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Chapter 1

Joy and fear were running a race in Christopher McKnight’s chest. He had no idea which emotion would win. That was just like he had no idea which side would win this game. Chris and his friend Jeremy “Jolly” Rogers were playing the infamous Memorial Park Hustlers for the fourth Saturday in a row.  After the first Saturday, the two boys had talked it up so much at school, they had started to draw a crowd. Now, middle schoolers, their parents, and a few random passers by were watching as Chris and Jeremy put their chess playing skills to the test against “The Best Around.”
Their pieces tapped out a steady rhythm on the stone table. Slapping hands popped a battered chess clock like a snare drum. It was a round robin game. Two sides, two players on each side taking turns to make their team’s move. Chris and Jeremy made one team, two ten-year-old boys with glittering eyes. Two intimidating old men with bushy eyebrows made up the other team.
One old man would dance up to the table for his move. The other would smoothly make way for him. Chris and Jeremy would move their piece, slap the clock, and dash out of the way so the other boy could jump into place.
The spectators watched in silence. The four players’ breathing, pieces clicking, and hands punching the clock were the only sounds in this corner of the park.
The tempo of the old men’s dance became faster, their breathing heavier, and even Chris and Jeremy’s running and trading places sped up. Like a scratched record, the rhythm of the game suddenly broke. A move did not come on its appointed beat. No click. No clock punch. There was a collective gasp from the audience. One of the old men was holding his chin, glaring down at the pieces from under his bushy eyebrows.
He scowled.
The clock kept running.
Both young boys on the other side of the table held their breath. The other old man muttered, “Be careful, Rufus.”
“I see it, Chuck. Don’t be givin’ advice.” The old man stared at the pieces and moved his hand off of his chin and toward his side’s king.
Christopher McKnight fought the urge to react. He pulled his Captain America’s shield t-shirt up to his nose to hid his face. Jeremy grabbed his skull-and-crossbones t-shirt and did the exact same thing. The two boys pulled this move to hide their expressions when they were playing each other. Too many times one of them had guessed what the other was thinking and managed to escape clever traps.
Chuck, the old man who was standing back from the table this round began to laugh. “Look at ‘em! We’ve been got by banditos, Rufus! They’ve got us dead to rights.” It was a bold statement from a man who charged all comers five dollars a game to play him.
Rufus just glared some more at the pieces. He, for one, was just happy they had not taken the pirate kid’s offer to bet twenty bucks on this particular match. “Give me a second before you get all scared of the ten-year-olds over there. I’ll get us out of this... Ah! See, here we go.” He moved their king and slapped the clock with bravado.
It was false bravado.
Jeremy jumped forward like a lion on a wounded wildebeest. Click-slap. He practically dove out of the way. Christopher charged up into his place, Captain America’s shield still hiding his now smiling face.
“You thought that was gonna save us?” Chuck gave Rufus a dark look.
Click. Chuck paused a long while looking at Christopher. He acted like he was just waiting for Chris to go. He crossed his arms impatiently. Chris just looked at the board, waiting.
It was just a last second hustler ploy. Chuck had set a trap, but Chris was not falling for it. The old man grunted and slapped the clock. If Chris had touched any of his pieces before Chuck slapped the clock, Jeremy and Chris would have been DQ’ed for going out of turn.
Finally free to move, Chris carefully jumped his knight into place, finishing the checkmate. Click. He politely slapped the clock just like he had all game long to end his final turn.
Looking at the boys’ covered faces, Chuck shook his head. “Banditos. Cap’n America there is a polite one, but they’re banditos none the less.”
The crowd slowly realized that was it and the boys had actually won. Chaotic conversations broke out everywhere.
“We did it!” shouted Jeremy leaping up and down. “YEEES!” He pumped his fist like he was starting a lawnmower.
Chris was careful to shake both men’s hands before he began to celebrate. After he had done that, he hugged his friend and jumped up and down with him. “It only took us twelve tries! We beat them! We really beat them!”
He ran over to his dad, his brother, and little sister. “We did it, Dad, we really did it!”
“Are you famous now?” giggled Chris’s little sister, Abby.
“I knew you would do it!” squealed Chris’s little brother, Jack. “You’re so good at everything!”
Chris picked up Jack and swung him around. Jack and Abby were twins, but Abby had been born first, and Jack had always been small for his age. The two brothers used that fact to acrobatic advantage all the time. Jack laughed as he flew around in circles. Chris let him down slowly. But, Jack did not want to let go of his victorious big brother. So, he climbed up onto Chris’s back. Jack was light as a feather; Chris did not mind.
“Congratulations, Chessmaster!” Chris’s dad reached out and swirled around Chris’s sandy blonde hair with his free hand. The proud father asked with a twinkle in his eye, “Want to go for ice cream to celebrate?”
“Can Jeremy come too?”
“Of course he can, if his parents say it’s ok.”
As Chris zigged and zagged through the crowd, Jack flew one way then the other on his back. Blue eyes wide, the little brother shouted to everybody who would listen, “My big brother won! My big brother won!”
On the far side of the crowd, the brothers found Jeremy. He was standing with his shaggy blonde head hung to the side, his hands in his pockets. He did not look like the kid who had just beat the Memorial Park Hustlers in a game of Round Robbin.
Jack loved Jeremy almost as much as he loved his big brother. The little boy shouted to his strangely somber friend, “Jolly! Did you know that you and Chris won? You won!”
Jeremy gave a short little laugh and nodded. “We sure did, Short Stuff.”
Jeremy was staring at a fit, trim man sitting on a park bench between a round, middle-aged lady, and a younger woman who looked like she had been out for a jog before she sat down. The round, older woman was staring at her cell phone, her thumbs occasionally twitching across the screen. The man had his arm around the middle-aged woman, but he was talking to the jogger. The jogger and the man laughed together at something.
Chris finally caught his breath. “Do you want to come get ice cream with us? My dad’s treating to celebrate.”
Like a storm cloud thundering in the distance, Jeremy replied, “Let me ask my parents.”
The boy stalked over to the older woman and tapped her gently on the shoulder. She looked up, momentarily dazed. “Chris is going to get ice cream, can I go with him?”
Jeremy’s dad turned away from the young jogger and asked, “How’d the game go, champ? Did you finally get them this time? What’s it been six or seven tries?”
“Twelve, actually. And yeah, we finally got ’em.” Jeremy smiled hopefully at his dad and asked, “Chris is going to get ice cream with his family, do you think we could go too?”
“Well, I’ve got to get into the office to work on somethings this afternoon,” Jeremy could have sworn that the jogger smiled at this, but she looked away at the same time. “But, you could go with them if you want.”
Jeremy’s mom finally spoke. “Will they get you back by dinner? I assume your father will be late as always, but I still would like to know how much to order or heat up.”
“They’ll get me back in time, Mom. It’s only two o’clock now.” Jeremy smiled at his mother reassuringly.
She nodded and her gaze drifted back to her phone, signaling the end of the conversation. Jeremy’s dad was already joking with the jogger again. Disappointed, the boy turned his back on them and headed toward Chris.
* * *
Four years later, they had to brushed leaves off the table before they set up the pieces. Jeremy wore gloves while they played. Chris let the cold bite his fingers. It kept other thoughts at bay. At least it did for a little bit.
They set up the pieces in silence. Neither realized how preoccupied their friend was. Each was too overwhelmed with their own lives to notice the other.
Chris was the first to break the silence.
“Jack isn’t going to come home from the hospital this time. He’s not going to get better. He said he’s going to be done-zo. He really said it that way.”
Jeremy stared back in silence. His eyebrows fell and his mouth drooped at the corners. “How?”
“I don’t know. The cancer spread out too much or something. It got somewhere they can’t do anything to. I don’t know. I thought he was supposed to be getting better. I don’t know. I...”
Chris was weeping. He put his ice cold hands up to his face to wipe away the blazing trails of tears on his cheeks. No matter how much he tried, he could not wipe hard enough. The trails were still there, burning his face.
Jeremy sucked in a breath that sounded like a soul breaking into a million tiny pieces. “I’m sorry about your little brother, Chris. I love him like my own.”
He paused for a long time and then went on. “My dad’s not coming back either. I mean, it’s not like he’s dying or anything, but he might as well be dead. The dad who loved me is already dead. For a long time now, I’ve been stuck with this horrible zombie father who acts like he’s alive but isn’t. He pretends to love, but he doesn’t. Wants to see me on the weekends. I guess there’s that. I’m sorry.”
* * *
The last day of January was not the time to play chess in a park. But, here they were. Jack had died three years ago. Jeremy’s parents had gotten divorced at the same time. Chris and Jeremy had played together less and less.
Gravely, Chris smiled at his friend. “I’ve missed you on the chess team and at lunch.”
“Yeah, I go out for lunch most days.”
“By yourself?”
“Yeah. I only keep the best company.”
Chris snorted and gave Jeremy a full-hearted smile. “I wish I got to hang out with you more.”
“You’re the only one. I think I heard my parents arguing over who had to take me for the next two weeks. Neither one of them wanted me around.”
Chris did not know what to say back. He had a gaping hole in his life that was the shape of his little brother. But, he still had his mom and dad and little sister. Jeremy had a life that seemed to have become one giant, gapping hole, like a smoldering crater.
Stumbling around the emotional wreckage in both their lives, Chris flailed for a way to help his friend. As a teenage boy, he was more like an empty handed savage on a crash scene than a paramedic. All Chris could finally manage was to ask, “Wanna play a regular game or speed chess?”
“Did you bring a clock? How are we gonna play speed chess without a clock?”
“I promise to go as fast as I can every time.”
Jeremy laughed derisively. “Yeah, I trust you to do that Christopher McKnight. You’ve always been a stand up guy. But, I don’t trust myself to keep to that kind of promise, and I don’t wanna cheat the rules. It’s no fun winning a game that isn’t fair. Regular will have to do for now.”
Jeremy reached out a black clad hand and arm and swept the snow off of the stone table. “The field of battle, sir. Deploy your troops!” He tucked his big, black trench coat around him and sat down.
The two boys smiled as they set up their pieces. It had been too long.
“I like that little skull-and-crossbones pin on your jacket. When did you get that?”
“My dad’s girlfriend gave it to me for my last birthday. Man, she knows me better than my own dad or mom. It is disgusting.”
“Hey, at least she cares, right?”
“No. She’s just trying to buy off my approval. She really wants my dad to marry her and start a family. She’s trying to show that she’ll be an involved mom unlike mine. Too bad Dad doesn’t even notice, or care as far as I can tell.”
“Did she get you those other pins too?”
Jeremy seemed uncomfortable for a minute. “Nah, I got them to go with the other one. It looked lonely like me. I figured I could buy it some company even if I couldn’t get anybody to hang with me.”
“Man, all you’ve gotta do is ask. It’s been way too long since we’ve hung out.”
“You’re busy all the time,” countered Jeremy as he started his favorite opening. Click. “You’re in almost as many clubs as that Olivia girl. A lot of the same ones too. How’s that going?”
Chris responded with the standard defense to Jeremy’s opening. “How’s what going?”
“Don’t play dumb with me. I know you’re not. You’re crushing on that Senior bad. You’re both churchies aren’t you? Go to the same Flying Spaghetti Monster cult on Sundays?” Jeremy threw in a loopy variation that Chris never remembered him playing before.
“You mean the one you used to go to with me when we were little? Yeah, I still go.” Chris tried to respond to Jeremy’s weird attack by moving his light bishop in the way.
“Even after your little brother?”
Chris almost swore at Jeremy. His face went flush with anger and sorrow and pain as the old wound was ripped wide open. All he could manage to say was just, “Yes.”
Chris would never admit it to himself, but when Jack died, something inside him had died as well. Chris had started feeling like God was a zombie father to him just like Jeremy’s dad had been to Jeremy. God pretended to love His children, but when it came to Jack, God did not love him enough to save him. Who knew who else God would not love enough?
