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      I peered over the bow from the deck of the Retribution in search of the ghost trying to sink my ship. The little shit clung to the hull as if gravity didn’t apply to him. He glowed translucent blue like the others, but was thin with scraggly hair and barely old enough to shave. A dark bruise encircled his neck, and blisters covered his toes. I guessed the mad captain from whom I’d won the magical compass—the one that built my version of the Antigrall—had strung him up in the rigging, then held a torch beneath him.

      It was clear how he’d died when the torturing was finished. Some charitable soul had opened his guts up with a fillet knife. All the ghosts we had encountered since taking possession of the ship three days earlier were the angry victims of the former captain’s wrath, cursed to roam the decks of the Antigrall’s replica I’d inherited.

      Or that was the only theory I could form.

      It burned my backside that the boon of winning a ship-building relic came with the bother of a cursed crew. But after an hour of irritation, it occurred that if the AI did something that underhanded—that insane—there was a reason. A journey for me to undertake to rectify it. Call it a suspicion, and only time would tell.

      I suspected ghost boy remembered his plight aboard the Antigrall and, like an apparitional automaton, sought revenge. His tongue lolled out the side of his mouth, dead eyes focused on his work. Gripping a translucent fillet knife I guessed had come from his sliced gut, he wiggled the blade under an iron nail, working it up and out of the plank.

      “C’mon man. We didn’t do anything to you.” Grasping the rail with one hand, I leaned over the edge to swing my hammer. It passed right through the cabin boy to strike the nail, driving it back into place.

      The ghost didn’t acknowledge me. They never did. He just cocked his head to the other side, chewed on his tongue a bit, then went back to work on the nail.

      “I’m starting to understand why that bastard killed you.” I gazed across the deck and considered waking Flancil. Our gnomish monk’s Light-powered punches were the lone weapons we had against these guys. And even then, they didn’t kill them. Sure, the specters would dematerialize for a while, but they always returned with the same thirst for destruction.

      Nothing is ever fucking easy in this world.

      I flailed the hammer through the ghost’s head a couple times and got no reaction. When the nail wiggled up I drove it down again. The spooky pest went right back to work. I heard a grumble from somewhere in the ship.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil] Will you let him finish already? Haven’t you learned anything? Let them do their damage, then sweep in behind them when they move onto the next task. People are sleeping here.

      

      

      I glowered at the chat window for a minute, then dismissed it. I could’ve gone below to drag Flancil Chanz out of his oversized hammock, but he was right. The bastard would move away once he pulled a few nails. As long as we were at anchor, it was best to let him do his naughty business and save Flancil’s magic hands for when we needed them—like the night before, when three of the blue boogers had come out to unfurl sails in the middle of a storm.

      So I sat in my downward dog pose while the one I’d nicknamed Gutsy worked the plank loose. I caught the first nail when it popped free. The second popped loose and plunked into the still waters before I’d finished putting the first into my belt pouch.

      Fists clenched, I slammed them down on my knees. “Really?”

      His head tilted up. For a moment, I thought those blank eyes saw me as they flitted left and right. Then he vanished. I waited to see if he’d reappear on the other side. After a minute, nothing.

      Guess that was enough sabotage for now. Or maybe he went below to mess shit up.

      I pulled an iron nail out of my inventory, leaned over the edge again, then hammered it back into the half-dislodged plank. We’d probably have to pry one out of a hatch somewhere to replace the one that had fallen, but I’d rely on Sylas’s expertise since he was the sailor among us and could discern important slats from less vital ones. From the look of it, we’d have to re-caulk it, then smear tar on the seam…or whatever. Carpentry wasn’t my specialty. Sylas was a godsend.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil] By the burrows of my forbearers, if someone doesn’t stop hammering, I will sink this ship myself.

        [Sylas] It wasn’t me. I was also sleeping.

        [Kyra] Find me a nail or go back to sleep.

      

      

      No answer. Rustling from the cabin below meant Sylas had finally tired of the noise and would soon join me so we could start putting the damn boat back together. The ghosts had really torn it up during my watch.

      On the bright side—literally—the sun was up, and a light breeze blew in from the south.

      I scooped up the big floppy pirate hat I’d taken from the mad captain when I won his ship and opened the avatar window to ensure it was on straight. Thanks to the hat, my baggy starter pants beneath the short starter robe, and the Oilskin Cloak of the Caster that hung rakishly over one shoulder, at least I looked halfway like a ship’s captain.

      A staircase led to the main deck from the elevated forecastle in the bow of the boat, and I ran my hand along the polished dark wood of the rail, pausing at the bottom to look around.

      Unlike my last boat, a little schooner that slammed into the rocks at Foggy Vale Island four days before, the Retribution was an honest-to-god pirate ship, with a cannon deck just below the main deck, a captain's quarters with a cushy bed that I’d been tricked into sharing—in shifts—and three masts with five square sails between them.

      Over the last three days, we’d crept north along the coast of the continent of Lau. It was not the right direction. Technically the continent of  Bonchuria, our goal, was due Northwest, across the Blood Ocean on the opposite side of a massive archipelago Sylas had called the Shadowmaw Islands. On a map, they formed a jagged oval which resembled a shark’s mouth.

      Nothing ominous about any of that.

      Heading up coast was slower, but it made for a narrower crossing when we eventually turned west. Sylas bragged about his skill, but sailing the square-rigged vessel with just the three of us while a host of disgruntled spirits tried to disassemble it proved a bit too much to handle, regardless of his sailing acumen.

      “Shall we raise anchor?” Sylas asked, stepping up from the ladder to the cargo hold.

      “If you can get the wheel back on. One of them pulled the pin while I was untangling the mess in the bow.”

      Sylas sighed. “I should not have slept.”

      “Hey, I’m not dropping balls out here. Besides, everyone has to at some point.”

      The statement wasn't entirely true. Sleep worked different in Enora. While NPCs of different races required varying amounts of sleep, I could stay awake indefinitely if I was willing to suffer debuffs. Because of the weird shifts we'd been keeping and the constant ghostly interruptions, Flancil was the only one who’d got any meaningful rest in the last three days. I was tired, but I wasn't losing my sanity like if I had gone seventy-two hours without rest in the real world.

      It made sense. It allowed players to take full advantage of their gaming time and not waste it sleeping. But Enora took fatigue out on my stats. I glanced at my log’s notification again.

      
        
        Your lack of rest is affecting your cognitive and physical abilities.

        -1 Intelligence

        -1 Wisdom

        -1 Dexterity

      

      

      Where I’d initially wondered why in the world a game developer would require sleep in a virtual reality simulation, the answer had eventually come to me on the breeze. Infinity Designs was controlling player population by forcing them to log out once in a while or suffer penalties.

      One problem: I couldn’t log out.

      I planned to open a ticket about that shit, especially since I’d yet to hear from the developer about how they planned to compensate me for my predicament. Not that my death was their fault, entirely. My bum ticker had a lot to do with that. But it had happened because of an event in their world, where a douchebag coworker slaughtered me. When the other player who’d had his consciousness transferred reached out and informed me of their intent to sell my real-world possessions and cash it in for Enoran currency, I’d expected to hear from them sooner. But three days in Enora equaled one in the real world, and I’d just have to be patient. Besides, I’d just bank any gold they gave me and try to survive without it. Call it a competitive streak.

      If nothing else, my robe mitigated the Intelligence loss suffered from not sleeping, leaving me with a surplus of four. But while the debuffs didn’t stack, they expanded over time. The first night it’d only been Intelligence. The second, Wisdom. Now, day three with these damnable spirits, my Dexterity had dropped. While a magic caster could suffer the Intelligence and Wisdom penalties due to higher ranks in both those attributes, my Dexterity score was only four.

      That affected my chance to dodge, among other vital operations.

      Sylas rubbed sleepy eyes. “How much damage?”

      “Another dock line went missing. The longboat needs to be tied down again. A plank in the bow is loose. Those two sails are flapping in the breeze.” I pointed toward the forward mast. “Oh, and we lost our backup anchor.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the drink.”

      “I should not have slept.” Sylas stomped toward where the second anchor should have been. I followed, keeping an eye out for more ghosts.

      “Flancil says there’s a port city north of here. Another day, then we can stop to look for crew.“

      Sylas spat over the edge and leaned his elbows on the ship’s rail. “One of us will have to stay on board, or these spirits will sink us at the docks.”

      “I’ve thought about that. Flancil can stay. He’s got the magic fists. You and I can go hire someone.”

      “Port towns harbor a great deal of trouble. Our party would be weakened. Not only now, but anywhere we travel. Do you think our monk would not tire of being left behind to chase the spirits? Or do you hope to find a second holy gnome to share the burden? I hear the docks are just crawling with them in the north.”

      Sarcasm aside, he was right. Even if we could find someone crazy enough to join our ghost ship, what good would they be? I wanted to visit some instances I’d spotted, marked as little red flags labeled points of interest on my world map, around the Shadowmaw Islands. I suspected they’d be great places to level up… but what did I know? With the region undiscovered, a fog covered much of the details in my interface cartography. But when it came to leaving our pseudo-healing monk at the dock, it wasn’t like the lazy bastard would mind. I just worried he’d sleep through the annoyances, leaving The Retribution to sink. That would piss me off.

      I tried to think like a gamer. Something that, ironically, Enora punished me for every step of the way. I was doing the smart thing—quest, level up, learn some of the meta. Enora, and maybe Sylas as an extension of it, was doing everything he could to railroad us into our main quest before we were ready.

      The Bonchu. His revenge.

      “All right.” I scanned the deck to make sure there weren’t any more spirits sneaking around, “I’m not too proud to admit the plan sucks. Are you proposing a better one?”

      Sylas grunted. “I would sail due east. Skirt the Shadowmaw’s southern edge, then turn due north to Bonchuria. Then I would burn this cursed vessel and anything that stands between us and our vengeance.”

      “We are not going through this again. After Foggy Vale, you said you’d be patient. That you understood attacking the Bonchu with three low-level people would just result in failure. You’re not thinking straight because your sister—goddess rest her soul—dominates your every thought. Besides, we’d never make it that far. They’re taking this boat apart faster than you can put it back together. And Flancil’s at the end of his rope.”

      “That’s another thing.” He slumped on the rail, a sad look crossing his face. “I worry the monk’s loyalty wears thin. If we don’t put this coast behind us, I fear he will jump ship.”

      I shook my head. “If we sail, we sink.”

      “For my sister, I would sail a pitch pot.”

      I clutched my companion’s forearm, but I knew it was no use trying to comfort him. His face hardened, and his eyes grew misty as he stared toward the horizon. So, I just stood there, maintaining my logical disposition in hopes it wouldn’t leave him feeling like I didn’t support his goal.

      “Your sister wouldn’t have wanted you to get yourself killed trying to avenge her.”

      “You did not know my sister.”

      “I’ll bet she was a stone-cold badass. I’m sorry I never got to meet her.”

      “She wouldn’t have liked you.” He glanced at me and grinned out one side of his mouth.

      At least his humor lingers beneath the surface.

      I returned the smile. “I’d have endeared her to me within a week.”

      “You do have a way with people.” Sylas pushed himself up from the rail and started tugging at the knotted lacing on his collar. The bloodstained vest and baggy pants he’d worn since I first met him in the dungeons under the Bluestone Mountains had inexplicably gone missing while he was washing up, and he’d been forced to wear one of the frilly men’s blouses from the drawers in the captain’s wardrobe. It was black with shining ruffles I thought paired quite nicely with his ass-hugging black pants and sword belt.

      Sylas got the collar undone and had the shirt halfway off but he struggled to untie the lacing on the frilly cuffs.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We were here when we lost the spare anchor?”

      “What do you mean?” I blinked.

      “We haven't dragged anchor, haven’t swung about?”

      I eyed the rippling waters around the ship. “Sy, you're not going after it. The water’s deep. You have no gear.”

      Sylas threw his shirt against the mast. Cracking a slight grin, he stretched his sunbaked muscles in the morning air. Washboard abs were one thing, but Sy was all washboard. Like a bodybuilder on a hunger strike.

      Not that I was looking.

      Definitely not.

      I wasn’t.

      “Bring me that.” Sylas pointed at a coil of line next to the mast. “Tie the other end around something. On second thought, go watch for ghosts. I'll do it myself. Your knots are loose.”

      “I taught you climbers knots.”

      “And I have yet to test them.”

      I was going to tell him to go to hell, but he’d already secured himself, climbed onto the rail, and balanced there like a tomcat. He displayed a lot of swagger for a guy who’d made fishing poles for a living.

      “Are you positive this is a good idea? I can't see captain Ventura jumping in after an anchor.” Ventura had been the respected captain of the Sunfish, which hauled us from Lau across the ocean the day I got my first sailing rank.

      “Bah! Ventura would swim into port with a bowline in her teeth. If she were here, we’d be halfway to Bonchu by now.”

      I felt my cheeks color and turned to scan the deck for ghosts. Then I remembered an item that resided in my pocket. I tossed it in my palm as I offered it to my first mate. “Water-breathing lozenge. At least take that.”

      He shook his head. “It might serve when we really need it. I’ll be fine.”

      Maybe he was right. While drowning would certainly hurt, he couldn’t die, and my bind point was on the Retribution’s deck. It was possible all we’d suffered to win her made me overly cautious.

      I turned back to give him leave to take on his foolhardy task, but the rail was empty. I got the sense he didn’t care that I was the captain.

      My forehead scrunched when I leaned over. A disturbance in the calm waters below created an ever-expanding spiral. Glancing down at the deck, I watched as rope uncoiled in a violent whipping motion then slipped over the edge.

      “Shit!”

      I’d been staring at it for a moment before I realized jackass had never tied the other end off. I lunged and caught the rope at the last second, then threw a quick loop over the rail followed by a sloppy half hitch despite the way it burned my hands.

      The last bit of line bobbed before being pulled under. The rope was at least forty feet long. I doubted the anchor was more than thirty feet down. We were a mile from shore, and this shallow water extended out another mile. Some places it was half that depth. Sylas initially droned on about how it wasn’t deep enough. But if the ghosts were to sink us there, we could row the longboat to shore.

      The ripples dissipated. I looked for bubbles but spied none. Chest thumping, I watched for any sign of my tank’s head bobbing out of the water. When it didn’t, I growled.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra] Are you okay?

      

      

      No response at first. And then…

      
        
        [Flancil] It would be nice if the two of you could stop disturbing me. Party chat pings every time you send a message.

      

      

      That pissed me off. I stomped my boot on the deck and sent a response.

      
        
        [Kyra] Get up here. Sylas just went overboard.

        [Flancil] Can't I take one nap without Hokhram’s hordes wrecking everything?

      

      

      Still staring at the water, I threw my hat onto the deck. I almost removed my cloak, then thought better of it. It added weight but was unlikely to get in the way. I might need its statistical advantages. Who knew what mess I was jumping into? But I wasn’t going to wait for the gnome to get the sleep out of his eyes if Sylas was tangled in the line and drowning. PTSD was a thing in Enora, and no one knew it better than I.

      Rail clutched in one hand, I scrambled over in not-nearly-as-graceful an effort as my first mate had displayed.

      “All this damned swimming is starting to piss me off. Just once I'd like a pass.” The memory of Foggy Vale Island’s waterfalls and what the AI called a SOLO CHALLENGE replayed in my mind in full color HD.

      A flicker of movement caught my attention, and I glanced up to see three more of the blue, translucent figures. One was messing with the capstan that raised our main anchor. Two others toiled above in the rigging and tugged canvas to set the mainsail. When the monk appeared, I warned Flancil about those threats, gripped the rail, then drew a deep breath.

      The shit I do for these guys.

      The deck lurched before I could drop off, then the Retribution creaked and groaned as it got underway.
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      My player’s manual was pretty clear on the subject. Players and NPCs alike suffered no XP penalties for falling in battle until they reached level twenty. At that point, they lost any experience gained in their current level. Which could be stiff if they were close to advancement.

      So it wasn’t out of fear that Sylas would lose XP if he drowned that I’d been ready to get wet. Instead, I recalled the trauma of my first death in Enora, the one that’d cost me my actual life in the outside world and made me a permanent resident of the game world.

      And someday, I’ll have some D-bag ass in recompense.

      Sylas’s quest to take on the Bonchu hadn’t been my lone reason for choosing my ship’s name. Oh, there would be much retribution handed out before my mind rested.

      To my great relief, my tank popped up through the bubbles, gasping for breath right when the ship started dragging anchor. But when a shape, large and lumbering, created triangular ripples in the water as it swam toward him beneath the surface, my heart thudded in my chest as if in warning. I glanced back at the ghosts taking over my ship. By some grace of a digital goddess, Flancil appeared on deck. I pointed. He nodded. Handled.

      One hand tightened on the rail, my other fumbled in my inventory for my wand as I focused my mind upon the energy required for a Psionic Blast. Then the large shape broke the surface of the water—and I stopped the casting. It was only a hunk of driftwood. The log bobbed beside Sylas. He pushed it away.

      I shook my head in derision.

      Sylas cupped one side of his mouth and called out. “Kyra! I have discovered something!

      “It had better be a sea monster.” I reconsidered that sentiment. “Or an underwater treasure trove. You scared me half to death.”

      His face fell when he saw the ship drifting away from him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, this? I thought you’d like to water surf. Why not jump on that hunk of drift wood, clutch the rope, and hang on?”

      Sylas’s mouth hung open. He pointed over my head. “There’s a phantom in the rigging.”

      “Oh, you think?” I was halfway back over the rail, ready to let Sylas haul himself back onboard, when I froze. The driftwood tree rolled in the water, exposing a twisted mass of weather-bleached roots and tangled branches.

      Did those things just move?

      Then a knot on the trunk blinked open, revealing a grey green eyeball. The log bobbed up out of the water, branches writhing like a woody medusa while a shadowy tangle of roots moved to encircle my clueless teammate.

      I thrust out a warning finger. “Dude!”

      Sylas never saw it coming.

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental uses snag.

        Sylas

        -14 HP

        Sylas is ensnared.

      

      

      A whip-like crack sounded as one thorny branch shot out and twined around Sylas’s neck. Blood dribbled when it extended to lash across his cheek. He cried out, craning his neck to look behind him and assess the threat. But the creature had already submerged, its dark shape shrinking into the morning waters. Then the vine around his neck went tight, and Sylas plopped beneath the surface.

      
        
        You have received a Quest:

        Hitting a Snag

        Rescue Sylas from the Murky Depths

        Reward:

        A helping hand

        1,250 XP

      

      

      “What the hell is a helping hand?” It all happened so fast, I stood there like a dope, clinging to the rail with my wand in my free hand. I only accepted the quest out of habit. The rope zipped down into the murky depths one coil at a time. My head snapped to the side.

      Flancil yawned and knuckle-rubbed his eyes. His monk’s coat hung open like a bathrobe, and he had an honest-to-god night cap on his fucking head.

      “Did you see me pointing at these ghosts?” I pulled up my Companions, and an image of Sylas being dragged down appeared. Cursing, I moved on instinct, jolted to action by the sheer dumb-fuckery of it all. I snatched the stupid hat off Flancil’s head, then jabbed a finger toward the mast. “Ghosts! Three. Get them.” Then I pointed the other way. “Wheel broke. Fix it. Come find us.”

      Flancil met my gaze, expression serious. “Uh. M’kay. Ah—hey, what’re you doin?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I bugged my eyes out at him. “I’m going for a swim!”

      He glanced at the ghosts again, blinked as another sail unfurled and caught the wind, then returned his gaze to me and shrugged. I could’ve choked the sleepy bastard.

      My hand shot to my belt pouch as I opened my inventory. I dropped the wand inside and searched for the small blue lozenge of water-breathing wrapped in wax paper. After finding it, I bit through the wrapper.

      “Hey uh…is that any good? I’ve never tasted a—”

      I gave Flancil a look that sent him staggering backwards, nodding as he buttoned up his jacket. Giving up on the wrapper, I shoved it— paper-and-all—into my cheek. “I’ll let ya know.”

      The knot snapped loose, then the final coil of rope dropped toward the water. I snatched it at the last possible moment, then it went taut, and I was yanked from the rail and into the sea while Flancil and my ship sailed off under the control of a ghost crew.

      The frigid water about killed me the second I splashed down. It wasn’t arctic, but the shock of it made me gasp. I fought back the spasm in my lungs as the rope pulled me under. I bit down on the lozenge as hard as I could. The crack and jolt of pain resonating through my jaw could’ve been one of my molars, but I swallowed anyway.

      For a moment, nothing happened. The light from the surface grew faint, and all I could do was hang on as the water rushed past and the rope dragged me deeper and deeper. A notification flashed in the center of my vision.

      
        
        You have crunched a Lozenge of Water-Breathing.

        Next time try the saltwater taffy.

        Effect: water breathing

        Duration: 1 hour

      

      

      Yes!

      But when the first gulp of water filled my lungs, I vomited it back out. My chest seized, and it was all I could do to stay focused on the task at hand. No time to second guess, I took a deep breath, coughed up some bubbles, and felt my head clear as oxygen rushed back to my brain. But sucking water into my lungs was anything but comfortable, and my chest hitched wildly until I acclimated.

      That’s more like it. Now what?

      I squinted through the dark waters. The surface was little more than a faint shimmering above. The sea floor was cast in murky shadows. The fucking log was smarter than I gave it credit for. It wasn’t trying to fight Sylas. All it had to do was keep him down long enough to drown him.

      And then what? Do logs eat?

      I couldn’t wait around to find out.
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      My arms burned as I drew myself hand-over-hand against the propulsion. By the time Sylas and the driftwood elemental came into view, the salty water had set my eyes on fire. I squeezed them shut as it dragged us along the bottom, where I sucked in the muck and particulates that brushed past. When I opened them again, the driftwood’s roots undulated like a jellyfish bell.

      Red text pulsed in the center of my vision.

      
        
        Your companion Sylas is drowning.

        -28% HP

      

      

      I glanced at the combat log while pulling myself forward until I reached the loop of rope Sylas had tied around his waist. My combat log displayed a struggle happening out of sight.

      
        
        Sylas stabs a Driftwood Elemental.

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental

        -15 HP

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental constricts Sylas.

        Sylas

        -14 HP

        Sylas stabs a Driftwood Elemental.

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental

        -17 HP

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental uses snag.

        Sylas

        -14 HP

        Sylas is ensnared.

      

      

      My tank was down to 70% of his total health. For a moment, he loosened the tentacle wrapping his neck, but it looped under his armpit and kept dragging. His new sword still hung loosely in his hand. I strained against the rushing water and reached to tap him on the face. He blinked rapidly, his cheeks blown up to max as he struggled not to lose air.

      
        
        Your companion Sylas is drowning.

        60% HP remaining

      

      

      A faint red aura pulsed around him, mirroring the flash of the notification. At least I knew how much time I had—not enough.

      Closing the last stretch, I wrapped one arm around his waist and pulled myself closer. Squinting past him, I put one hand to my temple and focused on the shadowy form of the driftwood elemental. A weathered tree trunk, with bare branches on one end and bare roots on the other, it bore the shape of a giant squid. My vision flashed white, as the beam of energy shot from my eyes, boiling the water around it and searing a mark into its trunk.

      
        
        You use Psionic Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental

        -20 HP

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental resists confusion.

      

      

      The spell didn’t even slow it.

      At this rate, Flancil won’t even be able to find us.

      I’d gained new spells when I leveled. This was one I hadn’t cast, but there wasn’t time to check my spell book for any limitations, even less watch the gestures that fueled the attack. Luckily, Enora was designed so people who didn’t like the extra bit of realism could focus on spell names in the spell tab to light shit up.

      I’d learn the gestures later, because gamers gamed.

      Hope this works underwater.

      As the elemental dragged us along, I spread my fingers wide and focused on the patterns of energy, letting them swirl in my chest before funneling downward toward my hand. My palm glowed red, and the casting bar jumped to full. I grabbed the wooden tentacle just above where it wrapped Sylas’s neck.

      Water hissed and bubbled around my fingers, and the heat from my palm transferred into the gnarled root.

      
        
        You cast Smoldering Palm.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental

        -34 HP

        Driftwood Elemental

        -11 HP Burn

      

      

      Glowing embers in the shape of my palm seared the root. Then the light extinguished, and the burn effect ended as quickly as it’d started. I suspected it would be more effective on dry land.

      
        
        Your companion Sylas is drowning.

        -28 HP

        40% HP remaining

      

      

      Crap.

      To no avail, I tugged at the stiff and unrelenting root around his neck. Finally, I persevered and snapped it. The elemental rolled like an alligator, and its tangled branches snaked toward us. Sylas’s sword slipped from his hand, but I snatched it before it could descend to the ocean floor. A wooden tentacle snared my ankle.

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental uses snag.

        -15 HP

        You are ensnared.

      

      

      The lone eye glared up at me from its tree-shaped body as its branches bristled like an angry porcupine’s. Since they weren’t being used for propulsion, I detected an opportunity. With one hand gripping the pommel and my other clutching Sylas’s collar, I thrust the sword into the driftwood elemental’s blinking eye.

      
        
        You stab Driftwood Elemental

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental

        -31 HP

      

      

      
        
        Your companion Sylas is drowning.

        -24 HP

        31% HP remaining

      

      

      I huffed a stream of bubbles then watched them. The pale light of morning glimmered above us.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:} Sylas, we’re closer to the surface. Kick for all you’re worth.

      

      

      Flancil burst into the party chat, but I squelched it so I could focus. It was time to burn mana. Calling up an explosive energy, I hurled it, willing the space in front of me to fold in on itself.

      
        
        You cast Implosion.

        Hit.

      

      

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental

        -38 HP

      

      

      The implosion ignited in the center of its mass of tentacles, causing them to relax and droop. We fell free. But the spell’s nature dragged us toward the enemy instead of pushing us away. I sliced a root that sought purchase around my ankle. The creature screeched, and the loose branches on its head writhed and twisted like headless snakes.

      
        
        Driftwood Elemental bludgeons you.

        -28 HP

      

      

      Squishy casters like me couldn’t take many hits like that, but when I turned my attention to Sylas, he’d gone limp, and concerns about my safety slipped away. With the tree’s resistance to Psionic Blast and the water drowning out most of my fire, there was no point in trying to keep my distance if I wanted to get my companion to the surface. At the same time, I wondered if I should’ve just let him drown. He’d have respawned at the ship.

      I had only my close-range, last-resort spells. No options left but to get in tight, burn as much mana as I could, and hope the tree died before I did.

      My hands slipped between the tentacles to grip its center. The single eye gouged out, my enemy acted on instinct, using its branches as feelers. A thick one snaked around my foot as my cast started.

      
        
        You cast Smoldering Palm.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      I let out a watery cheer, but it proved premature when another root encircled my legs, and a branch slithered around my neck. I kept my palm pressed to its body until the heat swelled in my fingers. I yanked my hand away, leaving a sizzling handprint on the creature’s massive face. A herd of pigs leaping into a wood chipper would be an apt comparison to the sound that traversed the water to pierce my ears.

      My soul shivered. My Stamina bar blinked. A few seconds more and I’d be respawning with Sylas. The elemental tugged. The eyelid blinked despite its lack of an eyeball.

      After letting it draw me closer, I wrapped my arms and legs around the trunk. A tight grip was imperative for what came next. If I couldn’t burn it from the outside, I’d plant a bomb inside. I focused on the spell, the casting bar appeared just above me, then I began.

      It blinked and shivered as a glow built within it.

      Slowly.

      I’d forgotten how long it took to cast.

      Another branch wrapped around my neck, while one root from the other end of the log twisted up my ankles and pried my feet away. One of them gripped my hand and attempted to stop me from casting.

      Damn, this was the wrong call.

      “Just a bit longer.” I gritted my teeth and held on.

      I looked at the casting bar. It wasn't half full yet. My arms still burned from reeling myself in, and I berated myself again for not putting a single point into Strength. Despite the high rank for my class, it wasn’t enough.

      The elemental peeled my hands away, breaking the casting. Its now-blackened eye was swollen shut, but two more knotholes blinked open as it emitted a high-pitched wail.

      Sylas planted both feet against the long board composing his enemy’s body and kicked off. The tentacles lost their hold. When I tried to duplicate the effort and follow him toward the surface, two more tentacles wrapped around my waist, then yanked me forward.

      The roots and branches flexed like it wanted to draw and quarter me. I thrashed, trying to call up another spell. The trunk vibrated again, then the wood grain split up the middle revealing a mouth almost as long as its body with jagged splinters for teeth. My casting bar stopped half filled when I jerked. As the elemental snarled and sucked water, I spied row after row of splinters leading through to the dark waters on the other side.

      I tried to summon another Smoldering Palm, but I couldn't slip my wrist through the branches to get a grip. Like the one before it, the spell fizzled out.

      Its hauled me toward its mouth. Just before I squeezed my eyes shut, Sylas appeared. With an awkward frog-stroke he floundered toward us, sword in hand, reaching the elemental in time to grab it by the upper ridge of it its jaw and drive the shiny new Tradewinds Rapier deep into its long mouth. His lips moved as if he spoke, but without water breathing, it came out as “Blub blub blub blub-blub blubblub blub!”

      “Yeah!” I cheered. “Fucking wood, uh… stump!” That’s what I tried to say, but it just came out bubbles.

      
        
        Sylas has killed Driftwood Elemental.

        25% XP bonus for first kill of a Driftwood Elemental

        276 XP

      

      

      “Blub blub blub blub.” Sylas jerked out his sword, then pushed away.

      “You got that right!” My words came out as indecipherable, chortled bubbles, but I was sure he got the idea, so I didn’t bother with repeating my excitations in party chat. As the tentacles relaxed, I planted my feet against the elemental’s plank form to shove off. Its horrifying maw froze in place as it bobbed toward the surface.

      Sylas kicked toward our ship again.

      I grabbed a branch as it drifted upward and inspected the corpse so it wouldn't disintegrate like ignored animal corpses did in most games. Although I didn’t expect much in the way of loot from the wooden bastard, I knew better than assume anything in Enora. The quest had said something about a helping hand.

      To my surprise, little slots around the outer edge glowed orange and, when I focused on them, I spied lost fishing hooks, knotted bits of line, and a hermit crab— which pinched me before swimming away. But the real treasure ended up being lodged in one side of its mouth in the form of a leather bundle containing a pair of boots.

      
        
        Eelskin Raider Boots

        Type: Leather armor

        Slot: Feet

        Quality: Uncommon

        Durability: 44 of 50

      

      

      They were thigh high, jet black, and absolutely ridiculous. A pair of “fuck-you” boots if ever I’d seen them. In my old life, life I’d have razzed anyone who even entertained the idea of owning thigh-high black leather. But in Enora, as the captain of my own pirate ship, I’d have sold Flancil to the Bonchu for them.

      They were donned moments after I broke through the water, and my old pair sank to the murky depths. I would’ve waited, but didn’t want to risk losing them. Like all clothes in Enora, the fit was perfect.

      “What have you to smile about?” Sylas rumbled.

      “Boots.”

      “I hope you can swim in them.” He pointed toward the horizon. “Unless that dunce of a hill dweller can sail a square rigger all by his lonesome.”
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      Sylas spat and clambered atop the massive chunk of driftwood. I tried to join him, but it sank beneath our combined weight.

      “I guess we’re swimming then,” he said.

      “No, you stay on it. I'll be Jack.”

      He ignored the order then dropped into the water. “You’ll what?”

      “I can float here. Stand up and look for the ship.”

      He nodded and balanced with one foot on either side of the angry-looking mouth. He scanned the horizon, shading his eyes with his hand.

      “By Solara, he's doing it.”

      “What?”

      “That swarthy monk is as nimble as a flea. Managed to set the sails and work the steering at the same time. Gah—he just leapt from one mast to the other. Remind me of this when he says he's too tired to go on.”

      “Flag him down.”

      “He's going the wrong way.”

      “What?” I tried to climb up but the driftwood sank again, so I pushed off.

      Sylas steadied his water treading like some kind of frog then waved his sword in the air, shouting for the ship.

      With a thought, my Party Chat pane swept to the center of my HUD.

      
        
        Party Chat is squelched.

      

      

      When I unlocked the chat, the window filled with a wall of text with time stamps.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil:] Well, that was easy. Was it really worth waking me for three ghosts?

        [Flancil:]You guys still swimming?

        [Flancil:]Heya, can I borrow this hat?

        [Flancil:]I’m borrowing it.

        [Flancil:]What about breakfast? I couldn’t find the cooking oil. Will an egg poach in saltwater?

        [Flancil:]Hey…Where is everybody?

        [Flancil:] Am I crazy or is everyone ignoring me?

        [Flancil:] OK, I get it. Lazy Flancil… I try to be a nice guy, but not responding to my messages is not cool. I thought we were friends or whatever. Really, really, not cool.

        [Flancil:] Wait…. ARE YOU STILL UNDERWATER?

        [Flancil:] WHY IS THE WHEEL BROKEN!!!

        [Flancil:] I'm turning this ship around. I don't know where you guys are.

        [Flancil:] WILL SOMEBODY ANSWER ME? ARE YOU DEAD?

        [Flancil:] Dear Kyra and Sylas, I guess something ate you. Not sure why my interface didn’t tell me, but you’re grayed out. I thought you bound yourself to the ship. But I guess you've died and gone back to the Salty Dog. I'm sorry it had to end this way, but it's dangerous for me to return to the same place a third time. I'll have to pick up more crew at the next port. I'll leave the Retribution in Bonchuria if you want it. Best of luck to you both.

      

      

      Instead of flooding him with a melee of cursing responses, I swept away the chat window long enough to take a deep breath and stop my blood from boiling.

      “That asshole. It's been five fucking minutes.”

      “What?” Sylas looked at me, then blinked. His eyes darted from side to side, reading. “That mutinous wretch!”

      “Oh calm down. He's not going anywhere. Sit tight. I'll take care of this.”

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] We’re okay. Attacked by an elemental. Nearly drowned. Look for the fireworks.

        [Flancil:] WELL I AM MAD AT YOU! YOU SAID YOU WERE GOING FOR A SWIM! THEN YOUR AVATARS TURNED GRAY.

        [Kyra:] Because that’s what they do when we go out of range, dimwit!

      

      

      Although I was a little touched by how our near-death experience set him off, I squelched the chat. He’d see I’d done so on his end, and it would send a message. I didn’t know how he did the caps lock thing, but we’d need to talk about chat etiquette because it annoyed me.

      He must’ve been shouting with his mind.

      The gnome was right about us being stupid. But no. Actually, only one of us had been stupid. It was all Sylas's fault. I grabbed the cocky bastard’s foot and yanked while I slapped my hand over his head and plunged him under. He flailed for a couple seconds and, when I let him up, I pressed my nose to his.

      “Next time I tell you to stay out of the fucking water, you’ll do well to remember who your captain is. Are we completely clear? Because even though I made you immortal, I’m also the one person who can change that, and you probably can’t even pinch me.”

      Sylas’s head lolled backward. “I… I…”

      I showed him my palm. “I don’t want to hear it. Jumping in after you was stupid. I should’ve let you drown.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because drowning would suck, and it’s not the kind of thing you’d soon forget. I figure you have enough PTSD from finding your dead sister.” I regretted the words the second they’d left my mouth, but Sylas just scrunched his face up in confusion.

      “PTSD?”

      I huffed. Then barked a laugh. Maybe out of relief. “I didn’t want the memory of drowning to haunt you.”

      “Oh.” He gave a curt nod while treading water. “Well, that almost makes your dunking me forgivable. I’ll try not to go off…” he stopped, as if searching for the words.

      “Half-cocked?”

      His forehead wrinkles formed wavy rivers. “I was going to say, ‘on my own.’”

      “Close enough.”

      I unlocked party chat then told Flancil to turn to port. When I saw the little dot that was our gnome companion appear at the rail, I let loose a fireball from my wand. It wasn’t bright in the daytime, but I hoped it’d do.

      But the figure aboard the Retribution didn’t move.

      Lacking fuel to create smoke, I eyed the driftwood. Shoving it away, I aimed the orange, circular targeting reticule of my Runic Fire spell onto its surface, Since it was designed to mark the ground beneath an enemy’s feet and cause fire damage as long as someone stood in the area of effect, I wasn’t sure it would cast on an elemental corpse made of wood. But the casting bar filled, then the orange embers burned into the surface. The dark, wet top of the plank lightened in color as it dried, then smoke drifted skyward.

      Pure luck.

      Sylas broke into a freestyle swim. “He's turning around. Not very well.”

      “But he's coming.”

      “Yes. He’s coming.”

      “Good. I’m exhausted.” Stamina bar half-filled, I broke into a slow backstroke. “When we get onboard, I'm taking a nap. I don't care. You guys keep it floating.”

      “Not yet.” Sylas winked at me. “I discovered something you should see.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw something strange beneath our ship when I was dragged under. We’ll want to go below and investigate.”
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      We had a serious discipline problem onboard—and I wasn’t counting the ghosts. Sylas was starting to go rogue. I wouldn’t have cared if he wanted to be captain. I didn’t mind him handling the sails and riggings, but he couldn't be bothered to tell me what he was doing. How would my Sailing skill advance if I didn’t learn shit?

      Unlike when I’d watched him skin owl bats, I wasn’t getting ranks in the Sailing discipline by observing his work. It sucked.

      And Flancil had just checked out. He chased off the ghosts when he had to but was otherwise like a retiree on a holiday cruise. He ate, he napped. The only thing missing was the shuffleboard and all-you-can-eat shrimp scampi.

      I suspected it was time to lay down the law or lose control of my ship entirely.

      But Sylas knew I was a sucker for treasure. From the moment he told me about the secret he’d discovered until Flancil got the boat turned around, I’d been trying to pry the information out of him. But he flat-out refused to come out with the 411. Worse, instead of taking me under the hull to show me what he’d found, he climbed on board and started dressing. I finally addressed a flashing pane on the right side of my HUD.

      
        
        You have completed a Quest!

        Hitting a Snag

        Rescue Sylas from the Murky Depths

        Reward:

        A Helping Hand

        Your companion, Sylas, has made a discovery that will prove instrumental to your success.

        2,000 XP

      

      

      Even my interface was on his side. Dammit!

      Then Flancil stomped over to yell at us. I kept my mouth shut until his Stamina bar dipped and he tired himself out. By the time he’d finished and stormed off to right the ship’s heading, I was half-convinced the whole episode had been my fault.

      Sylas snatched the sleeve of my robe with a finger and thumb. “He is not going to get any better the longer we wait to insist he pull his weight.”

      I just shook my head and started tugging off the new boots I suspected would be the sources of great ridicule. But neither had noticed. Which was fine by me. I didn’t need to have every wardrobe change scrutinized by my companions. It was still a vast improvement over the toxic cesspool that was my old day job. I dumped water out of the first boot then yanked it back on.

      Sylas was right. Our crew had problems, and that sat squarely on my shoulders. Kyra86 was the leader of this enterprise. I hadn't let a poor team ruin my career in my old life, and I wouldn’t let these distractions sink us now. Other players were out there ranking up like mad, and since Enora had no level cap, falling behind could turn into a permanent handicap. It was time to get on the same page.

      When I reached for the second boot, Sylas turned his head my way. I snapped to get his attention. “Hey, set your eyes on me for ten seconds and listen.” Sylas stopped lacing up his shirt and complied. “I’m over this day. And it’s not even breakfast time. Stop jerking me around and tell me where this thing you spotted is. If we have to jump back in the drink, I’d like to do it before my water breathing wears off.”

      Sylas nodded. “I cannot argue with that. Okay, then. Come with me. You will want your boots, though.” He paced toward the hatchway to the lower decks.

      “I thought you saw this underwater.”

      He nodded. “I did. But it is in the bilge.”

      “Then how did you see it?”

      “It was a glow. It is easier seen than explained.”

      “Ugh.“ I squeezed my eyes closed and groaned. “You know I hate the bilge.”

      Sylas climbed over the hatchway and stopped on the ladder.

      “I’ll go myself if you like.”

      Teasing bastard.

      “No, I’m coming. Should we get Flancil?”

      “You’re not still afraid of the rats, are you?”

      “You mean the zombie rats.”

      “They aren’t undead vermin.”

      “As far as you know.”

      Sylas chuckled.

      I tugged on my second boot, then followed him to the ladder. “Someone has to watch for ghosts…and steer.” It occurred to me Flancil had never dropped anchor after he picked us up. Which meant we had officially set sail for the day, and we weren't getting the spare anchor back.

      “The gnome will follow us down anyway. And then nobody will be on deck.”

      I glanced to find the shorty focused on the wheel. “Let’s hurry before he takes another nap.”
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      The bilge was nothing like I recalled, and I suspected a some trauma from our time aboard the Antigrall fired my synapses when I entered it. The below contained none of the floating barrels of rotting pickles we’d experienced on the Foggy Vale version. And why would it? It was a replica created from a compass we’d won from the mad captain.

      To my credit, I’d seen at least one bloated rat corpse every time I peeked down there—new ship or not. I could’ve sworn they moved on their own, though I’d never stuck around long enough to find out. It was probably a current in the water.

      The flooding was new.

      The slimy, waist deep water we’d encountered when we first entered the wrecked ship had disappeared when it resurrected with the hull repaired. But as I jumped down, I landed with a splash and it spilled over the tops of my tall boots.

      “Yuck. I thought we fixed this.”

      “It would seem our ghosts are also tampering below the waterline.”

      “How do we address that, First Mate Sylas? Are you an underwater carpenter?”

      “Your focus leaves something to be desired. Shall I show you what I discovered, or would you like to babble?”

      “I’m knee-deep in dead rats and old pickle juice.” I waved for him to continue.

      “All right, then. Take the joy out of everything.”

      Sylas waded toward the front of the bilge, drawing his sword. It was pitch black but, despite his being the one crew member lacking a seeing spell, the former fisherman seemed not to care. I cast Inner Illumination before sloshing after him. Something made a loud splash behind me, and I wheeled, reaching for my wand.

      Sure enough, Flancil couldn’t deny his curiosity.

      “Yuck, it's wet again. Oh, it's in my mouth. I just got this coat clean. What are we doing?”

      “Sylas found something. Stop kicking. You’ll stir up vermin.”

      “Easy for you to say.” He doggy paddled over to tread water beside me. The nasty bilge fluid sloshed around us as the ship bobbed on a wave. The footing was slippery.

      “Come on.” I grabbed him by the collar and helped him to a sideboard so he could walk along the edge. Then we ambled to the front, where Sylas had stopped at a flat bulkhead.

      “When we first entered, this part had been torn open. But the hull extended beyond this bulkhead. I thought it was wasted space, but…”

      Flancil knocked on the wall with his knuckles. “A smuggler’s hold?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “How’d ya find it?”

      “There’s a gap in the boat. I noticed light coming from inside.”

      I nodded. “That explains the flooding. Why haven’t we sunk?”

      “You have much to learn.” Sylas waved me off.

      But I was curious. “How can you see? It’s pitch black in here.”

      “I know our ship. I’ve walked it many times. Which is how I knew the compartment was hidden when I spied the glow from the ocean.” Sylas slid his hands along the wall until he found a seam where a wood panel covered one corner of the bulkhead. He forced the tip of his sword underneath and, before I could tell him not to break his new weapon, he’d popped the panel loose. A sickly green light spilled out from behind it.

      “There. The light I saw.” He displayed a self-satisfied grin.

      My eyes adjusted as I squinted through the opening into the green-lit compartment. I patted his shoulder.

      A voice, clear but quiet, seemed to whisper into my ear.

      “Let me out.”

      My head whipped around.

      Flancil’s eyebrows arched. “Whatcha lookin’ at me for?”

      “You didn’t hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      I quivered.

      If the ghosts were talking, maybe it was time to sink the ship and be done with it. I had enough yammering to deal with. I shook off the tingles, then followed Sylas through the opening with both hands clutching his shoulders so he’d stand between me and any threats.

      He crouched low to fit inside the space. The water was deeper, and the bare wood of the hull curved up on either side. The light came from a wooden chest wedged up in the bow.

      Sylas pointed. “That’s where the light shone through. Just above the water line.” A small stream of water trickled from a seam between two of the boards.

      “Fucking ghosts. That’s gonna sink us if you don't fix it.”

      “Some oakum will plug it up. A simple fix, though temporary.”

      “Let me out.”

      I’d seen my share of horror movies, and I knew anyone who didn’t want to end up tripping in the woods to be stabbed in the back never let the spirits out. But I suspected whatever lurked inside the claustrophobic space related to the quest reward for saving Sylas. I’d just as soon have received it when I completed the quest, but Enora had her way about shit. My eyes gravitated to the source of the light. Slivers of green glowed from seams in a chest. I bent down, my hands stretching forth on their own as if compelled to lift the lid.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Flancil leaned in the opening behind me.

      I tensed, yanked back my hand, then smirked at the gnome. “Seems kind of silly checking for traps on our own boat for what’s supposed to be a reward.”

      “Silly? I didn't put it here. Did you?”

      “Fine. You’re paranoid, but I’ll take the lead. Let’s just poke at it and see what jumps out at me.”

      “Must we all be here for it?” Sylas crossed his arms and looked over at the gnome. “There is almost certainly mischief above deck by now.”

      “I was screwing with the gnome.”

      Flancil nudged Sylas with an elbow. “You didn't see the walloping I gave ’em while you went for a swim. Whacked them good. They’ll stay away for a bit.”

      I doubted it, and although I knew the gnome hadn’t timed the reappearances of the spirits after pounding them, I was focused on the box. Squinting. Waiting for the orange glow that signified traps.

      “You know, on second thought…” Flancil interrupted, sliding through the opening and pushing past me to lean closer to the chest. “I don’t like the color. It reeks of dark magic.”

      “So what?” I asked. “I do dark magic.”

      “You use Shadow magic. I’m not a big fan of that, either. But at least I know the damn difference.” Flancil threw up his hands. “I’m just trying to be the voice of reason.” He lowered his voice to mutter. “I’m stuck with a bunch of heathens.”

      “You didn't hear a voice asking you to open it?”

      “Wait. What? You hear voices, and you still want to open the box? Hokhram, no! Throw it over.” He shoved Sylas with the fingertips of one hand. “Back me up here.”

      We both looked to Sylas, whose gaze locked on the walls of the tight compartment as he backed closer to the opening that led outside. Someday I was going to shove him in a pickle barrel until he overcame his claustrophobic tendencies.

      “This once, I’m inclined to agree with the gnome. If we wish to be free of this curse,” he thrust a finger toward the chest, “it should go overboard.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “You guys are crazy. We found a secret compartment! With a glowing treasure chest. I don't care if there's plutonium inside. If you want to leave, get out.”

      “Pluto—what?”

      “Sylas, just bite me.” I bent forward then rapped on the side of the container with my knuckles. Nothing happened.

      “There. Traps checked. Back up if you're worried.”

      They did.

      I sighed. After un-wedging the chest, I settled it on the ledge where Flancil stood moments earlier.

      Sylas crouched at the entry, lips pressed together, slowly shaking his head. He clutched the pommel of his sword close to his chest like a security blanket. Flancil skedaddled.

      I heard him splashing in the bilge and saw the yellow flash of his gnomish irises as he stopped at the ladder to watch from there.

      “Okay,” Flancil called out. “Now open it. Hey, do you think any of these pickles are still good?”

      “I don’t care!” I barked back at him.

      “Hurry up.” Sylas said. I thought I heard a ghostly whisper agreeing with him.

      “Here goes nothing.” I flipped the clasp and backed against the bulkhead as I threw the lid open. The sickly green light flooded toward the ceiling as the container yawned to reveal a pulsing green orb nestled on a bed of rich-but-soaked purple velvet.

      “Hello!” The orb flashed bright in time with the two spoken syllables.

      My eyes darted to Sylas, but he didn’t seem to have heard it. As I stared into the depths of the crystal sphere, purple smoke swirled in its heart.

      “Place your hand on the orb, and I shall serve the captain.”

      Sylas ducked, slipped out of the space, the splashed away. “No! Nononono. This is your problem now!”

      Twits.

      My palm touched the glassy orb, and tendrils of purple smoke mixed with the green aura as they drifted up, curved toward the floor beside me, then thickened. They formed strange feet with three bumpy toes, then a narrow pair of legs. As the rest of the shadowy figure materialized, the sphere, chest, and surrounding ship faded away until the two of us stood in a void of swirling smoke. Sparks flickered in the distance like the crackle of heat lightning.

      A faint and distorted voice came from the shrouded figure.

      “Long ago, I was a sailor on a trading vessel. My father was the wealthy owner of a merchant fleet, and his offspring all accomplished sailors. As the youngest in his line, I’d yet to earn a vessel of my own. So I served on the flagship under my eldest brother.

      “When Bonchu pirates located our ship and spied our banner, they closed in with great haste, hoping to capture my brother and me to hold us for ransom. My brother fought them and escaped with the fleet intact.

      “But I was run through during the fight, and the pirate captain captured my soul in that magic orb. He shoved it in the chest, hoping to perform a resurrection ceremony in a Bonchu port to collect his ransom.”

      I had a nagging suspicion we’d put an end to the captain the figure referenced.

      “Something foiled the pirates’ plans, and I have waited in this crystal ever since.”

      If we’d searched for a compartment in the same place on the original Antigrall, would this figure have been there?

      I finally replied. “Is there some way I can help you?”

      “It is long past the time for resurrection, but I am not some vengeful ghost like the others wreaking havoc around you. Even if I were, my siblings and the captain who imprisoned me are likely dead. My imprisonment was long, though it’s possible for you to bind my spirit to your ship so that I might live. In return, I would happily provide my extensive skillset to your benefit.” The shadowy figure knelt. “Will you break this prison, so my spirit might once again sail upon the seas?”

      The compartment came back into focus again.

      I blinked my eyes and found Sylas’s hand on my shoulder.

      “Kyra, are you alright?”

      “I think I just sat through a cutscene.” In Light of Babylon, I usually skipped them. Here, they were damned captivating.

      “You had a… vision?”

      “You could call it a vision. That… person has been trapped in the orb for a very long time.”

      “A person or a malevolent spirit?”

      “Just sad, I think. I feel kind of bad for the kid.”

      “Some say young phantoms are the most wrathful kind.”

      “Well, I didn’t sense any wrath.”

      “Hey,” Flancil shouted from the ladder. “What happened? I can’t hear anything.”

      A quest notification jumped out at me.

      “This is interesting.”

      
        
        A Helping Hand

        To unlock this reward, you must break the crystal and deal with the spirit inside.

        Reward: A unique ship’s Boatswain

      

      

      “Just take it from here and toss it over,” Sylas said. “We have too many ghosts causing trouble.”

      “It’s a reward, dude. You’ve really got to start trusting me.”

      “Have you learned nothing? Not all quests are what they seem. Not all rewards are for good.”

      “They’re called rewards for a reason. Besides, it says something about a boatswain. Also, it mentioned being killed by the Bonchu before the captain of the Antigrall imprisoned its soul in that orb.”

      “What?”

      “It was Bonchu pirates who killed them.”

      “Why didn't you say so?” Sylas’s demeanor changed in an instant. He scooped up the box, shut the lid, then turned to leave the room. “Come, let’s do this.”

      “We’re doing it just because I said Bonchu?”

      “Because you said boatswain. An experienced hand like that could prove a valuable ally. We will finish this on deck.” He tucked the box under his arm, then ducked through the opening. I scanned the compartment, hoping for some scrap of loot to make it even more worth our time. Nothing.

      Mental note. Send the first mate back down here to plug up the hole.

      I disabled my seeing spell because the sun—or what I thought of as the sun—would distort it when I returned to deck, but the bilge darkened as Sylas headed up the ladder, and I realized I was alone. I hurried out of the compartment and splashed through the creepy bilge as quickly as I could, my new thigh-high boots each filled to the brim with briny water.
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      Topside, I joined Sylas and Flancil on the quarterdeck where the wheel was located. I dropped down, dragged off my boots, then dumped water out of each. Flancil gawked at me.

      “Did your legs get shorter, or are those new?”

      “Hush,” Sylas shoved him out of the way to take the wheel. He extended the box toward Flancil. “Take this. Place it on the deck.”

      “Are you sure we want to open it?”

      “Your abilities are powered by the Light. Surely if you strike it and evil lurks within, it will rue the day it tried to trick us. And if the blessing of Solara burns it, then we do not need it on our ship.” Sylas spun the wheel until the boat was on his desired heading.

      For once, Flancil was agreeable. “Hmm, good point. Okay. Back up, Kyra. Let’s crack this egg.”

      “Fine by me." I scooted back.

      The gnome placed it on the deck, then flipped open the lid. The orb pulsed green, the outlines of dark tendrils swirling at the center. Flancil twisted one of the disparate, wiry hairs spouting from his head as he considered the object.

      I hoped we weren't about to unleash some kind of elder demon upon the world. Not because I doubted the sincerity of the creature from the cutscene, but because I would never hear the end of it from these ingrates.

      Flancil considered me for a moment as he snatched from its holster the blunderbuss he’d picked up fighting zombie pirates. He aimed the flared barrel at the orb in the box. “Could try this first.”

      I threw up one hand. “Let's start with fists and work our way up to heavy armaments.”

      “We can use a cannon if you want, Cap’n. I’ve been itching to blast something.”

      There were four cannons down below, two for each side. It was a sad, empty-looking gun deck, but it gave me something to aspire to. I would've been lying if I said I wasn’t also itching to blast something. But we needed to crack the crystal, not launch it into orbit.

      “Not funny. We aren’t going to blow a hole in the deck. Punch the damned thing.”

      “Jokes, Kyra. All right, stand back.” Flancil cracked his knuckles and jaw, then he planted his feet shoulder-width apart and brought his palms together. With a whispered word, a faint white light shone from between his fingers. As he drew his hands apart, holy energy lanced out from each clenched fist. With a practiced grace and a sweeping forward cartwheel, he leaped into the air, then came down like a pile driver in a flash of blinding light and crunching wood.

      Fucking showoff. Can’t just punch something.

      I shielded my eyes. The stings of splinters peppered my face. When my lids fluttered open, a gnome-sized hole punctured the deck where the box had been, leading down into the captain’s quarters.

      Sylas let out a gleeful howl of laughter and clung to the wheel, gasping for breath. Despite the hole, if he could laugh about it, I would.

      “Got it!” Flancil called from below.

      A flash of green energy and a plume of purple smoke burst from the hole in the cabin. It swirled in a mini cyclone, darkening the sky above our ship before the morning breeze caught it and scattered it over the water.

      As the small tornado dissipated, the smoke fell away to reveal… a seabird.

      The feathery humanoid was five feet tall and dressed in a sleeveless officer’s jacket trimmed in blue with shiny brass buttons. It wore a stiff, tricorne hat and carried a spyglass on a shoulder strap.

      A bird’s head with two glassy eyes and a long gray beak protruded from under the hat. A mix of black and white feathers bristled at odd angles around the collar. The same dressings covered the lower half of its body—which was pantless—and ended at a pair of leathery legs with stubby talons. I couldn’t tell if there were functional hands beneath the feathers of its wings.

      The figure wore a faint blue glow, and a creepy translucent quality flickered its form in and out like an old movie reel. Definitely a spirit, but nothing like the ones that kept popping up all over the ship. A tuft of tail feathers swished as it stood straight and cocked its head to the side with one eye trained on me.

      I glanced at Sylas. He gave me an I-don’t-have-a-fucking-clue sort of look. I got to my feet and smiled at our guest. “Uh… hello.”

      The bird’s head twitched to the other side.

      “I’m Kyra. Maybe you could… introduce yourself?”

      “Oh. Hello!” The creature jerked upright and snapped one hand to its tricorne hat, making a high-pitched whistle before speaking in a quick, almost Irish trill. “Cadet Atri Leadfeather of the Stonefall Merchant Marine and youngest daughter of Worthen Leadfeather.” She whipped off her hat, pressed it to her chest, then bowed. A crest of fluffy black feathers stood on top of her head. “You would be my saviors, then?”

      “I guess we would,” I said.

      “Then I am forever in your debt and pledge my life to your service.” She bowed again, this time deeper. “Well, afterlife, I suppose. On account of that wretched crystal. Being as I have no relations or business left undone, I would seek to serve in whatever way a humble spirit may.”

      “You’re a boatswain, right? What exactly can a ghost… um person like you do?”

      She bent and picked up one of the broken boards, and the soft tissue on either corner of her beak turned up in a hopeful smile. Then her form flickered and the wood fell back to the deck. “Well, a little at a time. Please, Captain, will you accept my oath and honor my debt to you?”

      I heard a thump and a quick stomping up the stairs as Flancil returned to the quarterdeck. He shoved a cylinder into my hand.

      “What’s this?”

      “I guess it was in the bottom of the box.” He faced the bird figure. “Hey, since I let her out… how about some credit here? I’ll accept your oath, coromo. You can start with breakfast. Four eggs over easy and some sizzling links if you can find a pickled sausage in the bilge. Take a look around while you're down there, you'll be cleaning it out for us.”

      I slipped the cylinder into my bag. Atri took in the new arrival, turned to him and bowed, even lower than before.

      Sylas leaned over the wheel. “Now wait just a minute. Why do you get breakfast? I found her and risked my neck doing so. You only stepped in for the easy part.”

      I didn't like the way this was going. It was time to intervene. “Okay, none of this is happening. First of all, Atri, your life—afterlife, whatever—belongs to you.”

      “But breakfast—” Flancil protested.

      “You’re about to be shark breakfast, dipshit. Shut it. You didn’t save her by yourself. It was a group effort. I’m the captain, and I’m overruling you.” When my hands on hips and a stone glare belayed his response, I pushed on. “You called her a coromo.”

      “My race,” Atri said.

      “How did you know that, Flan?”

      “Because I'm not a complete idiot. They come from the Shadowmaw Islands.”

      Atri nodded. A feather broke loose from beneath her hat, then drifted toward the deck. “It is true. Most coromo come from the Stonefall Seaports.” Her eyes flicked left then right, like she was perusing her interface. “They’re not far off. If you like, I could show ya.” Atri bowed low again, head snapping to focus on Flancil and waiting for his approval. Someone needed to understand who the player was in this scenario.

