. His eyes linger on the fox woman that just healed him, without charge, just a moment ago. He sighs and turns to Dr. Gooflak, “Ok. They’ll do I suppose. The trip shouldn’t be particularly dangerous anyway.”  
 
      
 
    Then turning to me, a serious look on his face asks formally, “Do you and your team accept the position of guards for this caravan and promise to do your utmost to protect the personal and goods of this caravan, for the terms you negotiated with Dr. Gooflak?” Before I can answer, a notification appears in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Guard the Caravan 
 
    Dr. Gooflak and Mr. Hastings have requested your services as a guard. You will be required to protect the people and wagons carrying goods to Trinitarian from thieves, bandits, monsters, and any other threats. In addition to the agreed upon rewards given at the end of the trip, you will be provided food along the journey. 
 
    Duration of quest: 14 days. 
 
    Rewards: 25 XP, 70 copper. 
 
      
 
    Accept or Decline? 
 
      
 
    I smile at the efficient nature of work contracts in Terra. I say loudly, “I accept,” and the notification window disappears. I hear the rest of my group accept the job as well. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Hastings nods once. Picks up the clipboard that he dropped and says, “Good, then pack your things on the wagons and hop on board. We’re leaving soon.” Without another word, he quickly walks away muttering and writing on the clipboard.  
 
      
 
    Dr. Gooflak waves his claws in the air and dances in a circle. When he stops spinning, he tells us, “Hurry kids, you can ride with Leelu and me. We’re in the second wagon from the front.” 
 
      
 
    We follow the crab man to the wagon and pile into the back, Leelu waves from the driver’s seat.  
 
      
 
    Only a few moments later, the lead wagon starts moving, and we’re off. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5.11 
 
      
 
    The wagons move at a snail's pace as they make their way out of the border town. Once outside the borders of the town, the wagons pick up the pace to that of a fast walking man. It shouldn’t surprise me that fully loaded wagons would move so slowly, but it doesn’t mean it’s not annoying.  
 
      
 
    Still, the four of us find places in the back of Dr. Gooflak’s wagon. Vrax and Mary have the easiest time and only have to move a few things around to find a small place to sit. Kitsune and I have a slightly harder time and have to move several crates of vegetables and end up sitting next to each other. The wagons are open to the outside air, and while I sit, I feel a cool breeze and appreciate the forest scenery as it passes. I feel something press against my leg and see that it’s Kitsune’s knee. I look up and see her lips pressed together in slight embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    I realize that the two of us have never been this close before and I try to smile reassuringly at Kitsune. She smiles back, and I notice that she has light freckles along her cheeks. Now that I think about it, I’ve never really talked to Kitsune before. We’ve been in the same group for weeks now, but I don’t know that much about her. I’m not saying that I don’t trust her. After all the fights we’ve been in, I’m well beyond that. I just realize that the most I’ve ever heard her say about herself was that night when we had dinner with that family in the woods. Even then, it wasn’t as much about her as it was about some of the customs of her clan. 
 
      
 
    When I bring it up with her, she shrugs as if it’s not important. I look to Vrax and Mary for support, but they just watch to see what I’ll do.  
 
      
 
    So I fall back on my natural people skills and blurt out, “So, tell me. Where are you from? What was it like growing up as a princess there? What’s your family like? Who taught you how to heal? What else did they teach you?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune stares at me with astonishment at the stream of questions that come out of my mouth. I turn my head slightly and see that both Vrax and Mary look embarrassed for me. Then I hear a giggling sound and see that Kitsune is laughing. 
 
      
 
    She wipes a tear from her eye, and smiles, “You’re not good at small talk are you?” 
 
      
 
    I smile back, glad that my burst of questions didn’t offend her, “Uh, not so much. I’m good at smashing the monsters but not so much with the talking.” 
 
      
 
     Kitsune pats me once on my knee, and while she doesn’t seem to think it’s all that interesting, she takes pity on me and tells me about herself.  
 
      
 
    “I’m from the island nation of Oturan. We are a collection of, Shioku, or as you may call us beast men. Our tribes forsook the mainland and lived in harmony and peace for many generations. Then we were invaded by the tribes of monsters, humans, and other beastmen. After many great battles, we repelled the invaders but changed as a people. We took up the study of sword and spell and became a country to be reckoned with. Five main clans formed for the five types of beastmen that live on our islands. The rabbit clan became our warrior class and the backbone of our armed forces. The Toad clan became our sages. Magically talented guardians of our history and knowledge. The crane clan deals with diplomacy, scholarship, and philosophy. The Tortoise clan is in charge of our navy and fishing fleet. They also act as our first line of defense from invading armies. Finally, the fox clan. We are the leaders of our people. The most honored among the clan are the nine tailed fox tribe. Who often practice the strongest magic and martial skills in addition to having the distinction of being the current ruling class. Our clan rules over the main island and the three smaller sister islands.  
 
      
 
    As a member of the ruling clan, I was raised to take the role as a leader among our people. From the time I could walk and talk I’d spend each day being trained to take the reins of the clan. I learned to read and write before I was three; as I got older I was tutored in history, mathematics, economics, customs of neighboring countries, etiquette, how to manage crops and direct trade, the languages of the countries and tribes on the mainland, logic, and philosophy. In the last few years, I’d also learned some of the healing arts and found that I rather liked the subject. I quickly progressed from basic first aid to healing wounds with magic.”  
 
      
 
    Remembering the story Bob, the orc innkeeper told us, I ask, “What about fighting? Did you learn how to fight?” 
 
      
 
    She goes quiet for a minute, and I’m about to tell her that she doesn’t have to answer if she doesn’t want to, then she blurts out, “I don’t hurt people!” 
 
      
 
    After that story Bob told us, I’m rather surprised by the statement. When I look at Kitsune closely, I see that her knuckles are white from the fists she’s making and that there are small tears in the corners of her eyes. I don’t understand why the subject is having this kind of emotional effect on her.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry if I brought up a sore subject, but I’d heard that you were an amazing Kung Fu fighter. I didn’t mean to make you upset.” 
 
      
 
    She turns her head and gives me a curious look, “Kung Fu?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, that’s right she wasn’t there for the explanation I gave Vrax. “Kung Fu is just a special way of fighting without weapons. Unarmed fighting.” 
 
      
 
    Understanding dawns on her, “Oh, I have that skill. My parents forced me to learn how to fight with my hands and feet, swords, staves, and the bow.” She smiles at the memory, “It was fun at first, learning how to use all those weapons. It made my parent’s happy to see me practice the stances and weapon forms.” Then her fox ears droop, and her expression turns sour, “But then the matches started, and I realized that all the training was meant to teach me to hurt people. I cried every time I had to fight someone, even in practice matches. When I threw my opponent and accidentally broke their arm, I was hysterical for a week. Ever since then I haven’t been able to fight anyone.” The tears reappear in her eyes, “Even when we were on a diplomatic trip to our beastmen allies on the mainland and were attacked by the Imperare army. I used my healing magic to help our guards but just couldn’t bring myself to hurt those soldiers.” Her voice quivers as she continues, “Even when they killed my parents.” 
 
      
 
    I hear a sniffing sound and turn to see Mary sitting on the edge of a box of fruit, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. She gives me a dirty look like I made Kitsune cry. Then she flies over to Kitsune and gives her a hug around her neck. Kitsune smiles sadly and hugs the fairy back.  
 
      
 
    I feel completely out of my depth, and I’m amazed at Mary’s ability to comfort a crying woman so quickly. I reach out tentatively with my hand to pat Kitsune’s shoulder but Mary gives me another dirty look, and I withdraw it.  
 
      
 
    Ok. Ok. Girls only moment. Got it! 
 
      
 
    Mary comforts Kitsune for another minute then tells her, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. I’m sure Armon didn’t mean to make you upset.” She turns and gives me a look. 
 
      
 
    I look back at Mary, raise my palms up and shrug. What? I don’t know what to do. 
 
      
 
    Mary mouths the words, “Apologize to her, you jerk.” 
 
      
 
    Oh! Is that what I’m supposed to do? But I didn’t do anything that needed an apology. All I did was ask if she knew Kung Fu. How was I supposed to know it would lead to her crying? 
 
      
 
    Mary gives me another look that clearly says I’d better apologize or there will be hell to pay, so I do. “I’m sorry Kitsune. I didn’t mean to make you cry.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune sniffs once more and wipes the snot from her button nose with the corner of her sleeve. “It’s ok. You couldn’t have known about any of that. At least you know why I couldn’t fight back when I was captured or in the dungeon. I guess it’s better that you know now that I won’t be much help in a fight. I can heal you and even cast some distraction magic, but that’s it. I can’t do anything that will harm someone.” 
 
      
 
    Mary assures her in a soothing voice, “It’s ok Kitsune. We won’t ask you to do anything that makes you uncomfortable. Your healing skills are amazeballs, and we’re happy to have you on the team. 
 
      
 
    As we continue our ride in silence, Mary sits on Kitsune’s shoulder and rubs her back with her fairy hands. Kitsune faces the forest as it passes but looks off into the distance as if remembering painful memories. I look at my brood brother Vrax and mouth, ‘Thanks for the help man.’ He raises his hands up and shrugs in helplessness. I guess he’s as uncomfortable around a crying woman as I am. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the trip to Trinitarian is relatively unremarkable. There’s a daily routine that the wagon caravan has as it plods along. Each day we wake up before the sun is up, water and feed the horses.Then each wagon team breaks their fast together on the fruits and vegetables that they carry. Vrax contributes meat that he’s trapped from the night before, making him a very popular kobold around breakfast and dinner time. After hitching the horses to the wagons, we’re on the road until noon when the caravan stops in whatever open field is available for a brief lunch, then back on the road until the sun begins to set. Then we camp for the night in another field, the wagon teams finding small separate areas for a little privacy. The horses are unhitched from the wagons, fed, groomed, and watered. The crews for each wagon then set up their tents and cook their dinners. A few people wander from fire to fire chatting with each other, but for the most part, everyone keeps to themselves mostly.  
 
      
 
    Our group generally stays with Dr. Gooflak and Leelu during the day. Though we make it a point to have someone riding with the lead wagon, watching the road. However, when it’s Mary’s turn to watch the road for trouble, she does so riding on the back of Mr. Snuggle Butt. With her new [Ring of the Summoner] she can keep the wolf around for up to an hour at a time, which is more than enough time for her to recover the mana she spent summoning him. Mary looks rather fierce riding up and down the road on the back of her wolf. I’m thinking of making her a special red mask with a white cape and spear so that I can call her Princess Mononoke. 
 
      
 
    Anyone not on guard duty usually sits in Dr. Gooflak’s wagon and works on improving their skills. Vrax works on making traps during the day. I practice [Crystal programming] and use my new [Repair] skill to bring our teams gear back up to maximum durability. Vrax’s short sword had a durability of one out of fifteen, and I’m surprised it lasted this long. Kitsune, naps, meditates or writes letters.  
 
      
 
    Speaking of letters, I finally write to both Lilliandra and Sonya. It’s been a couple of weeks since we had our message tablets stolen and I know they’re likely worried about me since they haven’t been able to get in contact with me. The letter to Lilliandra is mostly informational. I thank her for her assistance in locating someone that may help us decode Mr. Gerald's ledgers and assure her that everyone in the group is ok. I describe briefly some of the adventures we’ve had and that we have added a new team member, Kitsune to the group. I remember near the end of the letter to ask about her, Rex, and Keans and inquire what they have been doing. I know they go on quests for the Adventurers’ Guild, but I truly don’t have any idea what they’re doing and hope they’re not up to anything too dangerous.  
 
      
 
    The letter to Sonya is more challenging to write. For one, I never got a response to the last message I sent to her. Sure that may have been because of the theft of the message tablet, but it also could have been because she’s lost interest. I mean, we had a couple of good dates. Well, great from my point of view. But it’s also been weeks since we’ve even seen or spoken to each other. On earth, I’ve met people that lost interest in someone they were dating if they didn’t get a response to a text message after an hour. I’m honestly not sure how to date someone by letter. Is that even a thing? Anyways, I apologize to Sonya for not being able to communicate recently and tell her about being robbed on our way to Monstrum. I inquire about her health and well-being. Then I remember Mary’s advice and add in some romantic stuff. I’m not sure if it all fits together, but I’ll have plenty of time on the trip to edit. Dr. Gooflak says that we can send our letters through the adventurer’s guild, though it’ll cost a few coppers for postage.  
 
      
 
    As promised, when we’re not on guard duty our team also tries to help out where possible. Kitsune and I help take care of the horses that pull Dr. Gooflak’s wagon. I cook at night and Mary spreads the good news about the Potterverse around the campfire. By the time we arrive at the outskirts of Trinitarian, she’s reached the end of book three. 
 
      
 
    All this extra work is great for my skills too. I raise my [Animal Care] skill to novice level 8, my [Crystal Programming] to novice level 3, my [Cooking] skill to novice level 9, and [Repair] to novice level 3. 
 
      
 
    The city of Trinitarian must have some official border that’s invisible to the naked eye because once we get close enough to the city, I get a notification that makes me yell with joy. 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest 'Guard the Caravan.' You receive 25 XP. 
 
      
 
    You are now level 5. You have 5 free stat points. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.1 
 
      
 
    Everyone is very happy for me when I tell them that I just leveled up and they all yell some form of congratulations, even Mr. Hastings. 
 
      
 
    I pull up my [Status] to see how things look now. 
 