Dumbfounded and gasping for breath, Chris whispered, “Why would you ask that?”
Even though he was clearly in a superior position, Jeremy reached out his hand and very slowly tipped his own king over onto its side.
“Just to see if you were a hypocrite like all the rest of them. By the way you’re acting, you’re probably not. You’re not gonna tell me it was all for the best. Which is good for you. Let me just give you a little advice. If you’re planning on doing anything special for your crush on Valentine’s Day, I suggest you do it far away from school.”
“Why?”
“Let’s just say that the hypocrites and the heartless are going to get what’s coming to them.”
“You can’t be serious, Jeremy.”
“Oh yes. I’m totally serious, and I’m gonna be famous too.”
Chris felt like he had been punched in the head, knocked on the ground, and stomped. “What are you talking about?”
“Chris, I told you I know you’re not dumb, so stop acting like you are.”
“How is doing what you’re talking about, if you’re really talking about what I think you’re talking about, going to fix anything? Why don’t you come to youth group with me on Wednesday? I’ll introduce you to the folks there. They’re like me, man. If you think I’m not-half-bad, you’ll like them too. Man, you can’t do this. They’ll catch you before you do it. You’re going to get in so much trouble. Jeremy you’re going to wreck your life!”
“My life is already a shipwreck, like that dude in the comic inside the Watchmen. I’m not getting out; I’m not escaping. But, I’m going to take all these smug Stacys and Chads down first.”
“Chads and Stacys? What are you, some kind of internet cliche machine?” Chris tried to use Jeremy’s pride against him.
“Cliche or not, you know who I meant didn’t you? It’s who they are. Hollow. Empty. Caricatures of caricatures with no originals.”
How could Chris defend a culture that he found repulsive too? His mind stumbled around inside his friend’s ideas. He latched onto something that just did not make sense.
“You’re not like those guys, Jeremy. They were all mad that they couldn’t get a date and nobody loved them. What about that little red haired girl that you went out with in the fall?”
Jeremy just shook his head slowly. “That’s not what this is about for me. Of course I can get a date. Could probably get more if I wanted it. But, that’s the trap my dad fell into. I’ve got a mission, Chris. I’m gonna leave the world a better place than when I found it, even if it is addition by subtraction.”
Chris’s emergency sanity reserves ran out. He just could not process this situation any more. “Jeremy, when did you become so evil?”
Jeremy snorted. “Evil? What horrible evil am I gonna be doing? They’re all gonna grow up to get married, pop out some rug rats, and then abandon them when they realized its too hard to actually love them. I’m just saving them the trouble, and saving all their kids all that pain. Man, I’m taking evil out of the world.”
* * *
It was the second of February. Chris was sick to his stomach in the lunch line, and this time it was not because of the disgusting cafeteria food. He had made an appointment with the dean and the on campus cop for after school. Jeremy had basically told him that he was going to commit an atrocity on Valentine’s Day. What else could he do but turn him in? He was going to ruin his best friend’s life. Chris could not believe that Jeremy would ever do something like he had implied he was planning. Was he going to ruin Jeremy’s life for some empty threat that was really just a cry for help? Chris wished there was someone he could ask for help about this.
Instead, he saw the freshman from his engineering class and robotics team sitting alone at a table fiddling with some sort of box. Chris muttered to himself, “Better go talk to him so that he doesn’t turn into another Jeremy down the road.”
Chris came over and asked, “Hey, Leonardo is it? Mind if I sit with you?”
“Oh, hi Chris! Sure, take a seat. I go by Leo. I was just working on calibrating this actuator for our robot. You probably noticed that the two weren’t balanced on the saw blade arm. It was making it tip a little. I thought I could just adjust it a little and bring it back in line.”
Chris knitted his brows and nodded as he watched the young man with curly black hair twisting a multitool on a little screw inside the complicated box. Chris was more of a big picture guy with the robots, he did not get into this level of detail. Still, he could appreciate somebody who took the time and effort, especially as a freshman.
Maybe if he let himself get distracted by everyday things, the end of the day and the meeting would get there all the sooner. Then, he would say what he had to say and get that over with. Somehow, it still felt like a betrayal of Jeremy. Maybe he should try to talk to him one more time before the meeting.
Leo looked over at Chris’s lunch tray and smiled. The younger boy had a bit that he had memorized. It had killed in middle school. Maybe it would help impress this generous junior who was deigning to sit with him today. “Pizza rectangle? Really? Surely you know that no natural pizza exists in the form of a rectangle! You are eating artificial pizza.”
Chris broke away from his dark, difficult thoughts and decided to play along. “Yeah, grown in a lab so they can fit more of it in the oven, no wasted space like between the natural circular pizzas.”
Leo recalibrated his approach. He had not expected a reply that went that direction. He would have to go down an auxiliary branch of the conversation. “Nah, I thought it was rectangular because the made it out of recycled cardboard boxes. Explains the shape and the taste!”
That managed to get a laugh out of both of them.
As their laughter was subsiding, Chris spotted Olivia, the senior he had a crush on, over Leo’s shoulder. She wore her long brown hair tied back in a long, sky blue ribbon everyday. Unlike her schoolmates, she was always in long skirts or even dresses. He had thought about teasing her about possibly being Amish, but he really liked the way she dressed and what he thought it said about her.
Leo noticed Chris staring and looked over his shoulder. “Oh, that’s the leader of the other robot team that you’ve got a crush on.”
“Does everybody know this?”
Leo shrugged. “I have four older sisters. They are all really smart about interpersonal relationships. They’ve explained to me how to spot that sort of thing. Though, I do think you’re rather obvious about it.”
“Kinda wish she’d get the hint actually,” Chris muttered under his breath. Aloud, he tried to change the subject. “Where’d your name Leonardo came from? It isn’t exactly common, especially in combination with Smith. Parents big Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles fans? Do they like DiCaprio?”
“Actually, both my parents liked Leonardo DiVinci. It’s a family name on my mom’s side and my dad is an engineer.”
Chris nodded and wished that topic had lasted longer. Talking to someone you did not know well was difficult and tiring. Maybe that was why Jeremy had preferred to just be alone. Still, that did not begin to explain the insanity that Jeremy had implied he was planning for Valentine’s Day. Chris’s face had sunk into a look of worry and concern.
Leo looked over at him. “Oh, did you notice that Olivia is sitting with your little sister over there?”
“What? No. What’s she doing talking to Abby?” Chris snapped out of his worries again.
“I just assumed that was why you were looking worried. I’m not sure, but one thing I know from my sisters, you don’t want someone you’re interested in talking to your sister. She’s gonna let some really embarrassing story ‘slip’ somewhere along the way and totally kill your chances. You ought to go over there and break that powwow up.” Leo flipped the actuator he was working on over and started working on something on the other side with his multitool.
Chris raised one eyebrow and looked over at the bold freshman who was giving him romantic advice.
“I’m just trying to help my robotics team leader. I know this stuff from my sisters. That’s all. It’s not like I’ve ever had a girlfriend.” Leo raised his hands, multitool still in one, as if to demonstrate his innocence of acquiring the knowledge through so shameful a channel as direct experience. “I don’t mess with girls cause they’re too messy.”
Uncertainty made Chris waver. “I’d go over, but I just haven’t managed to talk to Olivia that much. Just a couple times at youth group at church and in a couple of club meetings. I mean, she’s always being friends with everyone, but she doesn’t come to youth group that often and then always tries to turn the conversation to Bible stuff. Kind of awkward, but I actually appreciate it a little bit. I mean, why are we at a church for anyway? Just to talk about music and sports? I just wish it wasn’t so awkward.”
“Yeah, tell me about it,” replied Leo. “That touchy feely stuff is all my youth group talks about.”
“Well, if you wanted, you could come to...”
Crackling to life, the PA system began blaring out the first chords of Pearl Jam’s song “Jeremy.” Chris’s eyes went wide as his stomach fell down into a bottomless pit. Everyone else in the cafeteria looked around in confusion. He knew exactly what was happening.
“It isn’t Valentine’s Day yet!”
Multiple tables around Chris turned to look at the crazy kid shouting.
The doors at the end of the cafeteria slammed open. Jeremy in his black trench coat from the park stalked into the room. Two other kids dressed to match followed him, trying to match his attitude.
Jeremy’s partners were a towering overweight boy with greasy long hair and a heavy set girl with short blue hair. The girl had glasses and a nose ring through her septum.  The overweight boy smiled cruelly. The girl with the nose ring like a bull had a look of smug superiority with a tinge of pity. Jeremy had a sneer on his face.
Surprisingly level-headed, Leo asked Chris, “What’s going on? Is this what I think it is? What do you mean it isn’t Valentine’s Day?”
"Abby, get out of here!" Chris shouted to his sister where she was sitting with Olivia. Turning to Leo, he almost barked, “Come on, we’ve got to stop Jeremy!”
Christopher McKnight got up from the lunch table and started to dodge and weave through frightened kids. Most were still sitting, but more and more were realizing what was about to happen. Chris fought against the increasing torrent of panicked people to get to Jeremy.
Shocked, he caught sight of another head moving toward the attackers. It had light blue ribbon in its brown hair. Olivia was trying to force her way through the other students to get to the trench coat attackers just like Chris. As she struggled, she was praying loud enough that Chris could hear, “Jesus help us, please don’t let this happen to these people, Lord...”
Quickly assessing the situation, Leo got up on his long row of lunch tables. He shouted as he ran down the middle of the long row of tables toward the three attackers. "God, help me fix this mess..."
Leo's path was much easier than trying to make it through the crowds of screaming, panicking kids. Chris and Olivia were struggling to move, and Leo was catching up to them. It was a sane engineer’s solution to an insane situation.
Chris was pushing his way past the last few kids between himself and Jeremy. Even though he did not want to, even though he thought it might make no difference at all, he still prayed to God. “Lord, if you’re listening and you care, please...”
“Sorry, Chris.” Jeremy shouted over the sound of Eddie Vetter crooning ‘OOOoooOOOooo”. “We had a change of schedule. Why don’t you just get out of the way so I can do what has to be done?”
“You don’t have to do this, Jeremy. You can stop now, and it will be so much better for you, for all of you...”
Jeremy pulled a gun out from under his trench coat. “Dad’s girlfriend got it for me. At least she’s good for something besides homewrecking.” He raised the gun and aimed it at Chris.
“Jeremy, you don’t have to...”
There was a flash. Chris closed his eyes tight. He was sure Jeremy had shot him. When he opened them, he was certain of it.
The first thing he saw was an angel.
It was beautiful and terrible, glorious and horrifying.
He closed his eyes again.
How had he known it was an angel? Wings, a white robe, and a bright light. Yet, some unseen, greater force radiated its identity into him.
Things did not make sense. He was still standing. How could he have been shot and killed and still be standing? He opened his eyes and looked around at his feet for his body. No body. He was still standing on the floor, not floating up toward the ceiling either. As a last check to make certain, he felt up and down his body. He did not find any holes or blood. His mind reeled.
Still, he was not dead. He needed to look at the angel. Chris tried to make himself look at the angel. He looked everywhere but at the angel. The... glory? ...of the being was just too great for him to face.
Everyone else in the school cafeteria seemed frozen in place. He could see his little sister in a group of students a few dozen feet away. Abby looked like she had started running later than most. Chris did not want to think about what that meant for her fate. She and Jack had been twins. Their parents would be beyond devastated.
Leo and Olivia were only a few feet away from Chris. The freshman boy was standing on the end of a table staring at the angel. He still had his now useless multitool in his hand. Olivia was pointing at the angel with a look of child-like wonder on her soft, feminine features. Chris thought she looked amazingly beautiful like that.
Despite the bright light and every fiber of his body wanting to resist, when the angel began to speak, Chris could not stop from looking. Now, his eyes were drawn to its perfectly sculpted face. Its voice was achingly melodious. “You have called upon the name of the Lord, and He is powerful to save.”