      I didn’t see any other ghosts as I scanned the rigging. The waves were low, and Sylas seemed relaxed at the wheel. “Where are they?”

      Atri stood upright again and deposited the tricorne atop her head. A ghostly bag hung over her other shoulder. She withdrew from it a small slate framed in wood, with a piece of chalk on a string. “Here is Bonchu. This is Lau. Rubal is to the west.” As she talked, she sketched. “The Shadowmaw Isles are in the middle, like this.”

      Flancil plopped down like a kid at story time. Sylas’s eyebrows shot up. Even I found myself transfixed at her dexterity with the chalk and the cooing sound of her voice.

      “The Stonefall Seaports are here, here, here, here, and two over here… not counting the smaller ones that don’t have harbors. I come from here, see. I’ll draw a little Atri. See? That’s me. And this is our happy little star. I like to draw Solara with a smile on her face, see?”

      “Why choose a home of scattered rocks?” Sylas asked. “There are hundreds of islands in the Shadowmaw. How do you defend them all?”

      Atri’s beak clicked in a little bird laugh. “Because nobody wants them. Who but a coromo would call a windswept smattering of stone their home?” She fluffed her feathers, maybe in some illustration of how comfortable a bird could be on a cold, wet rock in the middle of the ocean. “We give safe harbor to those in need, and our lights burn bright over dangerous shoals.”

      “Yeah, come on,” Flancil quipped. “I can't believe you guys don't know this stuff.”

      Something told me the gnome was putting on airs. After all, he’d lived in a monastery. But I let it go.

      “You're good with that tablet.” I said. “What did you do on your old ship?”

      Atri started to hop with excitement but forced herself to calm. Her hat lifted up as feathers on her head bristled.

      “Why, I was a cadet. Top of my class at the academy. My family name got me into the service, but I planned to earn my spot on a bridge.”

      Had to hand it to her. The coromo was plucky.

      The helmsman rang in. “Listen, we’re not going that direction. Some of us are in a hurry to get to Bonchu.”

      I shot him a look. “We’re heading almost exactly that direction, liar. And I’m getting tired of telling you, the Bonchu will roll over you like…” I couldn’t think of a non-modern world example. “They’d flatten you, Sylas. Remember the magic? Portals? Weapons? How they possessed dwarves? That’s high level shit, dude. A detour wouldn’t hurt. There might be quests.”

      Atri’s crest flattened. “I'm afraid my spirit is bound to this ship. I'll stay out of your way, though. I will serve my new captain however I can.”

      “Sounds like less work for me,” Flancil quipped.

      “Like you work, anyway!” I thumped the side of his head. “And she said captain, not crew. Atri doesn’t work for you, and you’re going to pull your own weight or you’ll be swimming to Bonchuria.” I snagged his ear and tugged. “You got it?”

      Flancil slapped my hand away, then tipped up his chin. “Okay, you’re hired. Welcome to the crew.”

      The spirit snapped to attention and saluted. I smirked.

      “You can’t hire her. I have to. Get it through your heads, guys. The Retribution is our ship for practical purposes but my ship for the goddess’s.” And I didn’t feel an ounce of guilt for invoking their deity.

      Atri grew a foot taller when her seabird neck stretched all the way out. “I will be proud to serve on this… what do we do again?”

      “Treasure hunters.” It was close enough.

      “On this treasure vessel, the…did you call it the Retribution?”

      “Flancil’s Damsels!”

      I inflated one cheek then pushed out some air. “Order number one, don’t listen to the gnome. Yes, it’s called the Retribution.”

      “I will be proud to serve on this treasure vessel, Retribution.” Her large, beady eyes sparkled, her feathers fluffed, and she made a soft trilling noise.

      Sylas chuckled. “Ah, she likes it.” He leaned against the wheel and narrowed his eyes at our new companion.

      I could detect his own wheels turning in his brain. The last thing I needed was another shipmate getting roped into Sylas’s Bonchu-hating revenge cult. Not that I didn’t plan to support my friend and get a little revenge for myself along the way. There were D-bags to deal with. But if his obsession grew, the slide might prove a long way down.

      “Okay, Sylas needs to concentrate on the wheel. Flan, I think I saw something blue and spooky on the bow. Get after it.

      “But breakfast…”

      “Can wait until orientation’s finished. Atri, come on. I'll give you a tour. We’ll do breakfast in an hour.”

      The monk groaned but did what I told him. I eyed the hole in the deck over the captain’s quarters.

      “Let's fix this today, too.”

      I led our newest crew member down the stairs to the main deck, then stopped at the bottom. “You know, Atri, you don’t have to bow and scrape all the time. I don’t know what your islands are like. But we’re egalitarian here. You don’t have to worship these guys just because they let you out of a box, okay.”

      “Pardon me saying, Captain Kyra, but I am a cadet. I was in training to be an officer. I'm not worshiping anyone. I’m following protocol.”

      “You don’t have to act like a cadet here.”

      “Not to argue, but I would have you know I was at the top of my class. On track for a command of my own. Some of my brothers might have bedded on our father’s money, but I took my role seriously. And my posting. The freedom you’ve granted me will be earned.”

      “Well, this isn’t the Navy.

      “Merchant Marine.”

      “Fine. This isn’t the Merchant Marine. And you’re not a cadet on my ship. So you can stop with all that, okay?”

      Atri practically melted in front of me. Her feathers drooped, and the flesh around her beak turned downward. “No. I am not, am I?” She shivered then faded a bit, becoming more transparent. Another feather drifted from her crest toward the deck before fading away.

      “Hold on. What did my quest say?” I read it aloud.

      
        
        Quest: A Helping Hand

        Break the crystal and deal with the spirit inside.

        Reward: A very unique ship’s Boatswain

      

      

      Something caught her attention, and the feathers on her head stood up. Atri eyed me warily. “Boatswain? But I’m not a boatswain.”

      “Why didn’t you mention it when I brought it up?”

      “I didn’t want to interrupt the captain.”

      Well, I had to appreciate that, considering my other two crew.

      “Would you like to be one? I don’t really know what it means, but if it’s beneath your station, we’ll find better uses of your skills.”

      Her eyes sparkled, and her head cocked to the other side. “It would be… quite unusual for a cadet on the officer track to be a boatswain. What would the deck crew say?”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we don’t have a crew yet. I’m the captain, Sylas is first mate. Flancil is second, I guess.”

      “So, as your boatswain, would I be third mate?”

      I raised one shoulder in a half shrug. “If it’d please you, sure.” I leaned in. “And you’d have to listen to Sylas when it came to the ship’s maintenance, but Flancil has no authority until he earns it. Narcoleptic bastard.”

      “This would be a great honor. I accept, Captain Kyra.”

      “And you’ll stop bowing and saluting all the time?”

      “Aye, but not to those who outrank me.”

      “Whatever. Welcome to the crew.” I stuck out my hand and Atri looked at it, confused. Most people I’d met in Enora weren’t really big on shaking hands. Except for dwarves.

      To my surprise, when she took my hand in her feathered grasp, she felt solid. Upon further reflection, I guess it made sense. All the ghosts tearing my ship apart could grab stuff.

      
        
        You have unlocked your reward.

        A Helping Hand

        You freed the spirit inside the orb and hired her to be the boatswain on your ship!

        Like foundation foremen, a ship’s boatswain can manage your ship, instruct laborers, plot courses, and act as your quartermaster.

      

      

      “Welcome to the crew. I wish I could say it’s easy sailing from here, but we’ve had some problems. And we’re shorthanded.”

      Atri nodded, though her head swiveled back and forth like she was reading.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Something good, Captain Kyra. With your delegation of my new position, a manual has been added to my interface. It details the position of boatswain. I love to read.”

      “Something tells me you’re going to be a big help around here.” I glanced at my interface. I’d received a similar manual granting further details about the capabilities and responsibilities of the boatswain.

      “Oh, but there is a second notice here, Captain. It seems my spirit form has granted me new abilities as well. I can help you with your ghost troubles. I sense their presences… and calamity.”

      I grinned.
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      It was like the gaping hole Flancil had punched into the deck never existed. Every other loose board and leaking seam had been replaced or patched. Cut ropes were spliced back together, and the bilge was dry again. Piled junk—crates of hard tack, barrels of pickles and pickled sausages—lined the railing awaiting inspection.

      I would’ve tossed the pickles over, but the guys insisted on keeping them.

      “This is awesome!”

      “I am glad you approve, Captain.” Atri appeared by my side to admire her work. This was the first time we’d seen every sail unfurled, and the ship tore through the water faster than I’d thought possible.

      I crossed my arms over my abdomen then cast a glance over one shoulder to ensure Sylas was out of earshot. “Maybe I should’ve made you first mate.”

      “Oh, Captain…” Atri made an embarrassed clicking noise that morphed into a chuckle. She tossed her head. “You needed a boatswain. I’m more than satisfied with my new occupation. Gained fifteen skill points my first day.”

      “And you’re doing a fantastic job, too.” I did a double take. “Did you say skill points?”

      “Oh, yes. I was awarded twenty in all major crafting and sailing skills when you freed me.”

      As a spirit bound to the ship, Atri’s special abilities were a game changer.

      While she couldn't engage in combat, she could furl sails, haul lines, and use every kind of tool a ship hand required. Her innate sense of everything happening on board might not have solved the ghost problem—she had no more luck than I did chasing them off—but the moment one of them broke something, she waited behind them to fix it.

      She was so effective that on our first day sailing together, we scrapped the plan for everyone to pitch in while we sat anchored then turned Northeast and headed out to sea. Two days later—and without experiencing a single disaster—we neared the Shadowmaw Islands. Adding to my confidence was the notation in my interface that Atri was now part of the ship’s crew. An asterisk beside her name listed her as a rare crew type equivalent to three sailors. Which meant, thanks to her ability to teleport around and seemingly be in two places at once, our ship could sail at full speed without meeting the minimum crew requirements.

      Fine by me. Fewer cooks in the kitchen.

      “We’re okay for now, Captain. But I'm not working as fast as I could, because I'm too busy repairing the damage from the bitter-wights.”

      That was the name she’d given our spooky blue saboteurs. She’d explained it wasn’t unheard of for murderous captains to collect parasitic ghosts over the course of their careers in piracy. But to have an entire ship full like this, the mad captain must've been a whole other level of sadistic.

      “I know, but what can we do about it?”

      “Master Flancil is a great help. He can drive the ghosts away temporarily. But bitter-wights are persistent.”

      “What if you just talked to them, ghost to ghost?”

      Atri’s beak chittered, and she tugged at a button on her jacket. “I am a soul without a body. A bitter-wight is a shadow without a soul. There is no reason behind their actions. Not even the desire for revenge that created them fuels their actions. No real motivation. They are hollow.”

      Sylas paced across the main deck. While Flancil and I had been taking full advantage of opportunities to catch up on sleep, the first mate insisted on keeping watch and tending the sails so Atri could focus on the mitigation of the bitter-wights’—what I’d come to call BWs—constant stream of chaos. Although our strange and wonderful new boatswain was perfectly capable of running things by herself most of the time, I had the suspicion Sylas was a bit of a perfectionist onboard. As long as he didn’t appear exhausted, I wasn’t about to broach the subject. He was a grown-ass man, and he could do a lot worse than to hold such a high level of pride when it came to our new home.

      When he strode in the opposite direction and raised his head to check the sails, I realized Atri had been talking while I was lost in thought. “What’s that?”

      She pointed a crooked finger at one of the spirits, a lanky thing running along one of the rails, his head whipping left and right in search of more trouble to cause. “I was saying it’s a shame. Restless spirits unable to crossover to Her high kingdom. There is one thing we might do to put them to rest. But I wouldn’t want to distract you from your questing. I know First Mate Sylas thirsts to reach the shores of Bonchu.”

      “He will never get there soon enough. Don’t even consider that. Bonchu is plan C. Now that we’re not sinking, that's off the table until we’ve advanced. Sure, we’ll need to quest to rank up if we ever plan to get there, but we’re talking about a war-faring society with the power to possess dwarves with magic helmets. It’s going to take time. More allies. If you have an idea about how to get rid of these things, speak up.”

      “Very well. There was a time before the continental navies that the pirate lords ruled the Shadowmaw and cruelty ran high. They brought ships to the port of Wasterwell to be cleansed.”

      “What, like exorcisms? Why didn’t you say so?”

      “Well…” Atri bobbed from side to side. “The pirate lords used to find these wonderful relics spread across the Enoran seas. One was used in the cleansing rituals. But an aunt of mine once sailed for the port of Wasterwell to purge her ship, so it’s possible, however unlikely, a relic remains there after all these ages.”

      Although the words almost reached my lips, I decided inquiry about how her family came to possess a ship of vengeful ghosts might be seen as uncouth.

      A pane in my interface flashed several times, then bloomed in the center of my field-of-vision.

      
        
        You are being offered a Grand Legacy Quest:

        A Clean Slate

        Find a purification relic, then purge the bitter-wights from your haunted ship.

        Rewards:

        10,000 XP

        Raw Materials

        One piece of epic equipment

        One Epic weapon designed for your class at the time of completion.

        This is a chain quest. New objectives will be revealed when earlier ones are accomplished.

        Rewards are granted for completing certain objectives.

        First objective:

        Sail to Wasterwell Port and ask around the docks about someone with knowledge of exorcism relics.

      

      

      My jaw dropped. Ten-thousand XP? We were talking multiple levels, here. Epic gear and an epic weapon? Holy shit. Although the quest confirmed my earlier suspicions about how ghosts placed on a replica ship in the game world was atypical, the sight of those rewards sent the thought away on the sea breeze.

      I accepted the quest, and when I shared it with Sylas, I was pleasantly surprised to find he was eligible. Flancil didn’t accept, so he’d probably ignored the notification as he slept.

      “Hey, Atri, what's to stop this relic from purging you?”

      “I’m not the same as them, but I can’t be certain it wouldn’t. “ She tapped a finger to her narrow chin. “But the box that held my orb is shielded against magics. That’s why it didn't shatter along with the orb when Master Flancil drove it through the deck. If we want to take precautions, I should be able to hide inside until the ritual is complete.”

      “I hope so. I’d hate to lose you so soon. Um, at all.”

      The coromo snapped a salute. “I have no fear, Captain. We serve the goddess, and I don’t think she’d see my spirit cast off when I serve her Returned.”

      “Glad one of us is fearless. Wait… you know about the Shénhuà?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yes. The stories of your kind crossed Enora for thousands of years after they vanished from existence to return to Solara’s bosom. Especially after Lau.”

      “After… Lau?” The mention of Sylas’s home continent prompted a new pane in my HUD.

      
        
        You are being offered a player’s-only Lore Quest!

        Lore quests are opportunities to learn about the rich history of societies and civilizations in Enora. Not only will you be regaled with historic tales, but these quests usually apply to your story in Enora.

        The Bane of Magic

        Learn from Boatswain Atri about the history of magic in Lau.

        Rewards:

        2,500 XP

        An outfit suited to your sailing occupation.

        You will learn a new occupational skill.

      

      

      Cutscene-skipper or not, learning more about the history of where Sylas came from might have granted me insight into his vengeful, persistent nature. Besides, visions of my purple skin beneath a white sailors suit replete with neckerchief made me a little giddy. Sometimes I was a nerd, but I’d look damn cute in that. As an aside, I was also interested in learning more about these mysterious Shénhuà.

      Atri waited before answering my query, as if she’d been waiting for me to read the quest. “Yes, the blight, the ensuing war? It was a horrible time for those people.”

      “And the Shénhuà had something to do with that?”

      “I don’t deal in conjecture. Rumors abound, and stories are retold across the ages until they barely resemble the original tale, especially when the Lauan warlords were so motivated to tell the story they wanted disseminated. I suspect passing those stories down through the generations was of great importance to them, so they could control the message.”

      “Sounds nefarious.”

      “What do you expect from a bunch of warlords?”

      I chuckled. “Okay, you have me, there.”

      “A great city stood just northeast of the continent’s center. A major hub of trade and education, many saw it as the foundation for Lau’s future. While the surrounding country consisted mostly of villages and other small settlements, the multicultural city blossomed over five centuries. Its university was the epicenter of magic education in those days, you know.” She didn’t form it like a question, so I didn’t interject. “Then came Arturus.”

      She shook her head in slow, low twists.

      “Who was that?”

      “I’ve heard various accountings of the man. Some say he joined the university out of a greed to grow his power. Others believe he was sent from the Underworld. Even more believe he was one of the goddess’s chosen, like you, who was tempted by power and evil. But that sounds more like a fairy story meant to scare children away from the scourges of the underworld.”

      “I’ve heard my share of those.”

      “The goddess didn’t tell you the history of the world?”

      I had no intention of trying to pick my way through that thorn bush. I’d inevitably end up lying unless I wanted to explain where I’d really come from.

      “The goddess knows better than I how my life here should proceed.”

      The bird woman’s feathers bristled, and her eyelids disappeared with her wide expression. “Oh! Kwak! I didn’t mean to question the goddess’s methods.”

      “Relax. You didn’t. I’m just saying, I came along knowing some things but finding myself in the dark on others. No biggie. So, tell me about Arturus.”

      “Oh.” She waved a hand. “Again, it depends on who is asked.”

      “Then we’ll skip the background, and you can just tell me why you know his name at all. What did he do?”

      “The most terrible thing you can imagine. He penned a horrible book of magic. The Tome of Destruction!” The low tone of her voice as her throat growled the name reminded me of how mentors to young heroes and heroines in fantasy novels spoke the darkest parts of their tales. Their moral meanings.

      I played along with a sweeping word of my own. “Realllllyyyy?”

      She nodded with enthusiasm, and I suppressed my smile.

      “No one ever knew what foul incantations the tome possessed. But when Arturus climbed the Top of the World—it’s a mountain—and read the tome, a crystalline blight rose from the ground and covered every structure in the sprawling city. Evil beasts and demons rose in its wake. Some believe they crawled all the way from the underworld itself. They tore through the population, murdering its people with abandon for days. With nowhere to hide, the people fell, and their city soon followed.”

      That sounds fucking epic!

      I forced a low voice. “That sounds absolutely horrible.”

      “I’m certain it was.”

      “So, why do the warlords care how the story is told?”

      “Because they’ve been guilty of one of the greatest atrocities known all across the world ever since.” She paused for a long moment, waiting.

      I somehow managed not to roll my eyes. “Oh, and what is that?”

      She craned her long neck toward me, shifted her gaze around, threw a glance over one shoulder to be sure no one was in earshot, then spoke a low whisper in my ear.

      “They purged magicians from their continent in a brutal genocide.”
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      My head reared back. “What the hell?”

      She nodded. “Again, it depends on who’s telling the tale, but if you want my opinion, derived of knowledge gained from many sources during my travels, the warlords ruined their continent out of fear of what they didn’t understand. They saw magic as the enemy instead of the woman who followed. The seas have suffered their ignorance ever since.”

      “Wait, what woman?”

      “Oh, well I couldn’t look upon my matron’s face if I didn’t tell you about Nessandra.”

      I rubbed my palms together. “Ooh, I’m all ears.”

      Why not?

      “A respected Light magician of levels far exceeding most at the time—in the high double digits—Nessandra was widely seen as the beacon of what dedicated magic study could provide. She oversaw the High Chapel of the Goddess’s Light, a place unlike any other in the world. But when Arturus cast the blight and she was one of few who survived, the warlords pursued her. She fled to the coast and escaped. That’s where the story forks into many turns, depending on which warlord’s descendent tells it. But from the outside, it’s pretty obvious what happened.”

      I was ready to cut to it. “And what’s that?”

      Atri leaned on the rail and crossed her ankles. “Three warlords combined their forces to hunt her down. An ironic aside, they were more than willing to use their own magicians for this purpose”—she waved a dismissive hand—“but when the deed was done, the warlords murdered them while they slept. Like I said, they made magic suppression a mandate. Anyway, when they cornered her, a great storm washed over the port while she battled to hold them off. Whirlwinds touched down and sucked her enemies into the sky, never to fall to the ground. Then, the Dark One appeared.”

      “You mean the Dark One?”

      She nodded grimly. “Hokrahm offered her power beyond her comprehension if she pledged her fealty. The city was gone. She had nowhere to go, and her name was known far and wide, making her a target for the rest of her days. So, the Dark One promised her respite and knowledge about a source of power beneath the ruins of the blighted city that would grant her a never-ending supply of the catalyst she needed to control the many minions she would rule. And most of all, she would be given dominion over the one part of Enora no one has never managed to dominate.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why, I think it would be obvious.” She gestured with one ribbed, three-fingered hand. “The sea.”

      My forehead wrinkled. An inkling tickled my brain. Where a moment earlier I was engrossed by the boatswain’s story, I knew I had to follow the trail to answers. I raised one finger to stave off additional words, closed my eyes, listened to the calm breeze flapping in the sails, and waited for it to come.

      Then it did. Revelation. My chest hitched. My eyes shot open. The hinge in my jaw went slack. “Nessandra became…”

      Atri nodded, and when I didn’t finish the sentence intended for myself, she finished it. “Necri’tes.”

      Holy.Fucking.Shit.

      The floating green giant I’d seen on the Antigrall back on Foggy Vale Island. The one described in the tome I’d found in the Undersands. The one whose likeness graced a statue underneath which a trap awaited my companions and me. And now that I thought about the evil captain we’d defeated in the bay, I knew what’d caused him to attack his own crew—as described by the first mate in journal pages we’d discovered during our quest to solve the mystery of the missing treasure ship.

      Sylas chose that moment to pace across the deck again, his gaze fixed on the ghost speeding up and down the rail, and the sight of my first Enoran companion brought my brain to a screeching halt. “Tell me about the catalyst beneath the blighted city.”

      “Not much is known. If you believe the story as I told it, as it was told to me, its mining allows the demigoddess to use it to control her minions.”

      Heart racing in my chest, I brought up my journal, sent a thought to my interface, then read the text that popped up on my screen.

      
        
        The Nefarious Scourge of Necri’tes

        and

        a Warning to the Sailors of the Low Seas

        Beware ye, sailors of the Low Seas!

        The undead sail beneath the poisoned banner of Necri’tes to loot the winnings of treasure seekers and tradesmen, bringing chaos to the navies seeking order! Herein you’ll find the tales of the dark demigoddess, her dead minions, and—

      

      

      “It was right in my pocket the whole time—metaphorically at least.”

      “What’s that, captain?”

      I shook my head, not to stave off her question, but in disbelief. “I found Sylas imprisoned in a mountain in Lau. When I sprung him, we witnessed what I’d once thought were a bunch of Lauan soldiers hauling goods through a portal under the watchful eye of a magician. But I later learned those helmets morphed the bodies of the dwarves to make them appear tall, sunbaked and strong, like Lauan soldiers would.” I leaned on the rail and met her gaze as I talked through it. “The magician was Bonchu. They were the ones enslaving the dwarves and, after they wiped out Sylas’s village and murdered his sister, we set sail out of Lau.

      “We figured the Bonchu were stealing precious metals they lacked on their own continent, using the disguises to frame warlord against warlord, because wars had been fought over resources in the past. Now I think I know what they were really moving. Why they disguised the dwarves to look like Lauan barbarians… to keep the warlords fighting each other.”

      “The catalyst? That which empowers the demigoddess to maintain so many undead at sea?”

      I tapped my nose. “Exactly. Now the question is, what role do the Bonchu really play in all this? If I take this story to Sylas, I’m going to find myself chasing a freaking demigoddess.”

      Atri chuckled in a combination of clicks and cackles, and when she saw my face scrunch up, it came to an abrupt halt. “I’m sorry, captain. But the idea of a level fourteen contending with the most powerful being in the Low Seas…”

      “I get it. You get it.” I thrust a finger toward my companion making a lewd gesture toward a ghost. “But I almost guarantee you, he couldn’t care less. He’ll have to die a thousand times before he stops. And it’s one thing to blame the Bonchu, but if I’ve learned anything from reading books, it’s the dark underbelly of a society that makes it a threat. And in this case, a demigoddess.”

      “Sounds well-articulated to me. You know, the kind of magic it would take to make helmets that morph beings is unlike anything I’ve heard of. And that means something with the way sailors tell sea stories.”

      The vision of the giant form of Necri’tes hovering over me on the original Antigrall as she cast down her threats took on a swelling, fresh meaning.

      I gave a single nod. “I bet it does.
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      My head jerked when my HUD flooded with overlapping, flashing frames filled with text.

      
        
        You have completed a Lore Quest:

        The Bane of Magic

        Learn from Boatswain Atri about the history of magic in Lau.

        Rewards:

        2,500 XP

        An outfit suited to your sailing occupation.

      

      

      Glowing purple items materialized then hovered a few feet away, and I figured they were the promised sailor’s attire. But another pane zipped to the center when the system realized I’d finished reading the last.

      
        
        “Congratulations!

        You have learned a new Occupational Skill!

        Investigation

        Observe evidence, draw conclusions, test theories, and solve puzzles using your Investigation skill.

      

        

      
        Your Investigation skill is rank 1.

      

        

      
        You have unlocked the following sub-skills of Investigation:

        Observation

        The likelihood you will notice evidence

        Analysis

        Dependency: Intelligence

        Your ability to analyze evidence for meaningful clues

        Deduction

        Your ability to weigh evidence and draw logical conclusions

        Dependency: Wisdom

        Research

        Your ability to conduct research to support your other Investigation sub-skills

        Dependencies: Wisdom, Intelligence

        Organization

        Your ability to organize evidence into meaningful order

        Dependency: Intelligence

        Interrogation

        Your ability to draw information from parties in the pursuit of evidence

        Dependency: Charisma

      

        

      
        When you earn ten total ranks across all Investigation sub-skills, one rank will be added to your Investigation skill.

        Thanks to your insightful questioning of your boatswain, you have been awarded five points toward your Research skill.

      

        

      
        Your Research skill has reached rank 6.

      

        

      
        Since you correctly drew conclusions about the origins of the demigoddess and how her power manifests itself, you have been awarded 5 points to your Deduction skill.

      

        

      
        Your Deduction skill is now rank 5.

      

        

      
        Since your Research skill (5) and your Deduction skill (5) add to a total of ten subskill points, your Investigation skill has reached rank 2.

        Your Analysis skill is rank 1.

        Your Observation skill is rank 1.

        Your Organization skill is rank 1.

      

      

      That was a lot to absorb, but my boatswain waited patiently, almost like she understood what was happening. I snagged the glowing items from where they dangled in the air and analyzed.

      
        
        Captain’s Surcoat of Mana Recovery

        This pleated surcoat was designed with the Enoran magician in mind and boasts increased recovery of most magician’s primary resource pool.

        Level 14

        Type: Cloth Set Item (1 of 2)

        Slot: Chest

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        +10 Intelligence

        +10 mana recovery per tick

        This enchantment persists regardless of debuffs from enemies.

      

      

      “Why, a gift from the goddess?” Atri pressed a hand to her fluffed up bird chest.

      “Yeah. A nice one, too. I can finally get rid of this ratty robe.” I snagged the other item without analyzing it, then headed toward the captain’s quarters. “Come on, I want to try this one. It’s time we roused Flancil, anyway.”

      “Of course, Captain.”

      When I reached the door, I turned the knob just enough to dislodge it, raised one foot, then kicked it so hard it rattled the hinges after banging into the wall.

      Flancil shot up out of the sheets with both glowing fists raised on either side of his chin. “What? Demons?”

      “Rise and shine, gnome boy. I need to get dressed, and it’s about time you dragged your ass down to that galley and rustled up some grub for the crew.”

      Flancil shot the boatswain a look. “But I thought—”

      “And I explained. Now haul ass out of here, the goddess’s chosen isn’t showing you her tits again. Peace.”

      Flancil yawned, stretched, and took his sweet time leaving, but I was more than happy to slam the door against his ass as he sauntered out. I pulled up one corner of the sheet then plopped down on the bed to check out the second item.

      
        
        Captain’s Pantaloons of Mana Recovery

        These pants are perfect for life aboard ship. Thick enough to resist wind penetration, they also wick off moisture to keep a discerning captain’s lower half dry. They increase the recovery of most magician’s primary resource pool—mana.

        Level 14

        Type: Cloth Set Item (2 of 2)

        Slot: Legs

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        +10 Intelligence

        +10 mana recovery per tick

        This enchantment persists regardless of debuffs from enemies.

        Set Bonus: (2 of 2)

        +15 damage to all offensive spells

      

      

      The extra fifteen hit points inflicted per offensive spell cast wasn’t doubled by having two pieces, but that was what I’d expected. After all, it was called a set bonus for a reason. The Intelligence, Wisdom, and Mana recovery did stack, because those attributes were assigned to individual pieces of gear.

      “Oooh, stingy Enora is starting to come off with some loot.” I rubbed my palms together.

      Atri gave a half-bow. “The goddess provides.”

      “Yeah. That, too.”

      Although the new gear didn’t exactly mesh with the ratty pirate hat, I’d take it. When I was all suited up and about five degrees warmer in the chilly cabin, I turned to my boatswain to pick up where we’d left off before the lore-scapade had begun.

      “Do you know how to get to Wasterwell? If there’s a relic or ceremony that’ll purge the nuisances, that has to be Plan A. Sylas hasn’t been this far from his home port, and Flancil spent most his life isolated with a bunch of monks.”

      “I haven’t sailed there, Captain. But your ship came with plenty of charts. I’ll peruse them. It’s bound to be listed, since most known ports are. On the outside chance it isn’t, I’ll try to remember if my aunt’s stories give us a clue. If so, and if I can nail down a general area, I might be able to draft something from other sources in my library. I was the top of my class in cartography and celestial navigation, after all.”

      “Yeah, you might have mentioned something like that. Show me on the map you drew.”

      “Oh, the map!” All of her feathers fluffed as she dug out the slate. One side held an impressive amount of information about our ship—watch tables, maintenance schedules, inventory and the like.

      “Retribution” was scrawled across the top in perfect calligraphy. How she drew such elegant lines without getting ghost chalk all over herself was anyone’s guess. She flipped it over, then sketched the map again on the back.

      “Here you are, Captain.” She saluted again and held it out to me. My hand passed right through it. “Sorry, Captain.”

      “It's okay. Just point at it.”

      “It is just here on the outer rim. Close to the path you’ll someday follow to Bonchu, where Master Flancil will sell his daggers.”

      Before he joined our crew, Flancil hoped to start a new life with the money he earned selling the set of rare jewel-encrusted—and likely stolen—daggers. His participation in the raid on Foggy Vale Island was in trade for a trip to Bonchuria, where I assumed traders loved rare weapons. That hadn't been an issue when we sailed up the coast of Lau. But now I wondered if we’d lose the monk when we arrived and his bit of business was completed.

      “If Flancil drones on in your ear about making that journey, you can ignore him. We’re not going anywhere until the ghosts are gone. And while I’m on the topic, you don’t have to feed him, either. You’re a boatswain now, not a cadet.”

      Atri made a low chirping sound. “But he gets cranky when he hasn’t had his breakfast.”

      “He’s always cranky. If he keeps it up, I’ll have to demote him so you outrank him.” I leveled a finger on her. “Just remember, his loyalty might just creep up to the line then stop if it weighs against his self-interest. You’re a permanent… fixture on this ship. And since your soul is bound to it, we can’t have it sinking. Since you’re also bound to me, it might turn out that you can be moved to a new ship if things go sideways, but I can’t be sure and I don’t want to take risks.”

      “If I fall and the ship sinks, then you build a new one, you will be able to summon me, as long as the ship meets the minimum requirements. It wouldn’t work on a schooner, but any ship requiring four or more crew would qualify.”

      “How do you know that? You have experience with this kind of thing?”

      She shook her bird head. “No, I just somehow… know.”

      Game mechanics.

      “Say no more.”

      Atri gave a single dip of her chin. “Very well. It appears Sylas has the sails covered. I see Flancil is up there warding off one of our trespassers. Should we have a look at the charts and settle on our next heading?”

      “Sure, Atri.”

      She peered out the window, then turned. “First, there’s a bitter wight drilling a hole in the hull. I’ll return after plugging it.”

      

      My boatswain’s suspicions proved out when we located our destination port on one of the ship’s charts. Several of them, actually. Times had changed since her soul had been captured by the evil captain aboard the Antigrall, and the area had become a small hub for ships traversing that part of the planet.

      Even better, the port was close. After just over a day’s sail, we drifted into Wasterwall under the cover of night with our lanterns doused and only a couple of sails unfurled.

      “Hub or not, one can never be too careful with these old pirate towns,” Atri said as we drifted into the bay. “Most of them still have working cannons overlooking their channels.”

      It might prove less risky to sail in during broad daylight, but I decided to trust her judgement until it failed us. We settled into the harbor and dropped anchor without incident. The dark shapes of town stood a couple hundred yards off to one side. The ocean on the other.

      “Do ya want me to keep the watch tonight, Captain? The three of you should rest before you go ashore.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “It’s not as if I’ve needed sleep since I died.”

      I cringed at the idea she’d been conscious in that orb.

      “Wake us early. I’d like to get into then out of town before we draw too much attention.”

      I pulled rank on Flancil and made him sleep in his hammock while I took the bed. Sylas forged a berth in the forecastle, but when the breeze died at times during the night, my eyes would flutter open at the sounds of his heavy footfalls pounding along one side of the deck, pausing for a long moment as if he was scanning something, then pounding planks as he walked back to the other end.

      If I’d hoped to get in and out, my desires were doused when we woke the next morning to find ourselves at the center of attention. Small fishing boats rowed in and out of the channel, each circling the ship to look it over before heading out of the port or back in with their catch. No one waved or smiled, but at least I didn’t discern any threats. Curiosity wouldn’t kill anyone.

      The people on the docks seemed more suspicious. They would appear from the shadows of the low wharf buildings, give the Retribution a long once over, then slip away in the direction from which they’d come. A couple of bearded men in heavy, baggy sailors’ wear ambled down the pier to stare at me, in particular. I didn’t wave, and I kept sight of them only out of the corner of my eye as I went about tightening moorings.

      Atri and Sylas didn’t seem concerned. Maybe that kind of thing was common in smaller port towns.

      We weren’t on a deadline, and if things went well, we might spend another night there. It probably wasn’t a bad idea to let the villagers all give the ship a good once over from a safe distance to satiate their curiosities.

      Nothing to see here, folks. Move along.

      Flancil took up breakfast duty when my stern gaze turned him away from Atri. The boatswain had better things to do, and until the monk had a ghost to punch, I didn’t want to hear any of his shit. I had a sneaking suspicion he’d been goading Atri into doing his work when I wasn’t on deck, so this time I joined him, and the three of us put together a killer feast. There were pickled sausages Atri had found in the bilge—none of them had spoiled like the pessimist in me had assumed. Navy beans simmered in syrup, and I whipped up some scrambled eggs from the last of our stock.

      Finally, the discovery I might have been most excited about since arriving in Enora appeared when Atri presented an entire sack filled with fresh, robust, and fully-caffeinated roasted coffee beans. I’d spent two full minutes with the sack wrapped around my face so I could breathe the aroma. My hypothesis about the existence of such a bean in this world when I found a small grinder in the captain’s quarters had come true. And it couldn’t have been a better time.

      I tapped my foot impatiently until it finished steeping.

      Three storage boxes bolted to the deck just below the mizzenmast made a nice picnic table. We laid breakfast out on the center one and used the others as stools.

      “What is this?” Sylas sniffed at the tin cup I’d set in front of him. Flancil was handing out sausages, one for each of us and a pile for himself, and Atri ferried the rest of the food out of the galley with ghostly efficiency.

      “Try it.”

      Sylas grabbed the cup between two fingers, brought it to his lips, slurped the steaming brew loudly across the rim, then his eyes flared. He blinked and scowled like I’d made him bite into a lemon.

      “It’s bitter.”

      “A little.” I chuckled.

      He took another sip, the frown deepening. “It’s biting.”

      “A bit.”

      “And scalding hot.”

      “Preferably.”

      He took another sip and shook his head, sucking on his teeth.

      “I can toss it out.” I said, reaching for the cup.

      “NO!” Sylas clutched it to his chest and turned away from me. “I mean… it is no more foul than that barrel sludge we’ve been calling water.”

      I smiled to myself. “Just be careful with that stuff.”

      “I can hold my ale. I am not afraid of this… coffee.”

      “It’s good, right?” Flancil said through a mouthful of eggs.

      I waited for Atri to join us before I started snarfing vittles. She didn’t eat, but meals might prove a good time for team building. The boatswain didn’t see the point, but it was important the third mate sat at the officer’s table. I wouldn't have people thinking of her as some kind of servant just because she got chores done faster than the rest of us.

      Once she’d joined us, I raised my little tin coffee cup. “I haven’t had as good a night’s rest since I entered Enora. To Atri!”

      “And to many more breakfasts.” Flancil’s cup spilled when he clinked it against mine. I eyed the precious brown nectar with disdain. Atri picked up an empty cup and clinked it against ours. Sylas grumbled but raised his cup when it became apparent we weren’t to going lower ours until he joined the toast.

      “To Retribution,” Atri said with a trill.

      “Revenge.” Sylas clinked, drained his coffee, then looked around for more.

      
        
        Ship Morale has improved!

        Ship morale measures a crew’s overall happiness. Each time a crew member’s disposition toward the ship and its crew members increases, morale improves.

      

        

      
        The Retribution’s Morale has reached rank 2.

        +5% sailing speed

        +1 to all crew Sailing skill ranks.

      

        

      
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 19.

      

        

      
        Although rank increases will not be lost when Morale drops, any ship-based bonuses will suffer.

      

        

      
        Current Crew Disposition: Satisfied

        Disposition scores:

        Sylas: 3

        Flancil: 2

        Atri: 5

        Required for next rank: 20 disposition

      

        

      
        Rank weights are redistributed as the crew grows. Larger crews require higher Dispositions to reach the next Morale rank.

      

      

      The boatswain rapped the makeshift tabletop with her knuckles. “Wonderful! We’re becoming a stronger crew each day.”

      When Sylas nodded, I intuited the whole crew could see the rank improvements, which saved me the trouble of explaining. I’d take it.

      “It would suit our captain to know that a high-ranking cook is one of the most important members of any crew.”

      “Good to know. I wonder why my disposition doesn’t count toward morale.”

      “Because you’re the captain.” She shrugged like this was the most obvious thing in the world. “As you go, the crew often go.”

      Flancil scoffed. “I wouldn’t be so certain of that.”

      I sighed, conjured a few biting words, then thought better of it. “Flancil, my friend, you’re a unique bird.” My head whipped toward Atri when I realized what I’d said, but she hadn’t seemed to notice, so I plowed on. “I get that you might not stick around once you dump your daggers, and I plan to keep my promise to check that Free-roam box in my interface when you want to go your own way. Just do me a small favor?”

      The gnome shot me suspicious, one-eyed squint. “Yeah?” He drew the syllable out.

      “Know that, even when I make you cook your own food, I value every member of my crew and my shore party. As long as we’re on the same page when it comes to the important stuff, I don’t expect you to change who you are.”

      “I didn’t hear the favor anywhere in there.”

      “Oh. Hmm. I guess you’re right.” I scooped a forkful of eggs and flicked them onto his nose. “I ask that you try not to be an ass along the way.”

      Sylas and Atri cackled. Flancil thumped away the clump with one finger. “Don’t be an ass, aye.”

      

      Like I’d hoped, by midday everyone in town had scoped us out, and interest in the new ship that’d entered their port under cover of night waned. We untied the longboat and used the block and tackle on the two forward masts to lower it over the side before rowing into town.

      Atri had her hands full chasing ghosts to complete repairs once they’d done their damage, but she assured me it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle. And it wasn’t like the boatswain had anything better to do in port.

      I scanned the landscape with my usual explorer’s enthusiasm as we approached. The town was nestled at the base of two tree-covered mountains. It stretched no further in length or width than Sylas’s modest fishing village, but it boasted all the indicators of a bonafide trading hub. Taverns, shops, and two-story buildings butted up against the waterfront.

      Because of its location on the outer ridge of the archipelago, Wasterwell was an ideal provisioning stop for sailors on longer journeys. And according to Atri, there was no shortage of drinking and violence.

      
        
        You have discovered Wasterwell.

        Believe it or not, this former pirates’ shipyard is a lot nicer than it used to be.

        157 XP

      

      

      Derelict shipyards stood to the left—old dry docks and empty buildings now fallen down and reclaimed by the nearby forest. But the port itself seemed to do a brisk business. There were two other ships anchored in the harbor, and several schooners and other vessels I didn’t recognize tied up at the docks. None of them looked as threatening as the South Lau Cutter named Bloodbeak that had chased after my last boat with massive boarding hooks.

      “Do you think the ship would have been safer at the dock?”

      “No.” Sylas huffed, pulling on the oars, while Flancil and I watched. “It is easier to get underway if it stays at anchor.”

      Flancil hopped up onto his seat, then stood in the longboat's front. “And if anyone gives the bird trouble, she can let loose with the cannons.”

      Port workers rushed the pier as we rowed up. Flancil and I tied us off as Sylas walked up to an older man with tiny round glasses and a tuft of curly grey hair tucked behind each ear. They exchanged a few terse words before the man followed him back to the rowboat.

      “This isn’t going to work. Povus here says it’ll be 75 silver just to tie up for the day.”

      “And I have told your companion” —the man opened a ledger and paged through it as he talked—“if you do not have a standing contract with a merchant of this port, it will be 75 silver to the city to anchor in the harbor and an additional 25 silver for the use of our docks.”

      My sailing expert scowled. “How are your shops supposed to make any money when the port bleeds us dry before we set foot on land?”

      “Sylas, pay the man.” I dropped the coin into my companion’s hand, then climbed onto the dock.

      “It’s highway robbery.”

      “We’ve got bigger fish to fry. Will your dockhands watch our lifeboat?”

      “Ah, yes, my lady. Welcome to the port of Wasterwell. Is it your first time visiting?”

      “It is.” I handed another dock line to Flancil, and he tied it off before hopping up to join us. “Why do you ask?”

      “I believe I have seen your ship before, miss.” He thumbed backward through the ledger before giving up. “Oh, some years ago now. Sailed under a red flag, that one.”

      He was eyeing me funny. I decided to be honest about it and avoid any association with the mad captain.

      “We won it in an instance. I guess the old captain’s evil ways finally got him. Ship became haunted, crew turned undead after he murdered them all. I found his spirit, and we killed him.”

      “That is quite the feat. A reputation, he had.”

      “It’s still giving us trouble. Have you heard of bitter-wights?”

      “Ah, I understand.” He turned his head to make sure no one else was listening. “We still get those from time to time. Disreputable folk coming in with them. Upsets our regular patrons, mostly trade ships now.”

      “Well, these aren't my ghosts. I inherited them. I kicked that captain’s ass. I’d think they would show some appreciation.”

      “Spirits like those, the good in them has passed on to Solara. It is only the bitterness that remains.”

      Sylas grunted out a laugh and handed the man his money.

      “Hard to have sympathy when they're sinking our ship. Now you know what we're looking for. The sooner we find it, the sooner we’ll be out of your port. I’d hate to scare off business.”

      “Bah.” The man waved a hand. “That was included in your fee. As to what you're looking for…” He glanced around again. The dock workers had scurried off when they saw we had nothing to unload. A couple of people lingered in front of the shops, watching us from a distance. “We look the other way when ships like yours come in.”

      I decided not to mention all the attention we’d gotten and how he could’ve fooled me.

      “But there’s a man who meets with them. An old hermit living near the peak of the western mountain.” He thrust his finger toward a peak that dipped lower than the towering ones surrounding it. “He ventures into town for supplies now and then but was just here yesterday, so it could be two months before he returns. His uncle once helped ships like yours and, who knows, maybe he passed the knowledge on before he was run off.”

      In the interest of vacating the scene, I didn’t even ask. “That's all you can tell me?”

      “It’s all I care to know. The journey up the mountain is challenging. Good luck.”

      
        
        A Clean Slate

        You have completed the first quest objective.

        1. Sail to Wasterwell port and ask around the docks about someone with knowledge of exorcism relics.

        New quest objective:

        2. Find the hermit and learn of the location of the Vengeant Ward.

        Reward: A map relevant to your ultimate objective.

        A pet rock

      

      

      “The hell is a pet rock?” I muttered.

      A glowing quest line appeared on the ground in front of me, leading off into the hills. A similar line traced itself onto my world map. It was nice having guidance for once.

      “I think we have a good lead on him already. Thank you for your help.”

      “You are quite welcome. Don't forget to do some shopping while you’re here in town. And don't worry, your longboat will be safe right where you left it.”

      I thanked him again, then we headed down the main thoroughfare.

      “This line is handy.” Flancil tiptoed on the quest line, his arms out like a gymnast.

      “You heard what he said. Just because we know how to get there doesn't mean the line’s taking us the safe way.”

      “Notice he made no promise of our ship’s safety, only the longboat,” Sylas said.

      “Between the bitter-wights and our boatswain, nobody who tries to take our ship will get very far. I don't see anyone here over level five, anyway.”

      I’d been discreetly inspecting some of the dock workers. Most didn't even boast a combat class. There were a few with very high profession levels, though. Stevedore was the most common, with a few others that had ranks in teamster and shipwright. Most of those were loading ships and lugging cargo, so I had to guess they were deckhands or dockworkers. The terms had been saved in my log. I could read up on them later.

      The streets were a little busier than they’d first appeared. I wondered if everyone had just gone into hiding until the dock master checked us out. The town was bigger than it looked from the water, and every building we passed was either a tavern or a chandlery. Cat calls and howls echoed from the tavern, whose open doors mystified me considering the cold wind, and the chandleries overflowed with ships’ officers haggling with street vendors while deckhands carted sacks of provisions.

      It was sad Atri couldn’t leave the ship. I was sure she’d have done an outstanding job haggling for supplies. I wondered if we could get a replacement anchor here or if we’d have to find a shipwright’s for that. If so, what other upgrades could we get?

      Something about people here felt off. I had the same feeling I’d gotten in Mudvale, the first town I’d wandered into when I started out in Enora.

      After convincing myself I was just being paranoid, my fear eased. Then I met a helpful shopkeeper who offered me a quest that turned out to be a trap. That was the last time I would take a quest at face value. The last time I’d ignore my gut with sketchy townsfolk.

      “Anyone else getting a weird feeling about this place?”

      “I dislike all villages outside of my own,” Sylas said. “Perhaps they are unaccustomed to shade elf sea captains. Or maybe it is the gnome.”

      “Maybe.” I pulled my big pirate hat a little lower.

      “No, I’m with Kyra.” Flancil hurried to keep up with us. “Once we came to shore, they stopped staring. I've been gawked at in a lot of places, but when they give you the look before acting like they didn't see you, that's when you gotta worry.”

      I scanned our surroundings with new suspicion. “Let's skip provisioning until our return trip. Watch your backs. Keep an eye out for anyone shiftier than Flancil.”

      The gnome scoffed.

      “Like the man following us?” Sylas muttered.

      “Where?” The monk spun around.

      “No, don’t!” Sylas and I said in unison.

      “You guys are paranoid. I don’t see anything.”

      Sylas threw a thumb over one shoulder. “He ducked into a crowd near the vendor stalls.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “I didn’t take a lingering gander like you’re doing. Wore a black cloak.”

      I glanced over one shoulder and caught sight of a dark-robed figure slipping between a couple drunks before disappearing into a tavern entrance. Looking down, the glowing line ran through a back alley toward the edge of town.

      “Keep moving,” I said. “Let's get to the mountain and get this over with.”

      I paused at the entrance to the alleyway. It was narrow, muddy, and cut behind a tavern before opening onto another shopping street. A couple blocks beyond, we’d be in the forest.

      The street we were on also led toward the forest. Was the quest sending us this way just to mess with us?

      “You don’t trust it?” Sylas asked.

      “You blame me?”

      “Not in the least. Shall we make our own trail?”

      “I think this time we should do it by the book. Let's follow the line and see how soon this quest fucks us.”

      It didn't take long.

      We were halfway down the alley when the back door of the tavern swung open, then the cloaked figure who had been following us stepped out, blocking our way forward.

      “Hello, Flancil Chanz.” He pulled back the hood to reveal a shaved head and grizzled features. The monk threw the cloak over one shoulder and revealed the same gold and white surcoat as our gnomish companion.

      But this guy was no gnome. He swelled to about three hundred fifty pounds, and his knuckles cracked like gunshots when he flexed his hands.

      “Da’mun.” Flancil strutted up to him and struck the same pose, puffing out his chest and resting his fists against his hips. “Last I saw you, you were scrubbing the latrines.”

      “We are a monastic order, Flancil Chanz. We all share in our duties.”

      I snorted.

      “Well, your duties weren’t for me.”

      I choked back another laugh and covered my mouth. Sylas placed a hand on my shoulder and whispered in my ear. “Are you okay?”

      Flancil inspected his fingernails, waiting for the other monk to say something.

      “Because you had no stomach for our duties. No discipline. No respect for Solara.”

      I was starting to worry I might choke.

      “Now, that’s a fucking lie.” Flancil took another step forward and held his fist up to Da’mun. It only came up to the man’s chest. “I will always serve Solara. I don’t need a monastery for that.” He cocked his chin toward me. “Besides, if you knew who—”

      “Flan,” I snipped in a harsh whisper.

      “Right.” He glared at the giant.

      I took the opportunity to inspect his stats.

      
        
        Da’mun Crum

        Level 17 Monk of the Light

      

      

      I wished I’d listened to my instincts and gone the other way around. Sylas stood beside me, motionless, hand resting on his sword belt.

      The large monk chuckled.

      “The brothers have missed you. It’s been much quieter without little Flancil Chanz around.”

      “Bunch of fucking bullies is what you are.”

      The big man shrugged.

      “If you think I'm going with you, you can shove that idea up your ass. I have other friends now.”

      “Oh, I do wish I could drag you back, and it could be like old times again. We miss our training dummy. But you took something from the order. Judgment has been passed.”

      “They want to lock me in the cloister now?”

      The monk laughed. “No, Flancil Chanz. The order has decided you strayed too far from the path of the Light. We have decided it is best if you settle your own accounts with Solara. Or Hokhram. Whichever will take you.”

      “You think you can stand in judgment of me?” He cracked his neck and stood a little taller—or tried to.

      “You've already been judged, Brother Flancil. I'm just here to retrieve what was taken. And carry out your sentence, of course.”

      “Holy lot of hypocrites you are.”

      “I would never harm a creature of the Light.” His booming voice echoed in the narrow alley. “But you have strayed, brother. The Shadow will take you now.”

      With that, the monk lashed out from under the cloak, shining brass knuckles clenched in his fist.

      Flancil sprang backward to avoid the strike—landing between Sylas and me—then kicked the big man’s fist sideways. “Watch his flanking. Keep back.” He took a deep breath, then leaped forward and disappeared into thin air.

      
        
        Flancil uses Whisper Step.

      

      

      Flancil reappeared on the monk’s flank, but his larger counterpart was already charging up for the attack. A flaming white backhand crushed into Flancil’s cheek. The gnome ricocheted off the back wall of the tavern before landing in a three-point stance, blood running down his cheek.

      The big man scraped his foot against the ground like a bull, then charged. A low roar erupted from his throat as he lowered his head and pumped his legs toward us.

      Flancil braced for impact, but the man disappeared with a poof.

      
        
        Da’mun uses Whisper Step.

      

      

      He reappeared in a flash of light in the air between Sylas and me. My head spun just in time to catch the heel of his foot as his double split kick drove into both of our faces.

      
        
        Da’mun kicks you in the jaw.

        -57 HP

        Sylas

        -42 HP

      

      

      Before he even landed, he’d struck again.

      
        
        Da’mun uses Nerve Strike on Sylas.

        -34 HP

        Sylas is paralyzed.

      

      

      In the same motion he’d used to incapacitate Sylas, he spun like a top and lashed out at me, closing his hand around my neck. Flancil sailed in—so fast, he was a blur—with a flying sidekick to the other monk’s head.

      The big guy tumbled down the alley.

      I prepared to summon my minion when passersby strolled into view at the opposite end of the alley, staying my hand. If common folk saw a demonic-looking beast hurling fire at our enemy, they might get the wrong idea about who the aggressor was. Even more, they might join the fight on the side their misguided intuitions oriented them toward.

      Rogul would have to stay in the ether, for now.

      Flancil leveled a finger at the monk.

      “You don’t mess with my friends!”

      Aww.

      The red-faced little brute ran at the larger monk. I watched in awe as they traded blows.

      “What are you doing?” Sylas’s arm hung limp at his side.

      “I think he wants to settle this himself.”

      “This is Flancil. He doesn’t want a fair fight. He wants to murder this fucking swine!”

      Sylas screamed out the last part, activating his Taunt ability. The enraged monk batted Flancil aside, then charged. I almost cast Psionic Blast, but after my last encounter, I knew a level seventeen enemy would have resistances to confusion. And lower level spells in general.

      Time to try some tricks I hadn’t broken out yet. Even if he hadn’t just been taunted, the monk struck me as the aggressive type… the kind of bully who constantly pushed his adversaries to overwhelm them with unadulterated violence. It was the kind of tactic that might keep inexperienced fighters on their heels.

      I was not one of those.

      Still unfamiliar with its hand motions, I opened my spell tab in a pane set to one side then focused on the ability I wanted. Then I waited for his next move. When Da’mun crouched to launch, I focused on the label. Orange lights popped up all around our enemy, then the minefield of small, fist-sized stones popped and sizzled in the alley surrounding me and Sylas.

      Da’mun leaped into the field and took the damage, intent on punishing Sylas for his insult.

      
        
        Burst Pattern singes Da’mun.

      

      

      
        
        Da’mun

        -34 HP

      

      

      
        
        Burst Pattern blasts Da’mun.

      

      

      
        
        Da’mun

        -32 HP

      

      

      The blasts kept coming, their fiery coals burning into his flesh, but the monk shrugged them off like a beast. It was the first time I’d seen that kind of driven, single-minded dedication to destruction coupled with the complete discarding of pain. He seized my smart-mouthed fighter around his neck, raised him high into the air, then flashed an evil beam of bloody teeth before hurling him to the other end of the alley.

      Sylas slammed into the bricks, head bouncing, then folded into a mound.

      Da’mun whirled, took two lumbering steps in my direction, then soaked up a final round of stony blasts from the ground underfoot as he twisted in mid-air. He planted his feet to mule-kick me in the chest.

      I crashed down next to my gnome companion. Our enemy pressed toward Flancil and me, but Sylas wouldn’t be deterred. Head trembling as he struggled to raise it, he hurled a few weak insults, and when his taunt didn’t work, he pushed himself up. Quivering on his feet, he heaved his sword like a spear. It slapped against the beast’s back before clattering to the ground, impotent.

      Our adversary glared down at us while wearing another bloody grin. “The order judges Flancil Chanz and sentences him to death.”

      “Hey! Fuckwit! You call yourself a monk? I thought your kind were supposed to be devout. Why, ya look more like a servant of the fire than the Light, you low, slithering shit snake!”

      
        
        Sylas has discovered a new skill!

        Rancid Ramblings

        The front-line fighter uses a slurry of foul-mouthed slurs to draw the ire of an enemy.

        Only works on humanoid targets or demons who speak the tongue in which the curses are being spoken.

        Type: Agnostic Taunting Skill

        Cost: 20 Stamina

        Duration: 8 seconds

        Cool-down: 15 seconds

        Bonus effect: +10 melee damage for the duration of the effect

        +10 Melee Defense

      

      

      Da’mun turned, vaulted, then crashed down at Sylas’s feet.

      Flancil coughed blood. “Fuck, that guy hits hard.”

      “Did you mean it?” I croaked.

      “What?”

      “We’re you’re friends?”

      “You pick the craziest times to…” His words gurgled in blood. “Just shut the hell up and fight.”

      Our short friendship-fest had cost Sylas a broken rib. As I looked up, Da’mun stomped him again, adding a wounded knee to the list.

      
        
        Da’mun Kneecaps Sylas

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas -47 HP

      

      

      When I scanned my spell list, nothing stuck out as effective given the situation and the way the giant monk shrugged off what I threw at him. But when Flancil got to his feet and dusted himself off, I recalled the cylinder he’d handed me on the ship.

      Tearing through my inventory, I focused on it. Unrolled, it presented a bunch of strange runes. Then the lines separated. They floated around the air above the parchment before dropping back down to form coherent words.

      
        
        Scroll of Shrapnel Blast

        Target any dense material to create an explosion, raining shrapnel upon all enemies within a ten yard radius.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cost: 35 Mana

        Damage: 33–37

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cool-down: 5 seconds

      

      

      As Da’mun bent to bash in my teammate’s skull, I found the perfect target for it. I  painted the orange reticle—most of them seemed to be that color with my class—at the tavern wall behind my tank. Then I cut it loose. The stone exploded outward, slamming Da’mun against the opposite wall and peppering him with chips of rock. Blood streamed down his face from a dozen different cuts.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

        Critical Hit!

        Da’mun -62 HP

      

      

      His forehead wrinkled as he leveled his gaze. “You shouldn’t have done that.“

      The damage reported in red text over his head caught my attention. I didn’t think I’d ever caused that much, even less against a being three levels higher. So while he spoke threats, I counted the five-second cool-down. By the time he reached his feet, another reticle was painted on the new wall behind him.

      “Whatever.” I fired again. Gravel sprayed up from the alley and Da'mun lunged forward trying to evade, but his health bar ticked down, and I realized we’d started putting a serious dent in his reserves.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast

        Hit!

        Da’mun -44 HP

      

      

      A surge of adrenaline and the warmth of hope coaxed me to my feet.

      “I got this.” Flancil tapped my shoulder. It glowed as if he’d lain a healing spell on me with his hand.

      He sped toward our adversary. “You shits have been bullying me since I was a—”

      Da’mun batted him back.

      Flancil cried out as he thumped to the ground ten feet away. But the motion set his back to Sylas.

      With his sword returned to his grasp, my tank tiptoed forward, drew the blade way back in both hands, then shoved it through the defenseless monk’s back.

      
        
        Sylas runs Da’mun through.

