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      Flying fish darted across our wake as I lounged on the bow of the Sunfish. A warm breeze blew from behind, filling the mainsail. Canvas flapped, and ropes creaked. We lolled from side to side as the afternoon sun danced across the calm waters beneath clear skies reaching for the horizon. With scenery like that, I didn’t even mind the scents of salt, sweat, and old, tar-baked timbers.

      It was the perfect place for a little reading, and I’d received a quest earlier in the day relating to a tome I’d discovered.

      
        
        The Demigoddess

        Read the lore contained in the tome and learn the history of Demigoddess Necri’tes and the Undead Navy of the Low Seas to uncover a path to great rewards!

        Rewards:

        An entirely unique quest line available only to the player who found this tome.

      

      

      Captain Ventura and Sylas reeled in fish with hand lines as I cracked open the heavy, dusty book discovered in the Undersands of Lau, where lizard men set traps of blinding powder for new adventurers. Although it’d been transferred into my documents library, there was something satisfying in a tangible, physical copy of reading material.

      
        
        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—

      

      

      I blinked and yawned so wide it popped my jaw. After sinking deeper into a pile of canvas, I focused on the flickering sunlight forming a shimmering trail reaching for the horizon. One lonely seabird lazed about on a channel of warm air. Twin moons rose as the sun eased down from its zenith. My eyes drifted closed as the wind and waves lulled me into a lazy siesta.

      “Hey! You planning on sleeping the whole voyage? Off your duff!” The first mate shoved one of my knees.

      “What?” I shot up in my perch, then slammed the tome shut.

      “Up with ya! Sylas can’t buy your passage with his labor, too! Get your land-lubbin’ backside over to those lines.”

      “Lines?”

      He offered a cracked, leathery hand to haul me to my feet. “Squalls comin.’ Gotta hoist the storm sail.” He thrust a finger upwind toward the horizon.

      I rubbed my eyes then squinted. “How can you tell? I don’t see anything.”

      He barked a laugh and stomped back to grab the wheel of the ship. “Just get on that halyard, then do what I holler.”

      “A halyard is what, exactly?" The wind snatched the words away and tossed a mist of salt spray in my face. A chuckle brought my head around to find Captain Ventura and Sylas amidships, leaning on the rail and wearing shit-eating grins.

      I kicked a coil of ropes, which did little to help me discern which of them might be a halyard. This was Sylas’s gig. My new companion grew up manning his father’s boat, where I preferred solid ground beneath rock faces I climbed. I’d done some sailing as a child with my old man before he passed away, so the terminology wasn’t completely lost on me, but I was still a landlubber by any sailor’s measures.

      I chewed on the end of a finger then muttered. “Halyard.” I raised my gaze to the smirking pair. “What am I supposed to be doing?”

      A golden script appeared in the center of my vision.

      
        
        You are being offered a quest.

        An Introduction to Sailing

        Perform the tasks ordered by First Mate Montalbar within the given timeframe.

        Task 1: Bag the genoa.

        Task 2: Raise the storm sail.

        Task 3: Reef the mainsail.

        Rewards:

        Sailing ranks granted for tasks completed.

        Title: Landlubber

        Would you like to accept this quest?

      

      

      The first mate’s scowl left little indication I had any choice.

      I’d better pitch in, or they might throw me overboard.

      I stood wondering if I’d get credit for two out of the three when I realized he was still shouting at me.

      “Do you have the sun sickness? Loose that line!”

      I followed the line of his crooked finger and hopped-to. “This one?”

      The curse he hurled back suggested I’d guessed wrong. I grabbed the next knot, gave it a tug, then let it fly. The line loosed. The triangular front sail flying from the bow flapped in the wind and sagged over the forward rail.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have discovered the Sailing skill.

        Sailing is an Occupational Skill in Enora Online. Raise your sailing rank to captain your own vessel. Higher ranks unlock the ability to command larger, better-equipped ships!

        Your Sailing skill is rank 1.

      

      

      Nothing got the blood flowing like a new skill to rank up.

      The first mate nodded then shouted over the wind. “Genoa’s down. Get her in!”

      I hustled to the front of the boat, grabbed handfuls of the sail then hauled it over the rail. As I wrestled, more slipped over then dipped into the ocean. The canvas filled with water and jerked free of my grasp. I lunged to snatch it and the unexpected weight threatened to yank me into the drink.

      
        
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 2.

      

      

      While I preferred rank ups as measures that I’d succeeded at a task, I’d take what I could get—and be thankful I wasn’t swimming.

      “Don't let it sink, it’ll pull you in!”

      An uproar of laughter from the crew and an off-hand comment about shade elves handling sails made me clench my teeth. “Keep your pants on, I've got it.” In my old life, I’d have yanked the heavy canvas around without incident, but a Strength rating of 20 in Enora proved insufficient. I grunted with effort as I hooked one leg around the railing and strained to haul the genoa in. Once I’d tumbled onto my backside and pulled it right over my body, I followed Montalbar’s directions to fold it up and stuffed into a sack.

      
        
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 3.

      

        

      
        You have completed a quest objective.

        Task 1: Bag the genoa—Complete

        Remaining Objectives:

        Task 2: Raise the storm sail.

        Task 3: Reef the mainsail.

      

      

      “Yes!” I tripped over a rope then slammed into the rail.

      “Untie that halyard from the sail and tie it onto that canvas where you got your beauty rest.”

      I grumbled but did as I was told, locating the head of the genoa and tying a knot at the eyelet.

      “You call that a knot? Sylas! Help the landlubber!”

      Sylas slipped to my side. Although his disposition with me was friendly, the tears of laughter he wiped from his eyes did little for mine. He untied my knot then tied another. The difference between the two was undecipherable to my untrained eyes, but the skipper shouted his approval when Sylas raised it for him to see.

      My new companion directed me to attach the other two corners of the sail, checked my knots, then returned to the back of the ship to clean fish. The captain kept a watchful eye.

      The first mate barked more orders. “Raise it up. Quickly!”

      I shuffled back to the mast, then hauled the halyard hand-over-hand on the line.

      
        
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 4.

      

      

      Once the jib flapped in the cross breeze, Montalbar spun the wheel. Wind filled the sails. The boat leaned then surged forward.

      
        
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 5.

      

        

      
        You have completed a quest objective.

        Task 1: Bag the genoa—Complete

        Task 2: Raise the storm sail—Complete

        Remaining Objectives:

        Task 3: Reef the mainsail.

      

      

      The first mate echoed my interface’s sentiment. “Now we reef the mainsail. Sylas will

      lower it. You tie the reefing knots.”

      My companion dropped a fish into a weaved container resembling a bucket. He rolled his eyes while the boss wasn’t watching.

      While reefing knots were a mystery, I knew the mainsail. So I hurried back and climbed onto the cabin to stand beside it. “Let’s do this.”

      Sylas untied a line at the mainmast while Montalbar loosed another in the cockpit. Without warning, the boom swung sideways and caught me in the chest. Thankfully it didn't swing far, and I clutched it with both arms to prevent another journey to my backside.

      “That’s it, landlubber. Now pull down that sail.”

      I glanced up at the sail from where I clung to the boom, then down at the water behind me. The jib I’d helped raise pulled us along at a good clip. The mainsail flapped in the wind, threatening to push me off the cabin top and over the rail.

      “Go on now, don't be shy. Grab that canvas. Pull it down.”

      I couldn’t get the first handful, but I threw my body onto the sail and finally got enough slack in the canvas to fashion a grip. Then I grabbed another, working hand-over-hand as the sail inched down.

      “Whoa now! You’re not dousing it, shade elf, you’re shortening it. Sylas, take up the slack.”

      Sylas pulled on the line until the sail rose about halfway.

      “That’ll do. Now reef it there.”

      “What?”

      "Sylas, bag the sail for her, will you?"

      Sylas cursed as he tied off his line, then joined me on the cabin top.

      “It doesn’t have to be neat,” Sylas said, piling the loose canvas back onto the boom. He demonstrated how to tie it off with a special knot, then untied it so I could replicate the motions. Every two feet along the middle of the sail hung a short piece of rope like a streamer. We used those to secure the top half of the canvas to the boom. Sylas explained how this configuration would allow wind to fill the top half for controlled sailing while the bottom half was bundled up.

      But it wasn’t until I’d stepped back to admire our work that I understood. We’d created a smaller sail to compensate for the higher winds.

      “There it is,” Montalbar barked. “You’ve shortened your first sail.”

      
        
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 6.

      

        

      
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 7.

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        You have completed a quest:

        An Introduction to Sailing

        Task 1: Bag the genoa—Complete

        Task 2: Raise the jib—Complete

        Task 3: Reef the mainsail—Complete

        Completion Reward: +3 Sailing skill points

      

        

      
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 10.

      

      

      I assumed Sylas heard the fanfare because he hopped down onto the cabin top, then threw me a double thumbs up. Something about his hanging jaw left me suspecting the gesture dripped with sarcasm.

      Someone clapped my shoulder, and I nearly jumped out of my sandals. I turned to glimpse Captain Ventura’s smiling face. “You’ll be seaworthy soon enough!”

      “I hope so.” Since the captain was close at hand, an idea emerged. An item in my inventory left me wondering how much sailing expertise I’d need to make use of it. So I popped open my interface, then focused on a golden sphere. Its cool brass materialized in my hand a moment later. “I found this in the desert. Maybe you could shed some light for me?”

      “Ooh.” She uncurled the fingers of one hand.

      Since she seemed excited, I flashed Ventura a playful side-eye. Shrugging, I passed it over. The captain turned it in her hand with an appraising squint. It took longer than I expected to read the description. Maybe higher sailing levels meant she got better descriptions. I shrugged inwardly.

      “A schooner, then? A fair vessel. Smaller. Usually two masts. It’s no Sunfish, but it’ll serve. Either way, the compass is a real boon. A blessing, if you will. My congratulations, Kyra. And congrats on your Sailing skill. It shouldn’t take long before you’re able to pilot it.”

      The limitations of my own Analyze skill left me wondering. “How are you seeing my Sailing skill?”

      “Because I’m high level.”

      “I thought Lauans considered it rude to inspect someone without leave.”

      Ventura shrugged. “My ship, my rules.”

      I chuckled. “Understood. Just don’t make me walk the plank.”

      “I don’t use a plank.”

      “What do you use?”

      She grinned out of one side of her mouth as she turned aft. “Pray you never find out.”

      Montalbar clapped his hands above the wheel. “Your day is not over. I’ve plenty more chores to be done before sundown. We’ll make a sailor of you yet!”

      Sylas sauntered up. He threw a sweaty arm over my shoulders. “Now, you see why I gave up fishing. But temper your patience and we’ll be using that compass soon enough”

      I considered my companion. That he’d shown any sign of camaraderie—even less a sideways embrace—was new. Until then, my first bound companion had been standoffish. Not to mention dismissive.

      But when I considered how the Bonchu caused him to be taken prisoner by a bunch of dwarves, murdered his sister, and wiped out half his village, I counted myself lucky. Maybe it was a sign of a good relationship to come.

      “Now get yer worthless hide back to work before the first mate throws you in, ’ey?”

      Or maybe not.
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      My desk job left me soft. I’d forgotten how good it felt to be a little sore at the end of a hard day’s labor. Like running a 10K, climbing a rock face, or fighting monsters in the Undersands. Despite my health recovery, my muscles ached. I wondered if people who hadn’t died in the outside world and seen their consciousnesses transferred into Enora would suffer aching muscles. In my old life, pain was a sign of weakness leaving the body, and if I could enjoy that sensation in my new world, well, all the better. Worked for me.

      When the chores were done, I’d earned a little spot up in the bow where I lounged as the sun set. Sylas played cards back in the cockpit with the captain and first mate. Despite the brightness of the moon and the starry night, I couldn’t make out the text in my tome. Like it or not, I’d have to trade my preference for the tangible in the interest of prudence.

      
        
        Would you like to destroy your physical copy of this text?

        Note: This tome is part of a unique quest, cannot be read by other players, and only NPCs in your party can view it. You have the option of sharing this document to your bound companions’ libraries.

      

      

      If I couldn’t profit from it—or read it by moonlight—I’d lighten my load. The tome disintegrated into motes of gray dust, which blew away on the breeze.

      Since the squall of earlier gave way to a steadier rocking produced by low waves, I found my muscles melting into the canvas as I munched on an apple. The interface’s text proved easy on the eyes. No hands necessary, and it was bright and clear even as the daylight faded. By the time I reached the same point in the text where I’d almost dozed off earlier, I decided to switch things up, choosing my document about navigating the wayward seas instead.

      
        
        Introduction to Ships

      

      

      Sylas strolled up behind me jingling coins in his hand. “First mate has the worst luck I've ever seen.” He held something out. It stank.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Bit of fish jerky.”

      I shook my head and stuck out my tongue. “Gah, it smells like Blue Mountain ale.” My olfactory sense brought up the sour dwarven liquid I’d imbibed in the mines while Sylas had been wasting away in a cell, forcing me to smell it despite its absence.

      “Suit yourself.” Sylas stuffed it into his mouth as he crossed the bow. He reached into a rack where hooks attached to metal poles were tied down. After rattling them around, he located the spear with a metal blade he’d snatched from one of his Bonchu victims on the beach. Sylas untied the knot, plopped down, then flipped out his knife. In the evenings, he’d taken to carving designs into it—patterns of waves, fish, and little rowboats.

      A couple minutes into his whittling, a text message popped up in a small pane in the bottom left of my head’s-up display.

      
        
        Your companion Sylas has unlocked an occupational skill!

        Rune Crafting

        Sylas’s Rune Crafting skill is rank 1.

      

      

      He shot up, scanning the deck as if he sought someone to scream at. When his gaze landed on me, he hustled over.

      I met him halfway. “’Grats, dude!”

      Despite the level of vocal enthusiasm, his words contradicted his tone. “How does one learn a profession with no mentor?”

      I raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Same way they learn weapon skills… by using them.”

      He cocked a suspicious eyebrow. “Has this to do with being bound to you?”

      “Honestly? I have no fucking idea. But let’s enjoy it. Something tells me ranking up that skill is going to serve us both. Can I see what you did?”

      Sylas hoisted the spear in both hands, hesitated, then eventually presented it with a kind of regal ceremony. Instead of grasping the weapon, I leaned down to scan it. When I focused on bits of wood shavings along a pair of wavy lines he’d carved, the grooves flashed gold then dimmed.

      
        
        You have discovered a new occupational skill!

        Rune Crafting

        Rune crafters enhance weapons and armor using ancient elven symbols. They can also create wards to protect doorways and other spaces. Rune craft is used for scribing scrolls that can teach unique abilities when proper runes are drawn in the right combinations.

        Your Rune Crafting skill is rank 1.

      

      

      “Solara’s grace!” Sylas shouted. “But you didn’t even touch it.”

      “I guess you receive messages about my advancements, too. Awesome.” I took a short step back. “It's looking good. But when the rune flashes, it’s doesn’t tell me what the enchantment is.”

      “It’s not an enchantment, per se. But I picked up a trick or two from the old long liners who carved their gaff hooks this way. It added a small bonus to their fishing proficiencies. Perhaps they, too, were rune crafting.”

      “You're making a Bonchurian spear into a fishing tool?”

      “I was just experimenting. Hell if I know what I’m doing.”

      I clapped his shoulder then clutched it as I bore my gaze into his. “Sylas, you just earned us both an occupational skill. Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it!”

      My companion didn’t respond, but a smile teased the corners of his mouth, then he wheeled to return to the opposite side of the bow, like he didn’t want me to see his joy. As if any elation in the wake of his sister’s death might incur a guilt penalty. While he leaned back on one of the canvas bags and stared at the horizon, I took a longer look at my new friend.

      The truest form of a sun worshiper, his skin was baked like he’d been a surfer who’d spent every day of his life on the beach. Now that he was out of the dwarven mountain and eating regular meals, his wiry muscles were filling out.

      And doing it faster than it ever could have in my old world. Hmm. Did this start when I bound him?

      I imagined his hulking frame skidding along a wave’s pipe.

      He’d also gained a few points in Strength and Constitution from laboring on the ship. After further reflection, I suspected the rapid gains were in response to losses. It wasn’t new bulk but rather a kind of recovering hypertrophy where the muscle had atrophied then restored by proper nutrition and labor. And with a large frame like his, my teammate was on his way to being a bonafide tank.

      I needed to stay on his good side so he’d be willing to take the heat off me in combat. Furthermore, if I wanted to raise his disposition so I could spend more of his attribute points per level instead of banking them for later, it wouldn’t suit me to sit across the bow reading when I should be fostering the relationship. With a thought, I brought up relevant information from my journal.

      
        
        Disposition:

        A being’s orientation toward you.

        Disposition is a measure of your relationship to others in the world of Enora.

        Disposition States:

        Despised

        Hated

        Hostile

        Unfriendly

        Neutral

        Friendly

        Endeared

        Enamored or Respected

        Beloved or Revered

      

      

      I drilled deeper by focusing on the ‘Disposition States.’

      
        
        Disposition/Reputation

        A being or community’s orientation toward you

        Disposition is a measure of your relationship to others in Enora.

        Disposition States:

        Despised: -1000

        Hated: -751 to 999

        Hostile: -501 to -750

        Unfriendly: -251 to -500

        Neutral: 0 to 250 or 0 to -250

        Friendly: 251 to 500

        Endeared: 501 to 750

        Enamored: 751 to 999

        Beloved: 1000+

      

      

      I turned my focus on him.

      
        
        Sylas

        Disposition: Friendly

        284/500

        A disposition rank of Friendly allows you to distribute one attribute point for each level Sylas gains.

        You have distributed all attribute points gained prior to your binding of this NPC, but future attribute points will be banked if you haven’t reached the required disposition to spend them in their entireties. Banked attribute points will be saved until disposition is increased.

        To increase the number of attribute points you can spend on this companion per level, increase disposition.

      

      

      It would’ve been nice to spend all his banked attribute points, but I needed to turn my attention forward. I knew myself too well, and the idea of unspent points degrading his performance in combat would nag at me endlessly. Besides, despite his often-gruff demeanor, I liked the guy. He was… resilient.

      The sun hadn't quite set when I strode over, but one star was already visible on the horizon. It was brighter than the north star in Earth’s sky and larger than any I’d seen.

      I pointed skyward. “What’s that star?”

      He barely turned to look and answered without hesitation. “Solara’s Eye.” The quick response left me to wonder if Sylas wasn’t a stargazer. Would’ve made sense when the stars were so visible at sea.

      “Why Solara’s eye?”

      “Because that’s what it is. When the goddess’s star settles beneath the horizon, her sight remains. This is why the moons glow.” His face took on a distant quality as if he was recalling something from long ago. “There are those who mistake the night for Hokhram’s time and the day for Solara’s. But the goddess guides her faithful through both phases, and Hokhram’s shadow falls just as dark during the day. A shaded shallows has led many sailors to ruin.”

      “I’m sure it makes more sense if you’re from here.”

      He chuckled. “The town priest always said my tongue was too sharp to sing Solara’s praises.”

      “Solara and Hokrahm are the only gods then?”

      “Hokrahm, a god?” He spat chunks of apple and shuddered. “There is only the one. Solara is our creator. She watches over us from her sky kingdom. She speaks to us through the words of our quests, enlightens us through our interfaces, rewards and punishes with Light points given and taken away.”

      That sparked my brain. “I saw something about Light points in my player manual. What do they mean? Do they change my affinity for light and shadow magic?”

      “I couldn't say. In Lau, they taught us all magic is the domain of Hokhram. But that was before war broke out. So much is changing. I’ve seen it used for good. When we reach Bonchuria, we will see if the legends about them twisting both Light and Shadow magic to their nefarious ends.”

      The captain stepped up to the bow in a gait that naturally accommodated for the rocking boat, reminding me of my sore hips. I worried she was going to put us to work again, but she leaned on the rail and drew a deep breath of the salt air into her nostrils.

      “You are really going to the Bonchu, Sylas?”

      That she could hear us over the persistent breeze rippling the sails said something else about seaworthiness, entirely. I would’ve bet keen senses would serve the captain of a vessel.

      “If it be the final thing I do.” He balled a fist, set it to his chest, then dipped his head.

      The captain shot me a curious look but spoke to my companion. “Why would you go there?”

      “They murdered my sister. Destroyed my village. Held me prisoner. I will avenge all of it, but especially my sister.”

      “Are you sure that you are ready?

      “It's not like we have a lot of options,” I said.

      Might as well be honest, right?

      “The waters of Bonchuria are more dangerous than those of Lau. We are in a fishing region. The high seas are rife with conflict and piracy. Only the largest traders with fighting ships venture far from port.”

      Sylas scowled at the captain. “But you told me you’ve treaded the high seas at length.”

      “Yes—when I was a foolish young treasure hunter. Now, I’m responsible for a ship of my own. It’s crew. Better a life of fishing that keeps me floating than a landlubber’s suffering existence.”

      One of my fingers shot up without thought. “Wait. Did you say, treasure hunting? Is that just a past time or, like, an actual occupation?”

      The captain chuckled. “Her eyes glimmer with the shimmer of gold, like my father used to say about me. Do you see it Sylas, the hunger swelling behind them?”

      Sylas didn’t even look up.

      “C’mon. Is it an occupational skill?”

      “Rather than answer your question, I’ll do even better.” She raised a finger, then left me in wait as she scurried to her cabin. A few seconds later, she returned with a cylindrical cannister.

      After she handed it to me, I removed a roll of tattered parchment. As I unfurled it, a text flag popped out to one side with a line pointing at the document.

      
        
        Treasure Map

        This treasure has already been located.

      

      

      “Well, what good is—”

      Captain Ventura raised the same finger as before. An orchestra blasted a triplet of notes, followed by the familiar gold script that popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        You have discovered a new occupational skill!

        Treasure Hunting

        The seas of Enora are rife with treasure!

        Your Treasure Hunting skill is rank 1.

      

      

      Although the captain couldn’t see the golden flash or hear the music, she clearly knew when I jerked in response that her plan had come to fruition because she half-bowed. “If you’re foolhardy enough to take it on, and if Sylas can be convinced to go with you…”

      “I’m plenty foolhardy when it comes to loot.”

      “Don't be ridiculous,” Sylas scoffed. “Did you miss Captain Ventura’s warning entirely, or are you just thick in the skull?”

      The captain’s bosom shuddered with laughter. “If my wild youth taught anything, it’s that life is too precious to gamble it on foolish gains. But that’s how age changes us. Our energy isn’t the only thing that’s drained by the years. Our enthusiasm for adventure wanes, as well.”

      Sylas shook his head. “I’m young, not stupid.”

      I returned the map to Ventura so I could throw both hands out to my sides with the proper dramatic inflection. “Think about it. We have a ship.” I pulled out the compass. “As much as I want to help you get your revenge, we're not yet anywhere near high enough level to set foot in Bonchuria. Why not get some XP on the way? The anarchy on the high seas sounds like an opportunity to me. We can level up while we treasure hunt, since we’ll be in the thick of it anyway.”

      “I don’t know, Kyra.”

      “What else are we going to do? Get a hotel and hope there’s a 24-hour gym nearby so you can raise your Strength attribute? You have to learn to swing that clumsy polearm until we find you something better. We need practice, dude.”

      “Your words are strange, and I sometimes have a problem keeping up. But let me be clear. There are many ways to increase our ranks, and taking to the high seas after we’ve gained levels would be a wiser approach.”

      “And the promise of riches means little to you?” Ventura asked.

      “I like a shiny gold coin as much as the next man, but wealth doesn’t buy contentment. Only a satisfied soul can ground me.”

      Ventura tsk’d but she grinned from ear to ear. “Don’t let outdated traditions plot your course, Sylas, Clan Suntere. If the goddess didn’t want us to pursue wealth, she wouldn’t assign ranks to treasure hunting in her world.”

      My eyeballs swelled. Ooh, please elaborate.”

      “Higher-value treasures or ones hidden in areas where higher-level enemies roam will require a higher level to collect—or a high level of ingenuity and stealth. You can rightly level finding lesser loot.”

      A golden frame surrounded a pane in the periphery of my interface before sweeping to the center of my field of vision.

      
        
        You have been offered your first treasure hunting quest:

        Onward to Riches!

        Speak to the proprietor of the Salty Dog in the port of Linden Shale about treasure maps.

        Reward:

        A Treasure Map

      

      

      “Hey, Sylas, what was the name of that port city you're taking us to?”

      “Linden Shale. I know it from my fishing days. We’ll stop in the Salty Dog.”

      “Well, hell.” I shared the quest with him.

      He discovered the Treasure Hunting Occupation and was awarded rank 1.

      I grinned. “That’s quite the coincidence, right? Like the goddess intended for us to take on the occupation?”

      Yeah, I was relentless. And shameless.
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      My eyelids fluttered but struggled to open all the way against the thick goo caused by the salty air. While rubbing them I yawned. The cargo hold where I slept was deserted, leaving the impression I hadn’t imagined the words that snapped me awake and echoed in my head.

      “Land ho!” the voice echoed down the gangway and into the quarters again, and I suspected the first mate shouted for my benefit. Or maybe Montalbar was being critical, since I was the last one roused.

      My legs tangled in the ratty blanket, and I had to kick with frustrated fury to free myself. After scrambling up the steps—what the crew called a ladder—I scanned the deck. Sylas stood in a crow’s nest about halfway up the mast, peering through a spyglass.

      He swung down, handed it over, then waved me up.

      I eyed the little boards intended for my ascent with suspicion. Although I couldn’t spy an eyeroll, the loll of his head before he had stepped over, grasped a rope, then descended sent the message clearly enough.

      Stop worrying so much about criticism. They know you’re a landlubber.

      He shoved the spyglass toward me and pointed across the sea. “Just there.”

      One eye closed, I squinted through the monocular scope. Rocky foothills rose from the horizon in the shadows of distant mountains. Closer to shore, a large stone building with a flag wavering in the wind prefaced the outline of a city behind. While the harbor was dotted with white sails and colorful pennants, the ships sidled up to the docs sat with their sails raised. When I focused, I spied little specks of people milling onto and off of the vessels like ants.

      
        
        You have discovered Linden Shale!

        + 250 XP

      

      

      After a flash and a trumpet, a glowing number eleven rose from the deck, zoomed close to my face, then shot off into the distance. I wondered if I might find a way to silence the celebratory music, then reconsidered. While it might be distracting during combat, every level gained in my new world was worth celebrating.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have reached Level 11!

        +1 Constitution

        +1 Intelligence

        You have received two bonus attribute points.

        You have two attribute points to spend.

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell!

        Implosion

        Plant a seed of fire inside your enemy that detonates three seconds after cast.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cost: 45 Mana

        Damage: 32–40 Fire Damage

        Cast Time: 2 Seconds

        Cool-down: 30 seconds

        Additional Effect: Interrupt

      

      

      “Now we’re talking.”

      Sylas cheered, and I let out a whoop. The rest of the crew stopped their commotions for what seemed like hours but passed in seconds. The first mate shouted orders when the pause exceeded his idea of acceptable stoppages.

      Linden Shale took a backseat in my consciousness when I brought up my Character tab and reviewed my class information.

      
        
        Combustionist

        These magicians wield the explosive power of fire to inflict Nature and Shadow damage. In addition, they wield psionic powers to incapacitate their enemies.

        Primary attribute: Intelligence

        Synergies: With a proficiency in Engineering, Combustionists can increase damage dealt by all abilities and enjoy a +2 bonus to explosives creation.

        In addition to casting spells, Combustionists can carry one-handed swords and shields for more defense or choose to equip staves for added attribute bonuses.

        Combustionists also add one point of damage to fire spells for each level gained up to level 20.

      

        

      
        Advanced Combat Class Discovered:

        Blademancer

        The Blademancer is a specialty class enjoying a special ethereal attunement to metals allowing the user to give life to fallen enemies’ blades and wield them against crowds of attackers.

        Blademancer is a hybrid casting/melee class with powerful ranged abilities as well as brutal melee attacks.

        Advanced Combat Professions unlock at level 20.

      

      

      The synergies piece held my attention. Although I wondered whether specific classes might do better when it came to treasure hunting, it seemed more likely the reverse would be true. If a Combustionist enjoyed better damage by selecting Engineering, then the occupation enhanced the class, not the other way around. In the context of other games I’d played, that made sense. I dropped a point into Intelligence to increase my damage output, then dropped one into Constitution so I’d be less squishy. Despite the system’s automatic assignment of a point in the attribute each level, spell casters could never have too much—unless it affected their ability to kill stuff.

      If Sylas excelled as a tank, I might spend future points strictly on Intelligence for power and Wisdom for mana recovery, but until I knew for sure, it would serve us if I lived long enough to burn shit down. I went through the long form of my character sheet to see the results.

      
        
        Kyra Bishop

        Level 11 Combustionist

        Strength: 20

        Dexterity: 4

        Intelligence: 11

        Wisdom: 7

        Constitution: 26

        Charisma: 1

        Spells:

        Inner Illumination

        Implosion

        Flame Blast

        Combat Skills:

        Feint: 1

        Special Bonus: +6 to all fire spells

        Double Leg Drop: 1

        Defensive Skills:

        Dodge: 6

        Parry: 1

        Weapon Skills:

        Blunt: 2

        Dagger: 3

        Staff: 6

        Thrown: 1

        Unarmed: 7

        General Skills:

        Inspect: 3

        Discover Traps: 2

        Discover Hidden Doors: 1

        Climbing: 8

        Lock Picking: 3

        Pacify: 1

        Riding: 2

        Stealth: 6

        Occupational Skills:

        Cooking: 2

        Mining: 8

        Sailing: 10

        Rune Crafting: 1

        Treasure Hunting: 1

        Magic Affinities:

        Light: 100%

        Shadow: 100%

        Languages:

        Common

        Elven

      

      

      My high Strength attribute derived from trouble I’d had tossing ratapedes around the Undersands, suffering shaking arms when I’d climbed rocks, then gaining attributes automatically when I’d switched to a melee class. Hopefully twenty points would hold me over for a while.

      When I returned attention to the shore, the city stretched out before us. I was giddy at the options we were going to have there. Forget swabbing decks. I’d head straight to the town hall to check for a message board where quests got posted.

      Any game worth its salt would have one of those.

      You’re getting ahead of yourself, Kyra.

      Sunfish slipped into the harbor, and Montalbar directed Sylas and me to lower the sails. Ventura steered us between massive square-rigged vessels and smaller fishing craft.

      
        
        You have discovered the Linden Shale port.

        +75 XP

      

      

      The last of our momentum helped us sidle up along a busy wharf, then the captain tossed a loop over the nearest piling. After the ship recoiled, it steadied a bit, then a plank was dropped from the side of the ship to the dock. The crew tossed two more lines to the pier to secure it to the dock moorings. By the time Ventura had paid the dockmaster and returned to aid the first mate in directing the crew, it was nearing midday. Sylas folded sails on deck, then stuffed them below.

      I was sent below to bail water. Captain Ventura informed me leakage was the common bane of sailing, and I imagined in my old world, where ships were often forged from steel, it would be less of a problem. No seams to leak through. For my efforts, I received rewards.

      
        
        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 11.

        Your Sailing skill has reached rank 12.

      

      

      Sweating and exhausted—with an empty Stamina bar to prove it despite all those points I’d invested in Constitution—I plopped down on the ladder leading topside. A moment later, someone tapped my shoulder.

      “Tea, my dear?”

      I turned to find Montalbar wearing an apron. “Are you talking to me?”

      “It was you I tapped.” The first made nodded for further reinforcement. “We take tea after a passage well-made. It’s tradition. Come.”

      We clambered onto the deck. “Just when I’d been starting to wonder if you were capable of a pleasant tone of voice.”

      “He’s a proper gentleman off the water.” Ventura snatched a miniature tea sandwich from the tray. Something in her tone made me doubt her sincerity.

      I took a cup, then Montalbar filled it from a teapot. “Where will you go now, Kyra?”

      “Rumor has it the Salty Dog is the place to get a treasure map. If the stars are aligned, they’ll have some decent food, as well.” I paused, realizing my faux pas, then hastily continued. “Not that there’s anything wrong with sandwiches.”

      “No offense taken. We’ll all go ashore in search of something that’ll stick to our ribs.” His pleasant tone left me with the impression the first mate adopted a gruff demeanor at sea. Crew were more likely to listen to someone barking orders in the thick of it and, while his accountability for the health of the ship was obvious, the lives onboard were just as much his responsibility. A captain might be in charge, but a first mate’s need to be accountable was undeniable.

      Sylas reappeared on deck lugging his bag. He cocked his chin my way, then tilted his head toward the gangway.

      The first mate caught the gesture. “I wish you all the best. Keep at it and perhaps you’ll make a fine captain someday when you activate your artifact. Dunna take any guff from your crew and you’ll do just fine.”

      I drained my cup, then returned it to the tray. After saying our goodbyes, we strode ashore. My knees wobbled when we reached solid ground. Even though I didn’t perceive the tilt with my eyes, my legs had ideas of their own.

      Sylas chuckled. “Once you get your sea legs, you have to learn to walk on land again.”

      “Gah.” I stopped to let the sensation of instability pass, but Sylas wrapped his hand inside the crook of my elbow to urge me forward.

      “Best to walk it off.”

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t seem to be having trouble.”

      “I just hide it better than you to keep up appearances.” His eyes shifted side to side as he scanned figures beyond the end of the dock hustling and bustling along a worn footpath leading to a dusty, open area where the port town began. “If anyone’s out to mug people, they’ll aim for the ones who wobble first.”

      It was funny how quickly I could straighten up under the threat of an assault. And how the sensations existed inside a virtual reality setting was awe-inspiring.

      When we passed an area with long tables and benches under a shelter like I’d find in a picnic area, the frame on the mini map I’d dropped into the bottom left corner of my HUD flashed green.

      
        
        You have discovered Linden Shale Pavilion.

        +110 XP

      

      

      Single-story buildings—many of which could’ve used new siding, porch planks, and other touchups—bumped against the outer edges of the circle forming the pavilion area in a way that told me the construction involved careful planning. Otherwise, they’d have been placed side-by-side along the edges of a road. A thicker crowd than manned the docks milled about. People wove through, basket hoops slung over forearms or simple sacks thrown over shoulders. I scurried forward with a few short strides to keep Sylas within arm’s reach.

      A man bumped his shoulder, muttered something approaching an apology, then took a quick step to scurry by. Although I spared him little more than a glance, Sylas wheeled, raised one arm, then brought an elbow around to clock the back of the man’s head. Dude stumbled, face planted, then pushed up with both hands like a football player who’d become accustomed to taking hits.

      Sylas was on him in seconds. He grabbed the back of his neck, forced him down again, centered his weight on his back, grabbed a handful of hair, then shoved the side of his face into the loose dirt. “Hand it over, heathen.”

      “I don’t know what you’re—”

      Sylas raised the guy’s head, then slammed it down again.

      The man’s eyes shuddered in their sockets as he prattled off a few indecipherable syllables.

      “Now, cretin.” Sylas lifted the man’s head again as if to repeat the violent gesture.

      The flowing crowd circled around us as they passed by the altercation like they’d seen it a thousand times. A few cast glances, but I caught sight of one hooded figure standing about twenty feet behind Sylas who’d taken a particular interest in the event. Warning klaxons blew inside my head, so I raised up, whipped my wand free of my belt, then stared at what I perceived as a pending threat. Any woman who’d walked through a dark grocery store parking lot in a shady part of a town would say there was a time where she trusted her instincts or suffered the consequences. The nagging sense this was one of those moments pervaded my psyche.

      Arms sprawled on the ground in front of him, the man my companion accosted raised the fingers of one hand, then he dragged his arm toward his body. “Okay! Okay!”

      Sylas mushed his face into the sand again. He leaned down to growl in his prisoner’s ear. “Reach for a blade, and I’ll crush your rotten skull.”

      With the flick of his arm, the man tossed a coin purse to one side. “There, ya got me. Take it.”

      Sylas squinted. “Gee, thanks for your permission. I see you within twenty feet of us again, and you won’t get off so easy. Utter any more than your understanding, and I’ll give you a preview.”

      This time the man flashed both hands. “I hear you. I hear you.”

      Although I’d only dropped my gaze for a moment, when I raised it to locate the hooded figure, he was gone. A slow scan of the crowd revealed no sight of him.

      For good measure, Sylas pressed the palms of both hands on the man’s back and used him as leverage to rise. “Good. Now piss off.”

      The man scrambled to his feet, then scampered away without looking back.

      My eyebrow arched. “So, pickpockets, huh?”

      He shook his head in derision. “Riff raff of all kinds. Keep a watchful eye.” He wagged a warning finger. “But don’t get any funny ideas about XP. Kill a lowly pickpocket and the locals will hang you.” Then he turned.

      “Good to know.” I jogged to walk next to him.

      We turned right as we exited the pavilion area. Sylas jerked his head toward a rickety building that faced a side road on the corner of the circle. “That’s the place.”

      A quick check of my mini map revealed a green dot where the building rested, indicating a quest target. When I looked up again, the front door flashed gold a few times as well—a mechanic common in games, but it was the first time I recalled seeing it in Enora.

      The thick scent of chowder wafted through open windows as we approached.

      
        
        You have discovered the Salty Dog tavern.

        +125 XP

      

      

      As we pushed through the doors, the stench of stale booze and old potatoes overcame the fresher odors rolling out from the kitchen. Heavy wooden beams set into dark masonry supported a low, wooden ceiling. The early afternoon sun cast a web of shadows as it touched the glowing ships’ lanterns that hung over a dozen tables to light the otherwise dim interior. A boy with a soapy rag wiped the top of a table.

      Conclusion—the Salty Dog wasn’t half the shit hole Sylas made it out to be.

      “We could definitely eat here.”

      “It gets worse at night.” Sylas wrinkled his nose at the place.

      My eyes adjusted moments after the stream of daylight was snuffed out by the door slamming shut behind me. Patrons slurped chowder in the dining area forming the outer perimeter. I stopped to take in the scenery, but Sylas marched up to the bar. He rapped on it with his knuckles and shouted at the patrons in the booths. “Which of you sots is the maître d’?”

      He seriously doesn’t like this place.

      I set both forearms on the bar. “Go easy, man.” I adopted a calming tone. “I’m sure someone's in the back.”

      But Sylas kept knocking. The boy with the washrag disappeared through a side door, then a hulking fellow wearing a greasy apron stepped out of the kitchen. “Stop your rapping. I’m coming.” After wiping his hands on a rag, he flung it over his shoulder. “Help you?”

      Sylas looked him up and down. “I doubt it.”

      I analyzed him.

      
        
        Ronin Bruhm

        Level 50 Proprietor

        Proprietors are the owners and operators of businesses in Enora. Unlike simple vendors, they specialize in enterprises requiring proficiency in at least three occupational skills.

      

      

      I nudged Sylas aside, then extended a hand. “I’m Kyra.”

      He flashed me a numb-faced look that left me thinking he could’ve cared less. I tried a new tack. “I’m a treasure hunter with a quest saying I should look here for a map.”

      If I’d learned anything playing Light of Babylon, it was that one could spare herself a lot of gabbing with NPCs if she used the appropriate pass phrases right off the bat.

      “Treasure hunters? A map? Why didn’t ya say so? How lucky is this?”

      “Fortunate indeed.” I grinned at my companion.

      Sylas twisted his mouth to one side.

      “Just the other day, I prayed that… well, come in the back. I’ll show you.”

      I followed.

      “Not without me, she doesn’t.” Sylas hurried after us.

      Bruhm led us to a small alcove in the back corner of the kitchen. A tattered ledger rested atop a tiny corner desk. He yanked open a drawer, then pulled out a rolled parchment. “This belonged to a dear friend of mine. Left it with me for safekeeping the day he disappeared on his final expedition.”

      Nothing ominous about that.

      “Like any hunter worth his salt, he knew how to hide his goods and draw a map. But his last fiasco was a high-level jaunt across the sea, so he entrusted the location to me.” Bruhm unrolled the map, flattened it, dropped four small stones on the corners, then set his finger on—of course—an X in the middle.

      “Despite his being just a couple years younger than me, and no matter how many times I warned him, he couldn’t give it up. No telling what else he stashed there, but I know there’s a note for his wife, and it’d mean the world to her if I recovered it.” He looked up from the map and gently cleared his throat. “Well, if you recovered it. I’ll take the credit, but you can have the treasure.” Something about his conspiratorial grin left me wonder if ol’ Ronin Bruhm wasn’t a bit enamored with his former friend’s widow.

      I winked. “I get you.”

      He cleared his throat again. “Right. Slemmel hid it in the one place where few would venture—the Wight Caverns. If you’ve got the gumption, it would mean a lot if you could get that letter for her.” He gave a jerky half-bow. “You can keep anything else you find for yourselves.” He repeated the sentiment like the shimmer for gold in my eyes Ventura had mentioned was too easily readable.

      
        
        You are being offered a quest:

        The Isle of Wights

        Enter Wight Caverns on the Isle of Wights to the south of Linden Shale port. Use the map to discover the cache left behind by the first mate of the Antigrall.

        Rewards:

        750 XP

        Treasure Hunting skill ranks.

        Unknown Treasure

        Would you like to accept this quest?

      

      

      Despite the lack of specifics about the treasure, I accepted the quest and snatched the

      map. “Absolutely.”

      
        
        You have completed the quest:

        Onward to Riches!

        You spoke to the proprietor of the Salty Dog in the port of Linden Shale about treasure maps. He provided a map leading to a cavern on the Isle of Wights.

        Reward:

        The Treasure Map

        750 XP

      

      

      Cha Ching!

      I brought up the XP bar I’d hidden to keep my impatient nature at bay. It confirmed my suspicion that I was close to level twelve.

      “Uh, Kyra.” Sylas cleared his throat. “Aren’t you missing something?”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s on an island.”

      “Aren’t lots of treasures?”

      “Do you plan to swim there?”

      Shit. We don’t have a boat.

      Although I knew I knew the requirements, I double checked the item in my inventory.

      
        
        Compass of the Dhow

        Type: Compass

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        You have not met the level requirement to use this item.

        Requirement: Level 12

      

      

      I fumed and was racking my brains about how we might get to an island when the bar owner piped in.

      “It ain’t far. Almost could swim.” His eyes glossed over for a second, then he snapped his fingers. “Say, do you have a five or better sailing proficiency?” Both his eyebrow rose high under forehead wrinkles.

      I nodded. “And then some. Why?”

      “Wonderful!” He swung his fist in a by-golly gesture. “I have an old rowboat you can use.”

      Suspicious as I often was, I wondered if he meant old literally but chose to bypass any mention. If we ended up swimming, then maybe there was a skill I could rank up. It wouldn’t have surprised me.

      Sylas finally shook the man’s hand, then leaned toward me. “Let’s get this over with. Maybe we’ll even get a level or two so we can get on with our real business.

      Something told me my companion’s relentless nature would challenge me for years to come—unless he drove me nuts and I ended up checking the little Free Roam checkbox in my inventory then sneaking out while he slept one night.

      The proprietor’s gaze ticked up and to the right. “If you’re going today, it’s best to hurry or you’ll be rowing in the dark. There’ll be enough light in the city for you to guide yourselves back, but the island is invisible against the night horizon. The boat’s tucked inside the last of a row of fishing shacks south of town. You’ll see the island from there if the mighty goddess’s star is still above the horizon. Good luck to you.”

      My arms tingled with excitement.
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      The genuine article made the rowing machine at the gym feel like a child’s toy. If my forearms had voices, they’d have howled in protest. But I was a gainer and skill-ups might come from anywhere. Stamina. Strength. Sailing skill. Who knew?

      The proprietor of the Salty Dog had lied. Despite the cloudless afternoon and a fog-free sea, the island wasn’t nearby nor easy to spot from shore, goddess’s star or not. We’d launched despite the pail we’d found—an ominous portent—when we peeled back the moldy tarp, then headed toward the speck of land on our maps.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to row?” Sylas asked.

      “Nah,” I managed between panted breaths. I’d been a little down on account of literally dying, and I knew the hunger to rank skills and attributes wasn’t the lone reason for my effort. It was all a big distraction from the truth, and tossing in bed all night while fretting about the cards I’d been dealt left me wanting to make the most of my waking moments. Doing so helped me avoid the hollowed-out sensation in my chest caused by the realization I’d never see my world again.

      Besides, the simulated endorphin rush rocked.

      
        
        You have received +1 to Constitution.

      

      

      Yes! That’s what I’m talking about!

      “Congrats.” Sylas raised the pail as he bailed water behind me. I bore down, pushing my Stamina bar to its limit. Then it occurred that I was pushing my body to the limit instead of the bar. Maybe I embraced my new life more than I’d suspected, or Enora was so easy to acclimate to because of how it simulated my anatomy.

      Either way, it beat the shit out of being a desk jockey, and it would serve me well to remember that. Besides, I couldn’t even starve.

      A minute later, another notification popped up.

      
        
        +1 Strength

      

      

      Maybe it was my imagination, but I could have sworn my scrawny purple forearms swelled.

      Sylas tapped my back. “Slow it now.”

      A wooded shoreline crept up to our aft, with a towering rocky cliff looming to one side.

      “Let’s skip the hike and row straight for that rock. Ten times out of ten, that’s where the cave is.”

      But Sylas’s mind had changed direction. “Challenging tide ahead. You should let me take the oars.”

      Tight waves curled before crashing into jagged rocks peeking out of the surface. Although my strength aided me in rowing, I steered the boat like a school bus. We stumbled over one another switching seats, then Sylas guided us between the rocks leading to the cliff face. I knelt in front, scanning for obstacles in the water below.

      As we closed in on the shore, a pitch black, narrow opening became visible in the rock.

      “See? Just wide enough for us to row inside.”

      Sylas grunted as he tugged on the oars. “I already agreed with you. Shut it so I can steer us in.”

      
        
        You have discovered the Wight Caverns!

        + 250 XP

      

      

      When viewing the black gap from the outside, logic dictated a gloomy interior. What we found was the opposite. I expected any place where a pirate stashed treasure would be creepy enough to keep people from nosing around. So much for expectations.

      Sunlit openings fired mote-filled rays at jagged walls. The ceiling rose inside, and the light show grew more complex the farther inside Sylas rowed. Leaning green trees and dense foliage draped over the cavern from on high, and birdsong echoed down to cascade off the walls.

      What a cheerful little tropical seaside cave.

      The passage constricted again, and Sylas drew in the oars to squeeze the boat through a narrow chasm. Ahead waited a cavern ringed with hanging moss. The openings cast golden light on a secret beach in back. It’d be hard to mistake the cubicle object nested against a stony wall for anything but a treasure chest.

      The amber glow didn’t hurt.

      “What a crap hiding place,” I said.

      “I don’t trust it.”

      “Seriously, turn around. Get a load of this. They might as well hang a sign that reads ‘Free treasure here.’”

      “Maybe it’s you who should turn around.” The tone of his voice sent a shiver rippling up my backbone.

      I didn’t want to see whatever sight elicited it from my companion. But when I did, my shoulders slumped in relief. “Dude! What the hell? You had my hackles up!” I punched a finger toward the sight. A crew of woodland forest critters lined up to greet us from a ledge overhead. I counted two rabbits, a raccoon, and one giant hedgehog.

      We’ve teleported from the low seas of Enora to a children’s theme park.

      While I first wondered if the cavern could suit their needs, I traced the line of a ledge spiraling up and around the cavern to the skyward opening leading to the surface.

      At least we know how they got here.

      But upon further inspection, the calm that’d washed over me dissipated. A green glow swelled around each form, then the hairs on their bodies bristled like cats warning off a threat. A few dropped their front shoulders low, then the hedgehog revealed two rows of long, sharp fangs resembling a shark’s.

      Something trickled from the lips of a rabbit. I scanned the rest of the animals. While the other creatures’ coats were thicker, and the white slobber disappeared into their fur, there was no mistaking the scene. Something was fucked.

      My interface produced a red-framed window with warning text, but it dipped to the side and shrunk into a blinking icon when Sylas drew my attention with a whisper.

      “They’re tainted. They froth at the mouth.”

      “Right.” I expanded the icon.

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit

        Level 10

        Tainted Rabbit

        Level 9

        Tainted Giant Hedgehog

        Level 12

        Tainted Racoon

        Level 10

      

      

      When I took a tentative step closer, a thick blanket of swirling green dust swarmed

      around me.

      
        
        Warning!

        Disease Aura

        You have entered an area with a debuff effect.

        Disease: Cryptococcosis

        Known to cause lung disease and eventual neurological dysfunction, extended exposure to this disease will incur health penalties.

        Effect: -20 HP per second after thirty seconds inside the aura.

        In order to reset the counter, you must exit the aura field for a duration equal to the time spent inside.

      

      

      Two diseases in one. An aura with a name I couldn’t pronounce and the potential for rabies

      from the bites of the animals standing on the ledge above the chest. With my current Constitution rating, a twenty hit point reduction per second meant I’d drop dead of cryptococcosis after roughly thirteen seconds. Although no penalties were incurred during the first half-minute, I still only had forty-three seconds to deal with the problem—assuming I proved stupid enough to fight in the aura’s cloud.

      If their rabid state added to the amount of damage per second we suffered, the conflict would be brief. Since Sylas’s Constitution was lower than mine by a point, and because he only received eight hit points per level compared to my ten, his stint would prove even shorter, and I’d be more exposed without my tank.

      That wouldn’t do. It was lucky his Strength was equal to mine.

      Note to self: Sylas’s points need to go into Constitution until we’ve reached the level where his Strength proves too low.

      I inched backward. A green debuff icon under my health bar vanished before I could lose any HP. A timer ticked off the seven seconds I’d spent inside the area, then informed me the debuff was mitigated.

      I strategized out loud. “If we step in there, fight for half a minute, then draw them outside the area of effect, we could probably pull it off.”

      “I’m not going in there.”

      “So, you’re just going to sit in the boat?”

      “No treasure is worth that.”

      “Sylas, you should try to grasp a concept. You cannot die. Worst case scenario? We fall in battle and teleport back to the Salty Dog.”

      “What if the disease lingers?”

      “It won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You’re just going to have to trust me. Have I ever led you astray?”

      “You bound me under questionable circumstances. Latched me to you for life.”

      Sometimes my companion was too quick, and when the words reflecting his suspicious nature snagged my mind and rendered me silent, he probably wondered if I was scheming. Lying. Making shit up. So, I decided not to give him any ammunition. Instead, I turned the tables.

      “Look, dude. You’re of the single mind to avenge your sister. You want to kick some Bonchu ass, and I’ve volunteered to see that mission through with you, come hell or high water. But you have to advance if you’re going to succeed. We need friends—hell, maybe an army—and no one is going to hitch themselves to our wagon if we aren’t of high enough levels and skills to encourage them. To prove our worth.” I waved an inviting hand toward the enemies inside the cloud. “This is the first step toward gaining those skills. If this bunch of low levels scares you, then my little crystal ball says you’re going to have one hell of a time avenging anyone. So, you can either get with the fucking program, or I will figure out how to do it on my own.” I thrust a finger toward the chest, then drew it toward my breastbone. “Either way, I’m getting inside that box. So, you can sit here in the boat, or you can man up and get shit done.” I clutched my hips. “Choose.”

      Before Sylas could answer, the creatures on the ledge decided for us. A rabbit hissed before launching toward the boat. Sylas lurched to one side as he threw out his arms to deflect the animal. The hairy bastard plunged into the water.

      
        
        Your companion dodges Tainted Rabbit’s attack.

        Sylas’s Dodge skill has reached rank 9.

      

      

      I wasn’t so lucky. His motion set the boat rocking. When I grabbed for the edge with visions of a masterful save, I lost my grip, then my shifting body weight sent me ass over teakettle into the cold water.

      By the time I floundered to the beach and found my footing, the boat had filled with rabid creatures. Sylas crumpled like a wildebeest under a pack of lions. After thrashing them off, he cracked the hedgehog in the skull and sent it flying.

      Since the beach was surrounded by the disease aura and my soaked robe bunched around my body, I had problems of my own. But the boat was only a few yards away, the perfect distance for a cast. I drew my wand and slid my caster’s staff from my back. But when I readied the spell, a rabbit paddled up to the beach, twisted furiously to clear excess water from its coat, then bared its teeth. I’d never given thought to whether rabbits could swim, but now I had an answer.

      
        
        Disease effect will activate in twenty seconds.