“What?” It was Olivia who had managed to speak.
The angel repeated what it had said, “You have called upon the name of the Lord, and He is powerful to save.”
Chris could not believe his ears. Frustration and anger at this declaration flooded his mind. Was God suddenly answering his prayers this time? All those prayers when his brother Jack had been sick. God had not answered those. Was that because Jack’s was the only life in the balance then? Was it because Chris had not been important enough back then to get an answer? Now, there were hundreds of kids in the cafeteria. Was that why? Was it all just a numbers game to the Big Man Upstairs?
Chris began in an angry whisper, “Why is He going to...”
He caught himself and pushed his raging emotions aside. He still had dreams about playing with his little brother, giving him piggy back rides, climbing trees. But those were all just imaginary fantasies. Here was an angel. He needed to pull himself together and deal with the way things were.
Finally choking back all of the chaos rising from his heart into his throat, Chris managed to ask, “Is He going to stop Jeremy and those other kids from shooting up the school?”
The angel looked over his statuesque shoulder toward where the others were. “If your challenge is accepted by the others, it will depend upon the three of you. That challenge is being issued to those three behind me by one of the Adversary’s emissaries.”
Chris blurted out, “What challenge?”
“When they entered here, did you not run toward them instead of away? Did you not pray to the Lord for help while doing so? You of these three the most, Christopher McKnight, for you knew.”
Olivia and Leo looked over at Chris in confusion and curiosity. What did the angel mean by that?
Chris was rattled again. Why would God let this happen? He was going to tell the dean after school. God would not intervene for his little brother, but all these people in the cafeteria, most of whom did not even go to church, these were worth saving? His mind was turning summersaults and bouncing around off the inside of his skull at a mile a minute.
It was Olivia who replied meekly to the angel. “Well, I did pray, and I would have loved to challenge them. I didn’t know what else to do. But, how am I going to stop them?”
The angel seemed disinclined to answer.
It was Leo’s turn to respond to the situation. His voice was cool and clear. “I couldn’t sit back and let them kill everybody. They needed to be stopped. I was going to try.”
Chris finally admitted quietly, “Yes, I prayed. I didn’t think it would do any good, but I did it anyway.”
Before the angel could address them again, a gravelly voice came from behind its white wings.
“They have accepted. It is to be the Game, Haliel! The brand new one!” The gravelly voice let out a hideous cackle.
Chris felt a wave of trepidation sweep up from his stomach. He swallowed it down and asked, “What kind of game is that thing talking about?”
Chris had seen Bergman’s The Seventh Sign. His dad was a film buff. The image of playing chess against Death was not appealing. Plus, Jeremy had been using strange new moves that last game in the park. Chris had no desire to stake his little sister’s life among hundreds of others on a chess match with an unpredictable opponent.
The angel tried to explain. “The Game is a mixture of others. It is to be played in a small world created for that sole purpose called The Divided Lands. You could call the game and the world by the same name if you so choose. I have been instructed to compare it to a combination of RPG and Civilization. I assume this is because you advance as individual heroes and also build up armies with which to do battle.”
Olivia smiled. “Ooo, I loved all the Civ games. Sid Meier is a boss! You know he plays organ at his church? He makes awesome games. Well, except Alpha Centauri, ugh.”
Leo looked at Olivia. “What was wrong with Alpha Centauri?”
“The mind worms gave me the creeps. No way those were Sid’s idea. Had to be some assistant or something.”
Leo actually laughed despite the situation. “What’s wrong with living spaghetti that could infiltrate your brain?”
Flabbergasted, Chris stared at the two other teenagers. How Olivia could be smiling in this situation. Was she really that optimistic? Were they going to risk the lives of a cafeteria full of people, including his little sister, on a video game? What kind of demented hallucination was he having?
Tension boiling over into anger, Chris growled, “Would you two cut it out! This is serious! That's my little sister over there..."
Seriousness settled onto Olivia's normally gentle face. She stared at Chris with intense, unyielding, dark brown eyes. "And this is us, all three closer to the guns than anybody else. I count most of the people in here as my friends, including your sister Abigail, and even one of those three in the horrid looking trench coats."
Desperate to make sense of what was happening, Chris raised more of a plea than a questions. "Are we really going to play a video game to save people?”
“As I tried to explain, it is not a video game as they are called,” said the angel. “It is a full world, though smaller than this one, with rules that govern what one can and cannot do. The rules system is similar to the two types of games I mentioned. Your victory condition is simply the elimination of all the players on the opposing side by conquest or capitulation. Conquest requires both capturing or killing the player and taking possession of their capital banner."
“Wait, killing the players?” asked Leo, all humor leaving his face.
“Unlike this world, death for the players is not permanent there. You are penalized and ‘respawned’ if that is the correct term.”
“OK, well whatever this game is like, we’ve got a better chance there where we get to respawn than here. I think we’re about to be shot here.” Leo looked at the other two to see if they agreed.
“We are at a huge disadvantage here on the wrong ends of the guns,” admitted Olivia. “At least this game might give us a better chance than we could have otherwise. Maybe we can even save the people here, including your sister, Chris.”
Fighting off sudden rush of disconnected pleasure at hearing Olivia say his name like that, Chris gritted his teeth. He took a deep breath and managed to say, “It still seems awfully irreverent of God to have us play games for people’s lives.”
The angel Haliel looked a Chris sternly. “God cannot be irreverent. And I agree with what Olivia Jordan has said. You will have a better chance helping these people this way. Prepare yourselves, we must go. You will each be presented with choices, but there are limited options.” He raised his wings wide and held out his hands.
“Christopher McKnight, Olivia Jordan, and Leonardo Smith, your challenge has been accepted by Jeremy Rogers, Emma Wilson, and Kaiyden Karlston. You will go to the Divided Lands to play the Game. Those who survive will be returned to exactly this place and this moment in time.”
“Wait...” protested Chris. “What do you mean survive?”
The only answer was a brilliant flash of light.
There were now three swirling vortexes of light with doors in the middle of them, one in front of each of them. Next to each door stood a copy of the angel, Haliel. It almost looked like a funhouse to Chris if the angel copies had not been so overwhelmingly beautiful.
“Why are there three of you?”
“Time does not work the way you think it does,” answered the angel next to Chris’s door. The other angels appeared to each be doing something slightly different. Chris could not hear their conversations with Olivia and Leo.
“No, I mean why are there three separate yous and three separate doors?”
The door in front of Olivia turned a pretty light blue like her hair ribbon.
Chris’s version of Haliel answered, “You are each making certain decisions about how you will start the Game. These passageways will take each of you to the appropriate locations in the Divided Lands based upon those decisions.”
“We’re not all going to the same place? How am I supposed to protect that little freshman and that young lady you’re sending with me?”
Leo’s door turned a golden yellow. Olivia curtsied to her version of Haliel and then reached for her door. There was a flash and she was gone. Her version of the angel slid over and rejoined with Chris’s. The teenager fought the urge to scream.
Chris’s angel tried to explain, “I do not believe it is the intention for you to protect them. They are fellow players, your peers, not your charges.”
Chris’s thoughts were flooded with dark ideas. Typical. Heartlessly sending the innocent and weak to their deaths. “Can you at least send me to the same place as they are going?”
Leo stepped through his door, and there was another flash. His angel slid over and joined into Chris’s.
Haliel had a look of sympathy on his face. “I am not sure you actually understand. But, time is short and...”
Chris’s door turned a deep crimson.
“...The others have made their decisions already. The elves and the dwarves have been selected. You shall play the humans.”
Chris smiled. “That’s great actually. Shows why you should be sending me with the others to protect them. They picked the shiny, exotic options. Those are never the best. Humans always get extra benefits to outweigh how boring it is to play what you are in real life.”
Haliel did not comment on Chris’s reasoning. “The central mountain and northern forest kingdoms have been selected. You shall have the southern lowlands and the plains.”
“Thanks for the tip. Olivia and Leo are north of me. Got it.”
“The only remaining choice is of your class or occupation. Please look at this scroll and decide.”
“Do I get to know what the other two picked? How are we supposed to make an effective party if I don’t know what they are playing?”
Haliel looked at Chris sternly. His face was too perfect to betray any emotions or opinions. “This decision should be from your heart, based upon who you are. That is the way that you will be most successful within the Game.”
“Oh, I’m going to be a paladin for sure. I’ll need to tank, do some damage, and be able to heal others. This way, I’ve got most of the bases covered no matter what crazy classes Olivia and Leo picked.”
Haliel stood aside and extended his hand toward the crimson door. “You have made your final decision. The Divided Lands await you through this passage. May the Lord bless you and keep you.”
“And you. And Olivia and Leo and all these people here.” He was afraid to say it out loud, but he glanced back over his shoulder at Abby. God better not take her away from my parents too. Losing Jack almost killed them. He stared at his sister’s face. He wanted to be able to see Abby’s face whenever he needed extra motivation in this Game. Reluctantly, he let go of her and stepped forward into the Divided Lands.




Chapter 2

Christopher woke up in the dark. He had no idea where he was, but something was trying to suffocate him. It was covering his face and making it almost impossible to breath. He reached up and pawed at whatever it was.
Rolling around a little on what felt like a cold, hard floor, he struggling with whatever was on his face. Finally, he was tugging it up and off. He rolled a little more and there was no floor anymore.
A resounding crash filled the small space he was in. Chris struggled to his feet. He was standing in a pile of what looked like metal cups, bowls, a couple candle sticks, and a shield. In his hand, he was holding some linen strips that looked like bandages. That was what had been wrapped around his head. Looking down at himself, he realized he was covered head to foot in the same strips of white linen. He looked like a mummy.
“Did I die already?” he asked aloud to no one in particular. Looking down at himself, he determined that he looked pretty much like he had before. He was still a six-foot-tall, broad shouldered but trim young adult. Not quite tall enough for basketball, not quite big enough for football, not quite fast enough for soccer. Yep, he was still the same Chris as before.
He was standing in a richly decorated crypt. It was covered in crimson and white and had an intricate cross symbol repeated all over. He had been lying on an elevated marble slab in the middle before he had rolled off.
“Uhhh, where are the others... Aren’t we supposed to be playing a not-a-video-game game or something?” Confusion was jumbling his thoughts and memories.
Looking up at one of the walls, he had a burst of clarity.
Armor.
War hammer.
Magic book with glowing crimson symbols on the front.
“That’s right, I’m a paladin here. McKnight in shining armor here I come!”
Christopher had been too upset and terrified in the cafeteria to think much about it, but living out a not-a-video-game game was going to be fun. Even if it was the last thing he did in the land of the living, he would go out in style.
When Jack had still been alive, they gamed as much as their parents would let them. Then, after "screen time" had been up, they had told each other stories long into the night about what would happen next in their games. That sort of thing was a long time ago, before Jack had gotten sick. Chris resisted the urge to hold onto the warm memories. He refused to turn them over and over in his mind, to relive those good times from before. Letting the memories slip away like Jack had, the feelings passed through him like a ghost. His little brother was gone and Chris was here now, in this Divided Lands place.
Slamming down all those thoughts like he always did, Chris looked around his cozy crypt again. There was a small treasure chest in one corner. Little alcoves held statues that looked like knights and saints along one wall. Another wall was covered with the painting of a man in armor charging into battle with his banner waving over his head. The third wall had his armor, hammer, and a table with the book on it. The last wall had a heavy door in it.
Eagerly, Christoper walked over past the head of the stone slab where he had just woken up. Reaching up, he hefted the war hammer down off its pegs on the wall. Chris jumped back and almost fell over again. Faintly glowing golden words were floating in the bottom third of his vision no matter where he looked.
You have acquired an Exquisite War Hammer. It does (2-12 + STR) damage.
After a few moments, the text finally disappeared.