        -44 HP

        Alert: 7% target HP remaining

      

      

      The wounded giant stumbled, dipped to one knee, then stood again. He pivoted on one heel so it made a scratching sound on all the shattered rocks with which I’d littered the alley.

      Interesting how the surrounding walls showed no signs of the holes, but I had other things on my mind.

      While Da’mun faced Sylas, Flancil made the most of his ex-compadre’s distraction. He slipped his knobby fingers into his pocket, then withdrew one of the ornate daggers. Its silvery edge gleamed in the morning light despite the shadow cast by the alley. When Da’mun reared back with his brass knuckles, Sylas’s sword still lodged in his back, Flancil reversed his grip on the blade then spun it side-over-side through the air.

      Snatching the handle, Sylas threw himself forward ahead of the incoming punch, then drove the dagger into the monk’s barrel of a chest to the hilt.

      
        
        Critical Hit!

        Mortal wound!

        Da’mun -52 HP

        -11 HP (gaping wound)

        -12 HP (gaping wound)

      

      

      Damned if I’d ever know why, but as I watched the last of his health ticking down with the arterial spray painting Sylas’s shoulder, I grinned at the bastard. “Tell the goddess to send you south if you see her. Prick.”

      When the monk opened his mouth to respond, a thick surge of blood oozed from it, reminiscent of lava funneling slowly over the edge of a volcano’s crest.

      
        
        Sylas has killed Da’mun Crum.

        +427 XP

      

        

      
        Flancil has reached Level 14!

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Flancil has nine attribute points to spend. With a disposition of Friendly, you may spend one attribute point per level. To spend more, increase disposition.

      

      

      The flash brought Flancil’s resource pools back to full, and he kicked up onto his feet. He caught the big monk’s face in his hand as his corpse slumped forward.

      “There’s your dagger! Who’s taller now, you putrid swine anus?” He shoved Da’mun onto his face, then kicked him.

      I stood alongside my gnomish hybrid fighter. His chest huffed desperately despite his full stamina bar. That, too, was interesting, but whatever.

      “I’ve been waiting a long time to do that.”

      I wrapped and arm around his shoulder. “Looks like it.”

      We both raised our gazes as Sylas approached. He was painted in blood, and not just the monk’s. Flancil remedied it, stacking his weak HOT spell twice, waiting for his mana to recover while Sylas’s health did, then stacked it again.

      I had to hand it to Sylas for settling into the tank role. He’d soaked up a lot of damage from a higher level being, been paralyzed and tossed around like a stuffed alligator, but kept coming back. Right now, he was just a meat shield. And a scrawny one at that. Eventually he would have to figure out how to dodge, too, but at least he was holding aggro when it counted.

      When I scanned him up and down, I came to a decision. “We’re getting you some armor before we leave this place.”

      Flancil turned and gave Sylas a perusal of his own. “Better?”

      Sylas nodded. “Much.”

      I pushed forward. “Hey, I hate to be that person. But we should probably check his inventory.”

      “You mean loot the body?” Flancil cocked an eyebrow.

      “I was trying to be delicate.”

      “Fuck delicate. This sonofabitch had it coming.” Flancil reached into the pockets of the monk’s surcoat, then pulled out a handful of coins. To my surprise, he handed them to me. “For our coffers.”

      My heart swelled.

      I could see the glee in his eyes as he yanked the brass knuckles off the monk and slipped them on to his hands. I took a moment to inspect them.

      
        
        Holy Rollers (Knuckles)

        These solid brass knuckles have been known to crack jaws and spirits, alike.

        Level 14

        Type: Melee fist weapon

        Slot: Main Hand, Off Hand

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 64 of 75

        Physical Damage: 31–41

        Critical hits add 20 HP Light damage.

      

      

      While he was looting, I took a minute to increase Flancil’s attributes and noticed a new skill I’d missed when I swept away the announcement about his level advancement.

      
        
        Devout Fisticuffs

        Infuse yourself with the Light and mark one ally.

        Adds +10% light damage to your unarmed strikes. For every three points of light damage inflicted in this way, your marked ally is healed for 1HP.

        Type: Melee combat skill

        Cost: 10 Stamina, 15 Mana

        Physical Damage: 27–44

        Heals marked target for 1/3 of all damage inflicted for ten seconds.

      

      

      “Did you see your new ability?”

      “I was a little busy.” He scanned his logs, then gaped. “Whoa, that means the least I would heal per punch is almost three HP.”

      I winked at him, though it felt completely unnatural. “Imagine what would happen if you got your crit rating up.”

      We collected the rest of our things and waited for our health and mana to recover. A small crowd had gathered at each end of the alley, but they didn’t look eager to cause trouble. Maybe it had something to do with the thick-necked Gunther sprawled dead at our feet. But I was just guessing.

      Sylas grumbled my thoughts aloud. “So much for getting out of town without being noticed.”

      “Just walk off like you don’t know what happened. That’s what my father always said.” Flancil shoved his fists into his pockets and whistled a tune as he strolled away from the body.

      I eyed a few watchers when we passed out of the narrow throughway. Even flashed them a soft smile.

      Sometimes, crazy is a great motivator to make people stay out of the fucking way.
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      Gear time.

      A single-story shop sat on the edge of town. A shingle depicting a crude drawing of two crossed swords hung out front. Luck was finally on our side—we’d found a store to outfit Sylas right before entering the forest to meet our quest objective. When the crowd watching us from the edge of the alley didn’t pursue, we hustled ahead, expecting to leave town and let things die down while we took care of business.

      I’d been watching Sylas get sliced open for long enough, and it was getting to me. Sure, I was only level fourteen, and he was only level twelve. But there came a time one stopped making excuses. Enora wasn’t the kind of game where it was every man for himself. Well, that wasn’t exactly right, either. One was on her own until level ten and would have to re-roll if she died. But I was in a group, there was a companion system, and how my allies performed affected all of us. We’d been fortunate to this point—our levels low enough for the impact to be minimal. But if the monk in the alley revealed anything, our luck was running out.

      A little bell over the door jingled when we walked inside. A wiry-haired man who towered over us strolled around an unfinished counter to make his way to the door as I eyed the gear hanging on racks and pegs with suspicion. Chest plates with dings. Scratches. Dull-tipped spears. If I’d hoped to discover the fine items located in the shops of games where developers built everything, I was in for a nasty surprise.

      At the same time, the wares came off as authentic. Here was a guy, just a guy, who ran a shop in a port stop. What did I really expect? Besides, we were low levels. We’d take what we could get and, hopefully, we’d start seeing the real loot drop as we battled up the ranks.

      “Hello!” the tall man’s grizzly bear voice thundered. “Welcome. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

      I smiled, then thrust a finger at Sylas. “Tank.”

      The man tilted his head. “Not much of one, by the looks of it.”

      “You get me. We’re hoping to cure that problem.”

      “Mind if I analyze you?” The proprietor winked his eyes in succession without waiting for an answer. “Level twelve, almost thirteen. How are your combat skills?” He flicked the sheathe on Sylas’s hip. “Sword your weapon of choice?”

      My protector shot me a questioning look. I considered my earlier thoughts about how Enora was different, how players would have to aid companions like him who weren’t experienced in combat. But I just shrugged.

      Sylas returned his focus to the owner. “I suppose I’m open to ideas.”

      The towering man offered his hand. “Call me Renmar.”

      They shook. “Sylas.”

      I perused the shop’s offerings and was instantly struck by how its wares weren’t intended for my class. Not so much as a staff. Sylas waited at the counter while clanking ensued in the back, then Renmar returned holding a silvery breast plate. He slid it down.

      “I don’t know the heft of your coin purse, but this’ll suit your level. And if you want to replace that sword, I’ve got one on the wall over there.”

      The Tradewinds Rapier Sylas carried boasted a +5 Constitution bonus, and I doubted the gear in the shop was going to do much better. “Mainly looking for armor. You want to go get a look at the other gear or talk prices with me?”

      “I’ll leave you to it.” He strolled off.

      Flancil looked way up at the shopkeeper’s face. “I think I’ll stick around.” He reached up and over the edge of the counter. “How much for this one?”

      “That’s forty gold.”

      I analyzed.

      
        
        Defender’s Breastplate

        This iron breast plate is cut thin enough so as not to encumber its wearer.

        Type: Armor

        Slot: Chest

        Quality: Common

        Durability: 28 of 28

      

      

      I frowned. No special traits. Common quality. And judging by the information in my Player’s Manual, that level of quality equated to a maximum durability of 30. I surmised the breastplate had been through many repairs, causing the durability to wane so it could only reach a max of twenty-eight.

      I checked our reserves.

      
        
        Gold: 83

        Silver: 37

        Copper: 44

      

      

      If I’d had a better idea of the real value of coin in my new world, I might have been in a better position to barter. But my access to vendors had been limited, at best. There’d been that Breeder asshole in Lau who sent me to steal something in a ruse to find out more about the players invading the world, but the rest of the time I’d been running around like my ass was on fire. I tried Atri to see if she had ideas, but the system decided I was out of range.

      Forty gold was almost half my hard-earned loot. There were other shops in town, and I’d already deduced a flaw in his product that left room for a bit of bargaining. “I’m not paying forty gold for that. The max durability is only twenty-eight.”

      The vendor’s expressionless, cold stare told me I was on the right path, so his response carried little weight. “Better deal than you’ll get anywhere else, especially after that fiasco outside.”

      Flancil drew his hand away from the plate. “You haven’t seen a fiasco yet, dimwit. And no way in hell is she paying forty gold. Yo! Sylas, this guy’s trying to take us for a sail like we don’t already have a ship! We’re outta here.”

      To my surprise, the vendor reached over the counter, clutched Flancil’s robe, then raised him high off the floor so their eyes were level. “Are you accusing me of trying to swindle you, gnome?”

      Sylas sped over to the counter, grabbed Flancil’s flailing arm, then shoved the vendor so hard he slammed into the shelves behind him. The gnome came free, the tank set him gently on his feet, and I stood there looking stupid with my mouth agape.

      The vendor snatched a dagger from the back wall, then lunged toward Sylas. I’d never know if Enora’s replicated biological functions made my adrenals go so haywire, but I was able to soak up my surroundings with such sharpness that when I spied the hilt of one ceremonial dagger sticking out of Flancil’s belt, I snatched it up, lunged forward, then shoved it into the man’s throat.

      He coughed blood, stumbled backward, crashed into the shelves, then plopped down on his ass.

      
        
        You assaulted an armor vendor.

        Critical hit!

        Mortal wound!

      

      

      The dagger clanked onto the counter then rattled to a halt as blood flowed from its tip and began to soak into the unfinished wood. Sylas shifted back a few steps, a horrified look slackening his face. I knew how he felt. It’d happened so fast, I stood frozen in my new boots.

      Flancil did a chin up to look over the counter. “Damn, Kyra. You don’t have to kill the guy. We were just negotiating.”

      I thrust an accusing finger at the gurgling hunk of meat dying on the other side of the counter. “He picked you up!”

      “It’s not like he hit me.”

      Sylas shook his head. “He might have. But you should probably heal him.”

      Flancil paused, unable to see over the counter. Then his face twisted up in uncertainty.

      I threw my hands out. “Heal him.”

      The gnome scurried around the counter, then stopped short when the man’s legs kicked furiously as his head slid down the wall and onto the floor in his death rattle.

      Flancil winced. “Uh oh.”

      A pane with a flashing red frame zoomed into view.

      
        
        Warning: You have killed a vendor.

        +176 XP

        Local law forbids violent acts against citizens within the town limits.

        If the town guard discovers your crime, you will face penalties.

      

      

      “Um, okay.” I stared down at the corpse. “This is a real shitshow. How did I get here?”

      Flancil thrust a finger toward the dead guy. “You stabbed that man in the neck.”

      “Thanks for clearing that up. Okay, shit.” I wheeled looking around. “Sylas, lock the front door.”

      My human companion wore a blank stare.

      “Dude!” I snapped twice. “Lock the damned door!”

      His eyes twitched, then he pivoted and sprinted to the front of the shop. I heard the latch throw as I slid behind the counter. Grasping the man’s collar, I heaved.

      “Dammit, he’s heavy. Sylas, get over here. We need to make haste. Let’s get him up against the counter. Flancil, look for a back door. Go!”

      The gnome vanished. Sylas grabbed one arm, and we dragged him so he couldn’t be seen from the front side of the partition.

      “Good. Find something to mop up the blood. Doesn’t matter if it’s back here, but we don’t want it flowing around the counter and into plain sight from the window.”

      He nodded. “It seems you’ve been a criminal before.”

      My jaw dropped, my forehead scrunched, then I clutched my hips. “I’m not a—” I dipped my chin, closed my eyes, drew a deep breath through my nose, then let it out slowly. “I’m what suits us in the moment. That asshole started it, I finished it.” Under my breath, I added, “He reached for the weapon first.”

      I wheeled around the corner, then slid up the aisle next to one wall. Flancil swept back into the room and announced the presence of a rear door facing the woods. I counted lucky stars as I scurried along the racks.

      “Kyra!” Sylas barked.

      I wheeled to find him standing in the center of the aisle, one hand raised toward the back door.

      “Dude. You think I’m going through this shit and leaving empty-handed?” I spied what I was looking for, swept it off the rack with both hands, then tossed it to him. “Congratulations, you’re a fucking tank.” I slid down another aisle, retrieved the shiniest thing I could find around level twelve, then handed him that.

      He stood dumb, starry-eyed with a chest plate in one hand, his sword in the other.

      “Sylas, what’s done is done. Please don the armor, slip your sword”—I wheeled to snatch up a belt I’d seen as I passed—“into this, and let’s get the hell out of here. Pants will have to wait.” When he didn’t move, I strolled past him. “Fine. I’m outta here.”

      I slid open the back door as quietly as squeaky hinges allowed. Outside, only the back sides of the shops faced the woods twenty yards away. We scurried across the distance once we’d closed the door, then disappeared into the woods.

      “These are not the acts of the pious!” Sylas blurted once we were halfway up a long rise. “The goddess would—”

      Time for some role-play.

      I stepped up in his grill. “How would any of us know what the goddess would or wouldn’t? Hmm?”

      His gaze jerked left then right, but he didn’t reply.

      “You made me captain. I’m going to call out orders when we’re in bad situations. If you don’t want to follow them, fine. But I hope you’re ready to present ideas of your own. Since the moment I entered this world, I’ve taken beating after beating. That shit ends now. I doubt what Solara wants from me is weakness.”

      He sighed. In any other situation, my heart might have ached for his position, but sometimes a leader had to be decisive, and we needed to make tracks.

      “Stop lugging that breastplate, put it on your body, sheathe that sword, and let’s go kick some ass.”

      Flancil tilted like the hinge in his neck had gone weak, then he shared a long gaze with Sylas. In a moment of panic, I believed they might actually stomp off and report my crime, but eventually they both nodded. In unison, they turned their gazes on me.

      Try as I might, I couldn’t interpret their expressions. “What?”

      Sylas shrugged. “Now you’re talking like a captain.”

      Flancil folded his arms across his chest, raised his chin high, then dropped it in approval. “Yup. Now you have a crew.
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      There was no footpath, just our glowing yellow objective line. The saplings and small bushes gave us branches to grasp as it grew steeper. Trees covered the hillside in a layer of soft leaves. The quest line took us around the most difficult parts and up a more gradual slope.

      
        
        You have discovered Waster Mountain.

        163 XP

      

      

      One end of the XP bar at the bottom of my interface flashed, but the line’s advancement was indiscernible. But Flancil had leveled partly in thanks to all the discovery XP we’d received crossing the sea. So I needed to be patient. Another quick scan of my own golden advancement bar reinforced the idea. It wouldn’t be long. Sylas was even closer.

      Our fight against Flancil’s bully had given us some real experience—in both senses of the word. What we needed was more combat to compliment the rare quest XP—and not from vendors. Where were the damned side quests?

      My legs burned with each step of the steep hike. It wouldn’t have fazed my old body. I felt like Enora was a life reset in all measures. Physical fitness included. That called for a look at my stats while we hiked.

      Boosting Intelligence rather than Constitution proved the correct choice for my caster class, but it sure would’ve been nice to have more of both. Pipe-dreams. I knew better than to look down that road with anything but a realistic outlook. Games were games because they presented challenges. For every boon we enjoyed, we’d face a stronger threat. It was all about balance. As resources rose, more were needed to survive.

      But that was what I dug about it.

      At least Stamina could be increased through exercise.

      I leaned against a tree and checked my world map. We still had a trek ahead before we reached the crest of the mountain. It was slow going, but after our victory in the alley, and considering no one had followed us out, my companions’ spirits were high.

      “Tell me, Flancil.” Sylas gripped his friend’s wrist and helped him up over a mossy log. “How did you come to live at a monastery as the only gnome?”

      Well, they’ve moved on.

      The gnome stepped with caution. “I was seven when my parents died. My treacherous bastard of an uncle”—he spat—“sold off their possessions, took me to the monastery, dumped me at the gates. Never heard from him again.”

      “That sucks,” I said. “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      “As am I,” Sylas added.

      “I’d have been worse off with him, anyway. Probably be picking pockets or smuggling contraband. Or worse.”

      The picking pocket parts didn’t sound bad, but I had a unique perspective.

      Yeah, you’re a fucking criminal.

      I didn’t know what counted as contraband, but I wasn’t going to slow his roll when we’d finally got Flancil to tell his story.

      “Beginning was the worst of it. Cleaned piss pots every day until I was fifteen. Swept the entire monastery until my arms hurt.” He pushed up a sleeve. “How do you think I got forearms like this?” The covering dropped back to flare around his wrist of its own accord. “Did every dirty job you can imagine. The monks wanted to humble me, they said. Make me at peace with the world, they said. If only I’d known what a magical substance piss could be! Doesn’t seem to have worked.”

      Sylas strode ahead and spoke without turning his head. “How’d you learn to fight?”

      “One of the older monks wasn’t such a bad guy. Strong, quiet type. Taught me meditation. I didn’t like it—”

      I chuckled. “Huge surprise.”

      “Bite me, Captain.” He shook his head. “Anyway, the camaraderie and escape from the temple derelicts did me good. I was a little high strung before.”

      I held my tongue.

      “He taught me how to defend myself. They like to beat up on each other under the guise of creating humility in defeat, but knocking me around didn’t seem to have the desired effect. They were about as humble as the bear before he realized bees make the honey.”

      The image of a bear rolling on its back with stinging insects slipping out of its flesh to pursue me across the Deadpines was a little too fresh for me to let my mind linger there. A shiver cascaded down my neck to bristle across my shoulders.

      Thankfully, he moved on.

      “The other monks were against even trying to train a gnome, but I guess the old man saw something they didn’t.”

      I hurried to walk alongside him. “What was the old monk’s name?”

      “No idea. The older ones didn’t tell people their names. A tradition the younger ones should’ve maintained, if you ask me.”

      “Why is that? You don’t think identity is important?”

      “No, I just wish I’d never heard their fucking names to begin with. You gonna let me finish?”

      I chuckled and gave a conciliatory sweep of my hand.

      “So, he kept teaching me. But when they found out I was training, the beatings got worse. I think they call that irony.”

      I grabbed onto another sapling to pull myself up the leafy hillside. “I had no idea you had it so bad.”

      No wonder you’re such a crotchety tit sometimes.

      Sylas expressed a similar thought… aloud. “I assumed as much based on your irritating disposition.”

      “Thanks, guys.” I was impressed Flancil took it in stride. Usually he’d tell Sylas to screw a swine or something. Maybe we really were bonding. Maybe those who did crime together did the right kind of time together.

      I cracked myself up.

      “Anyway… one day I found a pair of fist weapons in the woods. I showed them to the old guy. As luck had it, he served as a class trainer, so he helped me select one after I equipped them. But I didn’t get many opportunities to advance. No one wanted me seeking revenge—and I have the disposition for it—so they didn’t include me in hunting or leveling parties. Luckily, the forest overflowed with critters, and I could hunt with my fists as well as a bow.”

      My ears pricked up. “You have bow skills?”

      “Guess that special Analyze skill of yours isn’t so extensive after all. Yeah, it’s rank fifty. Would be seventy, but I haven’t used one since I left the monastery at level ten.”

      I calculated on the fly. That meant the weapon leveling cap for each level was five ranks. Good to know. I wouldn’t waste my time trying to rank up my staff when it was capped. I’d just work with another weapon until I leveled again. More ranked weapon skills equaled versatility.

      I made a mental note to study Flancil’s sheet with intent. Since I’d bound him on Foggy Vale, it felt like I never had a moment. But the more I thought about it, I knew that was bullshit. I just wasn’t doing my job. Instead, I was letting the lingering sense of what I’d left behind in the real world disrupt my subconscious… slow me down.

      Maybe it was time to act like a captain.

      Like when Atri revealed the lore upon the ship, I was starting to find myself engrossed in my companion’s backstory. “What finally pushed you over the edge?”

      “One day I was out doing chores and was drawn into a duel. To everyone’s great surprise, I won. That was a mistake. When the monks checked my stats and noticed my combat class, they accused me of betraying my order.”

      “But they had combat classes, too. Isn’t that the point of being a monk?”

      “They didn't give me a chance to explain. Just dropped a good beating on me, then dragged me in front of the elders, who were kind enough to hand me a week's rations before they tossed me out the doors and into exile.”

      “What about your teacher? He didn’t stand up for you?”

      “He was old. A little off. Let's just say they didn’t consult him on the decision before sending me into the wilds to die.”

      I huffed. “Some monks they were.”

      “Right? Bunch of cretins. Tossed me out and dragged me across the forest for a full day before dumping me. Maybe they thought I lacked the courage to return. But I figured they owed me something. I knew these daggers were worth a lot more than a week’s rations. But maybe the real reason I snatched them was so I couldn’t go crawling back and beg forgiveness.”

      “Seems that part of the plan worked.”

      “Maybe, but now they’ve found me. There are hundreds of them, and the bastard we fought in town is the least of them. He probably got lucky finding us in the first place. I need to get as far away as possible. Bonchuria might not cut it, but if I can find a buyer there, the money will get me farther.”

      I dug up a name from when I’d been stuffed in a little white room after I died in my pod. “Rubal?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Flancil, I know we rushed the whole bonding thing out of expediency. And I'm not gonna hold you to it. You’re free to go anytime.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Let me finish.” I dropped my shoulders and peered down at him as we trudged up a steep incline. “But if you stay with us, that means you’re one of us. And I think Sylas would agree”—I shot him a look, hoping he would—“that if someone attacks one of us, they attack the lot of us.”

      Sylas’s forehead wrinkled up. “If I didn’t think that, why would I have been covered in blood in that goddess-forsaken town trying to keep that giant monk off you?”

      “And what if the adventurer’s life isn’t for me?” Flancil interjected.

      “Never try to bullshit a bullshitter. I’ve seen how you throw those paws around. Like a young wolf tired of being at the bottom of the pecking order. But if selling these daggers and finding a place to retire is what you want out of this partnership, then I'd like to try to help you.”

      “After I’ve helped you with everything else.”

      “If that were true, you’d be dead in an alley. One way or another, I’m going to build a real crew. We’re going to have a raiding party. As much as I’d love to have someone with your skills, someone Sylas and I can grow with—hell, a founding member, if you will—your destiny is your own. It doesn’t mean I’m going to leave you in the jungle because our current objectives don’t align. We give, we take. Get it?” I flattened one hand and cut the air with it in an even line. “Easy as we go.”

      “Y’know, for someone who's just going with the flow, you sure hit a lot of snags.”

      “It’s called adventuring for a reason.” A wondering tickled my brain. “What kind of monks use daggers?”

      “They’re ceremonial.”

      “Yeah, but if they use fist weapons, why not have a set of jewel-encrusted knuckles?”

      “Hmm.” He scratched his chin. “Never really gave it much thought.”

      I rolled my eyes, not because I was disappointed in him, but because I’d really wanted to know. I decided not to mention the use of bows.

      My interface flashed a new message that flipped that disposition on its head.

      
        
        You have received +1 Constitution.

        Exercise pays dividends in Enora.

      

      

      I was about to dismiss the message when I realized that, instead of Stamina, I’d gained a point of Constitution. One point of Constitution gained equaled ten points of Stamina. Oh, and ten points of health! That rocked.

      I was about to say the hike wasn’t all too bad and the dock master must’ve been exaggerating about the danger when a high howl echoed through the forest.
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      Sylas clutched a tree branch, then hauled himself up onto a nearby boulder. Flancil scurried up the trunk behind him.

      But there I was, the rock climber, standing on the ground dumbly peering uphill as two wolves appeared on the slope above us, fur on their backs bristling, teeth bared. “If there are two, there’s a pack. I don't suppose we can back off and find another way up?”

      Sylas glared down. “Did you not say you wanted the practice?”

      “Yeah, but I also said I wanted a tank, and you’re in a goddess-damned tree.”

      His face flooded with color. “Oh, right. Sorry. Habit.” He hooked a leg over, grabbed on with both hands, swung from the branch until he steadied, then dropped. “I think we should push through.”

      “Ditto.” Flancil scrambled up next to me.

      Well, they passed that test. Maybe there is hope for us all.

      “Then let’s make it quick.” I threw back my cloak, then drew my wand. “Keep an eye out. The others might come from the sides.”

      Like velociraptors.

      With the overhead wave of my arms, my little red minion was reborn into Enora. His hunched form bobbed with anticipation when he turned his glowing eyes upon me. “Command me, master.”

      “We’re changing things up this time. Instead of drawing ire, you’re going to let Sylas do the tanking. If he gets in trouble, cause as much damage as you can. Let’s say… if his health dips below twenty percent.”

      Rogul tilted his head, raised his clawed hands, tapped their tips together as his gaze rolled skyward, then he nodded. “Yes, master! As you command!”

      While my minion burst uphill in his hunched-over bouncing gait, I focused on the wolf nearest and cast Implosion as soon as the grayed out spell name filled with white to reflect the target was in range. The wolf’s belly glowed, then the air collapsed on its insides with a muffled thump. The knobby legs went spread eagle, and it slid on its belly and chin like Wile E. Coyote.

      That’ll slow you down.

      While its partner tugged at Sylas’s pants cuff, two more enemies broke out of the forest on our left, their feet crunching pine straw. They growled with aggression.

      “Tank!” I pointed my wand at the newcomers, launching a blast of fire.

      
        
        You singe a Forest Wolf.

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -9 HP

      

      

      The bastard didn’t even yip. Unlike with many of my spells, the damage of the wand didn’t scale with level. The results were less than satisfying. I needed an upgrade. Maybe there’d be a magic vendor I could murder and rob when we returned to town.

      Dammit, we didn’t check him for loot. WTF, Kyra?

      Sylas threw up both clenched fists, and the air in front of his lips warbled like vapor coming off a roasting tarmac as he howled his taunt. The closest wolf ducked his first strike, bit his other leg, and started playing tug-of-war with its friend, like they hoped to separate my tank at the groin.

      Curiosity spawned when I spied my pet standing behind the two wolves. Although he bounced on his toes in a way that indicated his constant, jacked up energy levels, he wasn’t attacking. Text indicators marking small bits of damage incurred upon the surrounding enemies ticked above their heads as his passive Burning Aura ability did its thing, but no direct attacks were forthcoming.

      I spared a couple of seconds while the battle came together so I could figure out why. Then I had an inkling, brought up the chart showing the level of animosity the wolves held toward my party members, and it all came together.

      My minion was waiting for Sylas to build his aggro up to max before unleashing fiery hell. And I fucking loved it.

      Flancil wasn’t quite as calculating. He sprang at the new arrivals, cracked one with a vicious hook that landed flush with the back of its skull, then kicked it in the side so it tumbled down a steep incline. The monk’s back was turned, and he stood between the beast and me so I didn’t have a shot. Whether I could damage him or not, the fireball wouldn’t pass through him.

      “Flan—”

      
        
        Forest Wolf uses Tackle on Flancil.

        -16 HP

        Flancil is stunned.

        Effect Duration: Two seconds

      

      

      Flancil’s head struck a rock, then he tumbled shoulder over shoulder until he wound up wedged against a tree.

      Stuns sucked.

      Two could play at that game. I doubted simple wolves boasted any magic resistance. I brought my fingers to my temples and squinted. A beam of white light lanced out from my eyes and struck the wolf in the center of its head.

      
        
        You cast Psionic Blast.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -34 HP

        Forest wolf is confused.

      

      

      It stumbled, then thumped down on its side. Sylas had gotten a few good attacks on one gnawing at his leg. Now he was down, clinging to the rock as it tried to tear the foot from his ankle. But I couldn’t see how bad it was through all the blood.

      Rogul finally threw out his clawed hand, straightening his arms at the elbows to send a flurry of fireballs one after the other at the back of one of the wolves attacking Sylas.

      
        
        Fire’s Fury

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -12 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -14 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -14 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -17HP

      

      

      Flancil shook off the confusion and looked toward me for direction.

      After a glance at my tank’s health meter, I snapped a finger toward Sylas. “Your new spell. Mark him!”

      Flancil nodded, then flashed out of view and reappeared next to Sylas.

      
        
        Flancil uses Whisper Step.

        Flancil heel kicks Forest Wolf.

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -22 HP

      

      

      The wolf released its hold then yelped. The gnome gripped Sylas’s hand with both his own, then pulled him to his feet.

      
        
        Flancil Casts Devout Fisticuffs.

      

      

      A light shone between their palms. When he released Sylas’s hand, a glowing mark branded into it. A golden halo encircled a white icon that popped up beneath Sylas’s name in my HUD to identify he was marked.

      “Great,” Sylas hopped on his one good foot. “Now, top me up.”

      I waved my hands overhead. “No! Skip the HOT for now!”

      With Sylas at 50% health, Flancil’s healing strikes would keep him on his feet. Wasting the time to cast when he should heal his tank by punching our enemies defeated the purpose of Devout Fisticuffs. Sure, the heal might have kept him up, but I wanted to see the effect of the new ability on its own. Logs were great to study after, but sometimes the feel of a thing mattered. Combat was half instinct.

      The distraction cost me. One wolf who’d rolled downhill prowled up behind me, then sank its teeth into my thigh.

      
        
        Forest Wolf uses Bite!

        Hit!

        -23 HP

        -4 HP (Bleed)

        -4 HP (Bleed)

      

      

      Blood seeped from the jagged wound to soak the inside of my robe. The muscles seized in protest and brought me to one knee. Wailing through my rage, I grabbed the wolf by its scruff, forcing my hatred down into my hand.

      
        
        You Cast Smoldering Palm.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -20 HP

        -14 HP (Burn)

      

      

      I bore down, seizing it by its scruff and digging in.

      
        
        -25 Mana

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -24HP

        -16 HP (Burn)

      

      

      
        
        -25 Mana

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -23 HP

        -15 HP (Burn)

      

      

      
        
        -25 Mana

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -27 HP

        -12 HP (Burn)

      

      

      The wolf howled like a scared puppy and thrashed away from me. Smoke trailed off its fur as the burning hand print sizzled on its neck. I knew I’d burned seventy-five mana to pull it off, but the canine’s health took the larger brunt. A moment later, Flancil was there to finish him off with a devastating flurry.

      
        
        Flancil uses Knife Hand.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf -20 HP

        Additional Effect: Stun

        Duration: 10 seconds

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +8 HP (Devout Fisticuffs)

      

      

      Stellar. He’d gotten the full duration of the stun effect, and I knew the wolf was as good as fried. The labels streamed skyward as Flancil went off.

      
        
        Kidney Punch!

        Hit!

        Flurry!

        Hit!

        Hit!

        Critical Hit!

        Hit!

        Sylas

        +10 HP

        +12 HP

        +11 HP

        Critical Heal!

        +27 HP

        +11 HP

      

      

      The downtick of the wolf’s health meter combined with the slow-but-steady increase in my tank’s health brought an airy sensation to my chest. I bordered on giddy. But I also needed to focus.

      Perturbed over the declining impact of my lower level wand against higher level creatures than I’d fought before, I shoved it into my belt, reached for my staff, then readied a spell. Since Flancil had the mob pinned to an area, it was the perfect time for it. The casting bar filled as warm energy siphoned through the shaft of my weapon. An orange sphere painted the ground beneath their feet, then the wolf’s paws burst into flames.

      
        
        Runic Fire

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf

        -11 HP

        -15 HP

        -12 HP

      

      

      
        
        Forest Wolf dies.

        You have defeated a level 13 Forest Wolf.

        +1, 347 XP

      

      

      As soon as the wolf departed the mortal coil, Flancil wheeled to scan the area uphill until he spied Sylas, who was surrounded by three wolves and swinging his new sword in wide arcs to keep them at bay. The gnome Whisper Stepped to close the distance, then unloaded a furious combination on an enemy’s haunches. The tag effect the monk had dropped on the tank ended after the second of four punches, but Sylas’s health held firm at 78%. When he finished the combo, Flancil raised one hand and unfurled his fist. A glow enveloped it, then encapsulated his party mate.

      
        
        Solara’s Comfort

        -40 mana

        Sylas

        +12 HP

        +11 HP

      

      

      When the sword cut the air to force one wolf back, another latched onto Sylas’s opposite wrist, but the damage was easily mitigated by the healing-over-time spell.

      Before me stood a tank with chest armor and a higher defense, a monk whose new healing ability inflicted damage, a pet who could cast or slice up enemies with his claws, and—most importantly—not a single beast was focused on me.

      So I turned my catalogue loose. A Psionic Blast confused the wolf biting my partner, then its jaws went slack. I turned to the wolf standing in the center of the three, then dropped an infusion charge on his ass. Sure, the five-second casting time and the expenditure of fifty mana was steep, and the additional five-second countdown before the bomb of fiery energy planted inside the beast went off made the whole endeavor seem to last an eternity. But when the timer expired, it was worth it. I was rewarded with a critical hit that caused the target to explode into a mass of guts and bone, and the shockwave blew the other two targets ten feet away, draining the majority of their remaining health pools.

      I charged forward to close the distance and teamed up with Flancil, beating a wolf with my staff from behind while he unloaded on its snout. It dropped just before Sylas ran his sword through the last one standing.

      XP was awarded, then triumphant music played as Sylas and I were engulfed by golden light.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have reached level 16!

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

        You have three attribute points to spend.

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell.

        Fire Funnel

        Create a stream of fire that channels over time to return 10% of the damage incurred to your health pool.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cast Time: Four seconds, channeled for up to five seconds

        Damage: 15–27 per second channeled

        Mana Cost: 10 per second channeled

        Cool-down: 15 Seconds

      

        

      
        Your minion, Rogul, has reached level 15.

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

      

        

      
        Rogul has learned a new spell.

        Sacrificial Plume

        Your minion explodes, damaging all enemies in a fifteen yard area for 75 fire damage.

        Type: Minion spell

        Cost: 50 Mana

        Damage: 75 per enemy struck

        Cast Time: 7 seconds

        Cool-down: N/A, pet is sacrificed

        Resummon time: 30 Seconds

      

        

      
        Sylas has reached level 14!

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

        Sylas has six bonus attribute points to spend. With a disposition of Endeared, you may spend two attribute points on Sylas. To spend more points, increase disposition.

      

        

      
        Sylas has learned a new combat skill!

        Bonding Roots

        Level 14

        The fighter roots himself to an area five feet in diameter and becomes resistant to all knock back, stun, and movement-impairing effects for seven seconds.

        Type: Agnostic Defensive ability

        Cost: 15 Stamina

        Duration: 7 Seconds

        Cool-down: 12 seconds

      

      

      Sylas sheathed his sword, then threw his arms around me, taking me by surprise.

      We danced in a circle, and I was so caught up in all the advancement implications, I went right along. “Good job, dude.”

      “Good on you, as well, captain!” He held me at arm’s length, squeezed my shoulders a time, then released me. “Your tutelage has paid dividends, indeed. My new armor is a goddess-send. My sword slices our enemies with righteous fury. Bless you!”

      A new message appeared.

      
        
        Sylas’s disposition toward you has increased to Respected.

        Current Disposition: 764/1000

        Next Rank: Esteemed

        With a disposition of Respected, you may now spend three attribute points per level on Sylas’s behalf. You may now spend 1 banked point for each level gained since Sylas became your bound companion.

        Available points: 5

      

      

      My pet ambled to my side. He stood there, pumping his legs in quick knee bends, his head sweeping left and right as he scanned the surrounding forest. A moment later, a fireball shot forth from one hand and devoured a squirrel. We received 1 XP. I ticked the box to put him in defensive mode.

      Holding Sylas’s gaze, I cocked my chin. While I didn’t want to make a big deal of the disposition change—especially since he was the kind to get self-conscious about affections, dancing in a circle, aside—five attribute point could prove significant to a level fourteen. “I think Constitution would be a good place for the two points you just gained, and I have five more from previous levels I can spend for you. Do you think you’re doing enough damage, or should we dedicate some to strength?”

      Flancil cleared his throat. “I’ll say up front that I know this isn’t really my business, but if I might interject? You know, just throw in my two coppers?”

      Sylas nodded. “It’s my job to keep you alive. It is your business. Speak.”

      “For the time being, the fisticuffs ability coupled with my lesser heal over time spell was sufficient against mobs of equal or lesser level. I actually ended the fight with a bit of mana to spare, and have little doubt I could’ve cast both again if it’d drawn out more.” He cocked his head sideways to indicate Rogul. “And that little bastard is really knocking shit down.”

      I grinned. Rogul bounced as his gaze constantly darted around like he hadn’t heard a word.

      “So, I’d split the points evenly. A little more survivability, and a little more damage. That way, we’d bring down our enemies a bit faster, while preserving your ability to stand in there and keep them pissed.”

      Sylas twisted up his lips to one side in that way he did when contemplating. “What do you think, Captain?”

      My first thought related to how Flancil’s ideas about his part in our team combat plans might indicate he planned to stick around, but I decided not to mention it.

      “I agree. But any combination would work against forest wolves. If we come across any boss monsters anytime soon, you’ll be needing health for burst damage, poison effects, etc. It’s going to get harder. I’d probably put a couple into Strength, the rest into Constitution.”

      Sylas folded his arms across his chest. “Since Constitution increases my Stamina and my health pool, let’s do as Kyra suggests. How many points are available?”

      “Seven.”

      “Do you both think five in Constitution and two in Strength will suffice?”

      Flancil squinted. “Hmm, maybe three in Strength. You might need that for other purposes.”

      Sylas agreed with a nod, then waved his hand as if I should proceed. Once I’d spent the points, I brought up the short form of his character stats to have a look.

      
        
        Sylas, Clan Sauntere

        Strength: 29

        Dexterity: 3

        Intelligence: 3

        Wisdom: 1

        Constitution: 32

        Charisma: 1

        HP: 320

        Stamina: 320

      

      

      When I’d finished reading it, I compared the before and after. “Your health pool just jumped from two-eighty to three-twenty. From now on, I get to spend three points when you level, in addition to the point each in Strength and Constitution that’re automatically awarded. Before long, you’re going to be a beast.”

      “And the Bonchu will rue the day they crossed my village.”

      Flancil cackled then slapped the tank’s shoulder. “Damned right, they will. We’re gonna burn those bastards… after I sell them my daggers.”

      I smirked at the gnome. “Right.”

      The jovial mood gave way to sudden foreboding when a deep howl echoed through the mountain forest. My blood ran cold.
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      Brush rustled in the dark shadows of a thicket up the rise. Everyone turned toward the sound of low grumbling. After a quick perusal of our resource pools verified we were topped off and ready to go, I was keen to put our new abilities to work.

      Until the bushes parted and a massive snout penetrated the open air beyond.

      I swallowed. “If its nose is that big, imagine the size of that thing.”

      Sylas drew its sword, scanned the silvery edge, then looked up hill again, wearing the expression of a man who wasn’t sure his tool was sufficient for the job.

      Staff clutched in both hands, I stepped forward. “It’s just a giant wolf. Follow the plan. If we could handle a bunch, we can handle their boss.”

      Flancil scoffed. “Except when the boss is…”

      The wolf pushed through and, when rays of sunlight encroached on the shadows to reveal its massive haunches, I swallowed again. “This is going to hurt.”

      “Get behind me.” Sylas stomped forward. “Wait until I’ve earned its hatred before you engage.”

      His orders struck me as so obvious, I figure he handed them out in reminder to the gnome because he’d noticed how Flancil attacked sooner than my pet in our last engagement.

      I shuffled off to one side, then set my back against a tree while I inspected the incoming threat creeping down the hill.

      
        
        Geornia

        Level 16 Beast (rare)

        Local legend surrounds this named matriarch of a pack of wolves in the Slate Mountains.

        Note: Named creatures are known for special combat abilities and often drop better loot than their counterparts.

      

      

      Named beast. Interesting.

      After considering the updated info, I forced the squeaky wheels in my head to turn and spat out a battle plan.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] Sylas, that’s a big bitch, and she’s bound to have a knock back. Taunt, use your new rooting ability to keep her from knocking you out of range and attacking Flancil or Rogul. Everyone remember the triangle formation, so Sylas keeps her facing away from us.

        [Flancil:] Should I lead with the HOT this time?

        [Kyra:] Definitely. We don’t want any burst damage sucking his health too low right off the top.

        [Flancil:] I have an idea. We’ll run a little rotation test.

        [Kyra:] Why the hell not?

      

      

      The matriarch lowered her haunches, then sprung forth. The powerful display carried her right over Sylas. Although my tank raised his sword to swipe at her belly, he came up short and she landed with a thunderous impact.

      A wave of dust, pine straw, and rocks rose in a violent shockwave. Sylas and Flancil flew through the air. The tank slammed into a tree trunk, and Flancil thumped to the ground and into a furious roll.

      But Rogul got the worst of it when the matriarch landed a foot in front of him and sent him flying.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] This is why I suggested using your rooting ability, so she couldn’t knock you into a tree!

      

      

      Sylas drew himself to his feet, charged toward the matriarch while her back was turned, then howled.

      
        
        Inciting Howl

        Geornia is taunted!

      

      

      As the massive wolf wheeled to face Sylas, Flancil closed to within ten yards of the conflict. He blinked out of existence, then reappeared within punching range. He dropped Solara’s Comfort on the tank with a quick flash of his hand, then followed with Devout Fisticuffs.

      The wolf swiped with one giant paw, but Sylas raised his sword as if to parry. He sliced right through the attacking limb as blood splattered. We were off to a good start. But when Flancil opened up the four-punch Flurry combo on the wolf’s backside, we received a lesson in rotations. Since Sylas hadn’t taken any damage, the HOT spell ticked off pointless heals.

      
        
        Flancil uses Flurry!

        Hit!

        Hit!

        Hit!

        Hit!

        Sylas

        + 0 HP

        +0 HP

        +0 HP

        + 0 HP

      

      

      By my calculation, Flancil’d wasted fifty-five mana out of a pool of only ninety-six. I wasn’t too bothered because we’d discussed the plan up front, but next time we’d time it according to any damage actually inflicted. If he continued to be our main source of healing, I’d also want to consider raising his Intelligence to increase the size of each heal, not to mention Wisdom, so he’d recover mana more quickly. But it wasn’t exactly a no-brainer when the majority of his damage came from his Dexterity attribute. It was just a question of priorities. We needed a bigger party.

      All these thoughts flashed through my mind while I waited for Sylas to gain aggro, but once he had, there was work to do. I burst out of the tree cover, thrust out my staff, then funneled my mana through it.

      
        
        Flame Blast

      

      

      
        
        Geornia

        -31 HP

      

      

      I followed up with my heavy hitter while Sylas had her good and pissed.

      
        
        Infusion Charge

        Hit!

        5…

        4…

      

      

      I ignored the remaining ticks reported in my right-hand pane and sent Rogul a mental command. The flaming minion cast out both hands, unleashing a channel of lava that burned into the wolf’s right flank.

      
        
        Torrent

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Geornia

        -16 HP

        -15 HP

        -16 HP

      

      

      With two hit points ticking off every second on top of the channeled spell from my pet, the wolf’s health bar ticked down at a good clip. Flancil unloaded a Rising Knee Strike and scored a critical, then Sylas used his Cross Slash ability to push the wolf’s jaws back from his face. Geornia’s life meter dropped to half.

      And we’d barely gotten started.

      But right when I got cocky was usually the perfect time for an enemy to break out with something unexpected, and Geornia was no exception.

      The wolf matriarch feinted toward Sylas’s left arm, bringing my tank’s sword around in a high swipe. Then she dipped low, snatched his leg, and swung him in the air like a rag doll.

      
        
        Geornia uses Shake.

        Sylas -47 HP

      

      

      At the end of the fierce twisting from side to side, she slammed him down.

      
        
        Sylas is stunned.

      

      

      Considering how efficiently he’d controlled his aggro to that point, I expected the wolf to press her advantage, to clamp her jaws down on the human’s neck and get to the real work of killing, but she surprised us all when she whipped around, snatched Flancil’s leg out from under, raised him high, and slammed him down in the same, unceremonious manner.

      The alpha wolf raised her snout and howled into the sky.

      
        
        Ferocious Howl

        +15 to melee accuracy

        +10 melee defense

      

      

      The matriarch lowered her snout, sprung twenty feet forward, then struck Rogul in the chest with a brutal headbutt. It was like my minion was fired from a cannon as he shot through the air. Sylas languished through a short stun effect, Flancil labored to peel his face out of the impression his body had cut into the ground, and my pet was too far away to attack. But the giant wolf seemed disinterested in finishing off anyone while it was prudent, so she really only had one upright target over which to assert her dominance.

      Me.

      When she turned, her eyes glowed red. The way she snarled, it was almost like the bitch sneered at me. I turned tail and scanned for a tree whose trunk would be thick enough for me to dance around until Sylas recovered. But the matriarch dipped her haunches, loaded up her weight on her back legs, then bound through the air. When she tackled me, air whooshed out of my lungs, and I was unable to inhale as the massive beast pinned my torso. The staff I’d wielded flew somewhere, but I didn’t even know in which direction, and it wouldn’t have been much of a deterrent against her attacks when she had me hemmed to the ground.

      She raised a claw, then swept it toward my face. Although I twisted just in time to avoid becoming a mess of torn flesh from the neck up, she ripped through my shoulder, and the scream that ejected from my lips sounded distant against the eruption of nerve endings torn by her claws.

      
        
        Geornia uses Rake.

        -77 HP

        -14 HP (bleed)

        -14 HP (bleed)

      

      

      She stomped the offending paw to the ground, then raised the other for a follow-up swat.

      A warming sensation coursed through my body, barely discernible compared to the intensity of the wound.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort on you.

        +7 HP

        -14 HP (bleed)

        +7 HP

        -12 HP (bleed)

        +7 HP

        -14 HP (bleed)

      

      

      Although the bleed effect would overrun the healing-over-time spell in the long haul, my Constitution was high for a caster, and my health bar still showed 331 HP remaining. But if I recalled, the heal only lasted ten seconds, and I had no clue as to the Rake effect’s duration.

      The wolf twisted her head to spy the healer over one shoulder. For just a blip, I thought she might turn on him. But when her head came back around, she chomped down on my other shoulder. Hell had no fury like the shredding agony that erupted up my neck and down my arm. My entire upper body went limp.

      
        
        Geornia uses Devastating Gnash.

        -99 HP

        -17 HP (bleed (Devastating Gnash))

        -14 (bleed (Rake))

        +7 HP

        -17 HP (bleed (Devastating Gnash))

        -14 (bleed (Rake))

        +7 HP

      

      

      My howls echoed through the forest as the horror movie scene unfolded. Blood soaked my robe as I lay helpless, reality setting in that my new world was even more unforgiving than the old because I’d find myself in danger and pain more than I cared to imagine. Death might not have been permanent, but my every instinct begged the universe to allow the giant bitch to finish me then.

      
        
        -17 HP (bleed (Devastating Gnash))

        -14 (bleed (Rake))

        +7 HP

        -17 HP (bleed (Devastating Gnash))

        -14 (bleed (Rake))

        +7 HP

        Solara’s Comfort ends.

        -17 HP

        Rake ends.

        -17 HP

      

      

      The red liquid in the health bar resting on the top-left side of my interface drained like someone’d popped a cork. It flashed in warning that my reserves were down to seventeen percent. Then a howl filled the forest. My head lolled in a lazy twist to one side as two giant exclamation points sprung to life over Sylas’s head while he charged downhill toward us. The wolf growled, set one foot on my chest to show just how little she valued my life, then sprung after my tank.

      The world blurred as my life drained, but the text in my interface remained crisp.

      
        
        Flancil Marks You with Devout Fisticuffs.

      

      

      Sylas and the matriarch charged at each other. When they closed, my tank rolled beneath Geornia’s last-second leap. The wolf skidded, and my companion came to his feet swinging his sword. He sliced into the alpha’s backside. The wolf yelped, twisted to face him, snarled, then snapped at the blade in his hand, flinging spittle in her frenzied rage.

      Flancil Whisper Stepped into range and unloaded a barrage of punches that healed me for a third of the damage each inflicted. He ended with a well-placed Kidney Punch and scored a critical hit with the finishing move that brought me back to 19-percent health. The Devastating Gnash’s bleed effect finally expired, and the shuddering of my torso diminished.

      The gnome had saved my bacon. His fists flashed with every impact, and I noted the giant red text of several critical hits, but despite the constant damage inflicted, Sylas’s taunt held strong, and he added to the creature’s aggro with a few well-placed slices across its shoulder.

      A stream of fireballs whipped through the air and singed the wolf’s thick coat as my pet reengaged. At the end of the cast, the red demon sprang into melee range, bent his back so he faced the sky, then shrieked an ear-bending cry.

      
        
        Rogul is enraged.

      

      

      The minion leapt onto the wolf’s back, dug in the claws of all four limbs, then ripped patches of bloody fur free, tossing them in all directions.

      Not exactly what I would’ve called stable on my feet, and with the world still somewhat blurred, I spied the giant face of a buried bolder near the site of the scuffle. I snarled and forced my wounded shoulders into cooperation through sheer will. My fists came together then I pushed my hands outward.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Geornia

        -64 HP

      

      

      The wolf squealed as the boulder exploded, flying pieces of stone tearing off a chunk of her jaw. Sylas shoved the off balance behemoth back with one foot, righted himself, crouched low, then shot into the air, blade whirling.

      
        
        Sylas uses Cross Slash.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Geornia

        -47 HP

      

      

      The wolf thudded to the ground. Sylas landed on top of it. He wobbled for a moment before Flancil’s rapid fire strikes against the wolf’s flank sent another wave of healing light through me. My tank took a rasping breath, then raised his sword and plunged it into the creature’s heart.

      
        
        Sylas has killed Geornia.

        +25% XP bonus for first kill of an Alpha Forest Wolf

        1,968 XP

        100 gold has been added to your inventory.

      

      

      A cylinder dropped to the ground from nowhere.

      Sylas howled again, then smiled at me with bloody teeth and flashed a thumbs up.

      “We did it!” Flancil pumped a fist toward the treetops and turned toward me. After absorbing the scowl on my face, he let his eyes drift down my blood-soaked body. His celebratory expression slackened. He cast Solara’s Comfort, waited for his mana to replenish a few ticks, then stacked the effect.

      The warmth radiating through my body diminished the pain over about twelve seconds. Rogul sped over and stood before me, scanning the surrounding forest in his hunched-over defensive stance.

      After snatching up the cylinder, I plopped down on my ass, popped one end off, then shook it to find another scroll. Mentally crossing fingers, I unrolled it.

      
        
        Scroll of Greater Dexterity

        This magic scroll will add five points to its readers’ Dexterity. This attribute upgrade is permanent.

      

      

      “Holy. Fucking. Shit.”

      Flancil ambled over. “What’s it say?”

      I handed it to him. “It says you’re about to kick a little more ass.”

      We skipped the skinning. As much as I would have loved to harvest wolf pelts, the guys were not interested in sticking around to see if they respawned. With the traumatic image of the giant wolf lurking over me, tearing into my flesh with its paws and teeth, I was probably even less interested in gathering skill ranks. Especially when I considered the big picture. After all, we had a haunted ship in a sketchy harbor to deal with.

      Some game this is. Jesus.

      We caught our breath as we waited for our wounds to mend. Flancil pointed out something I hadn’t noticed. I knew health recovered faster when I was sitting. But when he closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, his resources ticked back faster.

      Meditation. Who knew? And I would never have guessed he’d be any good at it. He’d said as much when he talked about the old monk who’d taught him, but it seemed the lessons proved fruitful.

      We set off again, and it wasn't long before the quest line brought us to a flat clearing near the top of the mountain. The thinner air chilled my lungs. A light mist hung around the lush foliage. Even the color of the leaves was crisper.

      The trees thinned as we approached the rocky peak, and the quest line merged with a footpath.

      
        
        You have discovered the Waster Crest.

        174 XP

      

      

      “Can you believe it, Sylas? We got to the top of a mountain without actually climbing.”

      Sylas scoffed. “Considering how we’ve flirted with death, I think I would have preferred the climb.”

      “Oh, don’t worry so much. If anyone should bitch, it’s me. Did you see my—” I pinched my bloody surcoat and found the blood had vanished. At least there was that. Although the thick, pleated fabric held for the most part, I wondered, if the durability dropped to zero, would I be running around the mountain half-naked?

      Flancil interjected. “It sure wasn’t a fucking banquet.”

      I was so thrilled by the way my team had rallied against a formidable beast, I sought a bright side. An injection of positivity never hurt. “Hey, at least we haven’t had to go into any caves. That’s something. Right, Sylas?”

      The tank grunted.

      We might have been celebrating a little early since the actual mountain crest was still about three hundred yards away, but I didn’t care. We’d kicked a little booty, netted some gold, and boosted a party member’s attributes… permanently. I called that a good day.

      Flancil scurried up to pace next to me. “Ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “I learned about the legends of you Shénhuà types at the monastery.”

      I nodded. “You mentioned that at Foggy Vale.”

      “Right. But is it true you can really select any class? And switch between them?”

      I gave an enthusiastic nod, my mood brightening with every step closer to the mountain top. “Sure is.”

      “How’s that work?”

      I looked around as if I’d find an answer on the ground, but none was to be found. Shifting my gaze to the gnome, I opened my hand so he could see my palm. “I’ll show you. Those new knuckles aren’t soulbound, right?”

      “Huh?” He reached into his pocket and fished them out. “Oh. No, they’re not. I probably wouldn’t even pay for a scroll of binding for these.” He tossed them over. “Too pricey for low-level gear.”

      I snatched them out of the air. “Agreed.” When I slipped the them over my fingers, the weapon expanded to fit. My interface started with a description.

      
        
        Holy Rollers (Knuckles)

        These solid brass knuckles have been known to crack jaws and spirits, alike.

        Level 14

        Type: Melee fist weapon

        Slot: Main Hand, Off hand

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 64 of 75

        Physical Damage: 31–41

        Critical hits add 20 HP Light damage.

      

      

      Then it made the offer I was waiting for.

      
        
        Would you like to equip Holy Rollers?

        By equipping these knuckles, you will learn the new starter class:

        Monk

        These holy warriors use fist weapons and boast combination attacks with devastating finishing moves.

        Would you like to change your class to Monk?

        Note: A global cool-down on all class-based abilities will occur when changing classes.

      

      

      When I sent an affirmative thought to my HUD, a flash of golden light surrounded me for a moment.

      
        
        You are now a level 15 Monk.

        Global Skills Cooldown: 30 Seconds

      

        

      
        You have learned the following Combat Skills!

        Flurry

        Call down the power of the Light to jab your enemy four times in rapid succession.

        Type: Melee Attack

        Cost: 35 Stamina

        Each strike causes 20–22 physical damage.

        Cast Time: instant

        Cooldown: 8 seconds

        Additional Effects:

        When attacking from flank: +25% chance of critical hit

        When attacking from rear: +25% chance to stun enemy for three seconds

      

        

      
        Kidney Punch

        The monk completes a Flurry with a devastating strike that stuns the enemy.

        Type: Melee attack

        Damage Type: Physical, Light

        Damage: 27–35

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: Follows Flurry’s CD. (8 Seconds)

        Must be used immediately after a Flurry combination.

      

        

      
        Knife Hand

        Chop the enemy in the neck to obstruct the flow of a major artery and stun them.

        Type: Melee attack

        Cost: 30 Stamina

        Damage Type: Physical, Light

        Damage: 14–21

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: 10 Seconds

        Additional Effect: Stun

        Stun Duration: 5 seconds

      

        

      
        Spinning Wheel Kick

        With both fists clenched before you, shift your weight to your front foot, then rotate to bring your back foot around in a reverse kick to your enemy’s face or torso.

        Type: Melee attack

        Cost: 60 Stamina

        Physical Damage: 21–44

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: 10 Seconds

      

        

      
        Whisper Step

        Step through the shadows to reappear on your enemy’s flank or to its rear, depending on where you focus.

        Type: Combat skill

        Cost: 10 Stamina

        Cast Time: instant

        Cooldown: 10 Seconds

        Additional Effects:

        When attacking from flank: +25% chance of critical hit for three seconds

        When attacking from rear: +25% chance to stun enemy for three seconds

      

        

      
        You have learned the following spells!

        Devout Fisticuffs

        Infuse yourself with the Light and mark one ally.

        Adds +10% light damage to your unarmed strikes. For every three points of light damage inflicted in this way, your marked ally is healed for 1HP.

        Type: Melee combat skill

        Cost: 10 Stamina, 15 Mana

        Physical Damage: 27–44

        Heals marked target for 1/3 of all damage inflicted for ten seconds.

      

        

      
        Solara's Comfort

        Call upon the power of the Light to cast a spell that heals for 2% of the target's total health every second for ten seconds.

        Type: Spell

        Cast Time: 1.5 Seconds

        Mana Cost: 40

      

        

      
        When players change classes, their attributes swap to accommodate the switch as follows: Strength is swapped with Dexterity.

        Caster classes do not swap, as Intelligence is the primary attribute for all caster classes.

        Your Strength and Dexterity attributes have flipped to accommodate your new class.