      

      

      “Okay, you first.” I loosed a ball of fire at the rabbit.

      
        
        You use Lesser Fire Wand.

      

      

      It hopped out of the way as a fire bolt sizzled in the wet sand.

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit dodges your attack.

      

      

      It let out a squeal, darted forward, then sunk its two front teeth into my kneecap.

      “Sonofabitch.”

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit uses Bite.

        -13 HP

        337 HP remaining

      

      

      I drew back one foot, kicked the little bastard as hard as I could, then raised the arcane staff to try my best pro golfer impression. If it was good enough for ratapedes…

      Thwack!

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit

        -17 HP

        83 HP remaining

      

      

      I’d hoped it would fly like a golf ball but was sorely mistaken. Although I caught it flush in the ribs, the furry shit gave a tiny squeal, rolled once, then clambered back to its feet. Foam dripped from its lips as its glassy-eyed focus reacquired me.

      A stream of damage notifications came from the rowboat. Sylas clung to one side with critters swarming him. With a rabbit poised to spring at any moment, I spared his health bar only the slightest glance. The white lettering beneath the red liquid read:

      
        
        64%

      

      

      The rabbit circled to my left, which put the boat right in my sightline. I took one lunging step forward, then feigned a kick. When the rabbit darted to the left, I caught it with one end of the staff. A hollow pop against its jaw reported my success just before a white wave with purple accents rippled across its head.

      
        
        Lightning Proc!

        + 15 Lightning damage

        Tainted Rabbit is dazed.

      

      

      When it shook its head to clear the cobwebs, I knew I should have pressed my advantage, but Sylas’s plight came first. I double-clutched my staff, focused, and lobbed a psionic blast at the largest critter climbing onto my teammate.

      
        
        You use Psionic Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Rabid Hedgehog

        -34 HP

        126 HP remaining

        Rabid Hedgehog is confused.

      

      

      The rabbit on the beach was still shaking off the clubbing to its head. If I hurried, I might get off another cast, but the spell I wanted to use required two hands forming specific motions. But that couldn’t be right. What game would require the use of specific motions where one couldn’t wield a weapon at the same time? I punched my fists toward the rabbit, and my lightning staff glowed orange when I focused my thoughts on the name of the spell. The glow covered the whole shaft, then washed toward the center like a liquid wave rolling away from its ends. When the energy concentrated between my fists, a fireball whooshed forth.

      
        
        You use Flame Blast.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit

        -47 HP

        36 HP remaining

      

      

      My hands jerked when the center of the staff shot two fingers of lightning forth, over the rabbit’s head, then struck two attackers in the boat. Their bodies convulsed as the lightning energy jolted their bodies.

      
        
        Lightning proc!

      

      

      
        
        Rabid Fieldmouse

        -40 HP

      

      

      
        
        You have killed a Rabid Fieldmouse.

        25% XP bonus for first kill of a Rabid Fieldmouse

        127 XP

      

      

      
        
        Rabid Vole

        -49 HP

      

      

      
        
        You have killed a Rabid Vole.

        121 XP

        25% XP bonus for first kill of a Rabid Vole

      

        

      
        Rabid Hedgehog uses Spines.

        Sylas

        -29 HP

      

        

      
        Sylas is afflicted with rabies.

        -8 HP (rabies—2 stacks)

        -8 HP (rabies—2 stacks)

      

        

      
        Rabid Fieldmouse uses bite.

        Sylas

        -11 HP

        -12 HP (rabies—3 stacks)

        -12 HP (rabies—3 stacks)

        -12 HP (rabies—3 stacks)

        237 HP remaining

      

      

      Although his Constitution held its own, the stacking rabies damage would take its toll if I didn’t finish off the damn rabbit and get into the fray. A system message reinforced the idea.

      
        
        You are afflicted with Cryptococcosis.

        -20 HP (Cryptococcosis)

        -20 HP (Cryptococcosis)

        287 HP remaining

      

      

      Shit! Everything’s stacking up. Get your head in the game.

      A decision had to be made. Sylas’s damage might have been piling up, but Cryptococcosis would kill me much faster. The rabbit’s HP was low. Psionic blast was still on cooldown, so I pushed my staff toward my enemy and focused. The two-second cast time seemed to last an eternity. The rabbit hunched its back and leapt. A fireball burst forth, caught it in mid-air, then blew it to ashes that floated toward the sand. I’d never see them land.

      I dragged my lanky shade elf ass toward the water as fast as my legs would carry me then dove.

      
        
        -20 HP (Cryptococcosis)

        -20 HP (Cryptococcosis)

        247 HP remaining

        Cryptococcis aura ended.

      

      

      “And thank the stars for that.”

      Sylas grunted and stabbed at the remaining beasts. Although the smaller critters were finished, the remaining rabbit climbed his chest while the giant mole scampered over the edge of the boat to reenter the fray.

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit uses bite.

        -19 HP

      

      

      Sylas clutched the beast’s neck, tore it away from his chest, then hurled it at the mole. A moment later, he was on his feet. He balanced so easily in the rocking boat, he might as well have been on solid ground.

      Scrunching his face, he swung a wide, blurry arc with the polearm he’d liberated from a player who’d died aiding the Bonchu in his village.

      
        
        Your companion, Sylas, has discovered a new weapon skill!

        Phoenix Strike

        Requires polearm

        Level 10

        Swing your polearm in a wide arc to cause slicing damage to your enemy.

        Type: Melee attack

        Cost: 40 Stamina

        Damage: 21–44 Physical Damage

        25% chance to cause Bleed

      

        

      
        Sylas uses Phoenix Strike.

      

      

      
        
        Rabid Giant Hedgehog

        -42 HP

        -7 HP (Bleed)

        -6 HP (Bleed)

      

      

      
        
        Sylas has killed a Rabid Giant Hedgehog.

        +194 XP

        +25% for first kill of a Giant Hedgehog.

      

      

      He auto-learned that skill! What the hell was that?

      Our work wasn’t finished. I grasped the edge of the boat, heaved myself up until my elbows locked to support me on the edge. Before I could scramble into the vessel, Sylas lunged forward, raised one foot, then stomped on the rabbit’s head. The violent rocking caused me to tumble back into the water.

      
        
        Sylas stomps on Tainted Rabbit.

      

      

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit

        -14 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas stomps on Tainted Rabbit.

      

      

      
        
        Tainted Rabbit

        -14 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas has killed a Tainted Rabbit.

        139 XP

      

      

      Moments later, Sylas offered me a hand. The rowboat was a mess of squished rodents by the time I landed on the bench.

      “Thank you.” Sylas hopped onto the beach.

      “No problem. They were piling on. Figured I should’ve done something, but that damned rabbit—”

      “No. Thank you for getting out of the boat. I couldn’t have fought them off with you stumbling around.”

      “Fucking ingrate.” I turned toward the chest on the beach to find the green cloud had vanished. “Looks like the path has cleared.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise.”

      “Because of the disease? News flash, it’s gone. We just need to give ourselves time to recover.”

      “No.”

      “The rabies? It’s worn off.”

      “If you’d let me finish.”

      I sighed. “Go ahead.”

      “There could be more of them. We should find the treasure, then get underway.”

      “If more come, we’ll kill them.” I wanted to rap my knuckles on his forehead sometimes. It was a game mechanic thing. A fog of disease on the beach wouldn’t clear itself unless we’d completed the objective the game required. But explaining that to an NPC would be like trying to teach a cat to bark.

      After stomping up the beach, I eyed the chest suspiciously. For someone who seemed hesitant to disembark from the boat at all, Sylas seemed eager to get it over with. He stepped past me, then reached out.

      “Yo! Don’t touch that!”

      He whipped his hand back at the last moment. Cocking an eyebrow in irritation, he threw up his palms. “What?”

      “There is a Discover Traps skill for a reason.” I studied the chest, scanning it up and down, left and right, but nothing happened. I was only rank two in the discipline, and that might have been why I didn’t see anything. If it was a higher level trap…

      “Fuck it. Let’s give her a look.”

      “I was about to before you—”

      The hinges squealed in protest as I drew it open. A small sack glowed gold in the middle. The Treasure Hunting tab flashed in my HUD, with gold lines framing it before vanishing.

      
        
        Your treasure hunting skill has reached rank 2.

      

      

      The sack jingled when I picked it up.

      
        
        You have discovered:

        Small Treasure Sack

        Contents:

        7 Gold

        37 Silver

        44 Copper

        Silver locket

        Stained envelope

      

      

      I pried open the locket to discover the weathered picture of a dark-haired human woman inside.

      
        
        Your treasure hunting skill has reached rank 3.

      

      

      “I hate to interrupt, but we should get out of here.”

      Sylas already stood in the boat. I hadn’t heard him move away. His face was gray, so I checked his health bar. It ticked slowly toward 100-percent, and there were no debuff icons, so I didn’t sweat it.

      I stuffed the sack into my belt pouch then scanned the chest to ensure I wasn’t missing any hidden compartments. When I arrived at the boat, I had to raise my soggy robe to give my legs the freedom required to step aboard. Then I clutched his shoulder. “Your health will recover soon enough, but you’re right. Why push our luck?” I grabbed the oars. “You rest, and I’ll let you take over when you’re topped off.”

      
        
        Your treasure hunting skill has reached rank 4.

      

      

      Another notice pane appeared.

      
        
        Quest Update:

        The Isle of Wights

        Objectives:

        Enter Wight Caverns on the Isle of Wights to the south of Linden Shale port—Complete.

        Use the map to discover the cache left behind by the first mate of the Antigrall—Complete.

        New objective unlocked:

        Return the first mate’s journal to the proprietor of the Salty Dog.

      

      

      “What the hell? Now it’s adding more objectives.”

      “What, you think the goddess is just gonna hand it to you on a platter? C’mon. I tire of this scum hole.”
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      Most of what I read in the letter the treasure hunter left in the envelope was a sappy love note. I shoved it back inside, then opened the journal.

      Like the quest stated, the treasure hunter served as the first mate of a vessel called the Antigrall, a ship lost years ago in a place called Foggy Vale Island.

      As I read, I shared the useful information I discovered. “Sylas, there’re ghost stories in here about an island. Seems it served as a graveyard for ships, and sailors have avoided it for ages. It says treasure hunters set out to plunder it, but none return. The captain of the Antigrall seemed to think he would fare better.”

      He squinted as he scanned my features. “I see what your dizzy mind is getting up to.” He raised both fists. “Ooh! Let’s go join all those other idiots who disappeared!”

      I rolled my eyes and paged to the back of the journal to read the last entry.

      The captain’s lost his finger-fishing mind! Wants us to go to Foggy Vale Island in search of a lost treasure. I told him all the stories I included here. If it weren’t for my debt, he’d be looking for a new first mate. But the old man owns my worthless hide, and I’d prefer to keep my head attached. Better dead on the island where I have a modicum of hope than by his sword. Swear to the goddess and on my life—I’m done with the rye! Gets me into trouble every time!

      Apparently, they hadn’t fared better. “He scribbled a map to Foggy Vale Island in the back.” Because, of course he had. “What do you think, Sylas? Is it worth a go? And before you answer, remember what I said about ranking up to meet your objectives.”

      “An island from which no one returns? We’d be foolish not to go.”

      “Sarcasm. Great. C’mon. We've got nothing better to do.”

      “We could pursue the Bonchu,” Sylas said between strokes. It seemed the mouth of the cavern leading to the open sea crept further away with each stoke instead of drawing nearer.

      “You need armor. And a better weapon. We’ll see if we can scrounge anything for me while we’re at it, then we’ll head out.”

      “Armor is constricting. The polearm is growing on me.”

      “You can’t even select a class with that weapon. It says so in the deets. We’ll find something better.” Before he could argue, I distracted him. “Hey, how’d you discover that move back there? The Phoenix Strike.”

      “It just happened. Like I suspected before, perhaps your company comes with advantages.”

      I checked out Sylas’s stats on my companion tab.

      
        
        Sylas, Clan Suntere

        Human

        Level 9 (No class)

        Attributes

        Strength: 20

        Dexterity: 3*

        Intelligence: 3

        Wisdom: 1

        Constitution: 19

        Charisma: 1*

        Combat Skills:

        Ranged: 14*

        Melee: 15

        Defensive Skills:

        Dodge: 8

        Parry: 2

        Weapon Skills:

        Bow: 14*

        Blunt: 11

        Polearm: 4

        Occupational Skills:

        Not to be confused with combat professions, occupational skills allow people to earn a wage, run a business, build foundations, or create weapons, armor, and potions to supplement adventuring.

        Carpentry: 31

        Forestry: 41

        Skinning: 15

        Treasure Hunting: 3

        Affinities:

        Light Magic: 10%

        Languages:

        Lauan

        Dwarvish

        Common

        Disposition: Friendly

        Friendly disposition means you may distribute one attribute point for each level Sylas gains.

        You have distributed available attribute points.

        To increase the number of attribute points you can spend on this companion per level, increase disposition.

      

      

      I scanned his abilities for the new one.

      
        
        Phoenix Strike

        Swing your polearm in a wide arc to cause slicing damage to your enemy.

        Additional Use:

        If HP is below 50% and you fall down in battle, you will spring from your back, attacking in a 360 degree arc, then land on your feet.

        Type: Fighter Ability

        Damage: 21–44

        Cost: 30 Stamina

        Cooldown: 20 Seconds

      

      

      “That’ll come in handy.”

      “Doubtful. I don’t plan on falling down during combat again if I can help it.”

      “Those critters did a number on you. We should get you a sword. Where did you learn to fight, anyway?”

      “As a kid on the boats, playing around with the first mate’s cutlass. Polearm is a different thing altogether, but I never thought I'd need a combat class. Seems this new life will bring extensive changes.”

      “Maybe we can find a sword that grants you some bonuses.”

      “If we stumble onto one, fine. In the meantime, I think our efforts would be better spent questing than in shopping.”

      “Hmm. We might even get a sword as a quest reward. We’ll knock out a few side quests to get where we need to, experience-wise. Once we have a couple of levels under our belts, we’ll upgrade, then go dish out some payback.”

      Despite my attempts at enthusiasm, Sylas just grunted and rowed. It wasn’t a game for him. He’d just lost his family. What did that say about me and my situation? I was in a gaming mood. I needed the distraction.

      Then a skeleton head popped out of the water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the water spiraled away from the bulbous node rising from the depths, I mistook the bobbing object for some kind of magical sprouting mushroom. Then the dimples in the side of the skull appeared, followed by the cavernous eye sockets. Some optimistic inkling in my psyche hoped what I saw was just the remnant of a failed adventurer. But when the head turned to face the boat inching through the water and its jaw bone dropped open, I cringed.

      Since Sylas rowed with his back to it, I pointed. “Partner, we have a problem.”

      Sylas jerked a look over one shoulder, then the other. “Two problems.”

      I leaned across to the opposite side and, sure enough, another bulb rose. Then a third.

      “Think you can row by?”

      A pair of skeletal hands cast in a purple hue caused a racket when they clenched the edge of the boat and rocked it. A skeleton—no, a wight—pulled itself up until its bony chest broke the surface. How could I have believed we’d leave a cave on the Isle of Wights without meeting up with some?

      Sylas released one oar, then grasped the other with both hands. “Nope, no rowing by! But might as well use what’s available!” The oar rose from the water. Sylas pushed it toward me, leaned into it, then heaved his body backward to send the flat edge slamming into the wight’s hip.

      
        
        Sylas has discovered a new skill!

        Oar Strike

        Draw back an oar then crack an enemy with it.

        Type: Melee attack

        Damage: 20–22 + .05 HP for each point of Strength

      

      

      “Dude,” I whispered. There was no second-guessing it. Although I’d held suspicions, now I knew. There was little chance the AI created a skill for rowboat oars. There could only be one conclusion.

      It’s auto-generating skills.

      This was huge! Enora would become the most diversified game out there. People would actually practice all kinds of neat tricks to discover new skills.

      “You want to get out of your head and maybe hit that thing?” Sylas scowled then kicked my staff toward me.

      The boat rocked when I tried to rise. My foot slipped on the wet surface where I’d been bailing water, then I crashed onto my duff. The bench cracked beneath my weight. Despite another oar strike, the wight pulled up to its waist then doubled over the edge of the boat. I kicked it in the head. When it turned in my direction, I gave one curt nod.

      “Perfect.” I shoved the end of my staff right through one of the hollow sockets where eyes once had been. Purple light flashed inside. Electricity rippled throughout the skull. I kicked it again as I pried the staff loose to ready it for another strike.

      By then the oars sat loose in the water, and Sylas had his feet. The back end of his polearm rose high, then he brought it down with both hands. It cut the air in a blur to crack into back of the wight’s head. The purple hue faded, then its bone rattled on wood like a stone raked over a cheese grater. The undead splashed down, and my interface flashed.

      
        
        You have killed a level 10 Wight.

        +25% XP bonus for first defeat of a wight.

        276 XP

      

      

      We spread our arms out as if we’d read each other’s minds. The boat steadied as we scanned for more skulls. Two rose on Sylas’s side. He inched toward me, careful not to rock us into the water.

      “The lightning effect from your staff did the most damage. You should try to activate it as much as possible. If we let them into the boat, we’re finished.” He stepped to the left as a hand clutched the boat rail. “This one first, then. I’ll pin it down, you strike it until it dies. And be fast, as the other is nigh.”

      It might not have been a grandiose plan, but considering the circumstances, it worked for me. We waited for the wight to get its waist over the edge, then Sylas grasped its spine and shoved it down. The long string of bone cracked in half, but the wight flailed around anyway, pressing its hands against the floor of the leaky boat to push up. The muscle Sylas had recovered since I’d rescued him came to use when he forced all his weight down. I slammed the end of my staff into the boat, raised it, then tried again. I missed a second time.

      Sylas glared up. “Maybe you’d like to pin it down and give me a shot at it.”

      “Hey, you made the plan. I’d been thinking you were the one who crashed in the skull on the last one, but I didn’t want to rain on your parade.”

      “My parade?”

      “Fucking forget it.”

      My redirected irritation brought one hell of a downward punch that broke through the wight’s skull. It cracked, then there was a dull punch as it pushed through. But no lightning effect. A quick gander revealed I’d only knocked off about twenty percent of its health. So I struck again. Same result.

      “Lightning is a new thing. I’ve only seen it twice since we entered. Rare proc, and the item description doesn’t give odds. It might be tied to my magic abilities or something. Hell if I know.”

      Sylas grabbed the skull, then twisted it all the way around. The wight stared skyward, its jaw clicking and clacking, but it couldn’t bend the way it would need to if it planned to bite one of us. I slammed my heel into the rotten teeth. They fell like pebbles, then rattled onto the deck.

      But the damn thing wouldn’t die.

      I clutched my staff with both hands, careful to leave a gap between them for the concentration of energy to fire off my spell. The orange wave streamed toward the center from both hands, surrounding them as it passed through my palms. A fireball slammed into the wight.

      Nothing happened.

      “It resisted. I doubt psionic blast will work, since it has no brain.”

      My mind fogged over when I considered backup plans, so I opened my spell list.

      
        
        Flame Blast

        Level 4

        Required Affinity: Shadow Magic

        Unleash a small fireball at a single enemy causing 11–21 damage.

        Damage: scales with level.

        Cast Time: Two Seconds

        Mana cost: 40 Mana

        Cool-down: Not applicable

      

        

      
        Psionic Blast

        Focus your mind to draw on ethereal energy and interrupt enemy attacks to cause temporary mind damage.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Damage: 14–20 Psychic Damage

        Cost: 50 Mana

        Additional Effect: Confusion

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: 15 seconds

      

        

      
        Implosion

        Plant a seed of fire inside your enemy that detonates three seconds after cast.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Damage: 32–40 Fire Damage

        Cost: 45 Mana

        Cast Time: 2 seconds

        Cool-down: 30 seconds

        Additional Effect: Interrupt

      

      

      Sylas stomped the wight’s head again, grimaced, then repeated the action. Finally, the wight died. But his compatriot grasped the rails as I scanned my new spell. If they were fire resistant, did that make them explosion resistant? Did Enora treat the two things as the same, or could air pressure wreak some havoc?

      I watched the hand gestures of the tutorial caster in my spell book, then mimicked them. I could’ve just focused on the name of the spell, but something about memorizing the inciting movements made me feel nerdcore. The glow filled my clawed hands as I swung them overhead, then I straightened my fingers as I shoved them through space toward the enemy whose skull had just breached the boat’s horizon.

      The glow vanished. “What the—”

      It consumed the wight’s head, then bloomed.

      “Dude, row the fucking boat. Row it now.” I snatched up the staff, cracked it across bony fingers, then gave it a good twist and upswing to clock the bastard in the teeth. A final kick shattered its digits. Its grip gave way, and the wight plunked into the water. I leaned over to find the orange glow brightening. My heart punched my ribs with a slow drumroll as I dropped onto my ass on the cracked bench. “Row faster, boat boy.”

      “I’m on it!”

      A muffled thump was followed by a high splash of water, and my interface announced a third enemy’s defeat as pieces of it rained down behind us.

      To my utter shock, Sylas grinned from ear to ear. My chest warmed at the sight.
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      We stood on the shore, catching our breath and gazing at the dilapidated boat. My forearms burned from alternating between rowing and bailing. After a long bout of contemplation, we decided not to scrub the junky craft down. Except for the gore, it hadn’t changed much since we found it. The guts and fur probably plugged some holes anyway.

      Our trek along the coastline led us back to the Linden Shale Pavilion. The daytime traffic had given way to a smattering of small groups converging around low campfires. I wondered why they didn’t just take their social circles to the beach, but I was no expert on Linden Shale’s customs or culture. Sylas gave them a wide berth, choosing to inch along the shoreline farther than necessary before following a worn footpath beyond the docks. Considering my ignorance of the area, I was happy to let my companion lead.

      Where the pavilion’s occupancy was sparse, the Salty Dog was boomin.’ To my surprise, Sylas reached for my wrist before slipping into the standing-room-only crowd. Hoping I could take it for a sign he was warming to me, I took a quick peek at his disposition.

      
        
        Sylas

        Disposition: Friendly

        382/500

      

      

      Although a checkmark to track disposition changes in real time appeared on my Companions tab, I preferred to be surprised. If I wanted to know what criteria increased or decreased it, I could compare to the time stamps in my combat and chat logs.

      Ronin Bruhm must’ve spotted us because he rushed from behind the bar to meet us when we finally cleared the thickest swarm of the crowd. He waved us through the door he kept propped open and into the kitchen.

      “What do you have for me? Did you find the letter?”

      I handed him the note.

      He clutched it to his chest. “Oh, thank you. Nothing will replace the friend I’ve lost, but perhaps his words will bring his widow some solace. Something told me there was something special about you.”

      
        
        You have completed a quest:

        The Isle of Wights

        You entered Wight Caverns on the unnamed island to the south of Linden Shale port and returned the letter to the proprietor of the Salty Dog, Ronin Bruhm.

        Rewards:

        750 XP

        +2 to your Treasure Hunting skill.

      

        

      
        Your Treasure Hunting skill has reached rank 6.

      

      

      If I followed the quest’s specific objectives, I could keep the rest of the loot for myself. I hesitated to turn over the journal before making a copy of the map, but my interface did it for me when it realized what I wanted.

      
        
        Map transferred to Treasure Hunting Journal.

      

      

      So I offered it.

      “What is this? Oh, my.” He flipped through the pages, skimming. When he landed on something that made him blush, he snapped the book shut. “His wife will be glad to have his writings. Was there anything else?”

      In the corner of my eye, Sylas crossed his arms. He was complicated, but when it came to being straight-laced, probably had the market cornered. While he might have wondered if I’d screw Bruhm over and keep the money, his expression didn’t leave that option.

      NPCs were going to be a pain in my ass.

      But when I rolled it over in my mind, the treasure hunter’s wife might have benefitted from the gold—even if it wasn’t much. With a sigh, I pulled the satchel with the coins and the locket from my pouch, then tossed it over.

      He poked two fingers inside to jingle the coins. “Oh, my! An added boon. His wife has had a hard time since he passed, and I thank you on her behalf.” He half-bowed and, when he rose again, a tear welled in one eye. I wasn’t prone to soggy emotions, so it barely grazed my heart.

      
        
        The goddess smiles on your honesty.

        + 25 Light Points

        Alignment: Light +95

        Rank: Good

        Next Threshold: Light +/-250

        Next Rank: Esteemed

      

      

      Without warning, the room filled with a flash of golden light, and a brilliant number 12 materialized in the air before me. Sylas glowed simultaneously, brightening the room further as he ranked up. After outlines of the kitchen glowed, the light formed around the numbers, pulsed, then shot away.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have reached Level 12!

        +1 Constitution

        +1 Intelligence

        You have two attribute points to spend.

      

      

      Another notification popped up right behind it.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have discovered a new spell!

        Infusion Charge

        Infuse an injured target with combustive energy, creating a walking bomb. If this ability isn’t dispelled within five seconds, the energy engulfing the effected enemy will explode, causing 500% weapon damage with a 100% increased chance to critically hit. Enemies within 20 yards will receive fire damage equaling 250% weapon damage.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Level: 12

        Damage: 500% Weapon Damage, AOE 250% Weapon Damage

        Cost: 50 Mana

        Cast Time: 5 seconds

        Cooldown: 60 seconds

      

      

      Sylas muttered from the side of his mouth, “A boon if ever I’ve seen one. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. Let me check out yours.” I called up the Companions tab. “Anything new?”

      His shit-eating grin was all the answer I needed. I couldn’t help but wonder if my companion grew more acclimated to his new journey and whether the battle in the wight cave had titillated his senses and got up his gumption. Grins spoke volumes, after all.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your companion, Sylas, Clan Suntere, has reached Level 10.

        Since Sylas has reached Level 10, he will now receive four attribute points per level.

        Sylas has four available attribute points. With a disposition of Friendly, you may spend one attribute point.

        To spend more points, increase disposition.

      

      

      Four points for Sylas per level, while I received two. Hence, Infinity Designs wanted players to bind NPCs. Interesting.

      The proprietor of the Salty Dog flashed a look of wonderment about our inside conversation when we leveled, but his expression faded as quickly as it came. “Come, let me offer you a drink.”

      He dropped the items into a drawer before leading us back to the bar. The lanterns overhead blew with the breeze wafting in from the open windows, and although people seemed jovial enough, a few hunched in wooden booths along the perimeter where the central lights didn’t reach. They’d turned down the smaller lamps on their tables, like they chose to keep a low profile. The shadows broken only by the occasional flickers across their features would deter friendlies.

      Sylas’s eyes danced left to right, so I continued reading.

      
        
        Sylas has learned a new combat skill.

        Inciting Howl

        Taunt an enemy to provoke an attacker or draw its aggression away from your teammates.

        Type: Melee Ability

        Damage: n/a

        Cost: 10 Stamina

        Cast time: Instant

        Cooldown: 7 Seconds

        Warning: Inciting Howl experiences diminished returns when cast too often.

      

      

      “Nice, you got a taunt ability. It figures, given your way with words. You’re progressing to a real tank build. What do you think? Are you more a dodge or armor guy?”

      Sylas shrugged in that barely perceivable way he did. “Never suited up all proper for combat. Like I said before, armor is constricting. I’m used to wearing netted shirts.”

      “Are you agile?”

      “Not according to my Dexterity score.”

      I almost face palmed, but managed to maintain a level tone despite my derision. “Right. We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. We don’t have the cash to deck you out anyway. Maybe we’ll score some in Foggy Vale.”

      The tavern owner wrung his hands. “Did you say you’re going to the Vale?”

      “Yup. If we can get there.”

      “You shouldn’t go. Massive jagged stones jut up through the surface and dwell hidden beneath. If you avoid the ones up high, you’ll certainly be shipwrecked by the ones below. Besides, you'll never find a captain to haul you, and you certainly aren't going in a rowboat.”

      Enora must’ve had a thing for reverse psychology, because another dubiously timed notification popped up.

      
        
        You are being offered a Legacy Quest:

        Complete the following Legacy Quest to gain a title for your character, which can be equipped from the Character tab.

        The Antigrall Mystery

        Lost two years ago, the Antigrall was a frigate last known to be headed for Foggy Vale Island.

        Seek the Antigrall, locate the compass on board, then escape Foggy Vale Island.

        Rewards:

        7,500 XP

        One full level at the time of completion.

        A golden compass of indeterminate value.

        A treasure cache.

        Note: Foggy Vale Island is a one-time, instanced area.

        Successfully navigating these specialized instances provide bonus rewards. If you complete the Antigrall Mystery, you will gain fame and, if you desire, your name will be added to the List of Firsts for other players to see.

        Instance Requirement:

        Level 10

        Minimum Players: 3

        Maximum Players: 5

        Difficulty will be scaled according to the number of players in your party.

      

      

      My mouth gaped. “Are you seeing this?”

      Sylas gave a curt nod. “But it doesn’t change anything. There must be other ways to advance. Let’s talk about it.”

      “You’re right. With a minimum required party of three, we can’t do it properly right now anyway. Maybe we should level up before we pop that cork.”

      “Um, thank you.”

      The proprietor cleared his throat. “Should the goddess bless your endeavors, you’ll always be welcome to entertain us with your grand tales of triumph.”

      “I’m sure we will return,” Sylas said.

      “We will?” I whispered. “You hate this place.”

      “One flophouse is as good as any other. Besides, if I’m being forthright, memories of my father here are bound to lure me back.” He eyed the mug the proprietor set before him, extended his fingers as if to push it away, then changed his mind and downed it in four deep swallows. He slammed the tankard down. “The drink has not improved. Now, should we rent a room? We need rest before setting out.”

      “We might not need a place to sleep. I just reached level 12.” I reached into my belt pouch and flashed the compass. “Bound to be somewhere cozy to sleep aboard.”

      His gaze darted around the room as he cupped a hand over mine. “Stow that thing. What’re you, thick? Did the pickpocket teach you nothing?” He scanned the crowd with a suspicious squint. “I’ve reminisced enough. Let’s get out of here before you mark yourself for muggers.”

      I snatched the tankard the tavern owner had offered and took a sip. It tasted thick on the back of my tongue. The finish was something akin to an amber ale, and it wasn’t half the crap Sylas made it out to be.

      “If I summon my ship, can you teach me how to sail it?”

      “I can sail any small ship singlehanded.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “It will be treacherous. The island is ringed with hidden dangers. Rocks that could tear us asunder.”

      “What if we hired another ship?”

      Sylas laughed. “To Foggy Vale Island? Even I have heard of that place. And no one in his right mind goes to a haunted island. Except for us.”

      “So, you’re on board. You’re sailing us there?”

      “It’s as you say. We’ve got nothing better to do.”

      “All right. We’re doing it. Just one thing before we go.”

      “What is that?”

      “The quest calls for three.” I scanned the tavern, “If we’re going on this crazy trip, we need someone crazy enough to go with us.”

      The tavern owner cleared his throat again. Sylas and I both turned to see him leaning over the bar. He cocked his head to indicate the occupant of a booth in the back.

      “That one sailed in from Archindown a few days back. Been looking for passage to Bonchuria. Crazy glint in his eye. Been showing up when I open and sitting there for a couple days, just waiting. Noticed bulges in his clothing, so he’s likely armed. Maybe he’ll be interested in earning passage.”

      I elbowed Sylas. “Game on.”
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      The hooded figure sat in the darkest corner of the darkest booth in the darkest part of the restaurant. A black cloak shrouded his features for good measure.

      “I don’t know about this.” Tapping my dagger to ensure it was still shoved into my belt, I stole a glance at his stats as we approached.

      
        
        Unknown Gnome

        Level 10

        This creature’s attributes have been masked by a magic scroll.

      

      

      “Well, that’s new.”

      My companion noticed. “Shadow magic.”

      The hood shifted.

      Sylas clutched my arm while leaning in to whisper despite the noisy crowd surrounding us. “Looks shifty. Covers his face like a criminal. There are plenty other sailors in town. Maybe we can—”

      “Nah, I like shifty. Wanted men often make good fighters.”

      “They also make good thieves. Who’s to say he won’t aid us just to take the loot for himself?” The way he accentuated the word loot indicated two things. One, he was getting to know me. Two, he was trying to manipulate me by appealing to my lust for treasure.

      “Nice try. Worst case scenario, we ditch him. But don’t get your hackles up before we even talk to the guy. There’s a saying where I’m from—never judge a book by its cover.” I patted his shoulder, then stepped forward.

      No point acting casual.

      The figure’s hood rumpled when we stepped up to the table. Faint light caught a narrow, dimpled chin.

      I cut to the chase. “I hear you’re looking for passage to Bonchuria.”

      The figure nodded.

      “I’m Kyra. This is my associate, Sylas.”

      Associate? What are you, the Godfather?

      I cleared my throat. “We’ve got a ship and are looking for crew.”

      Silence. Either I’d underestimated the crowd noise or he hadn’t responded.

      Something clattered in the distance. I threw a glance over one shoulder to spy the tavern owner watching with rapt attention as he righted a mug he’d spilled. He snatched up a cloth then wiped furiously but never turned his gaze from us.

      “Do you mind if we sit?”

      The figure’s hood shifted again, and I took that for an affirmative response. We slid into the other side of the booth. Sylas leaned over the table as if he’d squint through the shadow cast by the hood. When I cleared my throat again, he pressed his back to the booth wall.

      “We’re on a quest, but if you’re looking for passage to Bonchuria, maybe we could give you a ride.”

      Sylas cocked an eyebrow that reminded me he wasn’t proficient at hiding his misgivings. Maybe I was understating the haunted island a smidge, but there was no need for him to illustrate it while I tried to recruit help.

      The figure raised his chin. A pair of yellow irises glowed beneath the hood like a snake’s eyes.

      He replied in a detached, throaty tone. “And what would the passage you offer cost me?”

      “Nothing. No coin.”

      “The catch?” The yellow eyes shifted to my companion then back toward me. “There are no free rides. You need a third for this quest you mentioned, right?”

      “You’re quick. I like it.”

      “The catch?”

      “Depends on your skills. How are you in combat?”

      “So, you’re adventurers.”

      Sylas and I shared a glance over the non-answer, then he raised one shoulder in a half-shrug.

      I nodded at the hooded man. “We are. To be more specific, we’re treasure hunters. We’re planning a trip to Bonchuria eventually, but we need to…” I paused. Game world or not, Enora had thrown me for so many loops, I knew better than to treat NPCs like I would in other virtual realms. Letting this guy in our plans to rain hell down on his destination might not play well, especially if he was from there.

      “You need to what?”

      Sylas took over. “Listen, man. We need to level up. The Bonchu killed my sister. I plan to make them pay. Kyra says I need ranks before we embark on that mission, so it could take a while. Just want to be absolutely clear. You might not reach Bonchuria as quickly as you’d like, but our eventual arrival is guaranteed, come Hokrahm’s Depths or high tides.”

      That might have been the most words I’d heard him speak in one go.

      The man blinked a few times before he answered. “Are you willing to give up a portion of your treasure in addition to the ride to Bonchuria?”

      Sylas flashed me a hard look, complete with wrinkled lips. I instantly took it to mean he didn’t think I’d want to part with my treasure. Like I was greedy or something.

      I squinted one eye in return. “Yes, everything gets split three ways.”

      The figure gave a quick nod. “Okay. When can we leave?”

      The speed of his response left me wondering. Was this guy wanted? Was he in a hurry to break camp? Or maybe he saw the kind of opportunity in us Sylas had suggested before we arrived at the table. Perhaps I was recruiting a thief.

      “That simple?”

      “Why, you trying to talk me out of it?”

      Although I only debated for a second, it seemed much longer. All things considered, I needed a third and itched to summon my ship, go somewhere absent pickpockets, and rank up.

      “Not at all. As long as you understand there could be violence. Our last treasure hunt—”

      He tossed back his hood to reveal a shaved, muscular head with knobby features, a scar across one eye, and several days’ stubble. A pair of cauliflower ears bore circular gold hoops. His nose took a left turn halfway down the bridge.

      “Lady, I’ve been sitting here for days, waiting for someone to roll by who doesn’t look like he hasn’t bathed in a month. The flow of riffraff in and out of this place is constant. And the food sucks.” He swigged from a small cup, then spun it in the center of the table. “In other words, I’m in. When can we leave?”

      Sylas nodded. “He’ll work.”

      His attitude caught me by surprise, but gift horses and all…

      I eyed the new guy. “All right, what’s your name?”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Already told you.”

      “Already forgot.”

      “I’m Kyra. This is Sylas.”

      He nodded at each of us. “And my name—is known only by those who employ my services.” He reached into his cloak, drew out a black leather toolkit, then chucked it down on the table. It unrolled to reveal a set of ornately fashioned, silver-handled daggers.

      Ooh, maybe a rogue type?

      Where the hood had me guessing the guy might have been a caster—assuming he was a combatant at all— the busted-up face and ornate blades had me envisioning furious, blurry strokes of violence against our enemies. And hopefully not Sylas and me.

      Although we lacked a dedicated healer, more melee never hurt. If we focused on acquiring gear to make Sylas more of a tank, he could draw enemy ire while this new guy stab-stab-stabbed. But I hadn’t noticed any blacksmiths in the port town. Maybe we’d get some lucky drops.

      He swiped the daggers off the table before I could get a close look at them. They disappeared beneath his cloak.

      “I’ll tell you my name once I’ve seen your vessel.”

      Sylas belched. “Yes, I think I’d like to see it too.”

      “What’s that mean?” The gnome’s face twisted into a series of wrinkles. “You don’t actually have a ship yet?” He turned his gaze on Sylas. “Or are you new to this outfit, too?”

      Although his shadowy disposition didn’t lend me a ton of confidence, and while I shared in Sylas’s initial suspicions, it’d be a two-on-one confrontation if he tried to snatch the golden prize in my bag.

      So I leaned across the table then came out with it in a whisper. “I have a magic item that will turn into a ship.”

      The gnome dropped back in the booth and his eyes flared. “Really?” He did a double take. “Seriously?”

      I nodded.

      “Hmm. Well, you can’t be completely incompetent if you’ve managed something like that. Why, I haven’t even heard about magic items of that quality in… a long time.”

      Sylas slapped his hands on the table as if he’d rise. “Then we have a deal.”

      “No deal yet.” The gnome burped. “Show me the boat first.”

      I grinned. “Right. We have an agreement to make a deal. Once you’ve seen the ship.”

      “That sounds about right.” His eyes narrowed at us again, his gaze shifting between Sylas and me. “Let’s do it.”

      Sylas and I scurried out of the booth. The gnome slid to the floor with a swirl of his shadowy robes—he actually lost some height by the time his feet hit the floor—then led us toward the front of the tavern.

      Leaning toward Sylas, I whispered, “You sure you’re good with this?”

      “I’m sure of nothing. I just want to pound Bonchuria. If he helps us get there, fine.”

      “He seems kind of rough around the edges.”

      “Rough edges? Another of your mysterious sayings.”

      “You’re a fucking carpenter, Sylas. Figure it out.”

      Sylas scratched his chin. Revelation washed across his features. “Oh, I get it.”

      “I knew you’d catch up. Come on. Let's get this tub in the water.” I leaned closer as we slipped through the crowd. “But keep an eye on this guy. I don’t trust him yet.”

      I reached the door to the tavern, then stopped and turned back. “I just thought of something.”

      Opening my interface, I scanned through my logs in search of a message I’d received when I reached level ten.

      
        
        You may now bind your soul to locations such as inns, shops, or foundations.

      

        

      
        Upon death, you will be returned to your binding place, along with any soul-bound items.

      

        

      
        Your soul-bound companions will resurrect at your selected binding places when they fall in battle.

      

      

      As if reading my mind, a system message popped up.

      
        
        Would you like to bind yourself to the Salty Dog?

      

      

      I accepted. Otherwise we’d have ended up back in a fishing village in Lau when things went to shit. Something told me they would be doing exactly that.
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      Despite my better judgement, we followed the roguish gnome out into the dark streets of Linden Shale. With his hood up, he was practically invisible against the shadows, and it was easy to lose sight of him between streetlamps.

      “You wanna launch a boat, I know just the place.”

      I didn’t like the idea of following any farther than necessary, but Sylas knew the town and seemed okay with it.

      We reached an abandoned dock just outside of the public wharf. A fishing shack blocked the view, rendering it the perfect place to launch a magical sailboat—or murder a couple of dopes someone met in a tavern.

      The gnome walked to the end of the dock, then turned to face us.

      “Well? Toss it.”

      I looked at Sylas.

      “Is that how it works?”

      “How should I know? Only boat I ever built was a rowboat. By hand.”

      I double checked the introduction to sailing in my player’s manual. I’d have been damned if I planned to throw my compass into the water. It might get lodged down there, and under the cover of night, we wouldn’t find it even if it landed on a submerged rock.

      I sent a thought to my interface.

      
        
        Compass of the Dhow

        Type: Compass

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        You have now met the level requirement to use this item.

      

      

      Although the description didn’t describe how to use it, focusing on the name brought an additional line of text.

      
        
        Toss this item into any body of water with a depth greater than twenty feet.

      

      

      “How deep do you think the water is?” I shoved a finger through the air to point at the rippling surface.

      Sylas shrugged. I explained. His eyebrows rose in understanding, then he started peeling off his clothes.

      “The hell are you doing?”

      “Checking the depth.”

      Better him than me.

      He stripped down to his shorts, then dove in. When his head popped out the water, he pointed toward the horizon. “Just toss it that way.”

      “Here goes nothing.”

      I crept past the edge of the water until the subtle tide swept over the top of my feet and sent a chill to my ankles. The light of the twin moons painted a rippling line toward the edge of the world. Holding the compass out in front of me, I measured its heft with a few tosses, then chucked it.

      As if some unseen force snatched it from the air, the compass arced higher than I ever could’ve thrown it, drifting between the orange and white moons like something out of a Disney movie. It glimmered, sparkled, then flashed. A curtain of glittering motes trailed behind it like the spark of a fuse. As they rained down upon the water, the faint sounds of labor drifted to my ear. Trees being felled, beams sawed, planks hammered.

      A new pane popped into my interface. It magnified the scene.

      A ghostly light darted out of the compass, danced over the water, then split into multiple beams that shot in all directions to draw the outline of a ship. It was faint, but as the decibels of ghostly labor swelled, the bright lines of light morphed into physical planks that spun before dropping into place. Echoes of hammering reached my ears. An ethereal voice yelled, “Heave,” then a mast rose from behind the bow.

      There were thumps and clatters as sacks and barrels popped into being. A large, pale shape flopped onto the deck—the sail bag from my earlier journey across the sea. The boom rammed into place against the mast, and a brilliant white mainsail unfurled from the bag to drape over it.

      The compass hovered lower, painting an arc of twinkling light before slowly settling into a bracket beside the tiller. Lines attached themselves, then coiled on the deck. A sparkling dock line whipped around the nearest piling. Despite the depth, the rope creaked and the piling protested as they worked in concert to draw the ship toward the shore.

      The last of the motes fizzled out when they drifted into the water, and the sounds of saws and hammers faded. Moonlight reflected off the polished rails, and the pristine canvas beckoned us aboard.

      I turned to find a tear running down Sylas’s face. “The goddess shines her light upon you, Kyra.”

      Despite my knowledge of where we were, in a virtual world developed by humans and an AI, I found myself in agreement with my companion. Enora was home, and the artificial intelligence he saw as a deity seemed to be on my side.

      That day, anyway.
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      The gnome strolled over, and Sylas wiped away the tear with one sleeve before he arrived. I supposed some macho bullshit was bound to pervade the digital border between my old world and the new.

      When the low figure arrived, he shoved a finger toward my bag. “How old was that blasted compass?”

      “What do you mean?”

      His arm swung in a sweeping gesture to the ship rocking dockside. “This wreck belongs in a museum. It’s an old fishing dhow. No one has built a ship like this in centuries.”

      “I found it in a massive cavern beneath a Lauan desert.”

      The gnome raised one finger. “Ah! That explains it. A fossil.”

      I wondered if Enora had an archaeology skill. That would’ve been cool.

      “I rather like it,” said Sylas.

      Without asking, our gnome acquaintance grabbed the rail, then hopped on board. I frowned when he started sifting through the contents of bags and barrels on deck.

      I tugged on the line to bring it closer to Sylas, then clambered on board. My sailing tab flashed gold, glowing in my interface. I tapped it before swiping the pane aside. I’d read it later.

      Hands on my hips, I eyed the gnome. “Guess this means you’re coming with us.”

      “Just look at this sail,” he said, not even acknowledging my question. “It’s a monster. Yard’s longer than the mast is tall. I’m not even sure I know how to handle a lateen sail.”

      Sylas climbed on behind me, his eyes still glistening. He walked up to the massive sail and ran his hand along the polished yard. “It’ll do just fine.”

      The gnome pinched his lips into a fine white line. “I didn’t say it wasn’t pretty.”

      I harrumphed. “You called it a wreck.”

      He swiped the air with a dismissive hand. “My mouth gets ahead of me sometimes. Don’t take it personally.” The gnome scanned the deck with his gaze. “Not much for cabin space.”

      I detect a subject change.

      Sylas crossed to the opposite side, then called over his shoulder. “I’ve never minded an open deck. These high gunwales will suffice. We can stretch hammocks beneath the oilskin tarpaulins over there. Sleeping under the stars beats a hard deck any day in my book.”

      “I’m sold.” Our short, shadowy companion shook the pack off his shoulder, then tossed it into the stern.

      “All right, then.” Going to sea in an open boat gave me butterflies. But if Sylas was happy, I could rustle up some modicum of contentment. This was the first time I’d seen such a positive expression on his face. Again, gift horses. “We’ll sleep aboard tonight.”

      Sylas nodded. “I wouldn’t assume the ship would be here if we left it.”

      “That, too.”

      “Okay, tall man. If we’re going to sleep on the deck, an abandoned dock might not be the best place. What say we get underway, clear the harbor, then sleep on the hook?”

      “It is a fair night. Wind is slight.” Sylas sent me a questioning expression.

      “Fine by me.”

      Despite the dark shadows cast by the moons across the bow, Sylas sorted out which line was which, then directed us to cast off and raise the sail. It was a monster sail. What I suspected was the boom turned out to be an enormous yard that got hoisted up to the top of the mast. The canvas draped loosely underneath until the wind caught it. Then it billowed out in front of us like a giant bedsheet.

      The massive galleons and trade ships in the harbor were little more that black patches against the night sky, but Sylas guided us around them and through the channel just as easily as Ventura had. I wondered if she and Montalbar were on their way back or if they’d stay in town awhile after selling the fish we’d caught.

      The breeze was light, but we weren’t in a hurry. The water was calm, and the mouth of the harbor was easy enough to make out in the moonlight. The only thing troubling me was our extra crew member. I kept a close eye on him as he moved about the boat.

      “You’re uneasy about having the gnome on board.” Sylas squinted into the dark, trying to get a look at our strange companion, who was digging around up by the bow.

      “He’s eccentric.”

      “And a gnome. That in itself would disqualify him from most fishing crews. Perhaps not Ventura’s. She is more… open minded.”

      “What’s wrong with gnomes?”

      “They are bad luck at sea.”

      “Seriously? Not on my ship. Everyone is equal here. And nobody’s bad luck just because of how they look.”

      “They are notoriously bad luck. Songs about the curse that is a gnome at sea are sung by sailors far and wide.”

      “Do you plan to sing one for me?”

      “I would rather not.”

      That made two of us.

      “Treat him like any other shady motherfucker you just met in a bar, but not because he’s a gnome. We clear?”

      Sylas paused for a long moment, and right when I thought he’d come back with some diatribe about how he didn’t like being bossed around, his tight expression melted. A nod followed. “Aye, Captain. I’ll do my best. But you can’t expect someone who spent his entire childhood listening to those songs and sea stories to change overnight.”

      “Fair enough. Just be an ass for the right reasons.”

      The vessel’s fo’c’sle rose and dipped the further we sailed from the harbor, swaying gently side to side as the waves swelled a couple feet. When the lamps of town were just specks of light, Sylas ordered the sail lowered. His next command, “Let go the tiller!” came on the breeze. We scurried about, struggled like amateurs, but got the jobs done.

      Once we’d performed the tasks and satisfied his methodical eye, Sylas tossed the anchor off the bow. “Permission to get some shuteye, Captain?”

      One side of my lips curved when the title he’d used reached my ears a second time. I peered out over the low swells, tracing two lines cast by the paired moons to the horizon. My own ship. An enormous world to explore. I couldn’t have asked for more. The curvature expanded to a grin.

      “Captain?”

      “Sure. Sleep. It is there anything we need to do? To check? You know, new boat an all.”

      “This is not a boat. It’s a ship. But yes, I’d like to look her over in the daylight to determine her sea readiness. However, considering a magic item like that compass can only be fashioned by the goddess’s hand, I doubt it’ll take much checking. The night is clear. If a storm kicks up, we’re close enough to duck back into harbor.”

      A click cut through the darkness, accompanied by a spark, then a lantern sprang to light. The gnome ducked under the lowered sail, then joined us in back of the boat.

      “It sails well enough.” He hung the lantern on a hook.

      I cast him a stern look. “You promised us your name.”

      “Oh, right.” He pulled his hood back again and looked at his outfit. “I guess I don’t need this anymore.”

      With a flourish he untied his robe, shrugged it off, then tossed it under the tarps where his pack weighed them down. The jacket underneath glowed white in light of the twin moons. It was a long, pleated surcoat with gold-trimmed pants to match. The sleeveless garment revealed a pair of jacked gnomish biceps and was unbuttoned almost to his navel. A star-shaped pendant on a silver chain rested in a swirl of bushy chest hair. Whatever I’d imagined might reside beneath the robe had been in a whole other zip code. All I could do was stare. He put his hands on his hips and puffed out his chest. Sylas scratched his head beside me. I focused on the gnome.

      
        
        Unknown Gnome

        Level 10

        This creature’s attributes have been masked by a magic scroll.

      

      

      “Here, let me help you check me out.” He thrust out a knobby hand.

      I eyed it with suspicion. “Check you out? I’m not checking you out.”

      He wiggled the hand a few times, then tilted it. It proved rough when I grasped it, like the rest of him.

      “I’m Flancil Chanz. Try again.”

      
        
        Flancil Chanz

        Gnome

        Level 10 Monk of the Light

        Hybrid healer and fighter, monks make up for their lack of magic prowess when compared to Light Priests and Priestesses with devastating attacks from their enemies’ flanks.

        Strength: 6

        Dexterity: 7

        Intelligence: 4

        Wisdom: 6

        Constitution: 12

        Charisma: 4

        Disposition: Neutral

        Flancil has seven unspent attribute points. You may spend five attribute points for Flancil. To spend more than five attribute points, you must bind Flancil to yourself.

      

      

      “Wait, you’re carrying daggers. I thought you were—”

      “What? An assassin? Sorry, hon. I’m a hybrid healer. I’m delivering the daggers to a collector in Bonchuria in return for a donation to my… cause. They’re way too high level for me, and I can’t exactly change my class. Besides, ornate weapons fetch good prices.”

      In other games, monks used fist weapons and bare knuckles to engage in violence, so I understood why he wouldn’t use the blades. But the second half of what he’d said threw me. “Your cause?”

      He shrugged. “I’m a monk. We have causes. Mine’s just… undetermined until I reach higher level.”

      “Do you belong to a monastery?”

      “Nope. Not anymore. Long story best saved for another time.”

      “But you like being a monk?”

      “Sure.”

      Realization dawned. “Okay. Set aside the daggers. What about the stealthy hood and shit? You misled us.”

      “Did you see that dump? More filth than a brothel in that place. If they’d seen my robes, they’d have mugged me the second I stepped outside. No thanks. Besides, you,” he pointed to Sylas, “look tanky, and you’re a freaking combustionist. So, I fit right in.”

      “What, because you’re DPS?” Almost uniformly in VMMORPGS, damage dealers were the last ones to get queued for dungeons because they were so plentiful. Although the daggers alluded to another form of DPS, stealthy types evaded traps, scouted ahead undetected, and formed other valuable roles like pick pocketing enemies. This guy punched people.

      Although I expected a defensive stance, Flancil grinned to reveal rows of sharp teeth. “You must not know much about monks.”

      I knew plenty but reminded myself of the hoops I’d had to jump through just to get out of the freaking desert. A monk in Enora might prove a different entity than what I was used to. Faking a smile of my own, I said, “Enlighten me.”