      
 
    Name:Armon Ellington 
 
    Age:19 
 
    Level:5 
 
    Class:none 
 
    Titles:none 
 
    Exp to next lvl.:996 
 
    Unspent Stat points5 
 
     
 
    Health:    65 
 
    Stamina: 87 
 
    Mana:     91 
 
      
 
    Health Regen/Min0.525 
 
    Stamina Regen/Min3.25 
 
    Mana Regen/Min1 
 
     
 
    Str: 18Int:22 
 
    Dex:19Wis:12 
 
    Con:21Cha:13 
 
     
 
    Defense: 13 
 
     
 
    Skills 
 
    Sneak: Novice 7  
 
    Observe: Novice 4  
 
    Craftsmanship: Novice 5  
 
    Firestarter: Novice 2  
 
    Cooking: Novice 9  
 
    Spear Mastery: Novice 7  
 
    Logging: Novice 5  
 
    Workhorse: Novice 4  
 
    Carpentry: Novice 4  
 
    Construction: Novice 4  
 
    Knife Mastery: Novice 3  
 
    Herbalism: Novice 8  
 
    Sleight of Hand: Novice 4 
 
    Search: Novice 7  
 
    Shield Mastery: Novice 7  
 
    Magical Engraving: Novice 5  
 
    Magical Aura: Novice 9  
 
    Aura Projection: Novice 9  
 
    Mana Control: Novice 9  
 
    Alchemy: Novice 5  
 
    Unarmed Combat: Novice 7  
 
    Climbing: Novice 3  
 
    Lock Picking: Novice 3  
 
    Animal Care: Novice 8  
 
    Listening: Novice 4  
 
    Mining: Novice 3  
 
    Blacksmithing: Novice 5  
 
    Crystal Programming: Novice 2 
 
    Haggle : Novice 2   
 
    Repair: Novice 3 
 
      
 
    Abilities: Darkvision, Thrust, Shield Bash, Aspect of the Kobold 1                             
 
    Spells: None 
 
      
 
    Arcane Symbols Known: light, dark, water, fire, earth, air, force, self, life, death, remove, and directional symbols               
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking at my [Status] screen, I’m astonished at all the skills I’ve collected these last few months. I wonder briefly whether it’s unusual to have this many skills. I imagine most people pick a few to focus most of their time on and try to excel at those. I seem to be taking a jack of all skills approach. 
 
      
 
    Before I can spend more time considering my skill choices, our wagon caravan crests a hill, and my attention is diverted by my first sight of the city of Trinitarian. It’s quite the sight to behold. The city seems to still be under construction as there are teams of workers pouring in and out of the city. Wagons full of wood and stone are already lined up outside the city’s makeshift gates, waiting to be cleared by the city guards. The walls are being build right now and I can see into the city. From this hill I can see, there are three multi-level buildings made of stone in the center of the city, surrounding them is an open circular courtyard and an area that may be a training ground of some kind. Beyond that are wooden homes and shops, with more under construction. Beyond the incomplete walls is a miniature tent town where all the construction workers seem to be living. From here you can see that the streets are planned well, everything radiates outward from the three central buildings. When the city is finished, it will be five or six times the size of Restrian.  
 
      
 
    Our caravan gets in line behind the wagons full of construction materials, and we’re past the wooden barricade that serves as the cities front gate in a little over half an hour. The five wagons full of foodstuff passes through the main street of the city that leads directly to the center. Our team, having finished the guard job, is paid the five copper per person per day reward. We each get seventy copper from Dr. Gooflak.  After saying our goodbyes to the good people we’ve traveled with the last two weeks, my team goes off to explore the city. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.2 
 
      
 
    With the caravan offloading its foodstuffs, our group has its first chance to explore the city. The center of the city is still under construction, and there are work crews everywhere made up of the stronger non-human races. I see orcs, trolls, and even a few giants. Directing them are goblins holding up blueprints. Aside from the construction workers, everyone else people wearing dark purple robes come in and out of the few completed buildings in streams. The people wearing robes come from every race imaginable, except humans. A short, squat kid wearing a set of the purple robes comes out of one of the stone buildings carrying a large potted plant. He walks past us and crosses the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    “They're all so young,” Kitsune notes, and upon further inspections, I notice what she means. While there are a few people older than me, most of the people in robes are kids under the age of fifteen.   
 
      
 
    Vrax points at the boy with the plant and yells, “Oh, look it’s a Hufflepuff.” 
 
      
 
    I snort at the reference and realize that Vrax is correct. Well, not about that kid being a Hufflepuff but that this must be the college that Lilliandra wrote me about.  
 
      
 
    I walk up to a group of teens talking in the courtyard and ask, “Excuse me, is this the college?” 
 
      
 
    A skinny teen completely covered with light brown fur turns, smirks and answers, “Yeah, old man. You’ve found the college.” He then claps slowly while saying sarcastically, “Congratulations.” The teens behind him all snicker.  
 
      
 
    I smile indulgently at the teen’s antics, “Yeah, guess it was a silly question, but I’m new in town. Could you direct me to..” It takes me a moment to remember the name of the contact Lilliandra gave, “Mr. Jaxson Miltonha.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure that’s the right person? Seems like you had a bit of a senior moment there.” The teens all laugh again.  
 
      
 
    I smile widely and lean forward, the hairy teen leans back, but I grab him by the arm. I lower my voice and speak directly into his ear so that only he can hear, “Look here you teen wolf wannabe. I get that you’re trying to act cool in front of your friends. But I’ve traveled a long way to get here. You’re going to answer my question politely, or I’m going to embarrass you in front of your friends so badly you’ll never live it down.” 
 
      
 
    I release the teen’s arm and see him rub it. Then I ask again, “You were going to tell me how to find Mr. Miltonha?” 
 
      
 
    He looks at me sullenly then points to a building behind me, “His office is on the second floor of that building. It’s just past the statue of the orc holding up the globe.”  
 
      
 
    I thank the kid for his help, and our group walks towards the building he pointed out. As we walk away, I hear Mary muttering about the terrible state of the world when children are so disrespectful to their elders. I hold in a laugh. I sometimes forget that Mary is actually older than me by several hundred years. 
 
      
 
    The two-story stone building we walk into has a single high wooden door as an entrance. Inside, the floors are an exquisite dark wood, and the walls are paneled with wood only slightly lighter. The hallway is rather quiet and lined with wooden doors on each side. As we pass each door, I can hear the faint sound of voices and can only guess that behind each door, a class is being taught. After only a few minutes searching we find the stairway leading upwards and take it to the second floor. The layout on this floor is almost identical to the first floor except that the doors are spaced closer together and on each is a plaque. I look at the closest one and see that the plaque has a name etched on it. This one says Prof. Albus Dufendoor. The door next to it has a plaque inscribed with the name, Prof. April Flowers. I can only guess that these are the teacher’s offices. 
 
      
 
    We wander around the second floor for another five minutes before Vrax points out the statue of the orc holding up the world on his shoulders. Just beyond it, is another door. This one has the name Prof. Jaxson Miltonha inscribed on the metal plate on the door. I knock, but no one answers. I knock again, but again no one answers. I try the iron door handle and find it locked. 
 
      
 
    I turn to my companions and see the tired looks on their faces. We’ve been traveling for weeks, and I decide that it’s unfair for me to expect everyone to wait with me here. I tell them, “Look, I’m sure this guy is in a class somewhere teaching, but I don’t know how long it will be before he returns. I’m going to wait here for him. Why don’t you guys go explore the city and see what it’ll cost us to get a room somewhere and something good to eat?” 
 
      
 
    Vrax smiles briefly at the mention of food but shakes his head, “No. I stay with you brood brother. We find out where our people were sent together.” 
 
      
 
    Mary and Kitsune also decline to leave. Before I can protest, the sounds of doors being flung open, echo from downstairs and a stream of voices floats up to us.  
 
      
 
    “Looks like class is out. Maybe Prof. Jaxson will come by his office now,” I suggest. 
 
      
 
    We only have to wait a few more minutes when a thin goblin with dark green skin, long floppy ears, and a long thin nose comes walking down the hallway. The goblin’s black robes are too big, and he constantly pulls the hem up as he walks. When he finally notices that we’re standing outside his office, he stops, looks at us, and asks, “Is there something that I can help you with?” 
 
      
 
    I walk up to the short goblin and ask, “Are you Professor Jaxson Miltonha?” 
 
      
 
    The goblins ears twitch slightly, and he takes a step back from me, “Depends on who is asking.” 
 
      
 
    I hold my hands up in an attempt to reassure the goblin that I mean no harm, “My name is Armon Ellington. My teacher Lilliandra referred you to me as someone that could help me with a problem I have.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin stops moving when I mention Lilliandra and begins to rub his pointed chin with one hand, “Lilliandra? I did receive a message from her asking if I’d be willing to help out a student of hers. But that was over a month ago.” 
 
      
 
    I grin sheepishly, “Sorry. It took me awhile to get here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, in that case. Yes, I am Professor Miltonha.” Gesturing to the other members of my team, the professor asks, “Who are these people with you?” 
 
      
 
    I apologize for not introducing everyone and tell the professor each of my friends’ names. Professor Miltonha seems to take a special interest in Vrax and walks up to him and looks him up and down. My kobold brother glances at me briefly unsure how to react to the examination. I’m about to say something to the professor when he mutters, “They said there would be a kobold.” 
 
      
 
    Not quite sure what he meant I ask, “Pardon me, Professor, what was that?” 
 
      
 
    The question seems to disrupt the goblin’s train of thought. He turns to me quickly and says, “Oh. Nothing, just saying that Lilliandra mentioned that your problem had something to do with kobolds.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes it does.” I look around the hallway which is no longer empty and say, “But I’d rather talk about the details of my problem in your office if you don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    The green goblin nods his head in understanding, and I try not to laugh at the sight of his ears flapping up and down like a bird's wings as he does so. He walks to the wooden door of his office and fishes some keys from a pocket in his robes, opens the door and walks inside. My team follows, and I close the door behind us once we’re all in the room.  
 
      
 
    The professor’s office is a narrow room, only five feet wide and maybe seven feet long. Most of the space is taken up by a large oak desk on one side of the room. There are several bookcases along the walls filled with tomes and other books. The goblin climbs into the wooden chair behind the desk with thick leather padding. He motions for us to sit and I look at the only two chairs in the room. I look at Kitsune to see if she wants to sit but she shakes her head no and instead starts to peruse the titles on the bookshelves. I take one of the hard looking seats I find, squirming slightly as I try to find a comfortable position to sit it. Vrax takes the other seat, and Mary flies over to the professor’s desk.  
 
      
 
    From his seat behind the desk, Professor Miltonha asks, “Please tell me how I can help you.” 
 
      
 
    I stop trying to find a comfortable position on the hard wooden chair and turn to answer the goblin’s question, only to find myself looking up at the professor. I smile at the power games the floppy eared Goblin is playing. Not only does he intentionally have uncomfortable chairs but he’s arranged it that anyone sitting here has to look up at him. I don’t know if this bodes well for our dealings, but I lean forward and answer the professor, “The Imperare Empire attacked our village, and soldiers took members of my friend's tribe as slaves. We tracked them to Valse and freed the slaves they had there, but the kobolds had already been sold to someone and shipped out.” I take Mr. Gerald’s ledgers out of my [Inventory] and place them on the desk in front of Professor Miltonha, “When we left, we took these accounting books hoping to find out where the kobold were sent and to whom they were sold but the books are in some type of code. Lilliandra said that you were very clever and that you knew something about codes and how to break them.” I can’t help it, but a pleading tone enters my voice as I ask, “Do you think that you could help us decode these ledgers so that we can find my friend’s stolen tribesmen?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin professor is silent after hearing my request, and he looks at the ledgers for a while, his hands steepled in front of him. Then, making some internal decision, he picks up the top ledger and begins flipping through the pages. Without looking up, he says, “I don’t like getting involved with the Imperare Empire normally. But for the sake of my old friend Lilliandra, I’ll see what I can do with these ledgers.” 
 
      
 
    I jump out of my seat in joy at the answer. Finally, someone can help us. Someone is willing to risk the Imperare Empire’s wrath and help us find Vrax’s kidnapped family. I’m about to lean over the table and shake the goblin’s hand, but Vrax beats me to it. He climbs on top of the desk and practically falls onto the goblin hugging him and thanking him. The professor tries to push the kobold away, and I have to pull Vrax off of him. I laugh and thank the professor for his help, then ask, “How long do you think it will take you to decode the ledgers and find out where the kobolds were sent?” 
 
      
 
    Professor Miltonha adjusts his robe, looks up at me and answers, “At least two weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “Two weeks?” I ask, surprised that it will take that long. 
 
      
 
    The goblin waves me away and starts to look through the ledger again, “Yes, at least two weeks. Come back then for the information you seek. Make sure you bring the money too.” 
 
      
 
    I’m turning away from the professor towards the door when the last part of that sentence hits and I turn back, “Money? What money?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin finally looks up from the ledger and tilts his head slightly and gives me a sharp toothed smile, “Yes. I said I’d help you but my time is not cheap. You’re asking me to take time away from my work at the college and spend hours researching the cipher used in these documents. Then I’ll have to comb through them all to find just the information you’re looking for. Did you think that I’d be doing all that work for free?” 
 
      
 
    I honestly had. I mean, Lilliandra recommended him as an old friend. I guess I should have known better. I put Vrax down and ask, “How much will it cost us?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin’s smile widens, “Oh, for my old friend’s student, I’ll give you the the friends and family discount. It will only cost you ten silver.”  
 
      
 
    Mary, who’d been quietly standing on the desk till now, blurts out, “That’s highway robbery!” 
 
      
 
    The goblin looks down at Mary, sneers, and then closes the ledger he was looking at and carefully places it on top of the others on his desk before saying, “My time is dear to me, and I charge accordingly. If the price is not acceptable, please feel free to take your books back. But I do not know of anyone else that will be able to help you. Not many people know how to break a code like I do.” 
 
      
 
    I internally fume at the answer. The goblin has us over a barrel, and he knows it. I think of hitting the smug looking goblin sitting in his raised chair with his arms crossed. Instead, I take a deep breath and tell him quietly, “Fine. Ten silver for your work decoding the ledgers and finding out where the kobolds were sent and to whom they were sold.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin holds out his hand to me, and I shake on the deal. Then a notification window pops up. 
 