      

      

      Although I knew Flancil had some cool abilities in his repertoire, it wasn’t until I read all the combat abilities and spells that I realized just how bad ass the monk class was. It might even be worth considering running a dual monk set up, especially considering my high Strength attribute, and how it flipped to Dexterity when I changed to the new class.

      Alas, pain was a motivator. Who knew what allies the future might bring, and having a rounded party with a hybrid healer, ranged caster, and tank would keep us versatile.

      “Holy Schnikes.” Flancil gaped.

      I chuckled.

      “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, well… damn, Kyra. Have you learned Sylas’s class yet?”

      My tank stopped his uphill trudge to turn. He’d obviously been paying attention because he unsheathed his sword, then twirled it to offer me his hilt.

      Before I grabbed it, Flancil blurted. “Wait, you’re level fifteen? How are you level fifteen when you haven’t advanced while fighting as a monk?”

      “Ah.” I nodded understanding. “Whatever level I am in my highest starter class, I become that level when I switch.”

      Flancil dropped to both knees, held out his hands so his palms faced the sky. “Praise Solara for dropping this woman in my path. May her light forever shine in this dark fucking world. I mean, freaking world.”

      I snatched the sword, switched to the fighter class, swept away all the information about my attributes swapping from Dexterity to Strength and the attack Sylas enjoyed, then handed it back. When Flancil was finished worshipping, I returned his knuckles, snatched my staff off my back, then switched back to combustionist.

      “If she’d given me power like that, there’s no telling where we’d be. I bet if I could swap, I could heal, switch, burn stuff, switch again—”

      “There’s a thirty-second cooldown on class abilities. You wouldn’t be able to do any of that.”

      “Oh. Right.” He turned his gaze toward the ground. “Sorry, I just, well, I want to kick ass. With the new gear, the new abilities, the Dexterity scroll… I guess I’m starting to see how it might not suck to hang with you guys.”

      That was what I wanted to hear. The gnome might have been a snarky bastard, but he’d just saved me from a respawn back at the ship, a trek through a town where we’d killed a monk in an alley and murdered a vendor, then a long hike back up that damned mountain.

      So I made the most of his current disposition. “Flancil, I’m going to make you a promise.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You stick with us, and I assure you the price you fetch for those daggers will suffer in comparison to the prizes the goddess rains down on you for serving with us.”

      I was shameless, but that was how people won games. NPCs might have gained fewer resource points per attribute point gained, but by my math, it worked out the higher they leveled, they received more attribute points per level than I would. My player’s manual had been clear on it. When I was level twenty and earning one Constitution and one Intelligence, they’d start earning two of their primary points per level. By level thirty, they’d more than make up the ground gained by partying with players.

      Alas, win the damned game.

      Flancil wore a crooked expression of reproach. “You seem awfully confident, making claims like that. Do you know how much those daggers are worth?”

      I raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Don’t really care. They can’t be worth more than we’re going to earn.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Well, how much are they worth?”

      The monk paused, twisted his lips. “I don’t actually know.”

      “Then why are we talking about it? Dude, the wolf we just killed dropped 100 gold. We’re sitting on 183. And we aren’t even trying yet. Hell, I’ve only been in Enora for…” I rolled my eyes up and counted. “God. Has it only been six days?”

      Sylas shook his head then pursed his lips in derision. “Follow your lust for gold and find the violence of those who share it.”

      This guy had enough sayings for a daily depression calendar. Which reminded me I’d never see a desk calendar again.

      Or a cubicle.

      Or a photograph, for that matter. Except for the latter, the absences of those things struck me as a huge positive. The early pangs over losing my former life were fading, and I wondered if the game system had anything to do with it. Probably not, since my accidental death and the AI sucking me inside wasn’t exactly commonplace.

      The ground gave a subtle rumble, and we all stopped. Sylas drew his sword. Rogul, who’d meandered up the hill, turned, raised his arms bent at the elbows, hunched even deeper than usual, then scanned. Flancil and I froze. A rocky wall to our right trembled, then creases formed in its face. I staggered back as the pile shifted. It shook and, one at a time, the boulders rolled away, revealing a gap in the wall where the lines passed through. I glared at the crevices in the wall.

      “Uh, Kyra.” Flancil tapped me on the arm. The boulders hadn't stopped moving. One settled on top of another, and a third rolled up next to it. A soft glow formed as more piled on to form the shape of a massive, crouching golem.

      
        
        Stone Golem

        Level 15 Rock Elemental

      

      

      “Sylas.” I took another step back, never taking my eyes off of it. “I was gonna wait till later to bring this up, but we need to work on your dodging.”

      “Captain, your tactical knowledge is unsurpassed. Why, I’d been planning on letting this walking millstone grind me into a powder. But, perhaps dodging…”

      “All right. Can it, twerp.”

      
        
        Flancil Casts Devout Fisticuffs.

      

      

      At least he was ready.

      The golem rolled forward, the top boulder tilting on its makeshift torso as if to gaze upon us, then waddled back to the gap in the wall. The boulders that made up its body tumbled into the crevices to fill the openings again.

      Flancil’s neck craned forward. “Why did it stop?”

      “It’s a sentry. It’s only purpose is to guard the pass.” We whipped our heads around. I spied a stone hunt at the top of the path. A man stood with his back to the sun so his features were cast in shadow. As he stepped into the light, we fell silent.

      The old man wore a horned helmet. He raised his arms in a gesture of greeting. “Welcome!”

      Cautiously staring at him, I offered a polite bow. “Thank you.” I looked back at the golem. “I have to say, I don't feel very welcome.”

      The hermit chuckled and started down the slope toward us. “Imagine if it’d attacked you.”

      A few deep wrinkles around his eyes seemed to contradict the smooth complexion of his cheeks. I tried to guess his age. Sixties, maybe. He was bare-chested and wore deerskin pants. A wolf’s tail hung off either side of his helmet. He’d slung the strap of a bullhorn flask over his shoulder and clutched a gnarled walking stick with a dirty handkerchief knotted around the top.

      “He looks disturbed,” Sylas whispered.

      I stomped on his toe.

      The man sauntered into melee range. “I apologize for my golem.” He gestured at the pile of boulders. “I’m but an old man living a quiet life up here. I don't get many visitors, but wolves abound. You understand.”

      Just how many curious idiots had gotten themselves crushed to a pulp? I spied my minion hiding in the shadows of a tree near the rock wall. The way he peered at the new arrival awakened a sense of foreboding in me, sending chills cascading throughout my body. On a whim, I dismissed my pet. “And what kind of person has a golem?”

      “I am Terramancer Torrence of the Mountaintop. And who are you?”

      “Kyra. And these are my crew. Sylas and Flancil.”

      Sylas nodded. Flancil squinted with distrust.

      I checked out the hermit’s stats while he was distracted. To my surprise, more detail filled my screen than expected. Did my elevation to level fifteen have anything to do with it?

      
        
        Torrence

        Level 15 Terramancer

        Strength: 19*

        Dexterity: 3

        Intelligence: 14

        Wisdom: 14

        Constitution: 18*

        Charisma: 3

        *This attribute has been increased by labor and other exercises.

      

      

      I didn’t know what a terramancer was, but figured it explained the golem.

      “Your pet rock looks dangerous. Even for a level fifteen spell.”

      “It’s an effective deterrent but has many limitations. First, I can only have one. Second, the casting time is very long. Last, it’s bound to a single location. So, while it’s a powerful guardian, it’s good for little else.” He smiled, and I didn’t find the gesture unwelcoming. “May I ask why you’ve come?”

      “Yes, we’re here to ask for your aid. We have a problem with our ship, and the dock master told me you might be able to help.”

      “Ah. I see. This way.” The hermit led us toward the hut. When we reached it, he booted the door open with his foot, then waved us inside.

      It was shaped out of solid rock and looked like a cave, with a stone ceiling and stone ledges lining the walls, and a tea table with cushions for seats were set near one. A fur pallet lay along the back ledge with lumpy cushions for a bed. Wolf pelts covered the floor. In the rear corners sat small chests. A low fire crackled in a stone brazier at the center of the room, and a trail of smoke drifted up and out through a hole in the ceiling. It smelled exactly how I imagined an old man’s sooty hunting cabin would. One part cozy, one part ass.

      “Did you shape all this stone?”

      “Over years.”

      “Cool.”

      “In the summers, yes. And warm in the winters. Come in. Sit. Tell me, why have you risked the wolves to arrive at my doorstep?”

      Right to business, then. And that was good, because something about the chilled environment and his too-eager voice sent a shiver across the back of my neck.
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      The hermit’s walking stick made the occasional, muffled thump on the stony floor when he crossed strewn-about furs. “Bitter-wights, huh?”

      “Dockmaster Povus said you might have ideas about how to get rid of them.”

      “Did he, now?”

      We lounged around a wood stove, bamboo mugs of steaming green tea in everyone’s hands. The fire crackled, and its warm glow radiated off of the low stone walls and curved ceiling.

      Once the smell receded to the realm of my subconscious, it was a cozy little hovel. A warm cup of tea—in a bamboo cup, of course—lightened my mood, even if I still caught occasional, suspicious glares from my companions.

      “He didn’t say that verbatim, but he left us with the impression your family had a history dealing with these kinds of problems.”

      “It was difficult getting here,” Sylas said, as if the hermit needed a reminder.

      The hermit nodded. He wore the same flat-faced, wide-eyed look no matter who was talking or what they said, but somehow I could tell he enjoyed the attention. Whether he liked or despised us was hard to figure out.

      “I am the one to see.” He grabbed another piece of wood and fed it into the fire. “And yet, I am not.”

      “Does that mean you won’t help us?”

      “No, no. I would love to help you. But the simple matter is, I can’t. My father was a shadow priest. I chose to work with stone instead of spirits. He attained a very high level before he… left. He was a descendent of the priests who ruled this island during the reign of the Pirate Lords.”

      “So, that was your dad’s hustle. You literally can’t help us.”

      “Therein lies the rub.”

      I’d never actually known what the phrase meant. Somehow it had made it into Enora. Maybe some lingering developer influence? It would explain the gnome’s language.

      Sipping my tea, I glanced at my team. Flancil looked like he was about to cry over the pointless trek up the mountain. Sylas was either not paying attention, or was about to jump over the fire and strangle the guy.

      “Povus gave me the impression that you’ve helped people before.”

      The hermit smacked his lips, the sound echoing off of the stone roof.

      Sylas and I exchanged glances. I still couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      “They come looking for my father every once in a while. Usually they wait for me in town. Few make it up the mountain.”

      “That you know of.” I gave voice to my wonderment about how many needy pirates had been pulverized by the golem.

      “I tell them all what I’m about to tell you. The shadow priests are gone. They were banished from the island. Driven off for aiding the pirate lords after they lost their grip on the ports to the merchant navies. Bounties were placed on the heads of many who fled. They were hunted like dogs.”

      “How did your father escape?”

      “The townspeople chased him off years ago. Rather than have them visit retribution for his sins upon me, I’ve lived up here ever since. Their vitriol has eased over time, but still”—he raised both hands with his palms upward—“this is home.”

      “No interest in being among civilization, then?”

      The hermit shrugged and straightened his helmet. “They are a superstitious lot who quietly equate my power to Hokhram. I’ve seen their sideways glances. Besides, who could ask for a better home than this?”

      It occurred to me this guy was misleading us. He claimed he couldn’t help, but I had a damned quest objective to visit him. It wouldn’t do to let my love of lore and backstory preempt the need to evict the spirits from my ship.

      “I hate to be abrupt, but we had a quest objective to visit you.” I pointed. “You, in particular. So, if you wouldn’t mind considering what you have to offer, I’d be grateful. I even have five gold in my inventory I’d be willing to part with.”

      “I’ve no need of your coin, girl.” He glared through one squinted eye. Then he blinked. His head swiveled as if he’d noticed my companions for the first time, and his severe expression melted. “Well, I can’t purge a ship for you. But if you were willing to risk the mountain, perhaps you’ll be willing to sail a bit farther.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When the shadow priests were banished from the island, many sailed north to a place called the Chorian Reef. To protect themselves from the continental navies, they built a new temple like none before it… beneath the surface of the ocean.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck bristled in anticipation. Images of the temple beneath the Undersands, the lizard men, and the stagnant water replayed.

      “How’d they build a temple in the water? Breathing potions?”

      The hermit scoffed. “Why, with the help of terramancers like me! They shaped it from barges above.” His voice had taken on a grandiose timber. He studied each of us before continuing. “When the stone masters were finished, the shadow priests sealed it. Then there was the question of purging the waters. But when they dove to see about it, they found the temple had become instanced. Like the goddess blessed the reflection of their piety, herself.”

      Goddess, my ass.

      “What a blessing,” I lied. “And what will we find to aid us with our little problem if we venture there?”

      “A Vengeant Ward. A seal pressed in beeswax and ground widower’s bones.”

      “Is that some kind of arcane crafting skill?” I could tell he was on a roll, and I hated to derail story time, but I couldn't help but get excited about new game skills.

      “Crafted, yes, with Shadow magic. Break the seal upon the deck of a ship, and any vengeful spirits upon it should be purged.”

      
        
        You have completed a quest objective.

        A Clean Slate

        You have completed the first quest objective.

        1. Sail to Wasterwell port and ask around the docks about someone with knowledge of exorcism relics.

        2. Find the hermit and learn of the location of the Vengeant Ward.

        Rewards:

        A map to Chorian Reef has been added to your ship’s charts and copied to your interface.

        A Pet Rock

        1,000 XP

        New objective discovered!

        3. Travel to the Chorian Reef and seek out the Wall of Guardians.

      

      

      “Cool, but where’s the rock?”

      “What?” The hermit cocked bushy eyebrow.

      “I completed the quest objective.”

      “Ah, I see. Perhaps Solara intended for you to visit the instance all along.”

      “If I’m being honest, Solara doesn’t give me much of a choice, except whether or not to accept a quest in the first place.”

      “That is her way, is it not? They say the Shadow priests rejected many a quest from the goddess. Yet, others more suited to their desires availed themselves with time and patience.”

      “That’s a path to evil right there,” Flancil said.

      I poked at the fire with my boot, and embers floated up through the hole in the stone. “Maybe they just didn’t appreciate being told what to do.”

      “Mmm.” The hermit nodded but said nothing.

      Sylas stared at the coals in silence.

      “Night has fallen.” The hermit peered up at the opening. “If you struggled against the wolves, you would not much like what roams this mountain in the nighttime. You must be my guests.” Torrence spread his arms. “There are pelts enough for everyone. You will be warm and safe with my golem to guard us.”

      I considered my teammates. Flancil was already fluffing his cushion. He’d already wrapped himself in a couple of blankets taken from the ledge behind him.

      Sylas sat stony, the flickers of fire casting reflections on his face and causing his irises to glow orange.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] Sylas, what are you thinking?

        [Sylas:] I don't trust him.

        [Kyra:] I figured that out from your brooding. I wasn't planning on leaving the boat alone for so long.

        [Flancil:] You two need to learn to accept the will of Solara. I’m as worried about Atri as the rest of you. But it looks like we're stuck here till morning, I’m not letting it ruin my sleep.

      

      

      It seemed lost on the gnome that we were adventurers and, if we damned well wanted to traverse the mountain at night, we could. I sighed, maybe a bit too deeply because Torrence gazed at me in response.

      “Well?”

      Leaving with the morning sun wouldn’t suck either. “Okay. We’ll stay. I mean… thank you for your hospitality. You’re very kind.”

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Sylas:] Don't think for a second we can trust this outlaw. Nor his golem.

        [Kyra] I’m not an idiot. We’ll sleep in shifts, two at a time. Flancil will be snoring in about thirty seconds, so why don’t you join him? I’ll take the first shift. You take the second, Flancil, you’re third. Everyone good with that?

        [Flancil:] I’ve woken up to a beating before. This guy doesn’t scare me.

        [Kyra:] Just say you’ll take a shift.

        [Flancil:] I’ll take a shift.

      

      

      “Am I missing out on something?” The hermit tapped his foot against the brazier, and the fire sent up another plume of sparks. A hint of disdain bled from his voice.

      “We’re all just tired.”

      “Most would be after a day like you’ve had. You may sleep where you are sitting, near the fire.”

      “Thank you.”

      The hermit nodded. Then he crossed his arms and pouted, like we were rushing him to bed. Sylas and I sat in silence for another five minutes before the terramancer finally crawled onto his fur-covered pallet in the corner. Sitting with his back against the wall, he watched as we gathered pillows and made beds for ourselves.

      Then the humming started.

      The hermit stared at the hole in the roof, bobbing his head and watching the stars as the melody swelled. “Oooh ooh oooh.” He leaned to the side, grabbed a small lute leaning against the wall, then began plucking its strings.

      The gnome jerked awake.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil] Is this guy for real? I thought we were going to bed.

      

      

      The hermit started really getting into it, swaying back-and-forth with a self-satisfied look on his face. Then the hums turned to words.

      
        
        “Oohh Chorian Reef, where shadows await thee.

        Chorian Reef, the priests—they all drowned.

        Chorian Reef, where Hokhram will meet thee.

        The queen of the grave will drag you all down…”

      

      

      “Dude.” Flancil lifted his head and cracked an eye at the hermit. “That’s a toe-tapper and all, but—”

      “Isn’t Chorian the reef where you’re sending us?” I interjected.

      He nodded but kept plucking at the strings and crooning in lieu of a response.

      
        
        “Row-ho Chorian Reef.

        Row-ho surely you’ll die.

        Row-ho guardians three.

        Raised from the grave, enslaved for all time.”

      

      

      I regretted taking the first watch. But I wouldn't have been able to sleep through the caterwauling, anyway. I closed my eyes and pretended not to hear him. Maybe if he thought nobody was listening, he would wrap it up and go to bed.

      I hadn’t intended to drift off, but I did.
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      I dreamed I was on the Antigrall—or Retribution, I wasn’t sure which. But instead of sails, the ship had sprouted massive leaves. The sight of them made my stomach grumble, and the urge to ingest them was overwhelming. Because that’s what caterpillars do.

      Every time I started munching, Atri appeared and pecked me on the head.

      I finally crawled up the foremast, then spun a cocoon for myself. I’d just nestled up and gotten comfortable when Flancil appeared and commenced boxing on it like a heavy bag.

      Muffled shouts accompanied his assault. “Fuck you, you terramancer creep!”

      I tried to tell him I was not a terramancer, I was a caterpillar, but my lips wouldn’t work.

      He shouted again. “When I get out of here, I'm going to introduce some stone to your fucking face!” Ironically, it was not Flancil’s shouting, but the ping announcing a new party chat which finally dragged me from my sleep.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Sylas] Kyra, wake up. We’ve been had!

      

      

      My eyes fluttered open. The fire had burned low, and the faint glow from the coals illuminated the chamber. I attempted to sit up, only to find myself pinned to the ground. Tilting my head, I found a thick band of stone wrapped around my chest tightly enough to constrict my intake of breath. When I craned my neck, I found Sylas in the same predicament. His shoulders trembled, and his face twisted in a scowl.

      The hermit stood on the opposite side. A casting bar filled above his head. Another band of stone splintered the floorboards to wrap around Flancil’s legs.

      “What the fuck?”

      “’Bout time you woke up!” Flancil snapped.

      “Ah, you’re awake.” The hermit’s tone bordered on joyous, celebratory. He wore a wide, crazy grin while he admired his handiwork. He’d quietly wrapped us up while we were sleeping. Now he could go around the circle and snuff us out.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “I could lie and say I was doing it for the reward. I suspect you’re the shade elf caster wanted for attacking a Bonchu peacekeeping force in Lau. And you, gnome…” He clasped his hands behind his back. “A monk in town offers a bounty for your head.”

      His information was outdated since we’d turned that monk into crow food in an alley, but I figured it’d be best not to mention it as I had no idea how he knew about the Bonchu.

      “But when I weigh my options, it’s your quest I must consider most. Did you think I would tell you the location of the temple and let you go off to plunder it?”

      “Then why tell us about it at all?” I wondered aloud.

      “Don’t try to turn your manipulations on me, foul spawn! You are one of those newcomers I’ve heard about in town. The hideous murderers who rush the countryside of many continents in search of riches.”

      “Dammit!” I struggled to raise my arms, but they were pinned. “I should've known you were an evil bastard.”

      “Evil? Isn’t that a convenient interpretation? I serve balance. To ensure it, Solara creates instances to contain the Darkness that could serve the world. But you would go to my ancestors’ temple and destroy it?”

      I stopped struggling against my bonds when my Stamina bar blinked a warning. “I really just wanted to fix my ship.”

      “You fools do not even realize how you were being used. That much at least, the shadow priests understood. The only choice I have to make now is who do I turn your heads in to? Will I send them all to the Bonchu, or trust a filthy monk of the Light to pay me for the little one?”

      “Umm, Kyra.” Flancil squirmed as the last bit of stone solidified around him. “Now that you’re awake, I’m going to fuck this guy up. Might need some backup.”

      “What? How the hell am I going to—”

      The hermit looked down, but Flancil had already disappeared from his bindings.

      
        
        Flancil uses Whisper Step.

      

      

      The gnome reappeared on the terramancer’s flank, spun while dipping his body low, and brought his boot heel around to crack the hermit in the jaw. The caster’s head spun, and a tooth rattled to the floor beside me. When Flancil landed, he slipped his hands into his pockets. When they appeared again, his Holy Rollers encircled his knuckles.

      The hermit, recovered from his dazed state, spun to engage, but he caught a devastating blow right in his eye socket. Another punch struck the hermit’s gut, then another in his kidney. Then the earth rumbled, and a fist of stone erupted through the floor, knocking Flancil across the room.

      The terramancer turned, swiping the blood from his lip with the back of one hand. His shoulders rose and fell while he huffed. “That's the best you could do?”

      His forearms rippled as a casting bar filled. His muscles swelled, his skin took on a cracked earth texture, and white stones burst from his flesh to cover his body from shoulders to fingertips, from the nape of his neck to his waist.

      Flancil leaped across the room. A tinny crack sounded when his knuckles struck the spell caster’s rock-armored breastbone.

      Unfazed, the hermit lashed out with a powerful strike of stony fists to the monk’s chin, and Flancil’s eyes jiggled in their sockets as he staggered back to stumble against the hearth, almost tripping into the fire.

      “Kyra,” Sylas called out. “Do something.”

      Burst Pattern was my first thought. The success of the spell in its two recent uses almost demanded its deployment. But this was a terramancer, a caster who used earth magic to protect himself, bind others, and summon a rock golem as a sentry despite his low level.

      Flame Blast was too weak. Besides, despite its lack of a cool down, it cost 40 mana a pop. Not a great exchange rate. I wouldn’t get many off before he took me out, anyway. Then the sheer stupidity of it slapped me. All the tension, the stress of being restrained, had shut off my brain. Despite my calculations about spells, I’d forgotten the one thing I’d already done right.

      Dismissed my pet when it hid from the terramancer outside.

      I grinned. “Hey! You two! Cut the shit for a minute.”

      To my surprise, they their heads craned in my direction. “Torrence, I’m going to give you one chance to release us. We’ll part ways and pretend this never happened. If you refuse, I can only promise you one certainty.”

      “Oh, and what’s that, little miss?”

      “Your death.”

      The hermit cocked back his head and cackled so his voice echoed off the ceiling and filled the tiny hut. “Oh, how you—”

      I nodded at Flancil. The monk shot up, charged forward, the tackled the hermit. Despite the stony armor, our captor flew backward. The monk came up with a Flurry, connecting twice with either side of the hermit’s chin. Although he couldn’t rouse a Kidney Punch finisher with the Torrence laying supine, it was all the distraction I needed.

      Although my arm wouldn’t budge, I needed only bend my wrist to aim my palm toward the corner behind the conflict. A moment later, a fiery apparition appeared then solidified. Hunched over, arms bent at the elbows as his head whipped from side to side to gauge his surroundings, his gaze finally landed on me. His expression morphed into slit angles, then the fire surrounding him intensified.

      I spoke one word. “Kill.”

      My pet leapt into action without his traditional response. In seconds, his claws tore at the terramancer’s cheeks. Secondary distraction in place, I maneuvered my other captured hand to point toward Sylas. I focused on the bindings surrounding him, then on the words from my spell book.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

      

      

      A deafening explosion caused a cloud of dust to fill the chamber. As it dissipated, Sylas’s form burst out of the cloud, rapier in hand.

      The shit is on, now.

      When my tank stepped toward me, I shook my head with fury. “No! Kill!” I cocked my head toward the hermit. While it occurred I’d just given him the same command I’d used to spur my pet into action, Sylas didn’t seem to notice. Or care. But I made a mental note to be less of a bitch, even in the throes of combat.

      Torrence bench pressed Flancil then tossed him off to one side, but by the time the hermit got to his feet, Sylas attacked, and the terramancer stumbled into the corner where he blocked incoming strikes with his rocky forearms. Rogul readied a fire spell. Flancil came at him from the other side, but our enemy ducked beneath an incoming slice of Sylas’s rapier. He scurried out the door.

      “Go, I'll get myself out!”

      They didn’t need to be told twice. The trio shot into the open night.

      I set the orange reticle for my targeted spell on the stone strap covering my chest. The energy for the spell funneled through the palms of my hands. Shrapnel flew, the stone band cracked, then I strained to push its considerable weight aside as rubble rained down around me. When I’d muscled my way free and rolled to my feet, the lack of circulation to my legs brought me up short. I tumbled, coughing in the dust, then crawled on all fours toward the door and the muffled sounds of battle.

      I emerged just in time to see the golem’s boulders assemble, then rise up to full height.

      Flancil and Sylas fought on either side of the hermit. Gashes bled on their arms and legs.

      Rogul unleashed a volley of fireballs at the golem, then took off down the hill. The boulder anchoring the rock sentry spun, then it pursued.

      With Torrence’s back turned to his creation, he never saw it go. If he realized it too soon, he’d call it back, so I rushed to take up position in his line of sight. Although melee range wasn’t usually a caster’s jam, I sped forward, waited for an opening, then lay a fiery hand upon his neck.

      The hermit howled as his flesh singed, but I was ready for any wrath he turned my way. It was too important to keep his pet at bay, and mine was kiting it like a champ. So I dug in, channeled the spell, mana flowing from its bar be damned. To my utter surprise, the glow penetrating beneath his skin crept beneath the rocky material covering his chest, and the shell began to crack. When the orange glow shone through crevices near his waist, I called out to the gnome, who stood behind Torrence. “Flancil,  how about a Kidney Punch?”

      The monk drew back his fist, twisted at the hips, then unleashed the strike like a catapult sending a massive stone into a city wall. The armor shattered. The terramancer cried out. He threw a back kick that struck Flancil’s belly. But when the gnome dipped to favor the offended area, Sylas slid his sword into the soft flesh underneath his target’s armpit. The next howl came louder, and the golem chasing my pet through the woods stopped its pursuit, wheeled as if to face uphill, then rolled toward us.

      “We need to finish this, guys!”

      In a last ditch effort to survive until his giant minion arrived, Torrence threw out one glowing hand. A line of molten material raised from the ground and wrapped around his palm. He cracked it like a whip. It writhed and moved on its own as he flung it out to keep my melee party at bay.

      A remedy popped to mind for his determined focus with that whip. After taking two giant, lumbering steps backward, I pressed the tips of my fingers against either temple, and let go a Psionic Blast aimed for the back of the hermit’s head. His skull slammed forward so his chin struck his chest. After the whiplash, his weapon tumbled to the ground, and he stumbled around in confusion.

      Flancil raced in and delivered a Knife Hand to his neck, stacking the stun effect.

      Fucking brilliant.

      But the golem had closed. I noticed too late to shout a warning. The rocky monster readied to strike Flancil from behind with a massive fist. As much as I hated to be repetitive, the sight of the stony bastard’s textured body was all the answer I needed.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      The effect was twofold. The shrapnel blew apart the lower half of the golem’s body, sending it careening forward to slam on the ground. Then the debris tore through its master’s chest, sending bloody, glowing projectiles out a hole in his back.

      I fell onto Torrence, driving my knees into his stomach. With one hand clutched around his throat, I reached for my wand. The terramancer’s wild gaze locked onto me—more like he peered through me. My hand glowed, then his flesh began to sear. When he opened his mouth to scream, I slammed the wand inside and fired.

      Old-fucking-reliable.

      His eyes flashed a final time, his legs kicked violently, then he lay still.

      “Sing now, you fucking prick!”

      
        
        You have killed Terramancer Torrence.

        1245 XP

      

      

      “Brutal…” Flancil bent over and punched the roasted head. “Man, you really know how to finish a guy off, even with a low level wand. Remind me not to piss you off.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded and pushed myself off of his chest.

      Sylas caught my arm. He helped steady me when I reached my feet, then looked between me and Flancil. “This was… better than he deserved.” He spat on the smoking body. “Treacherous prick.”

      Flancil nodded, then cocked his head toward the hut. “I’m going to see if there’s any tea left.”

      The next moment signaled a change to my life in Enora when Sylas, beaming, clapped his palms together then rubbed them furiously. “Can I loot him?”

      I had him now.
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      Sylas handed the contents of the terramancer’s coin purse to me, and I eyed them in confusion. “Where does a hermit get 637 gold?”

      He shrugged. “Does seem significant. Perhaps he killed people here and stole from them.”

      I reminisced about the sequence of events, and something Torrence had said stuck out. “Remember when he said there were bounties on our heads? The monks and the Bonchu?”

      “Who gives two rats what the Bonchu do?”

      “Right. I get it. But if we’re collecting bounties—in the negative sense—it could come back to bite us.” I eyed the coin purse Sylas dropped next to the hermit. “What say we don’t open ourselves up to another one?”

      “Because we killed the hermit? And the vendor? You think the townspeople will…” He ruminated, then nodded. “Okay, how?”

      With one hand unfolded, I focused on my inventory. A bunch of gold coins appeared. I tucked them into the pouch, then tied it to Torrence’s belt. “Do you think 37 gold is a realistic amount for a hermit?”

      He shrugged. “It’s still more than I’d expect.”

      “Good. Now no one can say we robbed him.”

      “Ah.” He slapped my shoulder. “Good thinking. But what if they rob him and blame it on us.”

      A frown creased my lips. “I can’t control every goddamned thing.”

      Torrence’s horned caster helmet turned out to be more decorative than useful, which was good because I wouldn’t be forced to wear that stupid getup. But we found real loot inside the hut.

      It seemed the hermit’s recent trip to town had been for some serious stockpiling. Sacks piled against the walls held all sorts of foodstuffs. There were fruits and veggies, loaves of bread, dried meats, and cured fish.

      I inspected a few.

      
        
        Dried Plum x 15

        Type: Food

        Effect: +10 Constitution

        Duration: 1 hour

      

      

      Those went to Sylas, along with some deer meat with similar properties. Although none of it was tailored toward someone with Dexterity as a primary attribute, Flancil didn’t seem too disappointed. For my part, the motherlode.

      
        
        Muckleberry x 10

        Type: Food

        Effect: +15 Intelligence

        Duration: 30 Minutes

      

        

      
        Roasted Almonds

        Effect: +17 Wisdom

        Duration: 1 hour

      

      

      “We can’t carry it all,” Flancil said through a mouthful of bread, while stuffing oranges into his pockets.

      “Not without drawing a lot of attention to ourselves. He said the townsfolk didn’t like him. But the dockmaster directed us to him. It’s like you said, we don’t want anyone thinking we murdered their hermit and stole his shit.” I tapped my lips. “They’ll probably think it anyway when they see the vendor. Hopefully the dagger next to his body will make them think twice, but I doubt it. People don’t like strangers, especially when shit goes down. But the one respite we have is time.”

      “How’s that?” the gnome asked.

      “Because the hermit might be a skeleton by the time anyone comes up here and stumbles on him. He was stocking up for winter. They probably won’t think anything of his absence for months.”

      Flancil grinned to reveal a mouthful of tiny teeth. “Devious. I love the way you think sometimes.”

      “Just practical.”

      We each stuffed a sack with as much food as it could hold, then distributed the remaining contents into a few so they appeared stuffed. After depositing the empty ones into my inventory to take with us, I inspected the mandolin I’d mistaken for a lute.

      
        
        Simple Mandolin

        Type: Instrument

        Slot: Both hands

        Quality: Common

        Durability: 14 of 30

      

        

      
        By equipping this instrument, you have discovered a new class!

        Bard

        Medium damage-dealers with short bows and crossbows, bards also wield musical instruments to both inflict damage on enemies and buff party and raid members.

        Role: DPS, utility

        Armor: Leather or chainmail

        Weapon: Short bows, crossbows, daggers

        Primary Attribute: Dexterity

        Secondary Attribute: Intellect

        Special Abilities: Song of Wisdom, Song of Intellect, Soothing Melody, Stanza of Strength, Hasty Melody + abilities learned every five levels.

        Ability Pool: Energy

        Spirit Ability: Must be learned through meditation. Unique per individual.

        Bard is an Advanced Combat Profession. In order to learn the bard class, you must meet the following criteria:

        1. Reach level 20.

        2. Learn the Woodsman starter class.

      

      

      I left the instrument. It wasn’t worth the weight. Beneath his blanket, I found a box. Inside sat a small rock and a curved blade attached to a short rod.

      It was an oval-shaped stone that looked a bit like some sea creature. I inspected it next.

      
        
        Companion Stone

        Use this rock in the water to receive your own sea-bound fighting pet.

      

      

      “Ha! Now I get it! The AI—goddess has a sense of humor.” I displayed the stone. “The pet rock is a companion stone.”

      Sylas’s forehead wrinkled. “What’s a companion stone? Does that mean you can summon another one of… us?”

      “I think our team just got a little bigger, but not that big, dude.”

      He winked his eyes in succession, then sniffed. “It is water bound.”

      “Beggars can’t be choosers. We fall in the water often enough.”

      “Indeed. Some good has come out of this night, to be sure.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      I tucked away the stone, then dipped back into the chest for the last item. Both teammates made an ooh noise as I pulled it out. The metal rod was smooth, and I couldn’t discern a single scratch. The curved blade attached to one end was equally pristine.

      
        
        Poison Scythe

        This glowing scythe poisons enemies on impact.

        Level 15

        Type: One-handed Scythe

        Slot: Main Hand

        Quality: Very Rare

        Durability: 100 of 100

        Melee Damage: 15–35

        +4 Intelligence

        +3 Wisdom

        While wielding this weapon, curses last 15% longer.

      

        

      
        By equipping this weapon, you have discovered a new starter class.

        Night Reaper

        Commonly hired as assassins for their stealthy, destructive tendencies, Night Reapers use spells, curses, and scythe attacks from the shadows to inflict damage. Using one-handed scythes as their primary weapons, Night Reapers can implement off-hand objects like magical orbs or dual-wield scythes.

        Possible Advanced Combat Professions upon reaching level 20:

        Necromancer

        Occultist

        Rogue

        Do you wish to change your class to Night Reaper?

      

      

      Rogul faded then blipped out of existence when I sent the affirmative to my interface. A wave of cold flooded up my legs, the hair on my neck stood on end, then a green aura bloomed around me.

      
        
        You are now a level 15 Night Reaper.

      

        

      
        You have learned the following spells:

        Blind

        Cast an ethereal blindfold over a single enemy’s eyes, reducing its attack accuracy and lowering its defense rating by 20%.

        Type: Spell

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cost: 65 Mana

        Range: 10 Yards

        Duration: 5 seconds

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

      

        

      
        Drain Essence

        Drain Essence from up to five enemies and heal yourself and your party.

        Type: Spell

        Cast Time: 3 seconds

        Cost: 35 Mana

        Range: 20 Yards

        Duration: 20 seconds

        Damage: 16–22 HP (scales with level)

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

        Additional Effect: Party members within 20 yards are healed for 50% of all damage inflicted

      

      

      Before reading the rest of the output, I called up my Spell tab and learned the simple hand gesture for Drain Essence. Since the global cool-down implemented when changing classes had expired while I read, my hand glowed green, purple tendrils surrounded it, then my skin absorbed them. The green aura surrounded my party members, though it wasn’t as bright as mine.

      
        
        Sylas is protected by Drain Essence.

        Duration: 20 seconds

        Flancil is protected by Drain Essence.

        Duration: 20 seconds

      

      

      “Holy shit!”

      “What did you do?” Flancil gasped, running one hand down the opposite arm as if to wipe the aura away.

      “Oh… does it feel weird?”

      “No. It just gives me the creeps.”

      “Hmm. Strange.” Sylas inspected me. “Congratulations. I think.”

      “Leads to… Necromancer?” Flancil put his hands on his hips. “You’d better be careful, Kyra. There’s shadow magic, and then there’s… well, shadier shit.”

      “I will be myself no matter what class I choose.” I rapped a few knuckles against the top of his skull. “Absorb my meaning.”

      Sylas nodded. “It’s all in what you do with it. That bastard Da’mun was a Monk of the Light. Holy lot of goodness he projected.”

      Flancil pinched his chin and cocked his head to one side while he contemplated. “Okay, I guess that’s fair. What’s this aura do?”

      When the grin spread my features, I made sure to show as many teeth as possible, even if it did make me look crazy. “Heals you for fifty-percent of the health I drain from all enemies within twenty freaking yards is all!”

      Sylas went analytical. “How much damage per second?”

      I loved how he was starting to pay attention to these things. “Twenty-six points. Which means, if we have five enemies within twenty yards, you guys would heal for a minimum of 40 HP per second, and a max of”—I looked up and calculated—“holy crap. Fifty-five HP per second.”

      “Damn, Kyra.” Flancil scooted in beside me and threw an arm around my waist. “You’re a healer, now!”

      I squinted down at him. “I don’t know about all that, but this is pretty badass.”

      Sylas shook his head in derision. “This won’t do.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because it will make you a target. I have noticed how Flancil’s healing abilities lower my threat on the aggro table you had me nestle in the corner of my interface. This sounds like yours would be more powerful.”

      I craned my head forward and curved my spine in a slow, affirmative gesture. “True, but you’re forgetting a key proposition.”

      “Hmm?” That eyebrow cocked again.

      “I would know when to use it.”

      Flancil coughed a laugh. “Not that you’re full of yourself or anything.”

      “Think about it, Flan, baby. You top off Sylas at the beginning of a fight with your HOT spell. He gains aggro by taunting then slicing enemy faces. By the time he’s locked them in, and when we start losing health, I drop the aura. If I see myself climbing the aggro chart, I stop attacking and let the aura do its thing. It’s about sustainability. You get me?”

      “Hmm. That does sound interesting. You know what else?”

      My turn to cock an eyebrow.

      “It’ll also preserve my mana. He might not need another weak-ass HOT spell, and the burst healing from Devout Fisticuffs would be situational. I might not have to use it at all during some encounters.”

      “Exactumundo.”

      “I’m not going to ask.”

      “Good. It’s just a stupid word. Or non-word. Whatever.”

      Sylas nudged me with one elbow. “What else can you do?”

      “Let’s see…”

      
        
        Reverse Slice

        Spin counterclockwise and bring your blade around to slice an enemy from behind.

        Type: Melee attack

        Damage: 18–26

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cost: 30 Stamina

        Cooldown: 8 seconds

        Requires Rear Positioning

      

        

      
        Leg Hook

        Dip low and slice into your enemy’s Achilles tendon, then sweep upward to take them down.

        Type: Melee attack

        Damage: 22-30

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cost: 45 Stamina

        Cooldown: 5 seconds

        Requires flanking or front positioning.

        Random Additional Effects:

        Bleed

        Poison

        Stun

        Additional strikes can be learned in combat. Experiment to unlock more devastating attacks!

      

      

      “Looks like a couple Stamina-based attacks. For all its worth, and I’m definitely not ungrateful, it only comes with two spells and two melee strikes. But it says I can learn more.” I described the abilities.

      Sylas folded his arms across his chest, then raised one pointer finger to tap it side to side as he made a flurry of points. “You can blind enemies. You can damage all enemies within twenty yards while healing your party. You can knock them off their feet while dealing damage, including poison and bleeding. Maybe even a stun. How many abilities do you need to be effective in combat?”

      Okay, so he had a point. “No argument. We’ll try it out and, if it doesn’t work, I’ll return to combustionist and pull out my pet.”

      “I forgot about Rogul,” Flancil said. “That’s definitely a downside.”

      Sylas dipped his chin. “Agreed. Hmm.” He rubbed his chin. “The Bonchu have many necromancers within their ranks. If you progress that far, it may help us infiltrate and strike at their leadership.”

      “That’s a lofty goal. Let’s focus on leveling and worry about raising the dead later. Baby steps.”

      I took another look at the skills the night reaper class granted. While my combustionist spells were grayed out, Inner illumination remained. I’d also have my martial arts skills like Double Leg Drop and Rising Knee Strike to fall back on, since they were agnostic. Hell, I could see how they’d be nice additions to my repertoire. I’d been fighting predominantly at range out of necessity. The new class was melee all the way.

      Flancil raised the corner of a wolf pelt. “What the…” He dragged it to one side and revealed a wooden trapdoor set into the stone floor. He hauled it open, and I cast Inner Illumination as I peered into the inky depths below. A rickety wooden ladder led down into an endless shaft.

      “Anyone else notice it isn’t a stone ladder?”

      “I will not be going down there.” Sylas turned up his nose. Go figure. Big bad tank who was scared of the dark. But he also didn’t have a spell to see down there.

      
        
        You have discovered a secret passage.

        174 XP

      

      

      A cold certainty washed over me. “This is our way back.”

      “No fighting wolves, then?” Flancil peered down at it. “I’m game.” He scanned the hut a final time. “Are we done here?”

      “Unless you wanna go back to sleep.”

      “I’ll never understand what you have against napping.”

      “Because you snooze while we do all the work on the ship.”

      Sylas sighed. “I’d rather traverse a dark mountain underpass than stand here listening to the two of you bicker.”

      Although we’d thoroughly tossed the place and stuffed all the best food into sacks, we left it looking as much like it did when we entered as possible.

      When I twisted one leg to set my foot on the ladder, Sylas clutched my arm around the crook of my elbow. He gave his breast plate two pounds with his fist. “I should go first.”

      I gave him some space, then started down behind him once I thought he’d reached the bottom. But the ladder proved much longer than we’d assumed. The first minute passed in silence, with only the soft creak of its rungs and whispered echoes of our breathing. Another minute passed, then another. I stopped climbing and peered down. Even with Inner Illumination, I still couldn’t see the bottom.

      Flancil’s high pitched voice reverberated in the darkness. “How high is this freaking mountain?”

      “Shh.” I waved my hand up at him. “Let’s not wake anything creeping around down there. And, Sylas, keep an eye out for traps when you reach the bottom. I wouldn't be surprised if that asshole left a couple nasty surprises for us.”

      When a flat clank was followed by another, I figured Sylas had reached the bottom. “Stay close to the ladder until we can get a lamp lit for you.”

      “I know, Captain.”

      I stepped off then called back up the ladder to Flancil, whose tiny legs made for a more difficult descent because of the spacing between rungs. “Just watch where you step.”

      Since we’d left the hatch above opened—maybe not the best idea if we were covering our tracks, in retrospect—the ambient light allowed my seeing spell to illuminate a wide and long chamber with jagged rock walls. Like all the rest I’d seen.

      Each bulkhead was lined with carvings—zigzagging serpents and robed lizard folk holding strange ornaments and bowing toward a central altar carved into the far wall. Probably the terramancer’s work. No matter where I adventured, the lizard-dudes kept popping up. In the temple cavern of the Undersands, on Foggy Vale, and now, in this passage beneath yet another mountain. If I’d had any doubt before, the new environment replaced it with the certainty that Enora made for serious continuity of storylines. I couldn’t help but wonder how a world that claimed no static quests would keep up that level of quality and ingenuity for millions of players.

      Not to mention the originality… each adventurer’s story quests would present a unique experience.

      Flancil wore the same impish expression as when he’d found a carved head of Necri’tes among a line of lizard statues on Foggy Vale Island.

      “Don't touch anything.” A persistent shiver ran up my spine. In a search for some modicum of comfort, I drew my wand and switched back to combustionist, then I summoned Rogul. Scanning the area, I spotted a couple torches set into iron fittings on the walls. I snagged one then tossed it to my tank. “Rogul?”

      Sylas held out one end, then my pet cast his channeled Torrent spell until it blazed. The way the torch cast shadows when he raised it high, the lizard men depicted seemed to creep along the walls. It was when I shivered again that I realized the source of my discomfort. Those same, scaly humanoids had set a trap that left me climbing up the walls of the underground temple blind. Hence, my insecurity about traps.

      Sylas’s shoulders trembled. “May Solara deliver us from this pit of despair.”

      “Let's see if we can help ourselves first. Cover your ears.”

      Setting the reticle on a carving of a horned figure towering over all the lizard folk, I let loose my latest combustionist go-to spell.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

      

      

      The symbol shattered. Bits of rock peppered our faces. When I looked up, the carving was gone. A dull green energy wafted from it before dispersing. Because of course it did.

      “Wow.” Flancil lowered his hands. “That was… righteous.” Flancil raised his hand. I high-fived it.

      My interface seemed to agree with his sentiment.

      
        
        The goddess approves of your destruction of Hokrahm’s image.

        +50 Light Points

        Current Rank: Good

        145/250

        Next Threshold: Light +/- 250

        Next Rank: Esteemed

      

      

      The chill washing over my body dissipated. Had the symbol of the dark dude been the cause of the shivers? When considering the green mist that appeared after I destroyed it, I suspected so. Invigorated by the change in climate, I swapped my class back to night reaper as we inspected the rest of the room. Rogul vanished.

      No matter how I scanned for doors, I couldn’t even find a crevice. The carvings wrapped all the way around the walls. I tapped the stone floor before me with my foot and inched forward. Sylas slithered up behind me, but I raised a hand.

      “Hold up. Just let me inspect it all first. I’m not taking chances down here.” I leaned a little closer, careful not to touch anything. “The last time I saw carvings like this, I got blinding powder sprayed in my face.”

      “Then perhaps you should not move your face near the wall.”

      “Brilliant deduction, Watson. Maybe we should’ve made you captain.”

      “I am sure your words would be clearer if you had something important to say. I have learned there’s little point in trying to understand your nonsense.”

      “That's what I like about you, Sylas. You skip the bullshit.”

      “Hey, what do you like about me?” Flancil chimed in.

      “I like your consistently calm, quiet demeanor.”

      “But I—oh. I see what you did there.”

      When I squinted into one carved snake eye for a couple seconds, it flashed red. I jumped back.

      
        
        You have located a trap.

        Your Discover Traps skill has reached rank 4.

      

      

      I finally realized why I hadn’t seen any recesses indicating doors when I gazed down at the floor in front of the snake carving. I pointed down at the outline of a potential pressure plate. “Don’t step there. Matter of fact, don't step near any of the serpent heads.”

      Flancil saluted. “Aye, Cap’n. Find a way out yet?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      The grooves I suspected to be trap levers appeared every five feet along the perimeter of the cavern. Each aligned to a snake head. Although one of the plates might open a door, determining which was near impossible when they all aligned the same way.

      One carving snatched my focus. A lizard person sat in a crouched pose that struck a pang of familiarity.

      I strained my mind until the image I sought flowed into my consciousness. The Undersands. The one that opened the door to the secret chamber where I’d been blinded. Although this one boasted no jewels like the other, the way it sat with its legs folded and the angle of its head was too uncanny to be a coincidence.

      I reached out, leaning over one of the pressure plates, then I set my palm against the lizard man’s. The stone slid inward. A muffled grinding of gears and sliding stone reverberated in the chamber. Dust rained from above as the walls surrounding us quivered. All of us peered upward, then the section of wall behind the statue rumbled backward, then it slid to the side, revealing a narrow stone hallway.

      The deja vu was creepy, but I dispelled it with a bit of humor. “Told you I’d find it. I'm an art lover.”

      Sylas crossed the threshold, then winced, and covered his face like he knew a trap was about to slice him in half. When nothing happened, he took another step and looked back.

      “Hey, looks like—”

      An ear-splitting screech burst from the passage as something detached from the ceiling to wrap around our companion. Then the door began to rumble back into place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18

        

      

    

    
      Flancil retreated two steps. I snatched him by the arm, then whipped him through, leaving myself just enough time to avoid being crushed. Then I realized my surcoat was snagged. I tugged but couldn’t break free of the door’s grasp. A sucking sound echoed from behind as I faced the stone construction that’d hemmed me to the wall.

      
        
        Corpseworm uses vampirism on Sylas.

        Sylas -21 HP

      

      

      
        
        Corpseworm

        +0 HP

      

      

      My robe twisted around me as I struggled, I leaned away from the snag, then put my weight into it. A loud shredding sound sunk my heart.

      
        
        Your robe is torn.

        Durability remaining: 7

      

      

      A pink, fleshy sack writhed on top of our human companion, like a body pillow come to life. Four hooked mandibles surrounded a gaping opening, which latched onto his head. Flancil set to punching the worm on its anterior, and red text indicating the inflicted damage floated toward the passage’s stone ceiling. Then the worm writhed and shoved its face harder against Sylas’s.

      
        
        Corpseworm uses vampirism on Sylas.

        Sylas -21 HP

      

      

      
        
        Corpseworm

        +10 HP

      

      

      Then I understood what I’d been seeing moments earlier, when the initial attack was accompanied by the notification that the corpseworm had received zero health. Vampirism returned a percentage of the damage inflicted to the worm, but it hadn’t taken any until after the initial attack, when Flancil dropped his combo on it. Two could play that game.

      The interface proved its extreme utility again when I sent the name of a new spell into the ether. It returned the HD image of a caster raking the air between itself and a green demon to demonstrate the motion.

      I spread my fingers like angry claws and imitated the gesture. Glowing filaments of green energy ripped out from where my digits sliced the air and wrapped themselves around the fleshy body of the creature. They constricted, then a pulse wave shot out in a radius.

      
        
        You cast Drain Essence.

      

      

      
        
        Corpseworm

        -16 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas +8 HP

      

      

      
        
        Corpseworm

        -16 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas +8 HP

      

      

      What a perfect first test for the damage-over-time, or DOT, spell. One cast, then the aura went to work for twenty seconds, damaging enemies while returning half the damage inflicted as health to me and my party mates.

      The corpseworm raised its slimy face to look my way, and I almost threw up in my mouth. Devoid of eyes, its white face consisted of a round set of lips with a bunch of hooked teeth lining the circle. It screeched again, then spewed out a stomach full of bile. I dipped to one side, avoiding it easily.

      Flancil unloaded another combo, finishing with a Kidney Punch that scored a critical hit.

      
        
        Flancil has defeated a level 17 Corpseworm.

        +25% XP bonus for first kill of a Corpseworm.

        +1074 XP

      

      

      “Nice!” I eyed the readout a second time. “Level seventeen? That’s a lot of XP!”

      “Yeah, just peachy!” Sylas barked. “Get this slimy maggot off me!”

      Flancil kicked at the worm’s corpse so it rolled off our tank. Once the former fisherman got to his feet, I raised my hand to sweep away some of the bile from his breast plate. Then I cringed and decided against it.

      A screech rang out from the ceiling by the door. Then another.

      “You wanted something small to fight. Shall we test these new abilities?” Sylas raised his torch toward the ceiling.

      Dozens of holes loomed over our heads, and even more along the tunnel. More screeches joined the first two as a chorus of shrieking sounds filled the hallway.

      “As much as I’d love the XP killing squishies, there might be too many. Let’s run for safer ground before they hem us in.”

      Flancil was already up and moving. “No complaints here.”

      “Come on.” I tugged Sylas’s sleeve as the worms began to thump to the ground behind us like long sacks. There was a stomach-turning scraping sound as they wriggled down the tunnel at our backs.

      “Fuck, they're moving.” Although I could’ve dodged and run around the speed-challenged gnome, I pushed Flancil onward. When I peered over my shoulder, I found find Sylas swinging his sword while pedaling backward, buying us time. But as the tunnel became a narrow tube ahead, worries about the tank’s claustrophobic tendencies pricked my brain.

      He’d just have to get over it.

      A worm wiggled out of the ceiling and landed in front of us. It reared up like a cobra. But Sylas, having deterred the worms behind us long enough to buy some time, slipped around me, then jumped over the gnome. Shoulder lowered, he slammed into the creature.

      
        
        Sylas shoulder checks a Corpseworm.

      

      

      
        
        -22 HP

        Corpseworm is stunned.

      

      

      
        
        Sylas has discovered a new combat skill!

        Shoulder Charge

        Level 12

        Burst forth five yards and knock back up to three enemies, increasing animosity by 10%.

        Type: Combat skill

        Cost: 10 Stamina

        Damage: 15 per target

        Cool-down: 30 seconds

        Additional Effects: Stun

        Duration: 3 seconds

        Animosity increased by 10%.

      

      

      We hopped over the worm, then pressed on.

      A glance over one shoulder revealed the worms folding themselves in half, launching about ten feet at a time, then repeating the motion. I couldn’t say it defied physics, but it was close. When I faced front again, I could hear their dry fleshy bodies rasping against the stone and slithering over one another. Their screeching and the chittering of their little mandibles echoed in the tunnel.

      More plopped down in front of us. Flancil ducked and dodged. Sylas stunned another. One worm latched onto my boot but lost its grip when I pinned it to the wall with one long stride before scraping it off.

      “Up ahead!” Flancil shouted.

      I pumped my legs, leapt over another wriggling body, and pushed on. My breath hitched as my stamina bar flashed. When I glanced up at it, I crashed into a thick wall of leaves and vines. Blood trickled down my neck. Great. A nest of thorns. Something grabbed my leg. I twisted but couldn’t free myself. Then a hand plunged through the vines, snatched my robe, and yanked me through.

      Sylas pulled me free of the wall of vines and thorns, dragged me back so I stumbled, then steadied me on my feet. We stood on a patch of lush, dew-covered meadow grass. One of the two moons hung in the sky. The mountain loomed in front of us, and the forest pressed in on all sides of the little clearing.

      I could still hear shrieking and flinched when the first of the worms wriggled halfway through the vines.

      “Let’s go!” Sylas yelled.

      But I had other plans. “Guys, that’s a lot of XP tangling itself in there. I thrust a finger toward the vines, noting how they sliced open the milky white, ribbed flesh along their bodies.

      With a global cooldown in play if I switched to combustionist, I needed an alternative to fire.

      Or maybe not.

      I pulled out my wand. Drawing it back, I pushed it through the air and sent a fireball into the vines. Then another. Flames caught in the dry foliage, so I fired until I’d used up all its charges.

      A sizzling sound filled the air, then a muffled pop. One of the worms exploded as it was engulfed by fire. Still, more squeezed through, the stupid creatures determined to have us for their pre-dawn meal. I was happy to watch them burn.

      
        
        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        755 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        745 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        737 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        787 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        734 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        773 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        729 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        744 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        741XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        756 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        762 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        744 XP

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        You have reached level 17!

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

        You have received three attribute points.

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell:

        Ghost Scythe

        Call down an ethereal scythe to slice through groups of enemies

        Type: Spell

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cost: 15 Mana

        Range: 15 Yards

        Wind Damage: 15–37

        Cooldown: 5 seconds

      

        

      
        Sylas has reached level 15!

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

        Sylas has received four elective attribute points to spend.

      

        

      
        Sylas has learned a new combat skill!

        Kneecap

        Kick an enemy’s knee to dislodge their kneecap and slow their movement speed.

        Type: Combat skill

        Cost: 9 Stamina

        Damage: 17–24

        Cool-down: 30 seconds

        Additional effect: Movement speed slowed by 50%

        Duration 7 seconds

      

        

      
        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        755 XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        783 XP

      

        

      
        Flancil has reached level 15!

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Flancil has received four elective attribute points.

      

        

      
        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        791XP

        You have killed a Corpseworm.

        748 XP

      

      

      When I turned, both party members gaped in awe as the music faded and the light drifted skyward.

      The air was sweet—even sweeter considering we’d all just ranked up—and I could hear the crash of waves in the distance. My map revealed we were just a short distance outside of town, on the other side of some abandoned shipyards.

      Talk about a shortcut!

      “May all that breathe on this mountain shrivel up and die.” Sylas spat and picked up the torch he’d dropped before heading into the trees behind Flancil.

      My sentiments exactly.

      But our moods were high as we hacked our way through the forest and back to town.
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      It made sense that abandoned shipyards would have the air of a graveyard, but they provided quiet respite for me to distribute attribute points. It was time for me to consider my mana regeneration rate, so I dropped all three of mine into Wisdom. Our trip up and down the mountain, especially the fight against the hermit and his stony minion, indicated that Sylas’s current distribution of points was working for the team, so I split his between Constitution and Strength. Flancil hadn’t experienced any near-death moments, so I dropped all four into Dexterity to increase his DPS.

      The interface text blurred then faded away as I took in my surroundings. Half-finished, dilapidated boats tilted, looming like spooky shadow giants in the moonlight. Many had been crafted in an older style, like the dhow we’d crashed against the rocks off the shore of Foggy Vale. Interspersed among the ghostly visages were low shrubs and overgrown weeds. A giant pine sprouted from the middle of one boat, causing me to wonder just how long ago it’d been built, and how the wood hadn’t rotted by now.

      The gamer in me wanted nothing more than to break inside them and dig around for some loot. I might find a replacement anchor if I was lucky, but lugging it back through town seemed impractical at best. But I had no reason to believe the people of this town would leave valuables lying out in their ancient shipyard. To judge by the overgrowth, I doubted anyone visited the giant wooden corpses.

      Small clapboard buildings marked the edge of the yard—old shipwrights’ structures or supply sheds. We passed through a pair of rundown gates and followed a dirt alley to the main thoroughfare. The lamps of ships at anchor in the harbor peeked through a thin fog.

      Most of the shops were shuttered for the night, but cheerful music and the smell of ale floated through a few open tavern doors. We dodged a couple of drunks, then passed by a young guy with a sash over one shoulder and a sword on his belt.

      Some kind of guard?

      He glared but didn't give us any trouble. When we passed the shop with the dead proprietor, nothing seemed out of place. No crowd. No town guards. Maybe we’d gotten lucky.