      “While you’re right about the damage piece, I also fill in a role you don’t have—healer. Well, not a full-blown healer, but I do have some helpful abilities and even a HOT spell.”

      Sylas raised an eyebrow. “Hot?”

      I almost moaned as my impatience swelled, but I tried to keep my tone level. “Healing over time. It means he can heal us in smaller increments over a given number of seconds. Heal whores use them to supplement their larger heals in high-damage encounters.”

      Sylas eyed the gnome with a new appreciation as he slowly nodded. “That sounds useful to me.”

      I couldn’t argue. Sylas was the front line in this outfit, the predominant recipient of heals. Besides, if an enemy was likely to get pissed off at someone besides the tank and I controlled my damage output, the healer would be the next target. That left me third on the aggro list. Which left me wondering just how powerful Flancil’s abilities were, especially if he wasn’t, as he said, a full-blown healer.

      The gnome mistook my silence for resolution. “I’m beat.” He yawned. “How about some shuteye? I sat at that damned table for two days. You guys mind taking the first watch?” The next yawn revealed the bumpy back of his pink throat. In lieu of awaiting an answer, he ambled to his bag, then yanked out a fur.

      “Why would we stand watch in the middle of the water? Is a boat like this worth anything?”

      “There are no rules at sea.” Flancil frowned. “Well, there are many rules depending where you are in the world, but those who enforce them are spread too thin to maintain order. Pirates abound. Navies don’t. If there’s bounty to be had, someone who’d claim its rewards will wander along. Count on it.”

      “He’s right,” said Sylas.

      Flancil eyed me up and down. “You’ve obviously done a little adventuring. But this isn’t some treasure cave. It’s the open sea. There’s nowhere to hide, and you’d be served learning about this dinghy’s capabilities so you can use it when the time comes. And trust me, the time will come. Now, I need shuteye.”

      I tilted my head to one side. “How’d you know about the cave?”

      Flancil cracked another roguish grin, and those gnome irises brightened. “Information is life. Although your luck seems to be unusual in that you’ve already found a compass you could use to fashion a boat, luck runs out—especially for the unprepared. Trust me. Read up.” He strolled to the aft, unrolled his fur, and was snoring within moments.

      I turned to Sylas. “Still think he’ll work out?”

      “I can see how he might grow tiresome.”

      Finally, I released the moan I’d been holding in.

      Sylas didn’t seem to notice. “Should I take first watch?

      “If this is going to be my boat—well, our boat—I’m the one who needs to acquaint myself with her. Like you said, you can sail anything. I’m gonna look around. I’ll wake you when I’m tired.”

      Sylas nodded, doused the lantern, then tucked himself under a sack in the bow.

      A coil of rope sat on a raised steering platform in the rear. Although it was bumpy and drove into my back, I eventually shimmied my body so my ass hung in the center to make it more tolerable, then settled in with my feet on the tiller. Although I’d expected a wheel like the Sunfish’s, the odd steering mechanism might be okay. Hell if I knew.

      The wind died, and the water flattened. Soon the soft sounds of jumping fish and mild splashes against the fuselage had my eyes fluttering. I smacked my own face and sat straight, then flipped open the Sailing tab in my interface to catch up on some reading.

      The Ships sub-tab had a blinking indicator.

      
        
        Do you wish to name your ship?

      

      

      I wasn’t feeling it. Maybe I’d nodded off, and my brain wasn’t feeling creative. My plan was to read about sailing, and if it aroused that kind of activity, I’d deal with it. I brought up the sailing guide, and a flashing line in the table of contents drew my attention. When I focused, a string of text filled the pane along with several tables including images of sails, cannon, and hull components.

      
        
        Ship Upgrades

        Ships in Enora are organized into tiers. The higher the tier, the more powerful the ship. While some ships boast more speed, others have sturdier hulls and boast stronger defenses.

        You have the options of procuring higher-tiered ships with coin, via barter, or, in rare cases, as quest rewards. Alternatively, you can upgrade your ship to the next tier using materials and crew. Vessel attributes are classified on a scale of 1 to 100.

        You must procure blueprints to upgrade your vessel to the next tier.

        Current Vessel:

        Unnamed Vessel

        Tier: 1

        Type: Dhow

        Defense: 9

        Offense: 18

        Speed: 40

        Masts: 1

        Sails: 1

        Special Abilities: None

      

        

      
        Upgrade Options

        Upgrades are limited to ships you’ve discovered. The number of cannon is dependent upon hull strength, classified as Fortitude. Five Fortitude is required for each cannon placement. Component materials are required for ship upgrades, as illustrated below.

        Sails:

        You must harvest Flax Fiber to weave sails. The number of flax fiber required per sail is listed in Table 2a below.

      

      

      
        
        Small Sail (Stay sail) Triangular = 50 bunches flax fiber

        Medium Square Sail (Topsail) Rectangular = 75 bunches flax fiber

        Large Sail (Main Sail) = 100 bunches flax fiber

      

      

      
        
        Cannon:

        Each cannon requires 100 iron ore to construct.

        Option 1: Defender Class

        Upgrade your ship to tier two and assign defensive attributes.

        Fortitude: 20

        Max Cannon: 4

        Sails: 2

        Masts: 2

        Requirements:

        200 wood planks

        50 to 200 iron ore

        Flax Fiber: Dependent on number of sails. See Table 2a.

        Tier 2 Defender Blueprints

        Must be upgraded in a port.

      

        

      
        Option 2: Assaulter Class

        Upgrade your ship to tier two and assign speed attributes.

        Fortitude: 10

        Max Cannon: 2

        Sails: 2 to 4

        Masts: 2

        Requirements:

        100 wood planks

        50 to 100 iron ore

        Flax Fiber: Dependent on number of sails. See Table 2a.

        Tier 2 Assaulter Blueprints

        Must be upgraded in a port.

      

      

      When I focused on bolded text about sails, a new pane popped open. A woman in pantaloons and a loose-fitting, sleeveless top faced the camera, threw her arms out to her side with a flourish, then cocked her eyebrows like she welcomed a toddler granddaughter.

      When she spoke, it resonated in my ears like old school earbuds. Her voice came in a cockney accent. “Hello!” She half bowed. “I’m Yasmie! Pleased to meet ya, I am. So ya wanna learn how to weave sails, eh? Well! You’ve come to the right place!”

      A rush of adrenaline surged through my body, and I snapped fully awake. The corners of my lips stretched further than I thought possible as I scanned the deck for my cohorts. But they snoozed on beneath the starry sky. Although I’d have loved to share the tech with Sylas, I wasn’t sure he’d be able to view it. Besides, disappointment had no chance against my glee when I watched the playback.

      “Feel free to ask questions if I confuse you,” Yasmie continued when I focused on the pane again.

      She wheeled to show her back, then dropped onto a wooden stool before a loom. “Now first, ya gotta have a loom! They’re easy enough to build.” A side pane displaying a loom popped up. Labels appeared, then lines crept from each to the components. The vertical lines on the loom were called the warp. I ignored the rest of the labels and returned my focus to Yasmie, who picked up right where she left off the second my eyes centered on her.

      After sliding a wooden implement with flax yarn underneath a section of cloth, she caught it with the other hand. Next, she shoved a crossbar forward, then drew it toward her. The camera spun to reveal her bare feet. Each rested on a wooden pole, one set higher than the other. As she pushed down with one foot, the other rose. Then she fed the yarn through again in the opposite direction. After catching it, she pushed the crossbar. She repeated the process while giving instructions, and I watched until I had the general motions down. When I was reasonably certain I could reproduce the actions, I crossed my arms and watched the rest.

      The demonstration went on for five more minutes before Yasmie left the loom, grabbed some flax yarn, then wound three fibers together from different spindles to create rope. When that bit of business was done, she fed it through loops along the edge of a sail cloth she’d already loomed.

      The shit was fascinating.

      “And that’s how you make a main sail!” she said with great enthusiasm. “If you’d like to see how to fashion other sails, return to your interface anytime and watch the tutorials.” She raised her index finger. “Oh! And since you were such a trooper and sat through the whole video, here’s a little something for you!”

      
        
        You have discovered a new occupational skill!

        Weaving

        Weave fabrics to create clothing, sails, and whatever other cloth-based applications you can imagine.

      

        

      
        For completing the first video about creating a main sail, you have received a bonus:

        +10 to your Weaving skill.

        Your Weaving skill has reached rank 11.

      

      

      When I swept the panes away to clear my field of vision, the original window containing the information about ships returned, and I realized I’d gotten sidetracked with the weaving.

      A link at the bottom of the window labeled Upgrade Tree caught my eye. Beneath, it gave a short description expanding on the earlier information about ship upgrades. Instead of tiers, it listed some common ship types.

      
        
        Barq — Not discovered

        Command Ship — Not discovered

        Coursair — Not discovered

        Cutter — Not discovered

        Dhow — Discovered

        Dragoon — Not discovered

        Flagship — Not discovered

        Floating Fortress — Not discovered

        Fireship — Not discovered

        Junk — Not discovered

        Ketch — Not discovered

        Warship — Not discovered

      

      

      Despite my earlier enthusiasm, a heavy yawn popped my jaw.

      Focusing on the ship names didn't tell me any more, and I assumed I’d have to discover them first. By the time I had the scratch to upgrade, I’d have a better idea what I wanted and probably would have discovered more ships.

      I flipped back to the table of contents for a quick glance of what was to come, but when I saw an item labeled crew, I couldn’t resist.

      
        
        Cannoneers

        While anyone can swivel a cannon mount and fire, hiring a cannoneer or learning the occupational skill increases attack damage and the likelihood of critical hits against enemy vessels.

        Quartermasters

        Hiring a quartermaster or learning the occupational skill cuts travel times by 3% for every ten ranks gained in the skill. You can seek quartermaster training in many ports across Enora.

        Sail Masters

        Hiring a sail master or learning the occupational skill increases ship speed and maneuverability.

      

      

      I was starting to get the impression Sailing and Treasure Hunting in Enora were games unto themselves. In theory, a player could make a living on the high seas exploring, following treasure maps, crafting aboard in whichever occupational skills allowed it, then upgrade a ship in various ports while barely touching land.

      The last of my doubts were assuaged. Throw in dungeon runs, questing, and who knew what kind of PVP offerings there might be, and Infinity Designs would put an end to their competitors. It made me wonder what other adventuring professions were out there. Could I be a full-time dungeon crawler? Were there military professions where I could command a regiment or coordinate a siege? Could I become an admiral and command my own navy?

      Despite the yawning and blinking, I soaked up every detail in my Sailing tab. It was like the first day of school, and I was the eager kid cracking a new textbook. The difference was that I doubted I’d grow bored with it like I would have in school. The allure wouldn’t wear off when knowledge combined with combat combined with loot combined with—

      An eternal list. Maybe dying in the real world was the best thing that ever could’ve happened to me.

      My eyeballs itched for sleep, and my lids drooped. I crawled off my roost, then jumped up and down a few times. A thought occurred as I gave the list of undiscovered vessels a final glance while crossing the bow to wake Sylas.

      We might go up against any of these ships. Knowledge is going to be a huge part of establishing a solid defense.

      Sylas’s chest rumbled as his snores cast into the slightest breeze. I tapped the back of one hand draped across his belly. “Pssst. Your turn.”

      His eyelids fluttered, his head ticked to one side, then he shot up to scan the deck. After stretching, he rolled out of the bow then got to his feet. When our gazes locked, he surprised me with a wide grin.

      “A good sleep under the stars with the rocking motion of a stable boat beneath beats the hell out of a tavern bed any night.” His voice carried the tone of a man who’d returned home after a long journey, despite our travels having just begun.

      I returned the smile, but my body detected the movement of my lips and fired off another wide-mouthed yawn as if it’d mistaken my intent. “I almost dozed off back there. Be careful.”

      “Hmm.” He dipped the tip of one finger into his mouth, then raised it to test the breeze. “The weather is fair. How would you like to enjoy the best sleep of your life?”

      I smacked my lips and clicked my tongue off the roof of my mouth a couple times. “I’d love nothing more.”

      “Aye. I get the sense the breeze is picking up. Let’s pull anchor so I can pilot us while you sleep.”
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      Bright sunlight bore through my eyelids and nudged me into consciousness. Sylas nudged my ribs with the side of one foot.

      “Get up. Trouble.” He marched aft, then grabbed the tiller.

      “What time is it?” I glanced at my system clock and answered my own question. I rubbed crust from my eyes and wondered if the excess had something to do with the salt air. After raising my arms for a nice long stretch, I stood. “What's going on?”

      I followed his gaze as he shot a look over one shoulder. All I saw were waves and the smooth line of the horizon. But a second scan caught a speck in the distance. “The fuck is that?” I winked both eyes in succession.

      
        
        Your target is out of range.

      

      

      I huffed in frustration.

      Sylas thrust a spyglass in my direction. Heart racing, I snatched it. The magnification threw off my aim, so it took a few seconds for me to reacquire the target—a single-masted vessel with a bunch of sails flying a red-and-black pendant.

      To my pleasant surprise, the spyglass’s magnification allowed inspection.

      
        
        Bloodbeak

        Cutter

        You have discovered a new class of ship:

        Cutter

        Cutters are designed for maximum speed and sail coverage. The Southern Lau shipyards reinforce their cutters with added hull strength to support a piercing ram and boarding hooks on the bowsprit. Despite lesser hold capacities, the cutter’s ability to overtake and capture makes it a favored vessel among Southern Lau privateers.

      

      

      “Yikes.”

      “Ravenous dogs. Mercenaries at sea.” He thrust a finger and snarled as he continued. “I recall this one from the port. If it’s the same ship, they followed us out. They mean trouble.”

      I handed back the spyglass. “Maybe you left your coin purse at the bar and they want to return it.”

      “Is that meant to amuse me?” Sylas jammed the implement into his belt, then looked back at the ship. “They’ve closed since I woke you.”

      I scanned the deck. “Where’s our third wheel?”

      Sylas pointed up the mast. Flancil Chanz clung to the top.

      “Is he in time out?”

      “He’s trying to clear a fouled line so we can raise more sail.”

      “It looks high enough to me.” But what did I know?

      “We’ll need every stitch we can spare, and even then”—he glanced over his shoulder again—“it might not be enough.”

      Shielding my eyes from the sun’s glare, I squinted up at the gnome. Although he sat too high for me to see the sweat on his forehead, the way he tugged on a jammed block, huffed, then wiped a sleeve across his forehead left me guessing he was drenched.

      I was no sailor, but any fool could see the sail was up and filled with wind. I couldn’t imagine how untangling the line to raise it another couple of inches would help us escape. But a second glance at the closing vessel rendered the thought moot.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Can you call the wind with your magics?”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Can you hurl fire at their sails?”

      “When I’m in range, I probably can. But if we’re trying to outrun them, it doesn’t matter.”

      I climbed on the steering platform alongside Sylas, then leaned my pelvis into the rail. When I set my gaze on the sail and waved my arms to whip up a Flame blast, I expected a pane to pop up in my HUD with a warning I was out of range. Instead, the casting bar filled, my mana bar ticked down a notch, and the fire veered off, sizzling as it crashed into a wave well short of the target.

      “Maybe when they get closer.”

      Sylas pressed his lips together and shook his head. “We’ll be doomed if you must use that low-level spell. They have too many sails, and the wind will snuff out that meager amount of fire. What about your wand?”

      My lips curled into a contemplative frown. That Sylas noted the rank of the spell I’d unloaded meant he was focused and attentive. He hadn’t been one to pay much mind to mechanics before, and I wondered whether it indicated a new disposition toward our goals or a hyperactive survival mechanism. I banked the thought for later.

      “What else can we do?”

      “Outrun them.” He hustled forward.

      I followed. “How do we do that?”

      “We lighten our load. Anything we don’t need goes over the rail.”

      “Really? Do we have to?” Crates and barrels that materialized when we’d tossed the compass to build our ship were tied along the rails, all filled with provisions. I hadn’t taken the time to inspect them. In that moment, it was a hard lesson learned.

      Sylas glanced back at the ship again. It drew closer. Although the crew members were still blurry, the glints of sunlight off silver blades held at the ready told me all I needed to know. We would outrun them, or they’d board us in much greater numbers and I’d lose my ship. Then we’d wake up in the tavern.

      I popped the top off one of the barrels. It was full of salted meat.

      
        
        Salted Meat

        Type: Food

        Effect: +5 Sailing skill

        Duration: 1 hour

      

      

      Oh, man! My inner voice whined. Do I really have to do this?

      Sylas nudged me aside, hoisted the barrel, struggled to heave it, then rolled it over the gunwale. He huffed and flashed me a look of consternation. I needed to chip in. In a bout of epic timing, Flancil appeared beside me, and together we hoisted another barrel overboard.

      “Looked like you could use a hand.”

      The gnome was growing on me. I eyed the sail he’d labored over up high, then returned my gaze to him. He was drenched with sweat, and I couldn’t tell if the darkening of his green skin was the flush of labor or sunburn. Maybe both.

      “Thanks. Did you get it untangled?” I pointed up the mast.

      “It’s no use. Sail’s stuck.”

      “You’re on the ball this morning, Flancil.”

      He flashed an expression that could wilt flowers. That was definitely the look of a gnome who valued survival.

      Note to self: Try to remember not everyone respawns in Enora.

      “Help me with this.” He strained under another barrel. I hurried over, but couldn’t muster the restraint to toss it without raising the top and peeking inside.

      
        
        Wooden Planks x 20

        Type: Repair and upgrade materials

      

      

      “Dude! Let’s toss something else! These could help get us to the next tier!”

      Sylas shook his head in derision. “They’re gaining. We’re tossing everything, Kyra.”

      I turned to find I could see the crew of the opposing ship with clarity.

      “Motherf—” We heaved it over, and I stopped checking the contents of the other barrels. The idea of running from our first threat at sea pissed me off. If I’d been on my own, I might have just risked the spawn back at the Salty Dog in hopes I’d get lucky and sink the bastards. But Sylas knew boats. Flancil didn’t seem totally incompetent, either. So, I was the dummy in the enterprise and knew when to listen. Besides, I didn’t want to lose my first boat so soon.

      We heaved. We tossed. We gained a little ground—or water, as the case might have been—then lost a bit as the opposing crew accommodated. This tug-of-war went on for what seemed like hours. I found myself more enraged with every barrel that splashed into the sea despite my not having checked the contents. It had been a well provisioned ship. More than I ever thought Enora would’ve given us. Each time Sylas paused to look back, the cutter was closer and he wore a graver expression.

      We reached the end of the barrels.

      My crew set hands on hips and gazed at the incoming threat. “What do you think, Sylas?”

      “It’s not enough.”

      “We’re fish in a barrel.” Flancil knelt on the deck, pulled a strip of fabric out of his jacket, then began wrapping his knuckles. “I’m not going down without a fight.”

      The gnome was speaking my language. “I’m with you. What say you, Sylas?”

      Sylas peered through the spyglass at the water in front of us then swiveled to gauge the ship behind

      “It must be somewhere. Why is there no island?”

      Confused, I brought up my HUD map then zoomed out a couple clicks. If it was right, Foggy Vale Island should’ve been one-hundred yards off our starboard bow.

      Is that right? Yeah. Port is left, Starboard is right. ‘Left’ and ‘port’ have the same number of letters.

      I snatched the spyglass and used it to check out the deck of the cutter. “There are more fuckers on deck than a ship like that has room for. How are they gaining ground? I mean, the sails are one thing but…”

      Sylas pointed. “Note the hull. The ship is narrower. It cuts the water.”

      Hence the name cutter. I counted at least a dozen crowded on its deck.

      It’ll be much less crowded when half of them board us.

      “But the good news is… we’re almost in spell range.”

      All we could do was watch and wait. Sylas struggled with the sail lines to summon the most wind possible and ordered Flancil around the deck to tighten ropes then loosen them again, trying to squeeze every drop of speed out of the old tub.

      I cast off the spyglass when a pair of robed spell casters on the enemy ship were close enough for me to see the whites of their eyes. One, dressed in blue, waved his hands overhead. When his casting bar filled, the sails expanded.

      Cheating bastard!

      A crewmate dressed in red crouched in the bow with her face turned my way. I launched another Fire Blast, which crashed into the ocean and taught a valuable lesson. Objects at sea were further away than they appeared when it came to casting range.

      Curses filled my mind, but I didn’t let them past my lips. “I don’t like our odds.”

      Sylas patted the tiller. “It was a fine ship while we had it.”

      I might have lectured him about maintaining a positive disposition if I hadn’t agreed. Our seagulls were cooked.

      The spellcaster in red climbed onto a battering ram on the prow of the ship. The crew raised two massive boarding hooks mounted on either side. A glow formed between the caster’s hands, and a red progress bar began to fill.

      “Something’s happening.”

      “I see it.”

      “She’s doing something, Sylas.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “If you’ve got a trick up your sleeve, now’s the time.”

      “I have none.” He crouched down to present a smaller target, then yanked my wrist so I’d join him.

      Flancil shouted from the front of the boat. “Skipper! Starboard side! See it?”

      I peeked over the edge of the bow. A strange shimmering formed off to the right. Like a mirage on a highway, but reaching high into the air. It formed a massive wall.

      Flancil’s stubby legs skittered by. “I’ve had enough of this! Outta the way!” He climbed onto the steering platform, shouldered Sylas aside, grabbed the tiller, then cast it to his left.

      “What the hell?” Sylas lunged to grab the steering device and got a hard shin kick for his effort. Flancil threw himself against the tiller and the boat turned into the wind. The sail flapped, then whipped in the opposite direction. The mast groaned, and wood shuddered. We lurched to the right, then surged forward, straight toward the shimmering mirage.

      Sylas hopped on one foot while rubbing the shin of the opposite with fury. “What are you doing?”

      Flancil wore a creased expression of determination. “I’m saving our asses.”

      In light of how my bound companion clenched his fists, I rushed over and stood between the two before Sylas could act on his desire to crush the gnome. The fo’c’sle pushed toward the barrier. Our ship picked up speed as we drew closer. I eyed the gnome.

      Oh shit, if that’s an instance barrier…

      I sent a thought to my interface.

      
        
        You have sent a party invite to Flancil.

        Flancil has accepted your party invite.

      

      

      I huffed a sigh of relief. Like many other VMMORPGs, NPC companions could only enter instances if they were members of a player’s party. If Enora used the same mechanics, Flancil might have ended up getting tossed into the drink.

      Our prow broke the surface. Ripples spread across the mirage as we passed through it. We watched with trepidation as the shimmering surface enveloped the bow, then the sail, then swallowed the last of our vessel.
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      The tiny hairs on my arm stood at attention. My ears popped. Something clicked in my throat, which had suddenly turned dry. The light faded as the cloudless azure morning sky was draped by the darkest gray clouds. Thunder boomed, and the roiling clouds dumped sheets of frigid rain that painted the decks a darker shade of brown.

      A new HUD pane popped up with a flash and a twinkle, then giant three-dimensional golden lettering appeared. The dropped jaws of my companions indicated they saw it, too.

      
        
        Welcome to your first Enora Online instance!

        Foggy Vale Island

        Legends abound about this haunted island with rare creatures and mines of precious metals.

        Levels: 10–15

        Minimum Party Count: 3

        Difficulty: Normal

        Bosses: 1

        *XP is equally distributed among party members, regardless of level.

        *Difficulty is scaled according to average party member level.

      

        

      
        You have discovered Foggy Vale Island.

        +235 XP

      

      

      A short-lived sliver in the clouds revealed a glimpse of high, jagged mountaintops towering in the distance. Beneath the peaks was a blanket of fog so dense, I couldn’t see twenty yards ahead.

      Then a massive rock jutted out of the waters ahead like a spear tip reaching skyward. Sylas whipped the tiller, the boat crept to the port side, and I clenched my fists as the giant obstruction closed. I rushed to the starboard side to watch as it flirted with the bow, then drew away what seemed like inches at a time. My heart punched my ribs as I realized I could have reached out and touched it.

      “Jesus. That was close.”

      I turned and leaned over the stern, straining to see through the shroud of fog behind. Since the pursuing ship had outpaced us, it would’ve punched through the fog if it’d followed us in. Its absence confirmed my suspicions. If they crossed the barrier, the NPCs aboard—and maybe even players—ended up in a different instance.

      “Thank the stars. They’re gone.”

      Flancil scoffed and shouted over the wind. “I’d explain to you how the goddess controls populations of evil beings in Enora using instances, but the look on your face tells me it’d be lost on you.”

      “I’m the one who invited you at the last moment because I was afraid you’d get tossed because you weren’t in our party. Give me a little credit.”

      Flancil shook his head in slow twists. “You sure waited long enough. Five more seconds and I’d have been toast.”

      “You might have mentioned it.”

      “Less gabbing, more sailing,” Sylas said. “Rocks ahoy!”

      The fog ahead faded when I turned my attention forward, and my mouth went agape as I spied a field of jutting rocks popping from the seafloor and up, through the surface.

      Sylas grasped my shoulder then twisted me around to face him. “Grab that line. We gotta tack before we get smashed into the rocks!”

      If he’d explained himself or chipped in instead of hogging the tiller, we might’ve been all right, but I decided not to voice the thought out loud. Still, it would’ve made more sense for me to steer and let the two who seemed more seaworthy do the shit I didn’t know about.

      “We can’t turn into the wind. I’ll have to fall off. You work the sheet. Kyra, shorten sail.”

      Which reinforced my thoughts. “I don’t know how these sails work. Do I just drop it? Should I steer?”

      I was reminded of an old adage about fog going up and rain coming down when another sheet of rain bit my face and reduced visibility ahead.

      “Focus!” Sylas bellowed. He thrust a finger. “Gnome, shorten the sheet.” He pivoted. “Kyra, to the bow. Call out what you see. We’re coming in too fast.”

      I raced to the front, ducking under the sail as Sylas threw the tiller and pulled us around to a new heading. Something cracked, followed by a foot-numbing groan. The sail whipped around, and the boat leaned hard to one side. I clutched the rail as my legs buckled beneath me, struggled to get upright, then clamped my elbows around the bar.

      As soon as I trusted my footing, I stumbled to the bow. Leaning out, I squinted into the rain and fog. The sea ahead churned and bucked us, tossing barrels of saltwater over the gunwales. A dark shape loomed just ahead.

      “Rock on the right!” I called out. Flancil repeated the order. And then I heard Sylas's cursing and confusion.

      “Did you say turn right?”

      “No! I said there’s a—just turn to the fucking left!”

      “Helm to starboard!” Flancil shouted. Despite my expectation, he’d shove the tiller to the right. My moment of confusion waned when the boat turned left, and I understood the tiller went the opposite direction one wanted to go. So much for making things easier by letting me steer. I’d have wrecked us.

      The boat groaned again as it fought a high wave line then the tip eased left.

      “Helm to port!” Flancil called.

      The rock passed us on the left and, although I thought we’d cleared it, the hull groaned in protest. Something snapped then gave a low pop.

      “Port! I mean starboard. Just turn left!” My throat swelled when the rain shifted. The way ahead cleared a bit, but more jagged boulders rose from the water on all sides so close to each other, I thought of an obstacle course. I doubted the slow turns of the ship would be able to navigate the threats.

      What do I yell here? Backward?

      “Life jackets!” I abandoned my post and raced back.

      “What are you doing?” Sylas asked.

      Panting, I grasped his neck and pulled his ear to my lips. “Life jackets.”

      “What is a life jacket?

      “Shit, we're screwed. Grab onto something!”

      Realization dawned on my companions face.

      Sylas let go the tiller. He snatched his pack and spear just as the first crunching sound shook the hull.

      Another crunch. The boat lurched up, jerked, then jolted so the front end rose high and the back dipped low. Flancil hugged the mast. That seemed like a good idea. I latched on above him as the ship leaned hard. Squinting through the rain, I spied Sylas clinging to a rail above us. He reached down and clutched my hand, then hauled me up like I weighed only ounces. The gnome was next. As the boat rolled over and groaned under the pounding waves, we climbed onto the upturned hull.

      “What do we do?” I yelled over the wind and rain.

      Sylas’s shoulders dropped. “Tell me you can swim.”

      Although life jackets would’ve been nice, I was to swimming what a rabbit was to screwing. But I’d never tried it in a robe.

      A quick glance revealed the gray hint of a beach in the distance. The distant distance.

      “Any better ideas?” I asked Flancil.

      His face contorted like steam was about to shoot out of his ears.

      I didn't press for an answer. Although it wasn’t something I’d seen before, there was no doubt the twisted up expression on the gnome’s face indicated terror. If I wanted to lead this team, it was time to stop asking questions and fucking lead. After giving a hearty thumbs-up, I slid down the bow and into the sea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      My head broke the surface just in time to be met by a towering wave that hoisted my body, turned it into its roll, whipped me around, then slammed me down as it pounded toward the beach. A heaved bubble shot from my lips when my back hit bottom. I struggled to kick my legs into action, but the muscles didn’t respond, and paralysis took my whole form in its firm grasp.

      
        
        You impacted the bottom of the sea.

        -57 HP

        Additional Effect: Stunned.

      

      

      The inkling of breath lingering in my lungs fought to evict itself, and I fought with every ounce of determination I could muster to suppress it while hoping my body would respond. Then someone clutched either side of my robe at the waist, and I shot toward the surface. My throat burned as a desperate heave of the salty air filled my lungs. I spewed salt water I didn’t know I’d swallowed as Sylas wrapped one thick forearm under my neck to drag me toward shore. Head tilted forward, I spied Flancil twenty feet back where his arms splashed violently to escape the draw of the sinking boat.

      
        
        You are no longer stunned.

        +4 HP

        +3 HP

      

      

      Embarrassed that my companion had to tug my ass toward shore, I kicked my feet for propulsion until my lungs gave up their struggle and returned to the steadier effort exercise demanded. I patted Sylas’s forearm then twisted. He relinquished his grip then rolled to swim freestyle. When I fell in behind him, I cast off thoughts of the splashing gnome and established a rhythm where my flat head dug into the surface, my feet kicked evenly, and my head came up for a breath every few strokes.

      
        
        You have discovered Survival Skills!

        These skills will help you survive harsh environments and persevere against elemental challenges in Enora Online!

      

        

      
        You have discovered a new Survival Skill:

        Swimming

        Your Swimming skill has reached rank 1.

      

      

      The waves carried my body as they drove toward the shore. One almost tossed me when it rose higher and broke early, but I dipped beneath the surface, rolled head over feet, and let it pass. I returned to the surface.

      
        
        Your Swimming skill has reached rank 2.

      

      

      When the sand was in range, I dared a look over one shoulder to gauge the breaking location of the waves behind.

      
        
        Your Swimming skill has reached rank 3.

      

      

      Although my muscles protested more with every stroke, I forced my mind to focus on the task at hand. My Stamina bar blinked red as if to reinforce what my heaving lungs tried to tell me. Since it wouldn’t do to pass out and drown, I rolled onto my back, lengthened my strokes, and slowed my kicking. Chest exposed to the sky, I drew the deepest breaths I could manage and the long, easy motions of my arms accommodated my plan. My stamina bar’s blinking halted, the yellow fluid inside began to grow from right to left, and I sighed with relief.

      Then a wave crashed down and smacked me in the face. My ass hit the surface, but this time I took it as a fair sign. I’d swam close enough to shore that I could stand. Back on my feet, I fought the undertow and the waves crashing into my back until I reached the beach.

      I plopped down beside Sylas, rolled onto my back, then let my lungs take over.

      The lagoon was cold and creepy. A thick fog hung over everything. Something brushed against my foot. We reached the beach just in time to witness the last of our ship crumple and sink beneath the waves.

      Son of a bitch.

      Flancil dragged his backside onto the sand. His throat whistled as he drew short, desperate breaths. “This…is… just… great.” He flopped a hand to his chest as if to hold it down. Half a minute later, when his lungs’ violent battle for life eased, he continued. “I should’ve just paid to board a cargo ship. That’ll teach me to be so damned stingy. The monks always told me my lust for adventure would be the end of me. I should’ve listened.”

      Sylas sat up. “Sorry, Kyra. She was a good ship.”

      His reminder caused a tear to well in one eye. Not because I would miss the boat, but because of the accompanying image that slipped into my mind.

      The three of us standing under the moonlight the previous night as the compass flew high then gathered a trail of sparkling light in its wake as the world’s magic created our first vessel. Short-lived or not, it got to me. My throat hitched a few times when I tried to suppress the tears.

      Flancil shook his head and muttered that it was a damn shame. Sylas stared at the rocky obstacles. “I knew that it was bad luck to bring a blasted gnome on board.”

      “Excuse me?” Flancil shot up and fired a glare across me like it’d slap my other companion upside the head.

      “He doesn’t mean it. Sylas, cut it out.”

      Sylas scoffed and fell back onto the sand. “You said everyone was equal on your ship. Now there is no ship because the gnome sank it. It’s just like the song said. And just to thrust the dagger deeper, you’re playing favorites.”

      I suspected he was just disappointed. He knew damned well I wasn’t playing anything. Sylas was gruff, but he was far from stupid. As I debated whether to codify his protests, Flancil filled in the gap.

      “Sank it? I saved your asses.”

      I stood and dusted myself off. “It’s gone now, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      Sylas sang to the sky. “Oh, never let a gnome upon a ship at sea, or your luck will go, and your coins will flee. And it’ll leak-leak-leak and the rats will squeak. That’s why you never take a gnome to sea, matey.”

      Flancil crossed his arms over his chest and let out a harrumph. I covered my face with my hand and shook my head.

      “Oh, never let a gnome inside a galley in a galleon, unless you want a belly full of boiled boot and scallion. Because your ale will stale and your sausages will sail.”

      Flancil snorted. I suppressed a chuckle and forced a frown onto my face. Sylas slapped a hand across his chest and gave a mock bow.

      “Hey.” Flancil kicked at Sylas’s shin. “If you’re gonna be a prick, go the distance. Come on, you’re skipping the best part. Sing it all.”

      Sylas scowled, rubbing his shin furiously for the second time in an hour. I wagged a finger. “Yup, and you deserved it. Go ahead, sing the rest.”

      After a deep breath, Sylas sang the last verse at half speed. “And if ever should a lover fair, with golden eyes and auburn hair, ask you on a dare to go a-sailing when weather’s fair, Then I would do the same as you, I‘d damn ship and damn the crew. Because a gnome at home is far alone the best a rogue can ever to do.””

      Flancil clapped. “Hey! That’s the one!”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m gonna hang my clothes over a branch, and if I catch either one of you trying to steal a glance, you’re going to be sleeping with the boat.”

      “It’s a fucking toe-tapper.” Flancil howled laughter at the sky. “She doesn’t get your art, buddy!”

      Dense jungle greeted me at the top of the beach. It was an impenetrable wall of verdant green. Packed into this imposing barricade were leaves larger than a gnome and bright multicolored flowers the size of dinner plates. After a quick survey up the shore, I knew we’d have to find a way to penetrate. There was no going around. I slid behind a tree, wrung all my clothes except for my undershorts, then tossed them over a branch to dry. I leaned against its trunk so it obstructed their views. Shivering violently, I wrapped my arms across my torso and grasped my shoulders.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A harsh crack five minutes later changed my mind. I covered my body with both arms and whipped my head in all directions. When I peered around the tree, I spied my companions meandering about some brush to the south.

      I snatched my tube top underthing and pulled it over my head. Although the breeze caused it to sway, it was still damp. My torn robes, however, were soaked, so I sauntered down the beach bikini-style.

      What does a girl have to do to get new clothes in this world?

      I wished I’d have shopped around a bit while we were in town.

      “What are you guys doing?”

      Neither head raised. Sylas cracked a stick and recognized it as the sound that’d woken me. Flancil chopped a knotty wood plank from a rotting tree nearby with one of his ceremonial daggers, then dropped to his backside. With the wood between his knees in a seated position, he whittled.

      After gathering a bundle of sticks and plopping down next to the gnome, Sylas finally answered. “We’re building a fire to dry ourselves.”

      I clutched both hips only to be reminded I was mostly unclothed when my thumbs touched my purple-tinted flesh. “You might have mentioned that before I hung my robe.”

      “Seems you hung more than that.” Flancil snickered.

      My face warmed, and my reply came in a low croak. “So, you did see.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s not like I walked over and gawked at your knobs. If it makes you feel any better, I steered Sylas away.”

      “Maybe a little. Thanks for not being a cretin.”

      The gnome flicked a wide splinter from the center of the wood, dropped his blade on one bent leg, then threw me a two-fingered salute. “No problem. Although I can’t buy his story, my order frowned on mistreating women.”

      “Wait, what story?”

      “That you’re some mythic. One of the Returned.” He eyed me up and down, but I knew it wasn’t because of some hunger he had for my purple skin and lean musculature. “Heh. Don’t look like all that to me.”

      I sighed. Flancil’s reaction supported the reason I hadn’t chosen to bring up the whole mythic thing.

      “Hard to believe, and we almost came to blows when I thought he was taking the goddess’s name in vain for his own grandiose ego, but I figure we’re stuck here together. I can tolerate some grandiosity.”

      It amazed me what could happen when I left the two alone for five minutes.

      Something else he said stuck with me. “Your order frowned on disrespecting women?”

      “Right.” He shrugged. “Which is one reason I kept my eyes turned south. It seemed… wrong.”

      Although I’d been offered the opportunity to choose between the light or dark paths for my journey through Enora after waking in a con man’s tent in the Lauan desert, I’d cast off the decision and banished the blinking notification. Truth was, it’d totally slipped my mind. The world kept me busy. Between rescuing Sylas from a bunch of dwarves who’d been forced into conscription by the Bonchu and traveling to the coast where we repelled straggling invaders before boarding a ship and sailing west to take on a treasure hunt, I’d been a little occupied.

      But as I eyed my companion and our new party mate, both of whom followed the path of Solara, I wondered if it wasn’t time to reconsider. Would Enora let me change paths if I went bad girl to suit a situation? I couldn’t recall the rules.

      I brought up the information for review.

      
        
        You have two paths to choose from:

        The Path of the Light

        Deity: Solara

        The Path of Darkness

        Deity: Hokrahm

      

        

      
        Solara, the creator of all and purveyor of the Light in Enora, calls upon her followers to do battle in the name of justice. Warriors of her faction who fight for the weak and perform deeds of service that grace the Light receive disposition bonuses.

      

        

      
        Hokrahm, the Master of Darkness who dwells in the fiery underworld of Enora, derives pleasure from the dark doings of his followers. Murder and mayhem are staples of the adventurer’s life on the Path of Darkness. Warriors of the vilest inclinations who bring pain and misery to those they encounter receive disposition bonuses from Hokrahm.

      

        

      
        The faction you choose will affect your disposition toward NPCs in Enora if you make them known, or if they enjoy a high enough Analysis skill rank to learn it.

        Players of opposing factions receive bonus XP for killing members of the opposite faction.

        At higher ranks, dispositions can grant rewards such as special quests, monetary compensation, epic gear, unique titles, and many others.

        Although you may choose your path now and enjoy the related bonuses, behaviors contrary to the will of your chosen deity will affect your disposition with the path. For instance, a warrior of the Light who murders without cause will lose disposition points with the Light and could suffer penalties.

        NPCs whose affinities drop low enough into the Path of Darkness are susceptible to Hokrahm’s allure, and vice versa.

        Alignments such as Chaotic and Lawful are determined by your disposition with your chosen path. If you choose the path of Darkness, your ability to learn Lawful and Neutral languages upon hearing them will flip so you learn Chaotic and Neutral languages.

        All beings speak Common.

      

        

      
        Which path will you follow?

        Light/Darkness

        Note: You will not be forced to choose a path, but your actions from here out will affect your Light/Darkness dispositions.

        Your Current Disposition is Neutral.

      

        

      
        Special Information:

        There is only one other mythic in Enora Online. Although other players can bind NPCs to themselves and render them immortal, they do not benefit from the title of Shénhuà in the ways you will.

        If you choose the Path of Darkness the title awarded will be:

        Akuma

      

      

      Although the information assuaged my wonderment about whether I could change paths—the short answer being that it would be determined by my actions—it also brought more questions. But when I broke it down and reasoned, clarity shone through. Sylas was a soulbound companion. A devotee to the Light. I gazed at him when I knew his attention was otherwise occupied. While I scanned his features, a slight grin flexed one side of my mouth, and that was all I needed to know.

      Although he longed to avenge the death of his sister and the destruction of his village and its citizens, he’d followed me to the island. Sure, he knew he had to rank up to prepare to take on such a lofty endeavor, but it’d been me who suggested that, and he’d accepted my premise with what turned out to be less opposition than I’d expected. I couldn’t help but think it had something to do with what he knew about me. What deity he presumed I followed.

      And wasn’t I being a little dishonest if I didn’t choose the path of the Light? If nothing else, I was more likely to do good than evil by nature. I might not have been a goody-two-shoes, but nothing I’d read said I had to be. I read a fragment a second time to reinforce myself.

      
        
        …a warrior of the Light who murders without cause will lose disposition points with the Light and could suffer penalties.

      

      

      So my disposition might drop if I lopped of the head of some NPC who irritated me. So what? The world was literally my playground. If I had to suffer some disposition losses with its goddess from time to time, something told me I’d make up for it in positive deeds—if for no other reason than Sylas and a gnome monk who also worshipped Solara were my party mates. The latter might not stick around, but the former seemed in it to win it. And who knew? The gnome seemed to be taken by what I was.

      But what had Gemini Fowler, the other gamer whose consciousness had been transferred into Enora, said in the little white room where I was deposited after I died?

      Again, the AI read my thoughts and showed me the answer I sought.

      
        
        If you receive a quest about something called Shénhuà, accept and complete it. No matter what.

      

      

      No matter what. He’d spelled it out for me, but I didn’t listen. Then again, he hadn’t gone to lengths to tell me what any of it meant, either. With a clearer perspective and all the contemplation, I told myself it was never too late.

      “To stop being stupid,” I muttered.

      I selected a path. A golden flash of light surrounded me, then burst into thousands of motes that exploded in all directions before fizzling out of existence.

      
        
        You have chosen the Path of the Light.

        Solara, the creator of all and purveyor of the Light in Enora, calls upon you to do battle in the name of justice. Warriors of her faction who fight for the weak and perform deeds of service that grace the Light receive disposition bonuses.

      

      

      I peered down to find the gnome’s gaze centered on my face, but when he realized I noticed, he quickly looked elsewhere. Since we were party mates, he’d probably seen the golden flash.

      Sylas confirmed my suspicion. “Get used to those little displays. It happens with her. Sometimes we’ll see why. Other times, she’ll keep it to herself.”

      But his words didn’t seem to set the gnome’s mind at ease. Flancil’s distant expression continued.

      I retraced the conversation and realized I’d left him hanging. He’d just said it would’ve felt wrong to stare upon the semi-nakedness of the Shénhuà, and I wondered if he awaited relief from guilt. He didn’t strike me as the kind to give a shit, but I saw an opportunity to set some expectations and, if I was right, kill two birds with one stone.

      His guilt, my expectations.

      Although I spoke to Flancil, I kept my gaze locked on Sylas. “It wasn’t who I am that would’ve made it wrong to check me out. It’s just common decency.”

      Flancil nodded. “You’re right. I’ll try to be conscientious. Now, do I have to kneel or something to convince you two of my loyalty, or are we good?”

      I considered my words before uttering them. How could I put it in a way that not only communicated my thoughts but also set the right precedent?

      Once I’d stitched together the vernacular, I let fly. “Screw it, dude. We’re party mates. It doesn’t matter to me whether or not you believe me. Nothing special to see here. Treat me like anyone else, unless it means being an asshole.”

      Apparently bored of the conversation, Sylas chimed in. “Kyra, did the goddess happen to teach you how to make a fire from sticks?”

      I shook my head, then realized he couldn’t see it. So I answered aloud. “Nope. And that’s one thing—” I’d been about to say it was one thing I’d never learned in my old world, but what would he and the gnome think of that? Where did they think these Returned of lore came from?

      Questions best left for when they occurred to my companions. In the meantime, I’d start devising some answers for when we crossed that bridge.

      I corrected for my false start. “No. I’ve never learned how to start a fire without flint and tinder.”

      “It’s your lucky day. Maybe you’ll pick up some Survival skill points.”

      “Oooh, more skill points?” I clapped my hands together then rubbed them furiously. “I like skill points.”

      Flancil jumped right in. “Sit with me.” He patted the mossy ground beside him, so I dropped down. He ran his finger along a groove he’d cut into the small plank. “This’ll serve as the fire board.” He snatched up a stick shaved to a dull point on one end. He used it to indicate my bound companion. “Sylas carved this for us.” He snatched up a dry, stringy substance from beside one foot. “I peeled this off one of the trees up the beach. You can shave off bark and use it instead, but it doesn’t work as well. See how it’s fluffy and dry?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, so you place the fire board between your feet, roll the stick between your hands as you push it down the channel to create heat, and when you get a spark, you put it in that stuff and blow, right?”

      Sylas squinted. “Thought you’d never done it before.”

      I couldn’t very well tell him I’d seen lots of survival stuff on streams in my world, so I lacked a speedy answer.

      Flancil saved me from the suspicion. “You question the goddess’s chosen, man? What’s it to you how she—”

      Sylas waved him off. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever.”

      I waved both hands between them. “Let me remind you—nothing special here. I’m not going to be running around the world telling everyone and their mothers who or what I am. You two are sworn to secrecy. I don’t even know how people will react, and the last thing we need is to cause trouble. If it serves us later, we’ll use it. In the meantime, I’m just an adventurer. We clear?”

      They nodded.

      Despite having seen it done too many times to count, making a fire from scratch proved daunting. It took me half an hour and sweaty palms to get a spark, and another ten minutes to blow one in the tinder into flames.

      
        
        You have learned a new Survival Skill.

        Fire Making

        Your Fire Making skill has reached rank 1.

        Your Fire Making skill has reached rank 2.

        Your Fire Making skill has reached rank 3.

      

      

      When I reached rank 6, a surprising but welcome new message filled a pane.

      
        
        Since you’ve accumulated a total of ten points in Survival sub-skills

        (4 Swimming + 6 Fire Making)

        Your Survival Skill has reached rank 2.

        +1 Constitution.

        Accumulate ten more points to unlock other bonuses!

      

      

      I celebrated the advancement for all of two seconds since my companions showed little reaction. Once the fire was high, I retrieved my ratty robe from the tree branch, then Sylas showed me how to make a kind of crossbar on two forked branches to hang it near the fire. I received no skill points for that bit of work, but our clothes dried, and soon we were ready to take on the island.

      Or so I thought.
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      Choosing the least thorny spot in the overgrowth along the beach, I hacked with my dagger while Sylas labored to beat back some of the underbrush with his polearm. Nobody had a proper machete, but we pushed forward anyway, beating a path into the jungle.

      
        
        Sylas has gained +1 Strength.

      

      

      I would’ve nudged him if not for the potential having my elbow sliced off by one of his wide, violent cross swings. “Congrats on the Strength.”

      He grunted as he hacked. “Thanks.”

      Before long, a path opened. It was like a game trail. I had to duck low and crouch walk, but Flancil tired of waiting and slid past me to take the lead. Sylas and I shared a smirk while the little dude marched ahead whistling that stupid gnome song. The forest canopy above cast thick shadows, and its dense foliage allowed only random raindrops to reach us.

      The trail wound between massive trees with reddish chunks of thick bark for armor, and every so often I caught sight of a new variety of insect—ants the size of my hand and spider-like creatures with a dozen legs.

      One of the former crossed in front of Flancil, and he raised his boot to squish it.

      I took a lunging step forward, grasped the gnomes shoulders, then jerked him back. “Hold up!” When he struggled, I pressed his back to my chest and heaved him off his feet. “Don’t stomp anything that doesn’t attack you first. I’ve had it with bugs in this world, and I’m not fighting a colony of giant ants.”

      He kicked the air furiously. “Hey, respect the threads.”

      When I dropped him to his feet, he stumbled. It was a tribute to my speed that I snatched the back of his robe and kept him upright. I still received a snarl for my efforts, so I showed him my palms.

      He grunted, then we pressed onward.

      The trail widened, and I gazed skyward to find a proper rainforest canopy. Large palm fronds and tangled hanging vines formed a curtain so thick, it was hard to see more than a few yards in any direction. We pushed deeper into the jungle, following my interface map toward the center of the island. Some kind of quest indicator would’ve been welcome, but the lack thereof was common in instances. They were as much about exploration as combat.

      The map in my treasure hunting tab was a rough sketch. An outer perimeter of mountains broken only by the occasional cove surrounded the dense jungle in the middle. The beach we’d landed on was only accessible to those adventurers brave enough to ram their vessels headlong into the rocks that surrounded it, but the coves might’ve provided easier entry. Too bad we couldn’t have possibly seen them from outside the instance. It was a flaw I planned to report.

      Despite the lack of quest icons on my interface map, the treasure map had a dotted line starting at a small cove on the opposite side of the island then running along a river before going through a cavern to reach an X. I figured if we just pushed through until we hit the river, we could merge with the dots and follow them to our X. I set up my main map in one pane to the left side of mu HUD and the treasure map to the right.

      Our procession slowed when Flancil reached a wall of vines, thorns, and leaves. Sylas squeezed by then started hacking.

      I was still inspecting the map when a bustling sound preceded the rustling of underbrush in the vines to our left. I about jumped out of my boots. That was no ant. “Did you all see that?”

      “All I see is the bony ass in front of me,” Flancil said.

      I reached out and pushed some vines aside with my lightning staff.

      Sylas turned in a circle, jerked, then jumped forward. “There!”

      A giant leaf with deep veins and a fine matting of translucent white hairs began to vibrate. The small movement escalated to a violent shake. Vines swayed, then something darted across the path in a blur with a rattling snort that echoed off the natural barrier.

      Fur. Black spots.

      Then it was gone.

      I clutched my staff in a white-knuckled grip as I scanned the thick area of underbrush into which it had carved a hole. While I was distracted, the brush behind me erupted in a chorus of crackling wood and shifting leaves, then pain shot from the center of my back to my neck. My chest splatted into the muck underfoot.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus headbutts you.

        -30 HP

        270 HP remaining

      

      

      Andrew-what?

      Another rustle sounded behind me.

      Sylas wheeled, and his eyes flared when he spied me on the ground, but he froze instead of searching for the threat. Curiosity swelled, but when I twisted to one side to cast a glance at the brush, the andrewsarchus was gone. The rustling had been the animal returning to the shrouded surroundings.

      Hmm. Hit and run.

      “What happened? You trip?”

      “I’m not clumsy! Something hit me! Didn’t your interface report it?”

      “I squelched combat messages. They distract me.”

      “Then set them off to one side or turn on the abbreviated HUD text!” I pushed up to my feet. Flancil cupped one elbow to help, but with his height challenges, the second half of my rise was up to me. I almost tripped, but it didn’t stop me from chastising the fisherman-turned-tank. “If you’re going to take up the brunt of incoming threats, you have to know when we’re taking damage.”

      “Done. Sorry, I’m new to this adventuring thing.” Sylas sidled up next to me and joined in the search. But the next rustling came from his right side. By the time we turned, a husky beast was flying through the air. Its front paws punched Sylas, but due to his taller stature, the lunging creature only caught him in the hip. He whirled with an agility I’d never seen.

      I dipped to grab my staff as I scanned the creature.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        Level 15 Beast

      

      

      It had the haunches of a pitbull, but its thick coat was yellowish with black spots that reminded me of a leopard’s. It’s jaw must’ve been two-and-a-half feet long, although the resemblance to a hyena’s muzzle ended there due to its thickness. Lean but muscular, the creature definitely wasn’t starving, so we’d probably stumbled into its hunting territory.

      It sneered. I estimated one hundred sharp teeth lining those gums, ready to chomp into us.

      Although its first strike did no damage, the beast followed up with another lunging attack just when Sylas turned to face it.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus headbutts Sylas.

        -24 HP

        200 HP Remaining

      

      

      Sylas’s grip slipped on his spear, but he managed to hold on with his off-hand when the impact punched the center of his chest. A lunging step back allowed him to plant one foot for stability, then he twisted the spear and slipped the fingers of his main hand around it.

      Flancil hustled around Sylas’s back, then scurried toward the brush to my left. We formed a triangle, and the animal was caught in the center of it. The scene reminded me of a stream I’d watched when I was younger, where a pack of hyenas surrounded an elderly lion. In that video, the hyena behind the lion would nip at its balls, and when it turned to face the threat, another would scurry in and attack the tender spot.