      
 
    You have contracted with Jaxson Miltonha to decode accounting ledgers. In exchange for his work, you have agreed to pay him 10 silver coins. Return in two weeks for the decoded ledgers and the information promised. Failure to pay the 10 silvers will result in lost reputation with Jaxson Miltonha and loss of the desired information. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interlude 2  
 
      
 
    Watching the men below me in the training pit, I see a three on three battle. Three beastmen, fully transformed for battle, face off against a three man human team. The humans are armed in only steel helmets, a leather arm guard, and tridents. The three humans fight back to back in the center of the pit, the three transformed beastmen circle the humans, waiting for a single moment of weakness to attack.  
 
      
 
    As I watch the training of the familia gladiatoria, my one hour of relaxation is interrupted by a messenger. He hands me sealed envelope, and I sigh. I only ask for one hour of peace, and yet work continues to find me.  
 
      
 
    I check to make sure the seal on the letter has not been disturbed before paying the messenger and dismissing him. I slid one of my fingernails, sharpened to a razor's edge, across the folds of the envelope, opening it with a single smooth motion. Taking the letter out, I read it, unafraid that others may see it. It’s from Jaxson, one of my best encryption specialists. To anyone else, it would appear like a random assortment of letters and numbers. But to my trained eye, it’s no different than reading anything else. 
 
      
 
     My humblest greetings Master Raslinton. I have come across a potential candidate that matches the description of the group you were interested in. The makeup of the group varies slightly from what you described but includes a fairy and a kobold. However, instead of a dark haired human with red hands. There is a humanoid, with red scales covering his body. He goes by the name Armon and is the apprentice of an old friend of mine. He seeks information on some kobolds that were taken when the city of Restrian was captured and has come to me to decode the books that have the information. The code used was simple, and it would only be a matter of hours to secure the information the boy seeks.  
 
      
 
    However, as I was unsure if this is the same group you sought out, I told him that I would need at least two weeks to complete the work. Please send me further instructions. 
 
      
 
    Your dedicated servant,  
 
      
 
      
 
    Professor Jaxson Miltonha 
 
      
 
    Finally, one of my agents has come through for me. The agent of change is within my grasp. Now, I need only arrange for his capture. None of my human agents will be able to work in Monstrum, and the non-human slaves I have can’t be trusted to return as instructed. I suppose I’ll have to use one of the mercenary groups for hire in that kingdom. I snap my fingers and my assistant, Nora, appears before me. I dictate my instructions to my faithful servant, and he leaves to execute them. That matter taken care of, I pen a personal coded letter to Jaxson, letting him know of my pleasure at his well thought out actions and the group I’m sending him. 
 
      
 
    Once I’ve had a messenger take the letter, I return my attention to the battle below me. It brings me the greatest pleasure to see others fight for my amusement.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.3 
 
      
 
    Having made arrangements with the professor to decode the ledgers, our team quickly leaves the building. Once we’re back in the courtyard, I move towards a small grassy hill and sit under one of the few trees in the courtyard. I look up at the tall broad canopy and see the leaves shake as a breeze passes through them and feel myself calm down a little. The red scales that cover my skin stiffen slightly from the chill wind. I lay back on the knoll and feel the blades of grass tickle me slightly. Closing my eyes I take deep breaths and try to calm myself. 
 
      
 
    I keep telling myself that it shouldn’t matter that the goblin asked for payment to help us. He should get paid for the work. After all, I get paid when I help someone with a job or quest. No matter how many times I tell myself that I should just be happy we found someone that can decode the ledgers, I’m still annoyed. Maybe it’s because the goblin seemed to take delight in price gouging us. Or maybe it’s because he seemed more than willing to let those innocent kobolds rot away in slavery if we refused to pay. Either way, it bothers me. 
 
      
 
    I feel a rough scaled hand touch my shoulder, and I open my eyes to see Vrax staring down at me. His eyes look sad, and I remember that no matter how much the situation bothers me, it’s worse for Vrax. It’s his family that was murdered. It’s his family that’s been kidnapped and enslaved. I sit up and feel my irritation eclipsed by a sense of determination. Our goal remains the same. Find the kobolds and free them. If we have to deal with unsavory characters like Jaxson to accomplish that goal, then so be it. We’ll do what we have to do. 
 
      
 
    I put a hand on Vrax’s shoulder and squeeze gently and tell him, “We’ll find them, buddy.” He nods once, acknowledging the gesture and reassurance. 
 
      
 
    Looking beyond my kobold brother, I see Kitsune standing a few feet away, giving Vrax and I a little privacy. Mary, however, is pacing in mid-air, muttering to herself about greedy goblins getting a fairy sized beat down. I can’t help but smile at the sight. I don’t know how she does it, but Mary always manages to raise my spirits. 
 
      
 
    Enough of the pity party. It’s time we get back to working on solutions and not just complaining about the problem. I make eye contact with each of my friends before saying, “Ok team. We finally have someone working on the ledgers. What’s next?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune and Mary move closer and take a seat in front of me on the grassy knoll. Their eyes relax as they come under the shade of the tree that protects them from the midday sun. Kitsune raises her hand, and I smile slightly remembering how many times we’ve tried to tell her that she doesn’t need to do that. I nod at her, knowing she’ll just keep her hand up otherwise.  
 
      
 
    Putting her hand down, Kitsune leans forward. Her white kimono parts slightly, revealing the gray under armor underneath. She says, “Well, we’re going to be here at least two weeks so we should secure room and board.” 
 
      
 
    I try to focus on Kitsune’s eyes as I answer, “True, I’d love to have a real bed to sleep in again but how will we be paying for that room and board? We also have to figure out a way to get ten silver to pay the goblin.” 
 
      
 
    “We could always rob some of the snotty students around here,” Mary says while gesturing to teens and young adults walking around in their robes, “I’m sure they have more than enough money.”  
 
      
 
    While I understand Mary’s distaste for these students based on our interaction with the hairy teen, I say, “Umm. While it may be cathartic for you to rough up some rich kid, we still have to live here for the next couple weeks. Getting thrown in prison for robbery won’t help us.” Then thinking about the bratty teen again I add, “Though, it may be something we can do on our way out of town.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sticks her tongue out at me and playfully calls me a spoilsport. Then more seriously she says, “Well, now that just about everyone in the group is level five, how about you join the Adventurers’ Guild. We should be able to make plenty of money doing their guild quests.” Then after looking around to make sure no one else is listening, she adds quietly, “Plus we can turn in the coordinates for Koorb’s dungeon and claim the reward.” 
 
      
 
    “What reward?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    Still whispering Mary answers, “The one the guild offers for the location of a newly discovered dungeon.” Seeing the lack of comprehension on my face, she rolls her eyes and continues, “You’ve already seen how great a resource a dungeon can be for a town. Heck, the Imperare Empire only took over Restrian because of the dungeon nearby. The Adventurers’ Guild also likes to control as many dungeons as possible. It’s a great way to train its members and farm for resources for their crafters. So, they offer a reward to any guild members that discovers a new dungeon and turns the location over to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying we could have turned the location over of the dungeon to the guild this entire time and gotten money for it? Why didn’t you say something sooner?” 
 
      
 
    Mary scowls at me, puts her index finger to her lips, and says quietly, “First, stop talking so loudly. There are plenty of unscrupulous people that would do bad things to us to get this kind of information. Second, I didn’t say anything because you have to be a member of the guild to get the reward and you weren’t a high enough level to join the guild yet.” 
 
      
 
    Well, that actually makes sense. I lower my voice and suggest that we head over to the Adventurers’ Guild right now. The others agree, and we walk out of the college courtyard past the large multiple story classrooms. I ask a passing construction worker where the adventurers’ guild is located. He points north and continues on his way. We head north and only have to ask for directions two more times before we’re standing in front of the Adventurers’ Guild. The building is an almost identical copy of the one we walked into on the border of Monstrum. I guess having recognizable architecture helps people identify the place for people. 
 
      
 
    Walking through the thick wooden double doors, I see the same layout as the other guild hall. To my left is another wooden counter behind which are three women in collared, pressed, white shirts with black vests. There are adventurers lined up to talk to each of the women behind the counters. Some are turning in items, others are talking animatedly with one of the attendants, and others seem to be giving the attendants money. To the left, along the far wall is another jobs bulletin board covered in papers detailing a variety of jobs and quests. One of the only differences between this guild hall and the last one we were in are the adventurers. In the last one, the adventurers were all adults with well-maintained gear. They carried weapons and looked like they’d be able to handle themselves in a fight. The adventurers here seem to be mostly kids my age. There’s an odd old scarred orc or goblin, but most of the people here look like they’re no older than seventeen. Their clothes and weapons still look new and unblemished. I feel like this is the junior edition of the guild. 
 
      
 
    I get in the line for the guild attendants, and the other members of the group go look over the available jobs on the board. It only takes eight minutes to get to the front of the line, and before I know it, I’m standing in front of a tall, elegant elf woman with milky white skin and silver hair that is up in a bun. She looks at me through round glasses and smiles faintly as I stare at her and asks, “How may I help you today?” 
 
      
 
    The question snaps me out of my stare, and I remember to close my mouth before I reply, “Hello. I’m interested in joining the Adventurers’ Guild. Then I’d also like to,” I lower my voice before continuing, “report the location of a new dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    The silver-haired elf’s mouth tightens slightly, and she motions to her left with a gloved hand, “Since you need to turn in information of a sensitive nature, please follow me to a private room.” I look in the direction she motions and see a small hallway. As I walk towards the hallway, I glance back and see the attendant giving brief instructions to the halfling who takes her place. Walking down the hallway, a door opens to my left and the elf attendant walks out. She leads me further down the well lit hallway to a private room. Opening the door for me, the elf motions for me to enter. Walking through the doorway, I see that the room is well decorated. There’s a short oak table in the center with four chairs. The walls of the room have landscape paintings, and there is a long, lush carpet that begs for someone to run across it barefooted. 
 
      
 
    The silver haired elf with the round glasses takes a seat at the table, and I take one opposite her. Her fingers interlaced on the table, she smiles and says, “Now we can speak freely. This room is magically warded against eavesdroppers.” She holds out her hand and introduces herself, “I am Svenofnine, lead attendant for the Trinitarian branch of the Adventurers’ Guild.” 
 
      
 
    I shake her hand, “Hey. I’m Armon. Nice to meet you..uh..” I try to say her name, but the elfish syllables escape me. She laughs once at my attempt to say her proper name and adds, “You can call me Steph if it is easier for you to say.”  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Steph,” I say with a smile of my own, “Now, about those two topics. How do I join the adventurers’ guild? What is the reward for discovering a new dungeon?”  
 
      
 
    The elf nods once and answers, “Down to business. I can respect that. Let me first address the issue of the dungeon since that is the more straight forward topic. If you report the location of a dungeon to the guild and we can confirm that the information is true, we issue a standard reward of two hundred gold or one percent of all fees and sales associated with the dungeon paid out on a monthly basis. However, that reward is only open to members of the guild.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s weird. Why wouldn’t you give the reward to anyone? Wouldn’t that get you more information?” 
 
      
 
    As if expecting the question, Steph is already nodding and answers, “We operate in many different countries and have to maintain a neutral stance in all official wars and political struggles. Part of that neutrality entails not inducing those countries’ citizens to turn over valuable resources to us. So, we can only offer rewards like this to members of our guild.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t different countries try to take the dungeons from you?” 
 
      
 
    A predatory smile crosses the elf’s face, “They have tried. But we have some of the strongest warriors and mages on the continent as members and can usually dissuade them from their attempts to take the dungeons from us.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok, how do I join the guild then so I can tell you where the dungeon is located?” 
 
      
 
    “That is the second topic we will talk about. Normally, the guild has a yearly entrance exam that we use to weed out the pretend adventurers from the real ones. You have already missed this year's exam.” Seeing the disappointment on my face, she continues, “However, Trinitarian college has worked with the guild to create a comprehensive course to adventuring, and we’ve agreed to take any student that graduates from the course as a probationary member.” 
 
      
 
    I’m confused by the two options she’s offering. One option is to wait another year for the next official guild exam. That’s the one that Keans told me about. The other option, is to take some college classes? 
 
      
 
    I must look as confused as I feel, because the elf attendant tells me, “I would advise you to talk to Albus Dufendoor. He heads the fighter department of the college and is in charge of the exams for the adventurers’ course.” 
 
      
 
    “The fighter department?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Trinitarian College has three major departments that correspond to the three major branches of adventuring. Fighting, magic, and stealth.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I just go talk to him and see if he can help me?” 
 
      
 
    Steph nods politely, “I would also strongly advise that you not tell anyone else about the location of the dungeon you think you discovered. In all likelihood, it’s already on our books somewhere. However, if it’s not and someone else reports it first, they get the reward.” 
 
      
 
    I thank the lovely elf woman for her assistance. She leads me back out to the entryway of the guild, I collect my friends, and we leave. 
 
      
 
    The sun is well past its peak and heading towards sunset. Anxious to see the professor that Steph suggested I speak to, I start walking back towards the college courtyard. However, Mary flies in front of and asks what happened. I quickly relay the information the nice elven guild lady told me to my team, and once they’re caught up, we get moving back to the college. 
 
      
 
    I remember seeing the name Albus when we were looking for Jaxson Miltonha and know exactly where to find the gentleman. I walk straight into the stone building near the college courtyard and up the stairs to the staff offices. It only takes me a few minutes to locate the correct office for Albus Dufendoor. I’m panting slightly when I knock on the door, and my team finally catches up to me. I hear a voice on the other side of the door call out, “Come in.” 
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and turn the iron handle of the office door and walk through. I do a double take as I walk through the door. This office can’t be more different from Jaxson’s. Where that office is crammed with books and a huge desk, this one is spartan. There is a single bookshelf against the far wall and a small table with a teapot in one corner of the room. Other than those things, the room is bare. There’s a small, shirtless, white-haired man standing on his hands in the center of the room. His long braided beard flops over his face and muffles his voice as he asks, “Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Hi, I’m Armon. Are you Albus Dufendoor, head of the fighter’s department?”  
 