“That was weird. Must be the way the game interfaces. I guess it makes sense. It’s not like I’ve got a screen or anything to put it on. I mean, they could have gone the PipBoy route, right? Maybe they’re not Fallout fans. I guess I can’t lose it if it’s integrated into my head.” A dark possibility occurred to him. He shook it off.
“Hmm, where are Olivia and Leo? I wonder if I can open a mini map or something...” He reached up and scratched his head with the edge of his new war hammer as he wondered how to do it. He tried thinking, “Map.” Then, he said it out loud. Next, he tried, “Open map!” He could tell he was getting desperate when he shouted, “OPEN SESAME!” and “Map map mappity map map!”
Before he could figure out how to do it, he heard a muffled scream coming from somewhere beyond the opposite end of the room. Was that Olivia? Did she need his help? Would they still be just friends if he saved her?
Ashamed at having thought that last part, Chris tried to ignore his romantic speculations.
Uncertainty ruled him for a moment. He could not tell who it was who screamed. It could have been a Senior girl like Olivia, or it could have been a Freshman boy like Leo. Deciding that it did not matter who it was, Christopher knew he should help.
Forgetting the armor and magic book, Chris gabbed his shield off the floor, hefted his war hammer, and headed for the door. He flung it open and was greeted with blindingly bright daylight. Confused and with his shield raised up to cover his eyes, he tried to blink away the light blindness. He heard another scream.
Across what looked like a church graveyard was a young boy running along the top of a stone wall. On the ground chasing him was human skeleton that was moving on its own. A huge dog was barking at the skeleton, but giving ground in front of it.
Adrenaline surging, Chris charged out of the doorway of the crypt toward the skeleton. He promptly tripped over a low tombstone because he was still half-blinded and not used to how his shield blocked a significant portion of his vision.
Scrambling to his feet, he adjusted his path and tried to get between the skeleton and the little boy. Chris hoped the dog was on his side. It looked scarier than the skeleton. He wondered to himself, if we are on the same team, maybe we will get a flanking bonus.
Chris wished there had been a combat tutorial.
As he got within a few yards of the skeleton, text popped up over its head.
Weak Skeleton
Relieved, Chris swung his new war hammer back and muttered, “Good thing that it’s weak...”
The skeleton looked toward Chris just as he started to swing the war hammer down at its skull. The monster had red, glowing coals for eyes. Unnerving as the sight was, Chris had already started swinging.
He had played baseball, dueled Jack with foam swords, even chopped wood with a real ax on a camping trip. Christopher McKnight had certainly never fought with a real medieval weapon before. Despite all that, his muscles and body seemed to know how to swing the war hammer just right. It came naturally, like something he had done a thousand times before. Text popped up at the bottom of his vision again.
You attack the Weak Skeleton. Chance to hit 80% [(4 - (-2))x 5% + 50%]
The hammer made a solid connection with the skull of the skeleton. There was a snapping sound and then a pop, The side of the skull caved in, and suddenly half of the bones seemed to dissolve into a find dust. The dust and the rest of the bones fell down into a powdery pile. The first set of text disappeared as more text popped into Chris’s vision.
You hit the Weak Skeleton for 10 points of damage (7+3). It dies... again.
You have defeated the Weak Skeleton. You received 100XP.
Bounding in on the kill, the huge dog snapped up one of the bones of the skeleton and ran a little way along the wall. It sat down and happily began chewing on the bone. Chris had never seen any dog that size. Despite having the overall appearance of German Shepherd with long legs, this dog’s shoulder was as tall as Chris’s waist.
Victory infused Chis with confidence, but he was still confused. He looked down at the war hammer. “Now I see how this is going to be. This isn’t going to be like some computer game at all. I’m really living the Game. Oh, this is weird. Does this mean that if I die, wait, didn’t the angel say something about dying...”
The little boy screamed again, but this time it was comprehensible. “Look out behind you, Sir Paladin!”
The dog by the wall let out a long, low, suspicious growl.
Reacting on instinct, Chris spun around. He realized that he had only his weapon and shield. His armor was still hanging on the wall in the crypt. Well, he had taken care of the first enemy easily enough.
A vertical oval of swirling purple light and unnatural darkness had appeared from nowhere between two headstones. A ring of evil-looking purple runes swirled backward and forward around the oval. More text appeared in Chris’s vision.
Sir Jeremy the Necromancer is giving you a gift of: 1 Gold.
Out of the portal stumbled a human form with rotting flesh. Its arms were bound loosely to its sides. This was not some video game with great graphics. This was as real as could be, right down to the stench of the grave that was clinging to this new arrival.
“What is that? A zombie? Those are pretty low level right?”
As if in answer to his question, the creature threw its arms up snapping the ropes, and a label appeared above the creature’s head.
Strong Ghoul.
The monster opened its mouth. Between pointed rotten teeth, there was a single golden coin. It spat the rot covered coin out onto the ground.
“Wait a second, aren’t ghouls like level 3 or 4 monsters? I wish there was a rule book somewhere...” He remembered the glowing book in the crypt and wondered if that was what it was. “How did Jeremey manage to...”
“Mr. Paladin, Sir, should I go fetch Brother Aleksandr from the church?”
Chris did not take his eyes off the ghoul as he answered the boy. “Only if he’s a cleric or wizard or whatever classes match those abilities. Otherwise, he’s just going to be ghoul chow like me. Definitely run for it though, kid. No reason to stick around here. I’ll try to slow this thing down.”
“I’ll go get him!” The sound of the boy jumping off the stone wall and running along a gravel path actually gave Chris a little hope. Maybe Grandpa was a high level wizard or something. What did not give him hope was that the dog took its bone, jumped over the wall, and made off after the boy.
The portal disappeared, but unfortunately for Chris, the ghoul did not. The grotesque creature had ripped free of the ropes with frightening alacrity. It was squatting for a moment beside a tombstone. Chris wracked his brain trying to remember what ghouls were like in the games he had played. They were usually about the third or forth kind of undead enemy, maybe even a little later. He was pretty sure they had some sort of stun or paralysis attack. If his nose was any indication, the smell alone might be the source of that sort of attack.
A vicious snarl came from the undead monster. The ghoul launched itself through the air toward Chris.
Strong Ghoul CHARGES and attacks you with Claws.
He sidestepped the flying monster, hiding as much of himself behind his shield as he could. Chris swung as hard as he could at the rotten head.
It misses!
You attack the CHARGING Strong Ghoul. Chance to hit 55% [(3+2-4) x 5% + 50%]
You hit the Strong Ghoul for 7 points of damage (5+2). It’s Tough Hide absorbs 3 points of damage.
The war hammer had missed Chris’s intended target but still slammed into the ghoul’s shoulder. Rotten flesh was tougher than the smell indicated. At least it was when it was part of a ghoul.
The ghoul swiped at Chris’s legs with its claw of a hand.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Claws.
Somehow, Chris avoided the attack.
It misses!
He swung again at the crouching monster, hoping for much more damage.
You attack the Strong Ghoul. Chance to hit 45% [(3-4) x 5% + 50%]
You hit the Strong Ghoul for 5 points of damage (3+2). It’s Tough Hide absorbs 3 points of damage.
Chris had only done 6 actual points of damage to the monster. He tried not to worry about this or the fact that he had a less than 50% chance to hit the Strong Ghoul when it wasn’t recklessly charging him. He needed to stay on his toes and not get hit. He was pretty sure that ghouls used their special power by touch. At least he had his shield.
The ghoul darted around, trying to maneuver an open shot at Chris around the shield. Chris bobbed back and forth, constantly adjusting the shield. The ghoul was moving way too fast for something that was supposed to be dead.
Chris bumped into a marble grave marker. The ghoul literally jumped at the opportunity, flinging itself through the air onto the off balance paladin.
Strong Ghoul charges and attacks you with Claws.
You block the attack!
You attack the Strong Ghoul. Chance to hit 55% [(3+2-4) x 5% + 50%]
Chris swung his hammer pitifully as he stumbled. The ghoul had grabbed onto his shield when he had blocked its attack. The momentum and extra weight sent Chris  and the ghoul tumbling over onto the ground.
You missed the Strong Ghoul.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave.
Strong Ghoul touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
All of the text disappeared except a timer.
He could hear someone shouting in the distance as the ghoul on top of him leaned back.
8 seconds.
7 seconds.
The monster glanced toward the direction of the shout for a moment.
6 seconds.
5 seconds.
The monster turned back to Chris and yanked his shield off of his chest where it had ended up during the fall.
Chris screamed inside his own head. His vocal chords were paralyzed along with the rest of him. “NOOO! I can’t believe I’m failing this fast! Everyone at home is depending on me! Why did you bring me here just to die, God?”
You have been disarmed by Strong Ghoul. You no longer have a shield equipped.
4 seconds.
This was too real for Chris. He could not remember what the angel had said about players dying and coming back. Death was sitting on his chest, stinking of rot and decay, and he was powerless underneath it.
3 seconds.
The ghoul raised its claws up over Chris. Out of the corner of his eye, the teenage paladin saw an old man with a staff running toward them down a little hill. The old man was waving his hands in some intricate pattern. They were glowing.
2 seconds.
Whatever the old man was doing, it was not nearly fast enough. Chris felt a flash of shame for questioning God with one of his last thoughts as the ghoul struck.
You have been CRITICALLY HIT by the Strong Ghoul for 18 damage [(4+2)x3].
The monster’s filthy claws plunged through Chris’s white linen wrappings and into his chest. The pain was searing, his whole body felt like it was on fire.
You now have -2 Health. If you are not healed above 0 by the end of the combat interval, you will be slain.
An excruciating fire of agony engulfed his whole mind. Thoughts, hopes, regrets, all were consumed by it.
You have been slain.
Mercifully, the pain faded away as his vision did.
The last thing he saw was a blast of light slicing the ghoul in two.
***
Giant Abby was playing chess against Giant Jack. Except Jack looked even worse than he had at the end, a giant skull-face towering over one side of the board. Abby was the innocent little girl she had been growing up. Chris was sitting in the middle of the board where a knight would be a few moves into the game. The pawns in front of Giant Skull Jack were all undead soldiers with glowing red coals for eyes. Jeremy stood where Giant Skull Nate’s king should be. Giant Innocent Abby reached down and picked up Chris. He got ready as he flew through the air. She set him down right next to the line of undead pawns. Click-click.
Instead of moving one piece, Giant Skull Jack flung out his hand over his forces. King Jeremy raised his arms. The pawns swarmed forward at Chris. He fought like a man possessed. His shield broke pikes, his hammer shattered bones, and he sent many of the pawns to second deaths.
But, there were too many.
Like oily, black water, the tide of undead swallowed him down.
He felt a million tiny stabs, like he was being poked by pins in every square inch of his skin.
Then, Chris realized that it really did feel like there were pins poking him everywhere.
His eyes could only see darkness.
It was hard to breath.
He was back in the crypt.
His entire body felt like his foot did when it fell asleep. Slowly, the feeling dissipated and his arms and legs could move again.
Chris reached up and pulled the bandages off of his face, carefully this time. There was more light in the room than the first time.
The paladin sat up slowly, and was light headed just like he guessed he would be. The door was open to the outside. There was a familiar looking old man sitting on the threshold, leaning back against one side of the jamb.
When Chris sat up, this old man pushed his way up using a long staff. He took a stiff step into the crypt. “Where did the ghoul come from yesterday?”
Chris was puzzled by the question for a moment and wondered if he was still dreaming. Then the memory of how he died came flooding back on him. “Yesterday? Did I sleep for a day?”
The old man’s eyes were both sad and frustrated. “No. You were dead for a day.”
“That explains the weird dreams,” replied Chris. He looked up at the ceiling and rubbed his temples.
“You will have to wait out of the game for a whole day each time you die. It is both inconvenient and detrimental as the other players progress while you sit there dead. If you are more than halfway to the next level, you will lose all your experience back to the starting point for that level. If you are less than halfway, you’ll fall back to the halfway point of the previous level. For you, a Level 1 Paladin, either way means you’re back at zero.”