      Despite the constant roar brought on by a brutal new wave of downpour punishing the canopy above, my senses converged, blotted out my surroundings, and the same focus I enjoyed when climbing in Yosemite—when my life was in my very hands and any distraction could prove fatal—homed in on the beast.

      The andrewsarchus’s lips rose in a snarl.

      I spoke low, hoping not to take its attention from Sylas. “Stay in your positions. If one of us has to move, the others should shift so we continue to form a triangle around it with the tank at its head.”

      Flancil raised his fists and danced side-to-side like a prize fighter. “Got it.” He lunged. His hands erupted into a blurred frenzy of motion, and light flashed around them with each impact on the beasts’s backside.

      
        
        Flancil uses Flurry.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -21 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -20 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        Miss!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        227 HP Remaining

      

      

      The leopard-like beast twisted before the fourth strike in the attack could land, and Flancil’s hand whiffed the air.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus dodges.

        Miss!

      

      

      The pane I’d set to the bottom left of my HUD spewed info about the ability, but I was so focused on our enemy, I hardly spared it a glance.

      With the beast’s back turned, Sylas shifted his weight, dipped into a deep forward lunge, then rammed the tip of his spear into the andrewsarchus’s back.

      I sliced into the fur then hoisted the beast. It gave a low yelp, dropped to the ground, reversed its stance, then launched.

      Sylas drew back his spear, but the creature snapped its long jaws around his forearm, then clamped down.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus uses Chomp.

        Sylas

        -42 HP

      

      

      The animal whipped its head in violent side-to-side motions with a furious growl. Blood spewed through gashes opened in Sylas’s forearm to flow in rivers around the beast’s jowl.

      Sylas’s screams echoed off the dense brush surrounding us.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus uses Twisting Gouge

        Sylas

        -33 HP

        Combo Bonus!

        Chomp + Twisting Gouge = Bleed

        Sylas

        -2 HP (Bleed)

        -1 HP (Bleed)

        122 (54%) HP remaining

      

      

      Flancil and I shared a quick glance as we stood on either side of the beast’s long body, and I realized since neither of us was actually behind the creature, he wasn’t sure if he should strike. But I was more than ready to take a turn.

      An orange glow bloomed then shimmered around my hands as I thrust both forward, palms out. A fiery explosion engulfed the andrewsarchus’s scruffy neck. When it released its grip, Sylas scurried backward and away.

      
        
        Flame Blast

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -36 HP

        191 HP remaining

      

      

      The andrewsarchus whipped its long body as if to turn in my direction, but Sylas jabbed it in the side with the tip of his spear before it could complete the motion. I left my flow state long enough to glance at another pane in the top-left corner of my HUD.

      
        
        Enmity

        Sylas: 64%

        Flancil: 19%

        You: 17%

      

      

      If nothing else, I was a bit perturbed. If my strike only drew seventeen percent of the animal’s ire, I needed to figure out how to carry my own weight. As long as I didn’t break fifty-percent, I wouldn’t draw the andrewsarchus’s focus. When I wound up the newest spell in my repertoire, the red numbers ticking over Sylas’s head made me scowl.

      “Flancil! Heal!”

      The gnome waved his hands in a quick gesture across his chest, a dull white glow bloomed around them, then it shot across space to Sylas’s injured forearm. Motes splashed.

      
        
        Flancil Casts Solara’s Comfort.

        Sylas

        +4 HP

        +4 HP

      

      

      As much as I appreciated how a heal-over-time spell could mitigate some or all of the bleed damage, our ghetto tank’s health was below 50-percent. If we didn’t find a weapon that granted him a class with some defensive skills and a taunt, our excursion deeper into Foggy Vale Island would prove painful.

      I cast a glance at Flancil’s mana bar or, more specifically, the number beneath representing the percentage remaining.

      
        
        50%

      

      

      I shouted in exasperation just as my cast completed. “That HOT spell burns half your mana pool?”

      Flancil shrugged.

      The two-second cast time of my spell completed. An orange glow enveloped our enemy’s belly, then its brightness swelled. A yellow number pulsed like a beating heart over its head. A second passed, then another.

      
        
        3…

        2…

        1…

      

      

      The andrewsarchus turned its jaws toward the twisted branches and leaves shuddering in the rain, then howled an ear-piercing protest. My neck tightened and I cringed as the shriek sliced into my ears.

      
        
        Implosion!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -38 HP

        153 HP remaining

      

      

      I eyed the bottom-left pane again.

      
        
        Enmity

        Sylas: 42%

        Flancil: 11%

        You: 37%

      

      

      That was more like it, but I didn’t want to push my luck by following up with another spell until Sylas drew some hatred. But my tank-in-training still suffered the bleed effect and, despite the heal from Flancil, his health ticked down to 44%. The absence of green numbers rising over his head explained why. While the red numbers reflected the bleeding and continued to flow, the green numbers represented the effect of Solara’s comfort, and it’d already expired. I concluded we’d need a dedicated healer before we set out on another adventure, but I wasn’t about to say it out loud.

      The beast shook its head from side to side as if to clear the effects of the implosion, then it turned and launched at my lanky companion. The backside of Sylas’s spear came around in a blur. He clocked the animal in the jaw halfway through its lunge. Despite the way he favored his injured arm, he somehow spun the gaudy weapon like a Kung Fu master with a staff. He lurched forward, forcing the andrewsarchus back toward a thorny section of brush.

      The gnome adjusted, slipping to the andrewsarchus’s flank. The animal twisted its hind quarters away from Flancil’s next stroke like it had eyes in the side of its head. While they had the beast distracted, I hustled around Sylas to take up position on the other side.

      Our enemy snapped the air in an effort to cause the tank wannabe to flinch, but Sylas wasn’t having any of it. He raised the spear, spun it again to distract, then snapped a hard kick into the fleshy place beneath the animal’s jaw. The long snout whipped up and back.

      Flancil used the opening to launch off his feet. Both his legs shot out in front of him an instant before crashing down in the middle of the andrewsarchus’s back.

      
        
        Double Leg Drop

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -46 HP

        107 HP Remaining

      

      

      A ping of familiarity chimed in my brain as the text naming the attack rose into the air over the gnome’s head. Double Leg Drop was part of my repertoire, which meant it was an agnostic combat skill anyone could use, regardless of class—just like every skill Sylas used. Agnostic skills would prove invaluable to players trying to reach level 10 without dying. That Enora had them at all kind of turned me on.

      Sylas howled when the andrewsarchus chomped down on one ankle. His health bar dipped. I tuned out the noises of combat to focus. The game mechanics at play took the wheel of my consciousness. A quick glance at our enemy’s health bar revealed the andrewsarchus had recovered a couple HP since Flancil’s strike had landed. But its recovery was slower, so I figured it had a lower Stamina rating since that resource pool was the engine that fueled the mechanic.

      When I prepared a follow-up flame blast, the andrewsarchus whipped its head to one side to snap its long jaws at Flancil. Despite the low amount of aggro the gnomish monk held on my enmity chart, the beast had attacked. So the strike was what I called a random—an effect activated when certain conditions determined by calculations in the code were met.

      My casting bar filled, then a fireball left my clawed hands. It glanced off the andrewsarchus’s hindquarters with no effect. A line of quivering red text flashed into existence above the animal’s head.

      
        
        Andrewsarchus resists Flame Blast.

      

      

      An initial twinge of disappointment vacated my mind when Flancil dodged another random strike, vanished, then reappeared on the animal’s opposite flank.

      
        
        Flancil dodges.

        Whisper Step activated!

      

      

      The monk’s fists punched in a blurry motion, lasting only a second.

      
        
        Flancil uses Flurry.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -20 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -21 HP

      

      

      
        
        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Andrewsarchus

        -46 HP

      

      

      
        
        Flancil has defeated an Andrewsarchus.

        +25% XP bonus for first kill of an Andrewsarchus.

        +257 XP

      

      

      Sylas shoved the tip of his spear into the already-deceased skull, rendering a muted thump followed by a dull crack. The long lower jaw dislodged, then lolled to one side of the snout.

      I smirked. “Yeah, I think we got it, chief.”

      He twisted the polearm for good measure, then ripped it free. Blood streamed down the tip, so he shoved it into the ground, twisted a few more times, raised it, inspected it, then nodded. All I saw was dirt caked on blood, but if it satisfied him, so be it. Wasn’t my weapon.

      Sylas dropped the polearm, then raised his wounded arm to get a better look. The dangling skin I’d noticed before had tightened up and the streams of blood had receded, but it was still a long, open wound. He squinted toward the gnome.

      It wasn’t until Flancil dropped onto his backside with his shoulders rising and falling in time with his gasping breaths that I realized my own level of fatigue. My Stamina bar might not have been blinking, but my short raspy breaths served as a quick reminder that fitness levels in my old world didn’t translate, and I had work to do. I longed for a good climb or an hour in the gym.

      “Mean little bugger,” Flancil said between heaves. Unlike mine, his Stamina meter flashed red, and I suspected fueling his flurry attack cost him. My HUD confirmed the suspicion with a quick readout of the skill.

      
        
        Flurry

        The monk calls down the power of the Light to jab its enemy four times in rapid succession.

        Type: Melee Attack

        Damage: 20–22 physical damage per strike

        Cost: 25 Stamina per strike

        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

      

      

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out the math. At 25 Stamina per strike, flurry carried a hefty cost, especially considering his total pool was only 168. I suspected he’d conserved throughout the battle to leave enough in reserve for that final bit of melee. Maybe that explained why he hadn’t healed. With such a small mana pool, Stamina was the primary resource fueling his combat actions.

      That didn’t bode well, but I couldn’t argue with his use of flurry to finish the beast off. Unfortunately, it’d been the second time he used it during the confrontation, and that just wouldn’t do. I wouldn’t bring it up while he was huffing.

      I was about to ask whether monk fighting skills like flurry, where attacking from the flank or the rear, were commonplace when Sylas clutched his knees to breathe. He shot Flancil a rueful eye.

      “Where were the heals?”

      Flancil’s expression twisted up into a bunch of wrinkles. “Where was the damage?”

      I was about to explain how damage was the gnome’s and my job, but my gaze gravitated to the density of the surrounding vegetation. It struck me as one of those times we’d do better to listen instead of talking. I showed each of them a palm. “Save your breath. Let your pools restore.” They maintained their mutual glares. After a long sigh, I dropped my hands. “Recover, guys. We’ll talk distribution of responsibilities when we have the luxury of full Health and Stamina bars.”
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      Sylas raised his hand, shoved aside a twisted spiral of vines just ahead, then nodded. “Looks clear. We can hack through this way.” He double clutched the spear, then eyed Flancil. “But my cuts are still healing. Is there nothing our monk tagalong can do?”

      “Easy tiger.” I interposed myself between the two to break his gaze. “I think you’re missing the jungle for the vines here.”

      Sylas turned his scowl toward me then let out a frustrated, “Huh?”

      “Check your combat log.”

      His eyes flicked left to right, and a moment later, he gave another of those curt nods. “I see myself drawing most of the andrewsarchus’s fury while the gnome danced around punching the air.”

      “Did a buck ton more damage than you!” Flancil barked.

      I shook my head and wagged a finger. “Sylas’s job is to garner hate. Your job and mine is to inflict damage. To Sylas’s point, you said you could heal. I think I understand what happened, but I don’t want to open my trap only to be wrong. So, maybe you can explain how your class works. We all should.” Although Sylas didn’t actually have a class yet, I didn’t realize my mistake until after I’d opened said trap and appeared stupid. I let it go, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

      Or care.

      We have got to find him a class-specific weapon!

      “Fine.” Flancil sighed. “My mana pool is shit. I wasn’t so blessed as some people.” Although he eyed Sylas, I was the only one in the vicinity boasting a real mana pool. “If I’d healed you early, sure, you would’ve been topped off, but by the end of the fight, I’d have run out of mana. When I rank up, my healing abilities will be tied to violent skills that use Stamina, and you’ll see things get better. But I’m new to this adventuring crap, too, and I’ll only ever be a supplemental healer.”

      Sylas squinted. “They didn’t teach you how to compensate in that monastery?”

      “Irrelevant. You can train all you like, but step into the wild and get jumped by a”—he kicked the corpse—“fucking hyena-wolf-leopard, and all bets are off.” He lowered his voice. “It’s like you didn’t hear a word I said, ya thug.”

      I nodded.

      Sylas’s brow furrowed. “You expected his answer?”

      I raised both eyebrows to register the affirmative.

      Sylas huffed.

      “He’s obviously studied his limitations,” I said. “His mana tanked in a hurry toward the end of that fight, which means if he’d have topped you off earlier, the last heal wouldn’t have come, and you’d have been returned to the Salty Dog.”

      Sylas’s eyes flickered left to right, then his head followed suit. “Our bind point is not the Salty Dog. It’s the beach.”

      My interface confirmed the fact, almost before I could think about it. So, the instance entrance replaced the Salty Dog. Not totally unusual. When we left the island, our home point would likely revert.

      The monk’s face darkened, and he took a step back from the two of us. “Hold up. What did you just say? Bind point?” His head whipped left toward Sylas, then back toward me. “Tell me you have a return stone.”

      “A return stone?” I cocked on eyebrow. “Nope.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “What were you afraid of?”

      “That you were claiming that part of the legends are true?”

      “What part of the—”

      He waved a frustrated hand. “Shut it, and I’ll tell you. If you don’t have a return stone but you have a bind point, it means you have some means of returning to where you bound. So, you nut jobs are trying to tell me you’re… immortal?”

      A grin I couldn’t resist raised my cheeks. I nodded with enthusiasm.

      The gnome squelched it when his eyes darted back and forth between me and Sylas. He raised a finger and opened his mouth as if to speak. Then he shut it again and pinched his chin with a thumb and forefinger as his brows knitted together.

      “It’s true. I’m one of those Shen-whatevers.”

      Flancil turned, then marched back down the path we’d cut through the jungle.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Back to the beach to see if I can spear some fish then nap for a bit. I need a plan to get off this rock. You crazy people have a good time.”

      Sylas rolled his eyes. “It’s not like you can build a boat and paddle out of here. Maybe I could, but you? Don’t be stupid.”

      After flashing Sylas a warning glare, I pursued.

      “Kyra,” he called after me, “leave him. He’ll figure it out after a night alone on the beach, assuming one of those… andies don’t kill him before sunrise.”

      I wheeled. “And if he does die?” I tapped the air in front of my face. “Use your HUD. This instance has a three-player minimum. We haven’t even discovered a weapon that will assign you a freaking class, which means you don’t have any decent tanking abilities. What happens when he gets smoked, then I unload on an enemy, and you can’t keep it off me?” I thrust a thumb over my shoulder. “He might not be some grand healer, but without him, I can almost guarantee we’re fried.”

      I sprinted after Flancil. Thanks to his stubby legs, I caught up in less than a minute, and I didn’t waste any time. “I can prove what I say.”

      He came to an abrupt halt. “Yeah?” His gaze alternated between me and a distant Sylas, who’d made no attempt to catch up. “Okay. Do it.”

      I pointed at my companion. “Analyze Sylas.”

      He gave me a sour look, then leaned to the side to focus on Sylas, blinking his eyes, left then right.

      “See it?”

      “Yeah. His avatar’s just as ugly in my interface.”

      I ignored the quip. “It’s right there under his name.”

      The gnome squinted, then the color flooded out of his cheeks like someone’d pulled his drain plug to leave a white curtain of flesh behind. “Bound to you? Only parents can…”

      “I’m guessing this conflicts with what you know of the world.”

      “How can this be?” Flancil cried.

      I threw my arms out to my sides. “I’m a Mythic.” I pivoted then strode back toward my bound companion, leaving the gnome in my wake. “Good luck with the sharks, dude.” When I reached Sylas, he hoisted his spear to start beating a path ahead of us.

      “So, let me get this straight. You’re saying you could bind me and I wouldn’t die.”

      I grinned at the proximity of Flancil’s voice, indicating he’d followed. But when I faced him, I kept my expression neutral. “We can die, but we’ll be resurrected.”

      Flancil shook his head and blinked. “Gah, I can’t believe I’m entertaining this crap.” He parted his lips as if to speak then pinched them into a white slit. After a long moment of contemplation, he continued. “I’m not an idiot, you know. The only reason I’m even considering this crazy talk is because I’m seeing it with my own eyes, okay. I mean, a scroll can mask my identity, but this binding… And you, a Shénhuà…. Solara wouldn’t deceive my senses.”

      Sylas hacked at the brush and spoke without turning his head. “But Hokhram might.”

      I smacked his arm. “Can it, ingrate. You’re not helping.”

      Flancil went on like he hadn’t heard. “You bound Sylas here and made him immortal. Why let me risk my neck?”

      “Sylas likes me. Though you’d hardly know it at times. There’s a minimum disposition you have to reach for me to bind you and”—I scanned Flancil’s character sheet just to be sure—“you’re still neutral.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault you don’t inspire camaraderie.” He trotted closer to Sylas. “Does this mean she controls you, somehow?”

      Sylas whacked the brush harder with his polearm. “I’m my own man, and I will always be so.”

      While true, it wasn’t the whole story, and the last thing I wanted was any secrecy that would come back and bite me on the backside. “But I do have this little checkbox.” I skimmed his character sheet until I found what I sought. “It’s called free roam. He can only travel so far from me unless that box is ticked.”

      “Hmm. Well, at least you don’t hide that bit.”

      
        
        +25 disposition points with Flancil.

        Current Disposition: Neutral

        470/500

      

        

      
        The goddess smiles on your honesty.

        +50 Light Disposition points

        Current Disposition: Neutral

        50/125

        Next Rank: Good

      

      

      The uptick hadn't been enough to make us friends. But I hadn't saved Flancil from a dwarven prison, so there was little reason to expect the shifty monk would buddy up to me as quickly as Sylas had. Besides, it wasn’t like the gnome had much to model by. Although our relationship score had almost reached endeared in the short time we’d been traveling together, Sy didn’t wear his emotions on his sleeve. Hell, all told, he was a bit of a grump. It was no wonder the two butted heads. At least I’d gained some Light disposition points, whatever good they were.

      Sylas chimed in. “She might be honest, but Enora help you if you grow fond of the shade elf. She’ll bind you in an instant. Count yourself lucky she warns you.”

      I squinted and twisted my lips into a bunch. “We had an entire conversation before I—”

      Something clattered overhead, and my chin shot up as I searched the dense branches above. My chest heaved. I dove, wrapped my arms around Flancil, then tackled him.

      The gnome kicked and flailed beneath me. His voice was muffled from having his face stuffed between my boobs. “What was that? Get off me.” I pushed halfway up, then our heads turned in unison.

      A spear quivered in the ground in the spot where he’d been standing.
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      “Where’d it come from?” Sylas jerked us back to our feet by our collars. Two more spears pierced the ground as he dragged us deeper into the vines.

      “Hell if I know,” said Flancil.

      Leaves rustled. Branches cracked. I huffed a harsh whisper as we scurried desperately for a path ahead. “Keep your heads down!”

      “They’re in the treetops.” Sylas pointed.

      A narrow clearing in my sightline reached halfway up the massive trees to reveal some kind of platforms. Two humanoid forms, pale and naked except for loincloths, perched there. They tilted their heads to the sides like they were—

      Listening.

      More crept into view atop the platforms.

      As we pushed forward through the brush, the area above came into our sightline. I gasped. Slats of wood attached to vines and branches formed a network of walkways in the canopy overhead.

      When I spoke, one of them trained a bow on me. His arrow sank into the tree just above my head.

      I tugged my companions’ garments, drawing them toward me. If my suspicions were right, I didn’t even want to whisper.

      Because blind people will hear me.

      
        
        Party Chat:

        [Kyra] They’re blind. See how they tilt their heads? As if to listen?

      

      

      I extended an index finger to accentuate my point, then tapped my ear.

      
        
        [Kyra]: Try to keep your footfalls light.

        [Sylas] And how shall we cut through the brush without sound?

      

      

      He had a point. Maybe we should have backtracked, but we’d already strayed from the path. I shrugged. When I weighed our options, another arrow sailed inches from my head then whistled past.

      “Fucker!” I yelled into the treetops without thinking.

      Bows readied. Spears rose.

      Shit.

      “Run!” Sylas burst in the exact opposite direction as the tree people with abandon. Thorns-be-damned. To my surprise, the vines gave way, but the going was still slow.

      The gnome broke out of there like he had hives, pushing through the low brush and using his size to his advantage. But it seemed the faster we moved, the more spears rained down on us. The tree people didn't have any trouble keeping up using their walkways in the treetops, and the increase in attacks indicated we’d run right beneath the most populated area of their high dwellings.

      I turned to find Flancil already on his belly, crawling through the brush. If the gnome was prone, then it was too thick for the rest of us. I flopped onto my stomach and pursued with elbows and knees for propulsion.

      Flancil pulled himself forward on his elbows. “This sucks.”

      Sylas remained upright.

      The gnome back called without looking up. “Get down, you lunk. I’ll get you noobs outta here. Just stay behind me.”

      “Noob. A Lauan word, you know.”

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra] Shut the hell up! Are you dipsticks trying to get us killed?

        [Sylas] How do you know where we’re going?

        [Flancil] I’m following my map, dummy.

      

      

      I came to a briar patch that hindered my forward progress, and Sylas crawled up behind and nudged me forward. When I threw a frustrated glare his way, blood matted his clothing over his shoulder. His garment was torn.

      
        
        [Kyra] Did you yank out an arrow?

      

      

      He didn’t answer, but a glance at the appropriate interface pane gave one.

      
        
        Sylas

        -22 HP

        Sylas rips the arrow out.

        Additional Effect: Bleed.

        -4 HP

        -4 HP

      

      

      Dammit. He needs armor, too.

      Although I admonished myself, we hadn’t the coin for weapon and armor purchases when in Linden Shale, and crawling on our faces through thorns wasn’t the time to worry about it.

      A glow enveloped Sylas.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

        Sylas recovers 4 HP

        +3 HP

        +4 HP

      

      

      I flashed the gnome and appreciative thumbs up, but he was moving again. I dug in with my elbows to pursue. The vines and thorn patches seemed to bare down more the further we crawled. Another spear punctured the ground between Flancil’s boots.

      The gnome halted, then looked back. “Whoa. Hey, aren't you a combustionist? Combust something!”

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra] Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot when you refuse to use party chat, nimrod.

      

      

      But he was right. I might have preferred to remain a moving target, but we were getting nowhere fast. I rolled onto my back, waved my hands in front of my chest until they began to glow, then thrust them toward the closest cluster of figures I spied in the trees as my casting bar filled.

      A fireball tore through space, carving a hole through thin branches. A high-pitched scream was followed by the cracking of limbs from high to low as someone fell from above.

      
        
        You cast Flame Blast

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Unknown Bog Hunter

        -34 HP

        Additional Effect: Burn

        -7 HP

      

      

      The body bounced beside us in a sick crackling of bones.

      
        
        Unknown bog hunter has died.

        +25% XP bonus for first kill of a bog hunter.

        +327 XP

      

      

      A golden flash enveloped my human counterpart. Triumphant music filled the air, and I thanked goodness our enemies couldn’t hear it.

      
        
        Your companion, Sylas, has reached Level 11.

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

        Sylas has five elective attribute points to spend.

        Since your disposition with Sylas is Friendly, you may spend three attribute points on his behalf. To spend the remainder, increase disposition.

      

      

      I dropped the three points in Constitution without asking, bringing his hit point and Stamina pools up to 248. I shot him a message of congratulations in party chat, but he simply nodded in reply. Maybe I’d expected more excitement, but considering the situation…

      I was just glad the gained level healed his shoulder wound.

      For whatever stupid reason, we halted our crawl to eye the corpse. It was bald and white. Like it had never left tree cover—or lived underground, like one of the mole people I’d encountered in the tunnels beneath the Lauan desert. Its irises were paler white then its skin.

      Sylas scanned the head. “Blind as a deep sea leech.”

      I slapped a hand over his mouth.

      
        
        [Kyra] Would you please use your fucking party chat?

      

      

      An arrow zipped out of the trees and lodged itself in the gnome’s leg. To his credit, he slapped a hand over his mouth to muffle a squeal.

      
        
        Bog hunter shoots Flancil.

        Hit!

        -33 HP

      

      

      He reached out with one hand as if to grasp the fletchings, but when I threw out mine to stop him, his glowed.

      A golden light surrounded the wounded area, then the arrow slowly retreated from the flesh. The other hand remained clasped over his mouth as his whole body quivered in pain with the projectile’s retreat. It tumbled to the ground beside him and, although the weak healing-over-time spell wouldn’t mitigate all the damage, at least it’d kept him from the bleeding effect Sylas battled prior to his level gain.

      Our return to forward motion was prompted when an arrow splintered a tree trunk beside my head. Another went wide into the bush, but a glance up revealed we’d entered a less-tangled area, and we couldn’t count on the canopy for as much cover.

      After catching motion out of the corner of my eye, I rolled onto my back. A moment later, another Flame blast tore from my fingers. This time it lit up the canopy. Flame and embers tore along the network of vines and branches. The spell missed its target, but it exploded into the walkway under our enemies’ feet. They danced furiously in what would’ve been a comedy of high knee lifts if not for how we teetered on the precipice.

      Something crashed beside us. Flames bloomed from the jungle floor.

      That caught fire quick.

      I grabbed one of the nearest vines and it crumbled, dry in my hands.

      This is not a rain forest.

      “We need to get out of here.” I rolled then crawled.

      Flancil was already twenty feet ahead of me, and Sylas’s hands clawed the earth inches behind my heels.

      “Don't think he wouldn’t leave us. I would not lose sight of him if I were you. “

      “Shh!” A spear lodged itself into the ground next to my head. I shuddered and crawled faster.

      
        
        [Kyra:] Sylas if you have to complain, do it in the chat. If I have to tell you again, the next fireball is in your face.

      

      

      The brush grew denser. Which meant more flammable. I wormed my way under a thicket of leafy brambles which was already igniting.

      
        
        [Flancil] I’m seeing a lot of fire up ahead. We’re getting boxed in. Nowhere to go.

      

      

      How in the hell does a level four fire spell catch the whole forest on fire when it was raining off shore?

      The flames spread wider and higher at an alarming rate, but at least their roar drowned out the sounds of our movement. Flying spears tapered off as the tree people struggled to escape the smoke and flames. I eyed my map then returned my thoughts to the party chat.

      
        
        [Kyra] See the river? That might be our only way out of this shit.

        [Sylas] There’s a ladder here.

      

      

      I stopped crawling and looked through the tangle behind me. Sylas clung to a bunch of knotted vines tied together near one of the massive trunks.

      
        
        [Kyra] Flancil, back to Sylas. Better to fight them up there than down here. Maybe we can use whatever platforms aren’t on fire to get to that river!

      

      

      Sylas didn't need any encouragement. He was halfway up by the time I reached it. I scanned for Flancil, caught a flash of his white robe moving toward us, then scrambled up. The going was tough at first. The vines swung side to side with my shifting weight. I lost grip with one hand but recovered. By the time I was halfway up, Flancil was grasping the lower rungs.

      Sylas scanned our surroundings when he reached the top, then bent to urge me forward with a furious motion of both hands. When I got close, he hoisted me up.

      The upper canopy was a whole different world from the jungle below. Thick branches spread out in every direction, but none impeded the path. All obstruction had been shoved or pinned to the side so hanging bridges invisible from below stuck out like a cat at a dog kennel.

      But the smoke soon thickened, engulfing us as Flancil climbed the final rungs. We both reached down to drag him onto the platform then I checked my map.

      I pointed. “That way.”

      As the heat rose, sweat burst onto my forehead. We skittered along the elevated planks while glowing embers rose on the smoke. The whole little ecosystem was about to go up in a blaze.

      From a level four fire spell. I shook my head in derision. What a set up it’d been.

      The pale tree people flooded in from all directions.

      
        
        You cast Psionic Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Bog hunter

        -15 HP

        Bog hunter is confused.

      

      

      I called out to Sylas in the lead. “Toss him while he’s dazed!”

      The disoriented bog hunter groped for a handhold, but Sylas raised one foot to his opponent’s bare chest then shoved him over the edge. An awful, soggy wail rang out as he plummeted into the fires below.

      The call was echoed by two dozen more throughout the canopy. When the cries of empathy for their fallen comrade ceased, fire crackled and hissed behind and around us.

      All of the pale humanoids stood frozen. A group ahead parted, then a thick man bound with muscle stepped forward. His eyes were not white like the rest, but a pale blue. Maybe a recessive trait, left over after Enora’s idea of natural selection blinded the rest of the creepy tree dwellers.

      Damn, this game is crazy.

      Since those eyes were blue, I was willing to wager they could see. He stuck out a finger and screeched something unintelligible when his gaze landed on me. Every bog hunter in the canopy swarmed around him then flooded toward us.

      “Now you've done it.” Flancil cracked his knuckles. “Time to get your backbones up. If we stand around here screwing with these creeps for long, the fire behind us is going to finish the job they’re starting.”

      I cast implosion. An enemy in the center of the crowd threw her arms out to the sides, then jerked her chin down to spy the glowing aura swelling in her belly.

      
        
        3…

        2…

        1…

      

      

      Sylas ducked at the last second, dipping to one knee. Flancil faltered back and into me. Despite my knowledge that our spells were unlikely to affect anyone but our enemies, I clutched the gnome’s shoulders to draw him close as I knelt out of a sense of survival instinct.

      The implosion burst inside the bog huntress’s gut. She tumbled to one side, lumbering into one of her cohorts.

      “Diiiie!” Sylas leapt from his crouch, then sliced both of them with one brutal swing of his weapon. One went over. The other caught the edge of the walkway.

      Flancil darted forward, slid like a baseball runner, then shoved a boot in the humanoid’s face. It freed one hand long enough to grasp the gnome’s ankle, and momentum pulled the smaller combatant over the edge.

      “Grab him!” I lunged but was too slow. Peering over the edge, I saw him flash.

      
        
        Flancil uses Whisper Step.

      

      

      The gnome popped back into being with a flicker on the walkway next to the enemy who’d been imploded. He threw two left jabs in quick succession, punched her guts with a right, then kicked her in the shin.

      The bog huntress reached down to grab him, but the pain coursing through the sensitive bone in her leg must’ve been pretty bad because she winced and hopped onto the other foot.

      Flancil dipped under her reach, bobbed to his left, then launched off the ground, throwing all his weight into a fierce uppercut that sent her head snapping back.

      Teetering on the edge, she swung her arms in circles out to her side.

      Flancil shoved her with a motion so fluid, it was almost indifferent.

      Another scream. More empathy signals.

      As I cast a fire spell, I rallied beside the gnome. “Whisper Step seems handy!”

      “It’s expensive!” he cried out over the howling and sounds of the struggle.

      My eyes flicked to his Stamina bar in my party list.

      Sylas batted a spear away with his polearm, and it clattered to the ground.

      The remaining bog hunters converged.

      My heart rose in my chest when I spied a side path devoid of enemies. But fire licked its edges, and vines tying it together fumed and started to pop.

      Oh, well. I hurried toward it. “This way!” I covered both sides of my head as I charged through the growing flames. They licked toward me as heavy wisps of smoke in the windless heights pulsed and formed clouds ahead.

      When I looked back, Flancil stuffed his coat over his face and darted into the fire.

      But Sylas hesitated while the pursuing crowd reached out. Smoke threatened to steal him from my view when old blue eyes lurched toward him. If I didn’t want to fall off, I needed to focus on the path ahead.

      Fire seared my flesh and hair. The thickness of the canopy tunnel trapped the smoke inside. Flames licked around the branches. I coughed.

      
        
        Smoke Inhalation

        -2 HP

        -3 HP

      

      

      My eyes stung and watered until the world ahead blurred. One foot slipped off the platform. My heart lurched. My throat tightened. Someone snatched the side of my robe, then yanked me back toward center.

      Sylas gave my ass a compatriotic slap. “Too late to blow it, now!”

      “Thanks!” I coughed. Another arrow whizzed by my head.

      The walkway tilted beneath my weight with every step. Sylas howled behind me, but looking back in the low visibility might send me over the edge.

      
        
        Bog hunter uses Penetrating Shot.

        Hit!

        Sylas

        -57 HP

      

      

      I tried to turn around, but his hands reached out of the smoke and pushed me forward. The going slowed with the decline in visibility until I tapped the walkway ahead with a toe. I planted my foot firmly as I stepped off the bridge, then dropped to my knees.

      The sound of the licking flames and crackling vines grew the farther I crawled. But I kept going. If the chimney through which Sylas and I had climbed to escape the dwarven mountain in Lau was any indicator, breathing the poisonous air much longer would make the drain on my HP multiplicative. Even my ears struggled under the constant drone of the—

      I stopped, cupped my mouth and nose with both hands, then eyed my map.

      That roar isn’t the fire… it’s the river!

      A few steps ahead, a brilliant white blue glow cut through the smoke. As I hustled toward it, I saw a casting bar hovering above it.

      Flancil waited and the end of the walkway, his hands glowing.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

      

      

      My eyes cleared as my health ticked back toward full. I joined him at the very edge of the walkway, then peered over. Huge white caps splashed giant rocks on either side of the wide river. I imagined a tandem kayak with two riders paddling in sync and longed for some recreation.

      You’re playing a game, dimwit!

      It was a long drop, but howling voices drew near.

      I shrugged then spoke from a still-raspy set of lungs. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “You mean where’s Sylas?”

      “What? He was right behind me.”

      I stared back down the smoke choked corridor. Could he have fallen? I checked my Companions tab. His health bar was still hanging in there. As I squinted, a shape appeared in the smoke, causing it to whip and twirl into a vacuum.

      Then a weapon sliced my thigh.

      
        
        Bog hunter spears you.

        -22 HP

        -7 HP (Bleed)

      

      

      My nerves exploded outward from the wound until my muscles seized. I clamped my hand to the wound. “Son of a bitch. If I had a larger HP pool, I’d call that a gusher!”

      There was another flash. Flancil reached out to snatch an arrow.

      
        
        Flancil uses Intercede.

      

      

      “Whoa. Damn, Flan, is there anything you can’t do?”

      “I could use some more class-based attacks. Now, where’s our fighter?”

      Another arrow zipped past us. Sylas sprinted out of the fog and halted just before knocking us off the edge.

      “Hey, man. We were worried about you. What happened?”

      He gasped for air.

      “What are you doing standing around?” He hit the deck as more arrows whizzed past. When a breeze kicked up, it thinned the smoke enough to reveal a dozen shapes rushing toward us.

      “They’re relentless,” said Flancil.

      Sylas pointed to a lower walkway. Another group hustled up, stopped, nocked arrows, then aimed at us. The blue eyed dude slid in-between them, scanned until he found us, then spread his lips into a wide grin that revealed yellow, chunky teeth.

      “Well!” Sylas threw both arms toward the edge. “At least we know we can’t sit around and contemplate it! Jump!”

      “Looks like we’re swimming again,” said the monk.

      “Yup.” I cinched my belt pouch. “Just once, I’d like a choice in the matter.”

      Flancil jumped then flailed his wings like a chicken in a hurricane. My throat swelled as I watched his descent.
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      As I plummeted toward the rushing water, I realized that for all the precarious climbing I’d done since entering Enora, this was the first time I’d fallen. I could have done without my stomach lurching and my heart trying to leap out of my gullet as I drew a breath in preparation for impact.

      Mine was no swan dive, but I managed to tuck my chin and draw my arms and legs in just before I hit the water.

      My body seized when I plunged into a river so frigid, I envisioned a glacier upstream. I gasped and sucked a mouth full of water, but coughed it up as my head broke the surface.

      Flancil shot up like a buoy. A pair of sinewy arms rose out of the water downstream as Sylas emerged from below. He began a lazy backstroke toward the shore.

      Fucking showoff.

      I treaded water for a minute before paddling closer to Flancil.

      The river carried us away from the tree people, and with the sound of the rushing water, they had no bearings upon which to fire. Not that a few didn’t try. The treasure map I’d pinned to one side of my HUD solidified when I focused there.

      
        
        [Kyra] Guys, did you see the line on the treasure map is on the right bank?

      

      

      Flancil’s power kicks drew him farther away. Eventually he caught up with Sylas, and they swam toward the shore. But when I splashed into a full-on free style, the cross current shoved me downstream and further from my targets.

      Is the current picking up?

      My interface flashed around the edges, providing my answer. Giant golden letters shot skyward from the water downstream. Or that’s how my HUD made it seem.

      
        
        SOLO CHALLENGE

        Objective: Get to the shore before you topple over the waterfall.

        Failure Penalty:

        You will return to your bind point.

        Completion Reward:

        2,000 XP

        20 Gold

        Achievement: First Class, All the Way!

      

      

      My gaze locked on the word waterfall. My companions chugged toward the shore against the tugging current. Undertow pulled me down, then I reemerged. The river widened as the current swept me toward its center, and the jungle shoreline on both sides drifted farther away. The roaring of the water grew louder as I wrestled with the inevitable, then turbulent rapids rose into view. Behind them, a cloud of rising mist.

      Okay, Kyra, you can do this.

      I was no Class A swimmer, but I wasn't a rock, either. The paddle from the boat to the island had been one challenging haul, so at least I’d swam in Enora before. Although my first instinct was to haul ass straight for shore, the rapids were upon me, so I angled upriver and tried to power against the current. If I worked hard, it might keep me off the rocks.

      But I didn’t sense any gains whatsoever. My stamina bar dropped precipitously. By the time I found a rhythm, my lungs labored. As I came up for a breath, I spotted Sylas shouting and waving his arms farther upstream. Then he thrust a finger to indicate downriver from my position.

      My head whipped around just in time to spy a thick tree branch bouncing toward me on the tide. I dipped below the surface. My back erupted in pain as it raked over my flesh. When I breached again, a glance over my shoulder toward the approaching rapids closed up my throat. I blinked away tears at the sight of an old log wedged into the jagged boulders. Water sluiced around it on one side, then funneled into it, forming a kind of chute. If I hit it just right, I might avoid being thrashed.

      My arms pumped and my legs kicked with a new fury. The goal was in sight, now I just needed to get there. My Stamina bar blinked as the remaining liquid inside shrunk. My lungs struggled, and soon I was lifting my face from the water with each stroke to draw air. A dark halo surrounded my vision as I struggled to squeeze the last ounce of yellow out of the bar.

      I hit the chute formed by the giant log. It was like careening down a knotty water slide. Water rushed in with me to fill the tube. I dipped under for a blink, held my breath, and let the new current carry me away. When I launched from the tube, I spied another boulder jutting out of the river with the water’s surge whipping around its sides.

      I’d recovered a little Stamina when I held my breath, so I searched for another good channel.

      There.

      If I could hit it right, I would splash down near the bottom of the rapids at a nice, sandy beach off to the side of the falls. No sooner had I taken the first stroke in pursuit of that goal when my stamina bar went red. My arms failed. I slammed against the rock and tumbled over the edge into another whipping current.

      
        
        You attack a rock.

        -10 HP

      

      

      The edge of the waterfall rushed up behind me like a budget infinity pool. A distant scene of trees stretching to the faraway ocean rose from the horizon. A pale mist rose up from the crashing waters and gave the illusion they settled over the distant woods.

      But I’d appreciate the view after it stopped trying to kill me. I dipped under again, struggled, then returned to the surface and fought for all I was worth. The edge loomed. The roaring water was deafening. Just as the stamina bar flashed another warning, I spotted a branch hanging down from a tree on the shoreline. I would never understand where I found the energy for the last push that carried me there, let alone how I managed to seize it.

      Even less, hold on.

      With my last bit of gumption, I pulled myself up and doubled over the branch. The toot of a bugle sounded.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have completed your first

        SOLO CHALLENGE.

        Objective: Get to the shore before you topple over the waterfall. —Complete

        Reward:

        2,000 XP

        Twenty gold has been added to your inventory.

        Achievement: First Class, All the Way!

      

      

      Next to the achievement text sat a photo of my body draped over the branch as the spraying rapids painted my face.

      Nice fucking touch.

      Once I’d hauled one leg over to settle myself on the wide branch, I spotted Sylas and Flancil farther down the shore waving their hands and yelling. As if I could hear them. If they didn’t want to learn to use party chat, screw ’em.

      I crept along the branch until solid ground appeared beneath, then I dropped down onto the riverbank with little regard for how I landed.

      “Of all the f—” I huffed. “I’m too… tired to… curse.”

      When I’d garnered enough energy to move, I climbed to my feet. Still drained, I wavered back and forth on wobbly legs. The rocks and tree cover upriver blocked the view of my companions. I’d have to cut into the trees and head north. At first glance, the jungle appeared less of a tangled nightmare. Maybe we wouldn’t need to hack through it.

      At least that’s something.

      Breathing heavily, I steadied myself, then turned north to find a massive beast with a stony body gazing my way. A rumble arose from deep in its belly.
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      Half drowned, exhausted, bleeding from cuts on my back, and staring down a two ton hippopotamus, I really only had one advantage.

      I was pissed.

      My first three days in Enora had railroaded me from one quest to the next. I’d barely had time to grieve the life I’d left behind. Living in a world I once would’ve visited for entertainment lent perspective. Things were always trying to rip out my throat. Maybe always would be. I’d swum twice for my life in one day. And while Enora was blowing all those horns and tossing XP around like pixie dust, the only real reward I wanted was one fucking second to catch my breath.

      The behemoth gave me about three, then it pushed up from his haunches and blew a heavy breath through its nostrils. I opened my settings tab and adjusted the information slider so I’d see minimum combat stats in the form of rising symbols, numbers, and letters.

      Focus. Screw the XP. Just survive this fucking water park.

      My fingers grasped cold air when I reached over one shoulder for my staff. I slouched in frustration. When I tried again, my fingers found purchase.

      Staff clutched, I dropped to one knee to increase Stamina recovery. Two seconds later, the beast pawed the ground, cutting a swath in the earth to signal its intent.

      I howled at the beast. “Son of a bitch!”

      Fingers pressed to my temples, I locked gazes with big ugly. My casting bar filled instantly as a burst of energy shot from my mind and slammed into the monster.

      
        
        You use Psionic Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -17 HP

        89% HP remaining

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo is confused.

      

      

      The hippo’s eyes spun in their sockets. It swayed from side to side. For a second I thought I’d get lucky when it tumbled into the water. I winked my eyes in rapid succession.

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        Level 15 Beast

        These massive beasts from the family Hippopotamidae are primarily herbivores but have proven very territorial and can weight over 1,000 pounds. Fast in and out of the water, it is slower to turn and more vulnerable on its flank when on land.

        You might want to run.

      

      

      Snarky-assed AI.

      Getting anywhere near the water was a terrible idea. Beating on it would be even less effective.

      But maybe I could outmaneuver it…

      Kiting time!

      I cast Flame blast—as if it would catch a hippo’s stony skin alight—then hauled ass up the bank to my left. A lesser woman would’ve taken a bit of solace about how this forest wasn’t as overgrown as the last, but the hippo would just plow right through it. As I darted into the trees, I caught myself hoping I’d left the beast behind on the beach.

      Pain erupted.

      
        
        Dire Hippo chomps down on your foot.

        -50 HP

        300 HP remaining

      

      

      I face-planted. The nerves in my foot lit up like I’d stepped into a wood chipper. A glance back revealed my leg hanging out of the hippo's mouth like a bent toothpick. I prayed as I fumbled for the wand I’d twisted up in my belt, then thanked the video game goddess when my fingers clutched wet wood.

      
        
        You use Lesser Wand of Fireballs

        Dire Hippo

        -19 HP

      

      

      It didn't flinch. Its lips curled back as it growled to reveal blocky teeth a little too sharp for eating cabbage. It nearly yanked my leg out of its socket is it tossed its head and chucked me like a wet sack.

      
        
        Dire Hippo tosses you

        -27 HP

        273 HP remaining

      

      

      It was testimony to the kind of day I was having that my mind flooded with gratitude when I crashed into a stand of banana plants. At least it hadn't thrown me back into the water or against a tree.

      What I needed was another psionic blast, but it was still on cool down. Implosion would have to do.

      I wormed backward between the leaves and stalks as the hippo chopped through them. Implosion had a three-second cast time and a thirty second cool down, so I was going to get one off. No more. The beast bore forward. My casting bar ticked up. When its mouth opened wide, I lobbed the spell.

      Perfect aim.

      While I spider crawled away and the timer ticked down, my injured foot complained with every shift. Soon I was hopping on three limbs in a crazy kind of backward dance.

      Implosion burst inside the giant’s mouth and blew its massive jaws open with a tooth shattering crack.

      
        
        You use Implosion.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -30 HP

      

      

      Only 30? What the—

      But I knew what. Level gap. High Constitution.

      I clambered out of the brush, staggered forward, then took a header when I tried to put weight on the injured foot. Unfazed by my spell, the hippo chomped at my heels as I crawled forward, but when I rounded a tree to put between us, I broke its line of sight long enough to pull myself up onto one foot. At least the bastard was slow to turn.

      Whipping my wand around the other side of the trunk, I shot the beast in its giant ass.

      
        
        You use fire wand on Dire Hippo

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -29 HP

      

      

      I growled about the low damage.

      Maybe I should pull my dagger…

      It wasn't worth it. Melee combat amounted to suicide against this thing.

      The hippo roared then reversed its stance to face the direction from which the threat had come. My natural recovery boosted by my Constitution helped my ankle heal enough to bear weight, so I limped through the pain to the next tree, then pressed my back against it on the opposite side.

      The hippo snorted, sniffed. A glance around the thick trunk revealed its nostrils turned upward and, when it whipped its giant head in my direction, I retreated behind cover.

      Did it see me?

      Curiosity might’ve gotten the better of me if I hadn’t already been tossed like a sack of rice, but I wasn’t about to look. Instead, I prepared to dart away from whatever side it came. But the crazy beast opened its mouth and howled, then went straight at the tree. Thick trunk or not, its jaws gaped to clamp either side, then it grunted and growled as it twisted its head in violent jerks. It released the trunk then adjusted its grip. Bark showered the ground.

      The trunk finally cracked, and the hippo shoved forward. I got a face full of wood despite my effort to dodge.

      
        
        Your dodge skill has reached rank 7.

        Dire Hippo bludgeons you with a tree.

        -41 HP

        232 HP remaining

      

      

      I backed toward another tree up the riverbank, expecting the hippo to drop the one it was holding and charge. Instead, its eyes narrowed into a clever twinkle as it whipped its head to one side. I rolled under the branches protruding from the trunk, then limped uphill.

      Only when I tripped and dared a glance over one shoulder did the hippo drop the tree and charge. Thankfully, the cooldown on implosion had ended. This time I focused on the hippo’s forehead and, when I completed the cast, its eyes glowed orange.

      The seconds ticked off as the massive beast bore down. I wasn’t going to make it. When I tried to get to my feet, my ankle gave, so I crawled desperately, praying for a moment’s reprieve. Five feet from death, the spell ignited.

      
        
        Dire Hippo uses Charge.

        Interrupted!

      

      

      The ensuing roar caused my ear canals to rattle.

      The hippo carved streaks in the pine straw when it screeched to a halt. While it shook its head to clear the spell effects, I considered running deeper into the jungle, but remembering how easily it had torn through the banana plants, I knew brush that impeded me wouldn’t stand up against the beast. From a safer distance, I wheeled, faced the animal, focused, then sent the energy from my mana pool through my hands in a series of memorized gestures.

      
        
        You use Psionic Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -22 HP

        Confusion effect resisted

      

      

      I cursed under my breath.

      The hippo rounded the tree, snapping at me. I darted to the other side, cutting behind the beast. Something caught my foot, and I tumbled to the ground.

      
        
        Dire Hippo trips you.

        -1 HP

        231 HP remaining

      

      

      The hippo let out a throaty series of grunts. I could’ve sworn it was laughing at me.

      
        
        Dire Hippo tramples you.

        Critical Hit!

        -78 HP

        153 HP remaining

      

      

      A searing pain tore up my spine, locked the muscles in my neck, then the whole sensation dampened as the upper half of my body went numb.

      
        
        Additional Effect: Stun

        Duration: 7 seconds

      

      

      A massive foot crunched the bones in my hand. My fingers extended then quivered uncontrollably as the lesser fire wand tumbled from my grasp. The hippo snorted, showering my face with pine straw. It took a few measured steps backward, lowered its head, cut a swath in the soil with one foot, then charged. If my upper body worked, I might’ve cringed in preparation.

      
        
        Dire Hippo tramples you.

        -71 HP

        82 HP remaining

      

      

      The red liquid inside the tube representing my health drained then flashed in a rapid sequence. This was it. I was hosed. My life force was drained. My mana pool left a lot to be desired. If that hippo sat on me, it’d be game over.

      Despite my inability to move my arms, hungry hippo provided an opening when he showed his soft, fleshy underbelly to me. Despite memorizing the motions to cast, I’d learned a couple days ago in Lau that I could focus on a spell’s name in my interface to the same effect. Although nerds like me trended toward learning the gestures because they looked cool, the simpler mechanic intended to aide players in their journeys through what Gemini Fowler had called the Dark Levels might also serve me in the moment.

      And I’d just learned a new spell the day before.

      The harbinger of my death lumbered forward in slow steps, like it was toying with me.

      My interface brought up my list of spells, and I focused on the new baby I’d forgotten all about. After all, it was so similar in nature to implosion, it was an easy mistake to make.

      Its huge foot pounded the ground. Closer.

      Tingling sensations signaled the slow return of my muscular control, but I’d never get my body to cooperate in time, so I focused on the name, initiated the cast, then turned my focus to where I imagined the bastard’s heart would be. The words Infusion Charge blinked beneath my casting bar as it filled.

      Its gnarly breath reached my face. The five second casting time would be the end of me. The hippo lowered its head next to mine then blew again. Definitely fucking with me.

      My casting bar filled then flashed gold.

      
        
        You cast Infusion Charge

      

      

      Unlike with the implosion glow’s orange hue, its gray belly glowed white. The color swelled, darkened.

      
        
        5…

      

      

      Five seconds to cast, and five seconds to activate for a ten-second turnaround time. Useless!

      It nudged my face with the front edge of its mouth. Did it think I wanted to play? What the utter hell?

      
        
        4…

      

      

      Another huff of disgusting hippo breath.

      
        
        3…

        2…

      

      

      It raised a foot over my squishy head. Only through sheer will and lucky timing did I manage to twist my upper body away, then…

      A muted thump. The hippo’s foot slammed down inches from my nose. It crumbled onto its belly, then turned its head to one side as it released a bellow. I slapped one hand over my exposed ear as I used my hips and shoulders to inch away.

      
        
        Infusion Charge activates.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -97 HP

      

      

      It screamed like a mad cow on steroids, leaped up, then started running around in circles.

      If I thought it was pissed off before, now it was fucking livid. The hippo reared and bucked, as much a hippo could rear or buck. It thrashed its head.

      Relieved of the stun effect, I got to my feet. My ankle bore weight easily, and I planned to take advantage of it. I flipped the hippo the bird before turning tail. “Yeah! Suck on that, hippo!”

      I practically set off before I turned my body—then slammed right into a tree. I twisted my body to avoid tumbling to the ground, but it didn’t work. My Dexterity score needed help.

      “What did you do to that thing?”

      I jerked at the sound of the unexpected voice then looked up to find Flancil leaning one hand against the tree into which I’d face planted.

      “What took you so long?”

      The hippo turned to face us, spread its jaws wide, then charged.

      Sylas emerged from the brush twenty yards up the hill with his polearm clutched in both hands. “Retreat and recover, Kyra! Flancil and I will finish this beast!”

      The gnome flashed me a quick smirk, turned his attention to the charging mammoth, then vanished.

      
        
        Flancil uses Whisper Step.

      

      

      I backpedaled until the tree he’d leaned against stood between my body and the hippo. Sylas leapt into the giant’s path without concern for his safety, and I parted my lips to warn him against the idea, but he dodged to one side before the words could escape. The hippo blew by, but not before my companion brought his polearm around in a ferocious, wide arcing swing across his body that penetrated the animal’s stony flank to open a long gash.

      
        
        Sylas uses Phoenix Strike.

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -37 HP

        Additional Effect: Bleed

        -7 HP

        -6 HP

      

      

      When my gaze shifted to the wild beast’s health bar, my heart leapt.