      
 
    The small man does a single handstand push up and then flips upright. Once on his feet, I see that he has a large bulbous nose and a full white beard that covers most of the lower part of his face. In addition to his beard being braided, so is the white hair on his head. His large blue eyes scan our group before answering with a gravelly voice, “Yes. I am Albus. What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    To say I’m surprised would be an understatement. I was expecting the head of the fighter department to be a huge hulking giant of a man, not a…well I’m not sure what he is actually. He’s as short as a halfling, but he doesn’t have the childlike features of the race. He’s as hairy as the one dwarf I’ve met, but he’s not nearly as broad in the shoulders or waist.  
 
      
 
    I hear a soft whisper in my ear, “He’s a gnome. Get over it and stop staring.” I turn my head to see Mary hovering near me.  
 
      
 
    I whisper back a quick thanks and answer the gnome, “One of the attendants at the Adventurers’ Guild said I should talk to you about a problem I have joining them.” 
 
      
 
    Grabbing a towel from the table, Albus starts to wipe off his sweat covered body and comments, “Oh? They don’t normally send people my way. Why don’t you have a seat and tell me about your problem.” 
 
      
 
    Not seeing chairs anywhere, I sit on the hardwood floor and describe my conversation with Steph the silver-haired attendant from the guild. I omit the detail about knowing where a dungeon is and instead say that I have some information that the guild wants. 
 
      
 
    The shirtless, wrinkly, white-haired gnome paces across the room as he listens to my story. When I’m finished, he scratches his beard contemplatively and says, “Yes, that would be Svenofnine. She’s a problem solver alright.” Then he smiles, and I see the laugh lines across his face crinkle, “Well, I guess I can help you with your problem. All you have to do is pass the end of the year exams for the adventurer’s course at the college. Then you’ll automatically be admitted as a probationary member of the guild, and they can legally buy whatever they’re trying to get from you.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I see Kitsune’s hand rise into the air, and Albus automatically points to her, and she asks, “How can he pass the exams when he’s neither been admitted to the college nor taken any of the classes?”  
 
      
 
    “A good question, lady of the Shioku.” He holds up a hand forestalling the question Kitsune was about to ask, “Yes, I know of your people and who the nine tail fox clan is.” Then he waves his hand as if the information doesn’t matter and continues, “The answer is simple. I’ll admit the lad based on recommendation, and he can take the tests at the end of the week. He’ll have to pay tuition though. Otherwise, I’ll hear about it from the other department heads.” 
 
      
 
    “How much is that going to be?” I ask, thinking of the very limited funds we currently have.  
 
      
 
    Albus considers the question for a moment before answering, “Hmmm, what would be fair? Let’s see. Normal tuition is a gold a year. But since you’re only going to be enrolled for the week, how about eight silver?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, “Sorry. I don’t have the money. Even if my whole team pooled their funds together, we’d only have about three silver.” 
 
      
 
    The gnome waves away my statement, “Don’t worry about giving me the money today. As long as you get it to me before the tests, we’ll consider your tuition paid. I can’t guarantee you’ll pass any of the tests, but I can make sure you get a shot at taking them.” 
 
      
 
    I’m overjoyed at the turn of events and do a little happy dance right there in the middle of the office. The gnome professor laughs at my antics and Mary and Kitsune giggle when Vrax joins me. After thanking the kind gnome for his generosity, we leave and find that night has started to fall. Mary casts her [Light] spell, creating a globe of illumination for us to walk by. We decide that we’d rather save our money for the two expenses we now have rather than spend the coin on a couple of beds in an inn. We walk through the streets of the city, past the makeshift gate, and past the tent city outside the yet to be finished walls. We make a quick camp after eating a few of the fruits that Dr. Gooflak gave us and quickly fall asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.4 
 
      
 
    In the morning the group takes some time to talk about the events of the previous day. I don’t think it’s fair to expect them to pay for me to take a college exam that will only get me into the Adventurers’ Guild. When I bring it up the team understands my concern but agree that one of us needs to turn in the location of the dungeon before those thieves discover it and turn the location in themselves. I appreciate the support and promise to split the reward with them. The moment the word promise leaves my lips a notification appears. 
 
      
 
    You’ve agreed to split the reward for turning in the location of a dungeon to the Adventurers’ Guild with Mary, Vrax, and Kitsune. Failure to fulfill your promise will result in severely lowered reputation with each person. 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the message and think sarcastically, ‘Thanks notification. I don’t think I would have realized that screwing over my friends by not splitting the reward with them would lower my reputation with them.’ 
 
      
 
    Since the group already has three silver, we have less than a week to earn the remaining five silver to pay the exam fee. According to Kitsune and Mary, there are plenty of jobs available on the board in the Adventurers’ Guild. So, we decide to dedicate the next six days to earn as much money as possible. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune helps out in a local clinic, though she isn’t paid as much as she was in the border town due to their being more healers available from the college. Mary, Vrax, and I work on completing the tasks that don’t require guild membership. They don’t pay much, usually only 5-10 copper per job, but they’re also not that difficult. We clear a home of some rodents that have infested the basement. We gather firewood for some older people in the city. We clean gutters, babysit, Mary tutor’s a few students from the college, and we basically do anything we can to make money. We have to spend a few coppers a day on food, but it’s more efficient than going back to camp and trying to hunt for lunch. We sleep outside the city to save on housing costs. All told, the team makes enough to pay the exam fees and have a few silver left over. 
 
      
 
    The day before the exam we turn over to Professor Albus, the full eight silver he asked for. Putting the silver in a small metal box, he tells me that the exam will be taken over three days. Tomorrow will be the written exam, taken downstairs in room 112. The next day will be the general dexterity and fitness test. The final test is the combat test.  
 
      
 
    I receive an official quest called ‘Making the grade’ that asks me to finish all three quests with an averaged passing grade. My reward is admissions into the Adventurers’ Guild and 50 XP.   
 
      
 
    We thank the professor for his help again and leave to prepare for tomorrow's exam. 
 
      
 
    That night, the team agrees that I will take the exams and they’ll continue to work and earn money since we still need to pay for the decryption of the ledgers. 
 
      
 
    I arrive at room 112 the next day eager to take my first step to joining the Adventurers’ Guild. Walking through the door, I see that most of the desks are already taken. I have to find a seat with thirty pairs of eyes following me. Once seated, I twiddle my thumbs until a tall elvish figure in black robes walks through the door. All the chattering in the room stops as he walks to the front of the classroom and takes a tall stack of papers from his [Inventory]. He introduces himself as Professor Woodbottom and informs us that we’ll have one hour to complete the test. The professor then walks down each aisle putting tests on each desk he passes. Once all the tests are handed out, he returns to the front of the class and tells everyone that they may begin. There’s a flurry of movement as each of the students in the room pulls ink and quill from their [Inventory] or bag and turns the first page of the test over. I follow suit and bring out my pen and ink. I look down and fill out the first page of the test which asks for my name and then flip over the page.  
 
      
 
    The written test is broken into three parts. The first is a multiple choice section that asks questions about general adventuring knowledge and monster vulnerabilities. I easily answer the question on the weakness of undead skeletons. D) Both Holy and Blunt damage. I also remember that Trolls are vulnerable to fire. However, how am I supposed to know the three weak points on a chimera’s body? Or what type of riddle a Sphinx most likely to ask? Or what another name for the Draught of Living Death is? Wait, that last one sounds familiar. On this part of the test, I’m forced to guess at most of the questions, but I have at least a one in four chance of getting an answer right. 
 
      
 
    The next portion of the test is a mathematics exam that requires written proofs for the answer; this is a bit easier for me. The first question asks, ‘You fight a demon that slashes you for 13 points of damage. The armor you wear negates 15% of all damage, and the ring you wear resists an additional 1% of holy damage. How many slashes can you take before you die if you have a health pool of 120?’ I work out the math on paper, 13-(13*.15) to get damage from the demon after it’s resisted by just the armor. Demon’s don’t deal holy damage, so the ring doesn’t matter. Then divide the overall health by that damage to get 10.86. So my answer is ten because the eleventh strike would kill me. There are more questions like that. They deal with managing mana, stamina, and damage in a fight. But they all amount to the same level of arithmetic and algebraic work. 
 
      
 
    The last part of the written exam stumps me completely. There are three essay prompts, of which I must choose two to write about. The first essay prompt asks, ‘Describe the agricultural repercussions for the discovery of the Tootin tuber.’ The second essay prompt is, ‘List and describe the five major branches of magic theory.’ The last prompt is, ‘Describe the life cycle characteristics of the common horned rabbit.’ I have no idea what a Tootin tuber is, so I try to write the most convincing essays possible for the other two prompts. I use my earth based fantasy knowledge of magic to answer prompt #2 and guess that the five major branches of magical theory are enchanting, conjuration, evocation, illusion, and spellwriting. I don’t really know if spellwriting is a major branch of magical theory, but it’s the only one I have any real knowledge of and the one I describe the best. Everything else is just my best made up description. The last essay on the life cycle of the horned rabbit, I think might actually be right. I mean, I still have my observation bonus from when I stalked and killed them back in the forests near Restrian. Still, most of it is a combination of what I observed and what I remember about rabbits on earth. 
 
      
 
    I barely finish the last part of the exam when the teacher at the front of the class announces that time is up. The class of students groan at the announcement and everyone files to the front to hand in the exam. The elf teacher gives me a critical look when I turn in the exam but doesn’t stop me, so I can assume that Professor Albus Dufendoor has mentioned me to the teacher.  
 
      
 
    I walk out of the room and see groups of students talking to each other about how they think they did on the test. I ignore them all and make my way out of the city to set up camp for my friends. In the evening, they arrive to a fully cooked meal, and I tell them about the first exam. Mary’s annoyed at me because she actually knew all the answers to the test. Kitsune giggles at the made up essay answers I gave, and Vrax just sits quietly and eats his food while listening. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, my friends escort me to the courtyard of the college, and I join the group of students gathered there. I chat with my team about what I think the next test will be about until a large man with one eye in the center of his head wearing black robes appears. He yells for all the students taking the next test to gather around him. I bid my friends goodbye and join the others around the bald cyclops. He informs us that the next test is a general fitness and dexterity test. He leads us to an area of the college I’ve not seen before; a long rectangular field converted into an obstacle course. I hear muttering from the people around me about how they’d had classes here before but that none of the obstacles were there then.  
 
      
 
    I move forward through the crowd to get a better look at the obstacles. I count seventeen obstacles of varying size and shape. They include a rock wall, several balance beams, nets, mud pits, balance poles, and ropes. Looking at the obstacles, I can’t help but laugh out loud. Compared to what dungeon master Koorb put me through, this should be a piece of cake. The students around me give me funny looks and mutter under their breaths at my laughter. I ignore them as I stifle my last chuckle and start to stretch. We’re sent along the course alphabetically by our last name, and each of us is timed. Points are taken off for every obstacle failed, and students fail the test entirely if they can’t complete the course. I finish the course with the second best time and watch as the students behind me fall off balance beams into mud pits and struggle up ropes. I even see several bookish students waive their hands in surrender and walk off the course. I consider myself quite lucky to have had training from Rex in this kind of stuff and even thank Koorb silently for his challenging Dungeon Warrior course.   
 
      
 
    That night around our campfire, I tell my friends about the second test, and they all laugh at how easy it was, compared to the other challenges we’ve faced. Mary again thinks she could have done a better job than me and that if she were only level 5, she’d be a better candidate for the Adventurers’ Guild. Since she’s still level 3, I can give her the ego boost and tell her that she’s absolutely correct. 
 
      
 
    The next day is the final test. I arrive early to the college courtyard and for once am the first one there. I watch as student after student arrives, geared up for the combat test. Some still wear their school robes and carry staffs or wands. Others, wear armor made from leather and metal and carry swords and axes. Only one individual wears a full suit of heavy armor, and he barely seems to be able to move around in the stuff.  
 
      
 
    I’m surprised to see Professor Albus Dufendoor himself show up to give the exam. He’s wearing a set of heavy armor that must have taken some clever work to size it down for a gnome. However, unlike the students, he moves as comfortably and quickly in his armor as he does wearing normal clothing. Professor Dufendoor gets everyone’s attention with a single clap of his hands, which produces an ear ringing sound. I’m not sure if it’s some magical effect of just the way the metal gauntlets he wears are made. Regardless, once he has everyone’s attention, he tells us that his assistant will be leading us to the test site one at a time. The professor utters a magical phrase and the stone pavers that line the courtyard begin to shift, revealing a set of stairs that leads into the earth. The professor calls out one student's name and the two of them walk down the stone steps and disappear into the darkness.  
 
      
 
    A younger gnome in black robes pushes his way through the crowd and stands in front of the stairway. He crosses his arms in front of his chest and watches the students until a gem embedded in a strap on his wrist begins to glow. He then calls out a student’s name, and I realize that he must be the assistant the professor mentioned. Once the student makes his way through the crowd of students, he’s lead down the stairs by the assistant gnome. A few minutes later the gnome walks back up the stairs and takes his place in front of them, arms crossed. 
 
      
 
    The scene repeats itself a dozen times before my name is finally called. Thankfully, I’m already near the front of the group, and only a few students have to move before I’m standing in front of the diminutive assistant. He looks up at me with chestnut brown eyes and a head full of curly hair and confirms that I’m Armon Ellington before he leads me down the stairs into a dark stone tunnel. Once below ground level, the darkness is replaced by the glow of several torches that are ensconced in the walls, and it’s easier to follow the quick gnome. The tunnel leads to more stairs that go down farther and finally after what seems like forever, the tunnel ends at a door made of solid bronze. Confirming that I’ve arrived, the gnome assistant doesn’t say anything else but points once at me and then the door. Then he leaves the way he came.  
 