“That’s not that bad. I had only gotten 100 XP.”
Chris looked around at the crypt for a moment, delaying thinking about yesterday. The old man waited patiently. Taking a deep breath, Chris finally felt like he could answer the question without screaming in terror or crying like a baby.
“The ghoul came through a portal right after I got an update that Jeremy was giving me a gift of one gold piece. It had the gold in its mouth when it came through.”
The old man shook his head slowly from side to side. “I should have expected the Adversary to find a loophole. That is a clever one, but most of them are. The Adversary is not an idiot. A fool, yes. An idiot? No.”
Chris sat up and hung his legs over the edge of his marble slab. “You think that wasn’t Jeremy on his own? He’s a pretty smart guy.”
“I am sure the other player is intelligent. But, he would have never discovered that he could send undead through trade portals if they were somehow used as the container for the goods being delivered. I assume that is what has happened. It is simply too subtle of trick for one who has only just arrived in the Divided Lands. They were probably planning it during the design phase, perhaps that demon Gygax himself. We tried to keep an eye on them and check for this sort of thing. We caught many, many of them, but it would seem not all.”
“Did you say Gygax?”
“Yes, I think he was the Enemy’s lead designer. A demon, one supposes. Ours was an educated English fellow by the name of Tolkien. He focused mostly on the setting. Gygax spent his time on the rules. No doubt, tucking little surprises like this into them all the while.”
Chris’s mind was reeling. “Gygax was a man, a Wisconsinite. I mean, they’re close to demons, but not quite. I read one time that Gygax was a Christian by the time he died. He's probably on our side. And, Tolkien helped designed the Divided Lands?”
The old man moved over toward the treasure chest in the corner as he tried to explain. “It is more complicated than that. He was the Lord’s lead designer. I believe he focused on languages and cultures primarily. But, each side provided a staff of thousands with different areas of expertise. And, there was the constant back and forth to gain consensus and agreement when the Lord’s and the Adversary’s representatives disagreed.”
Chris was reduced to just whispering, “Wow,” as he contemplated what the design process must have been like.
The old man extended his hand, “My name is Brother Aleksandr. I used to be a monk in a Russian monastery many years before you lived. I am to be your tutor.”
Chris reached out his hand and shook the old man’s. The former Russian had a surprising iron grip. “So, you were a real person?”
The old man gave a belly laugh. “I still am! All the speaking roles in the Game are filled by volunteers from Heaven and Hell. I’m sure the Adversary had more volunteers than we did! A vacation from Hell would be much more attractive than one from Heaven, don’t you think?”
Brother Aleksandr bent over and opened the treasure chest.
Wonder and curiosity tickled Chris’s mind as he looked at the old man. He could not help but ask, “Why would anyone leave Heaven?”
“Those of us who volunteered felt that if the Lord wanted to do this strange thing, we would be happy to help Him any way we could.” The old man took a stack of clothes out of the chest and set them on the marble slab next to Chris. On top of the clothes was a smallish nondescript leather pouch.
Chris got up, the strength fully back in his limbs now. He squatted down and stood up, windmilled his arms around, and did some torso twists to make sure he was feeling back to normal. “Dying wasn’t any fun. Made me sore and hungry.”
Brother Aleksandr’s eyes filled with sympathy. “Why don’t you get dressed? I am sorry I could not run faster. Nathaniel came to me as quick as he could.”
“Would you mind turning your back?”
“Take off your bandages and you will see why that won’t be necessary.”
While Chris was unwinding his death wrappings, Brother Aleksandr continued his apology. “I had been expecting you earlier in the morning, but you had not arrived. I went back up to the parsonage to fetch a book to read while I waited. You were supposed to kill the skeleton on your own anyway. That was your ‘combat tutorial’ they had said. Seemed a bit of a short stretch of training for a warrior. But, as I believe you’ll notice quickly, the Divided Lands are quite different from Earth.”
Chris had gotten down to a simple pair of cotton boxers and a cotton shirt. He tried to remove them. It was the weirdest thing. They would not come off. They were not exactly attached to him. The white cotton clothe flowed over him, but he could not remove them.
The former monk finished his apology with, “The ambush by the necromancer’s gift was completely unexpected. But, it is still my fault for not being here to help. I was supposed to be your tutor and help you ease your way into the Divided Lands.”
“Uhhh, I guess the underclothes are cool and all, but how am I going to go to the bathroom?”
“You won’t have to. It is similar to Heaven that way. Though you become hungry and eat, thirsty and drink, your body will never have waste to get rid of.”
“That settles a debate I had with a friend of mine. I knew you wouldn’t have to go in Heaven!” He began putting on the clothes.
With a hint of exasperation, Brother Aleksandr shook his head. “My friends and I debated how many angels could dance on the head of a pin.”
When he saw Chris set aside the leather pouch, he exclaimed, “Wait, let me explain about the inventory pouch!”
The old man picked up the round, eight inch wide leather pouch. “This pouch will hold anything you could normally carry. I have no idea how they exactly made it, but it accounts for both size and weight. Increased strength increases its capacity. And, watch!”
The old man reached back into an alcove of one of the statues that looked like a hunter. He drew out a longbow and a quiver of arrows from beside the statue. “This part always gets me!”
He took the longbow, opened the mouth of the little pouch and slid the bow all the way in.
Chris’s mouth fell open and he tipped his head to the side as if that might let him see the bow that was clearly no longer there.
“And the arrows!” The old monk slid the quiver with the arrows into the pouch just as easily.
“Are there things with those other statues? I didn’t pay any attention to them when I first saw them...”
“Yes, there is a healing potion with one, a ring that will increase your Paladin skills, and your Ruler’s Scepter that let’s you access your Leader skills. The last won’t work until you actually have a side to lead. I’ll explain that to you over breakfast.”
Looking over at the wall, Chris noticed his armor was still there, but the war hammer was not. “Wait, where is my war hammer?”
“Your equipment falls where you do when you die. Even this inventory pouch will be left behind. Only you or a party member will be able to recover it.”
“In that case, I’m going to put on my armor and go out and get my shield and war hammer back. I don’t exactly feel comfortable going out there again without some more protection on. It seems Jeremy can send me gifts that attack me at anytime. Maybe I should take that bow out just to be safe.”
“Normally, I would say you were being overly cautious. But, given what it seems your opponent can do, that is probably quite wise. I will pack these other things into your inventory as well as your Experience Book. It is a good thing you had not already read it. You would have lost the level it granted when you died. Once you have your armor on, we can go to the parsonage where Nathaniel is making breakfast for us.”
Chris paused pulling on his breastplate and asked, “Nathaniel? Was that his name on Earth?” Something about the little boy had seemed familiar to Chris.
“We all have new names here, and we are not supposed to talk about who we were on Earth. There is an Out of Character penalty and even the possibility of being dismissed for discussing our personal histories. The player’s tutors are the one exception to this, though I am unsure why we were granted this. Perhaps to ease your transition to this world? Or, maybe because there is no question of our loyalty?” Brother Aleksandr seemed to be asking himself these questions as much as he was asking them of Chris. 
Christopher finished pulling on his breastplate and started on his pauldrons. “What do you mean loyalty? Can people on my side be from Hell and working for the Adversary as you call him?”
“I suppose it is a real possibility. Perhaps the out of character rules are to stop you from interrogating everyone to check on their infernal or celestial origins?”
Chris shook his head slowly. “The Divided Lands seem like they are going to be... interesting.”




Chapter 3

“Hey, where’d my song go?”
Pearl Jam’s “Jeremy” had been blaring out of the PA system a moment before.
Jeremy Rogers had spent four hours on a Saturday hacking the system to set up that little bit. He had planned his vengeance down to the last detail. Everything had been going perfectly, except when he had blabbed to Chris in the park. That had been stupid. Jeremy was relieved he had been able to convince his accomplices to move up the date.
Then, Chris had started coming toward them instead of running away, even after Jeremy had warned him and everything. Of course, Jeremy had said that this was going to happen on Valentine’s Day. But, tough luck, Chris. That’s no reason for you to get in the way!
Jeremy had let his anger get the better of him when he decided to cross his Rubicon and pull the trigger. “Idiot, why was he trying to mess this up? I was going to let HIM live. He was still sort of my friend.”
There was a flash of light just as Jeremy was pulling the trigger. He had thought something had gone wrong with his gun. But, it was way weirder than that.
Facing away from Jeremy, Kaiden, and Emma was a being with a huge pair of white wings. He seemed to be talking to the three kids who had been coming toward them instead of running away.
“Man, I worked hard to figure out how to get that song playing while we did this. What happened?”
The overweight boy on Jeremy’s right shrugged his large, round shoulders. “I didn’t screw it up. You know I’d tell you if I did.”
“I know, Kaiyden.”
A deep gravelly voice answered Jeremy, “It was that feathered freak over there. Shoot him!”
Jeremy spun around toward the source of the voice.
If it were not for the being’s crimson skin and two little horns on his forehead, Jeremy would have guessed he was just a really buff, normal guy. The creature was standing at the end of their line of three making a fourth figure. He was wearing a matching black trench coat just like theirs. But, instead of a t-shirt and jeans like the teenagers, he had a snappy three piece suit on underneath. With his wrap around shades, he looked like the Hollywood version of an FBI agent. Well, except for the skin and horns, thought Jeremy to himself.
Anger, confusion, and tension wound Jeremy tight. He snapped at the interloper,
“Who in the Hell are you?”
“Very apropos idiom, kid. But, names aren’t important. What’s yours?” The words slipped smoothly out of a shark’s smile.
“Jeremy Rogers.”
“Yeah, so Jeremy, it seems you’ve already guessed my country of origin, so let’s get down to business, what do you say?”
“I say, what’s going on here? Who’s that winged guy over there? Why is everybody frozen?”
A more friendly seeming grin spread across the suited man’s face. It definitely ruined his similarity to an FBI agent. Now, he looked more like a mob boss who just heard his biggest rival was found face down in a bowl of cannoli. The only difference was that most mob bosses did not have pointy teeth. 
“Seems you guys had a pretty solid plan going here didn’t you?”
Kaiyden and Emma both just looked at Jeremy. He had been the one to get the guns from his dad’s girlfriend. He had laid out the plan to them in detail. They had joined in out of anger, spite, and hatred, not originality. Jeremy even had convinced them that he had a plan that would get them off on an insanity plea afterward.
Jeremy answered tentatively for the three of them. “We sure seemed to. Until Chris and those other two...”
Emma blurted out, “The girl’s Olivia. She’s sooo trad. She’s a total trader to her gender. She should have to turn in her...”
Kaiyden plowed into the conversation, “The dweeb with glasses is Leo. I’m in Engineering with him and Chris. He’s just a freshman. Man, takes a lot of nerve for a freshman to try to mess with upperclassmen.”
Shocked, Jeremy looked over at Kaiyden. “What are you doing in Engineering? Isn’t that class for smart kids?”
“Yeah, I know, right?” Kaiyden’s thick brow knitted together in frustration. “My dad told my mom during one of their monthly convos that I ought to try it cause there’s lots of jobs in it. Man, I don’t want a job, man.”
The suit snapped his fingers and spat out a command they could not refuse, “FOCUS!”
All three of the teenagers’ heads snapped around toward the agent of the Adversary.
“Listen, those three goodie-two-shoes over there are trying to mess up everything you, and some powerful beings behind you, have been working for.”
Kaiyden looked around behind himself, trying to see the powerful beings the guy in the shades was talking about.
Jeremy smacked him on the shoulder. “Figuratively behind us, not literally. Like supporting us, dude.”
“I knew that.”
Jeremy just shook his head. He could only recruit from the pool of talent that he had available.