      The cozy interiors and tantalizing aroma of some kind of curry beckoned to my tired body, but for once the temptation proved easy to resist. All I wanted was to board my own ship and sleep on the calm rocking sea. I was beginning to understand the ocean’s calling to Sylas—not to mention his anxiety over docking in port towns like this one.

      Despite the hazards of high waves and storms, we enjoyed more control on the water than we ever could on hard soil. Maybe I was becoming less of a landlubber.

      One shop caught my eye. I tugged on the ruffles of Sylas's shirt. A lantern hanging just outside the door was fashioned in the shape of a glass bottle. Colorful smoke swirled then drifted from the top.

      “Alchemy,” said Sylas. “Some of that hermit’s gold might be well spent on a healing potion or two.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more. “Slight detour, then.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Let’s try not to kill anyone, ’ey?”

      Flancil grumbled something about my being the one who killed the last guy.

      Although I wouldn’t have expected a shop to be open at the ungodly hour of the morning, I peered inside through a window cut in the door as I gently rapped on its glass. When no answer came, I went to the larger window to one side, cupped both hands against it—as if that would have any effect in the dark—then scanned the interior.

      A woman sat at the counter. Her head rested on her hands, and her shoulders rose and fell in at an even, elongated tempo. Locked cupboards lined two walls. A bare table sat in the center, and a curtain covered a doorway to the back room. Her head shot up as I rapped the window, and she blinked.

      She hustled around the counter, bumped her hip, blurted words I couldn’t make out, then righted herself. The lock threw with a muffled clank, then the door swung open.

      Though most of her hair was tied back in a silvery bun, a few frizzled strands sprouted in random directions as her puffy eyes peered out at us.

      “A shade elf?” She shifted her gaze. “A gnome? Am I dreaming? How late is it?” Her eyes shifted up and to the right, likely checking her interface. “Most of those still awake this time of night won’t visit until they’re seeking the cures for their incessant boozing tomorrow.” She flashed a crooked smile. “Although I have been known to have a horny wanderer with a maiden in tow come for a stimulating elixir to keep them going until sunrise.”

      I returned a practiced smile I’d used on many a douchebag in my life.

      A pair of goggles jiggled around her neck when she stepped out of the doorway and swept an arm to indicate we should enter. A leather apron suggested she’d been crafting before her nap. I wondered if she always slept at her counter.

      “What do you have here?” I asked.

      “What don’t I?”

      Ugh. Can’t I just get an inventory list?

      “How about some healing potions for starters. Maybe mana?”

      “What alchemist doesn’t have that?” She paced down the aisle, and I fell in behind her. “The prices increase with effectiveness.”

      “As I’d expect.”

      She glared at each of us—a warning—then snatched a ring of keys off of the counter before disappearing into the back. When she returned, she carried a hulking tray loaded with bottles and vials of varying sizes.

      There were three different strengths of healing and two different mana potions. Although I still didn’t have a command of prices in Enora, even less the port, Sylas’s overactive eyebrow led me to believe the offerings weren’t cheap. But I didn’t skimp on survivability, especially when planning an undersea adventure.

      I inspected them after she handed them over.

      
        
        Healing Potion

        5 gold

        Mana Potion

        7 gold

      

      

      “I think that’s all I can afford for now. Unless… could I get a discount for buying in bulk?”

      “I’ll take a silver off for each pair.”

      “One silver?”

      “Naval vessels procure them by the crate full.”

      I suppressed a sigh. “Fine.”

      I handed over the money.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have learned a new Occupational Skill:

        Negotiation

        Your negotiation skill is rank 1.

        Bonus for unlocking the Negotiation skill:

        +1 Charisma

        Increase this attribute to get a negotiating bonus with vendors across Enora.

      

      

      Which brought my Charisma to a whopping two.

      All told, we spent 34 gold. I could’ve afforded more, and I’d obviously gotten the worse end of the deal, but I liked having a surplus of gold. At the end of the exchange, I still had 633 gold, 37 silver, and 44 copper. I made a mental note on my journal’s scratchpad.

      
        
        Work on negotiations, boost Charisma. Maybe show a little more cleavage with the male proprietors.

      

      

      I’d take any edge I could get if it meant haggling for better prices.

      Considering the foodstuffs we’d lifted off the hermit and the potions, we were stocked for the moment.

      “Will that be all then?” The woman clutched her keys and looked toward the door. Probably ready to close up.

      “What about water breathing?” Sylas asked. “We will need it where we’re going.”

      My fingers went to my temples as I chided myself. Water-breathing was common place in VMMORPGs, and we were about to dive to some underground temple. How had I thought we’d survive? Good on Sylas.

      The woman nodded, carried the potions into the back, then emerged with another box. “These will allow you to breathe water for twenty minutes.”

      “How much are they?”

      “10 gold each, my dear.”

      “Ouch.”

      After sharing a look with me, Flancil rolled his eyes then stepped up to the counter “Here, sweetheart.” He plunked down a handful of coins. “Make it six.”

      “Geez, Flancil, how much do you have squirreled away in those pockets of yours?”

      “I’m just a few silver shy of mind your own fucking business. I took this from the monks. Don’t act like I haven’t been handing over coin for the shared purse.”

      “Okay, okay.” I wagged my hands in a defensive gesture. “Fine. Thank you.”

      “You're welcome. Now you owe me.”

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] What, immortality isn’t enough?

        [Flancil:] That was two days ago. You gonna hold it over me forever?

      

      

      He flashed a wry grin then swept up the potions.

      
        
        Elixir of Water Breathing

        Allows the imbiber to breathe underwater for twenty minutes.

      

      

      “You’d better be going now.” The vendor swooped out from behind the counter. She ushered us to the door like a nanny herding children toward a back yard. “The hour is late, and I must be closing.”

      “Well, I’m glad we found you.”

      “Save your sweet talk for next time, dearie. Now don’t let the door hit ya on the way out.”

      The door slammed shut. A click sounded as she locked it behind us. I inspected my inventory once more to make sure all the potions were accounted for, then distributed a healing potion to Sylas and a mana to Flancil. The others remained stashed. I let Flancil hang onto the water breathing potions, since he’d paid for them.

      “That was very kind of you to pick up the tab for the elixirs.”

      “It wasn’t for you, anyway.” He blushed and turned away. “I just want to get the ship purged is all. Whatever it takes.”

      Which I suspected wasn’t just because he wanted to survive long enough to get to Bonchuria and sell his daggers.

      But I’d play along. “I get it.” I clapped him on the back. “I don’t like Atri chasing ghosts all day, either.”

      “She’s a ghost. After living in a box for goddess-knows how long, I doubt she tires of the salt air.” Sylas brushed past and pushed toward the docks. “Now. let us get back to sea so we might rest.”

      “No objections here.”

      We returned to the main street. The moonlit docks became clearer against the thin fog.

      “Hello there?” someone called. “Excuse me?”

      I peered around for the source and spied a sliver of light on one side of a cracked door. It swung open, then a woman scurried out in a pale cotton nightgown carrying a candle. She was tall, young, and pretty despite sharp features. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was awake.

      “What is it?” Sylas grumped. He was a real people person.

      I elbowed him. “Hi. Can we help you?”

      “I saw what you did today. In the alley. Your fight with the monk.”

      “Okay…”

      “Three adventurers, I thought. If you seek experience, then you might entertain my request.”

      “Depends on the ask.”

      “Do you know the old shipyards beyond town?”

      “We just passed through them.”

      “There are hyenas that live there under the unfinished ships.”

      And that was what my curiosity would’ve gotten me if I’d gone fishing around.

      “They escaped from a trade vessel years back. This species has a gland used to flavor soups. I’m a cook, you see. Such a dish wouldn’t just bring sailors to my table, but their captains as well.”

      Well, I’d be damned. A good old fashioned hunting quest.

      “Oh!” Flancil bellowed. “I get it.” He nudged Sylas’s elbow, then took on the air of a teacher speaking to a particularly underdeveloped mind. “She’d like us to hunt down some hyenas and bring them back to her for a reward.”

      Sylas rolled his eyes and cuffed the gnome on the side of the head.

      Flancil grinned then chuckled.

      “Nighttime is when the breed sleeps. They dig down into the soil beneath the ship and curl up. You could have an easy time of it.”

      “Burrowing nocturnal hyenas, huh?”

      “I promise to make it worth your while.”

      
        
        You have been offered a quest.

        Game Glands

        Harvest the glands from six Den Hyenas, then return them to Chelsee.

        Rewards:

        2 Gold

        +100 Reputation with Wasterwell Port

        521 XP

      

      

      “Oh.” I scanned the quest, noting the XP reward at the bottom. “Well, when you put it that way—”

      Sylas cut me off.

      “Sorry, ma’am. But we’re on a time table.”

      “Wait a sec—”

      Flancil nudged me and stepped in the way.

      
        
        Party Chat

        {Sylas:] Consider the XP we just received for killing worms. Five-hundred twenty-one is nothing.

      

      

      “Yup. Sorry ma’am.” He grabbed me by the hand then tugged me away, leaving the poor lady standing there in her nightgown.

      When we were out of ear shot, I sneered. “What the hell? When did you start making the decisions?”

      “Levels will come, Cap’n. But you’ve got the dullest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Sylas sighed. Flancil trudged behind us. It seemed I was the only one who was missing… whatever I was missing.

      “What?”

      “Cast a glance over your left shoulder. See the portly woman?”

      I glanced back and spied another feminine-shaped shadow leaning in the door of a tavern. Arms crossed over a significant bosom, she appeared to be minding her own business.

      “Yeah?”

      “Now, look past her. Spy you three men milling around the corner of that building, doing absolutely nothing?”

      “Yeah? Drunks maybe?”

      “Our quest would’ve carried us right past them, but this time heading out of town. Ambush. They’d have followed us, and I guarantee there are more lying in wait. Oldest trick in the book. They eyed our levels, word passed that we’d been going to visit the hermit. Then they saw us come out of the shipyard, and what’s the inference?”

      I shrugged.

      “That we’d feel safe returning to where we’d already crossed without incident. The shipyard. The very quiet shipyard. We survived the hermit, and now they want to loot us.” He wagged a finger. “Your hunger to rush things is going to get us robbed.”

      I shook my head. “Right. Or they’re seeking the bounty on our heads.”

      “Or that.” Flancil agreed.

      I glanced back to find the three men jabbering with the woman. Two more came from behind a building on the other side of the street. One pointed in our direction.

      “See.” Sylas paused beside me.

      “I count seven in all, but they’re out of analysis range. Good enough. Let’s get the fuck out.
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      They closed as we approached the docks, and a quick glance over one shoulder revealed they carried weapons in the open now. And why not? It was four in the morning local time. People crowded in from either side as the procession swelled. I counted six new villagers, and more flooding out of the alleys. A tavern’s door shut then bolted when we passed.

      I eyed the distant bobbing of the Retribution, bobbing in the harbor. If we sprinted, we might have reached the water before they caught up. But the boat would need to be untied and cast off.

      “Flancil, run ahead and untie us. Sylas and I will hold them back.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      But two figures stepped out from the last building before the docks, blocking our path. I recognized one as the dockmaster, Povus.

      He held a blunderbuss in his arms across his chest. Beside him stood a muscled woman duel-wielding a pair of cutlasses. Her hair was shaved so only a topknot remained, and an X-shaped scar crossed one side of her face where her eye had been cut out.

      The silvery blades brought the suspicion that, unlike the rest of the dock workers, she was well above level five. I addressed the dockmaster.

      “Povus, buddy.” Flancil said. “I guess I’m not surprised. But I am disappointed.”

      The dock master eyed the gnome, then turned his gaze on me to answer. An insult if ever I’d seen one. “Sorry, lass, but you do what you have to do. I’m afraid your fees won’t cover the degree of trouble you’ve brought to this port. We found Draylin’s body in his shop, you see.”

      The crowd reached us, and we found ourselves in the center of a tight circle of townsfolk carrying clubs, knives, and rusty swords. The woman with the scar kept my rapt attention, but there were many others. A few teetered unevenly on their feet, like they’d come from the taverns, roiling for a fight.

      Sylas’s back pressed up against mine. “I count twenty.”

      Flancil’s back pressed up against our hips. “I can cut that down to a dozen real quick.”

      I moaned. “Next time, remind me nothing good happens in small towns.”

      Boots scuffed cobblestones as the villagers behind me inched forward, constricting the circle.

      Flancil cracked his knuckles, reached into his pocket, and slipped on his fist weapon.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil:] What’s the plan, Captain?

        [Kyra:] Fuck if I know. Watch my back. Try to keep your entrails on the inside.

      

      

      Metal whistled against leather as Sylas withdrew his rapier. For whatever effect it might have, I stretched out one hand toward the woman with the missing eye and dual-cutlasses, then focused on my inventory. A moment later, my Poison Scythe popped into my grasp. If I’d had my druthers, I would’ve switched to combustionist about thirty seconds before and brought out Rogul. I sure could’ve used him. But these assholes could attack any second, and it wasn’t worth risking.

      Povus drew back the hammer of his blunderbuss with a resonant click. Then the whistling song of metal as the fighter slid her cutlasses together brought a fiery red glow stretching from hilts to tips.

      A higher pitched whistle came on the air, screeching as a flaming light shot in from the dockside. It homed in on its target, then flashed with impact as dockmaster Povus burst into flames and collapsed.

      Looks like karma to me, motherfucker.

      But who was helping us? Or had some amateur hit the wrong target?

      The dual-wielder turned, then ducked as another flaming projectile sailed past. It thumped into the chest of a man holding a pitchfork, and the flames engulfed his upper body. His farming tool clattered to the ground, then he sped toward the waterfront, screaming for his life.

      “What was that?” Flancil hissed.

      “Doesn’t matter! Use it!”

      I pushed a wave of shadow magic into my new weapon and twirled it over my head. A green slash split the night air, and a glowing energy spun outward from my blade, twisting like a boomerang through the circle of enemies.

      
        
        You cast Ghost Scythe.

      

      

      Three townsfolk threw themselves to the ground. One was too slow, and it caught him just above the eye, opening his skull so bits of bone flooded out on a river of blood like a can of baked beans. The swordswoman crossed her cutlasses, then swept them apart to knock back my ethereal scythe.

      
        
        You have killed an Unknown Dockworker.

        127 XP

      

      

      Hmph. Must have been level one.

      Flancil vaulted into the crowd, knocking one of the townsfolk unconscious with a vicious uppercut, then Whisper Stepping behind a second to clock him on the back of the head. Sylas jabbed and parried behind me, facing down one of the fighters with the rusty swords and a few drunks who’d been dumb enough to come at us bare-fisted. My interface reported he was making good use of his Cross Slash skill.

      I blinked at the swordswoman as she dragged her swords together again. Another pulse of fire ran up the edge of her blades as I analyzed.

      
        
        Kumii Serra

        Bounty Hunter

        Level 20 Blade Master

        Strength: 17

        Dexterity: 11

        Intelligence: 5

        Wisdom: 2

        Constitution: 29*

        Charisma: 11

        *This attribute has been increased by labor and other exercises.

      

      

      Bounty Hunter. Interesting.

      And then there was the level.

      Doesn't matter if everyone else is level five or under. We are still fucked.

      The blade master charged, and I was grateful to have a real weapon again. I parried her first strike with my scythe and ducked the second. The third caught me in the shoulder.

      
        
        Kumii Serra lacerates you.

        -47 HP

        -12 HP (burn)

        -11 HP (burn)

        Your Scythe skill has reached rank 2.

      

      

      The wound sizzled as her sword’s fire effect ate the inside of my arm.

      “Gah!”

      
        
        -13 HP Burn

      

      

      I parried another strike, but she came around with the opposite hand to try and slice my head off my neck. But another whistle filled the air, then a flaming missile buried itself in her shoulder. Magical flames licked up her back and across the side of her face.

      Someone was definitely coming to our aid, but I couldn’t spare a glance to find out who. The blade master bellowed, staggering backward. As she reached to yank the arrow free, I slammed the curved blade of my scythe into her shoulder to inflict a bleeding effect of my own. The weapon dug so deep, I had to wrench it free, so I kicked her shin first to distract her.

      Thank you martial arts training.

      
        
        Your scythe skill has reached rank 3.

      

      

      Now she favored both shoulders and hopped on one leg. One of her swords clattered to the ground. I considered kicking it away, but someone might pick it up. So I stomped onto the flat of the blade and held my ground.

      A new video window popped up with a thought. After a quick scan, I dragged my hand across my eyes like I was removing a blindfold, balled the blooming energy that formed into a fist, then shoved it toward the bounty hunter.

      A green ribbon spiraled out, color changing to a deep, impenetrable black as it wrapped around her face.

      
        
        You cast Blind.

        Kumii Serra is blinded.

        Attack Accuracy: -45%

      

      

      That should’ve been my cue to back away. After all, this was a level twenty.

      
        
        Kumii Serra uses Enrosque.

      

      

      The blind woman twirled and unleashed various attacks. I slipped the first, but her follow-ups proved accurate.

      
        
        You dodge!

        Hit!

        -44 HP

        Hit!

        -57 HP

        You dodge.

        Kumii Serra misses.

        Kumii Serra Hits Sylas.

        Sylas -36 HP

      

      

      Multiple wounds screamed from points across my body. Tears streamed from my eyes to leave warm, salty streaks. The bounty hunter spun toward me like a tango dancer. I dodged, and she side-stepped to cut me off. I tried to slip by again, but her blade flew up and sliced beneath the line of my jaw. Her next strike pierced my shoulder. She whirled, then shifted, swinging blindly.

      How is she tracking me when blinded? It doesn’t feel like a 45% reduction in accuracy!

      Then again, it wouldn’t when my whole body was on fire and bleeding. Half of the strikes whiffed, but there were so many, and they came in a lightning fast onslaught.

      Sylas’s weapon clanked off others. Flancil grunted as he unloaded on the low levels, clearing them out of the conflict so we could focus on the real threats.

      Each time the blade master sidestepped, she forced me to counter, but I resisted moving in the direction she wanted to push me, ducking beneath her strikes until I’d finagled her into the center of our group.

      “Guys!”

      The Blade Master whirled to a stop, then pawed at her face as my spell faded and the ethereal blindfold disintegrated. She looked left, then right, and smiled when she realized her positioning. Like she knew something I didn’t.

      I grinned back at her as I twisted my hands into claws, then dragged my fingers through the air.

      
        
        You cast Drain Essence.

      

      

      
        
        Kumii Serra

        -16 HP

      

      

      
        
        +8 HP

        Sylas +8 HP

        Flancil +8 HP

      

      

      
        
        Kumii Serra

        -16 HP

      

      

      
        
        +8 HP

        Sylas +8 HP

        Flancil +8 HP

      

      

      
        
        Kumii Serra

        -16 HP

      

      

      
        
        +8 HP

        Sylas +8 HP

        Flancil +8 HP

        Flancil tags Sylas with Devout Fisticuffs.

      

      

      I eyed the bitch as our health bars ticked back to life. “It’s on now.”

      Another fire arrow whistled in from behind us, taking down Sylas’s opponent. The man fighting Flancil turned and ran. The rest of the circle broke, and the townsfolk stumbled off to whatever holes they’d crawled from.

      Sylas, Flancil, and I all faced the bounty hunter in the center. She snatched up her lost sword. Holding both high, she rotated and surveyed each of us. “Well played, Shade Elf.” A curious expression crossed her face for a moment. Then she stroked her blades against one another. The burning edges made a shrieking noise as a shower of sparks and smoke filled the air.

      I coughed and backed away. When the air cleared, Sylas was on his ass, and Flancil was spinning about in the space she’d vacated, trying to find her in the gloom. I caught a fleeting glimpse of her glowing swords as she sped toward the old shipyards.

      Flancil and I helped Sylas to his feet.

      “What just happened?”

      I looked around. The street was empty, except for a couple of charred bodies. Doors and windows were shuttered, lamps extinguished.

      A voice called out from the darkness.

      “What happened is I just saved your precious buns.”

      I spun around to face the direction from which the voice had cut the silent night. A giant feminine figure emerged from the shadows with what looked like a battle-ax slung over one shoulder.

      Not a battle-ax, but the biggest fucking crossbow I’d ever seen.

      Nearly seven feet tall, fiery red curls fell over broad shoulders wrapped in cured leather armor. Metal greaves clanked against her boots as she sauntered up to us. Her skin was a pale green, and her nose bore a deep cleft like it had been split up the middle. A pair of blunted tusks protruded from her lower jaw.

      Despite all of that, there was something uncannily familiar about the rest of her features.

      I inspected her.

      
        
        Carolla the Hellraiser

        Level 12 Orc Arbalest

      

      

      An image of a small office arose in my mind’s eye—a woman seated behind a desk, pointing at what I’d mistook for a cut scene from the upcoming Enora Online title.

      “Oh, my god…Carol?”

      The corners of her green lips curled up to reveal exaggerated canines.

      I threw my arms around her and felt myself lifted off my feet.

      “Kyra.”

      “I can’t believe it.” I pushed away and looked up at her. “You stole my hair.”

      “I didn’t believe it until I saw you. Even in your purple… what are you?”

      “A shade elf.”

      “And here you are.” A tear welled in one eye. “Alive.”

      “I’ll tell you all about it, but let’s get the fuck out of here first.”

      The guys stared.

      “Oh.” I waved a quick, informal hand at each of my bound companions. “Carol, this is Flancil and Sylas. Guys, meet Carol.”

      Sylas’s mouth fell open.

      “Nice to meetcha!” Flancil strutted forward and stuck his hand in the air. His eyebrow did that bouncy thing.

      “No time.” I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward the docks. “Do you have a boat?”

      “No. I just… landed here.”

      I’d ask later. “Well, I do. Come on. Flancil, get the lines.

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      Sylas trotted beside us, eyes wide. The docks were empty, but our longboat was still where we’d left it.

      “Sylas. Get on the oars. Carol hop in. Sit tight.” I threw the sack of stolen food into the longboat, then climbed down. “Come on. Let's have sails up before they muster the courage to come after us.”
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      A welcome bit of wind pushed our longboat over low waves as Sylas and Flancil worked the oars, and we cut through the harbor. Although they looked away when they caught my occasional glances, their gazes gravitated to Carol when they thought I’d stopped paying attention.

      We clasped hands and excitedly filled each other in on what’d been happening since my untimely death. Someday, I’d owe both my companions a better explanation. Or at least more information. But Carol came first.

      In the middle of our dialogue, I asked Carol the question buggering my brain. “How the hell did you find me?”

      “When you died the other day, I just…well, I couldn’t even process it. I even dragged myself to work when I’d cried to the point of dehydration.”

      “I’d have done the same thing.” I didn’t know if that was true, but the slack expression of guilt on her features prompted me to set her mind at ease. “I can’t believe it was only a couple days ago. The time exchange is wild. And if it makes you feel any better, I haven’t processed it, either. I just keep going, you know. But go on, you were saying…”

      “I got a note today from infinity designs that you’d left your pod to me. Which was weird.”

      “Wait, the one I died in?”

      “Uh, no, They swapped it out for a new one. But they hustled to get it set up. Infinity Designs sent their own people, not a contractor. I thought it was weird they were so hands-on. And stranger that you would put the pod in your will. I mean, you just got it. I knew something was off. But they weren’t exactly forthcoming with the 411.”

      “So, they never told you I was here?”

      “Not at first. They didn’t mention you died in the pod, either. They just said they were fulfilling your last wishes. But while I stared blankly at my monitor that day, a thought slammed into my head.”

      It hit me out of nowhere. “Gemini fucking Fowler.”

      She tapped her nose repeatedly. “Yup! If his consciousness could be transferred into the game… So, I jumped in and ran a player search for Kyra. There’s no shortage of variations of that name, but yours was a dead giveaway. Not the most creative, but Kyra86—like you got eighty-sixed. Only a dark motherf—”

      “Go easy. My body isn’t even cold yet.”

      Her giant forehead formed deep wrinkles. “You’re amazing. That you can already jest about… about the ultimate loss.”

      “I kept busy, too. The less I thought about it, the better. To be honest, the longer I’m here”—I shot a look at my rowing companions—“the less I think I’m missing anything. Is that psycho?” I realized I’d interrupted again and was prattling on like a four year old who was learning to count. “Sorry, continue.”

      “Anyway, I about had a heart attack when I saw it. It could’ve been someone else, but it struck me as a certainty. I admit, I did take a moment to tell myself I was shithouse-rat crazy.”

      “Yeah, but how did you get here? To the island.”

      A sly grin crept across Carol’s face. “I’m in human resources, remember. I live the corporate life. Eyes and ears to the wall for lawsuits. I called Infinity Designs’ HR department. I told them unless they wanted a big public spectacle on their hands, they’d better come clean. I thought they were going to throw a bunch of lawyers at me. Instead, I got a message from a Katelyn Jones. She’s one of the big wigs over there at ID. Within half a day, they’d met me in the starting area where I’d been ranking prior to your demise, opened a portal in-game, then I popped out here.”

      “Glad you took the time to level up first.”

      Carol blushed. “You don’t have to gloat. Yes, you were right. I’ve had more fun here than I thought I would. Less than a day total played, and I’m already an addict.”

      “You survived the hard core modes your first try?”

      “Nah, died fast. But I came back with a vengeance. Found a few other players and plowed.”

      “Just be careful not to push Infinity too far. Something tells me they’ll drop the nice act if you cross them, and I’d as soon have you around. I’ve got a pretty good thing going here, for a dead lady. So let’s not fuck with the company that owns the world I live in.”

      “I won’t mess with them. It’s still not fair what their game did to you. I mean, I know they warn people with heart and seizure conditions, but—”

      “Wasn’t their fault.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw the gap between us and the Retribution closing. “I’ll tell you later. Let’s get on board.”

      As we circled behind the ship, a cheer went up from my two teammates. I squinted to see what had them so excited. Where before the name Antigrall was visible, it seemed Atri had taken it upon herself to carve Retribution across the stern in big, beautiful, gold calligraphy.

      My chest swelled with pride, and I leaned forward to clap each of my teammates on a shoulder. “Carol. Welcome to our ship.”

      A squawk cut the air, then Atri appeared at the rail just long enough to throw a line and drop a rope ladder. When I’d tied off the longboat and hauled myself over the side, I spotted her halfway up the mast, crawling along behind a departing ghost and reattaching sails.

      I pointed. “Flancil, will you take care of that?”

      “Yeah, okay.” Flancil hopped up after the ghost.

      I cupped my hands around my mouth and called up. “Atri, come down here for a sec.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” The boatswain vanished, then reappeared standing at attention on the deck in front of us.

      Carol watched as Flancil pummeled the offending spirit into glowing motes.

      I explained. “We’re following a quest to purge them from the ship. Except for one. Carol, meet Atri.”

      Atri removed her hat and gave a deep bow. The feathers on top of her head stood on end. She made a little chirping noise before she spoke. “Ship’s Boatswain Atri Leadfeather and Cadet of the Stonefall Merchant Marines, at your service.”

      Like a kid padding her résumé. The title grew too long for letterhead.

      Carol looked confused, but copied the bow. “I’m Carol. Um… I’m new here.”

      “Will she be sailing with us?” Atri asked, ignoring my friend.

      “Yes.”

      Atri nodded, then cocked her head to the side. I still hadn't figured out how to read bird expressions. But I had a hunch she was already working out which chores to delegate to the new arrival. As enthusiastic as she was following orders, I suspected she would be a taskmaster once we all grew more comfortable with her.

      I wasn’t ready to inflict that on Carol just yet.

      “For the time being, consider Carol a VIP passenger.”

      Carol was staring just as hard at Atri. I saw the question in her eyes.

      “Atri is a spirit. A quest reward. Not quite the same thing as the ghosts we’re dealing with. Don’t underestimate her, though. She can do as much work as three crew.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” Atri bowed again.

      “But what is she? A bird?”

      Atri’s eyes went wide. Her feathers all stood on end, the most fluffed I’d ever seen. Her beak twitched as she spoke. “If you will excuse me, Captain, a bitter-wight is tampering in the bilge.” She cocked her head again and glared at Carol with one eye—the way birds did when they wanted to stare into one’s soul. “Carol.”

      Atri went translucent and sank slowly through the decking, never taking her eye off my real-world friend until she passed out of sight.

      “I think I insulted her.”

      “She’ll get over it. She’s a coromo, FYI.”

      “Noted.”

      “I would offer you the tour, but we need to get moving. I think we’ve worn out our welcome here.”

      “No problem. I’ll stay out of the way. I’m just so glad to see you. If I can do anything, point and bark.”

      Carol threw her arms around me. I was struck by how soul-warming it was. For starters, she was huge. At the same time, it was still Carol. I felt myself tearing up.

      “It’s great to see you again, too. You sure you don’t mind waiting until after we set sail to catch up? You’re not in a hurry, are you?”

      She glanced up and to the corner of her interface. I realized just how long it had been since I even bothered with my real-world clock. It wasn’t like I was going back. Or had any connection to my old life.

      Until now.

      “No hurry.” Carol’s voice broke, and she started to blubber. “I have to work tomorrow, but I’ll give you all the time you need. I’m just so happy to see you again.” A new tear welled in her eye.

      “Hey, none of that. I’m kicking ass here. I even got a ship of my own. And this is my second one. The only person I feel bad for is you, ya noob.”
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      We raised anchor in a flash then hoisted the longboat to stow it on deck. I stationed Carol up on the quarterdeck with Sylas, then helped Flancil and Atri work the sails while the tank steered us through the channel.

      The breeze was light, so it required a lot of canvas to get the boat moving. The wind had shifted since our arrival the night before. It was almost perfect to slip out of port with no extra rowing or tacking back-and-forth. We beat a quick escape and were on the open ocean just as the sun brightened the horizon.

      The hour of sleep I got in the hermit’s hut left me better rested than I expected, and I was still riding high from our victory against the terramancer. I felt light and full of energy. Enora waited just over the next wave, bursting at the seams with buried treasure, new challenges, and the possibility of a renewed friendship with my old coworker.

      I showed the map of Chorian Reef to Atri.

      “Yes, Captain.” She started sketching it on her slate right away. “I’ve been there. Bountiful fishing, sea so salty you float. It might prove a difficult dive for beings like you.”

      I explained that we’d just purchased two rounds of water breathing potions. Together she and Sylas charted a course and set a new heading. Carol stayed where I put her and watched us work from the quarterdeck, a dumb grin on her face. It made me astoundingly happy to watch her.

      Atri had shaken off the insult and was the picture of professionalism. She was biding her time, I supposed. The minute Carol joined my crew, Atri was going to work her fingers to the bone. And I’d have to let her.

      As we made it into the open ocean and set our sails for the longer voyage ahead, I couldn’t help noticing Sylas’s mood continuing to sink.

      His normal one-word answers devolved into grunts. His grunts downgraded to grimaces. Twice, Flancil had come up with an excuse to visit the quarterdeck to flirt with Carol. Rather than smack him on the head or offer a salty rebuke, Sylas just leaned on the ship’s wheel, eyes forward as if he couldn’t hear.

      Carol took it in stride. The monk was a charmer, at least.

      After a while Flancil gave up trying to get a rise out of anyone on the quarterdeck, and even Atri drifted away.

      “Hey, Carol.” I pointed toward the bow. “Would you check with Flancil and ask him if he needs any help to prepare breakfast?”

      “Sure.” Carol gave a sly grin that made me wonder if Flancil’s charm had won her over, then went off to find her little paramour.

      Sylas slumped against the wheel like a melted candle. Every so often he would slouch to the left or right to keep us on our heading. He had that distant look in his eyes. Atri was in the rigging again, unfurling another set of sails, blocking off our view as the ship picked up speed.

      I strode up to a box of rope just in front of him and leaned back on the wheel-mount, tilting my head back to look up at grumpy-puss.

      “Atri’s doing a good job, isn’t she?”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Guess it was worth breaking that orb.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Something wrong?”

      He shrugged.

      Silence stretched between us, and I considered his situation, searching for what exactly was eating at him. Then it dawned on me. “You’re pissed about not getting to Bonchuria.”

      “More specifically, I’m wondering what goddess would delay my revenge against those dark bastards.”

      I should have known the high we’d been on after killing the terramancer would send him crashing down as soon as we had a slow moment. I might not understand the depths of his anger, but I knew about being driven. How downtime could be one’s worst enemy.

      “There’s a saying in my world, Sylas. Something about how when you set out for revenge, you should dig two graves.”

      Sylas considered it for a moment. “That is stupid.”

      “I always found it to be a golden nugget of wisdom.”

      He stood up and dusted off the front of his pants, which didn’t actually need it. “Yeah, but we can’t even fucking die.”

      “True. I keep forgetting. Guess it is kind of dumb.”

      His features relaxed, and he stepped away from the wheel. “Sorry. I just can’t get my sister’s dead body out of my mind.”

      He slunk away before I could answer. Which was for the best, because I didn’t know how to respond to that.

      “I guess I’m steering now.”

      I got up from the deck box and moved behind the wheel. Up near the bow, Flancil directed Carol, who tugged on a line. Her laugh drifted on the wind. I felt the pure joy in it and knew we were on the right path.
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      The day passed like a dream. Winds were warm and steady. Even the waves tossing the ship seemed to do it out of joy. It was just enough to keep Sylas busy, which kept his mind off the things that were eating at him. I even told Atri to slow her repairs a bit to make sure he kept busy.

      Sylas passed the day chasing ghosts and fighting with the sails.

      Flancil bounced around, teaching Carol every knot he’d learned—which weren’t many. He instructed her on the name of each sail, the parts of the ship, plus everything he’d ever read about sailing and then some. He’d promised to be on his best behavior around her. I was skeptical, but Carol seemed to enjoy his company, so I let the flirtatious tutorial continue. If nothing else, the giant disparity in their sizes was a riot.

      Eager as I was to catch up with my old friend, there was so much peace in the flurry of activity, I couldn't bring myself to let conversations about my old life intrude on it.

      Atri and I took care of lunch. Flancil insisted he and Carol whip up something for dinner. He was trying to impress. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what they served us, but I ate it anyway.

      By sunset, Carol and I were sitting on the bow, laughing each time the boat dipped on a wave and plunged our dangling feet into the water.

      “We should be more careful.” I chuckled. “An elemental grabbed Sylas the other day.”

      “Maybe.” Carol grinned then reached over and took my hand. “Thanks for today. I needed this. Things have been… well, I guess I can’t complain. I’m not… uh… in your situation.”

      “It’s okay, Carol. You’re allowed to feel bad. I’m sure it was hard on everyone. Maybe not the douchebags at work.”

      “You’d be surprised. They actually seem really sad. Kip even came in for an HR visit, like I was his therapist or something. They don’t pay me enough for that shit. He said he felt responsible.”

      “He should. He’s the one who fucking killed me.”

      “What?” Carol’s nostrils flared, I could hear her teeth gnashing. It made me wonder if orcs had some sort of berserker ability.

      I’d look into that later.

      “Well, he killed me in-game.”

      “Wait, how’d he find you?”

      “They were snooping on our messages, found my starter location, and ganked me. They were pretty sadistic about it, too.”

      “That’s not cool.”

      “Not cool was when it made my heart give out, and I died in my pod. It would’ve been one thing if I’d survived and rerolled, but the way they went about it put me in a rage. That’s what killed me. Pure, venomous rage. Not over the game, but over my whole experience with the Row of Douchebaggery.”

      “Wait, so they actually killed you? That son of a bitch, I’m gonna have him fired!”

      I shook my head. “That’ll never work. It’s a game.”

      “No. Your death was real, and I’m gonna do something about it.”

      “Don’t bother. He didn’t know I had a heart condition.”

      “But—”

      “You know what you could do?” I cut her off.

      “What?” Carol was snarling. Her top lip curled back to reveal more sharp orcish teeth.

      I was a little jealous of her avatar choice. The red hair especially. Not that I didn’t like my new ’do, but I missed the old orange mop.

      “You can help me get revenge.”

      “Isn’t that what we're talking about?”

      “In-game. If they’re high enough level to meet up with each other, you can find out where they are and let me know. I’ll hunt them down and make their lives miserable.”

      “Oh, I’d like that.” Carol slapped my leg. “I’ll do it.”

      “Okay, it’s a plan.” I pulled my feet in before another wave doused them, then helped Carol up. I gathered my hat and boots from where I’d tucked them into a coil of rope. She strapped the metal greaves back onto her shins.

      “I need to get a pair of those.”

      “You like these? I took them off of some crybaby in my starter location.”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot it’s a PK free-for-all. I haven't run into any players since I got on the first ship. I’m sure it won’t be long before everyone’s got their own boats and the ocean’s crowded. Kind of wish it would stay like this. I think I prefer the company of NPC’s.”

      “At least you got a head start,” Carol said. “If you don't want other players on the ocean, just sink them.”

      “I'm not sure I want a reputation as a player killer.”

      “What’s it matter, as long as you’re on top?”

      I was about to ask Carol in all the years she had known me if I had ever been the sort of person who would enjoy notoriety. After all, she’d hidden me under her desk once to help escape my own birthday party. A shout from the back of the boat interrupted us.

      “Captain! Ship off the starboard quarter!” Sylas called from the helm.

      Atri materialized beside me, and I flinched.

      “Captain, enemy ship sighted off the starboard quarter.”

      The coromo was a permanent echo to anyone who shouted anything of interest. It was actually really handy in a storm or when I wasn’t paying attention.

      “Are we certain it’s an enemy?”

      “I’m certain it is undead, Captain.”

      “That’s good enough for me. No offense.”

      “None taken, Captain.”

      We followed the coromo to the stern where she pointed out the ship. A storm hungover it, and its lanterns emitted a green glow illuminating the underside of clouds.

      “That is an undead frigate. They plagued these waters even in my time.” Atri glowed faintly in the dark and ruffled her feathers. I was jealous how the rain that was beginning to pelt the deck seemed to pass right through her.

      “Nasty buggers.” Sylas cast a look over his shoulder, holding on to the wheel. “We should have the speed to outrun them.”

      Atri brought a spy glass from my quarters. I used it to analyze the ship.

      
        
        Frigate Applecore

        Rank 1 Undead Frigate

      

      

      Ragged sails flapped in the green lantern light.

      I wondered if we would get the same amount of experience whether we sank it with our cannons before it reached us or engaged in hand-to-hand combat. One thing for sure, if we sank it, we wouldn't get any loot.

      There was a red flag with a skull and crossbones flapping from the top of the mast. I remembered the dockmaster mentioning that Antigrall used to sail under a red flag.

      “Atri, what does the red flag mean?”

      “That would be No Quarter, Captain. They do not leave survivors. Most pirates fly the black flag, meaning surrender and be spared.”

      “Yikes.” I’d never have guessed that black was the good one.

      I scanned the deck. A skeleton with a pirate hat climbed out from one of the hatches and raised a spyglass to its empty eye socket.

      “Atri, are these encounters usually hand-to-hand? They don’t have any hidden cannons?”

      “For low level ships like this, yes, Captain.” She raised one of her clawed feet and scratched at her beak, a weird looking gesture. “But I believe First Mate Sylas is right. We can outrun them. Do you really wish to fight?”

      “I so want to. Turn us around, helmsman. Let’s kick some bony ass.”

      “You understand the ship is bound to the undead. It sinks again when they die. You can’t capture it.”

      “What do you mean, sinks again?”

      “It’s a mystery. My people believe that some dark force raises conquered ships and their decomposed crews from the sea floor, but no one really knows. It’s all legend.”

      Then it smacked me. Hard. In the brain.

      The Antigrall. The captain and his undead crew. The apparition whose presence kept returning to haunt me. From a tome found in the Undersands, to the status on Foggy Vale, to her appearance on the deck of the Antigrall after we’d won the day, where she threatened I’d never have a restful day at sea for crossing her.

      The demigoddess. My sights were set on one of her undead ships, and she’d sent them to sink us.

      “I don’t care if it sinks. I just want the XP. And to send a little message. I don’t need to capture another ship.”

      “Very well, Captain. I’ll make ready to furl the sails.” Atri disappeared, then reappeared in the rigging.

      “It will be a minute before I can bring her about.” Sylas glanced over his shoulder again. “Are you sure about this?

      “Oh, yeah. Carol, moment of truth. Do you have time for a little team building exercise? Or do you have somewhere to be?”

      “Like I said, I’m here all night.”

      “Splendid!” I invited her to our party. “Let’s get this tub turned around.”
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      Rain fell in thick gobs that hammered out a drumbeat on the deck. Lightning cracked overhead as the storm following the undead frigate enveloped us, squeezing out what was left of the sunset until the only remaining light was the eerie green glow of the approaching ship. Its deck was now crowded with skeletal pirates.

      I stood on the rail of the elevated forecastle and held onto one of the shroud lines to steady myself. Flancil joined me.

      “You’re just dead set on causing us pain, aren’t you?” He waved a dismissive hand before I could reply. “No, no, I see it in your eyes. That stupid hunger you have. Let’s get it over with.”

      “I'm glad you support my decision.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Let’s get moving then. Atri bag the sails. I want to stop sailing once we make contact. Sylas has the wheel. Carol, you ever fire a cannon?”

      “Uh, no. I’m only prepared for conventional combat.”

      “It couldn’t hurt to take out a few at a distance, don’t you think? Flancil, how do you feel about cannons?”

      His face lit up. I loved it when my team enjoyed their work.

      “Atri,” I called up into the rigging.

      The spirit appeared beside me, then snapped to attention. “Yes, Captain.”

      “Will you go below with these two and give them a tutorial in how to use the cannon? We’ll turn broadside long enough for you to fire on them. Carol, you can load. Flancil will fire.”

      The gnome seethed. “Hey! You think I can’t lift the cannonballs, don’t you?”

      “I can send you down by yourself, if you’d like.”

      “No,” Flancil said, “Come on, Carol. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      “You had better get down there before he hurts himself,” I said to Atri.

      “Aye, Captain. Will you be casting spells from the fighting top?” Atri gestured to a small platform mounted halfway up the mast.

      “That’s not a bad idea. I’ll put Carol up there later. She has range. Go on, and I’ll broadcast the battle plan.”

      Atri disappeared through planking into the levels below. I surveyed the deck again and mused about the best way to defend the ship. The pirates would likely board at the center of the main deck. That was the lowest point. Stairs in the boat’s front led to a raised forecastle. Stairs in the back led up to the quarterdeck, where our steering wheel and compass were. That staircase was where we’d made our stand against the zombie crew when we first captured the ship.

      I opened party chat and addressed everyone as the undead vessel closed.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] The minute they come into range, fire the cannon. Atri, seal all the hatches so they can’t get below deck. We’ll kill them as they board. Then Sylas, Flancil, and I will make our stand on the quarterdeck. Just like the first time, remember? Carol, as soon as you’re done with cannons I want you to climb up in the rigging to rain down those fiery bolts. Got ammo?

        [Carol] Yup.

        [Flancil] Sure thing.

        [Atri] Aye captain.

      

      

      I heard a muffled affirmative from Sylas as I made my way back toward him. He turned the ship, bringing the cannon to bear.

      “Keep this heading,” I called up to him. “I’m going to see how the cannons work.”

      Sylas nodded, gripped the wheel, and squinted through the rain. One hand rested on his sword.

      The center hatch was the only one still open. I took the ladder down to the cannon deck where a dim lamp hung just behind Flancil, Carol, and Atri, who were all gathered with their heads sticking out one of the canon ports. Well, my two living companions were looking at the port. Atri just poked her head through the hull like it wasn’t there. I leaned against the canon and peered past them.

      “Can we get two cannons over here?” I gestured to the cannon on the opposite side.

      “If we had more time, maybe,” Atri said.

      “That’s okay. We’ll be fighting on deck soon enough. What’s the plan?”

      “I was just explaining the proper way to aim.” Atri made a clicking noise and stood at attention beside the cannon. “Normally against a ship like this, we would shoot for the waterline. Try to sink her while she chases us. Or fire chain into her rigging and foul her sails.”

      “But?”

      “Well, Captain, if your goal is to skirmish, then loot the ship, I would recommend we fire at the decks and try to kill some of these raiders before they make it across.”

      “Fine by me.”

      I stepped back as Carol adjusted the aim and Flancil guided her, reaching up to steady her hips as if he was teaching her a proper golf swing.

      “Good,” said Atri. “It is ready to fire, Captain.”

      “Let ’er rip.”

      Carol held out a stick with a piece of rope tied around the top. She lit the end from one of the ship’s lanterns, then blew it out so it smoldered. I covered my ears when she raised it to the firing hole.

      The cannon let out a boom that shook the deck below. Dust trickled down from overhead.

      I coughed in the cloud of smoke and pushed Flancil aside to stick my head out of the hatch. The wind swept the foul plume away, and I caught sight of the cannonball just as it crashed into the enemy ship. Just above the waterline.

      “A little low,” I called.

      “Our ship will roll, and that will throw off the aim.” Atri said to Carol. “If you focus on the cannon, it will bring up a firing gauge. You will see a marker moving up and down along the gauge. Fire when it touches the center to hit your mark.”

      I helped Carol to wheel the cannon back while Flancil and Atri prepared the barrel for another charge.

      Flancil stuffed in a wad of black powder before ramming it down with a tamping rod. Atri nodded approval. Then Flancil rolled a cannonball over from the supply. When he reached the mouth of the gun, he bent over and strained to lift it.

      I inspected the cannonball as the gnome struggled.

      
        
        Cursed Cannonball

        This tainted projectile inflicts damage to a ship’s hull and its crew.

        Type: Ammunition

        Diameter: 5.99 inches

        Weight: 32 lbs.

        Hull Damage: 375–450

        Deals 145–235 shadow damage to all creatures in a 10-foot radius upon impact.

      

      

      That was cool. I wondered if the cursed projectiles came special with this ship. Something told me the skeletons would resist the shadow damage. Seemed like a waste of good magic. But I doubted we had any non-cursed cannonballs on board.

      I bent to help Flancil lift it.

      “No, I can do it.” He groaned, trying to deadlift the thing before dropping it again, then muttered, “Bastard.”

      “Come on.” I moved in as he strained and helped him to get it up onto his shoulder. He rolled it inside the mouth of the cannon, then wiped the sweat from his forehead.

      “All right, back into place.”

      Carol and I pushed the barrel of the cannon back out the hatch. Flancil stuck his head through the hole and sighted the frigate.

      “Ready,” he said, pulling his head in. “Fire!”

      Atri and Carol both looked at me.

      “You heard the man.”

      I plugged my ears again and wondered if hearing damage was something to worry about in Enora.

      Carol raised the wick to the firing hole. Another blast shook the boat as the smoke billowed and the smell of burnt powder filled the air. I stuck my head out the port just in time to see the rail of the ghost frigate shatter. The cannonball slammed into a group of skeletons.

      A wave of green energy washed over the deck. Two more skeletons crumbled.

      “Got ’em!”

      
        
        You have killed a Bone Raider.

        +25% XP for first kill of a Bone Raider.

        +475 XP

        You have killed a Bone Raider.

        +356 XP

        You have killed a Bone Raider.

        +344 XP

        You have killed a Bone Raider.

        +357 XP

        You have killed a Bone Raider.

        +339 XP

        You have killed a Bone Raider Helmsman.

        +425 XP

      

      

      “Woo-hoo! This is our day for XP stacking, crew!” I whirled around and shared a high five with Carol.

      “Hey, don’t leave me hanging.”

      I looked down to find Flancil’s hand sticking up.

      I clapped hands with Flancil, then got a reluctant high five from Atri. My hand passed right through her feathery palm. She could be solid if she wanted to. I narrowed my eyes at her.

      She cackled something akin to a chuckle.

      I coughed in the acrid smoke lingering in the air. I couldn’t imagine what this deck would be like with a whole bank of cannons firing on each side.

      “Let’s do another.”

      “Captain, might I recommend this ammunition for the next shot?” Atri gestured to a bucket by my feet. In it were two canvas sacks of lead pellets.

      “Sure, if you know how it works.”

      We got the cannon rolled back and swabbed out before Flancil packed another charge. Then Atri directed us in ramming the whole sack of pellets down the barrel.

      There was one more still in the bucket.

      “That’s all the shot we’ve got?”

      “We can pick up more in most any port, captain. You’ll find each projectile has its own properties.”

      I inspected the remaining bag of shot.

      
        
        Rudimentary Grapeshot

        Range: 75 yards

      

      

      “Fire in the hole!” Carol yelled.

      I’d been distracted again. I clapped my hands over my ears just as the cannon went off, then cheered as the shot exploded across the deck of the enemy ship. Another two skeletons died and a half dozen more took damage.

      “Not bad.” I clapped Carol on the shoulder.

      Atri chirped, then sobered. “Um, Captain.”

      I glanced out the port just in time to see a harpoon sail through the air with a rope tied to the end. There was a thump as it lodged itself into our hull, then two skeletons shimmied across. More waited with grappling hooks and cutlasses. They crowded against the rails and climbed onto the prow as it careened toward us.
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      “Get on deck!”

      Flancil was already clambering up the ladder. Atri had disappeared.

      Carol pulled the massive crossbow from her back. “Get up the mast. I’ll cover you.”

      I hurried after her and had just emerged as the boat lurched to the side and made a great crunching noise. The prow of the enemy frigate smashed into our rail, and the first of the skeletons came aboard.

      The rain battered the ship, and a sickly green glow from the undead lanterns reflected off the wet decking.

      Sylas decapitated the first skeleton with a quick stroke of his sword, then kicked its skull over the edge.

      I’d been keeping my scythe wedged against the mast. I snatched it, then cut down a skeleton as it jumped aboard. Most of them carried swords or clubs. Some came unarmed, but that didn’t stop them from clawing and snapping at Flancil as he dashed into the group and started knocking skulls.

      It was a stupid move. One of them caught him with a saber from behind.

      I cast Ghost Scythe. A glowing crescent of energy spun out from where I slashed the air, arcing like a boomerang as it carved a swath through the undead attackers. Bones rattled together and craniums cracked as the implosion knocked half the mob to the deck.

      “Thanks.” Flancil did a back handspring, then landed beside me. His hands glowed with divine energy.

      “Mark Sylas. I’ll follow up with Drain Essence when the crowd is in range.”

      “As you wish.”

      Buttercup.

      He bounced over to our fighter, who was disassembling another skeleton with his rapier, then completed his cast. Sylas glowed like a lighthouse through the rain.

      Carol started climbing the mainmast. I’d have preferred if she’d gone to the mizzenmast, but the middle would do. Once she was in her perch, the rest of us could fall back to the raised quarterdeck, and the main deck would become our killing field.

      A skeleton made it past Sylas, and I caught it with an upward sweep of my blade. The scythe smashed through its ribcage and up through its clavicle. I flung it over the side. Sylas kicked another after it.

      
        
        Your Scythe skill has reached rank 4.

      

      

      “There is no end to them. At least they are weak.”

      No sooner had he said it than two loud thumps sounded, and two massive figures landed on the deck of my ship.

      
        
        Bone Raider Ogre

      

      

      One ogre skeleton carried a muzzle-loading pistol the size of Flancil and wore crisscrossed bandoliers over its chest. The other carried two six-foot-long cutlasses and wore a tricorne hat. There was an empty liquor bottle lodged in one of its eye sockets. It bent down and opened its mouth to roar.

      No sound came out, but Sylas and I screamed loud enough to make up for it.

      Flancil Whisper Stepped beside it and kicked the hat off of its head. The one with the gun raised it and fired, but Flancil swiped the barrel at the last moment and sent a gigantic musket ball crashing through the other ogre’s ribcage.

      Six more regular skeletons wielding gaff hooks, fishing nets and clubs landed on the deck. A fiery crossbow bolt drove into the first ogre skeleton, and the back of its skull went up in flames.

      Carol had made it to the fighting top—which was not actually at the pinnacle of the mast, but halfway up. Not only was it a good fighting platform, it provided extra support for the shrouds that supported the masts. She gave me a thumbs-up.

      I shouted to the rest of the crew. “Okay. Fall back!”

      Sylas blocked the growing cluster of skeletons from advancing while Flancil kept the two big ones occupied. I backed to the top of the stairs, then unleashed another Ghost Scythe to give Sylas cover to drop back and join me.

      “They just keep coming, Kyra.”

      “Maybe I should’ve counted how many were on deck before we let them ram us.”

      “In the future, perhaps it would be best if we did not allow ships to ram us at all.”

      One skeleton had just reached the stairs when his skull exploded. A bolt from Carol’s crossbow had passed through it, ultimately lodging in the rail.

      I surveyed the boat from my elevated position. Bleached bones littered the deck. A few dozen skeletal pirates had jumped across already, and Sylas had knocked six of them to pieces or tossed them overboard. I’d sliced another six. Flancil was working on the two big ones and had lured them toward the back deck.

      Not part of the plan.

      Two were scrambling up the mast toward Carol, but she tracked them and would have no trouble stopping them before they made it onto her platform. For the time being, she focused on us. The crossbow was slow to load, but it packed a fucking wallop.

      The main horde of skeletons advanced toward me—as I’d done most of the damage so far.

      XP abounded.

      Carol shattered another skull while Sylas tossed one overboard with a kick to the groin. Four more jumped down from the enemy ship.

      Each skeleton was dressed in at least one bit of pirate garb—boots, gloves, bandanas—though most of it had rotted away over the years.

      Their numbers kept growing, but they got jammed up around the stairs just as the zombies had the first time we fought on this deck.

      Atri lingered at the back of the crowd, poking and taunting them, but they seemed not to even notice her. Then she caught sight of one of our normal ghosts messing with something on the other end of the ship and disappeared to go deal with it. I sent another Ghost Scythe into the center of the group. It caused damage, but no deaths. Wind based damage didn’t have as much effect on these Bone Raiders as my combustionist spells would have. At least it was cheap to cast.

      Sylas backed up the stairs so he wouldn't get surrounded.

      I was itching for a Shrapnel Blast, but that would mean switching classes and waiting for a cool down.

      I heard a yelp as Flancil flew through the air and slammed into the foremast.

      
        
        Bone Raider Ogre cleaves Flancil.

        Critical Hit!

        Flancil

        -54 HP

      

      

      I watched as my teammate slid to the rain-soaked planking, blood flowing from a fresh wound across his chest. The two ogre skeletons lumbered forward.

      I cast Drain Essence. Damage indicators lit up above the heads of all enemies in range, then healing indicators floated skyward from the skull caps of my injured companions. They even netted a few criticals, and I was happy to see Sylas’s deteriorating XP level off. Flancil topped it with another HOT spell, and soon my tank was back in business.

      When I readied my Blind spell, the HUD complained.

      
        
        Out of range.

      

      

      Damnit.

      It probably wouldn’t have helped anyways. I tried again with Ghost Scythe and only grazed it.

      
        
        Bone Raider Ogre cleaves Flancil.

        Critical Hit!

        Flancil -44 HP

      

      

      “Carol!” I pointed to Flancil. “Do something!”

      I didn't know what she could do at this point, but to my surprise, a green flash emanated from her next bolt as she loaded it into the crossbow. When she unleashed it, the projectile split in two then split again, green energy spreading out in a web of glowing filament which wrapped itself around the skeleton, constricted, then brought the thing to the ground.

      
        
        Carol Uses Bolt Web

        Hit!

        Bone Raider Ogre is restrained.

      

      

      Carol started to reload but paused to kick at a skeleton that had climbed the mast. It fell, hit the deck, then shattered into a hundred pieces.

      
        
        Carol has killed a Bone Raider.

      

      

      “Nice job!”

      She gave me a thumbs up and reloaded. I looked up just in time to notice a harpoon thrust in my direction. I staggered backward to avoid the blow. Sylas grabbed the shaft, yanked it out of the skeleton's hand, then thrust it through the attacker’s rib cage and into one behind it.

      He lifted the whole shish kebab mass and tossed them over.

      Another ran up the stairs swinging a rusted cutlass. I ran forward to put a boot in its face before it could stab my teammate. Sylas crossed blades with it, then cut it into pieces with his rapier. I winced as the sword lost another point of durability. Between the bones and the boulders, it was looking a little shittier than when we first got it.

      “They just keep coming.”

      I cut down two more with my scythe.

      
        
        Your Scythe skill has reached rank 5.

      

      

      “You said that already.”

      Sylas took a fencing stance as another wave of them raced up the stairs. He dipped, tossed one over his back into the drink, then readied for the coming crowd.

      XP abounded.

      He clutched his hand to his chest and breathed deep. His Stamina bar flashed.

      I heard another shout and looked up to see Flancil pinned under one of the ogre skeletons. Carol drilled another arrow into its shoulder, but it barely flinched, although it was now covered in flames.

      “We have to get to him!”

      Sylas nodded and threw himself over the rail. He ran across the main deck, but the skeletons cut him off.

      I glanced at my mana. Still had a good portion left, so I cast Drain Essence to give him an HP boost, followed by another Ghost Scythe to clear his way.

      More skeletons flooded up the stairs, and I turned to face them. Sylas would have to make it on his own. I slashed at the first skeleton, but the blow glanced off it. I attacked again, but the skeleton parried. Atri drifted up from the main deck with one of the attacker’s harpoons in hand and offered it.

      “You might need this, Captain.”

      “Thank you, Boatswain.” I grabbed the long weapon—dropping my scythe—and swung it like a baseball bat, sending the skeletons tumbling down the stairs.

      A prompt asked me whether I would like to switch to Spearman class.

      I cast Ghost Scythe, followed it up with another Drain Essence, then declined. It was no time for new shit, let alone a cooldown period.

      After snatching up my scythe, I raced down the stairs, swinging left and right to cut through the stragglers as they came. The war cry rumbling in my chest filled it with an elation like I’d never felt before. My body surged with the hunger for violence.

      
        
        Your Scythe skill has reached rank 6.

      

      

      I looked up just in time to see one of those industrial-sized sabers come down like a meat cleaver to split my teammate in two. His upper half tumbled down the stairs, landing on the main deck.

      Then the notification came in.

      
        
        Bone Raider Ogre cleaves Flancil.

        Critical Hit!

        Flancil -84 HP

        Flancil has died.

      

      

      Sonofabitch!