      
 
    I watch the gnome disappear down the tunnel, and once he’s out of sight, I turn to face the bronze door. This is it. The final test to see if I can join the Adventurers’ Guild. I take a deep breath and turn the handle of the bronze door and push it open. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.5 
 
      
 
    It takes a little effort to push the heavy bronze door open, but it opens into another dark stone tunnel. Ahead I can already see the light from a larger room and can barely hear the sound of voices. I close my eyes and listen intently. While I can’t make out the individual words, there are at least a half-dozen people speaking somewhere ahead. Well, at least I know the test is up ahead. I take a moment to create my knuckle busters on my hands. It takes a quarter of my mana, but I feel a little better knowing I have backup weapons I don’t have to open my [Inventory] to get. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walk ahead, one hand on the stone wall for about twenty feet until I emerge into another room. The room is large. It’s about twenty feet wide and forty feet long. It has a dirt and sand floor. The walls are made of mortared stone. The ceiling is twenty feet high and along the walls are two balconies with three people on each. The people, or more likely teachers, since they’re wearing the black robes of the college, are from a variety of non-human races. Movement across the room on the ground floor catches my eye, and I see Professor Albus Dufendoor casually sitting on a small wooden stool. I wave, and he smiles and nods back.  
 
      
 
    One of the people in the balcony starts to explain the combat test. There will be a series of opponents summoned. Once defeated, the next set of opponents are summoned. The cycle is repeated until either the test taker has reached 1% of their health or they are unable to continue fighting. The orc speaking asks if I’m ready to begin. I check my equipment quickly. Pointy shield of Pain in my left hand, check. Spear in my right hand, check. Knuckle busters, check. I look up at the orc and nod that I’m ready. 
 
      
 
    Two of the other people watching from the balcony begin making gestures and shouting magical phrases. Light gathers around their hands and two circles of magical energy form on the floor in the middle of the room. The circles have a diameter of about six feet, and within them, the sandy ground starts to shift. At first, it just looks like a sand storm is being gathered in the circles. Then slowly the sandstorm gets bigger and bigger until it’s pushing at the boundaries of the cylindrical barrier created by the magical circle. The sand then suddenly stops shifting like a storm and instead condenses to form two humanoid shapes. The sand creatures are roughly six foot tall but don’t possess any defined features besides having two arms, two legs, a body and a head. There are no hands at the end of the arms, only tightly packed sand nubs. The head is really just a condensed egg-shaped structure without a nose, mouth, or any other feature that would make it a face.  
 
      
 
    I only have a moment to focus intently above one of the sand creatures head and see that it is a level five Sand Golem before I hear the shout, “Begin.” 
 
      
 
    The circles, around the sand golems, disappear, and the creatures move towards me. They each take slow, lumbering, awkward steps. It’s as if they’re just learning to walk. At the rate their moving, it’ll be several minutes till they reach me. Instead of waiting for them both, I run forward, past the one on the left. It takes a slow swing at me as I pass by, but I easily dodge it. Now at the first golems back, I stab out with my spear, testing the golems defenses. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 3 
 
      
 
    I know that I should deal between six and ten damage with the spear, so the fact that I’m only dealing three, tells me that the golem has some resistance to piercing weapons. While the sand golem slowly turns around, I quickly use the side of the spearhead to slash at the golem and then bash the creature in the back with the blunt spear butt. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 2 
 
    Damage dealt: 0 
 
      
 
    Each attack seems only to harm the slow moving golem slightly and from all appearances only removes a bit of sand from the creature. However, the damage notifications tell me that even of the three types of damage I’ve dealt it that the piercing type is the most effective, even if only by a single point. In the few moments, it takes for this information to process in my mind the sand golem I’m attacking finally turns around. It pulls back its left arm for a wide swing, and the large movement catches my attention. Thankfully, I’m able to raise my shield up in time to intercept the blow. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 8 
 
      
 
    I’m thrown back onto my back from the power of the punch, and even after bracing myself behind my shield I note that I’ve taken damage. I seriously don’t want to get hit by those guys again. Realizing that it’s better to avoid getting hit than trying to absorb the damage on my pointy shield of pain, I drop my shield and take my spear in a two handed grip.  
 
      
 
    Because of their slow movement speed and the reach my spear gives, the fight with the two sand golems is relatively easy. I stab them with my spear while trying to stay out of their reach. Only once was I almost knocked out. While finishing off one of the sand golems, the other one approaches from behind without me noticing. I wouldn’t have seen it at all, except the glow from its two handed attack catches my attention from the corner of my eye. I’m barely able to roll out of the way of the powerful attack. The special attack is so powerful it breaks through the layer of sand and dirt covering the floor and damages the stone beneath it, sending shards of rock everywhere. I take another ten points of damage just from the rocks flying through the air. I can’t imagine what the attack would have done to me if I’d taken it full force. 
 
      
 
     Between their massive health pool and the small amount of damage my spear does, It takes twenty minutes of attacking and dodging to take down one of the sand golems. The second sand golem only takes fifteen minutes since I don’t have two opponents to worry about but it’s still a game of stab and weave until it finally dies and collapses into a pile of sand. Just like the first golem, I get a notification that it’s finally done for. 
 
      
 
    You’ve killed a Sand Golem lvl 5. You receive 0 XP. 
 
      
 
    I sigh inwardly. Zero XP again? Darn summoned creatures. 
 
      
 
    With the last of the sand golems defeated, I spellwrite the symbols for ‘life’ and ‘self’ to restore my health. I do a quick check of my status to see how I’m doing. 
 
      
 
    Health    64/65 
 
    Stamina 62/87 
 
    Mana     55/91 
 
      
 
    I wonder if I’m going to get a break to restore my stamina and mana when I see three people in the balconies start to gesture and chant. I guess that answers that question. This summoning is a lot faster than the last one. Before I can do more than ready my shield, five summoning rings appear in the air and a cloud of smoke forms within them. When the smoke clears and the circles disappear, there are five winged creatures that look like hook-nosed demons. The main body of the creatures are thin and spindly and about the size of a porcelain doll. They have wiry arms, and each of their long thin fingers has a sharp black claw. They flap their white wings to stay in the air, and I focus above the closest one’s head to see what it is. 
 
      
 
    Ice Mephit, lvl. 5 
 
      
 
    I only have a moment to wonder what kind of attack something called a mephit will use when three of the flying creatures flap their wings furiously to gain some altitude then nose dive at me. I crouch behind my shield and feel one of the mephit’s claws scrape the pointed top of my shield. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 2 
 
      
 
    I laugh out loud when I see the notification. The stupid mephit hurt itself when it tried to claw at the top of my Pointy Shield of Pain. That’s right buddy, those sword tips at the top aren’t just for show.  
 
      
 
    Another mephit dive bombs me but doesn’t claw at the shield. Instead, it shrieks loudly and flies away. Still crouched behind my shield, I wonder what that attack was meant to do when I feel something land on my back. I’m startled at first, but looking over my shoulder, I see the sharp toothed smile of one the mephits as it digs its claws into my back. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 5 
 
    Damage received: 3  
 
      
 
    As its claws pierce my skin, I feel an icy cold sensation. It almost feels like being stabbed with an icicle. I drop both the spear and shield in my hands and reach backward and grab hold of one of the mephit’s large white wings. Using a maneuver Rex taught me when he was training me in unarmed combat, I lean forward and pull down hard on the wing in my hand. As the sudden shift in my center of mass flings the mephit off my back, I yell, “Kung Fu Throw!” 
 
      
 
    The mephit isn’t hurt by my throw but does lie on its back on the ground, dazed. I take the opportunity to get my first hits in by leaping on top of it and punching it repeatedly.  
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 5 
 
    Damage dealt: 6 
 
    Damage dealt: 5 
 
    Damage dealt: 6 
 
      
 
    After the fourth punch hits, the creature stops moving, and I can see that its health bar is empty. That’s it? That was only like twenty points of damage. These guys are wimps. I look up from my opponent to see the other four mephits flying near the top of the ceiling, watching me with hate filled glares. Before I can even get to my feet, I see all four creatures put their hands together in front of their bony white and blue chests. A light blue glow forms around their hands and air in the room seems to get much colder as a single ice shard forms before each mephit. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know exactly what they’re doing, but I certainly don’t like the look of it, and I roll forward, over the disappearing body of their fallen comrade. I hear something crash and break behind me where I was kneeling but don’t take the time to look to see what it was. Instead, I frantically search for the shield I dropped and spot it to my right. A cold pain slams into my back as I get to my feet and move towards my dropped shield. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 6 (Ice Shard) 
 
    Damage received: 7 (Ice Shard) 
 
      
 
    I’ve barely registered the first attack when I feel another piercing pain in my lower leg and stumble to the ground. Another ice shard flies through the air and misses me as I hit the ground. I glance down and see a piece of ice sticking out of my calf. I have to ignore the pain and crawl forward towards my shield. I make it to the shield and huddle behind it just as two more ice shards slam into it. I can feel their impact and the cold that spreads through the metal, but I don’t take any more damage. I try to pull the ice shard out of my calf, but it’s too slick to hold. Instead, I quickly draw the arcane symbol for ‘fire’ over the shard and stream mana to it until the shard is just a puddle of water. I then heal the gash in my flesh with the symbols for ‘life’ and ‘self’ spellwriting the directional symbols to the wound, so the healing magic knits only my flesh back together. A quick check of my mana shows I only have thirty-two points left, though I’m back up to sixty health. 
 
      
 
    I continue to feel Ice shards pelt the front of the shield and land around me in bursts of four. In a slight panic, I grab the spear on the floor next to me and throw it at one of the nearest flying mephits. It neatly dodges the projectile, and I see the rest of the creatures laughing at me as they charge up their ice shard attacks. I groan when I realize that I just threw away my only weapon. Sure, I could try to run across the room and get it back, but that would let the mephits attack me from directly above. Besides the spear just isn’t long enough for me to stab the mephits from the ground. 
 
      
 
    As another round of ice shards hits my shield, I look through my [Inventory] to see what else I have that might help me. I have some warped shortbows and arrows. I guess I could try to shoot the mephits with those. No, I’d have to drop my shield to use the shortbow, and I don’t even have an archery skill so I’d likely miss the creatures while they made an ice pincushion out of me. I return to the search through my [Inventory]. I have plenty of tools I could throw, but I doubt any of them would hit. I don’t think the practice crystals are going to help right now either. As I search through my stuff, my eyes keep returning to those arrows. I have over three hundred of them. If only I had some way of shooting them without having to use the bow. Once the question is asked, I recall one of the experiments from Koorb’s dungeon. I used a large spellwriting of ‘force’ to create a shield that pushed back the skeletons. What if I shrunk that down and used the directional symbols to apply that force to the very back of the arrow shaft. I mean isn’t that what the bow really does? It gathers mechanical energy from the person pulling the string, stores that energy in the wood as it’s being pulled back, then releases that energy in the small area at the end of the arrow with enough force to send it flying through the air. Why can’t I do the same with the ‘force’ symbol? 
 
      
 
    I’m so excited about the experiment I relax my posture and feel the cold bite of an ice shard as it passes over my head and immediately duck back down under the shield. I slam my shield into the sand under my feet so that I can use both my hands. I grab a dozen arrows from my [Inventory] and drop them on the ground below me. I take one and slip the arrow head and half the shaft between the pointed sword points that stick up on the top of the shield. I still have to hold the back half of the shaft with my left hand, or it will fall off, but the sword points on the top of the shield make a great base to aim the arrow from. With my right hand, I draw the arcane symbol for ‘force’ and a directional symbol that will direct all the energy I put into the spell to an area no larger than a dime. I place the feathered end of the arrow onto this space and pour my mana into the force symbol. Excitedly, I watch as the arrow moves forward a few inches, then falls in front of the shield. 
 
      
 
    As more ice shards hit my shield, I sigh and think about what went wrong. I can only guess that I need to release all the built up energy all at once and not let it stream outward lazily. I set another arrow, and in my mind's eye, I picture my mana charging the ‘force’ symbol but not letting the energy release yet. I can feel the build up and just when I think it’s about to burst I release it all at once. I feel the arrow leave the fingers holding it in place in a rush of movement and I see the shaft of the arrow speed forward like a little rocket. It hits the other side of the room with a clatter, and I see the shaft of the arrow snap. Professor Dufendoor scowls slightly at me from his seat on the stool. Since the arrow hit the wall a foot from his face that is understandable. 
 
      
 
    Still, I can’t help but give a loud ‘whoop’ at the success of the experiment. I have those mephits now. I aim the next arrow upwards at the nearest ice mephit and fire it off just as it’s about to launch its own projectile.  
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 3 
 
      
 
    My arrow hits the wing of the creature and does minimal damage, but it has the desired effect. Not only is the ice mephit forced to abandon its attack, but it also drops a foot in the air since its delicate wing now has a gaping hole in it. The creature tries to stay in the air by flapping its wings harder, but it’s only delaying the inevitable. The monster's stamina reserves quickly deplete and it comes crashing to the ground with a thud. It’s not dead, but it’s also not getting back in the air anytime soon.  
 
      
 
    I repeat the trick with the arrows five more times before I bring down the last three mephits. Once they’re all on the ground, I’m able to make quick work of them and end the second round of battle. Again, I don’t get any experience points from the kills since they were summoned creatures.  
 
      
 
    I grab the spear I threw, pick up my shield, and retreat to the far side of the room. I’m slightly winded as I put my back against the wall furthest from the Professor Dufendoor and try to rest while I can. I quickly check my status.  
 
      
 
    Health     60/65 
 
    Stamina  24/87  
 
    Mana      04/91 
 
      
 
    Looking at my numbers, I sigh sadly and wish that I had thought about making some mana and stamina potions before I took this test.  
 
      
 
    I’m barely able to catch my breath before I see another person in the balcony start to gesture and yell magical words of summoning. A large circle, at least six feet in diameter, appears on the ground in the middle of the room. A cloud forms within the circle and the smell of sulfur radiates from the area, assaulting my olfactory senses.  
 