The crimson creature continued. “But, we’re not about to let that happen. You three and those other three are all gamers of one sort or another. And, I’m not talking FarmVille, I mean real games. It just so happens, we’ve been putting together a game for just such situations as this. See, normally the Big Clown Upstairs could just flip some switch and your guns would jam, you’d slip on some spilled applesauce, or something else ridiculous like that.”
Jeremy looked down and saw a snack-sized cup of Mott’s applesauce by his foot. He gritted his teeth and kicked it. It felt like he had kicked a wall, and the applesauce did not budge.
“Whoah there, Big J-Man. We’re in a time stop here. Nothing is going anywhere, except maybe you guys. Even this bullet you fired right before we got here is stuck, ain’t it?”
The man lifted up a meaty paw of a hand that was nonetheless perfectly manicured. He pointed a crimson finger at a bullet that was hanging, frozen in the air in front of them.
“Oh yeah...” Jeremy realized. “I forgot I did that...”
“Now listen up. You guys game, so you’ll understand me when I tell you that the game we’ve got cooked up is a mix of D’n’D and Civ. But, instead of on a little screen, you’re gonna be playin across a whole wide world. Not as big as this one, but still huge for a game. Pretty rockin actually.”
“Awesome! I beat Civ on Emperor even though it is a totally sexist and racist game,” crowed Emma as she flipped her blue hair out of her eyes.
This claim was not exactly accurate. The difficulty setting on the screen had said Emperor, but Emma had gone into a configuration file and made a few edits she had seen on the Interwebs. A 100% bonus to research speed and six free techs at the beginning had really helped. She had still saved and reloaded before each barbarian village and a bunch of important battles.
“D’n’D is like World of Warcraft, right?” asked Kaiyden.
“Yeah, it is, big fella,” Jeremy replied. He had a far off look in his eye. “When do we get to start?”
“Right now if you’re all in agreement. If you win... I kid, I kid! When you win, you’ll get to come right back here at just this point in time. You’ll get to pick up with your plans here with a guarantee of no meddling milk toasts or Millhouses getting in your way. And, no applesauce either!”
Jeremy did not even check with his co-conspirators.
“We’re in.”
The crimson creature turned around and said something to the winged beanpole of a man in a bed sheet talking to the other teenagers. In a few moments, there was a flash and then there were three swirling vortexes of light with doors in the middle of them.
The being in the shades came to Jeremy first. “What color do you want? Purple, black, or green?”
“Purple is the color of kings. That’s me.” Jeremy smiled at the inscrutable shades.
“What symbol do you want?”
Jeremy pointed to the silver skull-and-crossbones on his trench coat. “That’s my sign.”
“You’ve got style kid. Let me suggest that you be a necromancer for a class. We’ve got plenty of really good set pieces for you to use.”
Jeremy was not sure what that meant, but he liked the sound of a necromancer. He had become a big fan of the Walking Dead for a little while. It jumped the shark after awhile, but he still loved the undead.
“If you think that’s what will work best, I’m in.”
“Good, if you’re the necromancer, you’re gonna want to start in the southern plains kingdom. You’ll have a great set piece right from the start there.”
“Sounds good, when do I go?”
“Right now, J-Man. Step right through the doorway to glory and greatness.”
***
Jeremy felt cold and clammy. There was a dank feel in the air, not like memes, but actually dank like the word really meant. He was sure he was sitting on some sort of brick floor or something.
“Welcome to your spawn point. You are in the catacombs under the ruins of a once great city. Well, technically it never was a great city since we just created this part of the world about three months ago. But, it is totally set up to look like and be like the ruins of a once great city.”
Jeremy reached up to his face and pulled down what turned out to be a solid mask made of plaster. If he had read more about history, he would have recognized it as a death mask.
He sat up and looked toward the direction he thought the voice was coming from. He saw no one. There was a table draped in purple and black with a creepy decor that he totally dug.
“Man, nice black candles, and I love the cover of that book. How’s it glowing?”
Along with the big book and the black candles, there was a long, curling staff of grey wood, a purple and black robe hanging on the wall, and a skull neatly arranged on the table in front. There was a small treasure chest to the side, heaps of broken wood, piles of old rags, and a set of three large clay jars with animal heads for lids. Again, Jeremy’s lack of history stopped him from recognizing them as canopic jars.
Jeremy looked around for the person who had been talking to him. He was alone in a little room made of bricks with a barrel ceiling. There was a door in the wall opposite the table but no other person anywhere.
“You’d better get up and put your robe on. Get your staff, too. A treasure hunter is going to be here in a minute and you’ll need the boost from the equipment.”
Jeremy finally spotted the source of the voice. It was the skull that was part of the display on the table. It’s jaw was moving on its own, and it was speaking somehow.
“Cool effects, man. And, everything looks totally real too.”
“That’s because it is, young necromancer. And the sword the treasure hunter has will be just as real when he gets here. So, chop, chop, get the gear on, unless you want it to be chop, chop, off with your head.”
High school, especially gym class, had taught Jeremy to despised taking orders from people he thought of as inferiors. This skull, he figured, probably knew what was up, at least in this game place. Jeremy scrambled up off the brick floor and over to the table.
Picking the robe up off its hooks, he pulled it on over his head and tugged it down over his linen wrapped body. Grabbing the wooden staff, he noticed that there were words floating over part of his field of vision.
You have acquired a Novice Necromancer’s Robe. Casting cost of Bone Armor is decreased by 1 Mana.
You have acquired an Novice Caster’s Staff. Spells cast while this is equipped will do +2 damage.
“How do I cast?”asked Jeremy, wanting to get the Bone Armor spell up ASAP, even though he did not even know what exactly it did.
“Well, if we had more time, I’d tell you to read the book. That’ll teach you everything. But, for now you can just say, ‘I cast my spell Bone Armor now.”
“What, I can’t just say, ‘Bone Armor’ to cast it?”
“If it worked that way, every time you said the words, you’d be casting it. Like, you might say, ‘Should I level up Bone Armor or Evil Energy Bolt?’ Then, you’d cast both spells right then. You can set up short cut phrases or words if they’re weird enough that you won’t accidentally say them. The only other way is to pull up your character sheet and think at the name of the spell. That is not going to work in combat. For now, you better just cast it like I said. It’ll absorb 5 damage at your level before it shatters and you need to recast it.”
“I cast my spell Bone Armor now.”
Jeremy felt a momentary hum in the air, and then he was wearing a weird breastplate made of ribs and other bones.
“Is that a skull in the middle of my chest? Cool!”
There came a banging on the door of Jeremy’s little chamber a moment later. His eyes went wide as he looked up. “Guess it’s go time already.”
The skull began talking quickly, his fleshless mouth making weird clicks and scapes as he did so.
“Your damage spell is Evil Energy Bolt. Remember that. Now, put me over in that corner and hide behind the table over there. When...”
The skull did not get a chance to finish. When Jeremy had comprehended the first instruction, he had gone into action carrying it out. He scooped up the skull and tossed him toward the corner then hid behind the table as quickly as he could. If the being had been a normal human skull instead of a magic construct, it would have been dashed to pieces. Instead, the skull was a creature in the game with Health, Mana, and other such qualities. It even had a name. Yorick. The only damage that Yorick took from the hasty toss was a severely bruised ego.
Fear subsided just a little in the novice necromancer. The banging on the door continued as Jeremy picked himself up from off the floor behind the table. He had dove rather quickly. Caution was still the better part of valor. He had learned that from a video game about an assassin. Jeremy put himself in the darkest part of the shadows and waited.
The door finally gave way with a gust of air as it swung violently in. The black candles guttered on the table, but stayed lit. A man holding a torch and a glinting longsword stood in the doorway. The light of the torch made it impossible for Jeremy to see any more details.
“What have we here? Hmmmm... Lit candles, a book, and... ooo... Is that a chest I spy? Those jars look interesting as well.”
The man entered the room cautiously and looked around. “Traps? No traps this time? Hmmm...”
Not detecting any threat despite giving the room a careful examination twice over, he turned and went to the far corner where the chest was sitting.
Jeremy suddenly realized that he did not know if Evil Energy Bolt needed to be aimed or what.
The treasure hunter kneeled down in front of the chest.
Yorick’s voice called out, “Rigor Mortis.”
A purple glow engulfed the man by his chest. Jeremy took that as his clue.
He stood up, pointed his finger at the kneeling man, and said, “I cast my spell Evil Energy Bolt now at that treasure hunter guy over there.”
Like a gun, his finger fired a ball of crackling sparks and energy. It was a deep purple with unnatural darkness woven through. This arcane projectile flew straight for the treasure hunter.
You cast Evil Energy Bolt at Level 3 Rogue.
Critical Hit! (Target was paralyzed.) You do 18 damage [(4+2) x 3].
“Don’t stop, you’ve got to finish him!” the skull was shouting at Jeremy from somewhere in the corner.
Jeremy came around the table and stepped in close to the paralyzed man.
“I cast my spell Evil Energy Bolt now at that treasure hunter guy right here.”
You cast Evil Energy Bolt at Level 3 Rogue.
Critical Hit! (Target was paralyzed.) You do 12 damage [(2+2) x 3].
He dies. Hope he wasn’t playing a Roguelike.
You receive 400 XP.
“Right,” piped up Yorick. “Good job and all. Congrats on your first kill. There better be plenty more for what I’m putting myself through here.”
Jeremy was too busy doing a victory dance to notice the skull’s muttering.
“Oh, fearless leader!” Yorick shouted. “You need to search the body immediately. Time is now of the essence.”
“Why? He isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”
“Actually, he will be. That’s kind of the point. You’ll see. Plus, after you read your book over there and learn Create Undead as your third spell, you’ll be able to have lots of dead guys going all sorts of places. But right now, you’ve got to search the body. Come on, this is really important. We put a lot of work into arranging this under the radar.”
“You don’t have to be a whiny little baby skull, I’ll do it already. You better not be having me cheat at this game. I don’t cheat at games. It defeats the purpose.”
“If you’re going to call me names, call me the one I’m supposed to have, Yorick. And, you’re not cheating. You’re just being clever.”
“Right, York, like without the New. Got it.” In addition to skipping history, Jeremy had also not read a lot of Shakespeare.
Jeremy bent over the body and searched for valuables. He found a pouch that felt heavy, like it had something in it. “Hmm, this feels like it’s actually worth something. What I’m looking for York?”
Yorick gritted his bare white teeth. “An amulet.”
Jeremy pulled a gold chain out of the pouch. He kept tugging, and sure enough, a golden medallion with a purple amethyst emerged from the leather. “Oh, I bet this is magical, right? Like +10 to my mana pool or something like that.”
“Good eye on the magical,” said Yorick as he tried to remain positive with the young necromancer. “But, it’s not a buff. It is a multi-use item that has just one charge left in it. That was the only way to have it fit into the treasure table for that encounter. You need to put it on and cast the stored spell on our recently deceased friend here. But, you’ve got a little bit of work to do to prepare him first.”
Jeremy was about to object when he noticed a notification in his vision.
You have acquired an Amulet of the Hungry Cannibal (1/10).
“What kind of spell is stored in this thing?”
Frustrated, Yorick paused for a moment. “It is a Expert Create Undead spell. It will turn this fine fellow into a ghoul. Fast, lots of Health, and a nasty paralysis effect.”
“Can I control that high level of an undead? I’m only a Level 1 Necromancer.”
“No, if you raised him right now, he’d end up eating your liver. That’s what the rope in that refuse pile over there is going to be for. Grab it, and tie this guy up, not his legs though.”
Jeremy sighed and dug through the refuse pile. “Why didn’t I get a demonic tutor with arms and legs to help?”
A strange wave of offense went through Yorick’s bodiless voice. “Hey, I’m not a demon. I went to Hell, but I wasn’t one of the founding members. Got it?”
“Whoah, man, er, skull. I was just making a Magic: The Gathering reference, not trying to insult you. I’ve got the rope. Am I supposed to tie him up any special way?”