      
        
        14% HP remaining

      

      

      The hippo charged forth, still determined to end me despite Sylas’s strike. Flancil chased it from behind, trying to get within melee range since the beast had been rumbling at full pace by the time the gnome’s whisper step landed him next to it.

      The polearm clutched in Sylas’s hand came in a high-to-low swing that lodged it in the animal’s back. He tumbled.

      The hippo dragged him a few feet before he lost his grip.

      Sylas rolled. When he lifted his head, his face was caked with dirt. He spat a mouthful onto the ground.

      I twisted my hands up into claws. My teammates’ arrivals had risen my spirits, and they’d bought me a few seconds of Stamina recovery. I planned to make the most of it.

      Gamer mode, bitches.

      Flancil scurried into attack range then unloaded a flurry. The hippo’s health bar ticked down with the blurry impacts. My casting bar filled, then an orange light bloomed in the animal’s belly.

      I counted down aloud and raised the fingers of my right hand in time. “Three! Two!” I waved my hand from side to side. “Bye-bye, motherfucker.”

      A dull thud sounded. The light in the hippo’s belly flashed. It skidded forward, then cut a swath through the soil beneath its behemoth body, coming to a halt inches from my feet.

      
        
        Implosion

      

      

      
        
        Dire Hippo

        -24 HP

      

      

      
        
        You have killed a Dire Hippo.

        +25% XP for first kill of a Dire Hippo.

        +25% bonus for killing an enemy three levels higher.

        847 XP

      

      

      A golden light surrounded me, bloomed, then funneled skyward. Trumpets blared. My mana, health, and stamina refilled. A new pane expanded, then shot to the center of my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have reached Level 13!

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

        You have two elective attribute points to spend.

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell!

        Runic Fire

        Drop an elemental rune on the ground beneath your enemy, causing fire damage-per-second for as long as they stand within the rune.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cost: 25 Mana

        Damage: 11–17 Fire damage

        Cast Time: 3 seconds

        Cool-down: 5 seconds

      

      

      Sylas clambered to his feet, raised one fist, and shouted. “Hurrah! Congratulations!”

      Flancil bowed. “Good job. Glad we all got here in time to save your ass—I mean, share in the XP.” He shot me a sideways grin. “A couple more like that, and I’ll advance as well.”

      I eyed his XP bar to find the gnome wasn’t lying. But stickler I was, my focus returned to Sylas a moment later, and the polearm he wrenched from the giant hippopotamus’s back. If he didn’t get a weapon that would allow him to pick a class soon, I swore I was going to sharpen a tree branch and try our luck.

      I slowly ticked off the two elective attribute points to savor the moment. Since I’d almost drained my reserves during the most recent confrontation, I dropped both into Wisdom so I could increase the rate at which I recovered mana.

      
        
        Kyra

        Strength: 20

        Dexterity: 4

        Intelligence: 13

        Wisdom: 9

        Constitution: 27

        Charisma: 1

      

      

      Flancil interrupted while I scanned the information. “Guess you don’t need a heal.”

      “Maybe two minutes ago.”

      “Hey, a reminder never hurt. You think I’ve been doing this all my life? Check my level.”

      “Freaking gnome.”

      “Fucking shade elf.”

      I burst out laughing. Flancil matched it with a rhythmic series of chuckles while I returned my focus to the interface pane.

      
        
        You have learned a new Combustionist spell:

        Summon Flame Minion

        You can now summon a flame minion from the magical lava lines to aid you in battle. Each time you level, this minion advances with you!

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cost: 100 Mana

        Damage: Varies by attack type

        Cast time: 7 seconds

        Cooldown: N/A

        Duration: Until the minion falls in combat or is dismissed.

      

      

      The nerves throughout my body rippled with an adrenal burst of joy, but Flancil found a way to staunch it.

      “Why does she look like something just found its way beneath her robes and bit her?”

      Sylas shrugged in reply.

      “Funny, smart ass. I just learned a new spell, and I think it’s going to blow your minds.”

      “Really? Should we find a hippo for you to attack so you can try it out?”

      Flancil rang in. “Is it a fire spell?”

      I started to answer, but Sylas beat me to it. “Perhaps a healing spell?”

      Flancil. “Ooh! Or a—”

      “Shut up, already. I’ll just show you.”

      Sylas frowned.

      Flancil’s shoulders jerked and squinted. “You don’t have to be so uptight about it.”

      I rolled my eyes, then opened my interface to the Spells tab. When I reached Summon Flame Minion, a side pane popped open displaying a woman in black robe with long locks of limp, matching hair. She threw both hands up so her palms faced the sky. A red glow surrounded her fingertips, fused into her palms, then painted her arms to the elbows. Her eyes flashed red before a cylinder of candy apple light rushed to the ground.

      I mimicked the gesture, and when a beam painted the forest floor, my teammates both backpedaled. A single flame sprouted from the glowing circle, then fiery cracks spread from it to split the ground open. A whoosh of fire rose and, when it receded toward the soil, it formed the outline of a fiery apparition with glowing red eyes and high, pointed ears.

      
        
        Rogul has been born into Enora!

        Level 13 Flame Minion

        Intelligence: 13

        Constitution: 14

        Spells:

        Fire’s Fury

        The minion casts a flurry of small fireballs causing 12–17 fire damage per strike.

        Type: Minion spell

        Damage: 12–17, scales with level.

      

        

      
        Torrent

        The minion channels a fire stream at a single target that spreads to other enemies within 5 yards, causing 15–19 fire damage to the first target and 5 damage per tick to additional targets.

        Type: Minion spell

        Damage: 15–19 to initial target

        5 Damage per second to additional targets

        All damage scales with level

        Duration: 5 seconds

      

        

      
        Burning Aura (passive)

        This minion’s fiery aura causes one damage per second to all enemies within 15 yards.

        Type: Minion spell (passive)

        Damage: 1 Per tick

      

        

      
        Unholy Light

        This minion casts an aura to shed light on its surroundings.

        Congratulations, you have discovered combat pets in Enora.

        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 your own. If your pet dies in combat, you may summon it again after the cooldown has expired.

        Type: Minion spell

      

        

      
        Your pet will level when you do.

      

      

      The fiery apparition turned in a full circle to spy his surroundings before turning his ember-eyed gaze on me. He threw one arm across his waist then bowed deeply. The voice rising from deep in its chest grumbled low and ominous, more like Darth Vader than a creature of his size. “Thank you for summoning me, master! I will serve you with determined vigor!”

      “Demon!” Flancil charged, drew back one fist, then threw a roundhouse. The demon stood facing me like he didn’t notice, and the gnome’s swing passed right through.

      “Dude.” I shook my head in slow, determined arcs. “What are you, dense?”

      Flancil thrust a knobby finger toward my fire pet. “That is not a creature of Solara!”

      I shrugged. “It’s not evil, either. It serves my purposes. So, it can’t be all bad, right? Just go ahead and get over it, because Rogul is here to stay.”

      “And what if I decide not to?”

      “What? Stay? Well, that’s your call. But when you see what he can do, something tells me you’re going to come around. Without a proper healer, we’ll need all the help we can get.”

      Sylas nodded. “Agreed.” He waved, but didn’t bow. “Welcome, Rogul.”

      His response surprised me.

      The flame minion gave him a two-fingered salute. “Right, right. Who should I kill first?”

      If nothing else, I appreciated his enthusiasm.
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      Sylas’s head swiveled in a constant left-to-right motion as he scanned the surrounding forest. The way he maintained a two-pace lead on the rest of the group left me wondering if he hadn’t truly embraced his role as protector.

      After we crept along for a while in silence, I skittered forward to tap his shoulder. “You all right?”

      “Yes.” He took a few more lumbering steps then halted. “No.” He traced a shape in the sand with the toe of his boot. “Thought you were going over the falls. Heart about jumped out of my chest. Then I thought about how you’d be on the beach alone. With the ship out of commission, my only way back to you would’ve been to…”

      “Follow me over? Take one for the team?”

      He shook his head but smiled at me so the gnome couldn’t see. Then he turned, whipped his arm around Flancil’s neck, and pulled him into a headlock.

      “No, I’d have to kill this one, then take the plunge.” He rubbed a knuckle furiously on the top of Flancil’s head. “He saved me, ya know. Wouldn’t know it to look at him, but he’s got some muscle hidden under that getup of his. Practically dragged me out of the water when the current caught me by surprise.”

      When Sylas relinquished his grip, the gnome wheeled around to face him while giving his head a furious rub with the heel of one palm. “Ya got a funny way of showing your gratitude.”

      Sylas waved a dismissive hand. “Ya did, though. Even though you could’ve taken a rock to the head, idiot.”

      “Again with the gratitude. Geez.” He bowed. “You’re welcome.” As he turned toward the forest, he muttered, “Ya fuckin’ lizard.”

      I shook my head and cocked an eyebrow. “You know, for a holy guy, you’ve got a real mouth on you.”

      Flancil shrugged. Without looking back, he strolled into the jungle. “Yeah, well you’ve displayed quite the abrupt vernacular since we’ve met, and you’re supposedly one of Solara’s Returned. Don’t act like you’re so pious.”

      With that, he disappeared into the trees. I turned my attention back to Sylas. “But there’s a flaw in your logic. If you killed Flancil, he’d just die. He’s not bound like you. Try to keep that in mind.”

      “Ah, you’re right.” Sylas shook his head in derision as he watched Flancil disappear into the brush. “The gnome is going to walk right into an ambush, then it’ll be me saving his ass. Maybe I should let him go. Something tells me being indebted to that one is highly ill-advised.”

      “Ya know,” I said in a tone that came off as suspicious even to my own ears, “You’re adopting quite the vernacular yourself.”

      “What? Because I grew up in a village and don’t talk much, you think I’m dense? Slow?”

      “I think I just said the opposite. C’mon, before we lose the half-pint.”

      

      Although we navigated areas of dense brush and Sylas had to swing the polearm a few times, this side of the river was like a walk in the park. It wasn't long before we stumbled across an overgrown path that matched up perfectly with the dotted line on our treasure map. If not for Sylas’s keen eye, we might have passed right over it, but once we had our bearings, it was apparent.

      While we were walking, I harkened back to what he’d said earlier. He’d been joking, but the more I considered it, he was right. The island was an instance. No one else could enter our version of it, so it wasn't like another boat was going to sail along and snatch us up. Unless we could tie a raft together from vines or were lucky enough to find a rowboat tucked away along the coast, we weren't getting off the island until we completed our quest and the instance dematerialized.

      If that was even how it worked. What the hell did I know?

      I’d purposely gotten myself killed in Light of Babylon to respawn elsewhere. But this wasn't just any game, and the spawn point was a beach on Foggy Vale. That might change if we completed the quest, and I suspected it would. Nothing else would make sense. What game would strand us on an island?

      This one, a pessimistic little voice in my head announced.

      The gnome might’ve had a stronger faith than either of us, but respawning wasn't an option for him. And I wasn't in any hurry to permanently bind myself to another cranky bastard until he’d proven out. We had enough guff on the team already.

      God, I missed Carol.

      The quick thought of my old friend drudged memories of my former life, but I pushed them away. I still wasn't ready to go down that rabbit hole. Shit got real dark, real fast down there. And I hung by a thread when I let the past in.

      Focus on the quest, Kyra. Keep your head in the game.

      The jungle brightened as the elevation increased and we drew closer to the mountain depicted on the map. It never got sunny, per se. It was Foggy Vale Island, after all. But the odd bird of paradise flew by, insects chirped somewhere in the canopy, and flowers dotted the vines on either side of the trail to keep me connected with nature in a way that kept my spirits up.

      “Damn, this is much nicer than the path we took. I wonder how it would’ve been if our ship had survived long enough to circle the island.”

      Sylas elbowed Flancil’s shoulder. “We might know if the gnome hadn’t wrecked our ship.“

      “You two just started getting along. We’re not playing the blame game about the boat. It was my ship. And I say we are over it. Got it?”

      “Aye cap’n,” Flancil piped up.

      Sylas muttered something incoherent.

      Flancil jerked then turned toward me. “Was that your stomach?”

      Warmth flooded my face.

      Am I that hungry?

      I tried to remember my last meal. One of the biggest differences between my body in Enora and in real life—aside from the fact that I was thin and purple—was that food didn't seem to be quite as important here. Hunger pangs came and went, and I never detected any serious debuffs or other ill tidings as a result of being famished. We’d only eaten once on the Sunfish, and that was the last meal I recalled.

      In my first couple of days as a life-long adventurer, I ate when it suited me. Like when I stumbled upon a dwarven feast hall and desert festival. The food there had been delicious, but in retrospect, I tried not to linger on thoughts about what might’ve been on the dwarven cannibals’ banquet tables.

      Note to self—always inspect first.

      I moved on. “Before you two get any ideas, I’m not going back to cook the hippo. In fact, let it be known right now, I am not going anywhere near the water for the rest of the day. No swimming. No crossing bridges. If we weren't getting close to the X on this blasted map, I'd suggest we camp here where we’re up high and dry, then start fresh tomorrow.”

      Flancil turned, hands on his hips. “That’s not a bad idea. No reason we can't camp for a bit.”

      Rogul burst out of the brush on the left side of the trail, crossed the path, then dove in on the other side where he disappeared. It seemed my minion performed his own variety of scouting and, since he’d just been born into the world and likely carried the curiosity of an adventurous child, I wasn’t going to rain on his parade.

      Sylas came to stand alongside us. “It might not hurt to camp, and half a day toiling across this place weighs on me. But I fear it could get much more dangerous on this island come nighttime. Who knows what manner of toothy nocturnal beasts roam.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, my belly can wait. Let’s crack open this quest, then we’ll talk about camping.”

      Flancil looked disappointed. “Okay, then. I was going to wait until we had a fire going, but since that's not gonna happen, we might as well all have something to chew on.” He reached inside a pocket on his surcoat and pulled out a couple large chunks of cured meat. “It might taste a little of hippo blood now.” He rooted around in the other pocket and brought out a handful of small, shriveled fish.

      “Why do you have surf and turf in your pockets?”

      “I couldn’t just throw it overboard without grabbing something. It seemed wasteful.”

      “This was from my boat?”

      Sylas smiled and snatched one of the steaks. “Salt pork and mackerel. I suppose we could take a brief respite to cook a proper meal.”

      “And risk the scent drawing your nocturnal threats?”

      Sylas shrugged. “Like you say, at this point, do we really give a fuck?”

      “I don’t say that.”

      Flancil’s brow furrowed. “I think I’ve heard you say it, too.”

      “Fine. Let’s gather some sticks for a fire.”

      Rogul leapt out of the forest and landed on the trail a few feet away. “Does the master need fire?”

      My chin dropped, then I grinned from ear to ear.

      

      Once Sylas showed us how to cook the meat that had been salted then slogged through the ocean—not easy without proper utensils—it was edible. Maybe not as tender as the mystery meat from the dwarven feast hall, but it filled my belly.

      I even gained four points in my cooking skills during preparation. Although the salted pork and fish were welcome resolutions for tummy grumbles, they lacked buffs we might’ve enjoyed with other foods. I was excited about learning new recipes and ranking in non-combat skills that could serve us because the utility they offered might save our asses. Especially when we didn’t have a bonafide healer. Aside from weapon- and armor-crafting skills like leather working or smithing, cooking might prove to be one of the more useful occupations out there.

      When we’d eaten our fill, Flancil produced honey biscuits he’d squirreled away in his pockets while dumping our cargo. I didn’t bother asking how they’d survived the swim. While I might once have been tempted to try one, visions of a honey-doused bear in the Deadpines with flying insects flooding out of seams in its flesh deterred me.

      I swallowed a lump. “I don’t eat honey anymore.”

      “More for me.” Sylas reached over and snatched my share. When finished stuffing his gullet, he patted his belly, rose, then went foraging for vines from which he fashioned a crude hammock. Once situated into a proper lounging position with his fingers interlocked across his belly and his ankles crossed, he cocked his chin toward Flancil. “Tell us, how did you get that scar on your face?”

      “That’s none of your business.” I smacked his leg. “Sorry, he doesn't have any manners.”

      “That's okay.”

      “I am curious, though, what's it like being a monk? You mentioned living in a monastery?”

      “It was no festival. I was the lone gnome. We all wore the same white robes, followed the same schedule and rules. Knocked each other around all day, but I was usually on the receiving end. They praised Solara with these throaty chants I couldn’t voice. It didn’t help I was probably the least pious one there. But I figured I’d rather crack skulls than have mine cracked. Why not take the fight to Hokhram instead of training with a bunch of assholes who look upon you as some kind of pariah one moment and a charity case the next?”

      Sylas squinted as he took in the gnome’s facial features. “Yup. Looks like your skull took most of the cracking.”

      I swung a leg under the hammock and kicked him in his ass. “What did I say? That shit is rude.”

      When he jerked, the vines creaked. He rolled out of the hammock, and landed on his face.

      “Serves you right.” Although he glared up at me, I ignored him as I sat next to Flancil. “So, where are you from originally? I assume you weren’t born in the monastery if you were the only gnome.”

      “Trin City. It’s on the edge of Chinocia.”

      “That’s the name of the country?”

      He shook his head. “The continent. There are no countries. The Zharmana owns all two thousand miles of it.”

      “Zharamana?”

      “Longer story.”

      I followed his cue and moved on. “Is it nice there?”

      “If it was, what’s the likelihood I be stomping through a jungle with you?”

      I chuckled. “You’re funny.”

      “You’re not too shitty, either.”

      “Thank you. You know,” I torqued his arm with a soft elbow, “I can relate to having shitty coworkers. And thanks for the food. At least we got a snack out of the boat before your gnomish ass sunk it.”

      “Heh. Don’t mention it. Hey, what are my odds of getting a nap while we’re camped out here?”

      Sylas grunted as he sought balance in the hammock. “About the same odds as something killing us in our sleep.”

      That was reassuring. I nodded. “We’ll split up the watch shifts again.”

      Sylas snorted and almost spit out his biscuit. “The gnome didn’t take a shift the first time.”

      “Yeah, screw you too, bud.”

      Sylas sat up from his makeshift hammock, then helped me to my feet. “My belly has quieted. It’s too early for sleep. Come, let’s walk while we are still able. We can camp when the goddess’s star falls.” He kicked dirt over the fire, which showered my shins. I didn’t give him the pleasure of an admonition because I knew damn well he did it on purpose. Sylas thought he was funny.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Puffy dark clouds swept in from the horizon to paint the landscape in shadows as we approached the mountain. We passed a skeleton propped against a tree and an eerie mist formed ghoulish shapes as it drifted through the jungle.

      The tropical fauna didn't seem to mind the atmosphere one bit. Bright and beautiful lizards crawled about, wild birds crowded the branches of thick oaks, and insects scampered about the business of their day.

      The sky darkened as if the sun threatened the horizon, but it was still too early for that. According to my interface, an hour remained before sunset. Maybe the cloud cover was just that thick. My companions made no mention of the environment, and they even seemed to be in a good mood for once. Considering our first day on the island, it said something about their resilience. I did my best to stay cheery and focused on the path ahead of us, but inwardly a foreboding sense we were being watched crept around in my brain.

      “We're almost there guys. Stay diligent. The last dungeon I was in had traps everywhere.”

      “We’re outside, Kyra.” Flancil spread his arms. “Whatever happens, we’re probably going to wind up back at the Salty Dog looking for a new boat.”

      “Does that mean you’ve decided to stick with us?”

      “At least until I can unload the daggers, but I’ll follow the wind beyond that. If we do go back, you can sit at my booth as long as you want. I won’t mind the company.”

      “That's very generous of you. Hey, check that out.”

      A glassy volcanic rock jutted from the ground on the edge of the jungle. About ten feet tall and four feet wide, it was coated with vines and moss. Sylas grabbed the vines, then yanked them away to reveal a massive stone face with a small, feminine nose and a pointed chin. It was pocked with shallow holes resembling acne scars.

      “Intriguing.”

      A closer look revealed its intricate details. Every pointed tooth was carved separate from its neighbor like it flossed.

      I drew my head away. “Yikes. That looks like one mean bitch.”

      “It kind of looks like you.” Flancil held up his hands, framing Sylas’s face. “And look, there's a bunch of them.” He pointed down the jungle path. Their dark, mossy shapes loomed on either side. But when I leaned forward to get a better look, they all had one thing in common. Where the first stone was carved to resemble a corrupted humanoid, the others wore the long snouts of lizard men.

      Exactly like the ones I saw in the Undersands. Hmm.

      “Perhaps these statues were carved by the island’s ancient inhabitants.” Sylas yanked more vines away.

      “Wait.” Flancil leaned in, his nose inches from the obsidian face. “I know who this is.”

      “You mean it’s an actual person?”

      “That depends. Would you call a demigoddess a person?”

      My brain twitched. “Did you say demigoddess?” I opened my interface and brought up the tome I’d copied there.

      
        
        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!

      

      

      “I forget. How can I share a document with you?”

      “Bring it up, then sweep it toward me.”

      I focused on the pane, extended one hand, then pushed the text. It shrunk then rematerialized to resemble parchment as it swept toward the gnome.

      He nodded, then his eyes flicked left to right. “Yep. That’s her. The very reason the monks from my order never took to the sea and why they suffered lopsided trade deals for people to import what we needed.”

      “Hmm. When I picked this up and read the warning, I wondered—maybe assumed, wrongly—that it was old news. It talked about vessels with undead sailing these low seas. Does it still mention them?”

      This time, it was Sylas who nodded. “Any quartermaster worth his salt buys maps that mark the more nefarious patches of sea. A constant war between the navies of the trading guilds and these undead has droned on for an era.”

      “Why doesn’t everyone gather up and go wreck them?”

      The gnome hacked. “Gah. You’re the Returned, yet you know nothing of the world you’ve come to? The trading guilds are almost as bad as the undead! They’d as soon arm themselves to their eyebrows and battle the undead as help their competition.”

      Admonished or not, an aggressive response would’ve just darkened the mood further. “So, what does this demigoddess have to do with the undead who sail under her banner? Is it a magic banner? Does she sit in some dark stronghold knitting all day?”

      Flancil shivered, then he shook out his arms. “Just talking about this makes me edgy.”

      Sylas didn’t seem to mind. “No one knows how she empowers them, but their banners carry her mark. If anyone knew how these sailors of Hokrahm came to rise, they’d likely have fallen by now. Few live to tell the tales of the encounters, and those who do are often… disturbed. Incoherent in their excited babbling.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “Like they’re cursed or something?”

      He nodded indifferently, like it was old news. “After such a long war between the living and the dead, it can only be that the Dark One empowers Necri’tes and she, in turn, them.”

      A bird cawed from somewhere above, but I couldn’t find it when I scanned the sky. “Yeah, but how does all this power-sharing work?” If he’d been a player, I’d have asked Sylas what mechanic was at play. How a being could command a navy at a distance. But he was an NPC from a fishing village. I would’ve been asking too much.

      He waved us forward. “Now come. Let's keep moving.”

      Only his goddess knew why, but Flancil leaned closer to the statue of the demigoddess to take a sniff. After a quick shrug, he fell in behind Sylas, but I only took a few steps before stopping near one of the stony lizard heads. I set my hand on its snout, wondering if it might recede and reveal a narrow opening like the one in the pyramid-like structure in the Undersands. Nothing happened. But the resemblance to the other chiseled lizard was unmistakable. They could’ve been fashion by the same artist.

      When I returned to the overgrown trail, I checked my map. We inched closer to a place where the dotted line cut into the mountain. If we were lucky, we could get inside before darkness washed over the island.

      I stopped in the middle of the trail. “Guys, do you hear that?”

      They leaned and tilted their ears toward the sky in unison.

      “Hear what?” Flancil asked.

      “Silence. The bird calls died. No frogs, bugs, crickets…”

      Flancil turned in a circle. “Spooky. Wonder where they went.”

      “I don’t like it.” I scanned the branches where I’d seen droves of insects, but nothing moved. “Let’s keep the chatter down. Focus with your ears as much as your eyes.”

      Flancil slapped a hand over his lips and nodded. Sylas pounded his chest with the side of one fist in salute.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra68] We can talk like this.

        [Flancil] Look, there.

      

      

      He pointed toward the trees. Although nothing jumped out at me at first, a twinkle from behind one got my attention. Another lizard head. I tiptoed toward it, then wiped away some moss growing over one nostril to uncover a perfect white gem set into one of its eye sockets.

      Deja vu all over again.

      Flancil muttered under his breath. “Might be worth some coin.”

      Sylas lurched forward. “Let me see.” His eyes flared. “We could buy a new boat with that!”

      Maybe I was overanalyzing—as I was known to do—but his use of the plural we encouraged me.

      Flancil whipped out a ceremonial dagger in a blur. Before I could stop him, he slipped it into the crack between the gem and the socket.

      “No! That could be—“ I snatched for his arm.

      The gem jiggled in its socket. A low grinding vibrated the ground beneath my feet. Again I recalled the last time I’d tried to pry a gem out of a statue and a passage appeared. Then the cobra in the box. Then the blinding powder.

      The ground rumbled and fell open beneath us. Flancil bellowed, “Traaaaap!” as he fell into the opening and vanished into the darkness beneath.
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      The island swallowed us whole, and Flancil’s cursing persisted the entire descent. My shoulder banged a rock, sending a snaking pain coursing through one bicep and causing it to go limp with numbness. My forehead cracked into another, and the nerves shrieked in protest. The wind shot out of my lungs when we thumped to a stop on bumpy soil.

      
        
        You have fallen.

        -22 HP

        You are stunned.

        You have a head wound.

        -27 HP

        -2 HP (bleed)

        -3 HP (bleed)

      

      

      One eye blurred when warmth streamed from my forehead to fill it with red fluid. I

      winced in pain when I touched the cut, then drew my finger away to find a thick coat of blood. No matter how I hoped, I could no more acclimate to pain in Enora than in real life, despite the allowed level of mitigation. If only I could have gripped the throat and choked the life out of the sadistic prick who decided on such a high required pain threshold to preserve the authenticity of a game world.

      The cold ground chilled my back as I sat idle, waiting for the wound to heal naturally. Flancil lay in a heap next to me, but I counted myself lucky he was breathing, and he probably had wounds of his own that needed attention before I started asking for help. Besides, our time together had yet to unlock the gnome’s true nature. Sure, he liked gold—or the idea it could buy him freedom and maybe passage to a place as far from the monks from who he’d stolen the ceremonial daggers—but I prided myself on my intuitions about people, and he was a tough nut to crack.

      Whether it occurred to him to heal me of his own accord would speak volumes. Give me a better idea if he could be trusted as a long-term member of the party. After a flash of light, I received a system message that he’d dropped a healing-over-time spell on himself a moment later. After about half a minute, discouragement crept into my gray matter as I watched the slow recovery of my health in my interface, but the gnome eventually sat up, set a hand on my shoulder, and squeezed.

      “You’re not all loopy, are you? Brain broken?”

      I shook my head, but before I could answer, he did a double take.

      “Damn, Kyra. Why didn’t you say something?” He waved a hand. The same spell he’d cast upon himself went to work on me. “Like I said, a reminder never hurts.”

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

        +5 HP (HOT)

        +5 HP (HOT)

      

      

      While the pain subsided at a crawl, the gnome leaned closer and, when I blinked the blood away from my eyes, his head was tilted sideways as he focused on the cut with intent. His mana ticked up at a crawl, but when the bar filled to half, he waved his hand.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort.

        +10 HP (HOT)

        +10 HP (HOT)

      

      

      I gaped then whipped my head to one side to squint. “Your HOT spell stacks?” The wound over one eye itched with fury, and a shiver crept down my neck when I sensed the ends stitching together, moving from the outsides of the cut toward the center.

      “What do you mean, stacks?”

      Some spells allowed for a magic user to cast multiple times so the recipient of a boon or attack received more healing or damage over time—which ever applied. The doubling of the effect was called stacking. If he casted twice, the recipient had two stacks. Three times equaled a third stack.

      When I explained, he shrugged. “Never tried it. Can’t say I have a lot of experience healing. You know this if my first adventure, right?”

      “You’ve mentioned that.” I nodded. “So you’ve never had anything to compare. But this is huge, Flancil.” I brought up the description.

      
        
        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

        Cool-down: 2 seconds

      

      

      “You think it’s that big a deal?”

      “Like I said, it’s a huge deal. We have to reconsider our whole approach.” I furrowed my eyebrows as I read the description again. “I wonder why it doesn’t tell me the effect stacks.”

      “Probably because your Analyze skill is too low. I’ve heard tellings of such things.”

      “I need to calculate this. Does the interface have a calculator?”

      “‘The hell is a calculator?”

      I took that as a firm no. Still, I sent the thought to my HUD and, to my pleasant surprise, a calculator popped open. I guessed it was a player-only thing.

      But when I started my calculations, it occurred that Sylas hadn’t plummeted down behind us. “Where the hell is our tank?” We peered up the crooked, almost-vertical tunnel.

      Flancil cupped his hands around his mouth. “Yo! Tall, tan, and ugly. You alive?”

      “Ahoy!” a voice bellowed from above, and it echoed off the twisting, turning walls into which I’d bounced during my descent. “I thought you’d died.”

      I shook my head in derision, and Flancil and I shared a look. “If we’d died, you would’ve seen it in your interface, dolt!”

      “Should I climb down?”

      “No!” we yelled in unison.

      I added, “Hey, Sylas! You’ll have to follow our indicators on your map until you find a proper entrance. That or jump and bust yourself all to hell.”

      “I choose the former, Kyra!” I was unsurprised. “But you’ll call out in party chat if you fall under attack, right? I can always double back and jump.”

      “We can do that!”

      Why aren’t I using party chat?

      I brought the calculator to center then returned my focus to the previous task. “Okay, so your Wisdom is six, right?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s good you’ve balanced that with your Intelligence.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because Wisdom controls your mana recovery rate. A higher score in that attribute can help in situations like this, where your healing prowess might be reduced compared to a dedicated healing class because you don’t enjoy the high burst healing spells. But you can time your skills… develop a skill rotation that accommodates. It’s a question of efficiency.”

      The gnome scooted closer. “Tell me more.” The width of his eyes indicated deep focus. I liked that.

      “Okay. Your combat skills use Stamina. If you lead off a confrontation by casting Solara’s comfort on Sylas, he’ll regain two-percent of his total health per second for ten seconds. Now, consider the spell has a two second cooldown. That means you can’t cast a second time until that has passed and, with a casting time of one-and-a-half seconds, that means”—I worked it out in my head instead of bothering with the calculator—“the spell can stack for ten seconds minus a one-and-a-half-second cast time, minus a two-second cooldown, equaling seven seconds.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following.”

      “Okay, let’s try a real-world application. When we fought the andrewsarchus, if you’d led off with a HOT spell, Sylas would’ve started recovering two percent of his total health immediately. That means the devil dog could’ve caused damage up to a total of twenty percent after the ten second duration, and you’d still have Sylas topped off. So, assume our enemy did more damage—like a burst damage ability. You’d cast, wait two seconds for the cooldown, then cast again. At that point, about four seconds have passed. Sylas starts recovering eight percent of his total health pool and that effect lasts for…”

      Flancil threw up stubby fingers. “Six seconds.” He rolled his eyes toward the tunnel down which we’d fallen. “Which means he gets about six seconds healing at four percent instead of two.”

      “Right.”

      “But what about the mana cost? I’ve just cast two spells at forty mana each, and my pool is toast. It would drop to exactly zero.”

      “Right, but you’re missing the big picture.” I flicked out an index finger. “One, you switch to combat mode and start spending your Stamina on attacks while your mana is recovering.”

      “Doesn’t mana recover slower when in combat?”

      “It does, and that’s a fine point.” I raised a second finger. “But that’s where number two comes into play. Tactics. You’re giving Sylas a boost out of the gate. He’s recovering health from the beginning, and you’re not trying to recover your full mana pool before you cast again… just the amount needed for another heal to keep him propped up at the two-percent recovery level.”

      “But what if he gets low? Wouldn’t it be better to wait and stack again?”

      I shook my head. “Hell, no. You never want to play games with your tank’s health, and trying to balance it is better than the kind of trickery where you let it drop at the risk of him falling in combat before your mana pool fills entirely. Better to prop him up, keep him fighting.”

      “I’ll buy that. But what if—“

      “Let me finish. Since you can also heal supplementally using your attacks, you’re burning Stamina to produce healing effects instead of mana, and that reduces the likelihood of his dying even further, especially when combined with the consistent HOT spells. I’d like to time it in actual combat since I haven’t grasped how much each point of Wisdom correlates to the amount of mana getting recovered per second during a conflict, but I think this is a good jumping off point where strategy is concerned.”

      The gnome huffed. “Wow, I think I’ve underestimated the goddess’s influence on you. It’s like you’re naturally attuned to combat. The way you think is… impressive.”

      Warmed by the compliment, I flashed a wide smile. But upon further consideration, Flancil didn’t have it quite right. That rubbed me wrong. I was all about full disclosure.

      “It actually doesn’t have as much to do with Solara as where I came from.” I tried to organize my thoughts, figure out how to explain how my gaming experience was actually extensive. I’d played ’em all. VMMORPGs, Real-time-strategies—or RTS—Shooters, the whole deal. But right when I’d put together the right order of words in my mind, an interface pane swept in to take up my whole field of vision and turn everything beyond the blinking red text black.

      
        
        Warning: Flancil Chanz is not your bound companion.

        It is against the Terms of Service for you to discuss the outside world with non-player characters who are not bound to you. Violating this term will lead to a total XP loss of 25% of ALL XP GAINED during your time in Enora, including any levels.

        You may speak words like “never mind” or “forget what I said” to clear the event from this NPCs memory, and it is highly advisable to do so.

      

      

      Shit. It seemed I remembered something about that.

      “What do you mean, where you came from?”

      “I misspoke. Never mind.”

      The gnome’s gaze went distant, then he blinked. “Whoa, it’s like I lost time for a second there. Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought. What were you saying?”

      I decided to skip ahead. “That we should plan all our attacks as a party. Figure out the best skill rotations for each of us, then as a group. It’s even possible we’ll unlock some synergies.”

      “Oh, that one I know. You mean abilities that feed off one another to cause additional effects.”

      I tapped my nose with one finger and pointed at him with the other. The gnome eyed me blankly.

      “It means you hit it on the nose. You’re right.”

      He adopted a self-satisfied grin, and I found myself warming to our party mate.

      I prattled on while my brain was hot. “So, you’ll want to wait until Sylas actually takes damage to cast the spell. Do you understand why?”

      Flancil considered it for a few seconds. “Because if I heal before he takes damage, I’m wasting ticks. It’ll heal him for zero and drain the mana anyway.”

      “Exactumundo.”

      “Another weird fucking word.”

      “Sorry. Exactly.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Now, tell me about your fighting abilities that heal for some percentage of the damage you afflict.”

      “That’s pretty easy. There are only two, and they’re weak.”

      I shook my head. “Again, big picture. In the context of what we just figured out, it’s not that your heals are weak, it’s that they just need a little strategy applied. Be positive. We can figure this out.”

      “That’s fair. I have Solara’s radiance, which is a three-punch combination with the first two landing in the mid-section, and the last in the head, assuming I’m in position to strike it.”

      I analyzed him and let the name of that skill pass through my mind.

      
        
        Solara’s Radiance

        The monk fills his fists with Solara’s holy light to perform a rapid, three-punch combination.

        Type: Combat Skill

        Cost: 25 Stamina

        Damage: 9–13 HP per strike

        Additional Effect: Heals tagged allies for 50% of the damage inflicted.

      

      

      While I absorbed the numerical implications, a query came to mind. “Do you have a tagging ability you use separately, then?”

      “Yes. It’s called tag. At my current level, I can tag one individual to benefit from my strikes.”

      “Awesome. Is there a time limit?”

      “Nope. He’ll stay tagged until I switch targets or turn off the effect.”

      “That’s cool. What’s the other ability?”

      “Uppercut. It’s a finishing move.”

      My neck craned my head backward. “Your combinations end in finishing moves?”

      “No, finishing move. I only have the one right now.”

      “Your class sounds kickass. You get bonuses for attacking from the flank or the rear, you can heal by punching shit, and you even get some small HOT spells. Dude, you’re going to be bad ass one day. Do you realize that?”

      Flancil’s lips twitched like he tried to suppress a smile, and I worried he’d return to his snarky demeanor. But the gnome surprised me when he let the grin go. “Thanks, Cap. That gives me hope.”

      “My pleasure.” I stood and dusted off the front of my robe. “But you should probably stop calling me that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t have a ship anymore.”

      He chuckled. “Fair enough. But something tells me you won’t stop until you get another one, so I think I’ll just do it to annoy you from time to time. Maybe it will keep you motivated to earn back the title.”

      “I like the way you’re thinking, Flancil.” I gripped his shoulder. “Seriously, I really enjoyed this talk. Ready to explore the depths with me?”

      “I’ll take the lead.” He moved ahead in the darkness, and I thought I spied a bit more bounce in his step. I was really starting to like this game.

      

      Inner illumination might as well have been a blinding spell when cast in daylight, so I’d disabled it on the ship. That seemed like days ago. The smattering of light from the surface high above the subterranean caverns did little to accentuate my surroundings on its own, but it would prove the perfect level of ambience required to maximize the effect of the spell.

      The room brightened notably when it kicked in. Rough cavern walls crept to a ceiling of reflective volcanic stone—if it’d had any light to reflect.

      Flancil lay beside me, blinking up at the glassy ceiling. He pulled something from his surcoat. A scratching sound was followed by a spark, then light bloomed as a lantern flared to life.

      “Where do you carry all this shit?”

      “You ever hear of a magic bag?”

      “Sure. Carries a bunch of shit with reduced weight penalties.” I was kind of stoked he knew about them because that meant they existed in Enora.

      “Well, the pockets in my robe are magic in the same way. My HUD, as you say, shows items in inventory slots so I can access them quickly.”

      “How many slots?”

      “Six per pocket.”

      “Hmm. Useful.” I eyed the lamp again. “Hey, that came from my ship! Just how much of my shit did you pilfer before you jumped overboard?”

      “Give me a break. Gnomes don’t even need light. I brought it for the two of you.”

      “That was kind, but I don’t need it, either.”

      “Oh.” He blew out the lamp out, then dropped it into his magic pocket. “We’ll pull it out when Sylas is back. Speaking of which…”

      
        
        Party Chat:

        [Flancil] Hey, Sy, you didn’t happen to pry that priceless jewel free before you stomped off, did you?

        [Sylas] Yes. Popped right out once you two activated the trap. Idiots.

      

      

      I left them to bicker as I inspected the cavern. I was starting to feel like an expert in creepy holes in the ground. This one was far danker and more unpleasant than the Undersands. Further up a tunnel, the obsidian rock stretched down the walls on either side. When I brushed its smooth surface with my fingertips, it carried the chill that hung about the underground.

      The tunnel was just a little wider than the mines in the Bluestone Mountains. It surprised me how much farther I could see with my inner illumination spell than with the lantern. We had maybe fifty feet before the tunnel descended again.

      We proceeded with much more caution before the blind descent, stopping before each straightaway to check for traps. A dead end greeted us around one corner.

      I checked my treasure map again. While Sylas’s blinking blue icon sat off to our left, the gnome and I stood right in the middle of the dotted line, proving we were meant to come here. But I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d missed a more intentional entrance, and if I should’ve had Sylas search around the row of statues with more intent.

      Scraping sounds echoed to us from a narrow tunnel to our left. Yanking my staff free, I turned, Flancil sped to stand between me and whatever made that sound in the dark.

      “Hello?”

      A sigh of relief emptied my lungs. “Sylas. Keep coming.”

      My tall, lean companion pressed his hands against the walls as he approached. Flancil lit the lantern without being asked, then swung it side to side. “Welcome, buddy. Here’s something to help you see.” When he thrust it out, Sylas snatched it.

      Although our tank took the lead, Flancil climbed up on one of the boulders at the end of the tunnel and searched. “Hmm. Problem, team.”

      I peered behind the boulder and spied a hole opening into the earth. After backing away, I walked to the center of the cavern. Once I completed a full 360-degree turn, I sighed and climbed back up to rest beside the gnome. “You can't be serious.”

      Sylas raised the lantern and angled it so that we could see the tunnel worming downward.

      Flancil shrugged. “Well, it goes somewhere.”

      Leaning closer, I tried to see the bottom despite the limited range of the lantern’s hue. “That's a tight squeeze. You’re the one who’s most likely to fit. Shouldn't you go first and check it out?”

      “I brought the lantern and the snacks. How about tall, tan, and ugly here?”

      Sylas grumbled something under his breath then raised his timbre. “If you’d ever been locked in a dungeon, you wouldn’t even ask.”

      “Flancil can drag his narrow backside down there. Looks jagged, climbable. And since we don't even have a rope to pull us out…”

      Flancil nudged me with a coil of ship’s rope.

      “Do you have my whole boat in those pockets?”

      Sylas glowered over my shoulder at him, “More importantly, when exactly did you pocket all of these things? Am I to believe you waited until the ship was sinking to steal?”

      “Hey, I like to be prepared. Besides, the monks didn’t allow me possessions. I’m done with that empty life. I choose materialism. Now, are you going down there or what?”

      “Gah.” I shook my head. “I’ve never been a fan of caving, but at least I have climbing experience.”

      I wrapped the rope around a boulder, tossed it down, then pointed at Flancil. “You descend last and bring the rope with you.”

      After testing the rope, I swung out over the opening, then lowered my feet into the hole. My hips brushed against both sides of the tunnel as I wiggled down. My elbows scraped on either side, so I let the rope hang free and grasped for handholds instead.

      “It's tighter than it looks.”

      “It looks like you're being birthed by a mountain,” Sylas said.

      I glanced up to find the two of them standing atop the boulder with their arms folded across their chests like they were watching a soccer match.

      “Do you find this entertaining?”

      They didn’t answer.

      Hands latched onto jagging rocks, I wriggled to slip deeper into the hole. The rock closed more around my hips the deeper I went. My neck rammed into cold stone. As I twisted left and right, my foot slipped, then I dipped and wedged in tighter. My heart fluttered.

      “I can't even put my arms down it's so tight.”

      “Just keep your hand on that rope,” Flancil said. “Don’t let go now.”

      I didn’t bother telling him I’d cast it off.

      
        
        Your climbing skill has reached rank 9.

      

      

      “If nothing else, you’ll end up on the beach. Try not to worry.” To Sylas, those were words of comfort, but they didn’t seem to take in the bigger picture. The walk from the beach. Passing back through the treetops with a bunch of pissed off, blind natives shooting arrows and spears at me. Being dragged down a river toward a death plummet over a waterfall. Giant wildlife with thick, stony skin.

      I decided Sylas could bite me.

      It took a bunch of shimmying and shifting to finally clear the tight spot. My lower half dropped into a wider gap in the rock, then I could bend my legs again.

      Grasping new handholds, I let myself hang for a moment to get the lay of the land. An L-shaped hook snagged me for a moment, then I managed to shake the rest of my body down so I lay flat on my back in a chamber the size of a bathtub. Maybe a casket was a better comparison.

      Breathe, Kyra.

      My head bumped the rock wall on one side, my feet on the other. There was a hole by my feet, another tight squeeze leading down.

      I called up. “Guys, you can drop the rope. I might need it for another descent, and you can climb down without it from where you are.” After a pregnant pause, I was about to ask if they’d heard me when the rope dropped down into a disheveled coil. I slid on my butt until I could hang my legs over the second opening then tossed the rope through the narrow gap.

      The light from Flancil’s lantern shone intermittently from above.

      “Are you okay down there?”

      I tilted my head up and answered. “Yeah, I'm good.”

      I wiggled feet first into the next chokepoint, up to my knees, then to my hips. Some spelunkers who enjoyed squeezing down in into claustrophobic hellholes liked to name the different parts of a cave, but I was too focused on keeping myself alive to entertain trivial pursuits. Then again, climbers named cliff faces, too. Maybe it was a question of comfort zones.

      Considering the way the stony walls of this one surrounded me, I would’ve named it the Sphincter.

      My giggles at my childish humor echoed up and down the tunnel series, reverberated, then returned as a ghostly, spooky moan. A jagged stone jammed into my back, and my arms wouldn't fit. I relaxed, forced the lumpy sensation in my chest down, maneuvered both arms together over my head again to simultaneously secure my grasp on the rope and make myself narrower, then slid down until I plopped free into the chamber below.

      Like a turd splashing down.

      I lay there, letting my chest heave out the last of my nervousness while I listened to my party’s bickering echo down to me.

      Although my night vision dimmed the deeper I descended, it shed enough light for me to investigate the small cave I’d fallen into. Unlike the glassy walls of the cavern where I’d started my climb, this one’s were as rough as the vertical tunnels, and small stalactites hung from the ceiling. The passage split off in five directions.

      A tunnel network. Reminiscent of the Undersands.

      A shiver of foreboding erupted in my neck before cascading down my spine and across my shoulders.

      A tinny voice filtered down from above. It bounced off the walls surrounding me. “We made it down.” The clarity of Flancil’s words told me they spoke through the final gap I’d just left. “You still climbing?”

      “No. I’m in another tunnel.” My voice echoed in the room.

      “All right. Sending Sylas down.”

      “It's gonna be tight. Your shoulders are going to get stuck on a choke point. Just extend your arms over your head to grasp the rope from above, keep yourself as narrow as possible, and push through.”

      “It’s all right,” Flancil called down. “If his arm gets stuck, I’ll just cut it off. He’s already missing a finger and should adapt.”

      I recalled how our lack of a healer at the beach near his village had rendered us unable to replace his lost digit. A real bummer, and an early indication Enora wasn’t screwing around.

      The gnome’s tendency to jest when he was nervous said something about his perseverance, but Sylas’s claustrophobic tendencies would’ve kept me from joking around. The latter grumbled as he squeezed his body into the opening, then the last of my light winked out, killing the ambient light the spell required and casting me in darkness.

      In a perfect example of Enoran timing, something rustled in one of the tunnels behind me.
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      Scratch, scratch, scrape.

      The scuffling brought my heart’s pace up a few notches, and it beat my ribs like it wanted out. But the sound drained away when muffled curses and the clattering of fallen pebbles drowned it out. Sylas must’ve been wedged into the gap pretty tightly, because the current state of my Inner illumination spell reminded me of cheap night vision glasses—he was blacking out the ambient light from the surface.

      Caught between checking on Sylas’s progress and the potential I’d end up in a solo battle in the dark, I froze for a moment and steadied my gaze on the tunnel. Motion. Or was it? As I craned my neck forward, my hearing perked up. A sagging shadow scurried across the floor, then stopped. It’d been in motion for such a short interval, I couldn’t gauge its size.

      “Guys? What’s the likelihood you’re going to get Sylas’s narrow ass through that hole? Something’s flittering around down here, and you’re cutting off my light.”

      Then it hit me.

      Rogul.

      He’d been running around, scouting the forest on either side of the path topside. Forming a claw with one hand, I summoned my light-emitting minion to illuminate my environment.

      The blob made a high-pitched keening sound and, the way it echoed off the tunnel walls and reverberated in the cavern surrounding me, I suspected it drew closer. I clutched my wand in a white-knuckled death grip, though I had no recollection of reaching for it.

      Sylas grunted then cursed.

      Screw this.

      “You want a piece of me?” I shouted then motioned Rogul forward. The sound bounced. Something squeaked like a breath from the narrowed sinuses of a great beast. My wand came up in a gut reaction, and stream of flame manifested a fireball that tore from the ends of its branches and shot toward the tunnel. Its orange glow reflected off the stony floor as it zoomed toward the threat. When it crossed the threshold into the narrower space, a tiny shape caught fire.

      My head tilted to one side, I inched forward, squinting into the darkness. More flames rose on the opposite side of the opening. A bunched-up shape had ignited, and I realized it was a sack or a bag. I jumped at another squeal as a mouse leaped from the sack, scurried into the cavern, hugged the wall, then disappeared toward another tunnel with its tail on fire. Rogul finished it in a single cast.

      At least it wasn’t a slime. Or a gelatinous cube. Or a pudding. Any monster that resembled a dessert course was likely to be acidic and poisonous. And they always lingered in dark places.

      Sylas cursed again, but I ignored it. The light of the rising flames illuminated the tunnel so orange reflections danced on stalactites hanging from above. Silhouettes of tiny bats clinging in one corner came into view, followed by the scent of their droppings wafting on the stale air. Funny how that worked, when one scent spurred another.

      When I spied the lumpy bag, my jaw dropped. Flames rose high from its canvas-like surface.

      Put it out, idiot!

      My knees gave a violent protest of nerve explosions when they hit the ground then the soft flesh of my palms got into the act when I smacked the flames in desperation.

      
        
        The fire burns you.

        -9 HP

        -1 HP (Burn)

        -1 HP (Burn)

      

      

      “Ouch! Damnit!” Once I’d batted them out, I sucked on a scalded finger. Then I flipped open the satchel. The burn effect ended when the digits on my other hand brushed a powdery lump inside. When I withdrew it, my HUD spawned a message.

      
        
        Burnt Relic

        Once an artifact of great value, this relic has been burnt beyond recognition.

      

      

      “Of course it has,” I muttered low. “Son of a bitch.”

      I dropped the charred hunk to rifle through the other contents while Rogul bounced and peered over one of my shoulders. More burned items. Lots of ash. But when I brushed aside the remnants, an item inside flashed, then text appeared in a new pane.

      
        
        You have discovered a key item.

        Key items provide helpful clues or utility functions relating to your current quest.

      

      

      As luck had it, the key item was a leather-bound tome stuffed in the bottom of the sack where the flames hadn’t quite reached. When I peeled open its cover, there wasn’t enough light to read.

      Which brought my attention back to my cursing companion, whose protestations had drifted into the back of my consciousness from the moment I realized I was letting potential loot burn because I’d been scared of a fucking mouse.

      After tucking the book against one hip, I sped across the cavern with my minion in the lead so I wouldn’t take a header into a jagged wall. Using the echoes of Sylas’s complaining to home in on him, I reached up and into the shaft where he dangled. One of his feet kicked my hand.

      A notification drew my attention to my quest window. At the top was a tab labeled Journal. When I opened the tab, I saw that the contents of the book had been transcribed into my interface, just like the map. All but one of the entries had been burned.

      Sylas returned my attention to the matter at hand.

      “I’m fucking stuck! Get me the fuck out of here!”

      Sylas was many things, but a professional curser wasn’t one of them. When he resorted to foul language like that which streamed from his lips, I knew shit was getting real.

      “Just pull me up, you charlatan piece of shit gnome! Why do you let me hang in space?” His voice trembled with rage, fear, maybe both.

      I adopted a calm voice, knowing it would carry in the narrow space. “Sylas, I got through, and we’re going to get you through, but you’ve got to stop flailing like your ass is on fire, dude.”

      “You’re a dew-drinking shade elf!” The tenor of his voice reminded me of when he cursed the dwarven guard outside his jail cell in the depths of the mountain in Lau.

      “Shut up and listen to me, you dip!”

      My voice must’ve conveyed the air of command I’d been going for because my bound companion stopped kicking. I reached up and squeezed an ankle. “You have to make yourself smaller. Take a deep breath, and tell me if your chest hits the rocks.”

      “Why the hell would—”

      “Trust me for once!”

      After a short pause, he huffed out his breath. “No. I’m stuck around my midsection.”

      “Okay, good. Draw another breath, to make your tummy smaller, then I’m going to pull gently on your shins. When I do, wiggle like you’ve got ants crawling in your drawers.”

      “You purple witch, I never should have come along with you. If I’d known I’d be dying in a hole—”

      “Dude. It would take you days to starve there. But if you do what I tell you, we’ll have you out in a jif. And if it doesn’t work, I’ll have Flancil pull you up.”

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil] Just yank him out of there, I can’t take this screaming any longer.

        [Sylas] You would scream, too, if you were wedged in this goddess-forsaken gap!

        [Kyra] Flancil, you’re not helping. Shut it.

        [Flancil] I’m coming down. I’m going to stomp on his head. You pull.

      

      

      Sylas gave up on the party chat and turned his voice upward. “Festering spawn of Hokhram!”

      Flancil’s voice joined in the muffled shouting.