      “Man down!” I raced across the deck, dodging a few skeletons, then vaulted over the torso of my dead companion and up the stairs to where Sylas was backed into a corner by the two massive blades. I drove the tip of the harpoon in the joint between the skeleton’s hips and spine. It popped as I twisted, then the entire upper half of the ogre skeleton crumbled to the ground.

      There was extra special satisfaction in attacking it the same way he’d just killed my little buddy. Sylas roared, then used a similar technique to sever the head. The ogre went limp.

      The massive blades clattered to the deck. I whirled to find the second one was already dead, a pile of flaming bones slumped over the rail. I nudged it overboard before the flames could reach any of the canvas.

      “Hey, Kyra.” Carol dropped to the deck. She clubbed a skeleton with the butt of her crossbow. “They’re thinning out.”

      “Look out!” A skeleton wearing a captain’s hat leaped from the prow of the enemy ship, landed on top of Carol, then jammed a sword into her back.

      
        
        Bone Raider Captain stabs Carol.

        Critical Hit!

        Carol -67 HP

      

      

      The sword burst out the front of her chest. The captain twisted the blade as she squirmed underneath him.

      “Carol! I got you!” I jumped down the stairs.

      The remaining skeletons gathered around their captain. I lurched forward, dipped low, then launched skyward and drove my knee under an enemy’s chin.

      
        
        You use Rising Knee Strike

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Bone Raider -27 HP

      

      

      
        
        You have killed a Bone Raider.

      

      

      More bones scattered the deck. A skeleton went over the railing. It had almost caught itself when Atri appeared and gave it a gentle nudge. It toppled into the water.

      I guessed that wasn’t technically combat.

      The captain pulled his harpoon from my teammate’s chest just as I crept up behind him. Hoping all the Strength I’d earned the hard way could finally serve a purpose, I threw my arms around his waist, hoisted him skyward, shifted my weight backward, then dropped onto my back, hammering him skull-first against the deck.

      
        
        You have discovered a new melee combat skill!

        Suplex

        Grab your opponent from the rear, raise them off the ground and—

      

      

      Later.

      Sylas swooped in behind me and rammed a rapier through the captain’s eye socket.

      But I wasn’t waiting around to see if he would finish the captain off. Instead, I fell to my knees beside Carol and took her head in my hands. Her head slumped low as her eyelids fluttered.

      I eyed the wound. That shit had to hurt. I drew a health potion from my pouch and poured it down her throat.

      Carol coughed and gurgled some of the potion, but the hole in her slowly sealed from one end of the wound to the other. “Ew. That itches.”

      I laughed.

      Sylas crunched the captain’s skull under his boot, then golden text danced in front of me.

      
        
        You have killed Bone Raider Captain.

        +25% XP for first kill of a Bone Raider Captain

        +847 XP

      

        

      
        You have defeated the Frigate Applecore in combat!

        +4675 XP

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        You have reached level 18.

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

        You have three attribute points to spend.

      

      

      Golden light surrounded my companions, and Carol leveled twice, since she was the lowest of us all. I grinned. “That’s what I call kicking ass.”

      
        
        Warning: The Applecore will sink in three minutes.

        Grab your loot!
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      My former work friend and giant orc blinked a few times, a giddy expression causing green dimples to deepen. “Did I just level… twice?”

      “Yeah. That was pretty bad ass.”

      Her head tilted toward the prow of the enemy ship, which was still wedged against our broken rail.

      Atri called out a reminder. “Three minutes, Captain Kyra.”

      Carol didn’t waste any time. She hopped up, set her foot between two segments of shattered wood, then leaped to the other vessel. I gave a nod of thanks to my bird boatswain for the reminder before climbing onto the boarding plank.

      She misinterpreted the gesture. “I’m stuck here. I will manage the ship for you.”

      Sylas lingered on the deck behind her, sweeping his gaze across the damage. “I will also wait.”

      “The hell you will. Get your ass up here. This is the best part.”

      Even though I turned my back to him, his grumbling came to me on the wind. I grinned despite myself. “Carol, I’ll check the back, you wanna get the focsle?”

      “Focsle?”

      I pointed toward the cabin door beneath the wheel. “The front section.”

      She disappeared into the bow, and I hustled toward the stern. Unkempt bunks with rotten bedsheets lined the walls, and I figured a bunch of undead crew held no use for them. A rusted stove in one corner was all the shit hole had for a galley. I tipped over a barrel. Black slimy water spilled across the floor. Then I ransacked the cupboards, sifting through rotten sacks and boxes.

      “This is all garbage.”

      No one heard me. Carol was in the front of the boat. I heard Sylas’s confident footfalls descending the ladder. In the last cupboard, I found a wooden chest banded with metal. It glowed red when I reached for it.

      “Be careful.” I nearly jumped out of my boots at Sylas’s surprise utterance.

      “I can handle this end. Want to go see if Carol needs you?”

      “Aye.” He sauntered away. The urge to prompt some motivation on his part since we were on the clock came over me, but I didn’t want to appear bossy. I leaned in close and inspected the front of the chest. What appeared to be a simple lock concealed a barbed needle.

      Poisoned. Spring loaded.

      
        
        You have discovered a trap.

      

      

      Although I noticed the lack of a skill, I just shrugged then grabbed a rotten chunk of

      wood from the floor and wedged it into the keyhole while standing to one side. I twisted and shoved until a flashing pane shot to the center of my HUD.

      
        
        Trap disabled.

        You have unlocked a new skill:

        Disable Traps

        Your Disable Traps skill is rank 1.

      

      

      The chest was locked, but when I clasped either side of the lid and shook, it rattled. I wedged the tip of the harpoon Atri handed me earlier into a gap in the lid’s seam, clutched with both hands, pushed onto my tip toes, then brought my weight down and cracked the lid open. The spring suspending the needle inside popped with an impotent thump. When I opened the lid, I found most of the compartments inside empty. But the two items I did find left me feeling victorious.

      
        
        Caster’s Gloves of Intellect

        Type: Armor

        Slot: Hands

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        5% spell damage reduction

        +7 Intellect

      

      

      “Don’t mind if I do.” The gloves shrank to fit my hands. The world around me seemed to sharpen, and a sense that some kind of fog was lifted from my brain overcame me.

      Is that the intellect buff? Crazy!

      I reached for the other item.

      
        
        Skull Cracker

        Although simple in design, the curved ridges of this fist weapon has been known to crack a skull or two.

        Type: Fist Weapon

        Requires: Dual-Wield

        Slot: Either hand

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        Melee Damage: 17–36

        +4% chance to hit

        +3% healing spells cast by assaulting enemies

      

      

      A timer in the corner of my vision counted down the seconds until the ship would sink. Less than a minute remained. I retrieved a handful of coins from the last occupied slot.

      
        
        75 gold

        44 Silver

      

      

      We’d almost reached 1,000 gold. What was really cool was how, when I added the 44 silver to the 89 already in my inventory, it rolled over to 33 and added one gold automatically. Real-time currency exchange. I loved it.

      Whoa. I’m rich!

      “Hey!” Carol called from the ladder, water raining down from the wet deck above. “Times a-tickin’.’’

      “Coming!”

      The boat yawed and groaned by the time I reached the bow. The clouds had parted to sweep the rain away, and a few stars peeked out of the sky’s canopy. Sylas cut the ropes from the harpoons he’d thrown when he’d first crossed. When we returned to the Retribution, Atri stuck her head down then through the deck, her ghostly form passing through it as if it were water—reminding me of a bird pecking for seeds—then disappeared. Probably chasing after another bitter-wight to ensure she patched up any damage left behind.

      There was a flash, and I spun around to find Flancil hovering just above the deck, bathed in a blinding light. His robes were clean again, his bald head shiny as a new pair of shoes.

      Carol, Sylas, and I gathered around as the light faded and his feet settled onto the boards. Then he doubled over, grabbing Carol’s arm for support.

      “I take it we won,” he croaked.

      “How did everyone do?” I asked.

      Carol grinned from ear to ear. She held up an intricately carved wand. “Look! Loot!”

      Sylas raised some fancy looking scepter crusted with jewels.

      Flancil frowned deeper, face growing paler, then he puked on his feet. Resurrection sickness sucked.

      “Don’t worry about it, Flan. You can’t win em all.”

      There was a groan as the ship beside us leaned sideways, its back half underwater already. The prow was still wedged against the broken rail of the main deck.

      “Atri.” I called out, and the spirit appeared in front of us.

      “Oh, Master Flancil, I’ll clean that up.”

      “First, let’s get away from this ship before it drags us under.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Atri flickered and reappeared in the rigging, unfurling sails as the wind caught them.

      Sylas, Carol, and I grabbed the enemy prow and shoved. More of our rail snapped, but we broke free, then drifted away. The undead frigate rolled onto its side before slipping beneath the waves, green lanterns still glowing as it sank back to its watery grave.

      Behind me, Atri and Carol cheered. Flancil vomited again. Sylas mumbled something verging on pleasant.

      I’ll take it.

      A warm breeze brushed against my face, the remaining storm clouds vanishing as the frigate sank. A sea of stars were mirrored in the calm ocean surrounding the ship. The twin moons peeked over the horizon.

      “Great job, crew! We really cleaned up!”

      “Oh, no!” Flancil pushed himself up and stalked toward me. “You think you can just skip over the bit where you all got me killed? That freaking hurt!”

      “All right.” I backed away.

      But he matched my steps, finger wagging in my face like he might jam it up my nose. “Some captain you turned out to be. Did you forget what I told you when I signed on?”

      “That my lust for adventure was going to get me killed?”

      “No! The other part.”

      “That I had to hire you to learn your name?”

      “Don’t mess with me Kyra, I’m too sick.” He looked like he might hurl, but a hard swallow staved it off. “I died twice already. Now do you remember what I told you in the jungle?”

      “Refresh my memory.”

      “I said all you have to do is stay behind me and I’d get you through anything.”

      “I have no memory of this.” Sylas interjected.

      “Shut up.” Flancil snapped.

      “Flancil, I know resurrection sickness sucks. But you should slow your roll. None of us got you killed.”

      His eyes narrowed. “We could’ve outrun that ship. But you have to grind out every bit of XP. Now I feel sicker than shit, and you’re grinning ear to ear because of a little loot.”

      The irony of the gnome’s words wasn’t lost on me, but I knew how to shut him up. One hand slipped into the pocket of my surcoat, then I produced the new boon to his weapon arsenal.

      “What the… is that for… me?”

      “Oh, this?” I turned it over so he could see the curvy knuckle guards. “Just something I picked up on the undead ship. Figured since I can turn into a monk…”

      “You better be screwing with me.”

      I poured it on. “They look pretty rare. Buffs to accuracy and healing strikes. I wonder if I could use them as an off-hand weapon to increase the healing effect of my Drain Essence spell.”

      His yellow irises glittered, and he swallowed.

      I chuckled. “Take them, Flan. You earned ’em.”

      “Woo!” He snatched the knuckles from my hand and slipped them on. Despite his nauseated state, he bounced on the balls of his feet. “Thanks, Kyra.” He did a few test punches, then his face went slack again and he rushed to the rail to puke over the side.

      He came back, wiping his forehead. “I gotta lie down.” He cringed and set a hand on his gut. His face was pale and sweaty. “If this doubles in duration every time, it’s someone else’s turn to die.”

      “Tactically speaking, we shouldn’t have let them cut you off during the fight. The skeletons isolated you. But there were too many.”

      “Carol had the right idea.” He tilted his chin toward the platform halfway up the mast.

      “Yeah, but she was lucky they didn’t have serious ranged attacks. She’d have been a sitting duck up there.”

      The gnome half-shrugged. “Not everyone can jump between masts like me.”

      Jump between masts…

      My eyes shot from the first mast to the second, then I turned to take in the third. The prickling of an idea that came with Flancil’s words bloomed into a full-blown plan. Was it even possible?

      I voiced my next thought aloud. “That might actually work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if we made a walkway across the ship? We could build it with rope and suspend it from the middle mast.” I pointed aft. “Drop in onto the deck back there”—I turned then swept my finger toward the wheel—“and extend it to that side. We’d be looking down on our enemies if we were boarded. Anyone with range would be able to rain down hell, and you melee types would be more mobile if the deck was crowded.”

      “Whatever. I feel sick. I'm going to lie down.” He shuffled over to the captain’s quarters. I hoped he was heading for the hammock. All I needed was puke in the captain’s rack.

      Sylas pinched his chin while he eyed the masts, his gaze sweeping fore and aft.

      Atri’s sudden chirp announced her return from below. She scared the shit out of me. “Is this what you had in mind, Captain?” She raised her chalk and slate. On it was a sketch of the masts with a rope ladder running up the riggings on either side and leading to the platform that would cross toward the center mast.

      “Yeah, like that. Is it doable? Could we run it just a tad higher?”

      “Like this?”

      Atri erased the rope ladders and drew a bridge running from the elevated quarter deck to the forecastles, suspended in the middle by the mainmast. “It could be done, Captain. And if we design a circular walkway around the center mast for continuity, it wouldn’t block any sails.”

      “We could even extend that circle into a fighting platform where it meets the mast. With Carol up there to support us—and me, if I choose combustionist and fight at range—we could be deadly.”

      “Another novel idea, Captain. It is rough, but...” She scribbled more, erased, then scribbled again. “I will refine these plans and set about creating blueprints.”

      “Sounds better than banging it together half-cocked.”

      “Agreed. A blueprint would save us from having to perform the work ourselves. If the design is sound, the construction will be as simple as initiating an upgrade.”

      “Seriously? It would just… appear?”

      “There would be an associated gold cost, and you’d have to harvest or purchase more wood, but if this works, you could sell the blueprints on the market.”

      “On the… market?” An airy sensation bloomed in my chest, and the sounds of juggling coins echoed in my mind.

      “Yes, you’d enjoy exclusive rights for your invention. Any captain of a sailing vessel wishing to construct one would have to purchase your blueprints from a shipwright’s office.”

      I clutched my boatswain’s shoulders while they were solid. “There’s something you should know about me, Boatswain Atri. Your captain loves her some gold. When can you start on the blueprints?”

      “I’ll start today, Captain Kyra.” Atri clicked her beak as she drifted away, still scribbling with her chalk. Off to one side, Carol swept bits of bone over the side with her foot while Sylas fussed over the busted railing.

      “What about you, Carol?”

      “What about me?” She looked up, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight of the strange tusks and hulking figure speaking with the voice I’d known in the outside world.

      I was sure I looked just as silly in purple.

      “Are you done for the night?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to leave. Once I go back there, it’s like you’re… ya’ know?”

      “Dead?”

      She pushed out her lower lip, then dipped her chin to gaze at me from beneath her upper eyelids. “Can I crash here?”

      “I think we can both fit in my rack.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “You’re already in my pod. Might as well sleep in my bed, too.”

      “I won’t remind you it isn’t actually your pod.”

      “I think you just did.”

      Sylas looked up from where he was working and flashed a cheesy smile. “No better sleep than a ship at sea. I’ve a berth in the forecastle. Just there.” He pointed.

      Carol raised her eyebrows and nodded. “I see.”

      “Come on.” I tugged her arm. “I’ll get you settled.”

      “What’s his deal?” she whispered as we were walking away.

      “He’s complicated.” I glanced back. Sylas was cursing at a piece of lumber. Then I shrugged. “For all I know, he has a girl in every port within five hundred miles.”

      “We’re not in port yet.” She nudged me with her elbow. “I hear you can actually… you know… in Enora.”

      “Seriously? I have to live with these guys.” I threw open the door to the captain’s quarters. Flancil was nowhere to be found, and I suspected he’d piled up something elsewhere to sleep undisturbed.

      “You know what would go well with that shirt of his?”

      “One of those three corner hats? I saved one from the skeletons.”

      “No,” Carol whispered. “Well, yeah, but I was thinking a red sash. I noticed one in that box.” She pointed at the small chest in one corner that came with the ship. I’d inspected it and noticed the sash, but it’d lacked any attributes, so I’d ignored it. “He’d look like the Dread Pirate Roberts.”

      “I couldn’t care less. It’s going to be covered by a breastplate when we’re at war. But if you want to convince him to wear a sash, I wish you luck.”

      “Don’t worry. He’ll wear it for me.”

      “You know you’re about six-eight and green, right?”

      Atri popped out of nowhere and saluted. A feather drifted toward the floor. “Captain? The first mate requests a heading.”

      I looked at the calm moonlit waters and endless sky through one of the narrow windows. “Second star to the right, Atri, and straight on till morning.”

      “Are you sure, Captain?”

      “It was a joke.”

      “Very good, Captain.” One side of her forehead tilted. “A heading?”

      “Just get us to Chorian Reef. Sylas has command. I need a nap.”

      “Yes, Captain.” Atri performed another enthusiastic salute.

      Carol returned it. The coromo looked unimpressed.
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      Despite the hermit’s lyrics about Chorian Reef, it was less ominous and more tropical paradise. But who knew what waited in its depths? Brilliant turquoise water teeming with life sparkled all around us. The boat rested in the deep waters of a sheltered anchorage formed by the submerged atoll of the shallow reef. For once Sylas was the giddy one, as he sat on the rail calling out the different fish that schooled below.

      “Look, Kyra, a school of bread fish! There—a striped eel. This would be an eternal fishing hole. Look! Mackerel!”

      “Oh, yeah.” I chuckled to myself and patted him on the back.

      We had dropped anchor first thing in the morning. As the sun approached its zenith and the deck grew warm, I had gathered everyone around the mainmast to say goodbye to Carol.

      Flancil leaned against the repaired rail beside her listing every type of fish he knew. I suspected he had only ever read about them. Atri stood to the side, politely waiting for me to set an agenda for the day. At least someone on the boat respected me as captain.

      I’d said Carol was leaving, but I wasn't sure the crew had figured out what was happening yet. Had they seen someone log off before? I hadn’t seen it myself. I was more than a little jealous too.

      “Oh, Sylas?” Carol called him over.

      “Yes, my new friend.” He tore himself away from the sights of the reef to rejoin the group.

      “Kyra and I were talking last night…”

      “Oh, were you?” He narrowed his eyes at me.

      “We were, and Kyra mentioned you have been having some trouble holding aggro.”

      “She said that?” His frowned deepened.

      “She’s been telling me how much you’ve improved as a fighter.”

      What was she up to?

      “I am quite accomplished. Though I’ll admit I am a better carpenter and a sailor than I am a fighter. That’s not to say I’m not the best on this ship…excepting yourself, my lady. But if there’s something you’d wish for me to teach you, I would be happy to oblige.”

      He declined his head in a way that was almost regal.

      A ship full of fucking shmoozers.

      Flancil glanced at me, a question in his eyes. I shrugged.

      “Oh, thank you,” Carol said. “No it’s not that. I was just thinking for a fighter like you, wearing all black is… a little bland.”

      “See, Kyra. She doesn’t like it either.”

      “I was thinking a pop of color might help hold aggro when you’re in combat.” Carol pulled out the red sash she’d found in the wardrobe in the Captain’s quarters.

      “What is this?” Sylas eyed it with skepticism.

      “A gift. May I?” She leaned down to wrap it around his waist. Sylas’s eyes widened, but he didn’t move a muscle. “Red is the color of fire and passion, you know.”

      Sylas swallowed and nodded.

      She cinched it tight, then stepped back and admired her work. “What do you think Kyra?”

      “I’m not sure…” I rubbed my chin, trying to look disinterested.

      “Thank you, Carolla Hellraiser.” Sylas bowed low. “A fine gift. I must return the favor.”

      “You keep my best friend safe. That’s more than enough.”

      Flancil stared at Carol with sad puppy dog eyes, his bottom lip stuck out. I cleared my throat to get her attention, then glanced toward Flancil.

      “Oh,” Carol noticed him. “Of course I haven’t forgotten you. But a monk can’t wear just anything. So…” Her eyes darted around the deck. She must have then scanned her inventory because she reached into her pouch. “I’d like you to have this.”

      She pulled out a gold amulet in the shape of a sun hanging from a thick silver chain. I analyzed it. There was nothing special about it. It was just some random loot she had picked up in her starter dungeon.

      Flancil’s jaw dropped. He snatched it away from her and secured it around his neck, undoing a few more buttons on his surcoat so the necklace rested in a patch of bristly chest hair.

      “Praise Solara…” He ran his hands over it. Then he slipped on the new brass knuckles I’d given him and struck a pose. “Oh, yeah!”

      Good save.

      “Thanks, Carol.” I put my arms around her. “Do you have anything for me?”

      “Just my friendship.”

      “I’ll take it.” I squeezed her tighter. “Are you sure you don’t want to tag along for the dungeon?”

      Carol released me, then checked her clock. “Sorry, kiddo. I’ll have to miss this one. I’m gonna be late for work.”

      “Wow, you must have gotten up early to have stayed this long, even with the time conversion.”

      She nodded. “I couldn’t wait when I figured it out. I’m so glad you’re alive, Kyra.” We embraced again. “Now, I gotta go.”

      “Bummer. Hey! Bind yourself to my ship.”

      “Done.” Carol gave a two-fingered salute as she faded from existence.

      When I turned, Sylas was staring at me like I had two heads.

      “What?”

      “She just vanished. Where did she go?”

      “Back to my old world. Maybe it’s best you don’t try to understand it.”

      “Can she come back?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      “I know I’m a simple man from a fishing village, but the goddess’s mysteries elude me.”

      “Maybe that’s the way she wants it.”

      Flancil stared at his reflection in the amulet. “The goddess has a plan for all of us. Maybe even Carol and me…” He staggered away in daze.

      Sylas shook his head, then sighed and walked to the bow tugging on the sash.

      Atri floated off.

      “Hey, how about breakfast? Anyone?”

      No response.

      I turned toward the galley. I’d shake Flancil out of his stupor, then we’d whip up something hearty. I had no idea what we were getting into, but it wouldn’t be on an empty stomach.
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      Once the wave of depression over Carol leaving waned and everyone had some food in their bellies, Atri and I huddled around the makeshift breakfast table and went over the map to decide which direction to sail from the reef in order to reach the temple.

      Flancil took a nap on a pile of rope, and Sylas perched on a crate while whittling on a stick.

      Atri and I finalized our plans. She would mind the ship while the three of us rowed out to the edge of the reef. Beyond the reef, a steep drop-off led into a trench that housed the temple complex. We’d anchor the rowboat, pop our potions of water breathing, then make a beeline for the entrance.

      That would leave plenty of time to reach it, even if something went wrong.

      Once that was settled, Atri left to chase after bitter-wights, and I turned my attention to my crafty first mate. “You get enough rest?”

      He nodded but didn’t speak. He’d taken another pole out of one of the containers lining the desk and was practicing his carving skill. When he blew away the dust to reveal a completed image of a fish with intricate scales, a message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Sylas’s Runecrafting skill has reached rank 10.

        Sylas received 250 XP.

      

      

      “Congrats, man. Guess all that carving is adding up.”

      “Aye, I suppose it is. Perhaps I will learn to carve runes into my sword so it can become an instrument of the Bonchu race’s destruction.”

      “Hmm.” I settled next to him on the crate. “I think this might be a good time to clarify something.”

      He didn’t bother hiding his exasperation by suppressing a long-winded sigh as he set the pole to one side. “You’re going to tell me again how we must advance before we enact that for which our blasted ship is named.”

      “I’m not your enemy. Just the opposite.”

      “Kyra.”

      I raised a finger to stave off protests. “That’s not what I was going to say.” I drew my own deep breath. “Hear me out.”

      “Fine.”

      I snatched the pole. “This is a practice canvas. It’s helping you rank up. That’s great. Something tells me rune crafting will prove valuable to all of us, like many other skills you possess and we lack. And if you want to find a way to carve runes into your sword to increase its properties, I’m all for it.”

      “Then what is the problem.”

      “Do you know what a mindset is?”

      “A mind… set?”

      “Yes. One’s disposition. It can exist on a macro level, the way someone chooses to view the world around us, or it can be on a micro level, how someone views a particular challenge.”

      He gave a singular nod, and my spirit was lightened to see curiosity wrinkling his forehead.

      “You need to view this as a long game. I know you understand we have to level up. But doing so will render your sword obsolete. You can practice on it, increase your rune-crafting skill, use it as an instrument of improvement. But it will not be there when we face the Bonchu. Instead, you’ll use those skills, refine them, hone them, then apply them to grander weapons that will have you slicing through the Bonchu hordes with the ferocity you fantasize about… alongside allies. But there’s one more thing about mindset I want you to grasp.”

      It occurred to me that I wished I’d have instigated a conversation like this with Kip and the other D-bags at my day job, but I cast off the thought.

      “I need you to be more than an instrument of the Bonchu’s destruction. I want you to wield the determination of a leader. Sure, you roll around deck handling sails, you get us where we need to go. And you’re even improving in your combat prowess now that we’ve begun to gear you up. But now, I need you to be my partner. To know that, with you at my side, we’re going to move everyone in the directions they want to go. Flancil, Carol—when she’s around—even Atri. I want you to be a leader, and focusing only on your revenge puts everyone else in back of the line.”

      “But you are the captain. We’ve decided this.”

      “That’s just an excuse. Besides, every captain needs a right hand. A trusted first mate.” I swept my gaze across the deck to ensure the gnome hadn’t roused from his nap and snuck up on us. “You are the seaworthy one among us. You are the stoutest. Therefore, it makes sense for you to be the first mate. It makes sense for you to be the front line fighter. But as to the latter, you have to be able to measure a situation in the thick of the moment. To call out instructions, based on a tank’s perspective, for us all to follow. Am I making sense?”

      “You want… me to call out commands?”

      “You’re damned right I do. And I’ll obey them. We’ll refine our processes after the fact. Flancil and I are damage dealers. We will be laser focused on inflicting as much as we can. As the tank, you will do some damage, but it will never equal our own. Instead, you will use your abilities to keep mobs angry at you, measure changes in the situations, and call out when you see an enemy do something that’s a cause for concern.” Another thought occurred, and since the wind was filling my own sails, I jumped at the opportunity. “Also, you will often want to keep enemies facing away from us. In situations where you can pull them into a corner so their effects don’t impact us, you should. Since Flancil and I both have healing abilities, our jobs will be to ensure you don’t die as a result of taking on all that heat.

      “Tanking is the most important job in a party, Sylas. I’m trusting you with it. And the best leaders are the best tanks. So, I respectfully ask that you keep your sister’s face in your mind, not just when we return to the ship and the distractions give way to your angry thoughts, but each time we face an enemy. Every adversary stands between you and the ranks you need for the long term goal. Every chance at XP brings you closer to enacting revenge. So you must direct that hatred at more than the Bonchu, for there will be many enemies between now and then who work to keep you from your desires.”

      Sylas slapped his palms onto his knees then squeezed them. His head bobbed, and his lips moved in a constant flutter like he spoke to himself. Careful not to interrupt his processing, I sat still and peered out over the sea and to the horizon.

      “It never occurred to me until now how no weapon will be the instrument of my vengeance.”

      My head whipped around of its own accord. “What do you mean?”

      He turned, slid one hand from his knee to mine, and locked his glassy gaze with my own. “You are an instrument of the goddess. She sent you to free me from the dwarven prison, whether you believe it or not. It’s by her Light that you fight alongside me. Bring me closer to her justice. It is you, Kyra, who will be the source of my revenge.”

      He dropped to one knee. “As you serve the will of Solara, shall I serve yours. As a party—no, a family—we will all strive toward our goals. Even the pesky gnome is destined for Bonchu, and I never saw that for what it is. More proof the goddess sets beings of like minds in my path. My fealty to you will be unbreakable, Kyra. May our enemies fall before us and be trampled underfoot from this day forth. And after the Bonchu have fallen, may we put down those who obstruct Her will.”

      
        
        Sylas’s disposition toward you has increased to Esteemed.

        Current rank: Maximum

      

      

      He stood and turned his head toward the coromo steering the ship. “Boatswain! Rouse the gnome! The goddess’s Light shines on our path this day! Let us clear this dark temple and purge the spirits from our ship.”
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      Atri kicked the pile of ropes upon which Flancil snoozed, then directed the gnome to make the rounds and expunge spirits to buy her cooldown time while we dove for the temple. We spotted a couple of the pests on our way aft, and I let the gnome know. They were preparing to shred one of the sails, but Flancil hopped up the mast and punched them into next week. By the boatswain’s count, each spirit took seven minutes to respawn. What I’d have given to make it an hour, but we planned on solving the problem soon enough.

      Once that was finished, we helped Sylas lower the longboat then climbed on board. I left my big floppy pirate hat behind. It wouldn't do much good underwater.

      When the three of us were settled, we rowed out to the edge of the reef. The bright azure water teeming with life faded to a deeper blue just beyond. If the map we’d received as a quest reward was right, we floated over the drop-off, the underwater cliff that led to the temple.

      “This is far enough.” I heaved over the longboat’s tiny anchor, then Flancil distributed the water breathing potions.

      I chugged the concoction. My face scrunched up. It tasted like salt water.

      
        
        You have quaffed a potion of Water Breathing.

        Effect: You can now imbibe water into your lungs to breathe.

        Duration: 20 minutes

      

      

      We’d taken our time, had a good night’s rest, lounged around, and ate a hardy breakfast to settle our minds. Now it was go-time. The water was clear and warm. Today, I was actually going to enjoy swimming.

      I jumped in, not on the side painted gloomy by the reef below, but on the sunny, open one. I dunked my head under to get my hair wet then scanned the crystal waters. There must have been a million multi-colored fish swarming around.

      I swam down and grabbed ahold of a rock to keep from floating to the surface. Atri hadn’t been kidding about the buoyancy of the heavily-salted water. I braced myself, let out my breath of air, then breathed. My lungs hitched when the salty liquid hit them, and after a few vomiting breaths to acclimate, the ease with which I breathed surprised me. Once my heart rate slowed again, I smiled up at the wavy image of the guys watching me from the boat.

      I still couldn’t talk under water—after all, it wasn’t called a water talking potion—so I waved them in. Their two heads shared a sidelong glance, then Flancil splashed down and paddled toward me.

      He gagged a couple times, then steadied. After paddling around a bit, he nodded enthusiastically/

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil:] This is kind of fun.

      

      

      He stopped beside me and peered together up at Sylas. Although water was like a second home to him, he still hadn’t taken the plunge.

      
        
        [Kyra:] You coming, or what?

        [Flancil:] Let’s go, man. We’ve got plans and time is short.

      

      

      I considered the water elemental who’d almost drowned him the other day but, while I wasn’t unsympathetic, my tank needed to acclimate to the idea he couldn’t actually die. Sure, the pain and the trauma of death lingered, but I would’ve bet I could acclimate to anything that didn’t kill me. Permanently, anyway.

      A tube if air cut through the water then flowed downward as Sylas plopped in. He floundered for a minute while he adjusted, then swam to us.

      
        
        [Kyra:] Not too bad, right?

      

      

      His cheeks were puffed out as he stared at me wide-eyed.

      
        
        [Kyra:] It only sucks for a couple breaths. Might as well get it over with.

      

      

      Flancil nodded in support.

      Sylas shook his head. I waited. His face turned a darker shade of blue than the surrounding water. Finally he released his air and breathed in, hyperventilated, then caught his breath. I gestured into the darker depths, he nodded, then took the lead.

      And lead, he did. Sylas cut through water like he bore fins. Flancil was another story. His arms and legs didn’t seem to work well together, and instead of pushing through like a frog, he looked like some kind of struggling raccoon.

      Once they’d advanced out of range, I focused on an inventory slot and whipped out the item I’d been dying to try out during the two-day sail to the reef.

      
        
        Companion Stone

        Use this rock in the water to receive your own sea-bound fighting pet.

        Would you like to activate your Companion Stone?

        Yes/No

      

      

      While I could’ve activated it the second my lungs acclimated to the water, I didn’t know what to expect. My companions might lose their faculties if I just summoned it without warning in their general proximity.

      When I sent the affirmative thought to my HUD the stone rumbled in my hand. A seam split up the side, then another. My fingers unfolded, then it floated down. The cracks glowed orange and spread up and around the stone. It released small bubbles that drifted up. The rock split, then unfolded like a flower’s anthesis, the sides of the rock uncurling into long tentacles that snaked through the water.

      When the body unfurled, I gaped in awe. It boasted wide, leather wings and a long stinger on its backside. A huge stingray. But when its head whipped up from the underside of its body as it unfurled, I spied scales with little spines running from the crown all the way down the back of its body in two neat rows. The way the anterior end hooked, and with its long snout and deep set eyes with a jutting forehead, I knew it’d been designed to resemble a mythic creature the lore of my world.

      
        
        Your pet dragon ray has been born into Enora!

      

      

      Half dragon, half stingray, and wholly bad-fucking-ass. The animal whipped in a circle then shot toward me. In a display of its bottom side, it spread its wings, then cocked its head in my direction. Circular waves emitted from its mouth then a soft noise resounded between my ears.

      
        
        Ping!

      

      

      Although the noise was like something out of a submarine movie, my mind interpreted the word as

      
        
        Hello!

      

      

      Not knowing how to send a ping, I just thought

      
        
        Hello!

      

      

      The dragon ray curled its wide wings into its chest then twisted in a circle. Perhaps in celebration of our first communication, but maybe I was just projecting my own disposition. I brought in my arms then twisted in a circle. Because why not?

      The dragon ray unfurled its wings then shot beneath me.

      
        
        [Dragon Ray:] Ping!

        [Me:] Sure, I’d love a ride.

      

      

      I pointed toward the blips in the distance that were my companions. The dragon’s head pumped twice in what might have been a nod of affirmation. Not knowing how else I would mount up, I grasped the wings on either side of its head, then we were off. The water threw my hair back in a stream behind me. The dragon ray sliced through the water with such insane speed, it wasn’t half a minute later that we blew by the guys en route to the red X marked on the map.

      As we swam, I analyzed the back of the dragon head.

      
        
        Dragon Ray Whelp

        These aquatic dragons lay their eggs around thermal vents. Fiercely loyal, they imprint upon hatching. Larger specimens have been known to hoard sunken treasure and make their lairs in underwater volcanoes.

      

      

      Something flashed in my interface, calling my attention to my companion tab. The creature twisted its head around further than should have been possible, then its burning yellow eyes gazed upon me though it cut forward through the water.

      A new entry in materialized in my Companions tab. I’d also received a notification.

      
        
        You have learned a spell:

        Summon Dragon Ray Whelp

        You may summon or dismiss your pet at will. Most classes may only summon one pet at a time. You may issue attack commands and activate your pet’s abilities like you would your own. This pet communicates using telepathic sonar and will understand your thoughts with clarity.

        If your pet dies in combat, it will be dismissed and you may summon it again after cooldown has expired.

        Pets do not receive separate experience, and they only level when their masters do.

      

        

      
        The Dragon Ray is a Legendary Pet.

        Legendary pets grow in size and learn new abilities as they level up.

      

        

      
        Ranks available to Dragon Rays:

        Whelp

        Fledgling

        Wyvern

        Dragon

        Guardian

        Behemoth

        Your Dragon Ray is currently a Whelp.

        Whelps are water breathing and cannot survive outside salt water.

      

        

      
        Dragon Ray abilities:

        Ink Screen

        A cloud of ink fills the water. Attacks within this cloud have reduced accuracy.

        Latch

        The dragon ray grabs onto a target and wraps its wings around it, causing suffocation.

        Gnash

        The dragon ray uses two long rows of razor sharp teeth to take a chunk out of your chosen target.

        Needle

        Your dragon ray uses the anterior needle to puncture your chosen target.

      

      

      Another pane crowded my HUD when Flancil reached out via party chat.

      
        
        [Flancil”] Is that your pet rock?

        [Kyra:] Not a rock anymore. But it was. What do you think?

        [Flancil:] That thing is fast!

        [Sylas:] Indeed. I didn’t know you’d be able to ride your pet.

        [Kyra:] I guess the blessings abound. Hey, I’m near the X. Home in on my indicator and we’ll wait here. Unless you want me to send her back for you.

        [Flancil:] It’s a she?

        [Kyra:] No freaking idea. The Companion tab doesn’t specify.

        [Sylas:] I’ll swim. Thanks.

        [Flancil:] Yeah, me too. We’ll be there in a minute.

        [Kyra:] Suit yourselves.

      

      

      The dragon ray stopped when I sent a thought across the sonar waves. I relaxed my death grip, then floated off.

      
        
        Would you like to name your pet?

      

      

      My head tilted to one side when I read the question, regardless of the water. The ensuing conversation went something like this:

      
        
        [Kyra:] Do you have any preference as to what I name you?

        [Dragon ray:] Ping!

        [Kyra:] Yup, that seems fitting.

        Are you sure you’d like to name your pet Ping!?

      

      

      I nodded. My Companion tab zoomed to center again, and the words Dragon Ray slid down a line so they became more of a description, allowing her proper name to take the top slot.

      
        
        Ping!

        Level 17 Dragon Ray

      

      

      I hadn’t intended the exclamation point to be part of her name, but who gave a shit?

      Sylas joined me at the edge of the reef, then we turned to watch Flancil sweeping his arms and legs to propel toward us. If nothing else, he’d started to adapt and moved at a much faster clip.

      The little dragon ray flitted about, exploring the environment, but never straying too far. It was awesome.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil:] Who’s going first?

        [Kyra:] I’ll give you one guess.

        [Flancil:] The dragon ray?

        [Kyra:] While that isn’t a bad idea, it can’t exist outside water, and something tells me when we reach the inside, we’ll be breathing air again.

        [Flancil:] Oh, then the tank goes first.

      

      

      I nodded then blew some bubbles.
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      The water darkened from a clear sapphire to a deep cobalt, then blackened the deeper we dove. But when I cast Inner Illumination, what ambient light filtered down washed my surroundings in a kind of blue daylight.

      The schools of fish in the depths sped by, turning in sync like flocks of birds. Something whipped by in my peripheral vision but swam out of view when I twisted toward it.

      I scanned all around, but there was nothing else in the water column. The steep cliff face stood like an endless dark wall behind me. Flancil’s irises flashed, an indication he’d cast his own seeing spell, but Sylas would need an assist if it got much darker.

      In a rare stroke of luck, we spied a light source twinkling from beneath the bottom of the shelf below, right where X marked the spot. I turned to my dragon ray then waved it over. It actually responded. The conversation when something like this:

      
        
        [Me:] Can my bound companions ride you?

        [Ping!:] Ping!

        [Me:] Awesome! Scurry over to the big guy.

      

      

      I brought up a party chat and told Sylas where to grip onto Ping!’s wings, because I was a poet like that. Although he fired an evil squint in my direction, he acquiesced and latched on. A moment later, they zoomed into the depths beyond the depths.

      My legs kicked in a clumsy frog lurch as I pushed over to Flancil.

      
        
        Private Chat

        [Kyra:] We’ll just make sure he arrives in one piece.

      

      

      Bubbles erupted from the gnome’s lips. He flashed me a thumb’s up, an indication my sign language was really taking hold. Although we pursued, we took our sweet time. If Sylas sent a warning, I wanted plenty of space to react—even if I had no idea what threats might exist down there, let alone how I’d respond to them. When my dragon ray neared the lip from beneath which the light shone, little rainbow colored ripples cascaded across its surface in a beautiful display. Then they were gone. I counted to ten, then followed up with Flancil.

      
        
        Private Chat

        [Kyra:] Must be all clear.

      

      

      Then a new light source popped up twenty yards beyond the gnome’s water-treading body. A white glow illuminated a circle of wiry teeth wider than his whole body.

      
        
        Private Chat

        [Kyra:] Flan! Move your ass!

      

      

      I pointed just in time for the monk to whip his head around and flap his arms wildly enough to slip away from the attacker’s mouth.

      
        
        Giant Angler

        These carnivorous bottom dwellers boast lips flooded with bacteria that cause a bioluminescent effect. Known for their gaping mouths and long, wiry teeth, they pierce even the toughest hides found in the deep seas.

      

      

      As it rushed toward me, Flancil threw an errant punch at its backside, but he missed.

      It was then I realized water just wasn’t my jam. A clumsy human with no fins or method of propulsion swimming 500 feet below the surface might as well relax and let the pain come. At least the ship was within proximity, and I could always dive again. But this time, I’d ride my new pet all the way to the bottom. Maybe my sacrifice would buy Flancil the time to get there. I decided I’d tell him as much.

      Although I’d prepared myself for the forthcoming nightmare of pain resulting from those massive teeth biting me in half at the waist, a dark shape whooshed into view and the giant angler stopped dead.

      
        
        Ping! uses Needle.

        Critical hit!

        Mortal wound!

        Giant Angler -227 HP

        Ping! Has defeated a Giant Angler.

        You do not receive XP for pet kills unless you inflict damage.

      

      

      The angler tilted then floated in a lazy motion until my pet ripped its giant stinger out of  the fish’s temple. Or where a temple would’ve been, anyway. A pool of blood plumed from the mortal wound.

      “Holy fucking shit!” I exclaimed purely in bubbles. “You are a bad mother—”

      
        
        Ping!

        [Me:] Yes, I am very pleased. I couldn’t ask for a better companion!

        Ping!

        [Me:] Yes. We want to go down, too. Are you strong enough to carry us both if we each grab a wing?

        Ping!

        [Me:] Sweet!

      

      

      In lieu of using party chat, I snatched some real estate beside the dragon ray’s neck then waved Flancil over. When I freed a hand then pointed at a spot on the other extremity, the gnomish monk pointed at himself in disbelief. I nodded. He shook his head.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] I will leave you.

        [Sylas:] I have already arrived.

        [Kyra:] I thought I was still talking in private chat. Speaking to Flan.

        [Flancil:] I tolerate you calling me that, but riding a—whatever that is—isn’t part of our agreement.

        [Kyra:] Suit yourself.

      

      

      When I set my second hand on my pet, Flancil relented and grabbed on opposite me.

      Like I’d hoped.

      We zoomed through the water in pursuit of the glimmering rays of light casting through the sea currents below. The thrust when Ping! dipped below the shelf then leveled us out made me lightheaded, and the crystalline glow pouring from a hole above rushed to meet my eyes. The closer we drew to the massive hole, now overhead, the brighter the light above.

      But when Ping! broke the surface, bringing us into an open cavern, the world dimmed again, as if the ring separating water from glorious air had been its source.

      Although my pet’s description told me it couldn’t be used outside water, it breathed the air without a problem. I chalked the limitation to its lack of legs.

      I peered at the pool surrounding us, and it glowed with the brightness of a distant white star against the shroud of a midnight blue sky. The way we’d disturbed its glossy surface caused ripples to cascade off the rocky ceilings overhead, and if I’d expected anything resembling smooth, stony temple walls, disappointment would’ve ruled the day.

      But that was thing about Enora. I’d learned to temper my expectations because they never came to fruition.

      Our gnome companion tried to speak, gagged, then vomited salt water. I followed suit, slipped off Ping!’s back, then swam to the edge where Sylas offered his hand to haul me up. Ping plopped beneath the surface and swam off once I stood on solid ground.

      “No temple?” Flancil scrunched up his face, spat a bit more liquid. “What is it?”

      Sylas shook his head and wrung saltwater out of the ruffles on his shirttails beneath the breastplate. “It is worse. Much worse than we feared.”
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      I envisioned the place as a massive air bubble. It appeared empty until I crept away from the submerged lagoon and discovered sources that enhanced the light I’d attributed to the liquid barrier below. The rocky floor was dotted with patches of glowing crystals. The first few twinkled green and azure. Closer to the center, pinks and purples, oranges and yellows.

      The veins within the rock grew wider and appeared with more frequency the further we progressed from the pool. When we reached the center to turn slowly and glance at the walls all around, we stood on a stone circle. The color surrounding us pulsed and shifted, like an underwater aurora borealis.

      “This is majestic,” Flancil crooned low.

      “Yeah, it is.” I looked at Sylas. “But judging from the way your face is all scrunched up, I’m guessing you don’t agree. Didn’t we just talk on the ship about your—”

      “Majestic, you say?” He gestured down into a gaping slit in the rock. Light shone up to cast his grim face in a rainbow. I crept to the edge and peered over in awe.

      
        
        You have discovered the Chorian Caverns.

        +379 XP

        This instance has been modified as follows:

        Difficulty adjusted to accommodate three players.

        Difficulty rating: Medium

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        You are the first player to discover the Chorian Caverns!

        +500 Bonus XP

        You have earned a new title:

        Discovery Diver

      

      

      A spiral of warm glowing rock beckoned from the cavern entrance, and a wide staircase lit by colorful crystal light in the walls wound down to a dark cave mouth. I brushed the smooth walls with my fingertips while we descended.

      When we reached the bottom, I peered up and through the circular channel. “I didn’t expect it to be this… pretty.”

      “I’d hoped we were finished with caves.” Sylas spat.

      Keep dreaming.

      He drew his rapier then paced back and forth behind us, wiping his brow and muttering to himself. For my part, I couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding sweeping over me as I stared into the inky blackness of the cave mouth.

      Sylas might have wanted us to think he was angry, but I suspected he shook in his boots. It wasn’t like he was an avid gamer with my experiences to draw on. My apprehension was normal and bordered on excitement. His? The fear of a fisherman-turned-tank who’d just had his dangerous role in a party defined for him. I hadn’t seen him quite so riled up since springing him from the dwarven cells.

      A little softness never killed anyone, so I squeezed his shoulder. “It’ll be all right. We could walk three abreast in there with room to spare.”

      “It is a temple of dark magic. Tight quarters are the least of my concerns.”

      I didn’t believe him, but I wasn’t about to press. Instead, I changed my class, waited for the cooldown, then summoned Rogul. His aura bloomed, and I directed him into the tunnel. Orange light cascaded off the walls. “Look on the bright side. You’ll be able to see in there.”

      “Hmph.” He raised his chin. “I don’t need you to point out a bright side. The work must be done despite the…”

      “Gnawing in your belly telling you proceeding is suicidal?”

      He shrugged me off and stomped into the cave.

      Flancil pulled up the waist of his wet pants and kicked them out as he strode down the passage.

      The cavern entrance’s smooth walls reminded me of a lava tube. It was black, volcanic rock with alternating bands of crystal that reflected Rogul’s light.

      A faint sound drifted to us from up ahead. Its timbre rose and fell like soft music with overlapping, echoing, indiscernible notes. After a turn to the right then a twist back to the left, the tunnel opened into a huge cavern, the walls streaked with glowing stone. There was no discernible pattern, but each cluster of glassy rock bore a different shade of light. Stalactites hung low, pulsing with the same prismatic colors.

      I paced around the chamber, looking for the source of the music before I realized that the sound pulsed in time with the shifting hues. Flancil bobbed his head and hummed along.

      My lip curled. “That droning’s going to be stuck in my head all day.”

      “Hush.” Sylas held out a hand. “Have you forgotten the bats that attacked us in the last cavern we entered?”

      “Last cavern was vampiric worms.”

      “Shut it, Kyra.”

      “Aye, first mate.”

      The wall opposite where we’d entered was flat, with lizards carved on either side. A third emaciated figure loomed at the top, perched on a ledge and peering down through hollow eye sockets. Three recesses were carved into the stony facade between the two carvings and beneath the reptilian’s feet. I eyed the ledge on which the third being sat.

      That would be a great place for funerary urns.

      I tiptoed up to it, looking for traps, then stopped just in front of the central alcove. In my new position, the three heads were directed at me. Not creepy or anything.

      Amidst the silence with three sets of eyes—or sockets—glaring at me, I jumped when a block of text splashed across my interface.

      
        
        Quest Objective Completed!

        A Clean Slate

        3. Travel to the Chorian Reef and seek out the Wall of Guardians.

        You have a new quest objective:

        4. Defeat the Guardians of Chorian Caverns, retrieve their Guardian Stones, then insert them into the slots.

        Sub-Objectives:

        (Can be completed in any order)

        Retrieve the Stone of Hemachatus.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Retrieve the Stone of Bostarus.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Retrieve the Stone of Mustelas.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Rewards:

        5,670 XP

        A buff to your primary attribute.

        Players-only Note: In Enora Online, your primary attributes shift with the change of your combat class, so this permanent buff is a boon regardless of which class you play at a given time.

      

      

      My companions’ eyes darted as they scanned the new quest announcement. It was weird to think I had an extra bit of information they wouldn’t receive. To think NPCs were anything less than players… Nothing I’d encountered in the world suggested that. No one could look at either of my companions and say they didn’t possess a sense of self.

      Okay. So, technically, they were ones and zeroes. But I’d treat them like live beings with hearts and souls. To believe anything less would be to degrade my own sense of self. I might enjoy game mechanics like switching classes, but consciousness transfer or not, I was just as binary.

      I shook my head. The game was crazy.

      “Well, we’ve got some stones to find. Shall we split up?”

      Flancil took a few steps in one direction then stopped. “I’d rather not if we don’t have to…”

      Sylas walked the opposite way, but remained silent.

      “Hey, be safe. Don't leave the cavern. Scream if something happens.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      I could still hear Flancil humming to himself as I explored the cavern. It was a sizable space. Like a magical, glowing parking garage. There were a lot of brightly lit alcoves with more stalactites. I tried to keep an eye on the guys as I searched. The faint music grated on my nerves, and I counted six tones playing in annoying sequence. The familiarity of the tones tickled my brain.

      Sylas called out. His voice warbled and echoed. “There’s a tunnel over here.”

      “I found one, too.” Flancil called from behind a stalagmite.

      On the way back toward the Wall of Guardians, I spotted a corner darker than the rest. A tunnel there led deeper into the cave system.

      I joined the guys back in front of the wall and pointed. “There's a third one back that way.”

      “I think we should go my way,” Flancil said. “It was brightest.”

      “Mine was wider than yours.” Sylas tugged on his collar. “I believe it would be the easiest journey. “He cast a sidelong gaze my way, as if daring me to oppose him and side with the gnome. “What of yours?”

      “You wouldn't like it. Let’s go your way.”

      “Very well.”

      We both looked at Flancil. “Whatever makes fish breath less grumpy.”

      They shared a glare, then Flancil stepped closer to the tank, pushing his chin higher.

      “Okay, tough guys. That settles it.”

      There was no point telling them that, for three stones, there were bound to be three tunnels. Since we’d found that many, we’d have to traverse them all. We’d jump off that bridge when we came to it.
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      The tunnel narrowed so we had to walk single file. Sylas grumbled but took the lead. A few steps later, the jagged ceiling lowered dramatically. He halted.

      “What’s that look for? It’s not so bad.” Flancil walked on like nothing had changed, the roof still a few inches above his head. He turned back. “There's a doorway up here. You get the tall man on the ground, and I'll drag him through.”

      “No one is pushing me through that. I’ll do it myself.”

      But shivers crept up and down the center of my back as I knelt and peered through. “Rogul, scout ahead.”

      My pet pumped both fists, ducked, then crawled through. His glow vanished on the other side.

      Conciliated by the notion my minion would call out if it ran into danger, Sylas and I dropped to our hands and knees, then crawled. The walls constricted as we reached the opening. A square portal carved out of the glowing rock waited on the other side. I crept through and into a new chamber.

      Less prominent than the first, its ceiling towered high above, and massive stalactites hung down over a pool of water. A narrow shelf circled its perimeter. I shuffled sideways to get both feet onto it, then Sylas shimmied up beside me. Flancil was already working his way around the walkway. Rogul stood on the other side, hands perched on the rocky lip surrounding the pool, peering down with rapt interest.

      Another creeping wave caused my shoulders to shudder. Although I could’ve called myself paranoid, I reminded myself where I was. Then I snatched my scythe from my inventory and changed classes. No sooner had Rogul faded away than a loud, grinding sound announced the closing of the tunnel through which we’d entered.

      I scanned the room for potential exits in case we needed to retreat. Nothing. “Anyone else think we better get off the ledge and away from this pool?”

      Thanks to his narrow frame and tiny feet, Flancil was around and off in a few heartbeats. I turned then scurried the best I could without winding up in the drink, one hand pressing the wall for stability. The water below us bubbled. My thudding heart jumped like it wanted to get into my throat to tell me something. The only thing missing as we hustled around the pool was a fast-paced combat soundtrack.

      But the lone sounds were the same six tones, faint in the background. A shadow stirred within the glowing water. A big fucking shadow.

      “Something’s down there! Remember the battle plan!” I reached the end of the shelf then hustled to the center of the open area beyond the pool. “Spread out. Sylas draw attacks. I’ll cast from behind.”

      The water at the center of the cavern exploded as a new opponent burst forth with an ear-ringing hiss. A long, tubular body covered in thick scales erupted toward the stalactites above.

      Great.

      Old habits die hard. I was so used to watching cut scenes when huge monsters appeared that I just stood there like a nimrod as it rose. Then a giant cobra hood unfolded.

      Move!

      I shook myself out of my trance.

      With a slash at the air, I sent a whirling scythe of energy toward it. Its movement was a blur as it dipped to one side, evading the attack. My spell slammed into the ceiling, sending a rain of smaller stalactites into the pool. The head whirled around to face me.

      With no idea how much of its body was coiled beneath the water, there was no guessing its size, but I could only deal with that which I could see. The room darkened as it loomed over me, its split tongue flicking in my direction. One of its eyes was a milky white, and patches of its flesh were discolored and flaky, like it was infected with some kind of rot.

      Then it spoke, and I about pissed myself. “Misssserable witchhhh.”

      Its mouth dropped open to reveal a set of fangs longer than my scythe’s blade, and dripping with green ooze.

      Venom.

      The wall opposite flared with holy light as our healer laid his HOT spell upon our fighter. The cobra’s head whipped around with a hiss.

      “You dare cast the Light of Sssssolara into my domain?” Its hissing voice reverberated off the cavern walls. I had to suppress the urge to cover my ears. Instead, I reached one hand up, drew it across my eyes to flood mana into my fingertips, then flung the energy toward it. The ribbon of dark magic whirled across the room, then wrapped itself around the creature’s face.

      
        
        You cast Blind

        Hemachatus is blinded.

      

      

      The giant serpent screeched and struck out in fury, fangs dripping as they gnashed against the stone where Flancil’d stood a second earlier, and just close enough for Sylas to dash in and attack.

      
        
        Sylas uses Shoulder Charge.

      

      

      My jaw dropped when the snake actually bent backward against the smaller man’s impact. When it recoiled and brought its face down low, Sylas responded in a blur, one strike slashing across the creature’s eye, then two jabs puncturing it above the nose. The snake screeched and drew away, shaking it's bloody face

      The Cross Slash he’d executed shot him up the aggro chart. “Yeah, Sy!”

      Flancil appeared atop of the snake’s head. He rode the bouncing cobra like a cowboy, bashing it with boss fist weapons, each impact causing bright white flashes. The snake whipped forward, then threw itself back so hard it banged into the edge of the pool.

      Flancil took flight as I cast another ethereal scythe to open a wound beneath the serpent’s chin. Or whatever you called a serpent’s lower mouth thingie.

      
        
        You cast Ghost Scythe.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -34 HP

      

      

      The dark energy of my Blindspell dissolved into black dust when the snake shot upright again. A gob of venom splattered against the wall over Sylas’s head, fizzling as it touched the stone. My tank rolled away, drew his rapier back, then sliced through the snake’s scales. Thick green blood oozed.

      Flancil Whisper Stepped to the edge of the pool where the snake leaned so he flanked it. A four-punch combination ensued, then he followed it up with an explosive finisher.

      
        
        Kidney Punch

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      The snake wheeled toward the purveyor of the latest assault, then drew back to strike.

      “Sylas, taunt!”

      The serpent’s health bar dropped below fifty-percent.

      Sylas raised both fists and taunted. An aura flashed around him.

      The snake wheeled, but before it struck, its whole body shimmied. A purple glow with creeping black tendrils spiraled from its head to where it disappeared into the water.

      
        
        Hemachatus cast Stone Scales.

        -15% Melee damage received.

      

      

      Hemachatus’s head snapped toward me, then a stream of venom sprayed the entire side of the cavern.

      
        
        Hemachatus uses Spitting Venom.

        Hit!

        You are poisoned!

        -19 HP (poison)

      

      

      Then it ticked again.

      
        
        -22 HP (poison)

      

      

      My scythe dropped to the stony floor as the nerves in my hands erupted in a nightmarish burn. My knuckles swelled as steam rose. “Aw fuck! Fuck! Shit! God Dammit! Motherf—”

      I looked up as the snake reared back and hissed at me.

      Sylas would have none of it. “Face me, spawn of Hokhram!”

      The snake resisted, then lunged to strike. I rolled away, my scythe forgotten. One fang tore through my Achilles tendon, and I roared another deluge of words my mother wouldn’t have been proud of.

      
        
        Hemachatus uses Strike.

        -45 HP

      

      

      As if that wasn’t enough, the poison burned off another chunk of my health.

      
        
        -23 HP (poison)

      

      

      Sylas yelled at it, again. “You heard me, thou shit-slithering subjugate. You drag your belly through the dung of the deceiver.”

      Then he was slammed into the wall. One second the giant cobra bore its fangs at me, the next, they were buried in Sylas’s ribcage.

      
        
        Hemachatus uses Impale.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas -89 HP

        Sylas is poisoned!

        -23 HP (poison)

        -31 HP (poison)

      

      

      Should’ve bought antidote!

      Our enemy dragged him into the air, then tilted its head back like it might swallow him whole.

      I cast a magic scythe then dove for my material one. “Flancil! Help him!”

      The little dude sprinted, leaped from the ledge, disappeared in mid-air and reappeared near the roof of the cave near the cobra’s massive jaws. He readied his fists, but Sylas crashed into the wall beside him, then tumbled to the ground. Flancil dropped as the snake tried to snatch him on the backswing, but he lost his footing, slipped beneath its grasp, then splashed into the pool.

      That’s not good.

      I pushed from my mind the image of Flancil trying to dodge cobra strikes and doggy paddle at the same time as I whirled my scythe in an arc again. Another rift of green energy swirled out, colliding with the cobra’s head. The snake cast me little more than a glance before swinging back toward Sylas’s crumpled form.

      I twisted my arms in the motions to cast Drain Essence. Next, probably having lost my mind, I sprinted toward the pool, launched with both feet, swung my scythe overhead, then lodged it into the cobra’s back while it hung low. When it shot up, I clutched my weapon with both hands, lest I ended up flailing in the water with my impotent monk.