“No, just get it around him and secure it. If you move fast enough, he won’t be full strength on your side of the portal.”
“Ooo, magic portals? Fast travel is always cool.”
“Then the Divided Lands is the wrong game for you, unless you’re playing a wizard or you’re a hunk of non-living resources. The lead designers weren’t ‘down with’ fast travel. They are kinda old fashion by your standards. We had to lobby hard to even get these trade portals. I think the old men were originally gonna have you guys using wagons and teams of horses. Gygax kept talking about a cartage table and draft horse encumbrance. I think Tolkien was halfway through create the horse language before we convinced the two of them to do it this way.”
Jeremy had stopped paying attention to Yorick when his knot tying had gotten difficult. Finally, he had tied up the corpse so that its arms would not be able to move. “This good?”
“I can’t really tell. I’m still on the floor over here where you tossed me.”
“Oh, right. Let me fix that.” Jeremy grabbed Yorick, took his staff and —
Panic turned into terror for Yorick. “Whoooaah! Be careful with... Aaaahhhh! Oh, all right. That turned out a lot better than it could have.”
— wedged the skull onto the top of it.
Shaken but recovering quickly, Yorick assessed the rope work. “Oh, that will do just fine for this job. Now, go to the treasure chest and take out one gold coin.
Jeremy stalked over to the chest, striking his staff on the floor with each stride. “This staff makes a cool sound, doesn’t it?” he asked as he bent over the chest.
The skull settled his rattling teeth. “I suppose it does if you’re not stuck on top of it. A little rough of a ride to be honest. Now, take that coin and go put it in the dead man’s mouth.”
Jeremy should have been more grossed out, but he was not. He had been thinking a lot about dead bodies lately, but he had not had any real world experience. There was no blood. Except for the lack of breath and the scorch marks, the treasure hunter could have been alive.
Yorick commented as Jeremy did the dental work, “Your crack about me being a tutor isn’t far off. I’m supposed to be helping you learn the ropes here and get started in the Game.”
“Well, you’re doing a bang up job. I’ve got one kill, a tied up corpse with a mouth full of gold, and no idea what comes next.”
If Yorick could have grinned, he would have. “Next, you’re gonna open up your Leader menu. Almost all of it will be grayed out because you aren’t a leader yet, not until you capture your first village. But, the word ‘Trade’ should be available. Then, you’re gonna...”
“How do I open a menu?”
“Oh, yeah, down in the lower right hand corner of your vision should be a little symbol that looks like a squiggly circle divided into sixths with a symbol in each pie slice. Look at it and think the idea, ‘Open.’”
“Right, got it. Now, ‘Trade,’ then what?”
“Then, you’re going to pick ‘Gift,’ then ‘Gold,’ then just one for the amount.”
“Check, check, and check.”
“Pick ‘Yes’ and get ready to cast on this guy, and then toss him through the portal that will open.”
A moment later, a purple and unnaturally black portal was swirling next to Jeremy. The dust and refuse in the little catacomb room was tossed about by rushing air.
Jeremy touched the amulet around his neck and said, “I want to cast the spell stored in this amulet, Create Undead.” He pointed at the bound corpse and a ball of purple shot out of his finger and hit it.
The ball of energy slammed into the dead man’s chest and released bolts of bright, glowing, purple electricity. The electricity started to circulate over the surface of the body. It went faster and faster until the sparks enveloped the corpse. Then, the body began to change. It seemed to degrade and rot before Jeremy’s eyes.
What had been the treasure hunter began to twitch and spasm.
“Quick!” spat out Yorick, “Get it up and through the portal.”
The smell was nauseating and almost made Jeremy pass out as he grabbed the reanimating ghoul. The treasure hunter had been a smaller man than Jeremy, and that made getting the ghoul on its feet much easier.
When the first part of the stumbling ghoul touched the whirling chaos of colors, the substance of the portal changed. It flowed outward, enveloped the remainder of the ghoul, and pulled it the rest of the way through. With an audible pop, the light, colors, and wind vanished.
Disgusted, looking down at his now filthy robe, Jeremy grimaced. “That was a major pain, York, my dude. A MAJOR PAIN.”
“Trust me. You just helped yourself more that you could have done any other way right now.”
“Fine. But, I’m not the trusting type.”
With a hint of gloating, the skull added, “And, you’ll get used to the smell.”
***
Jeremy was only a few pages into his Book of Experience when he heard an audible chime.
Ding!
Your Strong Ghoul has killed a Level 1 Paladin.
You get 250 XP.
You have reached Level 2!
“Sweet! I hate paladins.”




Chapter 4

Chris followed Brother Aleksandr out of the little crypt, through the graveyard, and along a gravelly road. Backing up to the graveyard was a forest of tall, old trees. Chris recognized some oaks and a few pines because those kinds were easy for his untrained eye to identify, but he could not recognize any of the others.
“Is this the border with the Forest Kingdom here? One of my friends went to it as their starting point. I’d really like to make contact with them.”
Brother Aleksandr shook his head. The road went up a little rise and looped around a thick arm of the forest that jutted out. “No, this is a part of the human lands. It is roughly circular on my map of the area with a curling in part for the little village of Fenton, its farmland, and the fen just to the north. I would say it is approximately forty miles in diameter, give or take a mile or two.”
The two men came around the stand of trees, and a church with a little stone house next to it came into view. The little hill they were cresting was the tallest one in sight.
Since they had the best view around at the moment, Aleksandr continued to give Chris the lay of the land. “I do not have a map of the whole world, but mine does cover north to the coast and south to the edge of this forest. Though I have not seen it on a map, farther to the northwest is a great range of mountains. We can see a few of their peaks in the distance on a clear day from the church’s bell tower.”
The older man paused and pointed a large-knuckled finger into the hazy distance. Chris thought he saw the mountains Brother Aleksandr was describing, but they could have just as easily been clouds on the northern horizon.
The old man started walking and talking again. “It seems these mountains come all the way out into the sea. That is the home of the dwarven Mountain Kingdom. Across the sea to the north beyond those mountains is the elvish Forest Kingdom. Its trees are taller than towers and thicker than castle walls.”
Brother Aleksandr jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. “Directly to the east of your three allied kingdoms lie the three enemy kingdoms. There are various other small kingdoms and sides scattered about between all these. In the center of it all is the Wasteland, but you won’t need to worry about that for awhile.”
As the old man had been explaining, they had walked past the church, along a stonewalled yard that connected it to the parsonage, and up to the sturdy wooden door. Aleksandr bowed a little and opened the door. “Welcome to my humble abode.”
Chris entered a cozy room with a table and four chairs. The decorations consisted of a hearth, fireplace, and a single tapestry depicting what Chris guessed was a Bible scene. Embarrassingly, he could not place the image with any of the stories he remembered.
Aleksandr indicated the table and chairs. “Why don’t you take a seat and read your introductory book while I check on how Nathaniel is coming along with breakfast?”
The idea of the young boy Chris had seen yesterday cooking on his own seemed a little ridiculous, but the paladin nodded politely and got his book out of his inventory pouch. The stretching of the pouch was unnerving and amazing at the same time.
You have acquired a Book of Experience. Do you want to read it? YES or NO. (Focus your mind on your answer and clearly express your choice as an act of your will.)
The instructions were weird, but Chris tried to do exactly what they said. He looked at YES and tried to will it. The text of YES flashed very briefly and the prompt suddenly disappeared.
Chris’s entire vision was suddenly filled with information. There were labels and arrows that looked like they were probably menus. A large character sheet filled the middle of his view. A hurricane of text bubbles and arrows covered the sheet. His head was swimming just trying to take any part of it in.
He spotted a little flower icon in the corner of his vision where he expected the help button to be. Chris willed it to be selected. Just like he hoped, it brought up a settings menu. He thought about the list of options scrolling, and it did. Down at the bottom of the list he saw two settings.
Detailed Combat Information [ON] OFF
Helpful Verbosity [ON] OFF
The numbers had been a little annoying during the fighting. But until he understood the rules of the Game a little better, he would leave the combat info setting alone. Hopefully, that would help him understand was was going on. Helpful Verbosity seemed anything but. Willing the setting to OFF, he closed the menu. A brief prompt floated over his character sheet for a moment.
For help with a specific term or value, just look at the item in question and think, “HELP!”
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Once he had dismissed this prompt, the information on the character sheet floating in his vision was much more comprehensible. The main body looked like this:




Everything on the top two lines made sense to Chris. He muttered out loud, completely absorbed in the stats. “The M/R has to be melee attack and ranged attack. Then, I bet the B% on the defense is probably block percentage.”
The first thing that had Chris thinking “HELP!” was the “N 0%” in the Skills area.
Skills have six levels of increasing mastery, Novice (N), Apprentice (A), Journeyman (J), Expert (E), Master (M), and Legendary (L). Each level makes new aspects and applications of a skill available. An apprentice alchemist not only produces stronger potions than a novice, but they also are capable of making a wider variety as well. Each skill advances differently. To see the progression, select a skill name and think, “PROGRESS!” 
The percentage achieved toward advancement to the next level is displayed after the letter that indicates the current level of a skill. So, “A 53%” means that a skill is at “Apprentice” level and is 52% of the way toward advancing to “Journeyman” level. Advancement in many skills includes tasks and other requirements in addition to raising the advancement percentage to 100%. You can see these requirements on the progression table for a particular skill.
That made sense to Chris though he had never played a game with exactly that system. It seemed pretty similar to some others he had seen before. He read on, and one of his guesses was confirmed. Skill percentages increased based on usage, study, and as part of leveling. He told himself that he would look up his particular skills after he found out what the Abilities listed on his character sheet actually meant. Chris did not even notice the old man returning to the table with a ceramic pitcher and cup.
Chris looked at the brief descriptions for each of his Abilities.
Martial Prowess (Paladin Class Ability) - Instead of training the skill for each weapon, armor, and shield type separately, you only have three skills, Weapons, Armor, and Shields. Using any weapon will train the Weapons skill, and the same is true for armor and shields. This is a Hero only ability.
“Hero must mean player character or something. Hmmm, I’ll come back to that one.”
Gift of Tongues - You can understand any language spoken by intelligent creatures in the Divided Lands.
“Useful. Boring, but useful.”
Born Leader - You start with Leadership and Influence at Level 1 instead of waiting until Level 5. This is a Hero only skill.
Rolling his eyes, Chris snorted to himself. “Nice definition where I have to go look up other definitions to find out what the first definition actually meant.”
Auras of Light (Paladin Class Ability) - You have access to area of effect magical abilities that are centered on you but whose effects are shared with all allies within the specified radius. These cost mana to invoke and have limited duration.
Despite trying to do so silently, Brother Aleksandr made a little clinking sound with the cup and pitcher when he set them down on the table.
“Oh, thank you, that was awfully thoughtful of you,” said a startled Chris.
Chris took the cup and cautiously drank a little of the contents. He had no idea what it might be. It turned out to be cool, clear water. He had not realized how thirsty being dead had made him until he started to drink. Draining the cup, Chris set it back down on the table, and Brother Aleksandr picked up the pitcher and refilled it.
The former monk informed him, “Breakfast is ready. If you’d like to put your book away, we will eat.”
“Absolutely!”
As Chris closed the book in his hands, he received an update.
You have read a Book of Experience. You gained 500 XP.
You have reached Level 2.
“WOOT!”
Nathaniel came through the door from the kitchen carrying a pan heaped with eggs. Chris did a double take. He had not gotten a good look at the boy on his first day in the Divided Lands, but he knew he had looked like a kid, eight or ten years old at the most. Now, Nathaniel was definitely twelve or thirteen, almost a teenager.
But, it was something else besides the rapid aging that really caught Chris by surprise. Nathaniel had the same light blue eyes that Jack had. This boy’s hair was darker and his face was wider than Chris’s dead brother’s had been. The eyes were identical. Chris’s mind raced.