      I shouted over them and cringed against the echoing of my own voice. “Sylas! Deep breath! We’re doing this now, or you’re going to be stuck there until you croak. On three, and if you don’t draw the breath and wiggle like I said, It’s on you. One, two, and—”

      The muffled sounds of a deep draw of air intake reached my ears, and I used it as a queue to yank his shins. “Now! Wiggle like mad and keep that breath in your chest!”

      He did. I tugged gently at first, then, when I felt him inch down, I put more weight into it.

      “Now! Blow out that breath to narrow your chest!”

      When his body shimmied and my hands reached his knees, I threw both arms around them then dropped my ass toward the ground. A sickening pop echoed in the narrow space, then his weight collapsed on top of me. Sylas howled, rolled off, then sped into the open cavern like I’d stabbed him in the backside.

      “He busted my shoulder! You broke my fucking hip!”

      After a deep breath through my nostrils and a slow exhale through my lips, I got to my feet. Two steps later, another thunk sounded when Flancil landed.

      “He was right.” Flancil stuck his head through. “He didn’t fit. Had to break his shoulder a bit.”

      “Dude, did you jump on him while I was pulling him down?”

      With the increase in ambient light, his shrug was apparent. But to the gnome’s credit, he hurried into the cavern to drop a healing-over-time spell on my partner. Half a minute later, Sylas grimaced, clutched his shoulder with the hand on the opposite arm, rolled it a few times, then gave a weak thumbs up as he blew out a long breath.

      I set a hand on Flancil’s shoulder, then cocked my chin toward Sylas. “Let’s give him a minute.”

      Even with Inner illumination functioning, I still couldn’t read the text in the tome. I was about to call Rogul closer, but when I thumbed through the pages, my Journal tab popped open again, and I spied a bolded entry below the one about the demigoddess I’d found in the Undersands. With all the jostling and tugging, I’d forgotten it’d been transferred.

      I read it aloud while we waited for Sylas to get acclimated to freedom.

      
        
        Crewman’s Diary Page 15

        The captain’s mind has gone overboard. Woke in the middle of the night to find him standing over me, his eyes glowing red. Then he swung his sword down and cut old Benno in the rack above me near in half. It was like that first bit of mayhem lit his stove because then he started chopping, chopping, chopping like me bunkmate was wood and the cap’n a forester with an axe. So enamored was he with the gory work, I rolled out of my cot, slipped by, and escaped. Been in the bowels of this place for weeks, sustaining myself on raw critters, not daring to light a fire lest he see the smoke drift out above.

      

      

      “Well, that’s hopeful.” Flancil slipped the coiled rope into his pocket.

      “Right?” I let out a long sigh. “Something tells me we’re destined for a confrontation with that guy.”

      “Why would you think that?” the monk asked. “This could’ve been written years ago.”

      Because we’re in a game world, and there are no coincidences in a game world.

      But I couldn’t say it aloud.

      “Just call it a feeling.”

      Sylas finally sat up. “Worry not, companions. After the last couple days, I’m gonna shove my polearm right up this captain’s ass if he shows his face.”

      I nodded my approval before remembering he couldn’t see it in the dark. “Flancil, the lamp.”

      A light sparked to life a moment later, then the gnome handed it to Sylas.

      The amorphous room pocketed with little nooks and crannies materialized anew. The plethora of stalactites and natural columns seemed to contradict the smooth glassiness of the volcanic rock walls.

      After striding to the middle of the cavern, I turned in a circle and waved my hand toward all the tunnels. “Which way?”

      The gnome stepped to the front. He licked a finger, thrust his arm out, then pointed toward a passage. “That one. That’s the way out.”

      I shot Sylas a look. He shrugged. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “It makes no difference to me. A gnome is more likely to know what foulness lingers in a place dark and dank. It’s where they come from.”

      Flancil scoffed. “Hey, ya bigoted prick. It’s one thing to sing the songs. It’s another to believe them.”

      Sylas’s head craned backward. After a contemplative glance in every direction but ours, he hummed a short note. “Hmm. Perhaps you’re right.” He clapped one hand to his chest. “If my ignorance offends, I apologize.” He half-bowed.

      “Your ignorance isn’t what bothers me.” The gnome strode toward the tunnel. “Your voicing it does.”

      I SO don’t miss leading a team of d-bags right now.

      At the thought of my old job, Carol’s face flashed in my mind. I wondered if she was playing, or if news of my demise ruined it for her. I hoped the former, and that someday, I’d find her. My one-time HR rep was good people. She probably didn’t know I’d survived. If she found out, Carol would find a way to get in touch. I was almost certain of it.

      On the other hand, Infinity Designs might hand me an NDA along with any recompense they offered. But who knew when they’d actually get in touch with me. Outside of Gemini Fowler, who’d met me on their behalf in that little white purgatory room, nary a word had traveled to me from outside. I reminded myself time passed three times faster here. It probably was best wipe it from my mind until they reached out to me. I refocused on the situation at hand.

      “Allow me to make amends by leading the way.” Sylas lowered his tone. “Do you no good to get stomped into oblivion by a lurking cave dragon.”

      “What the hell is a cave dragon?”

      They entered the tunnel without responding. I hesitated in the center of the cavern, licked a finger, then held it up. Only when I closed my eyes and focused did I feel the slightest bit of cool air siphoning around the tip of my digit. When I opened them again, I faced the direction in which my companions had exited. “I can’t believe that actually works.”

      I was about to follow when a dim glow painted the stalactites overhead. The guys must also have noticed, as they wheeled in my direction.

      Sylas thrust out a finger. “Kyra! Apparition!”

      Spinning around, I whipped out my wand. A low figure glowing red sped toward me. Although my chest thumped in response, realization dawned and my shoulders dropped. I raised my hand to ward off my companions.

      Sylas burst past me to cut off what he perceived as a threat.

      Flancil raised both fists, hopped and switched stances from traditional to southpaw, then rubbed his bottom lip with the side of one hand like a bargain basement Bruce Lee.

      “Stop, dudes! It’s my pet.” The minion approached from the place where Sylas hung in the opening moments earlier. I really needed to keep better track.

      Rogul scurried past Sylas and approached. He mimicked the gnome’s stance, switched, then rubbed his chin. “Troublesome, unbound gnome. Say the word, master. Rogul will burn him.” It wasn’t until then I noticed how his voice had changed from the Vader-esque tone of his introduction to something akin to Gollum’s, from the ancient Lord of the Rings movies.

      Flancil showed no sign he’d drop his knuckles. My pet leaped to one side, the gnome simply pivoted and continued his dance.

      “What’re you, deaf?” I said. “It’s just my pet!’”

      Flancil shook his head. “Tell him to stand down, then.”

      “Burn the gnome. Make a fine meal for the master!”

      I rolled my eyes. “Rogul, back off.” My flame minion dropped his fists.

      Flancil grumbled something incoherent, but where my ears couldn’t pick it up, Rogul’s did.

      “In your vivid dreams, gnome trash. Rogul set you on fire and use for torch.”

      “Enough!” I snapped. “You two are on the same team, and you probably can’t hurt each other when you’re in my party. Stop being jerks.” I focused on the minion. “Where the hell have you been?”

      My pet dropped his chin to his narrow chest. “Rogul sorry, master. Bound companion’s narrow backside blocked passage down. Rogul searched for other ways but found none. When Rogul returned, companion no longer blocking hole.”

      One side of my lips tightened. “Right.” I might’ve asked Flancil how he happened to have missed the glowing aura my demon pet carried while he was struggling to shove Sylas through the hole, but it didn’t matter. I gestured toward the side tunnel from which the barely discernible breeze had come. “Rogul, you’re going to light the way for us.”

      Rogul threw both fists up in a victory pose. “Yes! Yes! Rogul serve his master!” He bounced his way down the passage, then disappeared around a curve.

      I sighed. “We better get moving if we’re gonna keep up.” With a final warning glare at Flancil, I jogged to the tunnel.

      Flancil sped past me. “I have faith in you, Kyra, but if that little fiery midget bastard runs into trouble, you’re not going to make much of a meat shield.”

      The gnome had a point. My interface popped up my Companions tab with a thought, and I spotted a Pets sub-menu. I found what I sought a moment later.

      
        
        Pet Stances

        You can select from the following stances to decide your pet’s automatic responses to threats.

        Passive

        Your pet will not act unless you give it a command.

        Defensive

        Your pet will not take action unless you or a party members is attacked.

        Aggressive

        Your pet will attack any threat without command.

      

      

      I perused my options for a moment, and my eyes hesitated on the Defensive option. But I reconsidered and selected Aggressive. Maybe we’d see what the fiery little beast could do.
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      The tunnel wound slightly upward, giving me hope we’d rise toward the surface again. But then it began another long, slow descent that carried us deeper into the bowels of the subterranean tunnel system. Flancil sang Sylas’s gnome-hating song the whole fucking way, but I counted my blessings when we didn’t find any more of the narrow openings.

      I wondered if we’d progressed beneath the mountain, then remembered the treasure map positioned in the corner of my interface.

      Despite my experience with Light of Babylon’s HUD, my in-game clock and the treasure map slipped my mind in Enora. One never forgot they were in a game in the other virtual world. Hard to ignore when you're sitting in a pod with little electrical stimulator's simulating pain and pressure.

      But my conscious state in Enora, the immediacy of threats, and the breath siphoning in and out of my lungs were too much like life on Earth. It was all too easy to slip back into a real-world mindset. Who knew when I’d adapt? Maybe by the time we got off that god-forsaken island, but something told me I’d have to focus if I wanted it to happen.

      The interface that tapped into my personal awareness was just another force at work in this world. Like gravity and light. It faded to nothing when I didn’t need it. How crazy it was that Enora’s denizens took it for granted. Hell, it was the first game I’d seen where NPCs had interfaces. In their minds, it required no explanation because they’d been born with it.

      The map revealed we’d broken the mountain’s border. The island wasn’t quite as big as it seemed at first glance, and the distance we’d crossed revealed the base of the mountain wasn’t so wide as I’d first expected.

      As we trekked down a longer, sloped section, the tunnel widened into another sprawling cavern. Our footfalls and Flancil’s singing echoed back at us. I cringed when we broke into the open space and his voice reverberated then bloomed into a loud cacophony of sound.

      “Flancil, would you please shut the hell up? You’re going to wake a… cave dragon or something.”

      For once, the gnome acquiesced without a snarky response. All fell silent, and even my minion seemed to pick up on my hesitancy as he crept forward. A small pool of water stagnated near the center of the cavern, and more small stalagmites stretched toward matching stalactites dripping from high above. As design would have it, none of the water droplets reached the pool, and my familiarity with how they bred made me realize I’d never seen a mosquito in Enora.

      Bonus.

      “Which way first?” I asked.

      Flancil did the finger trick again, then shook his head. “I don't know.” He gazed into the blackness of three more surrounding tunnels. “Should we split up?”

      I shook my head. “Never split the party.”

      “You say that like it’s some sort of adventurer’s mantra.”

      “If it’s not, I'm making it one.”

      Enora wasn’t supposed to be a horror game. And despite the spooky surroundings, I wasn’t going to let it become one. If something wanted to pick us off, it wouldn’t be one at a time.

      “Let’s cut through the middle. If something ambushes us, we can double back to the tunnel.”

      “What makes you think there’ll be trouble? We haven’t come across anything yet.”

      Once again, I found myself in a position where I couldn’t reference the tendencies of a game world to throw shit at us. “Just because we haven’t encountered a threat doesn’t mean none wait. We’d do well to stay diligent. Keep our heads in the game.”

      Sylas tapped his polearm on the ground, testing that it was solid before he stepped into the cavern. “Kyra’s sentiments are wise. We’d do well to listen to the goddess’s servant, in this case. After all, we are a party, and we need a leader.”

      Flancil shrugged. “Fine with me. Speaking of parties, did you know we can name ours?”

      Sylas scoffed. “What good does that do?”

      This time his shrug only involved one shoulder. “It puts a name plate over our heads. If we pick the right name, we could intimidate anyone who screws with us right off the bat.”

      I somehow doubted a party name would provide that effect. But maybe taking the gnome’s idea into account would raise morale.

      “And what would you like to call it?”

      He scanned Sylas up and down. “How about Flancil’s Damsels!”

      “Bite me,” Sylas muttered beneath his breath.

      I grinned about how he was picking up my vernacular. “Hard pass. Think it over for a bit. Meanwhile, let’s get out of this shit hole.”

      We reached the middle of the cavern. The light surrounding my minion bloomed brighter to reveal the jagged rock walls of the three tunnels leading west, north, and south-west.

      Flancil tried his finger again. When nothing happened, his eyes flared as if he’d remembered something. The gnome reached out and snatched the lantern from Sylas.

      “Watch the smoke.” He lay his hand over the top of the lamp to pool a plume of smoke beneath his palm. The fumes swirled before curling downward again and drifting along the floor.

      I pushed out my bottom lip. “That’s strange.”

      “Disappointing is what it is. It means there’s a draft from above pushing the smoke down.” Flancil pointed up.

      I raised my chin to eye the ceiling of the cavern but spied no daylight. “You think?”

      Sylas nodded. “I’m not climbing if I can help it. Let’s try a few of these tunnels first.”

      I recalled how much coaxing it’d taken to get Sylas off the skyward rise when we’d escaped Bluestone Mountain—despite my having bound him.

      Flancil agreed. “I’m with you. Hey, what if we named our party the Fists of Solara.”

      My lips curled down on either side while I pretended to consider it. “Punching’s a you thing. Let’s select something we all have in common.”

      “I haven’t known you all that long. From down here, you people are all nose hair and ass cracks. Is there a name in that?”

      Sylas cleared his throat. “You really have a way with words.”

      The gnome shrugged the opposite shoulder this time. I was getting the impression he didn’t actually care.

      “Glowing eyes.” Sylas said.

      “Why in the underworld would we name it that?” Flancil blurted.

      “I wasn’t suggesting a name.” Our tank pointed toward the ceiling, then clutched his polearm with both hands.

      Cringing, I slowly tipped my head to find the pair of glowing red eyes peering at us from within the blackness above.
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      Two more pairs emerged from a recess set high in the rocks. Sylas pressed his back against mine. I risked a glance at Flancil and saw him begin a casting, never taking his eyes off of the ceiling.

      “Here ya go, champ.” The gnome raised a hand. It glowed, then the aura trailed toward Sylas and engulfed him.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Radiance.

        Sylas +0 HP

        Target is at full health.

      

      

      Despite it having no effect, the gnome was doing exactly what we’d discussed. Cast early, let his mana recover for a follow-up in case the tank took damage. I decided not to mention how he was supposed to wait for Sylas to take damage. But when he cursed himself a moment later, I knew he’d figured it out.

      “No sweat.” I spoke in the quietest whisper I could muster. “That’s what I’m talking about. Now your head’s in the game.”

      A creature screeched. The noise reverberated around the chamber as it crawled down to hang beneath the opening.

      An electrical wave of fuzz tore down my spine as the tiny hairs on my neck frizzed. “That’s one big fucking bat.”

      My pet leapt five feet into the air and swiped his glowing orange hands. “Come to Rogul, stupid bat! I kill you for master.”

      My chest fell in a sigh. “I don’t think it’s in reach yet, bud. But something tells me it will be—”

      Its massive leathery wings unfolded, and its head turned 180 degrees, revealing a hooked beak, orb-like eyes, and a mane of feathers. It was the size of a gorilla.

      It opened its beak and it let out an ear-piercing shriek. My shoulders shot up as the sound pierced my eardrums, then the ambient sound was sucked out of the room.

      
        
        Night Terror uses Silent Shriek.

        You are deafened.

        Flancil is deafened.

        Sylas is deafened.

        Rogul resists.

      

      

      Sylas’s lips flapped in what I assumed were curses directed skyward. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but judging from his expression, he’d probably lain a sick burn upon the freaky owl-bat. A second set of leathery wings and wicked talons soared from the opposite direction.

      “Get down!” Although my words would prove useless when everyone was deaf, I threw myself over Sylas’s back, then raised my arms to cast with the simplest gesture I knew.

      
        
        You cast implosion.

        Critical Hit!

        Night Terror

        -39 HP

      

      

      The spell snagged the night terror, snapped the tip of one of the nearby stalagmites in its radius, and impaled the creature in a midair collision. A stroke of luck if ever I’d seen one.

      “Did you guys see that?” Of course, nobody could hear me.

      The beast managed to swipe sideways, and the stalactite hurtled toward us.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] Flan!

      

      

      Hoisting both knees to get my feet under me, I lunged, wrapped my arms around the gnome, then rolled away.

      As soon as I’d vacated the space, the night terror landed on Sylas, wrapped him in its leathery talons, then took to the air again.

      
        
        Night Terror claws Sylas.

        Sylas

        -44 HP

      

      

      Crap.

      Flancil vanished from beside me. My head swiveled in time for me to watch as he brought his arm around in a wide arc to impact the beast’s neck while Sylas struggled beneath.

      
        
        Flancil Uses Whisper Step.

        Flancil uses Knife Hand on the Night Terror.

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror -44 HP

        94% HP Remaining

        Stun resisted

      

      

      A fiery glow darted into view when Rogul leapt toward the threat. Throwing out his arms in midair, he produced a stream of fireballs that slammed into the night terror’s head and chest.

      
        
        Rogul casts Fire’s Fury.

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror

        -14 HP

        -14 HP

        -12 HP

        -17 HP

        Night Terror

        79% HP Remaining

      

      

      The bat’s head lolled to one side before pounding against the ground. Blood trickled from a wound between Sylas’s neck and shoulder as tiny flames spread across the beast’s backside.

      Flancil cracked the bat-like beast on the skull with a follow-up punch, but the creature spread its wings wide, throwing the gnome skyward. The monk’s arms whipped the air like he was trying to fly, then he splashed down in the pool.

      Its fall arrested by flapping wings, the night terror circled around the outside of the chamber, then latched onto a rocky outcropping. Its beak parted, and its neck elongated in a shriek I was glad I couldn’t hear.

      
        
        Night Terror uses Rallying Cry.

        Offense Up

      

      

      Motion caught my eye. I looked up just in time to spy two other enemies swooping down.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] Evasive actions! Dodge!

      

      

      The first terror shot off the wall. It slammed the top of its head into my chest, taking my wind and rolling me across the hard surface.

      
        
        Night Terror uses Pounce.

        You are stunned.

        Effect duration: 3 seconds

      

      

      My body went limp as the back of my head walloped the ground.

      Sylas slipped the incoming attacks of the other two enemies, then charged.

      After the night terror who’d disabled me shrieked again, it drew its head back, ready to strike.

      Sylas threw caution to the wind and jumped on its back, but that wasn't enough to stop it from wrapping its talons around my shoulders, then hoisting me into the air.

      Our tank stabbed with his polearm but missed. The beast threw him off his back as it raised me higher, but with only the view of the beast’s underside, I never saw my party mate land.

      
        
        Sylas falls.

        -22 HP

      

      

      The night terror slammed me against the roof of the cavern. The hooks on its wingtips latched onto the cave wall, then the leathery wings surrounded me. Its rear talons pinned me to the wall as its beak dipped toward my throat.

      I drew my dagger and rammed it into the creature’s neck.

      
        
        You have learned a new combat skill:

        Shank

        Stab your enemy in the side of its neck.

        Type: Melee attack

        Damage: 14–22, increases with Strength rating.

        You shank Night Terror.

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror

        -22 HP

        75% HP Remaining

      

      

      Blood spurted from the corner of its mouth, but it clamped onto the blade. After tearing it from my hand, the beast tossed it to the ground.

      
        
        Night Terror disarms you.

      

      

      Since they were suddenly freed, I drew my hands to my temples, narrowed my eyes, and cast before it could rip out one of my eyeballs.

      
        
        You cast Psionic Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror -31 HP

        68% HP remaining

        Night Terror is confused.

      

      

      It shrieked and swung its head side to side like a terrier with a rat. I grinned as it reeled in confusion, then realized my mistake as the creature lost its grip. Despite my ensuing free fall, I spied Sylas cracking an enemy alongside the head while the other pinned Flancil in the water and pecked him like a chicken scratching for feed.

      
        
        Sylas 90% HP remaining

        Flancil 30% HP remaining

      

      

      Sylas’s enemy crouched on all fours, like a bat, crawling toward him on its folded wings and splaying its back feet behind.

      Flancil’s early heal worked as designed, and his follow up when his mana replenished had our tank topped off. But his own health was shit. I might’ve cursed about the need for a legitimate melee weapon that would grant Sylas a class, but that’s when I pounded into the ground. The collision knocked the wind from my lungs as the creature and I landed in a pile of rubbery wings.

      
        
        Ouch!

        You have fallen, and you can’t get up.

        -62 HP

      

      

      My vision swam. I suspected a concussion. Despite my blurred vision, the text in my interface remained clear. Funny how that worked. I fumbled for my wand in hope it was still there. For once, Lady Luck was with me. The monster who’d dropped me swooped down and landed a few feet from my head. It raised its skull, blinked, then focused on me. Its legs tensed, but I was quicker on the draw, and a blast of fire consumed its face.

      
        
        You burn a Night Terror.

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror

        -27 HP

        65% HP Remaining

      

      

      Rogul appeared from nowhere, planted his feet with one in front of the other like a prize fighter, then formed claws with his knobby fingers. As a casting bar filled, flames engulfed his feet, then swarmed up his body. Finally, a stream of fire burst forth. It consumed the beast’s closest wing as my minion trembled with effort to melt the fucker.

      
        
        Torrent

        Your minion channels a fire stream at a single target that spreads to enemies within 5 yards causing 15–19 fire damage to the first, and 5 damage per tick to additional targets.

        Type: Minion spell

        Damage: 15–19 to initial target.

        5 Damage per second to additional targets.

        All damage scales with level.

        Duration: 5 seconds.

      

      

      While Rogul had it distracted, I threw a message into the chat.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] Sylas, get your ass in gear and start tanking!

        [Sylas:] I've already got one to fight!

        [Kyra:] Remind me to define tank for you.

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror #1

        -19 HP (Channeled fire)

        -17 HP (Channeled fire)

        -17 HP (Channeled fire)

        55% HP Remaining

      

      

      
        
        Torrent spreads to two targets.

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror #2

        -5 HP (Channeled fire)

        -5 HP (Channeled fire)

        -5 HP (Channeled fire)

        78% HP Remaining

        78% HP remaining

      

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror #3

        -5 HP (Channeled fire)

        -5 HP (Channeled fire)

        Critical Hit!

        -5 HP (Channeled fire)

        -3 HP (Burn)

        -3 HP (Burn)

        67% HP Remaining

      

      

      Flancil lay in a similar position to mine but, where my enemy whipped around to face Rogul, Flancil’s had him pinned. I gaped when he snatched both sides of its beak, pried them open, then shoved the beast up and away. Rogul’s cast completed, and the torrent of fire ceased. He turned tail and sped across the cavern, leaping over the pool in a single bound, and my enemy gave chase.

      
        
        Party Chat:

        [Kyra:] See what my minion just did? That’s how you TANK!

      

      

      While Rogul kited the night terror, I scurried to my feet to rush the one planting Flancil. I burned a wand charge on the shit, then its head came around. Not knowing what possessed me when it parted its beak and showed me the back of its narrow green tongue, I shoved the weapon down its throat and fired.

      
        
        You flambé a Night Terror

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror

        -44 HP

        58% HP Remaining

      

      

      The announcements in my HUD were a bit much as the bastard tried to chomp my arm off, so I disabled them.

      The night terror reared back and tossed its head, snapping its jaws as if to swallow enough air to put out the fire. It leaped off Flancil, bat ears slicked back in anger, then beat its massive wings against the ground. When it gained enough loft to hover above the cavern, it shrieked, then started hacking. Smoke streamed from its nostrils.

      The gnome had exhausted all his stamina playing dogfighter with the owl-bat. When it landed a few feet away, my arms itched to tackle the thing, but I resisted. A spell would be faster. Not to mention a whole lot smarter since I was supposed to be the caster and had just bitched at Sylas about filling his role. I used psionic blast and followed it up with another shot from my wand. Red numbers ticked above its head, but I barely noticed.

      I might have used an implosion to really crush it, but if I didn’t focus on my mana, I’d end up owl-bat food. As I started to wonder why Sylas wouldn’t just slice the thing up to piss it off and turn its attention, our newest teammate planted his hands over his shoulders, drew his legs toward his chest, then kicked out so his back rose from the ground. Arching in the air, he landed on his feet.

      Bruce Lee, in-fucking-deed!

      In seconds, the gnome reached his enemy in the center of the cavern. Sylas was there, trading blows with the other night terror, completely unaware of the other developments around him.

      That wouldn’t do. A tank needed to be in the loop, constantly checking his surroundings, and Sylas wasn’t getting it done.

      Despite his blinking health bar, Flancil engaged with a furious combination of flashing punches to the beak, chin, and neck of his enemy. The onslaught ended in a high, leaping attack as both his feet crashed down on the creature’s head.

      
        
        Flancil has defeated a level 12 Night Terror.

        +25% XP for first kill of a Night Terror

        231 XP

        Deafness ends.

      

      

      “Well, it’s about damned time!” I yelled, if for no other reason than to ensure I could hear my own voice. By then, Flancil worked with Sylas on one bat while Rogul continued to kite the other around the edges of the cavern. I wondered if flame minions enjoyed any kind of demon treats, because he’d sure as shit earned one.

      One of the bats ceased its protestations long enough for me to hear the gnome cursing at Sylas.

      “…ya fuckin’ noob!”

      Sylas grabbed him by the shoulder, yanked him off of the creature, then delivered a final, brutal polearm slice to the owl-bat’s head.

      
        
        Sylas has defeated a level 13 Night Terror.

        272 XP

      

      

      A golden flash surrounded Flancil’s body before funneling skyward to the sound of a roaring tympani of horns. All his resource pools filled.

      
        
        Flancil Chanz has reached Level 12.

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Flancil has eleven unspent attribute points. You may spend five attribute points for Flancil. To spend more than five attribute points, you must bind Flancil to yourself.

      

      

      An explosion brought my head around. My pet had flown through the air following one of his massive leaps, and the stone from one wall showered the pursuing beast.

      The remaining enemy sliced through the air toward us. Flancil dove out of its path, rolled back to his feet, then slipped around to one flank while I set up on the other. Sylas took his position at the owl-bat’s head. I was elated at how we’d gotten our wits about us, then formed a triangle around the dying bastard so quickly.

      The night terror twisted, then dipped its jaw toward my knees. Sylas intercepted it, slicing its leg with the blade of his polearm so it tumbled to the ground. Then he raced to where the creature fell. When he shoved a boot into the back of its neck, its howling beak spread wide. There was a sickening crack as he stomped his second foot, bringing all his weight down on the beast. I cringed and turned away.

      
        
        Sylas Curb stomps a Night Terror.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Night Terror -49 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas has killed a level 14 Night Terror.

        298 XP

      

      

      “Way to go, dummy.” Flancil’s tone mocked as he patted our tank’s back. He stomped past me, muttering, “Next time I’ll save my healing for someone who knows how to use it properly.”

      “I killed it, didn’t I?”

      He wasn’t a toddler. I wouldn’t cheer him on when he made a mess of things. He’d nearly got us killed because he didn’t know how to play his part. Then again, he was from a fishing village. I’d discussed Flancil’s class with him, and Sylas’s problem was on me as much as anyone.

      The three of us stared as the curb-stomped creature’s cocked skull.

      Sylas plopped down on his ass, his shoulders rising and falling as he sucked wind. “Captain Kyra, when I signed up for this trip, I thought I was joining a crew. For someone who claims to be one of the Returned, I’m not seeing much leadership.”

      “While I’m happy to take some of the responsibility, you aren’t exactly a receptive student. I’ve been hurling gentle advice at you since the day we met, so suck up your own end of it, ya hard-headed ingrate! You knew the stakes.”

      “You mean back when we had a boat?”

      “And what, I control nature now?”

      “Perhaps not, but we just named you leader twenty minutes ago, and we nearly fell.”

      I stuck out a thumb. “One, I can’t fight for you.” I extended the index finger of the same hand. “Two, Flancil was calling out to you the whole fight.”

      He huffed, rolled his eyes, then stood. Fists on his hips, he leaned over me. “Then what would you have me do?”

      Damned if I’d be intimidated. “Did you see my pet luring that beast around the cavern to keep it off us?”

      Sylas’s slit eyes dropped to my minion before returning to me. “Yes. It seems as if it really made it angry.”

      “Exactly! Do that!”

      “To be an accomplished purveyor of hate, you contend that I need a proper combat class.”

      The language took me off guard, and I had the sudden suspicion my first Enoran companion had been holding out on me. When I didn’t answer immediately, his lips twisted into a sideways, toothless grin that might’ve indicated he thought he’d gotten under my skin. I took a moment to consider my answer, wondering if I was being baited for a trap.

      But the simple answer was, “Yes.”

      He nodded in confirmation. “Then why not have your pet tank until I have one?”

      I smiled. “I’m of the opinion that Constitution is the primary attribute for a sword-and-board tank. Would you agree?”

      “Sword-and-board?”

      Flancil rolled his eyes. “Dude, I grew up in a monastery and I know what sword-and-board means. How long did you say you were a prisoner in that mountain?”

      To his credit, Sylas ignored him. “You mean one who carries a sword and shield.”

      I nodded.

      “Then yes. Since Constitution equates to the amount of health, I’d assume that’s true.”

      “Good. I’m glad we agree.” I winked my eyes in succession. “Your Constitution is twenty-two. The first point is worth eighty hit points, and every point after is worth eight, for a grand total of 248. My pet’s Constitution is fourteen. I’m assuming I don’t need to calculate its HP for you.”

      Sylas frowned.

      “While my pet might be a nice temporary stopgap in situations where we face multiple enemies and your health gets low, he can’t tank.”

      My pet glanced up, and his little head twisted in confusion. “Rogul tank!” He pumped a victorious fist, but something about the look in his fiery eyes left me wondering if he was protecting a false level of confidence.

      “You’re not helping.”

      Rogul’s head tilted, then he turned his gaze to the floor, leaving me to wonder if I’d hurt his demon feelings.

      But Sylas’s response pulled me out of my wonderment. “I see.”

      I nodded, satisfied with myself for breaking through.

      Then he winked his own eyes as he scanned me. “But your Constitution”—he thrust a finger in my direction—“is twenty-seven. Oh, and for some reason, your hit points don’t seem to follow the same mathematical rules.”

      Warmth flooded my cheeks, and I could imagine how red they were. “I get 100 points for the first Constitution point, and 10 for each additional.”

      Flancil coughed as if he’d swallowed a mosquito. “Wow, you really are the goddess’s chosen. Do all of you get that?”

      Sylas interrupted before his train could be derailed. “So, you have 360 hit points compared to my 248. My question, therefore, is why isn’t our leader tanking?”

      “Magic casters are most often expected to fight at range. We don’t have gear for—”

      He shook his head. “See gear adorning me, do you? Would it not have been better to seek out gear prior to coming here?”

      “Dude, it’s not like we had the coin, and that port didn’t have any smithies.” But he was right. I’d been operating on preconceived gaming conventions without taking into account what would make him a better tank. It was one role I’d never warmed to, and therefore never played in previous games. “Fine. You make a fine point.”

      Flancil shook his head. “No, he doesn’t.”

      Sylas turned toward the gnome, grinding his teeth so the nodes in his jaw pulsed. “And you know what of it?”

      Flancil raised both his palms to placate Sylas. “Hey, don’t turn your ire on me, dude. She did define your role, whether she went into details about it or not. She’s right that most magic damage dealing classes were designed by the goddess so that they fight at range. Are you going to question Solara’s wisdom?”

      Sylas took a step back like he’d been punched in the chin. “Of course not!”

      The gnome surprised me when he turned his logic on me. “And do you, second-coming of the goddess’s soldiers, forward-looking caster of her magical essence, not see how unprepared for this expedition you’ve made him?”

      A frown creased my lips then I dipped my chin. “I see it.”

      “Good. Then why don’t we decide what we need to do going forward instead of beating each other up about where we are?” A glare shifted between us like he dared us to answer. “The way I see it, you have an under-geared fishing-pole carver you expect to fight on the front lines. And whatever you know about fighting strategy, your first inclination was to point out your own and your pet’s weaknesses compared to Sylas’s instead of considering his argument.”

      “Granted. I apologize.”

      “That’s a good start. So, Rogul, you seem pretty excited to tank, yeah?”

      My minion nodded, and this time his fist thrust seemed much more confident. “Rogul tank!”

      The gnome clasped his hands behind his back then paced between us and back while he spoke. “Until Sylas learns proper tactics, why not let your pet draw ire—he seems to be good at it with all that fire he flings—and have Sylas perform different kinds of strikes to practice pulling enemy hatred away from your pet? Then, if he manages to do that and gets in trouble, Rogul can reengage. You can control his actions right?”

      The minion answered in my stead. “Rogul obey master, always!”

      The gnome nodded as he stopped in front of Sylas. “And you remain open-minded to what Kyra teaches you about tanking. Her mind might have faltered in the grand scheme of things, but she seems to know more than we do about this whole enterprise. Ya get me?”

      Sylas shifted his gaze to me then nodded. “Yes. I will try to be less… frustrated when you give me advice.”

      Flancil clapped his hands as if to clear dust. “Good. Now you two figure this shit out. I’ll go lean on that wall over there. I need a quick nap.”

      I snatched the hood hanging off the back of his robe and yanked him back. “Where do you think you’re going, little man. If we’re gonna discuss tactics, you have to know how you fit into it. This is going to require some changes, and we’re not leaving this cavern until we’ve worked it out.”

      He tugged his hood from my grasp. “I’m not a man, and for a gnome, I’m not so little.”

      “Yeah, but I got your attention. You guys made me the leader. Lead, I shall. Gather round, shitheads.”
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      I sat on a broken column in the center of the dank, shadowy chamber and watched Sylas skin the beasts. His brow knitted as he worked. He’d made the argument that, if we wanted to gear up properly, we didn’t want to walk into our next port of call without either coin or something that would fetch some. Neither he nor Flancil had ever heard of the night terrors, so it followed their rare hides would fetch a decent price from the right tanner.

      I couldn’t argue with logic like that.

      Besides, in the wake of a tumultuous conversation about tactics and roles, the small work pacified him. It was no wonder he’d decided to craft fishing poles. Like when I’d watched him carve runic lines into the one aboard the Sunfish, his focus proved unwavering when his hands got busy. Like mine during a climb. I’d have to keep that in mind. A pang of guilt washed over me when I considered how I’d dragged him away from his peaceful existence. Then again, I’d found him in a cage, and the Bonchu had done more to decide his destiny than I. After all, they’d murdered his sister and the rest of his village.

      Hell, I might want to get my ego under control. If it hadn’t been for those bastards, Sylas might not be with me at all.

      And for all his flaws, I liked him. Something told me my first Enoran companion would always hold a special place in my heart.

      I turned my gaze on the napping gnome. The jury was still out on that guy.

      My eyebrows leapt to my forehead when my focused gaze upon Sylas’s careful, determined carvings prompted a system message in my HUD.

      
        
        You have discovered a new Occupational Skill!

        Skinning

        Skinners remove hides from vanquished animal beings—and sometimes humanoid ones—to be used as raw materials by leather workers, clothiers, blacksmiths and other professionals. Tanning is often selected by skinners as a secondary occupation to create leathers.

        Your Skinning skill is rank 1.

        Note: While you can earn skinning skill ranks by witnessing the act, the return on actual labor will prove more lucrative.

      

      

      I experienced a second wave of guilt when I noted the baggy pants and sleeveless shirt that jostled during his labor, but when he raised one arm to wipe the sweat from his brow, the defined lines of muscle in his limbs and shoulders replaced the emotion. The emaciated figure I’d first seen a couples days before appeared healthy. If he wasn't laying on the decks baking the ever-loving collagen out of his skin all day, he might have passed for handsome with the fairer sex.

      When Sylas finished skinning the last bat, he stood, wiped his sweaty palms on the hips of his baggy pants, then strolled by. When he reached the gnome who snoozed with his fingers interlocked on his tiny belly and his ankles crossed, he kicked his sandals.

      “Wake up, ya lazy goon. I’ve got three skins over here, and we’re each stuffing one into our sacks.”

      “Solara’s gracious sky! You trying to stop my heart?”

      Sylas draped a skin across the gnome’s legs. “And don’t even think about using it as a blanket until we all decide it’s time to stop again.” He marched back, snatched up a second skin, then dropped it next to me without a word. When I flipped it over, the smooth sheen of the underside caught me by surprise. There wasn’t a drop of blood to be scene. Whether system mechanic or his skill at work, I had no frame of reference from my former world.

      I squeezed the skin through the opening in my bag and was appeased when it only took up one slot. Even less that it wouldn’t bloody up the satchel.

      “This hide will make for an especially dark leather. Not unlike what is worn by the Bonchu taskmasters. If I need heavier armor, and even if you and the gnome don’t wear leather, visiting a tannery might be the best course. A little patience and a small amount of coin could lead to a higher sale price.”

      Flancil cleaned his robes as best he could and washed his hands in the central pool. Then he stood between us with an accusatory look on his face. “It’s true. Tanned hides will fetch more coin than skins on an auction house.”

      Auction house. God, I couldn’t wait to experience one of those.

      In Light of Babylon, I’d made tons of gold crafting and selling items on the auction house, and while Enora might prove a bit more controlled when it came to the economy, I suspected I’d still benefit. Next time, I’d pull out a knife and do some of the work myself.

      Flancil folded his arms across his chest as he faced both of us. “What exactly are you two planning to do when we get to Bonchuria?”

      I’d forgotten just how little we’d shared with our new companion. “I might ask you the same question. You’re going to sell those shady daggers, right? What then?”

      “Shady?” He snatched one out of his inventory and eyed it. “What do you mean, shady?”

      “They don’t look like holy relics to me.”

      “And who better than a shade elf to decide what’s shady? You want to talk about people being cloaked in shadows? Where exactly did you say you're from again?”

      Due to the rules against speaking to unbound companions about the outside world, I deflected.

      “Fine. You’re right. It’s not my business how you came upon a pair of ceremonial daggers. I’ll stop asking about your history, and you stop asking about mine. Let’s get through this little adventure, and maybe we’ll circle back to it over drinks at the Salty Dog. That fair?”

      “If you're buying, sure.” He wagged a crooked finger between the two of us. “But I’ll tell you one thing right now. I'm no friend of the Bonchu. Hell, I’ve never even met one. So don’t go drawing me into whatever grievance you pair have. My purpose there is strictly business. If you’re planning on makin’ trouble straight away, and if that might affect my ability to turn a decent profit so I can”—his words came to an abrupt halt, and he took a moment to contemplate his word salad before continuing—“then I might hop ships early so’s not to be associated with a couple of pirates, or whatever host of Hokhram you two think you are. Assuming you even have a ship by then.”

      All the adversarial blabbering between the three of us grew tiresome, and this wasn’t the kind of relationship I wanted to have with my partners. A fleeting thought about how much of a role I played in my poor standing with the d-bags ambled through my mind.

      But only fleeting.

      “Does that mean you're still sailing with us as long as we don’t cause trouble for you?”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, shady. We’ll be spending the next couple weeks building a raft to get off of this island.”

      I knew damned well that wasn’t how things would work. The outer perimeter of the island differed from non-instanced places in Enora and was designed to teach players lessons. The rocks, the storm. It was meant to challenge us. A game where people got stranded for making a mistake at such low levels as ours wouldn’t last ten days, and I didn’t care how hyper-realistic it was. But I couldn’t explain that to him. Better to just end the conversation with a mutual understanding and get on with it. If the gnome stayed—assuming I wanted him to—he stayed.

      “Fair enough. Which of these tunnels do you want to try first? If wouldn’t surprise me if all but one loop back around to this cavern. Any instincts fluttering in your belly?”

      I checked the map on the interface and walked to the far side of the cavern. Sylas followed to return my dagger. Flancil eased up behind him.

      “Here, take this.” He shoved the lantern into Sylas's hands. “I don’t need it. I brought it for you. You’re welcome, by the way.” He craned his neck forward, then his nostrils flared into giant holes, considering the size of his nose. “Do you smell that?”

      “More bat guano?” I asked.

      “No, it’s seawater.”

      The gnome ran into the mouth of the first tunnel. I tapped my glowing minion’s shoulder, then pointed at Flancil’s back. Rogul sped off after him. As his glow turned a corner, the monk grazed the wall with the fingertips of one hand and leaned in to sniff the air down a side passage, shook his head, then ran to the next. I followed, watching. After the third tunnel in that corridor, he turned to us.

      “It's this way.” He pointed. “I'm sure of it.”

      “All right, then. Let’s get out of here.” In a bout of obsession, I re-cast Inner illumination despite the way it stayed active until turned off. Taking my higher Constitution when compared to the humanoid companions into account, I stepped into the lead. My pet would serve as a warning signal if anything went awry.

      The passage followed a slow incline, and I could already feel my quads burning. Something that crunched beneath my foot dropped a few inches. Rocks funneled into an opening as my leg descended. I sprang backward like a startled cat and braced for a buzz saw from the ceiling or a barrage of poison arrows. Because I always expected the best.

      “What is it?” Sylas brandished his weapon as he lurched ahead. I tugged him back.

      Nothing happened.

      “Aha!” Flancil pointed. “Not two steps in and you’ve already fallen victim to the dreaded sliding rock trap.” He made a satisfied cackling noise as he strutted forward to pluck an item from the ground. “Interesting.” He rolled his hand over and analyzed the object before handing it to me.

      I envisioned the crewman who’d penned them speeding out of the cavern before the night terrors could snatch him into the air and send him plummeting to his death. If he’d crouched there, dug, then left the page, he probably hadn’t drawn their attention, but still I wondered if we shouldn’t have handled it the same way.

      
        
        Crewman’s Diary, Page 11

        Cap’n disciplined the first mate, but old Hornassey wasn’t having no more of it. He challenged the boss. They was fighting, and right when I was sure we’d have a new boss, the cap’n breathed smoke out his nostrils, his eyes alight like a torch, all red and glowy.

        In an instant, four crew members caught fire! I’ll never forget the stench of their burning flesh as they ran around the deck like poultry with cut heads.

      

      

      A shiver ran up my spine. “I’ve got to stop reading these things.”

      Sylas hoisted his polearm and jabbed the air. “I’ll take care of him for ya. I told ya. Right up his friggin’ arse.”

      What a goober.

      I revised my earlier assessment of Sylas’s romantic prospects.

      After scanning the text a second time, I extended my thoughts about the instance being an entity unto itself instead of a natural evolution of beings and events in the outside world. Rather than blurting out the thought, I carefully phrased it in my head to make it more digestible by the company I kept.

      “These pages are dropping clues, like the… um, goddess is showing us the path. The likelihood we’ll encounter this captain grows with each one I read. It’s almost an instruction manual, like Solara wants us to know what abilities the captain has.”

      Flancil tilted his head. “Like she’s testing us?”

      I nodded. “Something like that. Maybe even preparing us. If that’s the case, expect a tough fight.” I eyed Sylas up and down. “We might want to farm the area some more, try to get another level, and see if we can find some humanoid targets that could drop some real armor or weapons before we go at him. Question is, where is he? How will we know when we’ll end up fighting him?”

      Sylas raised his chin. “If the man fled down here, and if his stories about the captain take place on the ship they sailed, it’s possible it’s still here. Didn’t the quest say something like that?”

      He was right. I knew it, but I checked my log anyway.

      
        
        The Antigrall Mystery

        Lost two years ago, the Antigrall was a frigate last known to be headed for Foggy Vale Island.

        Seek the Antigrall, locate the compass on board, then escape Foggy Vale Island.

      

      

      I confirmed his suspicions. “Yeah, it’s right there. Our main quest objective.”

      Flancil smiled and gave me a thumbs up. “At least we’re planning. Preparing for a coming conflict. I just wish we knew a little more about what we were up against.”

      I skimmed the latest entries. “He chopped up a guy in his rack and took out four at once when a challenger had him on the ropes. So, we know the possible weapon—although I doubt it’s the only one—and a possible ability that does ugly fire damage. We’ll want to spread out when we face him to avoid AOE attacks.”

      Flancil nodded and tapped his finger to his temple “A wise assessment.”

      “Thanks. And as much as I would like to have our fighter in the center, we need to be mindful of your limitations as a healer.”

      Rogul sped back up the tunnel, swirled around us, then started hopping from side to side, facing away from us in case of threats. I was digging my minion.

      The gnome stayed focused. “What do you mean limitations?” Flancil cracked his knuckles and shadow boxed the air. “Now that I know my rotation, we’ll be kicking ass. I’ll just drop my healing-over-time spell on your pet instead of Sylas, then punch the hell out of everything while I have Rogul tagged to transfer the percentage of the damage to healing.”

      “Dude, you’re starting to sound like me.”

      “I would try to take that as a compliment, but you still have to prove worthy.” He chuckled.

      “Smart ass.” I stuck my tongue out. “While the tactics are sound, remember your positioning. You should be as closely centered on us as possible when we do this. Not necessarily a triangle, but whatever keeps you in healing range of Sylas and Rogul. I’ll try to cast from the farthest allowable distance so I’m less of a pain in your ass.”

      Flancil gave Rogul a distant stare as the minion bounced from wall to wall in the narrow passage.

      My forehead wrinkled. “What is it?”

      “Hmm. I was just wondering, what if there are minions in this boss battle?”

      “Depends.” I flipped over both hands then shrugged. “If they’re quick and operate independently of the boss, we’ll have to burn them down fast so we can focus fire against the captain when the time comes. Rogul will tank the boss, and Sylas will back him up while you and I fight the minions. In the future, when Sylas is geared up to his forehead, we’ll probably switch that up and let Rogul and me take out the adds.”

      “Adds. Like additions?”

      I nodded. “Right. At that point, his ranged damage combined with mine could get them bouncing back and forth between us. I’ll have to check the aggro chart to see how much ire he draws compared to mine, but I could see a kind of boomerang strategy working to keep the enemies off you guys.”

      “I like it,” Flancil said. “Now say it all two more times to get it through Sylas’s thick skull.”

      Sylas chuckled. “Eat bat guano.” His shoulders rose and fell in shallow laughter as he raised the lantern and paced down the tunnel without us.

      My pet watched him for two seconds, then whipped his head around to set his gaze on me.

      “What’re you waiting for, dude? You’re the tank!”

      He sped down the tunnel, his glow washing the walls and low, rocky ceiling in an orange, bouncy glow.
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      The tunnel warmed as we ascended, and my less-attuned nostrils finally detected the salt air. A faint light shimmered off a curvature in the rock walls. Since it’d been sunset when we entered the cavern, the source couldn’t have been sunlight.

      Probably moonlight amplified by the night vision spell.

      “Check for traps!” I called it out every fifty paces despite my suspicion the guys grew tired of it. I just didn’t care. Call it game PTSD. My greed landed us in the underground tunnel network, but if I had to be the annoying one for the rest of the trip, it was better than falling in a hole and ending up deeper underground right when we’d spied light. It would be just like Enora to tempt us only to drop us on our asses due to carelessness.

      The tunnel leveled off, and I welcomed my first glimpse of a moon lighting our way back into the open world. By the white hue, I assumed the larger of the two, since the smaller always seemed to be painted orange.

      “We did it, guys. Don't forget to check for traps.”

      They groaned.

      Flancil waved one hand over his shoulder. “We’re squinting the whole way, boss. Relax.”

      Just before the exit, I spied a short tunnel leading to a small cavern. After inching along while checking for snags, I spied a table that would’ve fit right into the galley of a ship resting against one wall. An old brass lantern hung from a cleft in the rock, and I thanked my lucky stars it wasn’t lit.

      My eyes gravitated to a small object atop a plain straw mat in one corner. A skeleton lay beside it.

      “I think we found our missing treasure hunter.”

      Sylas leaned into the room. His gaze gravitated to his own object of interest, and he raised his lantern high. “Look at the sword.”

      We drew closer at a crawl until the three of us stood in a semicircle facing the dead. A rusted cutlass was wedged between two ribs. The pommel boasted a silver hand guard—might be worth something if it was polished and buffed.

      “Guess the mad captain found his crewman in the end.”

      Flancil stroked his chin. “Judging from the sight of him, we’re more than a little late. Was kind of hoping to meet the guy. This box looks like something he built here.” When he reached the box, he extended one hand, stopped it halfway through the motion, then eyed me over one shoulder. “Don't say it.” He nudged it with his foot, then flipped open the lid. After peering into the box, he nodded, then returned to the skeleton.

      I looked inside. Finding it empty, I frowned.

      He gave the skeleton a gentle kick as well, then yanked the sword from its rib cage. It waved back and forth in his grasp, likely testing its balance, before using the tip to pull back more of what appeared to be a sheet I hadn’t noticed atop the straw mat.

      Again, I studied the interior of the box. Nothing.

      Bastard game.

      “Here you go, champ.” Flancil pinched the blade of the weapon then reversed it to offer Sylas the handle.

      I crossed my fingers and focused on the weapon.

      
        
        Fighter’s Rapier of Slashing

        This simple sword enjoys a damage bonus when dealing slashing attacks.

        Level: 10

        Type: One-handed sword

        Slot: Main hand

        Quality: Common

        Durability: 17 of 30

        27–31 melee damage

        5% added damage when using slashing attacks.

        +3 Constitution

        Since Sylas has equipped Fighter’s Rapier of Slashing, he may select the following starter class:

        Fighter

        Would you like to select the starter class, Fighter, for Sylas?

      

      

      “Dude!” I shouted then slapped his shoulder. “I can give you a class, now.”

      Flancil performed a comical double take. “You can select his class? He doesn’t have to go to a trainer?”

      My top lip curled in disbelief. “What? You hadn’t figured out why I wanted to find him a weapon with class options?”

      “Hmm. I guess I hadn’t thought it through.”

      The pane in my HUD scrolled down.

      
        
        If you choose the Fighter starter class for your companion, he will be eligible to select from the following Advanced Combat Professions at level 20:

        Blade Dancer (requires swords)

        Warrior (requires sword, spear, axe, or club)

        Retiarius (requires trident)

      

      

      “Will this class benefit my stats like you’d hoped?”

      I nodded. “The added Constitution rocks, and the extra slashing damage might help you keep an enemy angry. You’ll want to figure out the best way to use that. Less stab, more swing.”

      “I see.” He turned the item over in his hand and scanned the blade through squinting eyes. After slicing the air a few more times, he nodded. “Fine. Make it so.”

      The words struck me with an odd sense of deja vu, but I didn’t know why. I assigned the class.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        Your companion, Sylas, is now a Level 10 Fighter.

      

        

      
        Sylas has learned the following combat skills:

        Inciting Howl

        The fighter taunts enemies into attacking him, increasing threat with each target by 100% for 10 seconds.

        Cross Slash

        Slice the enemy in a wide arc from one side to the other affecting all enemies in a 180-degree arc.

        Type: Melee Attack

        Cost: 25 Stamina

        Damage: 25–33 HP

        Cooldown: 3 Seconds

      

      

      I clutched Sylas’s shoulder. “Congratulations, brother.”

      He wrapped an arm around my waist and tugged me into a sideways hug. “Thank you, Kyra. It seems we now have the implement that will render our revenge against my sister’s murderers.”

      There was no way in Enora the level 10 weapon would serve him in that way. We needed levels, real gear, and time before we even messed with that scenario. But I wasn’t about to ruin the moment for him when he’d actually showed a little affection to express his happiness.

      “It has suffered durability loss. Will it still suffice?”

      I nodded. “It’s still got more than half left, and hopefully we’ll find something else by the time it’s trashed.”

      “Good.” He dipped one leg forward, thrust the blade, then followed up with a couple short slashes. Never have violent motions thrilled me so.

      “Take note of your new abilities. I don’t know if melee works like magic, but when I focus on a spell name, I can cast it. If I look at my Spells sub-tab, I can watch a video of someone performing the hand gestures that activate the spell. Check your character tab and find the skill so you can practice.”

      Flancil bent and peeled back a layer at the bottom of the box I thought was empty. He fished out a handful of coins, jingled them, then tucked into his pocket. A twinge of resentment that that an NPC snatched the coin rubbed me wrong, but I bit my tongue.

      He found it, I snoozed and I… loozed?

      Flancil made a fist and punched the air in front of the skeleton’s skull. “I don’t know about you guys, but now I'm fired up to fight that bastard captain.”