      
        
        Your Scythe skill has reached rank 7.

      

      

      Gravity took over as my bodyweight dragged me down the rear of the serpent’s body, tearing a massive gash through the flesh beyond its scales. Red text streamed up the center of my interface.

      
        
        Okay, that is pretty nasty.

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -34 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +17 HP (Drain Essence)

        Flancil

        +17 HP (Drain Essence)

        You

        +17 HP (Drain Essence)

      

        

      
        Your scythe skill has reached rank 8.

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -37 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +18 HP (Drain Essence)

        Flancil

        +18 HP (Drain Essence)

        You

        +18 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -33 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +16 HP (Drain Essence)

        Flancil

        +16 HP (Drain Essence)

        You

        +16 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -27 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +13 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -12 HP

      

      

      
        
        Your scythe skill has reached rank 9.

      

        

      
        Sylas

        +6 HP (Drain Essence)

        Flancil

        +6 HP (Drain Essence)

        You

        +6 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      “Ha ha! Woo!” My descent slowed then halted, but I kicked my legs furiously while hanging on for dear life. In doing so, I managed to gouge a few inches more into the widening slit before the cobra finally whipped backward and sent me flying.

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -29 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        + 14 HP (Drain Essence)

        (Drain Essence Ends)

      

      

      
        
        Hemachatus

        -22 HP

        -11 HP (bleed)

        -11 HP (bleed)

      

      

      My back slammed into the ground, and I coughed the last of my wind from my chest. With my hands planted behind me—one clutching my scythe this time—I pushed up. Unable to match my exuberance because of the loss of air after impact, I coughed. “How… do… you… like… my… OP ass now?”

      The hissing reverberated through the cavern, drowning out Flancil’s splashing in the pool below. The sound echoed until it merged with the endless tones of the stalactites that still played in the background. Sylas struggled to his feet and braced to counter the next attack, but the bitch turned on me. It swayed side to side.

      
        
        Hemachatus uses Hypnotic Dance.

        Sylas is hypnotized.

        Flancil is hypnotized.

        You resist Hypnotic Dance.

      

      

      My companions’ eyes went glossy. Flancil slipped beneath the waves. Maybe choking on water would snap him out of it. It would have to because I couldn't go down there and save his ass. Hemachatus bent down, opening its jaws wide like it might just swallow me whole and skip the rest of the engagement.

      “Here’s a little something for your trouble.”

      
        
        You cast blind.

      

      

      The smoky blindfold covered its yellow eyes. The snake shrieked in frustration. I focused on the gaping opening, then thrust my mana-filled hands forward.

      
        
        You cast Ghost Scythe.

      

      

      The blade of wind and shadow cut the air between us, then sliced into one side at the back of the cobra’s mouth.

      
        
        Critical Hit!

        Mortal Wound!

        You have Killed Hemachatus

        4,500 XP

      

      

      The rocky wall blocking our exit rose into its recess, clearing the way for our exit. But my HUD had things to say, anyway.

      
        
        Flancil has reached level 16!

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Flancil has four attribute points to spend.

        With a disposition of Friendly, you may spend one attribute points on Flancil. To spend more points, increase disposition.

      

        

      
        Sylas has reached level 16!

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

        Since Sylas’s disposition with you is Esteemed, you may spend all of Sylas’s attribute points.

        Current available attribute points: 10

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        You have reached level 19!

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

        You have three attribute points to spend.

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell:

        Devour Flesh

        Burn away the flesh away from up to three enemies, slowing their movement speed and causing poison damage.

        Type: Spell

        Cast Time: 4 seconds

        Cost: 50 Mana

        Range: 15 yards

        Duration: 7 seconds

        Damage: 75 poison damage per tick

        Cooldown: 20 seconds

      

      

      “Yeah!” I pumped my fist in the air and bounced on my tiptoes from side to side as the golden glow faded. I “Did you guys see that? The way I sliced down that fucker’s back! How I finished it off with a scythe right in its ugly gaping pie hole?” I punched the air, doing my best Flancil impression as I shuffled my feet in a circle.

      “It was so beautiful…” Flancil spoke in a droning monotone as he hung over the edge of the pool.

      Sylas slumped down with his back to the wall and lay his rapier across his lap. “Grand, Kyra. Very nice.”

      “Oh c’mon. I even healed the shit out of all of us!”

      They nodded, but couldn’t seem to raise their Stamina bars enough for a response. Parked on the ledge while I waited for them to recover, I scanned the snake’s long body draped over the edge of the pool.

      Sylas waved the tip of his sword toward the water. “What’s that?”

      I crept to the stony perimeter. A glow emanated from just below the surface, from inside the cobra’s body. “Got it. Stay seated until your health ticks back up. You’re green.”

      I crawled onto the massive snake head, steadied my footing on its scales, then crept along its body like a balance beam. Flancil paddled over then climbed on. I hopped from one coil to the next until the water rose to my ankles. “Okay stand back.”

      Flancil retreated a couple steps.

      I raised my scythe, drew a deep breath while focusing, then plunged the blade between the scales. The flesh was thick and leathery, but once the blade sliced through, it burst open. I tugged, using the blade like a plow digging a furrow in the earth.

      
        
        Your Scythe skill has reached rank 10.

      

      

      “Whoa…” Flancil gawked. He waved a hand in front of his face as a vile stench rose from the wound. “I think that thing was undead.”

      I set my scythe aside to reach in and pry the heavy flesh apart. When the tissue separated, I spied a bloody hulk of something leather in the creature’s belly. My hands slipped on the nastiness, but I eventually tugged it free.

      “Leather bag. Wonder who it killed for this.” I tugged to loosen the drawstring, then peered inside.

      An egg-shaped stone glowed in there, illuminating the surrounding items as I dug my fingers around to reveal them. The first item to come loose in my fingers was a gold chain. Inspection revealed nothing special. Might have been worth a little coin, but I didn’t think we were hurting financially. I shoved it toward the other loot whore in our party, since he held the disposition of a hoarder in my old world.

      “Here, for your collection.” I tossed it.

      The gnome clutched it so it hung from the wrinkles of his tiny fist, then he dipped it into the pool to rinse it off. That bit of business done, he threw it over his head, then tugged it down to stack on the chain Carol had gifted him.

      A pile of coins lay in a puddle of digestive fluid. I plucked them up one at a time until I had gathered 45 silver and 24 copper. Not a huge take. My HUD reported the update to what I saw as the party’s coin.

      
        
        Gold: 971

        Silver: 34

        Copper: 105

      

      

      Although the reward was barely measurable, our coin stash had grown exponentially compared to when we were lower levels.

      Further down in the stomach I spotted a hunk of black metal. Up to my arm in nasty green stinking fluid before I grasped it, I yanked repeatedly until it came free.

      “Sylas, it’s your lucky day. You’re about to get an upgrade.” I clasped the items from beneath two metal shoulder pads then turned to display it. The breastplate was black—either by design or from stomach acid eating away at it—and had a snarling pug-nosed lion embossed on the chest.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        Imperial Cuirass of Resistance

        Chest protection worn by Bonchu Naval officers. This armor is an older style from a bygone age.

        Level 16

        Type: Armor

        Slot: Chest

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 70 of 75

        +5 Constitution

        +5 Strength

        +25% Fire resistance

        +25% Wind Resistance

      

      

      That its level matched my tank’s perfectly struck me as too good to be a coincidence. I was willing to bet Enora’s AI scanned the party members and adjusted armor and weapons accordingly. And considering how close to capped the durability was, I doubted my conjecture about stomach acid added up. The armor was designed to be black. And it was bad-assed. In addition to matching the Constitution bonus of his current armor, it added Strength and two kinds of nature resistances.

      Sylas winked his eyes in succession, then scowled like he’d bit into a lemon. “I will not wear anything fashioned by those treacherous welts!”

      “Think about it.” I jiggled it from both sides. “If it’s common military gear, this might make for a hell of a disguise.”

      He pulled himself up, then held his hands out with the palms up. With a swing to one side, I hurled it over the water, and my tank snatched it up. I made him change it out on the spot, then had Flancil take up a slot in his magic pockets for the old chest gear in case we could break it down for crafting purposes. It had no business fitting there, but this was a game, so of course it did.

      Finally, I inspected the stone.

      
        
        Stone of Hemachatus

      

      

      “Got the first stone.” I scooped it up.

      One final sweep through the nastiness revealed nothing more in the way of loot. I had the team turn their backs, pulled my robe over my head, tossed it onto the shelf near my tank, then dropped in the water to get the stink off. But I hadn’t really considered the action, because my hands slipped on the rocky, slimy lip of the pool each time I tried to pull myself up. Sylas moseyed over, grinned down at me, then lowered both hands. In an act of kindness, he squeezed his eyes closed as he hoisted me out.

      With his new breastplate donned, Sylas led us back to the low dip. We crawled down the tunnel, then marched triumphantly back to the cavern.

      We placed the stone into the slot on the wall that corresponded with the location of the tunnel. Something unseen rumbled behind the wall.

      
        
        Sub-Objectives:

        (Can be completed in any order)

        Completed: Retrieve the Stone of Hemachatus.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Retrieve the Stone of Bostarus.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Retrieve the Stone of Mustelas.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

      

      

      The stone glistened, then streams of colored light cut trails of green along the wall to ignite the eyes of the carving to the left. I checked the quest log again to make sure the first objective had been updated. “One down. Two to go.”

      Flancil strolled closer. “You want to get the right side next?”

      “No. Let’s save that one for last.” I didn’t want to force Sylas down the darkest, narrowest tunnel until he’d seen two of the three stones deposited. Call it lay psychology.

      “All right. Follow me.” Flancil led us to the tunnel he’d found.

      Swirling veins of crystal lent this passage a disorienting funhouse appearance in how they spiraled down its length and swelled with light at intervals. The gnome had no trouble marching down it like it’d been tailored to his size.

      I wasn’t sure that passage was any better than the one I’d found. I tried to convince myself it was the right choice and murmured, “At least it’s bright in there.”

      “Since Flancil has forgotten the proper arrangement of our party, let’s get through this quickly.” Sylas crawled in behind the gnome.

      I took up the rear.
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      The kaleidoscope of colored crystals creating waves in the shorter tunnel made for a distracting crawl. The lights swirled in a disorienting pattern, and the tunnel grew narrower as we approached the exit.

      “It gets darker up here,” Flancil said.

      I didn’t know how he could tell, given his seeing spell combined with his natural gnomish ability to see in dark spaces, but I appreciated the warning meant for our tank. Still, I had more pressing thoughts. “Check for traps.”

      “I can keep moving, or I can check for traps. Make up your mind.”

      “Just multitask, ya disagreeable squirt. Once Sylas stops, there’ll be no starting again.”

      “I resent that,” Sylas growled, but I could tell from the quiver in his voice it was getting a little too tight for him. The metal shoulders of his gear scraped the walls with every shift in his crawling motion.

      The glowing spirals of color ended abruptly at a dark foyer with a stone doorway.

      After squeezing through, I stood next to my companions, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the blackness of the room. Holes in the floor revealed a lit chamber beneath this one. I crawled over to the nearest hole and peered down.

      The floor was half a foot of solid rock. It was old and damaged, judging by how many cracks let light through. Sheer, smooth walls of transparent crystal led straight down, and colors pulsed behind their glassy surface.

      There was no bottom to it that I could see—like an endless mineshaft. It just kept going and going…

      I crawled back on shaky knees.

      “What's down there?” Flancil asked.

      “Absolutely nothing. Be very careful where you step. This whole room is one big pit trap.”

      “Oh, great.”

      “Indeed.” Sylas’s rapier rang as he drew it.

      Flancil cracked his knuckles. His irises glowed. I’d dismissed Inner Illumination when we’d first entered the bright caverns, but here I re-cast the spell. The room came in to focus.

      Four flat walls. A high ceiling. The chamber was a perfect square. The bulkheads were of cut grey stone I’d imagined when I initially heard this place was a temple. It was the first area that didn't look like a natural cavern. The wall behind us rumbled as the door we’d crawled through slid shut. No one seemed to notice, even less act surprised.

      “Do we have a game plan, Captain?”

      “Same as before.” I tiptoed forward, then scanned the chamber for the next baddie. A pile of debris rested on the opposite side of the room. It would make a fine hiding place for an enemy. “Sylas’s taunts and those Cross Slashes did the job. No mechanic is perfect, and there’s always a counter measure in an enemy’s repertoire.”

      They adopted blank stares, then the monk turned to Sylas. “I think she’s trying to make you feel better.” He clapped the metal covering Sylas’s shoulder. “You’re doing great, bud.” Then he shot a query my way. “Are you sure you picked the right combat class, Cap’n?” The monk looked me over. “I can get over dark magic, but it would have been nice if you could’ve blown some stuff up last time.”

      “First of all, it’s Shadow magic. Secondly, I cut a massive gash down that snake’s back and saved both your worthless asses in the process with the heals resulting from inflicted damage. Stop being a…” I waved him off. “You’re screwing with me.” My voice lowered to a mutter. “Really gotta get used to that.”

      He grinned.

      “Anyway, I’m sticking with night reaper for now. I want to get my scythe skill ranked up so I can do more melee damage with it.” I reached out and tugged Sylas away from one of the openings. “Let’s stick to the shadows until we find danger.”

      “I cannot see anything. Are you certain you can’t summon Rogul?”

      I shook my head. “He’s linked to my combustionist class. But I can see, so just stay close to me.”

      Flancil shivered. “This place is giving me the heebies.”

      My lip twisted to one side. “Same here.”

      The longer our creeping pace, the more unnerving the environment. The blocks forming the walls weren’t stacked in straight lines but in strange, twisting designs. The same angular lines decorated the slabs of the floor. A niggling in the back of my mind, something about the patterns, started gnawing at me. I squinted, trying to root out a pattern, but the maze-like configuration never repeated itself.

      I gripped my weapon as we neared the heap on the opposite side of the room. Thick bones jutted from it, and a couple of what I thought were eel skeletons lay on the ground beside a moth-eaten hide. I didn’t know how the huge bones or moths ended up hundreds of feet below the sea’s surface, but there were better things to think about.

      When I kicked the pile, another skull rattled to the ground, and I skittered back from it.

      “Are those horns?” Flancil whispered.

      I nodded. “Keep an eye out. Whatever’s in here is big enough to eat a bull.” Or maybe the dead creature had been a minotaur. That would’ve made more sense, considering the location.

      “Yo.” Flancil lifted a rotten flap of a massive hide. A soft light emanated from beneath.

      “Will you look at that? If that’s the stone…”

      “Yeah.” The gnome lay on his belly and tried to scurry beneath the heavy fur while Sylas and I raised the corners. “If I could just… get… in there.”

      The mass shifted.

      Sylas and I dropped our corners, then fell back.

      Flancil’s muffled voice barely made it out. “Hey, cut it out!”

      “That wasn’t us.” I raised my scythe and considered my spell choices.

      The pile shifted again. I rushed over, raised the corner, reached underneath, then grabbed the gnome’s ankle. “Sylas! Help!”

      Our tank grabbed the other, then we dragged him free.

      The bones drew together in a cacophony of clanks and clatters. A skeletal form rose to tower over us.

      So, the dead thing wasn’t eaten by the monster. It was the monster.

      One massive hand slammed down. I jumped back as the head emerged, flaps of mummified hide still hanging from a colossal minotaur skull.

      Yup. Minotaur. Lucky guess.

      It balled its fist to smash me into the ground.

      “Back!” Sylas shouldered me out of the way and took the blow. He crashed onto his back, and his arms splayed.

      
        
        Bostarus bludgeons Sylas.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas -64 HP

      

      

      The floor shook beneath us as it stood. The minotaur snorted. Horns scraped against the thirty-foot-high ceiling as the colossus drew itself to full height. An oval glow framed by four curved bones jutting from its chest revealed the location of the guardian stone.

      When Sylas got halfway to his feet, the minotaur batted him aside, then jammed its fist through the dried flesh covering its ribcage and tore out a bony clump covered by fur. Legs wriggled in its grasp.

      I drew my weapon as he hurled the writhing… thing at my tank. A soul-rending moo emitted from the zombie projectile as it collided with my fighter, then the two of them rolled behind me.

      Are there little cows inside that thing?

      Events unfurled in rapid succession, and I had to cast off my HUD reporting to focus. I unleashed Ghost Scythe. When it sliced through the air in a curved arc toward the minotaur’s chest, Flancil cast Solara’s Comfort. But I’d focused so much on Dexterity when spending his points, it recovered Sylas’s health at the same rate as days before. So, I followed up with Drain Essence.

      The minotaur howled in anger, reached down, grasped a gigantic handle jutting from the ground, then tore free a massive battle axe. Debris flew. Shaking the weapon overhead, it bellowed, the sound echoing throughout the cavern so that my ear drums rattled.

      Flancil appeared by my side. “Kyra, you need to get the heck back. Scythe or no, save your melee for when Sylas has him turned.” He shoved me away, then turned back toward the action just when the axe came down. He darted to the side, but the blade sliced his arm before shattering the floor.

      
        
        Bostarus cleaves Flancil.

        Glancing Blow

      

      

      Lucky bastard.

      My jaw unhinged when he hopped onto on the axe’s wide hilt, ran up the minotaur’s arm, then landed a kick that caused its flesh to ripple in waves.

      It growled and jerked the axe free of its earthly indentation. Light flooded in through the gap it left behind.

      The minotaur reached for Flancil on his shoulder. Sylas taunted. The enemy turned. I raised both hands, then twirled them in circles until light illuminated my flesh from shoulder to fingertips in time with my casting bar.

      
        
        You cast Devour Flesh.

        Hit!

      

      

      Layers of flesh peeled away from the minotaur’s cheeks and arms as the damage-over-time spell took hold.

      
        
        Bostarus resists poison.

        Bostarus is slowed.

      

      

      If it hadn’t been for the slowing effect, I might have bought the farm when the minotaur swiveled to throw a random fist my way. But I turned tail, and the floor shook inches behind my heels. Floor crumbled when he drew the axe high again, and more light shot through the seam in the ground. I caught a blur of motion from behind me. My tank shot by in a blur.

      
        
        Sylas uses Shoulder Charge.

        Hit!

        Zombie Holstein is stunned.

      

      

      A mass of bones and rotten leather tumbled into the hole in the floor. I eyed the two massive cracks and the light siphoning in from below. My eyebrow shot up as an idea formed—a possible solution that might cut things short. With the giant son of a bitch towering over us and using mechanics that ignored taunts for random party strikes, it could make the difference between life and respawning on our ship.

      I pointed to a smooth patch of stone floor behind the minotaur that could form the tip of a triangle when compared to the glowing gashes left by the gargantuan blade. “Sylas!” I hustled to the spot, then waved him toward me. “Come! Don’t question!”

      When the minotaur raised his foot to try and sweep my tank into the far wall, Sylas rolled beneath it. When he reached me, I pointed to the floor.

      “Stand here. Taunt your heart out.”

      Sylas did. “You rotten corpse, fucking feces stain on Enora! Face me and meet your doom!”

      The minotaur froze, lowered its axe, then started a revolution that brought his gaze around so slowly, I felt like I was watching a horror movie.

      “That’s right, you overgrown sack of rotten bones!”

      I skittered a few steps to the side and refreshed my Drain Essence, just in case. The damage from the spell didn’t garner so much as a flick of its giant eyes in my direction because Sylas maintained a stream of curses as he waved his sword wildly overhead.

      The minotaur drew the axe up, lowered its head to focus, then wound up.

      “Flancil!” I pointed “Get off the fucking giant and move your ass over there!”

      The gnome vanished then reappeared just on the other side of a glowing gash. After waving him back, I turned and ran like hell.

      The axe blade landed with a cavern-shaking explosion. Debris flew every which way to rain down on me as I dove for cover. The floor rumbled, then quaked. I peeled my face off the stone to cast a glance over one shoulder just in time to see the minotaur with both arms thrown out to its side. The three cracks forming the triangle split, creating trailing lines of light that zipped toward one another. The giant beast took a final, wide-eyed look at my tank, then crashed through the floor as the center of the room collapsed. A wide crack shot from the central hole. It crept across the floor until hitting the far wall.

      
        
        You have killed Zombie Bostarus.

        +6,725 XP

      

      

      We crept to the edge then stared down. A million pinpricks of light shone in an obsidian floor below like we stared into a night sky. The dark form of the giant minotaur zombie was cast in shadows from the glow beneath. It was a long drop, so I jogged over to the crack then followed it to the rocky bulkhead. The vertical surface beneath the open vein was jagged.

      I grinned.

      Flancil sidled up next to me. “What’re you smiling about. Damn thing is thirty feet down.”

      “Yeah. Not a problem.” I cocked my chin at Sylas when he joined me. “Give me a hand. I need you to lower me until I can plant my foot on that ledge.” I thrust a finger to indicate the surface I sought.

      A minute later, I had two solid handholds as my chest leaned into the rock wall. It seemed like ages since I’d climbed, but I found the old adage about bicycles applied. Halfway down, my HUD announced a reward.

      
        
        Your Climbing skill has reached rank 10!

        +225 XP

      

      

      After ensuring there were adequate holds for me to latch onto for my return ascent, I dropped the last five feet to the floor. The rays of light shooting up from the slick, black surface beneath disoriented me, and I ended up closing my eyes so I could walk with my hands out until I reached the oversized corpse. Once there, I clawed my way onto it.

      When I reached its chest, I dug in with my scythe. Luckily, the snake guts had been much worse, and only a plume of dust rose when I cut inside the circle of jutting bones to retrieve our prize. I raised the glowing stone to display it for my companions.

      They both pumped their fists in victory.

      The ascent was uncharacteristically longer than when I’d climbed down. Maybe I’d been afraid of cracking my skull with the prize in hand and having to ride Ping! to the cavern, crawl through the tunnel, then climb down the wall all over again. But I returned without incident, then Sylas led us to the tunnel. He squeezed himself through the entrance.

      “Good job, guys.”

      Flancil shook his head. “I gotta give it to you, Kyra. I don’t know how you saw that. We’d have been fighting that thing all day.”

      I smirked at myself. “Desperate situations can make a mind work in unique ways.”

      He raised his palm, so I high-fived him. I took one last look over the ledge. It really was beautiful, all that glowing rock. Then the floor beneath me groaned, and I sprinted back the way we had come. I caught up to Sylas a few yards into the tunnel.

      My human companion was too quiet for my taste. “You all right? You’re not mad, are you? You did a good job there. I wouldn't have had the guts to go after him like that.”

      “I’m fine. I just don’t like tight spaces.”

      “I’ve gotten that impression. Tell you what, when we get back to the ship, I’ll lock you in a crate for two days and we’ll overcome it together.”

      He stopped crawling then his armor clanked against the wall. “How would we be overcoming it together if I was the one in the box?”

      I grinned, though I doubted he could see it.
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      Upon our return to the central chamber, I plugged the second stone into the middle alcove. Another glowing line cut through the wall from it, this time to illuminate the eyes of the carving on the right.

      
        
        Sub-Objectives:

        (Can be completed in any order)

        Completed: Retrieve the Stone of Hemachatus.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Retrieve the Stone of Bostarus.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

        Retrieve the Stone of Mustelas.

        Place the stone in the appropriate slot.

      

      

      The stone brightened, and the eyes in the skeleton carving glowed, but I barely saw it. Not wanting to give Sylas time to think about it, I turned to march to the final tunnel without watching it light up.

      “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

      Sylas was first into the hole. He must have been feeling better about himself—or we’d shamed him into bravery. This time, we had to crawl the whole way, but the passage didn’t narrow. And it wasn’t entirely dark. Small speckles of glowing rock hung around us. Sylas panted but didn’t complain.

      Flancil kept humming that fucking tune that resonated around us. I wondered if it was cast there by the former occupants—the hermit’s kin, for instance—just to drive intruders mad.

      The tunnel ended in another shadowy room. The cavern ceiling was dotted with the same crystal constellations as the tunnel, and the floor was covered with broken rocks. Six stone pillars jutted up like Stonehenge at the center of the room.

      It was a short drop from the opening to the gravel. When I heard the crunch beneath my boots, I realized my mistake.

      Not gravel. Bones.

      I shivered, then shrugged it off. They covered every inch of floor and formed a mound around the stones in the center. Behind us the door slid shut.

      “This would make a lot of minotaurs,” I whispered.

      “Or rats.” Flancil picked up a little skull, though I doubted it belonged to a rat.

      “This one is human…” Sylas crushed a skull under his boot.

      “Will the two of you stop touching things!” My voice echoed in the chamber, and they fell silent. Everyone froze.

      “Shall we talk over our plan again?” Sylas whispered.

      “Not that this fucking place has really accommodated our plans to this point, but you observe and call out orders according to what you see. You’ve been doing fine. If it helps you relax, expand.”

      “You and I shall face the next evil from opposite sides. I will draw him toward me while Flancil attacks the flank. If the healer falls… then I will go to him and use this.”

      Sylas pulled a healing potion out of his inventory.

      “Aww, thanks buddy.” Flancil grinned.

      “Not you, idiot. Kyra has healed me for ten times the damage since she changed classes. You fall?” He shrugged. “We’ll squeak by.”

      “Ha!” I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “So nice not to be the butt of your attacks.” I nudged Flancil with one hip. “Come on. Let’s go see what we’re up against.”

      More bones rattled, slid, and crunched underfoot as we inched toward the stone circle.

      “Should we step into the circle?” Sylas asked.

      “Unless something else happens, we probably have to.”

      All heads turned to scan the cavern. We shared a group shrug, then tiptoed into the middle with our weapons drawn. Flancil’s irises glowed gold as he tiptoed to the nearest stone and inspected it.

      “These are giant crystals. The rest of the place is filled with them. Why don’t they glow?” He reached out.

      “Wait!”

      The moment his finger touched the crystal, a tone rang out in the room. A blue light shone from within it. Flancil backed away as the light dimmed.

      “That was something.”

      Bones clattered behind me, and I spun around just in time to see the pile shift. “Did you see that?”

      No one answered immediately.

      I backed away. A weasel-shaped skeleton sped across the pile, then vanished again. Another crystal pulsed, and a second tone rang out. When a skull toppled over, I spun to face it. A bit of ghostly light disappeared under the bones.

      Sylas squinted. “I saw that.”

      “What was it?”

      “I dunno.”

      Another crystal pulsed, and a translucent form jumped out, then bounded toward us. It had two beady eyes, a narrow snout full of teeth, small sharp claws, and an extra-long weasel-like body that glowed the same blue color as the bitter-wights.

      It bounced over a pile of skulls, then leaped at Sylas.

      He raised his sword, but the creature passed through the weapon and our tank’s chest to land in the bones behind him.

      A skull glowed, and a massive skeleton whose shape I couldn’t define burst from where the ghostly vermin dove in. It wrapped its paws around Sylas from behind. A set of five inch bony claws slashed his cranium.

      
        
        Mustelas mauls Sylas.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas -72 HP

      

      

      Swinging the scythe, I sent a dose of poison toward the attacker. I was surprised when the debuff icon appeared next to its face. The spell wouldn’t hurt Sylas, but it struck the feral skeleton and blasted it apart.

      Our tank collapsed, clutching his head.

      Another crystal pulsed, and the little weasel reappeared.

      It dove into the bones again, then another hybrid, unrecognizable conglomeration of bones broke the surface. A faint, ghostly energy surrounded it. It sprinted toward me, teeth snapping.

      “Bring it!” I jammed my scythe into its mouth, clutched with both hands, yanked it close, then sent my heal crashing through the skeleton’s torso. The weasel burst free of it, and the glow faded. The vacated bones clattered into the pile, then the weasel fell into a thick skull with a jutting lower jaw.

      The skeleton’s hand wrapped around my ankle. Another hand holding a scimitar broke the surface of the bone pile. It impaled my thigh. This time, the form was apparent. An orc.

      
        
        Mustelas skewers you.

        -84 HP

      

      

      “Ah!” My free hand dropped to the wound as the knee below gave out.

      “Enough!” Sylas bellowed. “Flancil! To work!” The tank wheeled on the skeleton and roared.

      
        
        Sylas uses Inciting Howl.

        Mustelas is provoked.

      

      

      Blood pouring from the wound and HP ticking away, I cast Drain Essence. But I’d need to inflict some damage for any of us to enjoy the synergistic return of our health pools. Focus narrowed at the bony bastard’s backside, I bent my fingers into claws and unleashed a Ghost Scythe. The skeleton crumbled and clattered apart as the energy constricted then dissipated without funneling any HP back to us.

      “I don’t think I can even hit it.”

      “My attacks did not seem to harm it, either,” Sylas announced in a shaky voice.

      Flancil spun one way then the other, looking spastic. “We’ll be here until our beards are long if we don’t figure it out. Kyra, you’re the one who the goddess blesses with intuition like with the minotaur room, so figure it out while we pound the next iteration.”

      Another crystal lit. A bit of translucent glow broke the surface of the bone mountain.

      I whirled to face it, but it darted back under. When it appeared again, I turned toward the sound, catching another glimpse of its ghostly tail before it disappeared.

      “That damn spirit is our target. We gotta take it down.”

      I spun as its backside popped up, then sank. Its faint blue light cut through the sea of bones. A massive shape glowed beneath us, then a skeletal shark broke the surface. Sylas and Flancil were thrown aside as its serrated jaws dug in.

      
        
        Mustelas devours you.

        Critical Hit!

        -147 HP

      

      

      The teeth raked up my arms and back. The jaws came together to scissor off a chunk of my scalp as I tumbled into the bones. Then the glow of the crystal faded, and the bones clattered down around me.

      I heard a hissing little giggle as the fucking weasel disappeared into the pile.

      “I’m all right.” My health bar told another story, but whining about it wasn’t going to do us any good. Blood trickled—hot and sticky—down my face. And what a sight I must’ve been, red rivers pouring down my forehead and trailing around my eyes. I probably looked like a horror movie prom queen.

      Flancil dropped his hot spell on me. Although it did little, I would take what I could get.

      “Thanks. A little wasteful though.”

      “Well, you look like hot garbage.”

      “We are getting nowhere.” Sylas turned in a slow circle. “The gnome is the only one who can hit a ghost.”

      “I can’t hit it if I can’t find it. I think it spawns when I’m farthest away because it knows I’ll kick its bony ass.”

      Another crystal glowed. The weasel darted out from under a skull. Flancil dove, but it hopped out of his reach. He lunged again when it reemerged, but it bounced away then raced around the perimeter.

      “What about your psionic attack?” Sylas asked. “I have seen you damage spirits with it before.”

      “It doesn’t work on the bitter-wights.”

      “It’s worth trying.”

      A good thought. I pulled the staff from my bag and changed my class. My abilities went into cooldown. I snatched up my wand to hurl fire at the weasel. The flames passed right through it, and it dove into the bones just before Flancil could get his hands on it.

      The pile exploded as an oversized snout burst forth. The creature seized Flancil between its teeth.

      
        
        Mustelas snatches Flancil.

        Critical Hit!

        Flancil -67 HP

      

      

      It spun in a death roll like a crocodile as it dragged the gnome under. A white flash sent rays out from between the gaps in the bone pile, and I shielded my face on instinct.

      
        
        Flancil uppercuts Mustelas.

        -32 HP

      

      

      A little blur of blue disappeared behind one of the crystals as it scampered away with its tail between his legs.

      “I got it.” Flancil slurred as I raced over and dragged him out of the crater he’d blasted in the bone pile. I checked Mustelas’s HP total. It really would take all day to kill it at that rate.

      “This is futile.” Sylas sheathed his sword as the crystal dimmed again. He rested this hands on his knees.

      What’s he doing?

      He was waiting. There wouldn’t be another attack until the next one flashed. The only time it had come out was when a crystal was glowing.

      But why?

      Another flared. Sylas whipped his sword out and spun in a circle. I scanned the perimeter. The cooldown on my spells completed, and my casting icons bloomed with color. Rogul appeared next to my hip.

      “Come on…” I readied a Psionic Blast.

      A tall skeleton in full plate armor sat up beside me, a faint glow surrounding it. I let loose.

      
        
        You use Psionic Blast.

        Mustelas resists.

      

      

      The blast struck the skeleton between the eyes, but the little ghost was already scampering away. Rusted plate armor and bones clattered to the ground. Rogul lunged, but swiped only air with his fiery claws.

      I thrust out a finger. “Everyone! Backs to that wall!”

      We stumbled and crawled over the bones until we reached the nearest bulkhead. Backs pressed to it, we watched. A crystal lit up. The ghostly rat-like bastard popped up then dove in again. Moments later, another crystal, then another appearance.

      “Rogul, I don’t care if you catch it, but I want you to chase that thing. Keep it moving.”

      “Yes, master!” He leapt ten feet into the air then crashed down in the center of the pile, whipping his head in all directions in search of the nuisance.

      “Kyra—” Sylas began.

      I cut him off with a raised finger. Then I turned it on the crystals. I pointed at the first that had ignited, then the second. They were separated by two crystals. One by one, they illuminated, and our sneaky little enemy made an appearance. When they’d all ignited, I crossed my fingers and focused on the first one, hoping.

      It glowed.

      Flancil raised a hand. “Guys! The crystals are the key!”

      “No shit.” I muttered. “That one, then that one, then that one…” I went down the list, then shook my head. “I’ll get them. If he comes for me, try to provoke the bastard or something.” I burst across the pile, picking up bones and heaving them across the room in frustration. Twice I fell hard enough to cause minor lacerations that wouldn’t usually have bothered me, but even a recasting of the HOT spell had done little to bring my life force back up, and I sat below fifty-percent.

      Finally, my foot slipped into a deep pile, and I found myself lodged and unable to wrench it free. I eyed the wall behind the first crystal.

      Psionic Blast might not have worked, but—

      I brought my hands together, focused, then sent an explosion streaming toward the next crystal I expected to light.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

      

      

      The crystal shattered at the base and toppled over. An angry screech echoed through the chamber, and bones scattered. A little blue tail disappeared under a mound across the room. I readied another attack, but the crystal lit up before my five-second cooldown expired. The first crystal I’d toppled rematerialized atop its stand.

      “Dammit!”

      My pet sailed through the air before me in pursuit of another sighting. Then I had it. The way Rogul leapt to and from, the long strides, the crazy ground he covered in a single bound…

      “Rogul!”

      He stopped, then turned to face me.

      I didn’t want to be late again, so instead of focusing on the next crystal in the pattern, I selected the one that would light up after that. My pet read my thoughts. He burst in that direction. The first crystal lit up, then Rogul destroyed the next in line before it could. I sent him to the next, and he reached it in a single leap.

      He put his agility on display in rapid succession and, with each destroyed crystal, the rat thing screeched anew.

      Then, a massive clattering filled the room as all the bones slipped out from underfoot then funneled to the center. My leg came free. I covered my ears to escape the ruckus, but as they came together to form a giant skeletal beast, I backed toward the wall. I sent another mental command to my pet as my back pressed against the surface beside my teammates.

      The giant charged us.

      Big mistake.

      Now it was down to timing. Two crystals left. Twenty feet between us and Mustelas.

      Come on.

      Rogul scurried across the much smoother floor where bones had been stacked moments before. The giant stomped toward us.

      Fifteen feet.

      A crystal smashed. Rogul turned to face me, I focused on the next.

      Ten feet.

      One long bony arm reached down, its fingers outstretched toward me. Just when I thought we’d come up one crystal short, Sylas jumped into the bone beast’s outstretched hand. As the hard fingers clasped around him, I eyed the final crystal and this time, I yelled the order.

      “That one!”

      Rogul shot through the air, his legs and arms flailing in forward circles like and Olympic long jumper. The skeleton raised Sylas to its mouth. My pet crashed down on the crystal, shattering it.

      I turned, threw myself onto Flancil, then covered the back of my head with one arm as all those bones that filled the room before came crashing down.

      When silence filled the room, I raised my chest off my gnomish companion. Sylas lay supine with his limbs spread wide atop a pile of bones. A lucky landing if ever I’d seen one, and I was thrilled he hadn’t been punctured in a thousand places. A shadow fell over me from one side. I glanced up to spy Rogul’s glowing red form. He reached out one fist, then unfurled the fingers to reveal a glowing stone.

      “I think I fucking love you, kid.”
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      I exchanged glances with each of my companions before sliding the last guardian stone into the center alcove slot. The same six tones echoed through the cavern as the crystals cycled through their hypnotic pattern.

      The slotted stone glowed a dark green, then sent a bolt of the same color up the wall to where the skeletal lizard sat. When its void eye sockets illuminated, a little voice inside my head told me to step back and prepare for the damned thing to come to life. Instead, the carvings on either side glowed brighter, and a humming sound preceded a bass drum beating from behind the wall.

      The lizard skeleton’s head rose. It set its hands next to its bony hips.

      “Back up!” I ordered.

      The guys retreated a few steps, and Sylas drew his weapon. But the skeleton’s head focused on the ground below instead of on us. A moment later, it kicked off, then landed before the wall. Sylas readied his sword, but the stubby mound of lizard bones turned to face the glowing gems. It raised its hands, set them against the flat facade, then pushed.

      The wall slid inward with a rumble, and dust puffed into the air. It shuddered again, then slid to the right just far enough for the lizard dude to slip in. He faced the thin side of the wall, to shove it into a recess on the opposite side, revealing another well-lit chamber beyond.

      Without a glance in our direction, the lizard climbed back on top of the wall, then disappeared into the inky blackness of the recess.

      
        
        You have completed a quest objective!

        4. Defeat the Guardians of Chorian Caverns, retrieve their Guardian Stones, then insert them into the slots.

        5. New Objective: Destroy the Stone of Archas.

      

      

      Sylas sheathed his sword. “I have a good feeling about this.”

      “Really?” Flancil smirked. “That doesn't happen often.”

      We entered a high-ceilinged room with a triangular stone rising from the center of the floor. In a moment of dungeon consistency, the wall we’d worked so hard to open rumbled closed behind us.

      I was convinced at that point the whole place should’ve been called the Temple of Crystals because multicolored ones hovered above wall sconces circling the room. A trio on the right glowed blue. Three on the left glowed orange.

      But the strange texture of the prism in the center snatched my attention. It wobbled, and strange runes bathed in lava’s glow cycled around its face. As I drew near, a low hum reverberated throughout my head. My eyelids fluttered involuntarily against the half-ticklish, otherwise nauseating sensation creeping down my neck then into my extremities.

      
        
        Stone of Archas

        This monument to Necri’tes, servant of Hokhram, provides a permanent buff to any worshippers of Darkness who commune with it.

      

      

      A black aura flooded my peripheral vision to form circles that pushed toward the center of my vision. I thought to call out, but by the time I separated my lips, a new light filled the world.

      Puffy black clouds filled the sky above. Heavy waves crashed into a fleet of ships below as I hovered in nothingness. Sails were whipped by torrential winds and tattered by driving rain. Cannon smoke plumed as a ship fired across the wild ocean at a neighboring vessel. Another fired in return. The neighboring ships got into the action, igniting blasts of fire. Then came the brutal reality of bodies being torn in half when cannonballs pounded them and dragged them through the decks.

      Every topside was a frenzy of sailors speeding around, tugging lines, firing blunderbusses, bows, and crossbows. One ship took a cannonball in its port hull, a final blow that sent a massive rift tearing across the deck. The masts tumbled toward the vessel’s center as it split in half. Sailors tumbled then slid, arms flailing, as their lives were claimed by the unforgiving sea.

      For what seemed like an hour, the violent clash went on until one side took the upper hand. I focused on the deck of the last ship on one of the warring sides. A crouched figure knelt on one knee. He slapped two fists together, then bowed his head over his knuckles. Although I couldn’t hear his words, the fervent rhythm of his lips and the pumping of his fists couldn’t be mistaken for anything but the prayer of the dying.

      His eyes shot open. Their whites flooded with green so dark in color but bright in intensity, I found them hard to gaze upon. Streams flooded forth to form tendrils that crept across the deck to slip into the nostrils and mouths of the survivors. Their fists balled, their backs arched, then they screamed at the sky as the green energy glowed beneath their skin until it consumed them. An eruption of energy tore through them to shred the flesh from their bones.

      But they didn’t fall. Instead, they rushed to the sails. Ran to the lines. Recovered lost weapons.

      A whirlpool formed between their ship and their enemy’s, then a massive sea creature burst through the waves. Its elongated head stretched the breadth of the widest boat on the sea. Black scales covered it from around its lips to the back of its neck. When it rose higher, massive spines appeared on its back and, as its bursting motion raised it higher into the sky, it reared, arched, then dove, driving its chin through the center of the largest vessel.

      The praying man’s skin tore from his body. He scurried to the helm. The wheel spun in a blur to pull them away from the battle, but the giant monster raised tentacles from the sea, then slammed them through the entire enemy fleet in mere seconds.

      I gaped in awe of the tremendous beast as the ships collapsed and slipped beneath the high waves. The sea monster descended in the same way it’d risen, and the lone surviving vessel pushed toward the horizon.

      A green aura appeared in the sea between the waves. Then another. Then another. If attached to my body, I might have gaped and tilted my head when masts burst through the water, followed by the decks. Finally black-clad ships rose all around. Skeletal sailors took their stations, turned their undead navy’s vessels, then sailed after the original ship of the damned toward the edge of the world.

      The sky darkened again, then green light flooded my vision as the glowing, hovering stone appeared. The circle of blackness flooded back to my periphery before fading away.

      A frigid pulsing crept through my hand to its wrist. I dropped my gaze to find my palm resting on the stone.

      
        
        You receive the Curse of Necri’tes.

        -1 to each attribute.

        -5 HP per second

        Humanoids and other vertebrates killed by the Curse of Necri’tes produce a skeletal minion.

      

      

      My teammates glared like I’d drowned a bag of kittens as the chill flooded my body. A purple aura surrounded me.

      
        
        -5 HP curse

      

      

      “What’s going on?” A searing air tearing through my arms brought the vision of the sailors turning to skeletal minions. A bloody seam crept from my fingertip up the back of my hand, and the skin around it tightened, pulling the wound apart.

      “You’re losing hit points. Here.” Flancil raised his hand. It glowed as he cast a healing spell, but for the first time, I sensed no warmth. A see-saw battle between HP loss and gains began, and I turned off the filter out of annoyance. Sometimes a bunch of numbers flooding across one’s HUD didn’t serve.

      More cuts formed along each of my fingers, and skin peeled away from my bones. I shrieked in horror as the pain engulfed my senses.

      Flancil’s arm twitched as if he’d clutch mine, but he snatched it away before he made contact. “I could stack the heal, but it’s not going to keep up when my mana empties. Without enemies to attack, your Draining Essence won’t do any good, either. You’re in a pile, hon.”

      I growled in pain more than anger. “No kidding!”

      Sylas spoke as if I wasn’t there. “It’s gonna kill her. This is the work of the Low Lord if I’ve ever heard of it.”

      Flancil’s face melted in a gesture of sadness. “At least you have Ping! to drag you back down. It’s not a bad walk from the pool where we entered. I mean, a few steps, really.”

      The lines of splitting flesh reached my elbows, and the eruptions of nerve endings sending cascading sensations born of hell along the flappy slits left me wishing for a respawn. But I gathered my voice long enough to reply.

      “The wall closed behind us again. I might not be able to get back in.” I held my palm out to Flancil. “Give me your healing potion.”

      My tank grabbed the gnome’s arm. “Don’t give it to her. It won’t do any good.”

      Although I wanted to clutch my bleeding hands around his neck and choke the life out of him, a realization flowed into my brain from nowhere. We’d just seen it moments earlier. How could I be so dim?

      
        
        New Objective: 5. Destroy the Stone of Archas.

      

      

      I waved them off, blood flowing from my wounds, then turned and eyed the stone.

      “You’re not getting me without a fight, you fucker.” My hands and arms trembled as I curved my bloody palms then waved them over one another. My casting bar filled, my mana ticked down a chunk.

      
        
        You cast Shrapnel Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      Blinding light filled the room and, although I couldn’t raise my own arms to shade my eyes, both partners did. The glow faded but the pain didn’t.

      
        
        You have completed a quest objective:

        5. Destroy the Stone of Archas.

        +1,250 XP

        Curse of Necri’tes ends.

      

      

      A glowing figure stood on a pedestal where the stone had been—a marble statue draped in gold robes.

      Flancil gasped. I eyed him with contempt, then he cast Solara’s Comfort. My health ticked up at an excruciatingly slow pace. The long slits running from the back of my hands to my biceps began stitching themselves back together, itching like the dickens.

      Sylas backed away from the statue, but I sensed a warmth radiating from the ornately carved stone. Not caring that it’d appear as if I never learned, I stepped toward it.

      “Don’t either of you say shit.” I raised my hand and placed it on the gold robes.

      
        
        Beacon of Mintrayle

        This monument to the sub-deity Mintrayle, Guardian of the Lauan Tree of Solara, provides a permanent buff to any Light-aligned beings who commune with it.

      

        

      
        You have received the blessing of Mintrayle.

        +3 to your party’s primary attributes for 24 hours.

      

        

      
        Your destruction of a symbol of Hokhram had granted you Solara’s favor.

        +50 Light points.

        Current Rank: Good

        195/250

        Next Threshold: Light +/- 250

        Next Rank: Esteemed.

      

        

      
        You have received a new quest objective:

        6. A Way Forward: Solve the Archas cavern puzzle.

      

      

      While it might have lifted my spirits to actually complete a quest instead of dealing with never-ending objective additions, at least I received rewards or XP for each bit of progress. Two beams of golden light shot from the statue’s outstretched hands. When I turned, each of my companions hovered, arms flung out to their sides, eyes closed.

      Although I’d turned off the reporting feature in my interface, I knew they’d just received the three-point attribute buff promised in the text calling the statue a beacon. My Intelligence increased by three without all the fanfare.

      Their eyes opened as they eased to the ground like hovering superheroes.

      “I have never seen the like.” Flancil’s mouth fell open.

      Sylas dropped to one knee. “Again I say, traveling with you is… you really are a child of the goddess.” He lowered his head and clutched his sword.

      An interesting bit of ceremony for a fishing pole maker.

      
        
        Although you would earn reputation with Sylas, his disposition rank with you is maxed.

        1000/1000

        Current Disposition: Esteemed

        You may spend all attribute points gained by this bound companion.

      

      

      Still, my eyes watered. I sniffed.

      Flancil’s eyes were dry. He raised his fist and nodded. “Ditto.”

      
        
        Your reputation with Flancil has increased by 50.

        Current Disposition: 462/500

        Current Disposition: Friendly

        Next Rank: Endeared

      

      

      I cocked an eyebrow at the gnome. “That's it? You still don’t think I’m the bees knees?”

      “Yeah. So what?” He threw his hands up, “I’m a monk, babe. I’ve seen a lot of holy shit, okay? I’m not gonna get all weak in my knees nor the bee’s over it.”

      Ingrate.

      We stood around the statue smiling at each other until Sylas broke the silence. “Maybe if we solve this damned puzzle, we can get out of this wretched place.”

      I flashed him a practiced smile. “It’s like you snatched the words from my own mouth.”
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      The walls, the floor, and the ceiling were all flat, solid stone, with one exception I’d missed. I paced the perimeter, stopping at the back wall where six small notches had been carved into it, not unlike the three alcoves that had unlocked the entrance to this chamber. I eyed the six crystals floating over the sconces and compared their shapes to the gaps in the wall.

      “This is our puzzle, guys.”

      Flancil shuffled over to inspect it. “So, what fits in here?”

      Sylas smirked. “The crystals around the room.”

      “All right, let’s crack this sucker open. Looks easy enough.” I tiptoed around the outside of the chamber, careful there weren’t any traps I’d overlooked, then plucked the first hovering blue crystal off of its sconce. Its glow dimmed, and there was a sudden crack as holes opened across the floor. A deep tone hummed within the wall, then water bubbled up through them.

      “Maybe not that one.” I dropped the stone back into the sconce, and the glow returned. The water had risen until it covered our feet, but stopped when I returned the crystal. “Interesting.”

      Flancil turned to Sylas. “Have you ever noticed she’s the one who’s always saying don’t touch stuff, but then she touches everything?”

      “The gnome is right. You are quick to action.” Sylas walked to the opposite side of the room and inspected the orange lights there.

      I ignored the criticism since it was true. “How do we decide which one to slot in the wall first? Got any ideas?”

      “Many and often, but none which pertain to this situation. We might have to do this the Kyra way.”

      “Which is?”

      Flancil chuckled. “You mean the timidly reckless way?”

      Sylas plucked one of the orange crystals from its sconce. The light dimmed and another tone played. A rumbling sounded overhead, and a faint dust rained down. When I raised my gaze, I spied the entire ceiling lowering.

      “Nope! Put it back!”

      Sylas dipped it over the sconce and whatever force made the crystals hover took over. The crystal brightened.

      Flancil pinched his chin and adopted a contemplative gaze. “I bet all the blue ones flood the room and the orange ones lower the ceiling.”

      “If we are lucky.”

      “Right… If.”

      “Flancil sloshed through the water, performed a parkour kick against the wall then grabbed an orange stone from its the sconce. Another tone rang from the crystal, then the ceiling rumbled and began to lower. The gnome sloshed over to the wall with the slots and slapped it into the first notch.

      Nothing changed. The ceiling continued to descend. My heart lurched. “Put it back!”

      Flancil retrieved the stone and tossed it to Sylas, who snatched it out of the air then returned it to the magical sconce. It glowed again as it hovered in place. The ceiling stopped, but my tank still eyed it with suspicion.

      “I know am not a puzzle master, but—”

      “Well, I am.” Flancil said, splashing back to the center.

      I clutched my hips. “Oh, you are?”

      “The old monks loved their stupid puzzles. It drove me fucking mental. Gimme a second, I’ll figure this out.”

      He hauled himself up on the dais with the statue of Mintrayle.

      “Okay. Six crystals. Six holes. Three and three… The two orange ones played higher-pitched notes.” He pointed to the orange side, then to the blue. “The other was much lower.”

      I dropped my arms in surprise. “You’re right. You’re great at this!”

      “Yeah. I hate it.” He snapped his fingers. “Now, what was that tune?”

      “What tune?”

      “That fucking tune that’s been playing the whole damn time we we’ve been in here. It doesn’t play in here.”

      It struck me why. The gnome was right. If the annoying notes played in the statue room, it’d be too easy to figure out what order to drop them in the wall sockets. Impressed, I flashed him a smile of gratitude. “I’m glad you’re here, man.”

      “I know. Now. How’d the tune go?”

      I pinched my lips together. “You were the one humming it. So, you tell us.”

      From across the room, Sylas sang an awkward note but Flancil cut him off. “Goddess bless, you are tone deaf.” He waved him off. “Shush.”

      Eyes closed, I absorbed the silence as I waited. The short song rose from my subconscious, then I hummed the first three notes—two high followed by a low.

      Flancil shoved a knobby finger my way. “Yes! And assuming they go in order…the stone we want first is…” he wheeled so the finger pointed to the wall beside the tank. “Sylas grab that one.” He pointed to the wall across the room. “Kyra, you wait over there, beside those.”

      I crossed, careful to avoid the holes through which the water had risen in case of boobytraps… nasty little tricks, like deploying spikes. Meanwhile, Sylas plucked the indicated crystal from the wall. The tone played. The ceiling rumbled.

      Flancil clapped his hands in a speedy rhythm then held them out with the palms facing up. “Don’t just stare up at our death, cretin! Toss it!”

      Sylas did, and the monk barely had to adjust to catch it. I wondered where the ex-fishing pole manufacturer learned his throwing and catching skills. He’d have made a good shortstop.

      “Nice.” I hummed the next tone. “Now we need one that sounds like that.”

      “So another high note. Grab that one.” He pointed.

      Sylas snatched the crystal. Another note played. The ceiling rumbled, then inched downward. The glowing glass flew through the air. Flancil snatched then slotted it.

      I peered up at the ceiling, which stood no more than two feet overhead. “Good thing there’s only one of those crystals left. But we need to make sure we get the order right, or this thing’s going to crush us.” I hummed the third tone.

      “Hmm,” Flancil tapped his chin. “That’s a little off.” He closed his eyes, his head tilted left, the right, then left again. “Something like that though.”

      “Which one is it?”

      Flancil hummed the first two notes then shook his head. “I don’t remember.”

      I repeated myself to give him a clear indication of my disbelief. “You were humming along with it!”

      He shrugged again. “We’ll just have to guess.”

      This did not instill confidence, but no matter how I tried, my mind wouldn’t produce the next tone. A returning ping of familiarity when I remembered the first two tickled my brain, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      Flancil pointed to my side with the blue crystals. “The middle one.”

      I shook my head. “I’d rather catch than throw. We need to switch places.”

      When he snatched the next stone, water rose to my ankles. He slung the object. To my own surprise I caught it.

      I grinned, then it fumbled from my grasp.

      “Gah!” Flancil uttered.

      Sylas slapped his forehead. I plunged my hand into the rising water to clutch it, then shoved it in the wall. The water stopped it ascent, but it was up to my knees.

      Flancil folded his arms across his chest then released a breath he must have been holding. “Three down.”

      The gnome sloshed to the center of the room—the water was thigh-high where he was concerned—then hopped onto the dais. Leaning on the statue, he scanned from one side of the space to the other.

      “I can’t remember. We can’t keep guessing. What do you think?” He hummed the first three notes.

      I clutched my fists in frustration. “Why do I know this tune?”

      Sylas grumbled. “Because we heard it everywhere else in this temple!”

      “No. It’s something more. I know I’ve heard it before.”

      Whether through grace or pure luck, a vision of the day before, when I’d laid my head on some furs next to my teammates to get some shuteye, played out. The annoyance that initially stopped us from sleeping.

      “The hermit!”

      It was Flancil’s turn to palm his forehead. “That’s it. Can’t believe I didn’t put that together.” He sang the first verse of the song the hermit had played for us the night before.

      “Oohh, Chorian Reef, where shadows await thee…”

      “That’s not right. Doesn’t even have the correct number of notes.”

      “But it has some of the same notes…. What about the chorus. Row-ho, Chorian reef…”

      I counted syllables to be certain, then snapped my fingers. “That’s gotta be it!”

      The gnome thrust out a finger and sang again, pointing to each of the first three sconces as he crooned the corresponding note. When he got to the fourth note his finger landed on the sconce opposite from the one I’d been about to choose. “That’s your lucky stone.”

      I sloshed over to it, then hesitated. “You’re totally sure?”

      “Totally. Well, unless the hermit was playing it wrong just a mess us over.”

      Doubtful. Time to think like a gamer. Even if I couldn’t rationalize how a world based on its own evolution would set this kind of thing up… but it would! I was in an instance. The AI could easily adjust the mechanics. It would have to if every player was guaranteed a unique experience. And why else would the hermit have reached for an instrument and started singing when we were ready to sleep?

      I grabbed it. The expected tone played then the water rose. I went to the far wall and slipped it into its place. The slotted crystals repeated the tones in order. By the time that bit of business was done, Flancil treaded water.

      Still, he sang the stupid verse over again from the beginning. Which was obnoxious. When he got to the chorus, he started pointing again—first to the four empty sconces before landing on one of the remaining two.

      “There’s your nugget.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Well, let's see…” he sang again, from the very beginning.

      I didn’t wait. “Sylas, he can’t catch while treading water. You go back to the slots.” When he was in place, I snatched the stone then lobbed it into the air. It banged off the lowering, rumbling ceiling, and Sylas still caught it. He shoved it in.

      The ceiling stopped.

      Flancil cursed, swam to the statue, then pulled himself onto the dais. He sang again. From the verse. I sneered.

      Water sloshing around my torso, I ducked low to keep from hitting my head on the ceiling. “I’m going to have to side-arm this one, and if we screw it up, the ceiling is going to cover the slots and push us under so we drown. I don’t want to die that way.”

      I cast a long glare at Sylas, drew in a deep breath, snatched the stone, straightened my spine a bit, then whipped the crystal through the air. Sylas lunged to one side despite the water, and I was certain I’d screwed the pooch with my errant toss. But once again, the lanky human used his long reach to snatch the stone. With the ceiling just inches above his head, he lumbered back to the wall.

      As I looked up, I could see the grains in the stone closing.

      The massive stone slab descended to within an inch of the slots cut into the wall as Sylas punched the crystal into place.

      The final tone played, accompanied by a flushing sound as the water drained out of the chamber through the holes in the floor. Dust rained down as the ceiling ground back into place.

      
        
        You have completed a quest objective!

        6. A Way Forward: Solve the Archas cavern puzzle.

        Reward:

        2,000 XP

      

      

      “Yes! Guys, look at our XP bars! We’re going to level again soon.”

      Another objective popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        You have received your final quest objective:

        7. Purge the cavern at the end of the Chorian Temple in the name of Solara.

        Rewards:

        10,000 XP

        Raw Materials

        One piece of epic equipment

        One Epic weapon designed for your class at the time of completion

      

      

      Sylas breathed deeply. When the last of the water had drained away, the stones glowed even brighter, then the wall split down the middle to create a seam between each trio. It rumbled open, revealing a black space beyond.
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      “Where are the crystals when you want them?” I muttered in complaint as much as query. I sent Rogul in to cast some light on the situation in lieu of using my seeing spell. Patting along the walls revealed only that they were of smooth, glassy stone. We retreated to the entrance, then gazed inside again. I pulled my minion back so I could gaze into the darkness. A glowing square bloomed in the back right corner.

      
        
        Your Discover Hidden Doors skill has reached rank 2.

      

      

      “That’s something, at least.” I called for our tank over one shoulder, but Rogul didn’t enter because I’d told him to back off. I waved him along, too.

      Sylas tiptoed in, then leaned over the trap door, peering into more darkness despite Rogul’s halo.

      “I’d hoped we were finished with holes.”

      “You’re going to have to get used to it at some point, tough guy. But if you’re too scared, you can sit up here while Flancil, Rogul, and I clear the rest of the temple.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” He puffed up his chest. “I’ll go first.”

      I shook my head. “Flancil, we need rope. Tie it around something. I’ll drop down first. Sylas you’re in the middle again.”