      
 
    I get up wearily, having only been able to rest enough to restore a few points of mana. When the smoke from the summoning circle clears, a great beast stands in the middle. I can’t help but stare at the canine creature that’s as big as an Irish Wolfhound but has dark black skin, piercing red eyes, and radiates heat like a furnace. I look above the head for its name and see that it’s a level five Hell Hound. While I don’t know for certain what this creature is capable of, I can make the reasonable guess that it has some fire based attacks.  
 
      
 
    The moment the circle around it disappears, the monster races forward slamming right into my shield and knocking me back several steps. I shift my shield lower and peer over the top, my spear in my right hand, ready to strike from above. However, the crafty creature seems to recognize the weapon in my hand, and it moves back just outside the range of my spear. The beast circles me, trying to spot a weakness. It makes a few testing lunges and tries to bite an exposed leg, but I’m able to turn and keep my shield between us.  
 
      
 
    I tire of playing the waiting game and try to rush the monster. It lazily skips backward and stays out of reach of my spear no matter how many times I rush forward. When I finally stop chasing after it, the hellhound opens its great maw, and its black tongue rolls out. It almost seems to be laughing at me. The Pointy Shield of Pain is starting to get heavy, and I drop it to the ground momentarily to rest it. In that instant, the hell hound charges. It streaks past the shield that I’m still trying to pick up off the ground and bites my leg.  
 
      
 
    Damage received: 6  
 
    Damage received: 2 (fire) 
 
      
 
    Not only do I feel the creature's teeth pierce my leather pants but I also feel my flesh burn from the bite. I let go of the shield in my left hand and twist to bring my spear over my head for a downward strike. The hell hound lets go of my leg, and I see it prepare to dance back out of range, but I have a surprise of my own. I activate [Thrust] and the spear in my right hand shoots forward at an accelerated speed.  
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 10 (Thrust) 
 
      
 
    The fiery beast yelps in pain as the spear pierces its side. It pulls back, and because of the awkward angle of my attack and the sheer difference in weight, the hound pulls the spear from my grasp. The spear, embedded in its side, drags along the ground as the creature puts more distance between it and me. I take the opportunity to pick up my shield in my left hand and spin to defend myself.  
 
      
 
    However, the hellhound is more interested in getting the spear in its side out and is spinning in circles trying to dislodge it. Finally, the weapon comes free and goes spinning into a corner of the room. I run and try to retrieve it, but the Hellhound gets there first and picks it up with his mouth. The wood, firmly in the jaws of the beast, begins to smoke. In another few seconds, the shaft of the spear catches fire. Though fire is literally coming from the hound's mouth, it doesn’t seem to notice, and it bites down hard snapping the weapon in two.  
 
      
 
    I stare in disbelief at the raw power of the creature and almost don’t notice the burning glow that is building in the chest of the beast. The hell hound races towards me and I pull my shield up close to my body expecting some kind of charge attack. Unfortunately for me, what happens is much worse.  
 
      
 
    A mere foot from my position the hell hound stops and the burning white energy in its chest travels up its throat and to its jaws. Its head glows white for a second before a white hot gout of flame burst from its mouth. Even though I’m able to duck my head behind the shield, I’m still engulfed in flame as roaring inferno seems to creep around the shield to burn me. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 15 (Hell Breath) 
 
    Damage received: 2 (Fire) 
 
    Damage received: 2 (Fire) 
 
      
 
    The metal shield absorbs some of the damage from the attack but becomes so hot that I have to drop the shield or risk cooking the flesh of the arm holding it. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 2 (Fire) 
 
      
 
    I’m confused by the new notification until I look down and see that the bottom of my pants are on fire and quickly stop, drop, and roll in the sand to put out the blaze. I hear a deep growl and remember that the fire is not my only concern. Before I can get back to my feet, I’m tackled by the hell hound, and I find myself on my back staring up into the jaws of the creature. I experience a moment of deja vu as I instinctively cover my face with my left arm and feel the teeth of the hound bite into it. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 6 
 
    Damage received: 1 (Fire) 
 
      
 
    I scream out in pain and see my health drop to less than a third of its maximum. The memory of another monster biting down on my arm flashes through my mind. The warg in the forest outside Restrian breaking my arm while chewing on me. I remember that I thought I was dead when that monster attacked me, and I would have died too if Rex hadn’t come along. Instead of the painful memory causing me to freeze up from relived trauma, something inside of me breaks, and I scream out in primal fury, “I’m not level one anymore! Some stupid mutt won't kill me!” 
 
      
 
    I begin to punch, knee, and kick the monster that has my arm in its jaws. I receive damage notifications but ignore them as I fight for my life. The creature snaps its head back and forth trying to rip my arm off, but the pain only makes me fight more furiously. I feel the knuckle buster on my right hand break apart as it reaches its damage absorption limit. But I continue to punch. The red scales that cover my flesh provide some protection, but it still burns every time I hit the creature. 
 
      
 
    The monster releases my left arm, and it falls limply to my side, bloody and burnt. I see the familiar white glow in the hell hound’s chest build and know that it plans to release its fire attack at point blank range. As the energy flows up its neck, I take a gamble and reach up and clamp my free hand around its mouth. The demonic canine’s eyes widen, and it tries to pull back away from me, but it trips over my legs and lands on its side. As the white-hot energy travels to the creature’s skull, I keep an iron grip on its jaws, stopping them from opening and releasing a burning inferno. The beast whips its head trying to get me to let go and madly rakes at me with its claws. However, I ignore the new wounds and focus on just keeping my grip on its jaws closed. There’s a white-hot flash, and I feel my right hand burn as the energy the creature planned to release on me, instead explodes inside its head. 
 
      
 
    I feel the body of the monster spasm once then go still. However, my vision starts to go, and the world spins around in a blur as my head hits the sand, and everything goes black.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.6 
 
      
 
    When I next open my eyes, I’m staring up at a slate tile ceiling. Looking at a particular spot on the ceiling, I can’t help but think that the builder should have used more mortar there. The smell of sulfur on my clothes triggers a memory in my mind, and I sit up and look around for an enemy. 
 
      
 
    I hear a voice speak out from across the room, “Woah there boy. Take it easy. You’ve had a rough day.” 
 
      
 
    Turning towards the sound, I see a shirtless old bearded gnome sitting with his legs crossed in the lotus position. His eyes are closed, and his body looks relaxed. It takes a moment for my addled mind to place him. When I do, the memories of the combat trial come flooding back into my mind. I stare at the Gnome for a second before I ask, “Professor Dufendoor, where am I? How did I get here? What happened with the combat test?” 
 
      
 
    The aged white-haired gnome doesn’t open his eyes, but I see a faint smile pass his lips as he answers, “Use your brain boy. Failing that, your senses. Look around.” 
 
      
 
    I follow the professor’s advice and look around the room. The bare wooden floor, the single bookshelf, and the small table in the room tell me that I’m in the professor’s office. I guess someone brought me up here after the combat trial. I pull up my [Status] screen and see that my health, stamina, and mana are all full. I look down at my body and see that my cotton shirt is mostly burnt away exposing my red scales. My black leather pants have several slashes, and I can see the places the hell hound bit into them. However, there’s no sign of injury beneath. So, someone not only brought me up here but healed me. 
 
      
 
    Returning my attention back to the professor I ask, “Ok. I know I’m in your office and that I was likely healed and carried here after the combat test. But I’d still like to know what happened.” 
 
      
 
    The professor takes a deep breath and slowly releases it. He opens his eyes and stands up slowly while asking, “What do you remember about the test?” 
 
      
 
    Trying to recall the day, I answer, “I remember defeating the sand golems and the ice mephits. Then there was a hellhound I think. I remember fighting it.” I touch my left arm and continue, “I remember the creature getting a hold of my left arm and biting down on it. The rest is a blur.” 
 
      
 
    The shirtless gnome harrumphs and shakes his head. His white mustache and beard bouncing with the movement. He picks up a small dark shirt and pulls it over his head and walks over to me barefooted. Since I’m still sitting the gnome can look me in the eye. He smiles and pats me on the shoulder while he says, “Well, the rest of the fight was splendid. When the hellhound got your arm in its jaws, I thought the fight was over, and I’d have to step in.” The gnome laughs and continues, “But boy, you surprised me. Instead of surrendering, which would have ended the test, you fought on like a cornered dire badger. You kicked and punched the beast until it dropped your arm. Then right when it was going to finish you with its special breath attack, you have the gall to use its ability against it.” The gnome laughs again but sees a confused look on my face and explains, “You held the beast's jaws closed after it activated its fiery breath. The flame had nowhere to go and exploded in the creature's skull, killing it. The mess was quite something. After that, you passed out. Not surprising, since you were out of stamina, and nearly out of health. One of the facility cast several healing spells on you, and you were brought up to my office to rest.” 
 
      
 
    Well, that sort of matches up with what I remember. “So does that mean I passed all the exams then?” 
 
      
 
    Professor Dufendoor’s smile fades, and he walks over to the small table and picks up a pile of papers. He flips through the pages until he finds what he’s looking for, “Let’s see here. Your first test was the written exam.” He looks up from the papers and shakes his head solemnly at me, “You failed that. I believe you had the lowest score of the entire term.”  
 
      
 
    Oh, I knew I wasn’t going to ace the written test, but I thought I would have at least gotten a gentleman’s C. So much for the law of averages working in my favor on those multiple choice questions. 
 
      
 
    Professor Dufendoor looks back down at his papers, “You did remarkably well on the physical fitness and dexterity course. Many of the more scholarly students didn’t even finish the course. You got an A on that test.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but feel a bit of pride at getting that “A.” I know I’ve had lots of training on those courses, so I had an advantage going in. However, that doesn’t mean I didn’t work hard to get good at them. 
 
      
 
    He puts the papers down and looks at me seriously, “Finally we have the combat test. There were ten rounds of combat for the test and I’m afraid you only made it to the third one.” 
 
      
 
    A weighty sense of despair falls on me, and I cradle my head in my hands, embarrassed. I only made it to the third round? That means I got 30%. That’s not even a D. That’s solidly in F territory. I put on a brave face and smile at the kind gnome, “Well, I did my best. I guess I’ll just have to wait for the next yearly Adventurers’ Guild test.” I hold out my hand, and the professor takes it in his small child sized hands and shakes it gently. I tell him, “Thank you for giving me the opportunity to take the test though. I know you went out on a limb with the college and probably had to call in a few favors.” 
 
      
 
    I get to my feet and start to walk towards the door. I’m wondering how I’m going to tell the team that I wasted all their money by failing these tests when the voice of the professor calls out to me, “Don’t you want your certificate of completion?” 
 
      
 
    I spin around and yell out, “What?”  
 
      
 
    A wide grin breaks out on the elderly gnome's face, and he pulls a sheet of thick paper from the small table in the corner of the room and hands it to me. I look down at the paper in my hand, and it reads, in fancy calligraphic lettering: Armon Ellington has been certified as completing the adventurer curriculum of Trinitarian College. It’s signed, Professor Albus Dufendoor, B.A.A.G. 
 
      
 
    You’ve completed the quest ‘Making the Grade.’ You have secured a place in the Adventurers’ Guild. 
 
    You receive 50 XP. 
 
      
 
    I stare at the paper in my hands, then look down at the professor’s grinning face. Then back to the paper and back at the professor again. Finally, recovering from the stunned effect the document placed on me, I ask, “But you said that I only made it to the third round of the combat test. Doesn’t that mean I failed?” 
 
      
 
    Professor Dufendoor chuckles and slaps his knee, obviously enjoying my reaction to his misdirection, “No, you didn’t fail. Most of the students didn’t even make it past the first round with the golems. Besides, the test was never about how many creatures you could defeat. It was a test of your mental and physical endurance under fire. We wanted to see how you’d handle the sudden change in tactics from different creatures one after another. We wanted to know if you’d keep fighting even when it seemed like you’d lose or if you’d give up and accept your defeat.” The professor slaps my side and chuckles, “Boy, you did better than ninety percent of the students. You conserved your mana and stamina when you realized you could defeat the golems with normal attacks. You adapted brilliantly to the ranged attacks of the ice mephits. With the hell hound, you proved your spirit and willingness to endure tremendous pain to overcome an enemy. If those aren’t the traits of a good adventurer, I don’t know what is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stare open mouthed at the gnome. Slowly the information the professor gave processes through my brain. I really did pass then? I really did pass then. I really did pass then! I leap up and let out a cry of joy. When I land I pick up the professor, thank him, and hug him. When I put him back down he’s still smiling, “You passed those test on your own. I congratulate you.” Then making shooing motions with his hands he adds, “Now, be off with your scaled self, boy. Go celebrate with your friends.” 
 
      
 
    I thank the professor once more and take his advice. I drop my fancy new certificate in my [Inventory] and run across town, past the construction, past the city walls, and to our camp. Only when I see it, do I remember that everyone is off working and I have to wait till sunset for them to arrive back at camp.  
 
      
 
    When they do arrive, they all listen with rapt attention to the story of the combat test. They cheer when I show them the certificate of completion that Professor Dufendoor gave me, and we all go back into town for drinks.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.7 
 
      
 
    The next day our team wakes up early, and we make our way through the city to the Adventurers’ Guild. While the rest of the team looks for more work, I get in line to apply for membership to the guild. After waiting in line for a few minutes, I’m called to the counter, and a long-eared goblin asks me what she can do for me. I ask to speak to Steph, and the goblin steps down off the stool she is standing on and walks off, presumably to fetch Steph, the silver-haired elf I last talked to. 
 