      I held a one-hundred percent suspicion the gnome would get his wish.

      After checking every corner of the room, we returned to the short tunnel, then strolled toward the moonlight. The wind howled outside and pushed a cold breeze through the narrow space. My shoulders quivered. As we climbed the final ascent, a shape fluttered in the moonlight. When I glanced out the cave mouth, a glowing X appeared on my map as a notification shot across my interface.

      
        
        You have discovered the Antigrall.

        This once-proud treasure-hunting vessel is but a shadow of its former self. The foul spirit of its cruel captain still haunts the upper decks.

        1,256 XP

      

      

      “Good, because I’m ready to shred the bastard and get off this rock.”
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      The cave entrance overlooked a cove ringed by sheer cliffs. Below us, bathed in moonlight, the dilapidated wreck of the treasure ship Antigrall sat wedged between two high rocks in the middle of the cove. The same creepy mist we’d seen across the island rose from the waters to swirl around the boat, filling the cove and obscuring everything until the next gust of wind whisked it away like we’d entered some kind of cartoon. The ragged sails hanging from the masts in shreds fluttered before lying still under an eerie glow of the two moons.

      We traversed a narrow path carved into the cliff face. Along the rocky staircase was another twisted carving that resembled the intricate serpents I’d seen in the Undersands—and right before we plummeted underground on Foggy Vale. At the end of the trail, we stepped onto a sandy beach at the back of the cove.

      The air fell deathly still. Fog crept back in then hovered thick over the water as we combed the beach in silence, seeking a way across. All we found were the scattered ribs and rotten oars of what had once been a rowboat.

      Sylas grabbed an oar and spun it in the air. “This would make a suitable weapon as well. Good heft, yes? Perhaps I'll keep it.”

      “You don't need more sticks. You're worse than a dog.”

      “You are not the first woman to make that comparison.”

      I didn’t doubt him. Checking the stats on the oar—because I did shit like that—proved my suspicions. If Sylas was going to wield something that heavy, it might as well do more damage. A break in the fog brought a huff from my lungs as I gazed across the bay. “I said I wasn't swimming anymore today.”

      Flancil trotted up the beach to join us. “Technically, the day is over. Count it as a win and let's go.” He snorted and stepped into the water, shivering when it went over his boots.

      Not wanting to lose any of my shit when I suspected we approached the climax of this slogging venture, I tucked my wand into my bag, then tied it off.

      “I don't know.” Flancil crossed his arms while standing knee deep. “You two moved so slowly, I forgot the plan. Could we do this before I freeze my gnomish balls off?”

      “We wouldn’t want that.” I frowned at the water as I waded in. “That’s freaking cold. The river that tried to kill me was warmer.” I eyed the ship, then gave them a rundown of the tactics that came to mind.

      Sylas nodded. “Your plan, if I understand it, is that I will enter the ship behind Rogul. We’ll clear one deck at a time. If the mad captain is not alone, we’ll attempt to pull his minions toward us rather than engage all at once.”

      “Sounds right.” I nodded, focusing on the water as I shoved my legs through. “Flancil will cast the healing spell on Rogul when he takes damage, then monitor the two of you to cast as needed. It’d probably be better for you to get the tanking practice, but until you’re wearing proper armor, my minion will do.”

      Flancil waved a hurry-up motion. “Let's put the worst swimmer out front in case she needs saving.”

      Sylas chuckled. I flipped off the gnome. He didn’t get it, but I didn’t care. It felt just as satisfying.

      Water filled my boots. “It's fucking freezing.”

      Flancil waved a dismissive hand “Suck it up. Watch out for sharks.”

      Shit. I didn't think of that.

      Ever since the cenote in my first dungeon, I’d counted myself lucky nothing had attacked me in water. Someday that luck would run out.

      Sylas grinned as he backstroked past.

      Halfway there, my hand brushed against a rock, and I about leaped out of my skin. The freaking gnome laughed, and I turned to find him treading water. At least he was watching my back.

      Eventually the water deepened enough to force me into swimming. I knotted my hair, then paddled with focus to keep my head above the surface. Ten feet from the ship, the cove was shallow enough to stand again. Sylas hunched next to the hull, shivering, sword in hand. He waved a hand to catch my attention, pointed at a gash in the hull just wide enough to crawl through, then back against the hull again.

      I waded closer. The gap stood a foot above the water line, where slipping my head through just enough to gaze into the dark underbelly of the ship proved easy. At least something was. I whispered, “What if he gets the jump on us?”

      He pointed at the rail of the ship well above our heads. “Despite your climbing acumen, I don’t see any hand holds. I doubt it’s any better on the other side. Even if you did reach the rails, I’d think enemies are more likely to occupy the deck, ready to swarm us.”

      “You’re right. Didn’t the description say the captain haunts the upper decks?” I didn’t bother checking. Captain or crew, it didn’t matter. A stealthy entry suited a party whose front line fighter had no armor. “Might as well clear the lower first.”

      As I raised one knee to throw it over the threshold, Sylas tugged at my robe to stop me. When I looked at him, he pointed across the bay. My minion stood on the shore, glowing and lonesome. I rolled my eyes. “Guess he doesn’t like water.”

      “Hmm.” Sylas mused. “A fire-based demon who doesn’t like water. It almost makes sense.”

      “True.” A quick search of my HUD provided a solution to the problem. With one hand outstretched in Rogul’s direction, I dismissed him. A ten second timer popped up in a pane on the right. When it expired, I aimed the hand inside the hull and summoned him again. When the minion materialized, he hustled to the edge.

      “Thank you, master. Rogul hates the water.”

      While I planned to have another ship someday—maybe sooner than later since one of my quest targets was a compass—the idea didn’t bode well for a pet who didn’t swim. Should we ever end up in the drink, I figured I could always send him back into the spirit world until we reached dry land.

      Flancil swam up behind me. It still wasn't shallow enough for him to touch. He spat a stream of water. “Blah. Don't care how we get there. We're gonna search it all anyway. There’s bound to be loot. Now give me a hand.” After I hefted him up, I shoved him through the hole. He thanked me before offering a tiny hand to reciprocate, but I declined then climbed up solo.

      “It's dark in there,” Sylas said. “I’m the only one who can't see.”

      With my pet on one side and the gnome huddling close on the other, I contemplated. “Rogul is practically a lantern, and I think he can control the amount of aura he projects.”

      My minion nodded enthusiastically, head bobbing like he belonged on a dashboard, and his casting bar filled. He bloomed bright orange, dimmed, brightened again, then dimmed.

      Sylas smiled. “He’s useful. I wouldn’t mind having one.” He took my offered hand, and I dragged him up.

      “What’s mine is yours, even if you can’t command it.” My own words struck me with an idea. “Hey, Rogul, when we’re in combat, I want you to listen to Sylas when I’m not giving you orders.” I was fine with Sylas giving the pet directions if it was going to tank, but my experience trumped his need, and it was possible situations would unfold where I saw possibilities he didn’t.

      “I’m sorry, master, but the goddess doesn’t allow it. I can only follow your directions.”

      Sylas cocked an eyebrow. “Goddess? You mean you’re born of Enora’s grace?”

      The minion nodded with the same enthusiasm.

      I flashed a sideways smile. “How about that? Now you don’t have to wonder.”

      Sylas blushed, probably because of how I’d read him so easily.

      “You watch where you throw that fire, captain.” Flancil poked a stubby digit at me. “Ship like this has powder stores. And old powder…” He looked from me to Sylas. “Well, it can go off with just a bump.”

      “Noted.”

      “Aye.” Sylas tapped his blade against the gnome’s coat. “Goes off with just a bump. I’ll bet that’s what the girls say about you.”

      When my first involuntary cackle echoed off the plank walls, I slapped a hand over my mouth.

      Flancil shook his head. “Ha ha. Very funny. I’d mention how I grew up in a monastery where the women didn’t give me a second glance—and none were gnomes—but then it’d look like I cared what you think.”

      I shoved his shoulder. “You did it anyway.”

      “Eat a squid, Kyra.”
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      The inside was flooded halfway to my shins, which meant the water rose to Flancil’s knees. A crooked ceiling reflected how the ship leaned. Littered remnants of the cargo floated in the stagnant, briny water. Such a large vessel left more square footage for pests and enemies to lurk behind the rotten timbers and barrels of rancid supplies.

      Flancil gazed into a space where moonlight cast wobbling rays on the water rippling from our impact. “Do we climb the stairs?”

      “It’s called a ladder,” Sylas corrected.

      “I don’t care if it’s called a peacock. Do we climb it?”

      I pressed a finger to my lips. Holding it there, I opened party chat.

      
        
        [Kyra:] Shut up, dolts. You’ll wake the dead.

      

      

      I shivered as the chill crept into my bones. Knowing Enora, we’d do best to get out of the water before hypothermia set in. Rogul stood by my hip, awaiting orders. I faced the guys.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra:] If anything gets the drop on us, and we don’t have time to plan, go all-out. Don't hold back. Try to get into open space, but be mindful of cover. If you can hide behind a wall or barrel while leaving yourself the mobility to relocate on a whim, that’s the way we’ll win.

      

      

      “You think?” Sylas asked.

      I wanted to groan over his failure to use our chat, but nothing had jumped out yet.

      Screw it.

      “Hell if I know. I’m open to ideas.”

      Flancil huffed. “Sometimes it’s like galloping along on a great steed with you… only for it to slide to a sudden stop and toss me over its head.”

      Sylas put a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever happens, I am glad to be by your side. As you were by mine in my village.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, too.”

      My boot slipped on some thick slime, but I caught myself on a rib of the hull. Sylas clutched me under my armpits as I hung in peril, then hoisted me to my feet.

      I wrinkled my nose at the foul-smelling water. “Thanks.” I squeezed his shoulder. “It’s nasty in here.” Walking on the slippery planks was like treading a roof after an ice storm, so I clutched a chain running along one corner of the low ceiling, grasping hand-over-hand as we progressed.

      “I have seen worse bilges,” Flancil whispered, “but not by much.”

      I grunted whispered words as I shifted hands on the chain. “What is a bilge, anyway?”

      “Some captain you’ll make. I grew up in a monastery and know what a bilge is.”

      I raised my eyebrows in mock interest. “A monastery, you say? Gee, we haven’t heard that one.”

      “What? You tire of my stories?”

      I relinquished the grip of one hand from the chain so I could lean low enough to bring my nose to within inches of the gnome’s. “I don’t know because you haven’t really told us any stories. Like how you came upon a pair of jewel-encrusted daggers made of ivory and gold, or how you came to leave the monastery. Although I can make inferences from the treatment you received from the monks, I know little of your past. Which makes”—I jabbed his chest—“you the suspect one, here.” I clutched the chain again as my focus returned to Sylas. “Now, please tell me what a bilge is so I might make a better captain… which is why I asked in the first fucking place.”

      The gnome’s lips parted as if he’d respond, but when my gaze darted to Sylas, the tank shot him a warning glance that shut it down.

      “You’re standing in it. They collect excess water.”

      “Why would you want to collect it?”

      “Because ships at sea are invariably going to. The bilge is formed in this narrow shape and sailors use pumps to remove it. But on a ship this size, some excess would be kept for firefighting and the like.”

      “Oh, that’s smart. But isn’t salt water a challenge? Do you want to spray it all over the ship to put out fires? Isn’t it bad for wood?”

      “Better than sinking. Besides, the crew will scrub down the area after.” He peered down at the stagnant water. “But it should never get this high.”

      A bloated rat corpse bobbed beside a couple of small barrels. The murky water was a green, soupy color with frothy slime bubbles ringing the edges. When I scanned the water surrounding us, I realized the nastiness filled the entire bottom of the bilge. We were treading it, which explained the persistent offense to my olfactory sense. The back section was piled with crates. If we crawled along the side of the hull, then hopped onto the pile of cargo, we could reach a ladder in the back without wading.

      Flancil stepped inside. Handholds were farther apart for stubby, gnomish arms.

      “Hey, is that a barrel of booze?” The gnome pointed.

      I inspected the small barrel bobbing next to the dead rodent.

      
        
        Cask of Brandy

        This high-quality brandy could fetch a high price in the right ports.

      

      

      “You want it, you fish for it.“

      “You’re not calling dibs?”

      I looked at the dead rat, then back at Flancil.

      “Another interesting aspect about you, Flan. You seem to hunger for loot, and I can’t help but wonder if your inability to have possessions in that monastery hasn’t made you a bit of a hoarder. I get the distinct impression you’re trying to pile on as much coin as possible to race across the world. Tell me, is someone chasing you?”

      “None of your business. My life is my own.”

      “Well, if you’re going to be in our party for any extended period of time, you should accept that all bounty is split three ways. If we sell that brandy, we split the money. If you still want it knowing you’ll only get a third of the take, go for it. But you don’t want to lug it around until the ship is cleared. And since I doubt Sylas will aid you until that’s happened, best leave it where it is.”

      “Wow. You seem… irritated. Am I really so bad?”

      Once I’d dislodged my foot from my mouth, I sighed. “Truth be told, you’re useful. I just get tense, and I want to focus on the right things while we’re in the thick of it.”

      “All right. Just so you know, Solara frowns on wastefulness.” He shimmied to the water’s edge, rolled up his sleeves, then leaned out over the dead rat. His fingertips just brushed against the top of the cask. “I’ll drag it onto one of the steps so we can come back for it. Wouldn’t hurt to dry it out, anyway.”

      Sylas shoved his hands in his pockets, and we exchanged glances. We both knew what was coming.

      “Almost got it…” He reached for it again. Just as he got his hand on it, I heard a wet, sucking sound—not from the rat like I’d expected, but from behind me.

      A spot on the hull was encrusted with barnacles. One huge barnacle in the center of the cluster opened its shell. It hissed a puff of air that smelled of petrol. Then a spray of mist shot out of the barnacle in a massive sneeze, right at Flancil. When it snapped closed, a tiny spark jumped from it, igniting the cloud.

      I flinched, dropped my hands from the chain, then waded backward until I ran into Sylas. To my surprise, he wrapped one hand around my waist and drew me close.

      The whole cloud went up in a fiery conflagration.

      
        
        Fire Barnacle uses Spray on Flancil.

        Hit!

        Flancil

        -44 HP

        Flancil is on fire.

        -16 HP (burn)

        -14 HP (burn)

      

      

      The cask plopped into the water with a resounding thunk. Sylas rushed around me, slammed his hands into the water then started shoveling them over the screaming gnome. So much for not waking any inhabitants. My spine tingled with trepidation as I was consumed by the image of a giant captain glowing red as he stormed down the stairs to trap us in the narrow space.

      “Oh, ack, barnacles!”

      I barked three syllables in a whisper. “Self-heal, Flan.”

      When Sylas’s efforts came up short, I shoved my legs forward through the oppressive water, snatched what wiry hair existed atop the gnome’s skull, then shoved him down and into the nasty water. When he came up, the fire was gone.

      
        
        You dunk Flancil.

        End burn effect.

      

      

      “Damned undergrowth!” Sylas whipped his sword free of his belt, spun from side to side, then chopped at the spot where the flame had originated. The sword glanced its shell.

      Chunky water dripped from my clothes. A lumpy trail of slime slipped down the front of my robe. I reached under my robe for it, but it had already slid beyond my grasp. In a fit of panic, I tugged and pulled the hem until I lifted it halfway up my chest.

      Sylas reached out, snatched the slime ball, then threw it across the bilge.

      “Thanks.” I wiped the slime trail away, then splashed nasty water on it. Once I realized it wasn’t some low organism spewing acid, I didn’t hold the slightest interest in what it had been.

      The dead rat floated by. I plucked it up, then threw it at Flancil.

      “Hey, watch it!”

      Sylas kicked and hacked at the barnacle with his sword, but it latched onto the bulkhead like it’d been born there. Technically, it had.

      Finally he slouched, breathing hard, and looked back at me. More puffs of air sounded through the bilge as the encrusting barnacles opened their siphon holes all along the tide line.

      “Holy shit. Submerge!”

      Sylas didn’t need to be told twice. He dove into the bilge water, then crouched behind one of the floating boxes. I liked that idea better than a mouthful of muck, especially since I didn’t yet know if Enora boasted deadly microorganisms. I followed, then slid in next to him.

      “What was that?” Flancil turned and leaned his face in toward the barnacles.

      Although annoyed by his inability to stifle his curiosity, I sped toward him. “Get in the water! Get in the water!” I lunged, grabbed him by the coat, then pulled him under just as a dozen fire barnacles sprayed their gasoline.

      
        
        Fire Barnacle uses Spray.

      

      

      Poof!

      Despite the filmy water, the flash painted the outside of my eyeballs in a fierce orange glow. Flancil kicked and thrashed in my clutches, but I refused to let him go until I was certain the flames immediately above us were gone. When the water darkened, I emerged, wiped the slime from my face, and prayed to my new goddess—the Enoran AI more than Solara—I wouldn’t find a ship engulfed in fire. Only a faint bit of smoke remained.

      Moisture dripped from the ceiling to splatter my head with rancid rainfall. The boat creaked. A stream of bubbles popping near my waist reminded me I was still holding Flancil underwater.

      For the tiniest span, I mused over leaving him there for a few more seconds, but I yanked him up. The short bastard gasped for air and scrambled back to hull, mopping rancid slime from his face. I cleansed my cheeks with my sleeve.

      “Oh, Solara, cleanse me already.” Flancil searched around for his brandy, then tucked it under his arm. “By the light, I will not come out of this empty handed.”

      “It worries me how you were just on fire, I saved your ass, and instead of showing some modicum of gratitude, you went right for the loot.”

      “You think you’ve got me all figured out.”

      I relaxed my facial features, trying to keep my temper tamped down.

      Then the gnome surprised me when he dropped the cask on the steps and his shoulders relaxed. “And I guess you do. Tell you what, get me out of this in one piece, and I’ll tell you my story at the Salty Dog. And the drinks are on me.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Thank—”

      “Shush, get down.” I yanked him back into the water. We drew away from the side of the hull, nudging a few dead rats out of the way with our elbows. “Sylas, you okay?”

      “Thanks to your warning.” He peered out from behind the boxes. Slime coated his hair. “It’s too dark to see, but I think the salt pork in these crates has spoiled.”

      I spied another orange flow under the water’s surface creeping toward us.

      “Incoming!” I blurted in another harsh whisper.

      A moment later, Rogul popped up.

      I gagged a little. “I thought you didn’t like water.”

      “Rogul hate water. But Rogul breathe water.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That would’ve been useful information. If you can breathe under the surface, why did you wait on the shore?”

      “Because master can summon. Rogul hate water. Doesn’t mean Rogul no swim.”

      “Ugh. Come on, everyone to the back.” I tugged Flancil along until we reached Sylas.

      “Stay away from the walls,” Sylas reminded us as we pushed through the water toward the stern. We kept low, creeping along the bilge on our hands and knees so only our heads bobbed on the surface. The gnome didn’t need to crouch. With each movement, I had to touch the slimy bottom. Something like worms wriggled down there, making my skin crawl, but I resisted my every inclination to yank my hands free because then I’d end up with a face full of nastiness.

      “How do we kill them?” Flancil doggy paddled up alongside me.

      Sylas shook his head. “They’re barnacles. They don’t die.”

      He’d hacked at them to no avail, but maybe there was another way to defeat them. I adjusted my information slider. At lower levels of information output, I’d enjoy more XP when defeating an enemy, but I doubted a better analysis would make any difference. They wouldn’t be worth much.

      
        
        Fire Barnacle

        These ship pests grow from hulls and prove difficult to exterminate. With thick armor and few vulnerabilities, sailors of heavily infested ships more often scuttle their vessels than risk bringing one into dry dock for repairs.

      

      

      That said it all. “Not worth it. I’m not even sure we can damage them.”

      “More rancid meat here.” Sylas dumped the contents of another crate into the water ahead of us.

      A stench like an old man’s hairy diaper wafted toward me, and I gagged. “Would you please stop opening those.” I pinched my nose and clamped my mouth shut in case it seeped in.

      “No, he’s right,” Flancil said. “There might be good stuff down here.” We had reached the pile of boxes, and he pried open the first one he encountered. “What do you think it used to be?” When he tipped it over, something slopped into the bilge. I heard another hissing noise and almost pulled him under again. But it was air escaping a neighboring barrel when Sylas pried the top off with his cutlass.

      These dudes aren’t listening to a thing I say. I should have Rogul set their asses on fire. Well, he probably can’t attack them while in a party, but Flancil isn’t bound. I could drop him and…

      “Oh, my. I never thought pickles could spoil. This truly is the work of Hokhram.”

      “Guys. Focus on survival. Loot gets opened after we win the day, you dig?”

      “And what if I find armor in one of the crates?” Sylas asked.

      “What’s the fucking likelihood of that?”

      He raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. “The odds don’t influence me. Survival does.”

      “You can’t die, but I take your meaning. Fine. Just give me a warning before you open something.”

      There was a click and another puff of mist. I dragged Flancil back under the water because I enjoyed the look on his face after I dunked him.

      
        
        Fire barnacle uses Spray.

        Miss!

      

      

      We surfaced to find Sylas had jumped into the water beside us. One hair on the top of his head was sizzling. I reached up and put it out, then retched again at the odors. At least I couldn’t smell underwater.

      “You’re right,” Sylas said, “It’s increasingly foul down here.”

      “That’s why you should stop opening crates.”

      “But the gnome found brandy.” Sylas reached around for another cask.

      “I’m sure he’ll share with you.”

      Flancil shook his head. “No way. He can get his own.”

      “We split everything except weapons and armor that suit our classes. I’m not going to say it again. Anyone who doesn’t like the shared looting philosophy can leave now.”

      Sylas floated on his back to another cask. He popped the top off like an otter opening a mollusk. “I’d at least like a pickle that isn’t rank and molding.” He dumped the contents into the water with us.

      I threw up a little in my mouth.

      “Ugh. Use your eyes and stop dumping that shit.” I shook my head. “We gotta get up that ladder, boys.”

      “Or what?” Sylas fished around for another. “It can’t get any worse than it is already.”

      “Staph infections galore, for starters.”

      Maybe.

      “Zombie rats,” Flancil said.

      “Or that. I could totally see that.” It was then I saw he was actually pointing at something. I followed his gaze to see one of the bloating, floating rat corpses twitch.

      “Oh, hell no. I’m out. Search for pickles on your own.”

      I made a break for the nearest barrel, then scrambled over the mound of crates to reach the ladder. Like the one on the other side of the bilge, a pale shaft of moonlight shone from above. It cut straight through the boat to the upper deck of the ship. A rodent squealed beneath me. Rogul’s reddish hand rose from the water, snatched it, then shoved it into his gaping mouth filled with razor teeth.

      Not wanting to see how that ended, I clambered up the rungs, pausing just long enough to look back and find Flancil scrambling below. Another rat wriggled between the crates.

      
        
        Rogul bites the head off a fetid rat.

        Critical Hit!

        Mortal Wound!

        Rogul has killed a fetid rat.

        +11 XP

      

      

      “Is Sylas coming?”

      “Get up the damn ladder!” Flancil smacked at my boot. A pressurized hiss warned me of a nearby barnacle about to give off another attack. Despite the way the boat’s leaning forced me to half-climb, half-stumble on the stairs, I skipped every other rung, then burst through a hatch. The shaft below belched fire, and it swirled up around my feet.

      
        
        Fire Barnacle uses Spray on Sylas.

        Hit!

        Sylas

        -44 HP

        Sylas is on fire.

        -19 HP (Burn)

        -18 HP (Burn)

      

      

      I leaped out into the night air and had to catch myself on the edge of the hatch to keep from rolling off the slanting deck. A splash sounded below, then a system message announced Sylas dunked himself to extinguish the fire.

      
        
        You have discovered the main deck.

        +127 XP

      

      

      Flancil burst through a moment later, pants on fire. He batted at them as he rolled across the deck, ultimately catching himself on the ship’s rail. I was impressed he’d moved quickly enough to avoid damage.

      I patted his shoulder as I passed, grasped both sides of the hatch, then peered down. I whispered. “Sylas?”

      Nothing. After a full minute of trepidation and head checks to ensure nothing on deck had spotted us, my heart started to thump with concern. But my system reported no problems, so I waited.

      Then time took on a different meaning as my impatience swelled. We were in the open with our asses hanging out. “Flan, should we go back and check on him?”

      “Your first inclination should be to use party chat. What is with you guys?”

      As if I’m much better.

      He stood and patted out the last of the embers sizzling around the hem covering his ankles. “I’ll give him a minute. Geez.”

      Sure enough, a soaked and slimy Sylas popped up a moment later, hustled up the ladder like the world’s greatest fireman, then sat astride the hatchway.

      “Glad you’re okay.”

      He nodded and cracked a toothy grin. “No zombies. It was full of maggots.” He brought a hand out from behind his back to reveal the bloated rat corpse. I backed away and grabbed onto the mast. A few little white worms fell off of it, wiggling.

      “Sylas, I swear by… by Solara, if you don’t drop that back in the hole, I will jump overboard right now.”

      “Oh, come on. Just thought you’d like to see the zombie rat up close. Are you sure you don’t want to—whoa!” He tossed the rat down the hatch, raised his cutlass, then thrust a finger over my shoulder toward the bow. “Forget the rats. Zombies!”
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      The rotting and bloated crew of the Antigrall emerged from a door at the front of the boat. Memories of the zombie defense games I’d played to kill time on my lunch break streamed in my exhausted brain. But Graveyard Ninja Splatterfest was unlikely to prepare me for scenarios like the one we faced on the dead boat’s deck.

      The way Sylas gripped that sword, he might have been ready for a little zombie splatter action himself. I scanned the deck as the bloated sailors funneled between the mast and the rails to form a small horde dragging themselves toward us.

      They didn’t seem to mind the tilt of the ship one bit—their swollen, waterlogged feet stuck to it like frogs on a window pane. One must have been up in the rigging because it climbed down from the mast, mouth hanging open to reveal a rotten green tongue.

      The middle deck was wide open. Great for working sails, but we’d get swarmed if we stood idle. Behind us, a short staircase ascended to a raised quarterdeck with a mounted wheel. Another ornate door beneath was barricaded from the outside. A reddish glow emanated from a small stained glass window set into its door. I suspected that would be the captain’s quarters.

      I snagged my party mates’ shoulders then drew them close so they’d hear me over the caterwauling drones of the looming undead. “Just follow my lead.”

      One of the rigging’s spars lay broken across the wheel. Tangled ropes and shattered timbers crowded most of the upper deck, but the top of the stairs seemed clear and zombie free. I clambered up for a better vantage point, then spun around as my teammates joined me at the top. Flancil stood on tiptoe as we leaned over the rail and surveyed our battlefield.

      The zombies kept emerging. They were a real horde now, almost two dozen and surging toward us with all the speed of a geriatric tai chi expo.

      “I’ll hold them here.” Sylas blocked the staircase. “You rain hell from above.”

      “Yeah. A bottleneck. But let Rogul fire down the ladder at them. The one on the opposite side is blocked by all the fallen riggings and shit.”

      “Good plan.” Flancil’s head snapped toward me. “What’s my job?”

      “You’re our wildcard. Use your speed. Whisper Step around enough to cause havoc. Go nuts.” I pointed a finger at his chest again. “Watch your stamina. Don't get swarmed.”

      “You are a master of the obvious.”

      Sylas glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t wait for damage. You may cast that aura anytime, monk.”

      “I’ll think about it.” He waved one hand. It bloomed azure, then flashed white. But it was my pet who received the boon.

      “Nice,” Sylas said.

      “You’ll get yours when you’re the one breaking the…” He threw me a curious gander with one eyebrow cocked.

      “The bottleneck?”

      “Right, that.”

      The main horde split in half to circle around crates mounded against the mast, creating two choke points on either side of the ship. Once they passed those spots, there was nothing but open deck between them and our stairs. A few quicker zombies had already made it past, but if I timed my spells right, I could funnel them to where we hoped the jam them up.

      That was a big if.

      In the center of the approaching crowd stood a hulking figure wearing a shirt so shredded, I saw more of his barrel chest than cloth. He surveyed the former shipmen around him.

      An idea occurred. I turned to Rogul, who stood atop the ladder. “Cast fire’s fury right there.”

      Without hesitation, he reached out two clawed hands. They flashed red, then a sequence of fireballs erupted from each, tagging the largest enemy.

      
        
        Rogul casts Fire’s Fury on Cursed Helmsman.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cursed Helmsman

        -16 HP

      

      

      
        
        Miss!

        Miss!

        Miss!

      

      

      Although the helmsman ducked away from the secondary attacks, I only needed one successful impact because my infusion charge spell worked on injured opponents. As I twisted my hands into a series of gestures, they began to glow. After my casting bar filled, I shoved them toward the threat. His chest glowed with red light as he shoved his undead compatriots out of his way en route to us.

      
        
        5…

        4…

        3…

        2…

        1…

      

      

      The glow pulsed inside the helmsman’s torso, accompanied by the hollow thunk of the explosion. The zombie coughed green fluid as the energy exploded outward, slamming into the surrounding enemies. Two lost their feet. Although the damage wasn’t that high, it had the intended effect. The remaining shipmen stomped around them, tripped over them, then reformed and redirected themselves toward the single ladder in the interest of expediency.

      And thus I formed my bottleneck.

      There must have been twenty of them. The way they climbed over one another's bloated bodies when they reached the narrow stairs, outstretched hands groping for my pet, it was hard to tell where one living corpse started and the next ended. One choke point was better than two.

      A large zombie clutching a meat cleaver shuffled in from the back of the line.

      There’s my logjam.

      Would a zombie have enough brain matter to be affected by a confusion effect? I narrowed my eyes and tapped the tips of my fingers to the sides of my head.

      
        
        You use Psionic Blast.

      

      

      The beam lanced out and struck the cook between the eyes.

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cursed Cook -15 HP

        70% HP Remaining

        Cursed Cook is confused.

      

      

      They might have been a big group, but if one strike for low damage brought the cook down to 70%, it followed we might survive this with some well-placed AOE attacks like the one I’d already dropped on the helmsman. Then again, a cook probably didn’t boast the higher constitution of the combatant crew members. Since I’d turned off the expanded combat information pane, the infusion charge I’d dropped on the hulking zombie and the resulting blast that had impacted the ones around him created a slurry of rising numbers, and I hadn’t noticed how much health he had left.

      In the interest of comparison, I squinted his way.

      
        
        Cursed Helmsman

        Level 11 Undead Pirate

        87% HP remaining.

      

      

      I could infer the helmsman had more health. I scanned a leaner wretch clawing at Rogul’s ankles.

      
        
        Cursed Buccaneer

        Level 11 Undead Pirate

      

      

      No HP display. I couldn’t wait to level up my interface so I could get better information before and during battle. But there were two ways to skin a cat. I wound up and unleashed a flame blast, then three lines of text rose from his head.

      
        
        You use Flame Blast.

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Cursed Buccaneer

        -32 HP

        92% HP remaining.

      

      

      Hmm. Ninety-two. Definitely more HP.

      Then I eyed his weapon, which brought me to scan the rest of the crowd. Most clawed over one another with their bare hands to get to us.

      I wheeled and cupped my hands around my mouth to be heard over the growling horde as I addressed my team. “Focus on the ones with weapons first! They’re the ship’s defenders, so if we cut them down before they get up here, I can use AOE to burn the rest!”

      Flancil skittered closer to sidle up next to me. He thrust out a knobby finger. “I don’t disagree about the armed ones, but that one’s going to muck things up. We need him out of the way.”

      The big bastard I’d imploded got to his feet, waved his balled his fist, then howled a raging bellow that carried over the crowd. He swept his arms wide, then spun in a blurry circle, throwing the group around him in all directions. One flew over the rail.

      “Do it,” I said to the gnome before hustling over next to the rail in front of the helmsman’s station. I set my focus on the big dude who’d just cleared a five foot space around himself, then whipped my wand free.

      Flancil inched back a step, raised his fists into a running position, lurched forward, then vanished. A moment later, he appeared behind the lumbering undead. Single, italicized words popped up as he worked.

      
        
        Whisper Step

        Flurry!

        Hit!

        Hit!

        Hit!

        Hit!

      

      

      More indicators flared in red above the helmsman’s head.

      
        
        -20 HP

        -22 HP

        -21 HP

        -20 HP

        Cursed Helmsman is stunned.

      

      

      Flancil lunged out of the reach of two zombies on either side, dipped, sped closer to the starboard rail, then drew them in. Although I surmised he waited for his whisper step to cool down before using it again to return to us, his survival instinct also reduced our crowd.

      He’d done his part. Now it was time for me to do mine.

      I thrust out the wand. Enough time had passed for it to naturally recharge, so I unleashed a fireball, pegging the helmsman in his scarred, putrid face. Thanks to the stun effect, his defenses were down, and I managed to land three more shots. His health bar dipped. As he recovered by shaking his head side to side to clear the cobwebs, I slipped the wand into my belt and followed up with a psionic blast.

      
        
        Cursed Helmsman is confused.

      

      

      The hulk’s head lolled as he teetered from side to side.

      Since Flame blast had a short cast time of two seconds, I mixed it into my repertoire. Flames erupted on the helmsman’s face, streamed across his forehead, then blazed over his skull to engulf his head in fire. Although I didn’t see any specific indicator to reinforce a suspicion that jumped into my mind, I sent out a message.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Kyra] Zombies might be susceptible to fire. If you have it, use it.

      

      

      For the life of me, I couldn’t recall a single fire effect in my team’s skills lists, except for my pet, who was holding the horde at bay with vicious swipes of his long black claws across the faces of the enemies grasping for his ankles.

      My mana ticked down to fifteen percent. I’d hoped to yank my wand out again to continue attacking while I let it tick back up, but when I saw Flancil dipping and dodging around the zombies near the rail, I gave up the ghost, targeted the closest one caring a rapier, then hurled a Flame blast that crashed into the back of its skull.

      When it whipped around to seek me out, Flancil kicked it in the back of the knee to bring it low, ducked beneath another attack from a zombie to his right, circled, then threw a jarring kick that sent the enemy up and over the rail.

      
        
        Spinning Wheel Kick

        Flancil has killed a level 12 zombie.

        279 XP

      

      

      The big guy’s confusion effect ended. He spun in a circle while waving his arms, snagged a nearby line, then fell, tangling those around him. The entire group of shuffling sailors piled on one another, emitting a chorus of low groans and sad pirate noises.

      That’s pure luck.

      Instead of zipping through the ether and back to us, Flancil used a well-placed whisper step to cross the deck and open up on a club-wielding pirate. But I lost track of the gnome when Sylas burst past me, bumped my pet with his hip, then raised his new sword toward the sky. His whole body flashed.

      
        
        Sylas uses Inciting Howl.

      

      

      The italicized word taunt popped up over the heads of every zombie for fifteen feet. The ones clawing for Rogul redirected their ire, and my pet glared up at the former fisherman in confusion.

      Sylas turned to me. “If they are susceptible to fire and your pet has fire, let him use it!”

      Smart.

      “Rogul, burn shit.”

      “Yes, master.” The minion clapped his hands together in rapid succession, jumped up on the rail, aimed down into the crowd, then unleashed his mana.

      The action became a blur. The zombies started leaning over the edge of the threshold atop the steps. Sylas swung down in vicious arcs. At one point, his sword flashed purple as he brought it around in a wide swing aimed toward the enemies at his feet.

      
        
        Cross Slash!

      

      

      
        
        -25 HP

        -28 HP

        -27 HP

        -29 HP

      

      

      Flancil’s hands glowed as he threw flurries of punches. A stream of fire burst from Rogul’s outstretched claws, melting faces as he aimed it across the crowd. The damage numbers increased the longer he channeled. I fired my wand at a cutlass-wielding zombie who crept up behind Flancil and caught him right in the side of the head. He tumbled over the rail, down toward the shallow water.

      XP was rewarded. More XP was rewarded. Energy surged through me as, for the first time since I entered Enora, I experienced the kind of rush only climbing a high cliff face had given me in the past. Grinning, I counted myself lucky my party was busy raining down hell, because if they’d have seen my face, they might have questioned my sanity.

      I burned another chunk of mana on an implosion aimed at a choke point as close to the center of the horde as possible.

      
        
        You cast Implosion.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      The poor bastard in the middle got the brunt of the crit. He grew skinny for a second before his torso split open and the spell literally turned him inside out. I guessed he’d been low on HP, and the gruesome display lent insight as to when might be the best time to cast that spell.

      Idiot! It’s a finishing move!

      The crowd of zombies jerked inward. Flames lashed up their bodies. Mounded boxes tumbled over to crush undead sailors.

      Flancil vanished and reappeared behind Sylas right when Sylas sliced another wide arc, cutting through four faces, and killing three. XP, XP, and more XP. Our yellow bars ticked forward.

      “Wow! Get ’em!” Flancil rubbed his hands together until they glowed, then he raised his palm towards Sylas. “Come on, slim. Don't leave me hanging.”

      Sylas made a face like he’d just bit into one of the bilge pickles, but he accepted Flancil’s high five before the gnome sprang away. As the aura danced up his arm and settled around him, I couldn't help wondering if my new tank was the grumpiest bastard ever bathed in holy light. But my inner voice knew the truth.

      He’s in the flow, the zone. Laser-focused. And Flancil broke that focus.

      The gnome charged two zombies who’d clambered over a rail to the right. He whisper stepped to one’s flank, then delivered a roundhouse to the back of its head, sending it sprawling forward to the bottom of the stairs where Sylas—whose confidence had risen enough he’d started taking the steps toward the deck one at a time as he cleared zombies—lopped off its head.

      XP. More XP.

      The second zombie swung a rusty chain. Flancil incurred damage despite the fist he’d raised to block the incoming attack. But he gripped the metal links, yanked the zombie toward him, delivered an elbow to its chin, then wrapped it around its throat. In an awe-inspiring feat of both strength and agility, he used the chain to hoist himself up, swung his legs high, spread them, then landed on the zombie’s shoulders. The gnome didn’t hesitate a second once he found purchase in the piggyback position. He unleashed a flurry to the back of its skill.

      Sylas darted out from the staircase. As he ran it through, the zombie sank to its knees.

      Flancil gave a curt nod, maybe one of approval, then retreated to the stairs as a few of the remaining horde found spilled through the choke point. They didn't come all at once, thankfully, as some of them were still tangled up with the zombie chef. But the blood soaking through the gnome’s threadbare shirt brought my trepidation.

      I fired off a few more spells and wand blasts at the cluster while my teammates dealt with the first zombies. Although the burst damage proved low, my fire spells were starting to cause burn damage to groups as they leapt from one target to the next. I’d missed a bunch of combat information due to the way I’d toned down interface reporting, but a new message popped up in tiny gold lettering and rose skyward in the center of my HUD when I unleashed a fireball from my weapon.

      
        
        Your wands skill has reached rank 19.

      

      

      Thanks to my spells, my wand attacks, and Rogul’s fire attacks, flames engulfed the zombies, bloomed, then swept across the remnants. Using runic fire, I dropped a flaming rune beneath the feet of the biggest zombie I could find to add to it.

      My teammates were a different story.

      “The fuck did you do?” Flancil staggered back from the flaming pirates. “I’m not punching that.”

      I was about to reiterate that he couldn’t take damage from effects cast by party mates, but he flickered again, then whisper stepped past them to confront the ship’s cook who kneeled at the bottom of the stairs. Flancil brought two fists together on either side of the chef’s head, crushing it in a brutal display that drained the last few hit points. The headless torso staggered in a circle, swinging the meat cleaver, then tumbled over the rail.

      Without missing a beat, Flancil whipped around to face Sylas, then he raised one hand that glowed gold. Before the cast completed, a new message filled my HUD.

      
        
        Your companion, Sylas, Clan Suntere, has reached Level 12!

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

        Sylas has four available attribute points. With a disposition of Friendly, you may spend one attribute point.

        To spend more points, increase disposition.

      

      

      Luckily, Flancil’s healing cast died before Sylas’s resource pools filled to the brim. Otherwise, he’d have blown his mana pool all to hell. It was cool how the lower level among us gained XP a little faster than we did. That would be a great way to keep parties advancing when they didn’t have enough higher level companions. With the announcement, Sylas’s character pane popped into a window on my right, so I dropped the point into Strength.

      “Congrats! You are a true purveyor of Solara’s justice!”

      I didn’t know where the words came from, but they struck what I thought was the right tone considering who my companion was. To my surprise, in the midst of his attacks, his face flushed red, then another message popped up.

      
        
        Sylas is touched by your blessing of his piety.

        Your disposition with Sylas has increased to Endeared.

        You may now spend two attribute points per level gained on Sylas.

        Sylas has two attribute points available to spend.

        Total Attribute points available: 4

        To spend more points, increase disposition.

        Current disposition:

        Endeared

        525/750

      

      

      Four flaming zombies surged toward my tank at the bottom of the staircase. But one stopped, turned, and fell onto Flancil’s back, sinking its teeth into his neck. Flancil blinked out then reappeared to drive a spinning heel kick into his attacker’s head.

      Before I forgot, I threw a point at Sylas’s Constitution. Another eight points of HP combined with the same amount he’d automatically received might just be the difference between life and respawn.

      I waved toward Flancil. “Watch your stamina!” Then my focus gravitated toward Sylas and the four zombies approaching the stairs. Although their compatriots burned, two of them were as clean as zombies could be, so it couldn't hurt to add a little more fire to the mix. I hit one with another flame blast as Sylas split its face down the middle. Then I pointed. “Rogul! Use your torrent there.”

      My pet scurried along the rail to get a better vantage point, then cast the channeled spell. When fire consumed the first zombie, Rogul turned to spread it to the second. Just when I mused at how OP he could make me, an undead crewman slipped out of the corner near the stairs and thrust a rapier up and through Rogul’s chin, dropping him.

      
        
        Your minion has died.

        There will be a three-minute cooldown before you can summon Rogul.

      

      

      Although Sylas cleared an enemy before him with an upward slash that split its face in half, the zombie lying in wait behind it was a brute. It’s swollen torso trembled and glowed like it was about to burst open. It clobbered Sylas with a giant oar before he could recover from his lunge. Then it spread its arms. The glow grew brighter, and—

      I hit it with a psionic blast.

      
        
        Interrupt!

      

      

      It staggered back and dropped its weapon.

      I hopped down the stairs, built up a head of steam, then shoulder-slammed a third zombie from behind before it could throw itself on top of Sylas.

      “Thanks!” Sylas rolled over and scrambled to his feet. The zombie was quicker than the rest, though. It rose, then swiped across my neck with its nasty fingernails.

      
        
        Cursed Deckhand claws you.

        -30 HP

        -7 HP (Aura of Decay)

        -6 HP (Aura of Decay)

      

      

      “Bastard!”

      I kicked it in the chest. As it fell backward, Sylas drove his sword through its guts, twisted the blade, then raked it sideways. It fell, then squirmed on the ground as it tried to gather its intestines.

      “Nice strike! You're already getting good with that thing!”

      “I don’t like how I must stand so near to my enemy to use it. My polearm has twice the reach.”

      “Yeah, but your polearm doesn’t grant you a taunt and cross slash! Count her blessings.” I pointed skyward.

      Sylas dipped his head. “Yes, Shénhuà.”

      I backed up the stairs to find Flancil surrounded. His HP read 50% as the circle of enemies constricted tighter. His stamina pool was toast and, while his XP bar was notching closer to the promised land, I didn’t think he’d get there in time to refill the pool.

      For once, Enora was on my side. My implosion ticked off cool down just in time to help, so I let it rip. It caught four zombies in its radius, forcing them to lumber away and opening a gap for Flancil to slide through. He somersaulted backward, planted his hands, then launched into a handspring that carried him over a crouched Sylas to land on the quarterdeck. I backtracked, coming up next to him.

      “How you doing?” He bent over and rested his hands on his knees.

      “I’m about spent. You?”

      “Stamina…down.”

      One of the pirates raised a chunky flintlock pistol with a flared muzzle and tried to club Sylas with it. My tank parried, lopped the hand from its arm, snatched the gun from midair like some kind of super hero, then tossed it back to Flancil.

      “See if you can make that work!”

      I eyed the weapon in Flancil’s hand.

      
        
        Blunderbuss

        This ranged weapon uses gunpowder to fire projectiles at enemies. Must be reloaded after a single shot.

        Type: Ranged firearm

        Slot: Main hand, off hand

        Quality: Common

        Durability: 9 of 40

        Reload Time: Six seconds

        Damage: 45–56

      

        

      
        Can also be used as a club.

        Type: Melee weapon

        Slot: Main hand, off hand.

        Damage: 11–14

      

      

      The gnome turned it around, then put his eye up against the barrel. “I’ve never seen one of these.”

      “Hey, don't do that.” I pushed the barrel away from his face. “You’ll shoot your eye out.”

      He clutched it before his chest, extended his arms so it pointed toward an enemy, then pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      Boom!

      The deck filled with smoke. The railing at the back of the ship splintered.

      It clicked again as he pulled back the hammer, then once more as he tried to shoot it.

      “One shot. That’s all you get.”

      Flancil tossed the gun up. He caught it by the barrel, then eyed the heavy rounded stock shaped like a war club.

      “You know I trained with a shillelagh?”

      “A what?”

      “A cudgel of sorts.”

      I thrust a finger toward the remnants of the zombie crew. “Then go tear it up.”

      Flancil joined Sylas in cracking skulls. Together they beat the zombie crew back down the stairs. There were another half dozen bodies on the ground by the time they finished.

      As the flames faded, Sylas raised his cutlass and cheered. Flancil joined him, then the two dashed across the zombie corpse pile to cut down a lone straggler.

      Sylas raised his sword. “I’ve grown accustomed to its weight.”

      I flashed a thumbs up, my breathing too labored by my low Stamina to speak. All the running around between casts had taken its toll. I leaned over the rail, exhausted, then smiled when Sylas and Flancil whooped and exchanged another high five.

      The gnome approached me wearing an epic grin. His face fell, and he crossed his arms, staring at the doorway into the captain’s quarters. Sylas stepped up next to him, his expression turning grim.

      “What now?” I trotted to the bottom of the stairs to stand beside them, my hands on my hips. The glow from within the captain's quarters was brighter. It seeped through the small, frosted window panes, illuminating the fog hanging over the ship and casting the deck in an eerie red light.

      And miles to go before I sleep.
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      “Are we ready for this?”

      The gnome shook his head. “We should recover. Besides, we should ensure we’ve cleared any crew below decks prior to engaging. No telling what powers this guy will have. A discovery on one level might aid us in the next.”

      “You just want to check the cannon deck for treasure.” Not that I could blame him.

      “It’s paid off so far.” He stuck the barrel of the pistol into the pocket of his surcoat. “And if I can find some ammo for this thing, even better.”

      I started to protest but realized he was right. Every advantage should be sought out.

      Flancil jogged back to the top of the stairs, then located the zombie who’d been carrying the blunderbuss. He removed a powder horn and a belt pouch filled with musket balls. After reloading the firearm, he slung the belt over his shoulder as a bandolier, then shoved the weapon into a holster.

      “That looks good on you.”

      “Thanks. Oh, that reminds me.” He hopped down the stairs, then hurried back to the hatch we had first climbed through.

      Sylas leaned toward me and spoke out the corner of his mouth. “I think he looks ridiculous.”

      A few minutes after he disappeared down an aft ladder, Flancil returned with the cask of brandy under his arm. After grabbing a loose rope from the deck, he secured it around both ends of the cask so he could strap it onto his back. “I'm taking as much loot as I can get.”

      I shook my head at his tiny frame carrying all that stuff. “That’s gonna get in the way, you know. Here, give me that. First mate on the Sunfish taught me this.”

      I cut the rope in the middle, tied one of Montalbar’s favorite knots, then handed it back to him.

      He slung it over his shoulder again.

      “That’s a highwayman’s knot. Just give it a tug and it’ll fall off. Then you can do your acrobatics. Try it out.”

      He eyed the knot in confusion.

      “Don't worry, little man.” Sylas rubbed circles atop the gnome’s head. “Either of us can tie it for you. I can get your boot laces, too, if they’re giving you trouble.”

      “Ha ha, real funny.” Flancil started checking the bodies. I wasn’t sure he’d gotten the idea that spoils were going to be split evenly, so we’d need to join him before he pocketed all of our loot.

      Sylas and I chuckled to each other as we followed.

      “Good job holding the stairs earlier, Sylas.”

      “Thank you.” He rummaged through a dead pirate’s pockets. “I think we’ll improve the longer we travel together.”

      “Does that include the monk?”

      “I don’t know. We shall see how long we can tolerate him.”

      “He saved you from the falls.”

      “The reminder makes me wish he’d let me go over.”

      “I thought you guys worked well together just now.”

      He didn’t respond.

      We pilfered 15 gold, a silver chain, and a bunch of rusted weapons. The swords had more durability than Sylas’s rusty cutlass, but their damage sucked. We left them. After we checked the last of their pockets, Flancil started peeling open the cracked, purple lips to peer inside their mouths.

      “The hell are you doing now?”

      “Looking for gold teeth.”

      And why the hell not?

      Once he finished, Flancil led us to the front of the ship, where stairs led up to a small foredeck. We peered into a doorway from which the zombies had roused.

      “Well, gnome, are there more undead in there?”

      “Well, elf, it's empty, but I’m still getting evil vibes. You don’t sense that?”

      I shrugged. “Nope.”

      Flancil threw open the door, then stepped inside. “I’ve had bad vibes since I woke up this morning. If you grow in the Light, you’ll start to sense it, too.” He waved a hand in front of his face, then pinched his nose. “It stinks in here.”

      All the zombies had crawled out to attack us on the main deck, but they left their stink behind. The room was small and packed with ropes and folded canvas. We poked around in the sacks to ensure there wasn't anything alive—or undead—in there. Nothing stirred. Once we’d tossed the room, we gathered around a hole in the floor. A ladder led down into blackness.

      “This is a pain in my backside.” Sylas pulled the lantern out of his sack, then handed it to Flancil, who retrieved his flint to light it. “First thing we should do when we get back to port is find someone to teach me a seeing spell. Then we can ditch the lanterns.”

      “Easier said than done.” After Flancil shoved the lantern into Sylas’s hands, he took a step forward, then dropped through the hatch, skipping the ladder and landing in a superhero pose.

      “Showoff.” I climbed down the ladder. Sylas came last.

      We scanned a long, shadowy gun deck. The tilt of the ship was even more obvious here. One of the cannons had rolled to the other side of the floor. The rest hung on rusted chains like black Dobermans on either side of the walkway. Flancil gestured to a spilled barrel of black powder beside the nearest cannon.

      “No fire spells. Don’t bump anything. Watch that lantern.”

      “Okay.” I put my wand away. “Sylas, let me use that dumb polearm of yours.”

      “Why don't I give you the sword?”

      “Because you're a fighter. That’s a fighter’s weapon. Acclimate, already.”

      He shrugged off the long weapon, then tossed it to me. I found its lopsided weight annoying. After a quick glance at Sylas’s new weapon, I angled the polearm across my body, clutched it with both hands, set my foot on the wood where it met the bottom of the metal, leaped of my other foot to plant it beside the first, then cracked the blade off. The wood splintered.

      Sylas gaped. “What if my sword fails?”

      “If I thought that might happen, I wouldn’t have done it. The sword has plenty of durability for what we have left, and I suspect the fifteen gold we just looted will either pay for repairs or get you something better. You are my priority because you’re the one who will keep enemies off me. Make sense?”

      He nodded, and this time his expression tightened in a new way. I read it as an acknowledgement that he was really catching on.

      I held the pointed half of the staff, spear—whatever a broken pole arm is called—at the ready as we crept forward, one squeaking plank at a time. While I could’ve used my own staff, it was a piece of shit and didn’t stab stuff.

      The mainmast jutted down through the ceiling in the center of the deck. A pile of skulls and bones rested at its base. A tangle of chains wrapped around it, then stretched in all directions. Large metal hoops lay at the ends of the chains. I had to stare for a minute before I could discern the function of the chamber.

      These were shackles, complete with metal collars.

      Then I realized couple of bones still hung from them.

      “This must’ve been where the Mad Captain chained those who disagreed with him.”

      “Judging from the pages you’ve read to us, he tired of their opposition and started chopping them up. It would explain these severed bones.” Sylas walked close beside me with his sword raised.