      My tank didn’t look any happier about it, but that was tough shit. The gnome settled on the statue of Mintrayle as the ideal anchor point for the rope. The unceremonious way he looped the rope around the statue reflected a laid back attitude about religion, but if I’d been through his experience at the monks’ temple, I wouldn’t have turned out any different.

      He mistook the purpose of my gaze. “It’ll hold. Mintrayle hasn’t let me down yet.” He clapped his hand against the statue.

      “Gee whiz. I don’t recall it being that long.” I traced the line from the edge of the room to where Flancil dropped it into the hole.

      “How do you think we got into that bat cavern back on Foggy Vale?”

      “Yeah, true. Memory is funny like that.”

      “Come on.” I handed my scythe off to Rogul. He stared at it like an alien artifact, so I took it back and dropped it in my inventory. I lowered my feet into the hole with unwarranted confidence. Maybe because we neared the end of the journey and my team hadn’t let me down yet. I was eager to face what lie ahead of us, kill it, then purge my ship of the spirits trying to sink it.

      The tunnel opening squeezed in around me, and I had to loosen the grip on my guide hand to fit through the narrow gap in the rock.

      The rope was sturdy, so I planned for us all to descend at once. But Sylas stared into the gap when I’d dropped about twenty feet and complained how he couldn’t see anything.

      “You don’t have to be able to see to use a rope.” I huffed. “Rogul, come now so Sylas can see.”

      My pet mounted up.

      I passed through a choke point, then dropped onto a ledge that circled the vertical tunnel to give my arms a break. I stared up at the twisting passage. “You’re going to want to feel around before you squeeze through there. It’s tight. Watch your angles.”

      Rogul dropped right through. Sylas wedged his lower half into the gap. I heard straining and struggling, then he wiggled down to join me. Once he was down, there was barely enough room for the two of us and my minion in the narrow space. When Rogul crouched down beside me, we leaned over the ledge from opposite sides to peer into the continuing descent.

      Sylas set his back to the wall and slid along it to sidle up next to me. “You should keep going. We can’t all fit on the ledge.”

      In a perfect example of timing, Flancil’s boot came down from above, stepping on Sylas’s head.

      The gnome swung to one side then glared down. “Hey what’s the hold up?”

      “It only gets tighter as we go. Make sure your gear is secured.” I got to a sitting position, slid my feet through the small opening, then wiggled through, feet-first.

      A sharp corner of rock tore into my ribs as I slid down the vertical shaft. My feet swung. I felt for a ledge with my toes and found nothing but walls surrounding me, so I wrapped my legs around the rope and eased myself down. A faint light shone about forty below.

      About twenty feet further, the rope ended, leaving me dangling in the narrow space. Sylas’s curses flowed down from above when he struggled to shimmy through the last gap. Flancil was harassing him again.

      I reached up and tapped my minion’s foot as he clutched easily to the rope above. “Need you to do something for me, bud. You’re not going to like it.”

      “Yes, master.” His growly voice echoed. “Command me.”

      “Yup. Gonna need you to climb over me… then jump.”

      “Yes, master.” Rogul set his feet on my shoulders, somehow avoiding the tearing of my flesh with their claws, then hunched to set his hands. Something about peering into the glowing, glassy voids of his eye sockets gave me the creeps, but two seconds later, he let go and was sailing down through the tunnel. A hollow thunk followed. Although I knew the likelihood that a drop of that length might kill him, I was pleasantly surprised when he struggled to his feet below. His health bar had dropped to about ten percent.

      “What do you see down there?”

      “A tunnel master. Big one. Even stupid tank could fit.”

      I chuckled. As I waited for Sylas, I occasionally offered a word of encouragement. Someone had to. By the time he hovered above me, his breath came shaky and ragged. I noticed a little blood on his elbow. And he’d lost a few hit points. But he’d survive.

      “The rope ends here, then there’s a drop. We’ll have to wedge our feet on either side. Do you remember when we climbed out of the chimney in the dwarven keep? It'll be just like that.”

      Flancil’s tinny voice echoed down. “You guys were in a dwarven keep?”

      I didn’t know if he was toying with me or if he legitimately hadn’t been paying attention the half dozen times I’d told the story.

      “I'm gonna start down first. You wait on the rope until I get to the bottom. Got it?”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      I pressed my feet onto rocky ledges on either side, then let go of the rope one hand at a time. For once, the narrowness of the tunnel was working to my advantage. Pressure alone secured me in place. My stamina bar drained in short ticks as I crept down.

      
        
        Your Climbing skill has reached rank 11.

      

      

      I was just getting the hang of the terrain when my hand touched something wet and prickly. When I yanked it away, an awful screech pierced my eardrums, and pain shot all the way to my elbow as my hand went numb.

      What is it with all the eardrum assaults in this fucking world?

      A face peeled away from the wall and turned to grin at me. Well, it resembled a face. The slug creature’s outline was in the shape of a small humanoid, if that human had been flattened by a steamroller and left to rot. Its back was spiny, like a rotten kiwi. But its front was pale and rubbery, with a mouth like a leech or a lamprey. My hand numbed like it had lost circulation where the dumb thing touched it.

      It shoved its ugly face out and latched onto my arm.

      
        
        Cave Blurp uses leech.

        -14 HP

      

      

      “Ack! Sylas! It’s gross!”

      “What’s happening down there?”

      I glanced up just long enough, to see a second slug person detach from the wall just above him and wrap itself around his head.

      I jerked my hand back, but the rubbery creature stretched, its body securely stuck to the wall. No matter how I struggled, I couldn’t tug my arm free. Feet planted on rocky ledges, I drew my other hand off the wall—I could already feel my feet slipping—and grabbed its slimy lip. My hand glowed orange as I squeezed with all my might, despite the numb tingling.

      
        
        You cast Smoldering Palm.

      

      

      
        
        Cave Blurp

        -27 HP

        -24 HP

        -20 HP

        -22 HP

      

      

      One of the cave blurp’s hands made a sucking noises as it popped loose from the wall and wrapped itself around my other arm. I felt teeth within the suction cups when it latched onto my wrist. My health drained by eleven percent. I cursed.

      Out of desperation, I slammed it against the wall, but the motion jerked one of my feet free.

      The creature released me as I sailed through space.

      I tumbled another twenty feet, and my head split on a rock. My vision flashed as I collided with the bottom. White lights danced.

      
        
        You fall.

        -142 HP

        41% HP remaining

        You are stunned.

      

      

      Suckling sounds announced that the blurp was in pursuit. In my dizzied state, awe washed over me as I watched it bound from side to side while descending. If the stun effect didn’t clear soon, it’d be latched on my face, siphoning the last of my life.

      When it reached a place it was apparently comfortable with, it spread out its flat body and sailed toward me.

      Just when I was certain I’d bite it, an orange glow sailed into my line of sight. Rogul leapt over me, snatched the thing from the air with both clawed hands, then slammed it down on the floor with brutal force that sounded like a wet blanket. He raised it over head then slammed it down again. Then again.

      
        
        Rogul has killed a cave blurb.

        421 XP

      

      

      I peered up into the tunnel as Rogul settled in next to me. Sylas struggled against his attacker, and I was thankful he hadn’t let go of the rope. The thing wrapped around his arm while the tank’s weapon sheath dangled impotent on one hip.

      Four white flashes lit the tunnel, followed by a violent red burst.

      
        
        Flancil uses Flurry.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cave Blurp

        -25 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cave Blurp

        -24 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cave Blurp

        -25 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cave Blurp

        -26 HP

      

      

      
        
        Flancil uses Kidney punch.

        Finishing Critical!

      

      

      
        
        Cave Blurp

        -64 HP

      

      

      
        
        Flancil has killed a Cave Blurp.

        450 XP

      

      

      My faculties returning with the end of the stun effect, I called up into the passage. “Flancil, you are one bad ass motherf—”

      My last word was cut off by a deluge of curses unlike any I’d heard from my tank’s mouth, even when he was taunting. I pressed my back against a stony wall, then waited with my scythe across my lap.

      Although we had to leave the rope behind, my party eventually made it to the bottom, and they even gained some Climbing skill points in the process.

      Flancil set his hands on his hips. “This is some creepy shit.”

      Pressing my back against the wall, I shimmied up to my feet, then turned away from my party to inspect the wide tunnel Rogul found.

      “Come on.” We stumbled along toward the green light, it’s familiar glow the same sickly hue as the lanterns on the frigate where we’d killed an undead captain.

      That boded well.
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      Although it started wide like my minion claimed, the tunnel narrowed, and the grit of the rock wall scraped against my face as I shuffled sideways toward the light. A steady churning noise swelled as we moved closer.

      There was no more humming or whistling among the party members. Everyone was grim and quiet. We had squeezed through another fifty feet of tunnel when the opening came into view ahead.

      The sprawling space was round, and a walkway encircled the perimeter. It resembled the first guardian chamber we’d entered, but was deeper, and the walkway spiraled down, making six full turns along the outside edge before reaching the pool of water in the center.

      White sand rimmed the pool. Saltwater wafted to my nostrils. Small waves undulated from the underwater currents to create a tide. I had the nagging sense that pool would end up being our exit.

      Then I realized what I was seeing weren’t derived currents. It wasn’t a tide. Something moved in the water. And little white objects floated with the waves it made.

      We stopped well short of the pool, and I gathered the team. It seemed the perfect place to discuss strategy. Rogul’s utility in our battle against the ghostly rat boss proved the determining factor. If we were swarmed, I might find myself having to suffer a 30-second cooldown while switching to night reaper to help Flancil heal, but my minion’s fearless disposition and his added damage at the beginning of a battle—not to mention his ability to kite enemies if Sylas got overwhelmed—provided for a possible combat rotation.

      I explained it to my team while I reviewed their abilities. “If Sylas gets aggro early, then Flancil, Rogul, and I can unload. Since Devout Fisticuffs adds ten-percent damage to our monk’s strikes, and one-third of all the damage he inflicts is returned to Sylas, that should prop up our tank during the early part of any battle. If Rogul fights from within fifteen yards, his aura ticks off a little extra damage at no cost. If we keep them grouped together, I can drop an Infusion Charge on the enemy closest to the center. When the timer starts to tick down before the ensuing explosion, I’ll switch to night reaper, and when Flancil sees Rogul vanish from that change, he’ll know it’s time to drop the healing over time spell on Sylas. Stack it. By the time it’s over, I’ll be ready to take on the healing while your mana recovers. When Devout Fisticuffs comes off cooldown, Flan tags the tank again, I come into melee range, and we finish them off.” I turned my hands over. “Everyone get how it works? If you have other ideas to work into the plan, now’s the time.”

      Our monk’s head tilted to one side, the tank’s to the other. I suppressed laughter at the comical display.

      Flancil straightened. “You live for this stuff, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “I love strategizing, but sometimes it takes a while to piece together the best plan. One has to see how her team’s abilities work in combat to puzzle a routine together.”

      Sylas raised his shoulders into a high shrug. “Works for me. Sounds like you all do the hard part. I just pull the enemy—”

      “Or enemies,” I interjected.

      He gave a single nod. “Or enemies away so they face only me, then Taunt and Cross Slash occasionally to keep them angry.”

      The thumb on my right hand shot up. “Yep. Exactly. And if you see anything, like an enemy mechanic we didn’t expect, and you think we need to switch something up, you call it out.”

      “Well, that leaves one question.” Flancil sauntered over and knocked on the wall that still hadn’t opened. “Who is going to the pool?”

      Sylas tugged at my robe. “They’re skeletons.”

      It hadn’t clicked until he said it. The waves weren’t just unnatural. The turbulent waters were thick with bones, and the animated skeletons writhed and thrashed, clawing at the edges while dragging themselves in a relentless circle. Judging from the state of them—skulls shattered, finger bones worn down to short nubs beyond the middle joints—this nightmarish dance had been going on for a long, long time.

      Our arrival seemed to have gone unnoticed.

      I pressed a finger to my lips then crept down the surrounding walkway, scanning the surface underfoot with each step. Familiar carvings lined the walls—robed lizard folk and twisted snakes. My feet crept near the edge so I could avoid any stones concealing hidden triggers. Sylas and Flancil followed my example as we shuffled along in silence.

      A bone chandelier dominated the chamber. From the ceiling, its central branches hung down to just about fifteen feet above the water’s surface. As we circled it, I found myself transfixed by its beauty despite the eerie-colored light and the whirlpool below.

      I pressed a finger to my lips, then pointed at it. Raising my hands, I made pulsing motions on either side of my head. They both nodded in reply, though Rogul barely noticed. His attention was transfixed on the water below.

      Probably a good thing.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Sylas:] Shall we stop here? Throw something into the pool, wake it up.

        [Kyra:] I'd rather walk down now than fall down.

        [Sylas:] That is sound.

        [Kyra:] These ramps are too narrow. We’ll fight on the sand. Just keep quiet.

      

      

      After six turns around the cavern we reached the sand at the bottom. I raised a hand.

      “I’ll stay here.” I whispered. “I can back up the ramp and cast from above. You two attack its flanks.”

      The skeletons churned the water, dragging themselves in that eternal circle. Skulls with gaping mouths bobbed by as broken hands reached out like exhausted swimmers pulling themselves along a swimming pool’s edge.

      The beach surrounding the water was a couple yards wide. I took a step forward, felt a crunch underfoot, then yanked my heel back. This wasn’t sand. The entire beach was made of finely crushed, bleached white bone. I didn’t tell the guys. But from their tightly drawn faces, I suspected they’d figured it out for themselves.

      Sylas inched around the pool clockwise, prodding the “sand” with the tip of his sword.

      Flancil trudged the other way, his head down, arms hanging at his sides.

      With all the thrashing skeletons, I hadn’t noticed when the bubbles filled the pool like it was boiling, and steam rose to complete the effect. A shape emerged from the surface.

      It was a massive figure, and the bones beneath gathered toward the center of the pool as if its arrival sucked them inward to form a massive chair it easily claimed. Another pile of broken skeletons welled up from beneath the waves to form an island in the center of the small pool.

      The figure displayed long, clawed hands, and green scales peeked out from the crevices between plates of shining armor. A ridge of silvery nails dotted each shoulder guard. Reptilian eyes stared out from beneath a helmet the shape of a horse’s skull. Her gaze swept over my two companions, then settled on me. One eye blinking, then the other.

      “Shénhuà. She said you would come.”

      “Um… she?”

      “My mistress of the sea. Necri’tes, you simple fool.”

      
        
        Tor’shi

        Level 17 Demon

        Servant of Necri’tes

      

      

      The demon rose and swept a muscular tail behind her. She lifted the visor of her helmet to reveal a long, scaled face with two slits where the nose should have been. Her snout resembled the statues of lizard-folk I’d seen as I traipsed across Enora.

      But those representations hadn’t been twelve feet tall and decked in plate mail.

      “And you bring friends…” As her head swung around to take in Sylas and Flancil, her scaly mouth froze in a curved smile. Then her head snapped back to me. “She has sensed your presence since you infiltrated her place in the Undersands.”

      “Uh, me specifically?”

      “Was it not you who plundered her temple?”

      “I can’t take all the credit. I was there, though.”

      “You stole a ship from her minions on the isle of fog and sank another.”

      “Her minions?”

      “She has raised thousands of vessels over centuries. All who sank rise again to serve.” She gestured to the bones under her feet. “Tell me, Shénhuà, what drove you here? Who is your master?”

      Flancil shifted from one foot to the other like he had to pee. Sylas’s gaze remained stony, as if he’d fire lasers from them.

      “The goddess sent me for a vengeant ward.”

      “One of these?” Tor’shi waved a hand. A skeleton rose to the surface of the bone pile, a black tablet with a glowing rune clutched to its chest.

      “Hell if I know. I just go where I’m told.”

      “Ignorance!” She threw up both hands. “You come with no knowledge of what you face? It’s almost unfair. I will regale you!” She crossed her legs, and the plate she wore clanked and rattled until she settled again. “Shadow priests thought to protect themselves from my minions with these. They needn’t have bothered. There are always more bones.”

      “So, I’m guessing you’re not using the ward at the moment?”

      Her laugh broke into a hissing cackle. A forked tongue darted out and tickled the air. The demon plucked the ward from the skeleton’s grasp with two talons, turning it beneath the light cast by the crystal chandelier above.

      She leaned toward me, then extended her arm. “Upon seeing how a low being such as you defeated the crew of the Antigrall, and when witnessing your bravery even when she appeared to you herself, the demigoddess has asked me to offer… an arrangement.”

      “Oh? And what would Necri’tes like from me?”

      I winked at Flancil. He frowned.

      “By her power, I will grant you this ward and resolve any quests in your journal, then you will receive better rewards than the goddess offers. In addition, you will receive increased XP bonuses. You must simply bend your knee and pledge fealty, then do the bidding of the demigoddess on those rare occasions when she calls upon you.” She leaned forward, then spread her lips into a gaping smile filled with giant green teeth. “Oh, and you’ll have to pledge yourself to the Darkness.”

      
        
        You are being offered a legacy Quest:

        Deep Alliances

        Accept the favor of Necri’tes, completing the instance and resolving any unfinished quest chains.

        Rewards:

        The Vengeant Ward

        A cursed cannon

        A bag of emeralds

        1000 Gold

        Accepting this quest will purge all Light points you have earned.

        XP equivalent to unfinished quest chains.

        Do you accept this quest?

      

      

      I glanced at Sylas. He raised a shoulder then dropped it. Flancil shook his head, eyes wide.

      “Sorry, I can’t do it.”

      “Because of this pathetic monk?” She barely bothered with the twitch of a finger to indicate Flancil. “Surely you do not answer to him.” Her head turned, tongue flicking toward Sylas. “We will see your party mates aptly rewarded, as well, whether they pledge fealty or not.”

      Flancil stopped shaking his head and looked to be mulling it over.

      “That’s not my reason. And while I might bitch slap you for insulting him, we’ll set that aside.”

      “Does the Darkness so offend you that you’d rather fail your quest?”

      “Nope. It’s not even because you’re evil.”

      “Then why, Shénhuà, would you refuse my master’s rewards?”

      I put a hand to my chest. “Maybe I’m all about completionism, so right now, you’re all that’s keeping me from one-hundred percent.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Isn’t that enough?” I forced a grin but doubted I sold it.

      Tor’shi hissed. “Just as petulant as your ancestors.”

      I showed her my fully extended middle finger but remained silent. Bosses loved monologues, and I’d have just as soon got on with it. Besides, it would buy me some time needed to burn the cooldown from changing my class to night reaper. This was a boss fight, and while I appreciated Rogul’s endless utility, it suited to focus on healing. We were about to need it.

      “It might surprise you to hear that I understand, Shénhuà. I, too, am a perfectionist, which is why I flayed the skin from every last one of those self-professing shadow priests who came here to build a temple. Those fools knew nothing of the Shadow when powered by Darkness. But as you’ve seen while you progressed, I hate to see any set of bones go to waste.”

      The demon turned her palm up toward me. A strange wave of energy streamed through my bones, then my ears began to ring.

      “But if you will not serve, you will fail.”
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      The demon ticked a single digit. Its tip glowed purple before black tendrils with little smoky balls on their ends shot through the air to disperse in the chests of my party members. My bones vibrated, then the veins beneath my flesh pumped up like I’d been climbing or lifting weights. When the spell entered my chest, a burning sensation spread to the tips of my fingers. Pressure built there, and when I raised my hands to scan them, they split, splattering blood on my face like a Pollock painting.

      
        
        Tor’shi casts Curse of Unravelling

        -44 HP (curse)

        -11 HP (curse)

      

      

      “You see, Shénhuà, the flesh may not be willing, but the bones are eager to serve.”

      My health instantly ticked down to eighty-nine percent.

      Because blood dripped from my palms, my scythe slid in my grasp. A tighter clutch secured the weapon, but standing on the ledge ten yards from Tor’shi wouldn’t be conducive to its use. I only wielded it for the stat bonuses, including boosts of four to my Intelligence and three to Wisdom.

      “I can split flesh, too, demon!” With every intention of letting my mind dominate the pain, I swept my free hand into the air, clenched my fist, then brought it down. A glowing white scythe burst forth from a tiny seam cut into the fabric of space, then shot across the span separating me from her in a wide right-to-left arc.

      
        
        You cast Ghost Scythe.

      

      

      Tor’shi’s hand rose in a lackadaisical gesture. A narrow sliver of bones and salt water rose from the pool and deflected the attack. The ethereal blade bounced off, but its magical inertia kept it spinning as it descended to the water, then sliced through a skeletal minion who’d formed at the feet of the demon’s grizzly throne.

      There was a low gasp as one of the skeletons within the writhing mass of undead broke apart.

      
        
        You have killed a Tidal Skeleton.

        +225 XP

      

      

      The narrow wall sank back into the waves, then the current of bones resumed its endless churning.

      Our adversary grinned out of one side of her decrepit mouth. “So that is how it will be between us?” Tor’shi flexed her shoulders. She drew her humanoid-reptilian hybrid form to its full height, then flicked the visor of her helm into place over her eyes with a single talon.

      Her long arms thrashed in the direction of the pool. A barrage of broken bones exploded from the water, twisting to aim their sharpened ends outward. A projectile sliced the back of my head despite my best efforts to hit the deck. The rest clattered against the rock wall behind me. Fragments rained down all around. A metallic clang of Sylas’s rapier echoed through the chamber, then a grunt sounded as another caught him in the chest.

      
        
        Tor’shi uses Bone Shards.

        Sylas parries.

        Hit!

        Sylas

        -27 HP

        Sylas dodges.

        Flancil

        -34 HP

        Hit!

        Flancil

        -34 HP

        Flancil uses Whisper Step.

        Flancil dodges.

      

      

      Mind-over-matter was one thing, but the ever-signaling nerve endings in my arms sent creepy sensations up my neck. A red line of splitting flesh crept up my forearm. Blood sprayed as the last of the skin peeled away from my fingers like loose yarn. I clutched my weapon more tightly, trying in vain to keep the flesh of my palms from falling away. Pain burned toward my shoulders, and all sensation in my fingers was lost.

      Tor’shi took a step toward me, but a shout from Sylas drew her attention with a taunt.

      When a flash of holy light glared from below, I expected Flancil to appear at Tor’shi’s flank. Instead he materialized beside me.

      One hand clutched my shoulder. “On your feet, Cap’n.”

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

        You gain 8 HP

        +8 HP

        +8 HP

      

      

      The cuts on my wrists started knitting themselves together, then the healing stretched into my palm. But the curse effect ticked again, and the wounds split anew. I moaned in both pain and frustration. Although his casting went against the plan and should have been spent on the tank, I was thankful for the slightest bit of relief. But the spell would only last for a few seconds, and the battle between the demon’s curse and the monk’s healing-over-time spell would soon end.

      “Don’t stack it. Drop it on Sylas. I’m ready.”

      Flancil threw a two-fingered salute, then jumped off the ledge.

      Sylas crossed blades with the bitch straddling the water, one foot on the beach, the other in the pool with a mound of bones swirling around her ankle. Her sword might have been fashioned from the jawbone of a whale.

      Flancil appeared at her flank. His whole body flashed white, then the skull crackers rang against her helm as he threw a combination. But his efforts did little noteworthy damage.

      
        
        Flancil uses Devout Fisticuffs.

        Flancil marks Sylas with Devout Fisticuffs.

        Flancil uses Flurry.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -10 HP

        (Partial resistance)

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +3 HP

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -9 HP

        (Partial resistance)

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +3 HP

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -11 HP

        (Partial resistance)

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +3 HP

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -18 HP

        (Partial resistance)

      

      

      
        
        Sylas

        +6 HP

        Flancil uses Kidney Punch.

        Miss!

      

      

      No way would my tank survive while receiving only a few HP per attack, and because the finishing move hadn’t landed, it stripped him of further benefit. It was time to put my own healing skills to work so the guys could focus on inflicting damage, because if Tor’shi was resisting Flancil’s Light abilities, he needed to attack more to make up the gap.

      Then, as if a wordless cry came from the universe, a flood of ideas formed a chain in my mind and brought my consciousness to a sharpened state. It started as a little ping. Then it expanded, and although I stood there like a dolt as I let it come, a sense that it’d be worth a couple wasted seconds allowed me to shove my doubts away.

      While I shitted around, waiting for the complete strategy to form, the demon shifted her weight to the water bound foot, gave Sylas a ferocious kick to the chest that sent him flying, then whirled to snatch Flancil into the air with one hand. She swung him aloft, then plunged him into the water between her feet.

      The whirlpool of bones engulfed him, pulling him under.

      Then I had it.

      I dragged my fleshless fingertips through the air and sent shadow streaming toward her from behind.

      
        
        You cast Drain Essence.

        Hit!

        Tor’shi is drained.

        Tidal Skeleton is drained.

        Tidal Skeleton is drained.

        Tidal Skeleton is drained.

        Tidal Skeleton resists Drain Essence.

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -22 HP (drain)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -22 HP (drain)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        You receive 7 HP.

        Sylas

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +11 HP

      

      

      The beauty of the Drain Essence spell wasn’t only that it healed my party mates for fifty percent of its damage inflicted to enemies, but that it returned a portion off all damage applied during its twenty second effect. I’d missed the word all in the description, and that was the key.

      That it had a cooldown of two minutes had always bothered me, because the Devour Flesh spell, which boasted my highest damage output, had a mere twenty second cooldown, compared to Drain Essence’s two minutes.

      That seemed unbalanced. In most game formulations, the higher damage spell would have the longer cooldown. But Enora was a tricky bitch.

      When I considered the two spells as a pairing in my rotation—my healing rotation—the light shone down on my brain as if there really was a goddess in the world. So, while Drain Essence was active and its cycle young, I could multiply its healing effect on my teammates by breaking out the big guns.

      
        
        Devour Flesh

        Rip the flesh away from up to three enemies, slowing their movement speed and causing poison damage.

        Type: Spell

        Cast Time: 4 seconds

        Cost: 50 Mana

        Range: 15 yards

        Duration: seven seconds

        Damage: 75 poison damage per tick

        Cooldown: 20 seconds

      

      

      Although the bony bastards had no flesh to speak of, the spell caused poison damage, and I was about to stack some heals off multiple instances of the effect. Since I’d need a reminder of the motion to cast it, I instead decided to open my spell book and focus on its name. Same effect, I just wouldn’t look as cool. And fuck how I looked when I had a powerful demon bitch attacking my party at the end of a dungeon encounter.

      As long as I targeted Tor’shi, she’d be affected, assuming she didn’t resist. I just hoped the two random enemies it also inflicted had strong enough Constitution attributes to survive the full seven seconds so we’d get the most health returned from Drain Essence as was possible.

      
        
        You cast Devour Flesh.

        Hit!

        Tor’shi is poisoned.

        Tor’shi is drained.

        Tidal Skeleton is poisoned.

        Tidal Skeleton is drained.

        Tidal Skeleton is poisoned.

      

      

      Although one of the random enemies the system selected when I cast Devour Flesh wasn’t one of the five who’d been hit by Drain Essence, I’d inflicted six targets to create a heal-stacking effect that blew my mind. I was thankful creatures without flesh could still be affected by the poison effect.

      
        
        Tor’shi

        - 75 HP (Devour Flesh)

        -21 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 37 HP.

        You receive 11 HP.

        Sylas

        +37 HP

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +37 HP

        +11 HP

      

      

      Our health bars ticked up in little bursts, and I stared on in wonderment, part of my brain not buying into the rotation, not believing it would actually work.

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -75 HP (Devour Flesh)

        -22 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 37 HP.

        You receive 11 HP.

        Sylas

        +37 HP

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +37 HP

        +11 HP

      

      

      The tick from the first tidal skeleton suffering Drain Essence would’ve healed us for 11 HP, but when the fifty percent damage infliction of Devour flesh kicked in, we received 48 health, instead. A massive uptick of over three times what it would’ve been. And with three more skeletons affected by both spells, the liquid in our health bars lurched in huge jumps per tick.

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -75 HP (Devour Flesh)

        -21 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 37 HP.

        You receive 11 HP.

        Sylas

        +37 HP

        +11 HP

        Flancil

        +37 HP

        +11 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -75 HP (Devour Flesh)

        -24 HP (Drain Essence)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 37 HP.

        You receive 0 HP.

        Sylas

        +37 HP

        +12 HP

        Flancil

        +37 HP

        +0 HP

      

      

      
        
        Tidal Skeleton

        -75 HP (Devour Flesh)

        -21 HP (Drain Essence)

        Tidal Skeleton

        -75 HP (Devour Flesh)

      

      

      
        
        You receive 0 HP.

        You receive 0 HP.

        Sylas

        +37 HP

        +12 HP

        Flancil

        +0 HP

        +0 HP

      

      

      By the time the rotation had run its course, Flancil’s and my HP were fully replenished.

      Our tank, who struggled against multiple enemies and therefore had taken the most damage, recovered so much HP he was back up to eighty-nine percent. All the skeletons had survived the duration, which actually benefitted us more than if they’d fallen. But we’d gotten lucky on that count, because when Sylas started Cross Slashing them to increase their ire, they dropped like acorns.

      
        
        Sylas has defeated a level 15 Tidal Skeleton.

        +245 XP

        Sylas has defeated a level 15 Tidal Skeleton.

        +245 XP

        Sylas has defeated a level 15 Tidal Skeleton.

        +245 XP

        Sylas has defeated a level 15 Tidal Skeleton.

        +245 XP

        Sylas has defeated a level 15 Tidal Skeleton.

        +245 XP

      

        

      
        Flancil has reached level 17!

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Sylas has reached level 17!

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

      

      

      A golden plume of light illuminated the water around the demon’s wrist as she plunged Flancil again. The column of water funneled toward the ceiling and, despite all the bone clattering, whooshing sounds of spells being tossed around, and grunts that filled the cavern, the music celebrating his advancement dominated. With my mind narrowly focused on how successful the healing had been, I tried to think about the best way to spend his points on the fly. It was time for some experimentation. The gnome might get pissed that I didn’t ask him, but something told me dropping the two bonus attribute points in Intelligence would increase the effectiveness of his HOT spells. If not, we’d have to render them obsolete.

      He’d still bank three that could be used for Dexterity at a later time, if he ever increased his disposition toward me, I ticked them off. Then, since it’d be two minutes before Drain Essence was off cooldown, it was time to start kicking some ass. We needed to inflict as much damage as possible so when I could perform the two-spell rotation again, it would get us through to the end of the battle.

      The demon raged when the gnome she was trying to drown leveled. So she plucked him from the water, and after cocking back her arm, threw him at Sylas. My tank dodged, and my damage dealer rolled over corpse bones.

      Tor’shi raised her foot from the pool in an effort to stomp Sylas. Although he evaded, it’d been too close for my own comfort. I drew shadow energy into my fist then hurled it.

      
        
        You cast Blind.

        Resisted!

      

      

      The shadows struck her helm, along with a splattering of blood, then disintegrated into black motes that quickly evaporated. Tor’shi plucked a chunk of flesh off her visor and dropped it to the water.

      “It is only a matter of time now, Shénhuà. Surrender and accept the demigoddess’s offer or suffer.”

      She turned up her palm. Another wave of vibrations ran through my bones.

      
        
        Tor’shi casts Curse of Unravelling.

        You are afflicted by Curse of Unravvelling (2).

        -44 HP

        -22 HP

        -22 HP

      

      

      Although the burst damage of the curse’s initial impact was high, the continuing ticks decreased. But with two stacks, they also doubled. I screamed as the skin of my forehead split open, but planted my feet then backed into the wall to keep from losing my shit and tumbling to my knees.

      Flancil’s chest rose and fell in gasping half-breaths as he finally recovered. He charged Tor’shi, but the she caught sight of his approach and plunged him in the water again.

      “Hey!” Sylas threw a bone at the demon. “What dog of Hokhram shrinks from my challenge? Face me, lizard wretch!”

      Tor’shi chuckled. “You needn’t provoke me, carpenter. You’ll have your turn.” She raised her palm like she might curse him, too.

      I stopped her by casting another Ghost Scythe that bit into her side. While it flew, I scanned the water. Flancil hadn’t come up again. An alert flashed in my interface.

      
        
        Your companion Flancil is drowning.

        -30 HP

      

      

      Although ninety seconds stood between me and my ability to recast Drain Essence, I could still clear some riffraff with Devour Flesh, because its 20-second cooldown had ended. It might not heal us, but it’d sure fuck up some shit.

      The green and purple plumes of smoke swirled around them, indicating I’d hit the skeleton and the boss herself. Two skeletons dropped within seconds, leaving Sylas with only one other than the demon. Like any good tank would, he focused on the larger threat. Speeding to the opposite side of the pool, he drew her gaze away so her back faced me.

      
        
        Your companion Flancil is drowning.

        -30 HP

        Tor’shi stabs Sylas.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas

        -77 HP

      

      

      The demon stepped onto the beach, then pinned Sylas to the wall with her blade. A trail of blood snaked down her arm, indicating he’d at least struck.

      “Tor’shi!” I hurled another Ghost Scythe. Although it hit pay dirt and caused a chunk of damage, she ignored my attack and my call. She drew back one fist, then punched Sylas in the mug.

      
        
        Tor’shi clubs Sylas one good.

        Sylas

        -55 HP

        Sylas is stunned.

      

      

      I fumed at her lack of attention. Devour Flesh was still ticking away at her health, but that meant its cooldown was still up.

      
        
        You cast Blind.

      

      

      Tor’shi pulled her sword from Sylas’s gut, then raised it to finish him off, but my spell wrapped around her face, stopping her short.

      Flancil clambered over the edge of the pool, his clothes soaked and heavy, and he only bothered getting to both knees before he started dropping spells.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

        Sylas

        + 10 HP

        +10 HP

        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

        Sylas

        +20 HP

        +20 HP

        Flancil casts Devout Fisticuffs.

        Sylas is tagged by Devout Fisticuffs.

      

      

      Thanks to the increase in Intelligence, his HOT spell’s effectiveness had swollen to almost double its previous amount, and since he’d stacked it, the wound in Sylas’s torso closed that much faster. The gnome vanished, then reappeared twenty feet ahead, facing our enemy’s back. He leapt high into the air. To my utter amazement, he hovered there as he threw four blurry punches at her back, then finished up with a strike so brutal, the demon clutched the offended area and staggered.

      
        
        Flancil uses Flurry.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -47 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        Flancil uses Kidney Punch.

        Critical Finisher!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -77 HP

      

      

      
        
        Warning: Flancil has increased the ire of this enemy.

        Attack imminent!

      

      

      Doubled over, the demon wheeled to face the monk. Then gnome cracked his knuckles, then waved her forward with both hands. But a flash painted the wall behind Tor’shi, her back bent forward again, her eyes went wide, then she plummeted toward the gnome.

      
        
        Sylas uses Shoulder Charge.

      

      

      Flancil Whisper Stepped away, reappearing on her left flank. When our enemy landed face first, her head lolling over the edge of the pool, the gnome scurried onto her back, stood on her neck, then unleashed another combination. Sylas jumped on, raised his weapon as far as his arms would stretch, then plunged it down.

      Devoid of other ranged options, I fired another Ghost Scythe. The ethereal blade sliced through the top of the demon’s head. Her health bar flashed.

      “Now! Pour it on! Everything you’ve got.”

      But when Sylas hefted his weapon to stab again, his arms gave out and his Stamina bar flashed. He tumbled through space, then crashed onto a pile of bones to one side. Flancil threw two more punches toward the back of her neck, but Tor’shi chose that moment to shimmy side to side and knock him off. Bones rattled, sounding like children’s building blocks tumbling, when she pressed her palms to the ground to push herself up.

      I hurried down the ramp, hoping a new position would throw her off.

      Tor’shi reached for her blade, then faced me. Flancil came around for another strike, but she shot one foot out to the side without even looking, sending him sailing to the cavern wall. He slammed into the jagged surface, a little yelp emitted from his throat, then he fell, stunned. The gnome’s shoulders dropped, and his chin touched his chest.

      “Enough of this.” The demon stepped into the pool, both arms raised. The pool swirled. Bones rose into the air as the water spiraled upward to surround her. Faster and faster the waterspout circling her spun as she bent her arms at the elbows and drew her fists to her chest. Then Tor’shi thrust her arms out. Liquid and bones shot across the cavern, raising Sylas and me off the ground, then crashing us into the walls.

      Bone spears pinned my shoulders and pierced my abdomen. The water rained down over my head, then crept down the slight decline to return to the pool like a tide rolling out. My health bar flashed, and I peered through blurry eyes to find the attack had wiped all but six-percent.

      My companions lay dormant. My legs wouldn’t move. Our gooses were flambeed.

      The demon turned, stomped over to Sylas, then ran him through with her bone blade.

      
        
        Tor’shi spikes Sylas.

        -74 HP

        Your companion Sylas has died.

      

      

      She spun and snatched Flancil off the wall, talons digging into his flesh. The gnome jerked, blood began to flow from his wounds, then finally, his last bit of HP drained. Tor’shi opened her hand and let his body plop to the ground without regard.

      
        
        Your companion Flancil has died.

      

      

      “Now, Shénhuà.” She stomped forward, stepped into the pool, then faced me as I heaved against the wall, still trying to regain Stamina. “You will sign the pledge of fealty to Necri’tes, or fall and have to face the entire temple again. Choose the latter, and I will see you face it one-thousand times.”

      A sound, something like a chime, but less musical in nature, rang out inside my head. Then a hum rose, and I realized my ears were beginning to ring.

      “Here is the pledge.”

      My interface popped open a pane with a crinkled yellow parchment. A signature line at the bottom waited for my focus, but I wouldn’t even look at it. Instead, I peered through the words and set my gaze on the ugly one. “I’d rather run this place one-thousand times than give you or your demigoddess the pleasure. My guys are beings of the Light, and because you killed them, I guarantee they’ll return with the gumption to avenge the insult that is your existence for their goddess.”

      The same, strange chime rang out amongst the ringing in my ears. I shook my head from side to side, trying to clear the noise, and cursed Enora for that little bit of biological realism. A shot of pain ripped up my spine, and I wondered if Tor’shi hadn’t broken my back. But with no bleed effects to finish me off, I sat at the evil one’s complete disposal. She could’ve done with me as she pleased, and at the rate I recovered health, I’d never be able to face her alone, even with her health low.

      When her health bar flashed again, I eyed the water beneath her. Remembered the sound.

      A sound like… sonar!

      The ensuing conversation went something like this.

      
        
        [Me:] Are you actually down there?

        [Dragon Ray:] Ping!

        [Me:] Good! It’s time to—

      

      

      The bitch’s health bar flashed again. I grinned.

      “What in Hokrahm’s Underworld are you grinning about? You are beaten! The demigoddess will—”

      A black figure with wide leathery wings burst from the pool beneath Tor’shi’s feet, sailed in an arc that carried it high and over her shoulder, then it curved its lower half and the long spike from its posterior punctured her left temple. My pet remained lodged there.

      
        
        Ping! uses Needle.

        Critical Hit!

        Mortal Wound!

      

      

      
        
        Tor’shi

        -74 HP

      

      

      The towering lizard demon trembled, teetered to one side, then lunged forward with her arms outstretched, reaching for me as she slammed into the ground.

      
        
        Tor’shi buries you.

        -44 HP

        You have died.
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      It was one giant stroke of luck, really. Not only that Ping! had surfaced in the pool I now assumed was the exit from the temple, but that Tor’shi had died before she crushed me. As soon as I resurrected aboard the Retribution, my interface flooded with panes whose frames flashed in various colors. I read them against the backdrop of my closed eyelids.

      
        
        Ping! has killed Tor’shi.

        +9,450 XP

      

      

      The warm wood of the sun-baked deck reflected the star’s heat onto my face. And it felt like home. The scents of coffee and salt air washed into my nostrils. When my eyes fluttered open, the shadows of my two teammates fell upon me. When they offered their outstretched hands, I grasped them with gratitude.

      Flancil set one hand on each of my hips to steady me. Atri slid in to complete the semi-circle of allies before me.

      “So, I guess you hogged all that XP yourself.” Flancil’s lips wrinkled in frustration, and a pang of empathy tugged at my heart for how my companions had been robbed. But his expression slackened, then those creases migrated to the slight dimples beneath either cheek. “I’m screwing with you! We did it!”

      I clutched his shoulder. “We did.” My voice cracked, then a wave of nausea doubled me over. “Eh.”

      “Sucks, don’t it?” The gnome chuckled.

      Sylas covered his mouth, ran to the rail, then vomited over the side.

      I swallowed hard. “Yeah, it does.” Since I’d been spared resurrection sickness when I lost my physical life, I had yet to experience it. Luckily, a timer in the bottom right corner of my HUD ticked down with only twenty-eight minutes remaining. Still, they’d be a long twenty-eight minutes. I shaded my face against the sun with one hand. “You didn’t mention the headaches when you dropped dead on Foggy Vale.”

      “The booze at the Salty Dog helped. Want me to dig out a cask for you?”

      I shook my head. “I can handle half an hour. But maybe later.” I knelt on the planking and waited for the world to stop spinning. It didn’t.

      Sylas flopped down beside me with a grunt. “There are so many fish out there. This would be… an eternal fishing hole, I know.”

      I gagged. “Don’t talk about fish, you dolt. Gross.” Dropping my back onto the warm deck, I squinted up at Flancil, who wore the biggest grin I’ve ever seen.

      “Oh, how the tides have turned, Capitan Kyra.” He picked up a cup of coffee from the trunk we used as a breakfast table and extended his pinky as he sipped it. Then his face went pale and he spat it out. He heaved a few times then straightened.

      “Tides have turned, huh?”

      Flancil smirked then pushed on. “I read the combat log. How’d Ping! do it?”

      I grinned at the memory, though it came a little bit clouded. “Turns out that pool led into the ocean depths. My assumption is he, she, or it sensed my location and followed us from beneath, but I can’t be sure.”

      Sylas came off with his cranky voice. “Yes, but how did he actually do it?”

      “With the tail spike. Just like the fish that almost ate Flancil.”

      “Well, just so you know, the tank and I might not have gotten the XP for the kill, but it wasn’t a total wash. We got the quest XP and, if that wasn’t enough…” Flancil gestured towards the back of the boat with his thumb. A pile of glowing items was mounded at the foot of the stairs.

      That was worth rising for. “Nice.” I approached. “Wait, I didn’t see the quest XP.” I brought up the brightest glowing pane in my HUD’s periphery.

      
        
        You have completed a Grand Legacy Quest!

        A Clean Slate

        Objectives:

        1. Sail to Wasterwell port and ask around the docks about someone with knowledge of exorcism relics.—completed

        2. Find the hermit and learn of the location of the Vengeant Ward. —completed

        3. Travel to the Chorian Reef and seek out the Wall of Guardians.—completed

        4. Defeat the Guardians of Chorian Caverns, retrieve their Guardian Stones, then insert them into the slots.

        5. Destroy the Stone of Archas.—completed

        6. Solve the Archas Cavern puzzle.—completed

        7. Purge the cavern at the end of the Chorian Temple in the name of Solara.—completed

        Rewards:

        10,000 XP

        Raw Materials

        One piece of epic equipment

        One Epic weapon designed for your class at the time of completion.

      

      

      Between the XP for killing the demon and completing the grand legacy quest, my experience bar filled to three-quarters. The piled objects with the purple hues made sense, considering I’d won an epic piece of equipment and an epic weapon, but it filled me with joy that six items lay there, which meant my companions shared in the rewards.

      I pumped a victorious fist, and the new rush of nausea warming my belly did little to assuage my glorious disposition.

      If I needed something else to celebrate, my companions had advanced to level seventeen. Total bonus, and Sylas made so much progress that his Strength was eighteen points higher than mine, so I spent his elective attribute points on Constitution.

      I sat down next to the pile of loot then brought another pane over. It was how I operated. Read all the rewards and claim XP bonuses first, then I had nothing to weigh down my brain while I turned my attention to the enjoyment of the physical awards.

      
        
        You have received a quest.

        Bitter No More

        Break the Vengeant Ward and purge your vessel of the bitter wights.

        Rewards:

        Your ship will be purged of bitter wights.

        (It’s no time to get greedy.)

      

      

      Flancil swept the air with one hand, and a new pane popped up. I gaped when I saw the image of the demon with her back turned to what would’ve been the camera’s view. Just beyond it, I stood on the circular ledge with my middle finger extended.

      “Thought you’d like to immortalize the moment. Thank me later.”

      “Is this a… screenshot? I didn't know you could do that!”

      “A baby could do that, Kyra. You really got some loose nails in the old noggin, don’t you?”

      I swept away the image then focused on the scene before me and sent a thought to my interface. The world flashed, the sound of a camera shutter opening and closing rattled between my ears.

      A new picture filled the window. My crew gathered around me—Sylas lying on the deck looking green, Flancil with his arms crossed and wearing that self-satisfied smirk I’d grown accustomed to, and Atri standing at rest, head cocked ever so slightly. The sun—technically not my crew, but I still thought of it that way—shone bright overhead, and a blue, cloudless sky stretched to the horizon.

      I chuckled at the image before waving it away.

      “I feel like I learn something new every couple minutes here.”

      Flancil scratched his head. “By the way, I used Sylas’s healing potion.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “When did you use yours?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then what makes you think you used Sylas’s?” I threw up a hand before he could interject some illogical, half-devised answer. “Shut up, gnome. We’ll get more.”

      Wanting to prolong the moments before we went into full-on loot-counting mode, I addressed the elephant on the deck. “Everyone ready to get rid of these wights?”

      Atri cawed and hopped up and down. When she caught me smiling at her, she snapped to attention again.

      No one objected. Flancil simply nodded. “Well, let’s do it then.” I pulled myself up, holding onto the railing.

      “Now, Captain?” Atri chirped.

      “Why not?” I scanned the deck. Sylas shuffled over to puke off the side again. The waters were calm and empty. Our rowboat was still anchored out by the edge of the reef. “We’re not going anywhere until we retrieve that, anyway. Atri, get your enchanted chest up here to protect you from the ward. I don’t want to take any chances. While you do that, I am going to go throw up next to my protector. When I get back, we’re purging this ship.”

      A minute later, the crew gathered on the quarterdeck. Atri lay the box on the repaired decking Flancil had punched it through when we’d freed Atri from the orb.

      “Good luck, Captain.” Atri saluted each of us in turn. “Should something go wrong, I would like for you to know it has been a pleasure to sail with you this short time.”

      “Everything is going to go fine.” But I had my doubts.

      I caught sight of a small blue form moving along one of the yards up the foremast, cutting holes in the sails. Not even the smallest inkling in me would miss the bastards. Atri’s form streamed into the chest, then I shut the lid. Flancil and Sylas looked on, neither speaking, but the worry was plain across both of their faces.

      “She will be all right.” Unlike the loot, the ward had been moved to my inventory. I retrieved it, then drew a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.”

      I gripped the seal by either side, flexed my wrist, then cracked it down the middle. A spark landed on the deck, and a glowing red sizzle spread outward from where it landed. Like burning gun powder, it washed over the deck in a spreading wave, then crawled up the stairs and down into the hatches.

      When the sizzling magic passed over the foremast, the ghost of the boy who’d been tampering with my ship didn’t so much as glance up from his work. The energy burned over him, and his form dissolved into a puff of blue. It lost shape as a soft breeze picked it up and scattered it over Chorian Reef.

      When the wave of energy reached either end of the boat it sputtered out then faded away. We stood in silence, everyone smiling, nobody willing to break the joyous vibe of the moment.

      “I think it’s done,” I whispered.

      Flancil leaned over and unlatched the chest, flipping open the lid. I peered inside.

      Empty.

      My chest hitched. “Oh, no… Atri?”

      I leaned over the chest. The ghost burst out, surging back to her full size and spinning in the air before landing on deck. “Have you done it?”

      Flancil answered first. “You know it, chicklet.”

      Atri cheered—a sharp trilling whistle. She hoisted the gnome by his armpits to spin him overhead, then he passed through her and fell to the deck. She threw her arms around me, and I felt the warmth of a hug for a moment before she faded to immaterial again.

      “I’m so happy!” She reached for Sylas, but the first mate dodged the embrace.

      “We are glad for you,” he smiled and nodded at her, “and for ourselves. Though I’ll have to find other ways to keep busy now that the ship isn’t falling apart.”

      “There’s always work for a first mate on a ship.” Her beady eyes gleamed at us. Then she seemed to remember herself and snapped to attention, saluting.

      “You don’t have to maintain the military discipline, Atri. We’re family now.”

      The flesh at the corners of her beak turned up in an irrepressible grin. “Yes, Captain!”

      I smiled and looked from one crewmate to the next, a big stupid grin on my face as I took in the three of them. Then the nausea returned, and I dragged myself to the side to blow chunks. Sylas joined me. Flancil resisted.

      
        
        You have Completed a Quest.

        Bitter No More

        Break the Vengeant Ward and purge your vessel of the bitter wights.

        Rewards:

        Your ship has been purged of the venous spirits wreaking turmoil since the day you won it.

      

      

      “Congratulations to all of you.” Atri nodded to each of us in turn. I cannot share in your XP, but I am proud to be a part of this crew.”

      “And we’re glad to have you, boatswain.”

      I scanned the horizon. Still calm and empty as far as the eye could see. The trail of golden waves reflecting the sun shimmered all the way to the ship, and fish shot skyward all around the reef.

      “Sylas, feel free to make use of your eternal fishing hole. Let’s stock up while we can. And Flancil, you can…” I looked around but the gnome had disappeared. “I was gonna say fuck off and take a nap. He earned it.”

      “I, too, would like a rest.” Sylas set a hand over his gut. Seeing him, I felt another wave of nausea and pressed a hand to my mouth until it passed.

      “Good point. Naps for everyone. We’ll go through the loot when we’re feeling well enough to enjoy it.”

      Sylas was already crossing to his hammock. Atri was engrossed with her slate. She looked up, chalk on her beak.

      “What was that, Captain Kyra?”

      I didn’t risk a chuckle lest I ralph. “Nothing.”

      I looked around the deck one last time, then ran to the edge and puked. Once I’d finished chumming the waters, I found a nice pile of canvas to curl up on. It was a far more attractive option than the notion of returning to the captain’s quarters, where I might find Flancil sleeping in my bed. I dropped down and fell asleep in the midday sun.
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      With the ship purged, Atri was able to get us sailing at full speed—every scrap of canvas up. We sailed due north, toward the heart of the Shadowmaw. It wasn’t the safest way, but it was the fastest. My boatswain promised a layover on the northern side where we could re-provision and, if we were lucky, upgrade the ship.

      We made excellent time. Small islands passed in the distance as we entered the ring archipelago on the first day. My boatswain regaled us with stories of each of the islands as they drifted by. Some sounded like excellent places to grind out some levels, but XP came in greater amounts in storyline quests so far, so we’d just keep questing. And if the AI planned to use me to clear out dens of evil before other players reached them, all the better. It’d led me on what was becoming an obvious quest arc, and if it didn’t someday lead me to the demigoddess who commanded the undead navies that’d threatened the seas for centuries, I’d be surprised. But something told me I’d need a royal fuck-ton of levels before that day came. So, we’d follow the path set before us with the occasional stop to smell some roses.

      Or some Bonchu blood.

      On our second day at sea, Carol materialized in the center of the deck right where she’d left us. Sylas saw her first and shouted a robust ahoy. Flancil was on deck in an instant and started in on the story of the Chorian Caves. By the time I reached the main deck, he was halfway through the fight with the minotaur.

      “Hi, Kyra.” She wrapped an arm around my neck, pulled me in, then squeezed. “I was just getting a report from one of your officers.”

      Carol nodded throughout the rest of the story with the patience of a saint. When the tale climaxed, she turned to the gnome. “After all this success with Kyra and her crew, do you still want to jump ship and sell your daggers?”

      “Hey. Just cause I’m doin the deity’s work doesn’t mean I do it for free. Monks worship, but a gnome’s gotta get that coin.”

      “Hey, guys,” I interrupted. “Can Carol and I have a minute in private?”

      Sylas gave a double-fingered salute before returning to the wheel, whistling as he went. Flancil dipped his chin like his feelings were hurt as he skedaddled, but I doubted he had any.

      Carol gave me a good up-and-down gander. “New robe?”

      “Yup. Quest reward. We’ll get into it.”

      “The black looks good against your purple skin. Gold trim adds a little something. Is that a… scythe?”

      “Yeah. I have a cool orb for my off-hand I’ll show you later.”

      “You look great, Kyra.”

      The sense she was trying to lighten my demeanor over my death almost forced me to roll my eyes. “And your tits look great in green. The tusks really add a little something.”

      “Okay.” Carol cocked her head to the side. “What is it you couldn’t ask me in front of them?”

      “How was work?”

      “You scattered the crew for that?”

      “They don’t care what happens on made-up, imaginary Earth. How was work?”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Don’t pretend my reason for asking isn’t obvious.”

      Carol flashed the same, knowing smile I’d seen in her office hundreds of times. “I eavesdropped on the D-bags today, and guess what I found out?”

      “Tell me.”

      “The name of their clan.”

      “Clan?”

      “It’s like a guild.”

      “A large collection of like-minded adventurers,” Atri interpreted, peeking out from behind the mast.

      I waved her over. “C’mere, you might as well listen in. You have a better memory than I do anyway.”

      She kept her eyes low as she drifted our way.

      “Carol, you were saying?”

      “Like a guild. Enora doesn’t have worldwide communications like other games. You can form communication alliances with other clans to pass messages across continents, but the D-bags are nowhere near doing that. Doubt they would, anyway.”

      “Or that anyone would want to team up with those jackasses.”

      “Right.”

      I noticed Atri chalking the word jackasses, onto her slate, then underlining it. I liked her. “So what’s your point with all this?”

      “I’d tell you to be patient and that I’m getting to it, but when I think about what they did to you…” She took on a distant gaze then shook her head. “Anyway, do you know how to run a clan search?”

      “Never done it, but… hold on.” I found it in the Social tab—a simple search bar I’d read about in the player manual but so far had little use for. “What’s the name?”

      “Get ready for this…Raging Pwners. With a P.”

      “Jeez. It fits.”

      “Right?”

      I entered the name, then the guild’s statistics filled the empty pane of the clan window.

      “There they are. Every knuckle-dragging one of ’em.”

      “Fourth down,” Carol said.

      Sure enough, it was the king douchebag. Kip. My murderer. Beside the name was his location.

      “He’s in Bonchuria. That’s all it says.”

      “Isn’t that where you’re going?”

      “Sure as heck am now.”

      “I’ll keep an ear out for more office gossip tomorrow. Maybe we can narrow down his location.”

      “Says here their clan hall is in Charport, on the southern coast. We can head there and scope it out. Kill two birds with one stone.”

      Atri’s eyes widened.

      “Er…sorry, it’s an expression. I just mean…all roads seem to lead to the Bonchu, and we can accomplish multiple objectives when we get there.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Roads?”

      “Another expression. We’re going to Bonchuria.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      In her notes, Atri had scribbled all roads lead to the Bonchu and neatly underlined it twice. Beside it she drew a little angry face.

      “One problem, Captain.”

      “What is it, Boatswain?”

      “Charport is an island, just off the Bonchuria mainland.”

      “That’s great. It means you can come with us. Well, you can come into the harbor with us.”

      “I could, Captain, except in my time at least, Charport was a fortress, one of the last holdouts of the old pirate lords.”

      “Oh. That sounds a bit trickier.”

      “So, Atri.” Carol flashed a toothy grin. “If one were to simply sail into Charport…”

      “One does not simply sail into Charport, Carol.”

      Carol snickered. Atri didn’t.

      “It’s fine.” I threw my hands up. “I don’t need a plan. I never set out to kill a demigoddess’s big time minion and purge an underwater temple. But we did it, anyway. If this game has shown me anything, it’s the tendency for quests to pop up at opportune times. There’s something to be said for this real-time quest-generation stuff.”

      Carol threw an arm over my shoulder and pulled me into a half hug. “I’m gonna be on those guys like a tick on a dog’s ass. I’ll even pretend Raging Pwners is a cool name if it gets me info on their place in that fortress.”

      “So, you’re coming along for the ride?”

      “Hell, yeah. I took a week of the vacation I’ve piled up. That means three weeks here with you, except for when I have to eat and sleep. But it’ll start day after tomorrow… three days, Enoran time.”

      I turned and called out to Sylas. “Think you can hold aggro with another DPS in the group?”

      His expression expanded so his forehead wrinkled, and he flashed the double-thumbs up he’d gotten from me.

      “Atri, will you get the charts and plot a course for Charport?”

      “Aye, Captain. Should be about a three-day journey from here.” She saluted before taking off for the captain’s quarters.

      “Like it was meant to be.” I smiled at Carol, then looked over my ship. The ghosts were gone. The sails were full. And by the end of this passage, our enemies would be in our sights.

      A quest notification interrupted my reverie, as if on cue.

      
        
        You are being offered a special quest:

        Dig Two Graves

        Take revenge on BigDaddyKip.

        If you defeat this player in PVP, you will receive the following rewards:

        Title: The Vengeful One

        14,500 XP

        A rare piece of gear with an added attribute beneficial to PVP conflict.

      

      

      I didn’t hesitate this time. Yes was the only answer.

      Carol walked to the rail, then stared out at the scenic water. “Revenge on a guy is one thing, taking on a fortress is another. Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “Not really, but I know someone who is.” I looked toward the bow where Sylas trifled with a sail. “Hey, Sylas. What would you think of taking out a few Bonchu? We’re not ready for the mainland, but there’s a fortress near Bonchuria…”

      He dropped the line and turned to me. Drawing himself up to his full height, he put a hand upon the hilt of the rapier he never seemed to remove. “Bonchuria…” His other hand closed into a fist, and a smile crept across his lips. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ENORA UNLEASHED BOOK 4 IS IN PROGRESS!

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed Retribution! We expect to release Book 4 in Spring of 2022.

      If you’d like to receive updates when new books are available, make sure you sign up for my spam-free email list at https://layer2publishing.com/enora-online/. Don’t count on retailers to announce the releases of sequels to books you’ve read.

      I promise not to clog your inbox, as I only send out release announcements and the occasional message about my other projects.
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