      
 
    After waiting for a few more minutes, the silver-haired elf I last spoke to comes up to the counter. She smiles and says, “So, you’re back Armon. From the smile on your face, I take it that you did well at Trinitarian college?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering, I take the certificate of completion out of my [Inventory] and place it on the counter between us. Steph congratulates me and suggests we take the rest of our conversation to the private room. I agree, and I’m lead down the hallway to the private room that the guild has warded against magical and mundane eavesdropping. Once we’re seated at the single table in the room, Steph takes out a stack of papers and slides them over to me. She explains that they detail the benefits and responsibilities of joining the Adventurers’ Guild. From a shelf along the wall, she takes a crystal ball and asks me to place my hand on it. I comply, and she starts to read off the information from my status screen. She reminds me that I have five unassigned stat points. Then she tells me that based on my current stats and skill selection, she’s assigning me the adventurer rank of G-5.  
 
      
 
    When I ask her what that rank means, she explains that in the guild adventurers ranks start at G then move up the alphabet to A. Then it jumps to S, SS, and finally SSS. Within a rank, there are also ten levels, with the tenth moving the adventurer to the next rank. So, while starting at G-5 is better than starting at G-10, it’s not that much better. The ranks determine what types of jobs that guild members can take, along with some small perks. Steph also explains that I can move up through the ranks by completing guild approved jobs and tasks. The more work I complete for the guild, the faster I can gain new ranks. The higher my rank, the more access I have to better-paying work. Though the jobs are correspondingly more difficult the higher in rank they get. 
 
      
 
    After filling out some paperwork, Steph hands me a simple medallion. She says that she’s already keyed it to me and that I can present it at any Adventurers Guild to prove that I’m a member. Though they also keep magical records of my work. I excitedly put the medallion on, and Steph congratulates me on joining a fine guild.  
 
      
 
    The guild initiation completed, Steph takes a pen, ink, and paper out and asks me if I still want to turn in the location of the dungeon I think I found. I tell her that I do and she asks me to describe to the best of my knowledge the location of the dungeon I felt I discovered. I tell her about the trip through the mountains between Monstrum and Xican. How bandits kidnaped us, how we escaped, and eventually stumbled into the dungeon. I tell her about the back entrance that the dungeon master lets us out of and how long it took us to get back to the main road and into Monstrum.  
 
      
 
    Steph takes detailed notes on everything I say and after I finish my tale, asks follow-up questions. She asks about the type of dungeon I think it was. What types of monsters we faced? What other obstacles we meet while there? I answer her as best that I can but leave out any mention of the Aleph. For some reason, I don’t want to reveal the store of ancient artifacts that the dungeon master has access to. Perhaps it’s just my hoarding nature, but I’d rather not go blabbing about such treasure before I have a chance to come back and get some of it for myself. 
 
      
 
    Having given all the information I can about the dungeon, I wait for the lovely elf woman to tell me about the reward. When she doesn’t I ask, “So now that I’ve turned in the location of the dungeon, when do I get the reward?” 
 
      
 
    She looks at me quizzically and says slowly, “Well, the standard reward for the location of an undiscovered dungeon is two hundred gold or one percent of all revenue generated by the dungeon. We can deposit either into your guild bank account once we verify the dungeon location.” 
 
      
 
    Excited at the idea of having two hundred gold I almost miss that last statement. Well, my share is fifty gold since I promised to split the money with the group. Still, I ask, “I don’t get the money till after you verify the dungeon location? What does that mean and how long will it take?” 
 
      
 
    Steph thinks about the question for a moment before answering, “Well, we first have to put together a team to go look for the dungeon. Then they have to find it and confirm that no one else has a claim on it. It shouldn’t take more than two months.” 
 
      
 
    “Two months? That’s too long. I need the money now. I have to pay one of the professors to decode something for me.” 
 
      
 
    Steph looks at me sadly but shakes her head no. “I’m afraid this is guild policy. We don’t hand out money to just anyone that comes to us claiming to have discovered a new dungeon. Sorry.” Seeing the dejected look on my face, she quickly adds, “But look at it this way. You’re now an official member of the guild. That means you can take better-paying jobs now. I’m sure you’ll get the money you need in no time.” 
 
      
 
    I thank Steph for her time and for accepting me into the guild. I place the stack of papers in my [Inventory] and walk out of the room and down the hall to the front of the guild to meet up with my team. When I see them, I explain that we won’t be getting any of the money from the guild anytime soon but that we can start taking better-paying jobs.  
 
      
 
    We look through the job listings on the board and pick out the ones that I qualify for.  
 
      
 
    The team spends the remaining three days we have left on two larger jobs. The rewards for completing the two jobs, when added to the three silver we already have, is just enough to meet Jaxson Miltonha’s price for his decoding work.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6.8 
 
      
 
    Two weeks from when we left Mr. Gerald’s ledgers with Jaxson Miltonha, our team returns to his office with his requested fee of ten silver. I knock on his office door at Trinitarian college, but no one answers. I knock again, but there’s still no answer. Since I took and passed, some of the exams at the college, I know that the semester ended. So the professor shouldn’t be in any classes.  
 
      
 
    I look back at my friends who’ve all accompanied me to the office and shrug, “I don’t know where he is. He said to meet him here at his offices today right?” 
 
      
 
    Mary, the ever punctual, confirms that I have the right date. I’m about to head over to Professor Dufendoor’s office to see if he’d heard anything when a childlike figure with light curly hair in student’s robes comes down the hall. The short student approaches my team and asks in a surprisingly deep voice, “Any of you people Armon?” 
 
      
 
    Realizing the ‘childlike figure’ is actually a halfling adult, I raise my hand. The student pulls a folded piece of paper from his robes and hands it to me saying that it’s a message from some snotty professor and walks away before I can inquire further about it. I unfold the paper and read the handwritten message out loud. 
 
      
 
    Armon,  
 
      
 
    My deepest apologies for not being able to meet you at my office at the appointed time. I hadn’t realized that the semester would be over when I scheduled our appointment and have spent the last week at my home. I’m researching some additional information regarding the delicate matter you asked my help with. I have answers for you, but you may not like them. Please meet me at my home at 1313 Mockingbird Lane. Do not forget my remuneration. 
 
      
 
    With best regards,  
 
      
 
    Professor Jaxson Miltonha, Department Chair Of The Magical Subdivision Of Spellwriting 
 
      
 
      
 
    After reading the letter, Vrax asks, “What does renumberation mean?” 
 
      
 
    I look down at my kobold friend and correct his pronunciation, “It’s remuneration.” Then I shrug and admit, “To be honest, I’m not sure what it means.” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune quietly says, “It means ‘money paid for a work or service.'” 
 
      
 
    Mary adds, “It means the greedy goblin doesn’t want us to forget the money.” 
 
      
 
    I groan at the turn the conversation has already taken and try to steer it back to the important part of the note, “Well, regardless of the last sentence, is it me or is it kind of weird that Jaxson wants us to meet him at his home instead of here?” 
 
      
 
    Kitsune crosses her arms and answers, “Academics are odd people and are known to work from home when they can. Would you come to a small office to work if you didn’t have to?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess,” I admit. 
 
      
 
    “Why does it matter where he is at? He knows where kobolds are and we have money. Let's go find him.” Vrax says with a pleading tone.  
 
      
 
    I nod at Vrax. He’s right. It doesn’t matter where we meet with Jaxson.  
 
      
 
    We leave the college and make our way north. We have to ask for directions and find Mockingbird Lane is in the northernmost section of the city. The professor’s house is the last home on a dead-end street that is backed up against the incomplete city wall. The workers must be off for the day because no one is working on this section of the wall at the moment. The home itself is a two story building with wood shingles and an odd rounded roof in some places. The rather creepy looking home is surrounding by iron rod fencing. We walk through the gate and up the porch stairs and use the door knocker mounted on the double doors. I hear someone call out from upstairs, “Just a minute.” Then there is the sound of someone coming downstairs and to the front door.  
 
      
 
    The door opens, and we see Jaxson Miltonha wearing a long magenta silk robes in the doorway. The robes have a black floral pattern and a black collar. I can’t help but think that the goblin looks like a short, green, Hugh Hefner. 
 
      
 
    Jaxson looks at us nervously and motions for us to come inside. We comply and enter the house. The home seems to be mostly hardwood, and the walls are wallpapered with a vertical stripe pattern that makes them look higher than they actually are. The grand staircase is near the entryway and leads to the second floor and looking up I think I catch a glimpse of a shadow, but when I look again, there’s no sign of it. Dismissing it as a trick of my overactive imagination, I address Jaxson, “We’ve come for the information you said you had.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin academic nods vigorously, picks up the hems of his robe, turns away from me and walks past the staircase to the living room. When we don’t immediately follow him, he tells us to hurry up and motions for us to follow him. Growing increasingly annoyed with the goblin I march after him into the living room. Looking around, I feel frustration quickly replaced by fascination. Pinned to the walls of the room wall are the pages of the ledger with their neat columns and coded names and dates. The pages are full of notes and circles. Jaxson motions for us to sit on one of the cushioned wood trimmed couches in the room, and I take a seat, eager to finally hear what the goblin has discovered. 
 
      
 
    Once we’re all seated, Jaxson starts to pace in front of the wall of pinned pages, and he says, “First, let me say that this was one of the most challenging ciphers I’ve ever encountered. It turns out that it’s not just coded but double coded. That’s double the work I originally agreed to. I gave every spare minute I had to this project. I want you to know that.”  
 
      
 
    Jaxson’s pacing increases and he seems to start to sweat as he gets worked up over all the extra work he’s done. I’m sure that he’s just trying to work a new angle to get more money out of us, but I don’t let him get further in his speech, “Yes. Yes, Professor Miltonha. I am sure that you’ve worked very hard to break the code Mr. Gerald used and we’ve brought the ten silver you asked for in payment. Here.” 
 
      
 
    I take the ten silver from my [Inventory] and hold it out for the goblin. For a moment, he looks at the silver in my hand hesitantly. Then his long fingers snake out of his robe and snatch the money from my outstretched hand. The moment he takes the money a notification appears. 
 
      
 
    You have completed your part in a contract with Jaxson Miltonha to decode accounting ledgers. 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the redundant message and wait patiently while the goblin bites each coin to make sure that it’s real. Once he checks each one, he nods and makes the money disappear into some fold of his robe. He gives us a toothy smile, the first I’ve ever seen him ever give, and starts to walk away. 
 
      
 
    I jump to my feet, grab the sleeve of his robe, and ask, “Hold on. Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    He turns back with another awkward looking smile and tells me, “I’m just going upstairs to get my notebook. It has all the decoded information you need. You just stay right here, and I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a little embarrassed at grabbing the goblin’s sleeve. He was just going to get the notes he needs. This creepy house must be making me jumpy. I’m about to apologize to the professor when I hear the sound of a creaking floorboard above us. My paranoia jumps up another level, and I tighten my grip on the goblin’s black sleeve and ask, “What’s was that?” 
 
      
 
    I can tell my question bothers Jaxson because his shoulders hunch inward and he clasps his hands in front of himself. Beads of sweat run down the sides of his greasy skin and he answers, “That’s just my research assistant. If you just let me go, I’ll go get him and introduce him to you.”  
 
      
 
    Jaxson has a research assistant? He’s never mentioned that he’d be working with anyone else. He just doesn’t seem like the type to hire somebody to help him. 
 
      
 
    The goblin professor must see something in my face he doesn’t like because he hisses at me and pulls hard on his sleeve, tearing it from my grip. Surprised by the sudden shift in his attitude, I don’t follow him as he runs away. Running up the stairs, he yells, “Now you fools. Take them now!” 
 
      
 
    Oh shit! It’s a trap! 
 
      
 
    Vrax must be reading my mind or be channelling Admiral Ackbar, because he leaps to his feet and yells, “It’s a trap! It’s a trap!” 
 
      
 
    The sounds of many feet rumble from upstairs, and half a dozen armored figures pour down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Mary flies up into the air and starts to wave her hands and mutter mystical phrases. Vrax pulls his short sword from the sheath at his side, and Kitsune backs up against the far wall. I wasn’t expecting trouble, and I haven’t replaced the spear I broke yet because we were trying to save money. Instead, I look at each member of my group and concentrate on inviting them to party with me. As each accepts I see in icon appear in the top left corner of my vision with small versions of their health, stamina, and mana bars. Having arranged our group, I raise my fists in front of me and take an unarmed fighting stance. 
 
      
 
    By the time the feet of the first armored figure reaches the bottom of the stairs, I’m able to make out that it’s some type of hairy dog man whose long stringy fur is spotted in places. Its dog muzzle bares a mouth full of sharp teeth, and its yellow eyes glare maliciously at us as it rushes forward into the living room. It wears a black leather chest piece that ends in a type of leather skirt. It’s hairy unarmored legs end with paws that seem to be propelling it forward faster than I thought they could. 
 
      
 
    I rush forward to meet the first opponent. As it raises its sword overhead to strike me down, I increase my speed and leap forward to tackle the creature. As we hit the ground together, I hear his sword skitter away out of his grip. I sit up, ready to strike the creature in his hairy snout when one of the creature’s friends kicks me in the chest sending me flying backward. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 5 
 
      
 
    I crash into the couch and sit stunned on the floor for a moment, sure that I’ll be run through any moment. Instead, a gray blur rushes past me, and I hear a howl of pain. I shake my head once to clear it and see Mr. Snuggle Butt snapping his head back and forth, his teeth clamped down on the sword arm of the dog man that kicked me. The entryway into the living room is only wide enough for one person at a time to come through, and the other five fighters behind him try to push their way past their comrade to get to us.  
 
      
 
    Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Mr. Snuggle Butt is providing, I open my [Inventory]and grab the Pointy Shield of Pain and equip it. I get to my feet just as three of Mary’s magic missiles hit the creature the summoned wolf is attacking.  
 
      
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 3 
 
    Mary deals damage: 4 
 
      
 
    The fighters crowding behind the entryway finally push their comrade out of the way, sending him tumbling over the wolf and sprawling onto the hardwood floor face down. I’m finally able to catch a look at the dog man and see that it is a level eight, Gnoll Mercenary. That’s all that I can get before Vrax suddenly appears and stabs the prone fighter in the back with his short sword twice. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 20 (Backstab) 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 10 
 
      
 
    I ignore the next few damage notifications that pop up and leave the fallen gnoll to Vrax. I rush forward to plug the narrow entryway before the other five mercenaries can pour through and overwhelm us. The snarling, growling, wolf makes the gnoll mercenary in the doorway pause long enough for me to run over and activate [Shield Bash]. 
 