      Flancil seemed more relaxed. He tiptoed around, checking behind the cannons. I doubted he would tell us if he found any loot.

      When I stepped over the first loop of chain, something jingled. I froze. “Did you hear that?”

      Flancil continued picking through the bones, looking for valuables.

      “Hey, nimrod. Did you check for traps?”

      “You tall folk have the attention span of a mackerel, and you’re projecting your shortcomings onto me. Hey, tall guy, that damned lantern’s muddling my vision.”

      Sylas grumbled but covered his lantern for a moment. My night vision sharpened.

      “Thanks, champ.” Flancil’s yellow irises glowed as he scanned the shadows.

      I scanned the chains that piled around our feet. Each ended in one of the metal collars. The other ends attached to the mast. I didn't spy any trap mechanisms or hidden triggers. As I stepped gingerly between two links of chain, grit crunched under my boot. I sniffed more gunpowder.

      Another chain rattled behind us. We all wheeled in perfect sync as a ghostly blue figure rose from the deck. Its translucent shape was twisted, and its jaws stretched into a dog-like muzzle. Hunching on all fours, frothing at the mouth, its lips peeled back in a snarl. But the only sounds were shaking chains and creaking boards as more apparitions rose around us. Each wore a metal collar clasped around its neck.

      Flancil yelped as one of the ghosts coalesced inside the collar he held. Before the gnome could back away, the specter wrapped its twisted arms around him and opened its jaws to gnaw the top of his head.

      
        
        Punished Mutineer bites Flancil.

        Flancil -44 HP

      

      

      Too late, I cried, “Look out!” Then I lurched forward, thrusting the broken-off stick at the ghost. But my weapon passed right through its body. When I ended the strike in an upward push, it clanked inside the collar.

      Flancil rolled away, then came up wiping blood from his eyes where it streamed from the wound atop his head. “Thanks for the warning. I never would've seen it chewing on my head if you hadn’t said something.” He raised his hand in the gesture I’d come to recognize as the preface to casting Solara’s comfort.

      A ghost turned on me, snarling. I backed away, thrusting the jagged end of the former polearm to keep it at bay. Again the makeshift spear passed through the apparition. I tripped over a chain, then thudded onto my ass.

      The ghost leaped toward me, but jerked and raised up when the chain went taut. It snapped and flailed, its weirdly human eyes rolling wildly in their sockets before it turned and charged Flancil.

      It was a strange bit of physics how a ghost could be chained by something in the physical world while weapons passed right through it, but it wasn’t like I had time to mull it over.

      Flancil ducked, then landed an uppercut on the glowing blue creature’s jaw.

      “How the hell did you…?”

      Another chain rattled beside me as a collar emerged from the floor. As a woman with long scraggly hair and pointed canine teeth snapped at my heels, I scrambled back until I bumped into Sylas's shins. “Little help?”

      He set his lantern on the deck, grabbed me under the arms, then hoisted me up. The woman strained against the collar, barking soundlessly, biting and clawing with twisted half-human paws.

      I shook my head. “This shit’s messed up.”

      More glowing entities appeared, their chains jangling. Flancil delivered another kick then leaped backward to balance on a cannon.

      When a ghost lunged after him, its collar struck against the cannon, throwing a spark.

      Flancil yelped, leaped back, then landed beside me.

      The ghosts snapped but couldn’t quite reach us because they’d stretched to the ends of their chains. Another group circled the mast, lurking on all fours, their ghostly half-human eyes trained on our group.

      “Flancil, how did you hit one of them?” I asked.

      “My melee damage is powered by Light energy.”

      “Huh.” My companions tab popped up with a thought, then I scanned his abilities. Nothing.

      “Well, how do we help? I’m not exactly Light-oriented, as strange as that might seem. But I don't think you should have to fight them all yourself.”

      “I don't, either.”

      “So, how’re we doing this?” I jumped back as one lunged at me, but its chain stopped it just short of my face.

      Flancil sighed. “Looks like it's on me again.”

      After cracking his knuckles, he hunched, got a running start, then leaped into the middle of the pack. They piled on. In a brilliant bit of tactics, his whisper step brought him out from under the stack they’d formed so they writhed and kicked to escape. Before he could land his counterattack, another ghost emerged from the floor. It pounced onto his back.

      
        
        Punished Mutineer bites Flancil.

        Critical Hit!

        -44 HP

      

      

      He used the ability again, flickering out of existence, then reappearing elsewhere amid the apparitions, only to have two who’d recovered from the pile pull him down. Then I lost sight of the gnome in the mass of ghostly bodies.

      
        
        Punished Mutineer bites Flancil.

        Critical Hit!

        -61 HP

      

      

      I scanned the scene. “We have to do something.”

      “What?” Sylas asked.

      Then I caught sight of a jingling collar on the apparition lingering over the gnome. “Go for the collars! Find a way to pry them off!”

      Just because my melee attacks couldn’t hit them didn’t mean the spell wouldn’t work. But fire was also a no-no down there. As a combustionist, that didn’t leave me with many options. I readied a psionic blast.

      “Look!” Sylas pointed toward the ceiling, where another ghost clung to the top of the mast. This one was human, but the lower half of his torso was missing, and his entrails dangled out. It faded out for a second, then back in. It seemed to be waving at us.

      “I got that one. You get Flancil out of there.”

      Sylas charged in, swinging his sword, but it passed right through them, so he wrapped his arms around all the chains that he could reach and gave them a tug.

      The dangling apparition got my full focus. The way he hovered above the rest made me wonder whether he called the shots. If this one was in charge, taking him out might stop the others.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        Ghost of Benno Foldwort

        Killed by the captain, his corpse was raised into the rigging and left to rot.

      

      

      I tapped my fingertips to my temples to cast psionic blast. It might not work but, like my pet, my spell repertoire leaned heavily toward fire.

      My pet!

      I checked the cooldown timer, and Rogul was available. But upon reflection, I decided not to crowd the place with another being. His fire would blow us all to Kingdom Come, and his claw attack was certainly not attuned to Light magic.

      After blinking away the text, I let my casting energy disperse without setting off psionic blast and looked back to my friends. Sylas was now pinned under the ghosts. Flancil tugged on his foot, trying to drag him out from under the dogpile.

      
        
        Punished Mutineer mauls Sylas.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas

        -37 HP

        Punished Mutineer mauls Sylas.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas

        -37 HP

        Punished Mutineer mauls Sylas.

        Critical Hit!

        Sylas

        -34 HP

      

      

      Oh, shit.

      Flancil spread his feet wide, took a deep breath, then thrust out a hand.

      
        
        Flancil casts Solara’s Comfort on Sylas.

        Critical Heal!

        Sylas

        +4% HP (Critical)

        +2% HP

        +4% HP (Critical)

      

      

      Sylas let out a sigh of relief. Flancil kicked another misshapen ghost before springing out of the conflict. He landed on his back by my side.

      “Lot of help you were,” he said.

      “Sorry.” I pressed a wound on his arm to staunch the bleeding.

      The ghosts strained at the end of their chains. I dragged us back another foot. A shiver cascaded down my spine at the sight—all of them snarling without making a sound while the chains scraped and rattled and little curls of wood peeled up under their translucent fingernails. If I couldn’t attack them, we wouldn’t be victorious.

      Sylas crouched beside us and pointed at the ghost of the torso hanging from the chains near the ceiling. “That's the one we gotta kill.”

      “I see him,” Flancil said. “I think I can take him out. Just let me catch my breath.” He panted until his health climbed back to full.

      I checked the ghosts. Their health had also recovered.

      “Hold on.” I gripped Flancil’s arm tighter so he wouldn’t go.

      “Why? You know this guy?”

      I backed away from the snapping ghosts and inspected the torso, again.

      
        
        Ghost of Benno Foldwort

        Killed by the captain, his corpse was raised into the rigging and left to rot.

      

      

      “No, but his name rings a bell, and he’s gotta be waving at us for a reason.”

      I checked my quest tab, then reread the journal entry just to be sure.

      
        
        Crewman’s Diary Page 15

        The captain’s mind has gone overboard. Woke in the middle of the night to find him standing over me, his eyes glowing red. Then he swung his sword down and cut old Benno in the rack above me near in half. It was like that first bit of mayhem lit his stove because then he started chopping, chopping, chopping like me bunkmate was wood and the cap’n a forester with an axe. So enamored was he with the gory work, I rolled out of my cot, slipped by, and escaped. Been in the bowels of this place for weeks, sustaining myself on raw critters, not daring to light a fire lest he see the smoke drift out above.

      

      

      This was the guy from the journal. The crewmate in the top bunk who the captain had murdered.

      Swinging entrails aside, he didn’t look nearly as menacing as the pack of tortured chimeras lunging and tugging on their chains.

      “What’s he doing?”

      “I think he’s trying to talk to us.”

      The ghost waved frantically, his lips peeled back in a pained smile. Sylas’s head tilted to the side and he waved back. The ghost pointed at a spike driven into the mast that held the chains preserving our lives.

      “Is it saying what I think it’s saying?”

      Flancil scoffed. “I think it’s trying to get us killed.”

      “No, think about it. These are mutineers. They don’t want to hurt us. But they’re trapped here. Maybe they just want to be free.”

      Flancil guffawed. “Right! Then let’s free them by beating the piss out of ’em.”

      “And how’s that going for you, Flan? I say we break the chains.”

      “If you’re wrong, we’re all dead. Let's just ask him. Hey! Gutsy! Are you fucking with us?”

      The ghost didn’t react. It just kept waving and pointing.

      “I suppose you want me to go up there and help him?” Flancil plopped down, formed a wide V with his legs, then grabbed his ankles. He bounced to stretch his muscles.

      “Sylas is taller. He’d have an easier time jumping up there than a gnome. And it’s gotta be someone strong enough to pry that spike out.”

      “I see what you’re doing, shade elf. You’re goading me into it.”

      I wasn’t.

      “I’m gonna do it. Call me weak, will ya!” Flancil took a few steps back before sprinting, vaulting, then executing another perfect handspring over the snarling ghosts. His acrobatics carried him high into the air, where he grabbed onto the mast. He almost kicked the ceiling, and his grip almost slipped, but he held on. When the ghost of Benno reached toward him, he waved a fist in the ghost’s face. “Back up buddy, or I’ll bring Solara’s hammer down on you.”

      The ghost’s eyes got wide, then it disappeared in a wisp of blue.

      “You scared him.”

      “He was in my face. I’m working.”

      Flancil clamped his legs around the mast, then gripped the spike holding the chains in place. A glow emanated from his hands as his fingers clenched around it.

      Sylas gripped my shoulder with sudden urgency. “Should we be standing here?”

      I traced the line of ghosts straining against their chains to the cannons and spilled casks of old gunpowder. “No, we shouldn’t.”

      Flancil grunted. There was a snap, a thunk, then a spike landed on the deck. The chains flew free, rattling around the mast, and the collared ghosts raced forward.

      When I turned to run, I tripped over Sylas and brought him down with me. I covered my face as the ghosts leaped over us, but we weren’t their targets. They passed through the hull to escape the ship as their collars and chains clattered to the floor. After their forms disappeared through the planks, only the light of Sylas’s teetering lantern remained.

      
        
        The goddess smiles upon your freeing these undead souls.

        + 50 Disposition with the Light.

        Alignment: Light +145

        Rank: Good

        Next Threshold: Light +/-250

        Next Rank: Esteemed

      

      

      Flancil landed with a thump. “Ha! Take that.” He kicked the chains then stomped over to the pile of bones, crunching a skull underfoot.

      Sylas helped me up.

      I scowled at the gnome. “Hey, cut it out. You want them to come back?”

      “No. And I’m making sure of it.” Flancil stomped another skull.

      “I don’t think they meant to hurt anyone.”

      “Oh, so they were just chewing on my nuts for fun, then.”

      “Nuts? Really.”

      “I don’t care who chained ’em up. There’s no excuse for goin’ after a monk’s gems.”

      Sylas snatched up his lantern, then joined Flancil in smashing the rest of the bones.

      I followed him over but stopped when I spied a wooden locker near the base of the mast. “Guys, look at this.”

      “Check for traps!” They both shouted, but I’d already opened it.

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it.”

      Inside rested a sewing canvas, more than a handful of coins, and a weird spoon with emeralds set into the handle. I pocketed it all before Flancil had the chance, then checked my inventory. “Hey, we’re up to forty-seven gold.

      “Nice!” Flancil barked. “And I get a third?”

      “No, you get a third of what we earned. I already had seven when we arrived.”

      In the last slot was a small piece of candy wrapped in a waxy blue wrapper.

      Weird.

      I inspected it more closely.

      
        
        Lozenge of Waterbreathing

      

      

      “Would you look at that?” Flancil peered at it. “You gotta have a high potion-making skill and be a confectioner to make one of those puppies.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Could come in handy.”

      “I’ll take it. It’s probably safer with me.” He held out his hand.

      I glared at the gnome and stuffed the lozenge into my bag.

      Sylas shut him down before I had to. “You’ll do no such thing. Don’t think I haven’t seen you pocketing gold all day. When this is over, we will be dividing the spoils equally. You won’t be told again, you greedy little—”

      “Suits me.” Flancil brushed himself off and scanned the rest of the deck. Once he was satisfied it was empty, he nodded and led us to a door at the back.

      “That will likely be the galley,” Sylas said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because it's the only room left. And I would wager it’s empty since the cook was on deck.” He stuck his head inside, then quickly pulled it back and snuffed the lantern.

      “What?” I asked.

      Finger to his lips to silence us, Sylas opened the door to a kitchen bathed in an eerie red glow.
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      The three of us crept into the galley, careful to avoid the rectangle of crimson light cast by the hatchway overhead. A crude wooden ladder led up through the glowing opening.

      I waited until the others crowded behind me, then whispered, “That's gotta climb to the captain’s quarters. How do we want to handle this?”

      Flancil started to totter off.

      I shot a hand out to grab him. “What are you doing?”

      He froze, like a kid caught with his hand in the candy jar. “I thought I should look around.”

      “There’s a time for looting, and it’s after you’ve cleared an area. No matter what happens from here out, I promise this is the last time I’m going to tell you. If your materialistic desires get us killed and you manage to survive, I will hunt you until the end of time. And if you still don’t believe I respawn and don’t die, you’re going to find out the hard way. Stick with us, and you’ll get you’re fucking loot. Are we completely clear?”

      Flancil eyed the hand clutching his robe. He considered me for a long moment, like he thought my eyes truly were the windows to my soul, then he cleared his throat. “It’s like… I can’t seem to resist. Like it’s in my blood.”

      I waved a dismissive hand. “A compulsion. I get it. But the shit will still be here when we’re finished. That’s what you need to understand. Getting stabbed in the ass because you bend over a treasure chest when the area isn’t cleared will just get you killed. And since you don’t enjoy the ability to resurrect, you—of all gnomes—should understand. I’m trying to preserve your backside as much as our own. I want you to survive.” I wheeled away without waiting for a response. The fucking island was getting on my nerves—more like I’d experienced it in the real world than a game, and I was ready to be done with it.

      I scanned the kitchen, inspecting the shadowy objects on the floor and in the open cupboards. Rotten food. A small stove crowded into the back. Empty crates with their tops off. A pile of pots and pans with a knife block on top balanced in the corner. But when something flickered orange, I focused. A knife suspended in midair. The color grew brighter the longer I stared, then it flashed.

      
        
        You have discovered a trap.

        Your Discover Traps skill has reached rank 3.

      

      

      The blade dangled by a string, and the stacked pots and pans leaning precariously on the edge of the shelf were balanced by its handle. Not a sophisticated trap, and not the kind that would’ve caused physical pain, but it would’ve made a hell of a racket.

      “This is why we don’t go off on our own and shit around.” I cocked an eyebrow.

      Flancil nodded.

      “Not a sound.”

      “Okay,” he whispered. “Who's going up first?”

      We both looked at Sylas.

      “I’ll just climb up and say hello, then.” He scowled, then focused on the monk. “I’ll take that aura, if you please. Since you’re not going to be there when something stabs me.”

      Flancil accommodated him with a cast. Then Sylas disappeared up the ladder.

      I was about to grab the first wrung after Flancil ascended, then thought better of it. Throwing out one hand, I focused on an image of a short, orange, glowing figure. Orange light engulfed my shoulder, then traced down my arm in time with my casting bar.

      A transparent version of my minion appeared then solidified. He whipped his head around.

      I pressed a finger to my lips. “Shh.”

      He nodded, jumped side to side, then rubbed his palms together. When I pointed up the ladder, he scurried up the rungs. I hurried after him.

      My throat swelled with apprehension when I spied a giant, glowing figure perched in the opposite corner of the room. Remnants of daylight cast their dying vestiges through the windows. The mad captain was locked in a staring contest with my teammate, and Rogul crouched off to the side, magical tendrils binding his arms.

      Big black beard. Gold earring. He wore a ragged red coat and a floppy, triangular pirate hat and sat on top of a legit treasure chest. His eyes were two fiery embers with no pupils, no sign of humanity. If not for the remnants of the star that lit Enora, they’d have glowed brightly enough to light the entire chamber.

      Wisps of smoke trailed up from those eyes, and a rotten-toothed smile frozen on his lips. A dry cackle escaped his throat and wormed into my ears. Every so often, a thick ripple of ghostly blue energy washed over him.

      Sylas's eyes were as wide as tea saucers. For a second, I feared hypnosis. All I needed was a companion tranced into attacking us. But the captain didn’t even flinch.

      “He's just watching me,” Sylas whispered.

      “I see that.” I kept my voice low. The cackling continued, low and steady.

      “It is deeply unnerving.”

      The captain stepped to the side, never looking away from Sylas. His eyes glowed brighter. Laughter echoed around us.

      I took in the room in fleeting glimpses, not wanting to avert my gaze for longer than a moment. The quarters were in shambles. A bed in the corner was slashed and crusted with blood and entrails. The desk and bookshelf had been torn from the wall and smashed to pieces.

      The cackling grew louder.

      Flancil cocked his chin at Sylas. “I think he likes you. Maybe give him a big kiss.”

      The captain flinched. He went transparent, like a ghost fading out of existence, then reappeared on his feet, facing the gnome, his face twisted in a scowl. Pointing at the monk, he let out a terrible screech.

      “He doesn't like you!” Sylas took a step forward.

      The eyes flared as the captain growled. With a wave of his hand, the bed with the bloody mattress tore free from the wall. It slammed into Sylas, knocking him across the room.

      “You dare cast the Light into my domain!” His boisterous voice echoed.

      “Get in position!” I yelled. “Form a triangle!”

      I sidestepped until I was at the captain’s back and readied my psionic blast.

      The ghost drew a cutlass and advanced on the gnome. Flancil ducked into the hole through which we’d emerged as the blade sliced over his head, then he shot up through it like a cannonball to deliver a kick to the mad captain’s chin. He landed with both feet straddling the hole in the floor.

      Our enemy howled, and I suspected it was more out of rage than pain.

      Flancil took it another way. “Oh, did that hurt? Why don’t you come closer and have another?” He teleported to the glowing hulk’s flank.

      The captain phased out and reappeared, facing Flancil.

      “Yikes,” Flancil jumped back as a cutlass slashed over his chest.

      
        
        Captain of the Damned slashes Flancil.

        -74 HP

      

      

      That was a heap of damage. And even though my system didn’t report it with my current filters, his health dropped by almost half. Blood spewed.

      Flancil bounced away from him, but the captain reached into his belt and withdrew a blunderbuss. Before he could fire it, my psionic blast caught him in the back of the head. He froze when it struck him, another wave of ghostly energy passed over his body, then he suddenly faced me. No confusion effect there. He raised the gun.

      “Sylas, get off your ass.”

      I hit the deck, ears ringing as the musket ball splintered the wall behind me. Smoke filled the tiny room.

      “Face me, you son of a deteriorating seagull corpse!”

      
        
        Sylas uses Inciting Howl.

        Taunt resisted.

      

      

      The external light reflecting off the haze of smoke made it impossible to catch clear sight of our target, but I spied movement. Knowing I couldn’t hurt my party mates, I summoned an implosion in the center of the room.

      To my pleasant surprise, the spell sucked the smoke toward the walls to reveal Sylas crossing blades with the captain near where I cast my spell. He gritted his teeth, face bathed in the red light from the captain’s eyes. His cutlass whipped around to slice at the captain’s neck—only to have the bastard turn transparent at the last moment. The blade whiffed.

      Rogul finally broke free of the bindings the mad captain used to constrain him. He zipped across the room in a blur, then raked at our enemy. But his strikes had little effect.

      I drew my wand and launched a fire ball, but it dispersed inches from the captain’s face, spiraled around his body, then funneled into his eyes. They brightened, and a sick grin spread his undead features.

      
        
        Captain of the Damned uses Absorb Fire

        +5% fire resistance for twenty seconds

        +2 Constitution for ten seconds

      

      

      Flancil came in with a flying kick. The captain teetered backward, but he swung his blade in his retreat, delivering another slice across my pseudo-healer’s torso. The monk sprang backwards. As he vaulted over the ladder leading down to the kitchen, the captain flicked a wrist. An onslaught of blades from the knife block downstairs shot through the opening just when the gnome passed over it. The cutlery snagged his surcoat, pinning him to the ceiling. Blood spread inside his robe where a knife stuck one shoulder, but he’d otherwise been lucky.

      
        
        Captain of the Damned uses Telekinesis

        Hit!

        Flancil

        -9 HP

        -3 HP (bleed)

        -2 HP (bleed)

      

      

      Flancil squawked like a bird and tugged at the knives. With a pool of 176 HP and the low damage inflicted by simple kitchen cutlery, the gnome was nowhere close to death, but that didn’t mean I’d rest on my laurels while he hung there.

      The captain took a lumbering step toward me.

      I wheeled. “Sylas!”

      The newly anointed fighter sped forward. “Avast, maggot dick. Is your cock rotten as the rest of you?”

      
        
        Sylas uses Inciting Howl.

      

      

      The ridges on his forehead where eyebrows once lived raised in surprise, then the captain whirled around to lunge for the tank.

      I eyed Flancil, wondering why he was shitting around with the knives. “Flan, whisper step outta there. Get your head in the game!”

      Rogul drew the captain’s focus for a brief second with a fireball, but the latter returned it to Sylas.

      I focused on the back of the captain’s head when psionic blast came off cooldown. Flancil emerged from the ether to appear at the captain’s flank. His fists glowed white and cast a reflection off his face, then he threw four subsequent jabs so fast, they created a blur. His body twisted at the last moment so the final strike impacted the captain’s lower back.

      
        
        Flancil uses Flurry

        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Captain of the Damned

        -20 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Captain of the Damned

        -21 HP

      

      

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Captain of the Damned

        -22 HP

      

      

      
        
        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Captain of the Damned

        -41 HP

        Additional Effect: Stunned

        Effect Duration: 3 seconds

      

      

      
        
        Flancil has discovered a monk Finishing Move!

        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

        Cool Down: Follows Flurry’s CD. (8 Seconds)

        Must be used as the last strike in the Flurry combination. Flancil’s unarmed skill has reached rank 22.

      

      

      While I might otherwise have celebrated, we had three seconds to make an impact. I estimated the ten seconds of fire resistance the bastard enjoyed when he’d absorbed my fireball had yet to end, so I sent Rogul a thought. My pet leapt across the room, then slashed the captain across his face with four black claws. Blood streamed from the open wounds.

      
        
        Rogul uses Rake.

      

      

      
        
        Captain of the Damned

        -11 HP

        -4 HP (bleed)

        -1 HP (bleed)

        -9 HP (critical bleed)

        -2 HP (bleed)

      

      

      The captain’s head swiveled widely from side to side just as Sylas shoved his sword toward his undead chest. As if of its own volition, the blade whipped sideways and impacted the left shoulder instead.

      Must be a passive.

      It wasn’t uncommon for enemies of higher levels in many games to enjoy the kinds of defensive skills that made their flesh harder to penetrate. That Enora changed the trajectory of a strike? Well, that was interesting.

      The captain brought his blade around. He caught Flancil on the hip, tearing open his flesh. Despite the blood pouring forth from the gash through a slit in his robe, the monk sprang onto the captain’s chest, grabbed a fistful of beard to support his weight, then socked him in his glowing eyes with metal knuckles.

      As the captain staggered back, Flancil rode him like Bronco Billy. He served up another knuckle sandwich—this time to the teeth. The glow in the captain’s eyes flared, then two plumes of smoke billowed through his nose. His red eyes shone brighter as Flancil punched him again and again.

      My mind flashed to the journal I had discovered.

      The cap’n breathed smoke out his nostrils…

      Then it happened.…

      Heads burned like tar, bodies kicking like a fish out of water…

      “Get down!” I hit the deck.

      Flancil released the beard, kicking off of the captain’s chest just as a plume of fire burst from his mouth and nostrils. His neck gave off sickening cracks as his head spun in a deranged circle and flames filled the chamber.

      
        
        Captain of the Damned uses Vortex.

      

      

      I threw my arms over my head and felt the heat bubbling the skin on the backs of my knuckles. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sylas huddled underneath the torn-up bedclothes in the opposite corner. Somehow, I doubted they’d offer much protection against a torrent of fire.

      
        
        Rogul has died.

      

      

      “Dammit!” When I glanced the other way, my heart skipped a beat, then sank into my gut.

      The blackened body of our gnome companion hovered in the air, caught within a vortex of flame as he roasted before us, then he thumped to the floor, his once-white coat burned to where I couldn't tell charred flash from fabric.

      “Flancil!” The heat grew, and the flames spun faster. I crawled beneath the fire as the captain’s head twisted my way, then timed it so when it passed, I launched toward the gnome.

      What did I have? What could I do? No healing potions… No abilities…

      I can’t make him heal himself.

      One of Flancil’s eyes was melted shut. His whole body trembled, and I was certain we’d lost him. Then the other eye fluttered open. His burned and blistered lips quivered as he tried to speak, then he huffed a shortened, exasperated sigh.

      “Party chat,” I whispered.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Flancil:] You’ll go far in this world if you serve Her will. I wish you luck.

        [Kyra:] I’m not going anywhere. Neither are you.

      

      

      Sylas grunted as he reengaged after the captain’s spell ended. “You cold creation of Hokrahm’s ass crack! Come and fight me like a man! You underhanded loin stain!”

      
        
        Party Chat:

        [Kyra:] You owe me. You wrecked my fucking ship.

      

      

      Flancil coughed, and his health bar ticked down to 3 HP. Then it happened.

      
        
        Flancil’s disposition toward you has increased to Friendly.

      

      

      I locked gazes with Flancil, desperately hoping I’d remember how to—

      Spend his points!

      Recalling the message that I had to spend the sixth point on Sylas in order to bind him, I ticked off six in Flancil’s Constitution. I would have put it into Charisma if I’d seen it first. Text filled my screen, a golden glow enveloped the gnome…

      Then he died. The windows vanished as I focused on his chest when it stopped its hitching and lay still. Flancil’s body disappeared from under me. Glittering motes of light swirled into the ceiling above, penetrated it, then vanished.

      When I wheeled, the captain’s glowing eyes flaring inches from mine. Despite his undead status, blood spewed from gashes across his face. Rogul’s work. One eye was swollen shut. That trophy went to Flancil. And slices covered his neck and chest. Score those to Sylas.

      Even if the captain finished me off, I knew I’d live on in Enora. There was no doubt in my mind we’d find another party mate and return here as many times as it took to finish the job—assuming nobody beat me to it. Although Flancil’s loss deterred any hope of a smile appearing on my face, I sneered at the captain.

      His voice came in a low growl that echoed inside my head. “Who be thou to enter my domain, massacre my crew, and attack Her servant?”

      Her servant? I thought Hokrahm was a dude.

      Afraid my goose was cooked and that Sylas might have fallen as well, I scanned the smoky room beyond the undead giant with my peripheral vision. When I spied motion off to one side, I glanced to find Sylas crawling with his sword clutched in one hand. He just wouldn’t give up, and I loved that about him.

      I looked his way just long enough to spy his features tightened up to form wrinkles I didn’t know were possible on his youthful face, then quickly returned my gaze to the captain so I wouldn’t tip him off.

      “Well?” the captain asked.

      I found a smile, after all… when I eyed his health bar to find all the bleeding wounds had ticked it down to about fifteen points.

      I raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I’m the Shénhuà, prick.”

      My fighter jammed his sword straight up the mad captain’s ass. His eyes flared so I thought they might launch from their sockets. His spine straightened. He screamed in such a high pitch, it took me by complete surprise. I had to cover my ears with my forearms and dip low.

      
        
        Sylas stabs the Captain of the Damned in a dark place.

        Critical Hit!

      

      

      
        
        Mad Captain

        -37 HP

      

      

      
        
        Sylas's sword has dropped to 0 durability.

      

      

      A blue glow enveloped the captain. He dissolved into black motes that swirled inside a whirl of energy, then winked out of existence.

      
        
        Sylas has killed the Captain of the Damned.

        + 1,345 XP

      

      

      The snapped-off blade of Sylas’s cutlass hung in the air, then clattered to the floor.

      I coughed from the smoke that filled the chamber. As the flames faded, I glanced over to see Sylas propped up on one arm, still gripping the handle of the broken weapon.

      “I regret we lost the gnome.” He let the handle drop.

      I frowned. With a thought, the pane I’d used early on to track combat information appeared, and I scanned it. A smile crossed my face near the bottom, where the Captain of the Damned had fallen.

      
        
        Sylas has received 1,421 XP.

        Flancil has received 1,211 XP.

      

        

      
        Flancil Chanz has reached Level 13.

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Flancil has eight attribute points to spend.

        With a disposition of Friendly, you may spend one attribute point per level gained. To spend more attribute points, increase disposition.

      

      

      “Oh, thank God.”

      “You’re happy? He was a dick, for certain, but I never wished for this.”

      Sylas knelt over the pile of dust where the mad captain had died and sifted through the remains.

      “No. I was thanking God I was able to bind him, idiot. I mean, what do you think of me? That I’d actually—”

      Sylas turned around. He thrust out his hand, fingers clenched around a golden object, its chain dangling down. “I’m glad he lives. Here, accept this gift as recompense for my ill-spoken words.”

      “What is that?”

      
        
        Compass of the Antigrall

        This epic item will create a replica of the ill-fated pirate ship, the Antigrall.

      

      

      “Yes! We’re in business again!” I threw the chain over my neck then swung my arms around my companion. After a moment’s hesitation, he patted my back with both hands. I pulled away to find his face colored like a beet. “Time to loot this bitch!”

      A glowing box rested in the corner beyond the hole to the galley. When I approached, I saw a keyhole. It was a treasure chest.

      “What’s there?” Sylas asked.

      After a long glare at the keyhole and no discovery of any traps, I stood to one side and kicked open the lid. After all, one didn’t take chances in that world.

      “Dude.” A list of items populated a pane in my HUD as I extracted them.

      
        
        Tradewinds Rapier of Constitution

        Level 11

        Type: One-handed sword

        Slot: Main hand

        Quality: Very Rare

        Durability: 100 of 100

        24–30 Physical Damage

        +5 Constitution

      

      

      “That’s got you written all over it.” I slapped the sheathed weapon into his palm.

      Sylas grinned, then pulled the weapon free of its sheath with a click. “Now, this is a blade.” He strapped it onto his belt while I inspected a folded pile of cloth from the next slot.

      
        
        Oilskin Cloak of the Caster

        Level 13

        Type: Cloak

        Slot: Back

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        + 5 Intelligence

        +2 to all spell damage

      

      

      “And this has me all over it.”

      “Ah, yes.” Sylas grabbed it from me and shook it out. “I witnessed you turning undead sailors inside out like an old sock. With a cloak such as this, you’ll be doing the same to the Bonchu.” He threw it back to me.

      I slung it over my shoulder. We probably weren’t going to be facing the Bonchu anytime soon, but I decided not to mention it.

      Beneath, I found a small ruby, a topaz, and a smooth, round onyx stone. Not to mention sixty gold!

      “What do you think? Not a bad haul, right?”

      “I think you should strap on your cloak. Then we should make haste.”

      After one last peek inside the chest, I spied one final piece of gear that brought a grin to my face. I snatched it up, then shoved it in the pocket of my robe.

      If I’d had a silver for every time someone missed something in VMORPPGs because of early exits, I’d have platinum. I searched the remnants of the bed, then tore through the moldy maps and papers from the fallen shelf. I grabbed a few charts and ledgers that looked like they might hint at treasure. Some of it was burnt beyond recognition.

      At the back of the cabin, I uncovered a strange stone archway built into the wall behind a set of curtains.

      “Hey, Sy. What do you make of this?” I tore the fabric aside.

      “Ah,” Sylas held the lantern high. “You don’t recognize it?”

      I could hear the excitement in his voice, but it didn’t make me any less irritated. “I told you. I’m not from here.”

      “No, I mean from the chamber when the Bonchu caster opened a portal upon the wall.”

      I traced the runes carved into each of the stones with a finger. “Too bad we don’t have the spell he used.”

      “I’m not certain we need to.”

      Sylas pointed to the topmost stone. My gaze was drawn to a faintly-glowing rune carved into its center. When he touched it with one finger, the wall inside of the archway shimmered—just as the boundary of the instance had.

      
        
        Step into the portal to be taken to your bind point and complete the following quest:

        The Antigrall Mystery

      

      

      “Look at that.” I smiled. “What do you think? We done here?”

      “Almost. Let’s not forget this.” In the corner was Flancil’s cask of brandy. He’d pulled my quick-release knot like I’d told him, and it had rolled to rest against the bulkhead. “The gnome would hate to come out of this empty handed.”

      When he saw what was in my pocket, he’d know Flancil would be the opposite of empty handed. It was a literal thing.

      “Yeah, we’d better bring it. Cause I’m not sharing the rest of this loot.”

      Sylas grinned and snatched it up.

      “All right then. Shall we go look for him? Let's see if your powers are truly the stuff of legends.”

      “Come on, you’re still doubting me?”

      “I would rather be surprised by a miracle than tricked by a fool.”

      “You’ll eat those words.”

      Sylas stopped at the portal’s edge. I urged him through. But before I could enter, the room was washed in a lime green glow, and I turned to spy a huge apparition just outside the door, hovering above the deck.

      “Come out and face the mighty Necri’tes, intruder!”

      The name from the tome I’d found in the Undersands. The demigoddess whose stone statue had been fronted by a pit trap that dropped us into the depths of a cavern filled with owl-bats that same, long day. I smelled a quest arc, and damned if I could resist.

      So, that was what the captain meant when he asked who dared to attack her servant.
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      After pushing through the door, I stepped outside. At this point, I doubted the quest wouldn’t be completed even if I died. Who cared if I used a portal or dropped dead to return to my bind point?

      Enora might.

      Oh, well. Too late for that.

      The towering, green, glowing figure resembled medusa with wild hairs twisting into wild branches all around her massive head. She thrust a long finger with blackened nails my way. “You trespass! This island is one of many in my domain, a source of my power, and you have no concept of the being with whom you trifle, girl!”

      I straightened my spine. “What say we cut the theatrics and you tell me what you want?”

      “You dare to speak to a mighty servant of Hokrahm in such a callous tone?” The towering demigoddess bent low. “Never shall you spend a day at sea in safety. If you are wise, you will toil on land until your sniveling goddess takes you. Live well, trespasser, for if my lord takes possession of your spirit when you fall, you will suffer for eternity in his underworld!”

      “I see you’re not very well informed. Let me fill you in on something.” I was plenty prepared to lay down the gauntlet, to tell her all about my special self. How I couldn’t die despite my permanent residency in the gigantic world. How I could bind allies to myself and grow in power, then kick asses and leave highways of corpses in my wake.

      But the demigoddess intervened.

      “Silence!” She rose high and spread her arms. “This day, I lay a curse upon you! Never shall you sail undaunted by my undead navy! You will cower before me!”

      “Yeah,” I waved a dismissive hand. I was too tired for roleplaying, and it’d been a long goddamned day. “We’ll just see about that.” I turned, marched up the stairs, threw open the door to the captain’s cabin without so much as a glance over my shoulder, then stepped through the portal.

      After all, Sylas would wonder where I’d gotten off to.
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      The scent of stale beer greeted me. Warm lantern light. The inexplicable odor of aging potatoes. I’d never been happier to show up at a shitty dive bar. A few patrons lounged around, too drunk to notice we’d just teleported into the tavern. An old man lifted his head from the bar, blinked, then dropped it down again.

      
        
        You have completed a Legacy Quest:

        The Antigrall Mystery

        Lost two years ago, the Antigrall was a frigate last known to be headed for Foggy Vale Island.

        You sought out the Antigrall, located the compass on board, then escaped Foggy Vale Island.

        Rewards:

        7,500 XP

        One full level

        A Compass of the Antigrall

      

        

      
        You have gained 1,000 acclaim points!

        Your name has been added to the List of Firsts!

        First to conquer Foggy Vale Island

        You have earned a title!

        Defier of a Demigoddess

        You may equip your new title from your character tab.

      

      

      The whole golden funnel routine played out, and I noticed two other flashes off to my right. I looked that way to find Flancil and Sylas clashing mugs together as they stood before an empty booth—the same one where we’d met the gnome just a day before. When I approached, I saw Flancil was actually standing on the booth’s seat. How else might their heads have been level?

      
        
        Congratulations, you have reached Level 14!

        +1 Intelligence

        +1 Constitution

        You have received two bonus attribute points.

        You have two attribute points to spend.

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell!

        Burst Pattern

        Create a small minefield of fist-sized exploding stones affecting enemies in a radius of fifteen meters.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cost: 80 Mana

        Damage: 40–44 Earth Damage

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cool-down: N/A

      

        

      
        You have learned a new spell!

        Smoldering Palm

        Swoop into melee range and lay fiery hands on your enemy to sear their flesh with fire damage.

        Type: Shadow Spell

        Cost: 15 Mana

        Damage: 20–27 Fire Damage per second touched

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cool-down: N/A

      

      

      I whooped with the discovery of the two new spells. Where burst pattern confused me at first because it seemed too powerful when compared to all the others I’d received—especially with no cool-down—I found balance in the mana cost. It was huge. With such a low pool, it’d take up almost half per cast. Tricky shit.

      Smoldering palm operated from the other side of the mechanical spectrum because the lower cost and compounding damage required me to stay in melee range—which I wasn’t apt to do very often. I immediately filed it away as a secondary skill.

      
        
        Sylas has reached Level 13!

        +1 Strength

        +1 Constitution

        Sylas has seven attribute points to spend.

        With a disposition of Endeared, you may spend two attribute points per level on his behalf. To spend more attribute points on this companion, increase disposition.

      

        

      
        Flancil has reached Level 14!

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Constitution

        Flancil has eight attribute points to spend.

        With a disposition of Friendly, you may spend one attribute point per level on his behalf. To spend more attribute points on this companion, increase disposition.

      

      

      After ignoring the repetitive information about how many points I could spend per level with differing disposition ranks, I dropped two points into my Intelligence. Although Wisdom would help me replenish mana faster, I hadn’t had too much trouble with low reserves, and I preferred casting power. Sylas got two in Strength, two in Constitution. That brought his health pool up to 280. Flancil received the two points held in reserves, one assigned to Dexterity—since it was to a monk what Strength was to a fighter—and one to Constitution. That brought his health pool up to 224—a huge increase from where he’d started at 176.

      It was crazy how NPCs received four attribute points per level when I only got two. It was a pretty transparent message from the developers at Infinity Designs and harkened back to what Gemini Fowler told me in the little white purgatory where I’d woken after I died.

      Make friends.

      Although something in his tone said that whole thing hadn’t turned out like he planned, the likelihood NPCs might end up more powerful than I in Enora made it a no-brainer to recruit.

      I hurried over to my team, threw my arms around their shoulders, then pulled them close. I was pleased when they both stepped in and threw their arms around each other to complete the circle.

      Flancil cleared his throat, and we all separated. “By the goddess, we actually pulled it off.” His voice jittered with emotion. “And you… you saved me.”

      “It was you who decided I was worth befriending at the last moment.”

      “Yeah, but it was you who cracked funny and forced me into it. Wrecked your fucking ship, indeed.”

      I looked over his shoulder as he and Sylas sipped from their mugs

      When I caught sight of the bartender, he stared at us wide-eyed as ale overflowed a tankard and spilled out onto the floor. I didn’t know why he hadn’t recognized Sylas and Flancil when they got their tankards, but for all I knew, he’d been in the back and they’d filled their own.

      “Oh my, oh my, oh my. You’ve returned!”

      He shut the tap and set the tankard down, mopping at the spilled beer before giving up and waddling around the bar. The mug was dropped on the table behind my companions as I approached, then he offered me his quivering hands. I clutched them just to stop them from shaking.

      “Did you find the wreck?”

      I nodded at the man who’d set us off on our journey.

      “Put my friend’s spirit to rest?”

      I wasn’t certain about all that, but I nodded. “The evil captain is no more.”

      I glanced at Sylas, who stared at the ceiling like his brains had been scrambled. “Yeah, we put the whole boat to rest.”

      It wasn’t until I slid into the booth that I realized I was a bit dazed from stepping through the portal. Or maybe the longest day in my life. I swallowed and blinked away the notices so the fanfare faded and the giant 3D letters dissipated from various panes situated around my HUD.

      The bartender raised both fists in victory. “Drinks all around!”

      A few half-hearted cheers rose, but considering the few patrons strewn about, I didn’t think he’d go out of business because of his generosity. When he departed, I eyed my team.

      Flancil’s surcoat had resurrected along with him. It was a brilliant white again, and the gold trim sparkled in the lamp light. There wasn’t a speck of dirt or spot of blood. A soulbound item. I wondered if that meant all the loot was still in the pockets. I noticed the brandy keg shoved into the corner of the booth on my side.

      To my pleasant surprise, the stench of the bilge and soaked state of our garments hadn’t followed us through the portal, either.

      Flancil propped his elbows on the table. “So, what happened with old smoky nose after I uh… checked out?”

      “Well, Sylas shoved a sword right up his ass, as promised. Then we found a portal.” I left out my meeting with the demigoddess in fears it would sour the mood. On that end, there was more to come. I was sure of it. Why not cut them a break?

      “Yeah? What did ya find in the way of loot?”

      After draining the last of his ale, Sylas headed for the bar. I filled Flancil in on the rest of the encounter, including some reluctant details of the treasure we had found. I agreed to let him take a peek at it later, but not in the middle of a seedy tavern.

      “I can’t help noticing the big honkin’ compass you got around your neck. Is that the new fashion for shade elves, or you holding out on me?

      “What’s it to you?” I tucked it into my collar. “You looking for a spot on my crew?”

      He winked at me and twisted his hips. “How ’bout you buy a gnome a drink and we talk about my post. I’m good at managing people, as you learned at Foggy Vale.”

      “I’m not making you captain.”

      He cocked an eyebrow and paused to think. “Fine.” Flancil paled, staring off into space for a second, then he snapped out of it. “C’mon, let's see this compass.”

      I pushed it across the table.

      “Holy balls. It’s the Antigrall! How is this even possible? It was a wreck.”

      “Legacy quest reward. The goddess smiles on us.”

      “Did you take it from its mount? Did the ship disassemble?”

      “No, Sylas just… found it.”

      For once, the gnome was at a loss for words.

      Sylas leaned at the bar. A woman with a stained rag over her shoulder stood across from him in an apron. Her hand rested on his chest as she giggled at something.

      “So that's why he wanted to come here.”

      “Who’s she?” Flancil asked.

      I smiled to myself. “Maybe someone he used to know?“

      “What are they talking about? She can't possibly like him, can she? I mean, what's there to like? I've had better conversations with my chamber pot.”

      “Let him be happy for a minute. He'll be back on the revenge train as soon as he remembers we've got a boat.”

      “Speaking of which, how about you buy me dinner and I let you talk me into crewing again.”

      “Sure, but I’m sleeping somewhere soft tonight, not launching a boat. I'm taking my share of the loot and getting a suite to myself.”

      “Uh, hate to break it to you, but your buddy wasn’t lying about the rooms here being shit. Why do you think I lived out of this booth for a week?”

      “I don't care if it’s an actual pigsty, ’long as it’s on dry land.”

      “Careful what you wish for.”

      Sylas returned with the bartender in tow, and the latter slammed down another round. I didn’t press about the woman, but when I eyed our quest giver, a thought occurred.

      I shared the journal entries I’d collected from his friend, and he was even more thrilled. When I asked about rooms, he said he would put me up in the closest thing he had to a presidential suite. Something in the way the bag under one eye twitched when he said it brought suspicions a pigsty might not be far off. But I was too happy to care.

      I reached into my pocket, then slid the final piece of loot across the table at the gnome. His jaw dropped, and he snatched it right up. “For me? You’re just… giving me this?”

      “I’m pretty sure the game—I mean, the goddess—gave you that for your valiant service.” I eyed the item as he slipped it over his knuckles.

      
        
        Silver Knuckles of Dexterity

        Level 13

        Type: Fist Weapon

        Slot: Main hand

        Quality: Rare

        Durability: 75 of 75

        Damage: 31–42 physical damage

        +5 Dexterity

      

      

      The gnome eyed me, turned his gaze on Sylas, then stared at the table. “I won’t forget today as long as I live. That was a living hell, but we came through it. And, well, it’s good to have friends.”

      I raised my glass and clinked with my newly-endeared pal. We sipped our frothy brews, and it wasn’t long before Sylas returned to the bar to chat up what I suspected might be an old flame.
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      If cockroaches paid rent, the inn above the Salty Dog would’ve made the owner the richest guy in town. But after the day I’d had, I couldn’t have cared less. I slept like the dead, then woke late the next morning feeling reborn. Flancil never left his booth. I kicked his foot as I left the tavern, and he staggered out behind me. Sylas was nowhere to be found. I sent a party chat and got a one-word response telling us to wait.

      “I’ve decided on a name.” I kicked a rock down the street.

      “For what?” Flancil yawned.

      “For our ship. I’m sure as shit not naming it the Antigrall.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “How about Retribution?”

      “Oooh. I have the shivers. Sylas will like it.”

      “He was my muse.”

      I caught a glimpse of a half-dressed Sylas in my companion tab and quickly swept it away. My face warmed.

      A few minutes later, he appeared down the main thoroughfare. I detected a skip in his step, and he whistled the ditty that played when we leveled.

      “Someone’s chipper today. I almost used the party chat when you disappeared last night, but I noticed a certain barmaid’s absence seemed to coincide with your own.”

      “I thank you for not doing so.”

      “Did you have a good night?”

      “The sun rose too soon. And you?” Sylas stopped just in front of us.

      Flancil bounced an eyebrow at him, drawing a sheepish grin. The gnome smiled, and they exchanged a Neanderthal fist bump.

      “You were right about the rooms,” I said. “They were awful.”

      “Ah, I told you.”

      “I told her, too.” Flancil said. “Now, are we getting this tub in the water so we can get things sorted onboard then spend a relaxing night at sea?”

      I pulled the compass out and tossed it in my hand. “You’re going to need a few more guys to sail that thing,” Sylas said.

      “Nope. Drill down in the description. We just need three sailors and a quartermaster.”

      “The fourth will cost you.”

      “Well, if we all chip in”—I shot Flancil a warning glare—“we have eighty-three gold, forty-four silver, and change.”

      “We won’t find one here.” Sylas crossed his arms. “But I could get us to the next port. We won’t be able to sail at full speed, but the cannon should deter any local piracy.”

      Flancil nodded. “Yeah, that would work. We’ll get to the next port, then we’ll find someone crazy enough to sail with you two. Let’s launch this thing.”

      Sylas led us back to the same pier from which we’d launched the dhow. We took our places, this time in daylight.

      “Here goes nothing. Again.”

      I tossed the compass and watched the spectacular light show as my new ship unfolded itself before us. What had been breathtaking in the moonlight was an engineer’s wet dream by day. Each piece of the vessel materialized out of thin air. The accompanying sounds of nails being forged and planks being hewn rang out around us. I watched as wood wrapped itself around the ribs of the ship and unseen hammers drove the nails home.

      The intricate cross section of the half-finished vessel, assembling itself one compartment at a time, served as a stem-to-stern tour of every nook and cranny of our soon-to-be vessel.

      Sylas made a pleased grunt and nodded throughout, the shipwright in him agreeing with the choices in the construction Every so often he would ooh and ah and point like he was about to start lecturing. Then he would shake his head, at a loss for words again as the next level of decking snapped into place with mesmerizing choreography.

      Even Flancil was speechless. His jaw hung open, and I worried he might topple off the pier.

      Finally, I heard the falling timber and disembodied shouts of heave as the masts materialized. The ropes and rigging danced across them.

      I shivered against a sea born cross breeze as the last mast rose, and a shiny new ship that made the schooner look like a child’s toy bounced in the water. The compass drifted down, and motes of ghostly blue and gold pixie dust trailed behind it as it settled into place just below the ship’s wheel. The last sack thumped onto the deck, and a loose bowline fell quietly around the nearest piling.

      “Permission to go aboard, Captain?” Flancil whispered in awe.

      “Granted.” I gestured toward the plank stretching to the deck. When the gnome was out of earshot, I turned to my first Enoran companion. “You’re sure you’re good with a landlubber like me running shit?”

      “Captaining is too much work. First mate can delegate all his duties. Suits me fine.”

      “All right, then.”

      We crossed the plank to find Flancil rooting through a few bulging sacks.

      “Already he plunders.” Sylas grumbled.

      
        
        You have discovered a new ship class.

        Corsair

        Preferred by pirates of the high and low seas alike, this ship boasts three masts and up to eight cannon.

        Tier: 2

        Type: Corsair

        Defense: 17

        Offense: 24

        Speed: 26

        Masts: 3

        Sails: 5

      

      

      “Well, first mate. You want to get on board and restore order here? Get the crew situated so we can be sailing before dark. Nothing like a night at sea, right?”

      Sylas grinned, and there was a sparkle in his eye.

      “Aye, Captain. Nothin’ like it.”
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      Sylas of Clan Suntere paced the decks of the new ship in the dark of their first evening aboard. Fickle winds and an unnatural fog made for an uneasy first watch. He would have preferred angry gusts and a pitching sea over his own thoughts. The light airs required more sails. The Retribution was a challenge to sail in the daytime, but night brought low breezes, and there was nothing to do but drift.

      The only grace was that their first day on the water had taken them far enough from the trade routes that they weren’t likely to stumble across any other ships. Kyra’s warning about the threats an apparition made on the deck after he stepped through the portal to leave Foggy Vale lingered in his mind.

      While he could easily have captained the vessel, he’d spent waking hours after his interlude with Meira the barmaid considering his luck. Although his sister was gone and Retribution—a fine name for their ship—demanded, Sylas thought he might have stumbled upon a being who would change his life forever.

      He might not care for adventure. Treasure wasn’t his motivation. It was Kyra’s promise. She’d ensure they excelled, leveled up, then went to enact their revenge on the evil people who razed his fishing village and murdered so many.

      The bond with the gnome proves she’ll bring allies to our cause. So long as I keep her mind on our purpose and we don’t waste all our efforts chasing treasure, when Kyra and I reach the Bonchu, they won’t know what hit them. They will answer for all of their evil-dealing.

      Maybe his new captain was right. He just needed to be patient. Sylas nodded to himself.

      He sat on the cabin trunk and stared into the fog, toward where he thought the continent of Bonchuria lay. He thought of his sister. Of smoke rising in the distance. Of his people’s blood spilled upon cobblestones. And of the curious discovery they’d made there—one of the killers had been like Kyra. An immortal mercenary seeking glory and gold.

      What does it mean, that a Returned would—?

      But that wasn’t right. Kyra was Shénhuà. Of that, he no longer doubted. The other was something else. Like her, but not like her. Sylas still didn’t understand. But when he considered how Kyra said so many would flood the lands, he couldn’t help but worry.

      Can any of them be trusted?

      A snap rang out above him, followed by the whistling of rope torn free. Sylas rolled out of the way as a block and tackle crashed into the deck. He caught himself on the rail and glared up into the shadowy masts.

      A glowing blue apparition stared back at him with wide eyes and a twisted smile. The translucent being scurried up to the next spar, drew a ghostly blade then began sawing another line.

      Sylas took a step back and opened his interface as he reached for the ship’s bell. The ring resounded in the calm night as he opened his interface.

      
        
        Party Chat

        [Sylas] Wake up and get on deck. Our ship is haunted.

      

        

      
        THE END
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