      
 
    Damage dealt: 4 (Shield Bash) 
 
      
 
    Even though the attack itself does minimal damage, it stuns my opponent. I see a glazed look come over the gnoll and it slumps to the side creating just enough room for one of the smaller mercenaries to slip through. This gnoll has much darker fur and is half the size of the others. Though I’m occupied holding up my shield, preventing the other mercenaries from rushing into the room, out of the corner of my eye I see the short gnoll draw a knife. It glows briefly, and then I feel a searing pain in my lower left back. 
 
      
 
    Damage received: 24 (Backstab) 
 
      
 
    The blade withdrawals with a wet plop and I hear the gnoll laugh as it pulls its arm back for another easy attack. It never gets the chance to make it though, since a red blur crashes into it yelling, “You no hit my brood brother!” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I catch glimpses of Vrax and the short dagger wielding gnoll grappling on the floor of the living room. I can hear them knocking over the furniture in the room as they battle. However, I’m forced to return my attention to my own opponents as a sword snakes over the shield I have raised, and it scrapes against its bladed top in an attempt to stab me. I duck my head and push harder against my shield. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 7 
 
      
 
    My opponents currently stalled, I yell out, “Mary, magic missile the hell out of Vrax’s opponent and then come help me kill these guys. Kitsune…” However, before I’m able to tell our healer her job, I feel her hand pressed against my injured lower back and an intense cool sensation spread through the area she’s touching. This is followed by a less intense cooling sensation, and when I glance up at our group status bars, I see that my health is nearly full and her mana has dropped by a third. 
 
      
 
    I see my stamina drop slightly from the strain of holding these fighters back but yell out, “Thanks for the heal Kitsune.” If there’s one thing gaming taught me, is the importance of thanking your healer.  
 
      
 
    More damage notifications pop up telling me Vrax and Mary should have the gnoll they’re fighting taken care of in a few more minutes. In the meantime, a hairy arm with a dagger appears under my shield and tries to stab me in the leg. I have to shift my left knee slightly to avoid being stabbed, and I feel myself pushed back an inch. Thankfully, Mr. Snuggle Butt saves me from being stabbed by biting down on the hairy hand holding the knife causing it to drop it and pull back. 
 
      
 
    Your group has helped kill a Gnoll Mercenary, lvl. 7. You receive 10 XP.  
 
      
 
    I hear Mary yell, “We’re done with this one. Coming to help.” 
 
      
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief that my friends are on their way. Then I feel the shield I’m pushing against, losing the resistance I’m expecting, and I find myself stumbling forward a step. Worse, hairy hands appear on the sides of the shield, and they pull on it. Rather than risk being pulled into a room full of enemies I let go of the shield and feel it pulled off my arm. I see my shield tossed away and laughing grins on the faces of the four remaining gnoll mercenaries.  
 
      
 
    The closest gnoll slashes at me, and I’m forced to leap back into the living room. The move creates enough room for a second gnoll to run into the room. His hasty rush is met by the swinging tail of my kobold brother and the gnoll trips and falls onto the living room floor, where vines magically burst from the floor and cover the creature pinning him down. I see Vrax leap onto the back of the gnoll and begin stabbing it. 
 
      
 
    Vrax deals damage: 20 (Backstab) 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 11 
 
    Vrax deals damage: 9 
 
      
 
    I ignore the remaining damage notifications and am barely able to turn my body enough to avoid being skewered on the point of another gnoll sword. The thrust overextends the gnoll trying to stab me, and I see that he’s off balance slightly. I help him stay off balance by grabbing his extended sword arm and pulling him to my right, turning the front of his body away from me and exposing his backside. My right arm snakes around the throat of the creature and with the inside of my forearm pressed against its windpipe, I lock my right arm with my left in an armbar and begin to choke the gnoll. He flails around, swinging his sword, now pointed towards the two other mercenaries in the entryway. I see the three purple bolts hit the gnoll I’m holding and ignore the accompanying damage notifications. 
 
      
 
    I yell out, “No Mary. Aim for the guys in the other room. This one is my meat shield.” 
 
      
 
    Mary sends a barrage of magic missiles into the entryway, killing one of the gnoll mercenaries. Vrax finishes off the gnoll pinned to the ground by [Nature’s Grasp], and he stabs the gnoll I have in a chokehold until he too is dead. When the final gnoll mercenary sees its last comrade fall, it turns to flee, but Mary uses the last of her mana to cast [Nature’s Grasp] and entangle his feet, causing him to fall forward. Between, Vrax, Mr. Snuggle Butt, and me, the last gnoll mercenary doesn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    You’ve helped kill a Gnoll Mercenary, lvl. 7. You receive 10 XP. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last fighter dead, Kitsune uses her healing magic to seal all of our wounds. Looking up at the corner of my vision, I see everyone’s health is near full. However, Mary’s out of mana and both Vrax and I have less than about a quarter of our stamina left. Kitsune’s mana, while low, seems to be regenerating at a much faster rate than I thought was possible. I’ll have to ask her how she does that sometime.  
 
      
 
    My concern for the team’s well-being is disrupted when I hear the creak of a floorboard above me. I look at Vrax, and the two of us run upstairs, expecting to find more gnoll mercenaries. The stairs lead to a narrow hallway with four open doors and crashing sounds come from the open doorway farthest down the hall. Vrax and I rush down the hall ready to fight, but instead see a figure bent over an open chest. Jaxson Miltonha is loading up a large traveling chest with coins, books, and other valuable looking items.  
 
      
 
    The floor beneath my feet creaks as I enter the room and Jaxson turns while saying, “It’s about time you finished…” The rest of his sentence is lost as he sees that we’re not the gnoll mercenaries he was expecting. His face pales to a light green, and he falls backward, yelling for help. Hearing none coming, the goblin raises his right hand and begins writing with a white light in the air. Recognizing that he’s spellwriting, I grab Vrax and toss him underhanded at the goblin traitor. Vrax crashes into Jaxson, disrupting his concentration and the floating symbols in the air fade away. 
 
      
 
    By the time that I walk over to Jaxson, Vrax already has his shortsword at the goblin’s throat. I hear the floorboards behind me creak and turn, ready to fight more gnolls. But it’s just Kitsune and Mary. Turning back to Jaxson I ask in an angry growl, “Why?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin, now on his knees, sitting on his heels, has his hands in his lap. He looks up at me, fear evident in his eyes and asks, “Why what?” 
 
      
 
    Without thought, I strike out and I slap him with the back of my hand. He’s pushed backward from the force of the blow and rubs his cheek with his right hand as he looks up at me, “Please, there’s no need for that. I’ll answer any of your questions. Just ask them.” 
 
      
 
    Anger at his betrayal burns inside of me, and I ache to beat the tar out of the sniveling creature. But we need information. I take a deep breath and ask, “Who were those people and why did you betray us to them?” 
 
      
 
    Jaxson nods eagerly and rubs his hands together, “Yes. Yes, I can tell you who they are. They’re mercenaries sent by the Imperare Empire.” 
 
      
 
    “You work for the Imperare Empire?” 
 
      
 
    The goblin quickly shakes his head, “NO! They made me betray you. They said if I didn’t help them, they’d kill me.”  
 
      
 
    “Who told you they’d kill you?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, the gnolls did. I came home one day and found them waiting for me. They made me lure you here, to my home. They said they had orders to take you for the Empire and that I had to help them.” 
 
      
 
    That doesn’t make sense. Six gnolls just show up out of nowhere and happen to find the one person able to trick us into walking into a trap? 
 
      
 
    The goblin leans forward on his hands and knees, begging, “Please, don’t kill me. Haven’t I been a good friend to you? Haven’t I helped you decode the ledgers you left?” 
 
      
 
    “What? You did decode them after all. It wasn’t a lie? 
 
      
 
    Jaxson’s right hand reaches up and grabs the leather of my pants. He looks up at me with big round eyes and answers, “Yes, yes. I found out where the kobolds were sold. Let me go, and I’ll tell you what I know.” 
 
      
 
    The sword Vrax is holding blurs, and I hear a clunk as it chops into the wood floor, through two of the goblin’s fingers on his left hand. Vrax pulls his blade from the floor, causing the stumps from the goblins fingers to pump a stream of blood. Jaxson emits a piercing wail and pulls his injured hand off the floor and cradles it to his chest. 
 
      
 
    Kitsune tries to rush forward, her instincts to heal the wounded taking over. I hold her back, stopping her from helping Jaxson. Vrax points the blade at the wailing goblin and screams, “You no hide where my family is from me! Tell me now, or I take more than your fingers!” 
 
      
 
    The goblin gulps and yells back, “Attilius! They were sent to Attilius.” 
 
      
 
    Mary, hovering near my left shoulder, cries out and I see her cover her mouth with her hands. She looks at me with fear in her eyes and says, “No! Not the arena.” 
 
      
 
    Having gotten the answer we’ve been seeking for such a long time, I let Kitsune push past me. She gives Vrax and me a disapproving look, but she says nothing as she stops the goblin’s bleeding with her healing magic.  
 
      
 
    I’m about to ask the goblin more questions when the sound of a door splintering and crashing comes from downstairs. It’s followed by the sounds of many boots rushing up the stairs, and we see heavily armored figures pour into the room. While I was expecting more mercenaries to appear, it’s instead a group of orcs bearing the insignia of the city on their armor. The lead orc brandishes a broad sword at us and yells, “Drop your weapons in the name of the guard!” 
 
      
 
    I glance back and see a goblin known to be a professor at Trinitarian college on his knees, a sword held at his throat, cradling his hand to his chest as tears stream down his face. Two of his severed fingers on the floor at his knees. I can only imagine what it looks like to the guards. 
 
      
 
    I face the armed guards in the room, and raise my hands in surrender. I feel Mary land on my shoulder, and see her raise her hands too. I glance at her face and see that she looks as worried as I feel. It’s not particularly encouraging when I hear her mutter, “We’re so screwed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue  
 
      
 
    Sitting in prison waiting for a trial is not my ideal way to spend the weekend. However, I can’t fault the city guards for doing their jobs. They responded to a report of a battle happening. I just wished they’d arrived sooner and could have actually seen what happened. Instead, by the time they arrived, the bodies of the gnoll mercenaries had already vanished, and all that was left was their armor and bags of loot.  
 
      
 
    When my team was questioned about what happened, we told the guards that we were lured into a trap set by Jaxson Miltonha. We explained how we contracted him to do some decoding work for us based on a friend’s recommendation but that when we arrived to pay him at the college, he wasn’t there. Instead, he left us a note to come to his home to get the information. When we arrived, he was acting weird and then he called for the gnoll mercenaries to come get us.  
 
      
 
    When the guards asked us why they found us pointing a sword at Professor Miltonha, I admitted that we had to threaten him to give us some information. After taking our statements, we were whisked away to jail. I’d hoped we’d only be here for a couple of days, but it seems that the authorities believed whatever story Jaxson told them over ours and we’re now scheduled for trial.  
 
      
 
    While I’m concerned about our fate in the Monstrum legal system, I’m more concerned for Vrax’s kobold family. Jaxson told us he’d decrypted the ledgers and that the kobolds were sent to Attilius. Which, according to Mary, is a famous gladiatorial arena in the Imperare Empire.  
 
      
 
    Gripping the bars of my cell, I steel my determination to reach Attilius and free the kobolds. That’s my new mantra. Free the kobolds. Free the kobolds. Free the kobolds. 
 
      
 
     -------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
      
 
      
 
    This ends Book One in the Adventures on Terra series.


 
   
  
 

 From the Author 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading Adventures on Terra: Escape. It’s taken me a long time to write and edit the story. I hope you enjoyed it! 
 
    If you liked the story, please do me a favor and leave a review. Even if it’s only a couple words, it helps a self-publishing author like myself tremendously. Plus it helps other readers find the book.  
 
      
 
    If you want to read the next story in the series as it’s being written and get exclusive artwork, support me on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/ramejiawriter  
 
      
 
    Some of the great Patreon Supporters even got put into the novel. You might recognize some of these names in some form. Thanks guys for your support on Patreon. 
 
    Daniel Faulkner 
 
    Arknon 
 
    Jason Hamilton 
 
    Ryan Jones 
 
      
 
    If you liked this story you might like others in the LitRPG genre. For a list of recommended LitRPG books, you can visit http://www.geekbytespodcast.com/lit-rpg-novels/   
 
      
 
      
 
    You can also watch or listen to my podcast about LitRPG here:  
 
    Facebook – LitRPG Podcast 
 
    Twitter – LitRPG Podcast 
 
    iTunes 
 
    Google Play 
 
    Stitcher 
 
    YouTube 
 
      
 
    There is also a great community of LitRPG authors and readers on Facebook. 
 
    LitRPG Facebook Group 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Society 
 
      
 
    Special thanks to everyone that helped Beta read and point out errors in the story. You all made this a less frustrating read. 
 
      
 
    Richard Boggs 
 
    Jay Taylor 
 
    Don Miller 
 
    Brendan Walsh 
 
    Kegan Hall 
 
    Brett Davis 
 
    Jennifer Haviland 
 
    Travis Pullen 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    If you want some specific LitRPG recommendations, check out Aleron Kong and his LitRPG series Chaos Seeds. They’re consistently some of the most entertaining LitRPG available.  In his own words it’s like “Warcraft, DnD and Sword Art Online had a sexy baby!”   
 
    I can also whole heartedly recommend The Divine Dungeon series written by Dakota Krout. You know all those dungeons that adventurers go into to fight monsters and get treasure? Well, this story is told from the dungeon’s perspective. Yup, it’s as cool as it sounds.  
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