What were the chances? There were billions of souls in Heaven. Could Jack have volunteered to come to the Divided Lands? Would he have been placed right here where Chris would land? How could Chris tell if it were really him? Would people who weren’t tutors even be able to remember or talk about their life on Earth? This boy had not given any indication of knowing Chris any more than from just the other day. Chris decided he would try to ask Aleksandr about it. It would not do to ask this Nathaniel directly if the Out of Character rules would just get him dismissed from the game. Then, he would lose his brother all over again, if this even was his brother.
Aleksandr set a plate in front of Chris and asked, “Is everything alright, Sir Paladin? You have a strange look on your face, like you have seen a ghost or are feeling ill...”
“No, I’m... I’m fine. I’ve got some questions for you a little later maybe is all.”
“Are you concerned about the young man’s appearance?” asked Brother Aleksandr. “Time is handled a little oddly in this Game. You should see the crops and fields!”
Trying to be friendly, Nathaniel looked up and smiled. It did not help Chris feel at ease. The boy’s lopsided smile reminded him of Jack.
Nathaniel tried to explain, “I look pretty different from yesterday because kids grow up really fast here. Moms are only pregnant for a day. They go to sleep with a big, full tummy, and wake up with a baby in their crib!”
“As it should be,” intoned Brother Aleksandr. “The curse of Eve should have no effect upon those who are of Heaven now.”
Nathaniel continued, “Kids are only little for a week. We age about three years a day until we get to be twenty one years old at the end of a week.”
Shocked, Chris exclaimed, “You’ll be older than me in a couple days!”
“Will I? I would have guessed you were older than that...”
“There is a mirror in the library,” offered Aleksandr. “You could check your appearance after breakfast if you wish. I would have guessed that you were twenty five if I were asked. How old are you on Earth?”
Embarrassed, Chris did not want to admit that he was only seventeen. What if he had to be in charge of either one of these two people at some point? Would they take orders from a seventeen year old when they had lived for decades and decades longer back on Earth?
Aleksandr understood Chris’s silence well enough. “It is a matter of no importance, Sir Christopher the Paladin. You are the player, and your role within the Game will be respected and honored no matter your age.”
Relieved a little, Chris nodded to the former monk. He wondered about others in the Game. Promising himself, he decided not mention his age on Earth to anyone else in the Divided Lands. Wanting to change the subject, he volunteered, “I leveled up from reading the Book of Experience. I’m trying to decide what to do with all the rewards, but I don’t think I really know enough about how the Game works.”
“Well,” answered Aleksandr, “when you are looking at the mirror in the library, you could look for helpful information there. As your tutor, I’ve been given many books that are about different aspects of the Game. I have not read all of them myself yet.”
Nathaniel piped up, “I’ve read a few of them. There is a good one about the different class skills. There is one about monsters that gives you a Monster Lore skill just for reading a little. I kind of wonder if I had more time if it would make the skill go up even higher. But, I lose a bunch of my skills that I’ve gained as a child anyway when I grow up in a couple days. Do you need a squire, Sir Christopher?”
“A squire?” responded a befuddled Chris.
“Yes, I could be your first Follower. I could help you while I’m still a child and then when I grow up, I’ll pick whatever class you want me to. Though, I’ve got a few in mind that would really work well with a paladin. That’s if you’re interested.”
The rapid fire speech, the excitement that lit up his eyes, this boy reminded Chris quite a bit of Jack. Even if he was not actually Jack come back from Heaven, Chris could see it being a great deal of fun to adventure around with this enthusiastic of a party member.
Chris asked, “Have you played RPGs before?”
Nathaniel’s face fell. “I can’t answer that. But, I’ll be a big help to you, I promise.”
Full of doubt, Brother Aleksandr leaned forward. “How exactly do you plan to help him?”
“Well, for starters, I’m here right now and I can join with him right away and start helping.”
Chris interrupted the younger boy, “Wait, why wouldn’t I want to have Brother Aleksandr as my first Follower? He’s got some sort of light laser blast thing that can slice a ghoul in half. That looks pretty awesome to have on my side.”
Teasingly, Nathaniel turned to Chris. “You know better than that, don’t you? What level do you think Brother Aleksandr is? He’s a Level 5 Mage of the Light. There’re three big problems with you partying up with him.”
The boy held up a hand with three slender fingers extended.
Chris could not help but smile as Nathaniel got rolling into his argument. He had always loved strategizing about games.
“First, you and he both use Light magic. That means you’ll both be susceptible to an enemy that is immune to that kind of attack. Next, You’ll be able to leech XP off of his kills for sure, but you split experience from combat based on how much you help. If he does most of the damage and healing, he’ll get most of the experience. There aren’t infinite monsters in the Game. You’ll have to travel farther and farther to find enemies and you’ll waste huge amounts of time. The designers had weird ideas about travel and distance compared to most modern games. Lastly, the actual total amount of experience will be higher if you’re the highest level member of your party. A Level 6 party killing a Level 2 monster will get a smaller reward than a Level 2 party doing the same.”
Chris nodded along to the argument. “You’ve played plenty of RPG’s haven’t you? You must have died recently.”
Innocence overflowing, Nathaniel replied, “I don’t know what you mean. You’re the only one here that I know of who has died recently.”
Shocked faced, Chris stared back at the boy.
“Ooooo, burn!” laughed Nathaniel.
Chris then realized that the boy had managed to answer his question in a way that clearly escaped the out of character penalty. Nathaniel was looking like a strong candidate for the role of clever ally.
Hurmphing a little as he sat back, Brother Aleksandr admitted, “All that Nathaniel says is true. Except for the burnt part. I am not sure what he meant with that. You seemed to understand him though, Sir Paladin. It is true that I would enjoy the adventure, but at this point, it would hurt you for me to join in. Perhaps later...”
“Plus,” added Nathaniel eagerly, “I’m great at playing support characters, and I’ll pick whatever hero class and style of play you want.”
“Ok, but my last objections is this. Won’t your parents miss you?” It was Chris’s last objection, and he actually was hoping the boy would swat it aside with a convincing argument.
“Not really. They are a huntsman and his wife who live in a hut in the forest about a mile further along the road. We can go and let them know what’s going on. They only knew they were going to have me a day before they did. Then, I was a baby for a day, and a toddler for a day, and then Brother Aleksandr asked for me to come here, help out around the place, and play my role in your arrival.”
“That sort of growth rate has got to wreck havoc on the population dynamics around here.”
Sagely nodding, Aleksandr agreed, “Surely it would, except that we only have children when certain conditions of surplus food and sufficient housing are met. Achieving those conditions will be your responsibility once you become a leader.”
“Ooo! How do I become a leader?”
“There are different ways: attract a large band of followers like Nathaniel, have a town pledge its allegiance to you, conquer a hostile settlement, or gather settlers and found a new settlement. Once you have done one of those, your scepter will activate and new menus will become available. You will also be able to claim your banner from the church here and declare a capital.”
“Did Jeremy do one of those things really quickly to be able to send that ghoul to me?”
“I would have thought so, but that seems impossible. Look at your Leader menu and see if you can trade already before you’ve become a leader. That seems more likely to me.”
Believable, thought Chris. He tried for a moment to make a menu come up, but nothing happened. “Umm, how do I get to my Leader menu?”
“Ahh, you open the main list by looking at the Divided Lands symbol in the corner of your vision and willing it to open. It is the six petal white and black flower with different symbols in each petal.”
“Got it. Just a second. Yup, right here. There is a Trade menu. Oh look, I can trade with any of the others! Do you think I could trade with Olivia and Leo? I don’t have any undead, but maybe a letter could work? What do you think?”
Brother Aleksandr stroked his long, full, frizzy beard. “If it worked for a ghoul, surely a simple piece of parchment would transfer as well. If it is important to you to communicate with you fellow players, you could try. But, I would not take too much time doing it. You are already one day behind the others plus some experience.”
“Right, well then, since we’re all done with breakfast, I’d better get started.” Chris jumped up and collected the simple wooden breakfast dishes before anyone could object and darted into the kitchen.
Nathaniel came in behind Chris. “Give me those. I know where the rain barrel is; you don’t. Your time is way too valuable to waste on menial labor easily done by others. Go in the library, figure out what you’re going to do with your level up rewards, and get about the business of creating a kingdom.”
Perhaps Nathaniel would be too clever of an ally. But, Chris was stubborn. “No, I ought to do these dishes to thank Brother Aleksandr for his hospitality.”
The old man bustled into the kitchen, making it rather crowded. “Really, there is no need. I would much prefer that you were to set about your tasks as a player. Come now, the library is this way.”
Nathaniel grabbed the dishes in Chris’s hands and gave them a tug.
Chris still wouldn’t let go. Finally, he relented with a frustrated sigh. “What good is it being a hero character if I’m not going to act heroic and decent to others?”
“A noble sentiment, but more complicated to live out than one might think,” commented Aleksandr as he directed Chris to his little library.
The room was quite small, just enough space for the two tall bookshelves, a simple chair, and a small table. “Please, feel free to read any of the texts here as you decide what to do with your level up benefits. Oh, and do not forget your ring from your crypt.”
“Thank you, I’ll try to do this quickly, but I do want to get it right.”
Brother Aleksandr shut the door softly as he left Chris to his thoughts.
Chris took out the magic ring. He slid the simple gold band over his finger.
No feelings or sensations accompanied the addition to his active equipment. All he got was a text update in his vision.
You have equipped a Ring of Auras. All aura skills have increased by 25%.
Chris pulled up his character sheet again and examined it. That ring’s effect would probably be helpful down the road, but right now, it did not do much for him.
His level from the magic book had given him 3 attribute points to spend, 100% to put into his regular skills, and 100% to put into magic skills. He would get those 100% to both kinds of skills each level. All of his magic skills sat at 25% thanks to the ring. He could not get two for one this time, but maybe at a higher level.
His attribute points per level would drop to 2 once he reached Level 8 and then just one after Level 15. The tables in the book had ended at Level 20. Apparently, this was not going to be like most online RPGs that went up to around 80 in the base game then 99 in an expansion. Chris wondered how long it would take him to get to Level 3.
Other numbers had changed on his sheet as well. He now had 24 Health and 10 Mana. Examining those stats with the “HELP!” command revealed that his Health was “8 + [(8+ CON) per level].” His CON was currently sitting at +0.
“Hmm, seems like that’s constantly calculated. If I put points into CON later, it should still give me the full benefit. That probably works for buffs the same way. Buff CON and it will give bonuses for each level that you are.”
His Mana was “2 + [(2 + INT) per Paladin level].” Given that his auras all cost 4 Mana to cast, that seemed pretty rough for poor 1st Level Paladins.
“We can only cast one of our auras once per battle. Yikes. And, the next battle better be at least forty minutes away, or a base paladin is gonna be going aura-less.”
Mana recharged at a rate of (Level+WIS) per 10 minutes. Unless a paladin had a positive Wisdom score, he was going to have to wait forty minutes at Level 1, and twenty minutes at Levels 2 and 3 to cast again.
Chris’s Stamina had increased to match his Health. He assumed Stamina worked like other games and that strenuous activities depleted it. His attacks had gone up one point. His defense looked decidedly different since he had donned his armor. It now stood at what looked to Chris to be a hefty +6. But, he was not really sure if that was a lot or not. His armor looked like a sturdy breastplate with a chain mail skirt, greaves, and vambraces. He would have liked some pauldrons that went down to his upper arms instead of just covering his shoulders. Was that what that part of armor was called? He was not sure, but that was the only part that he really felt was left exposed. “Well, that and my head I suppose. I could use a helmet at some point.”
“HELP!” had explained that armor both made you harder to hit and could absorb some damage. It could only take so much damage before breaking though. Chris had sighed. He loathed durability in games. “Just a way to make me waste gold at blacksmith shops!” His current armor had quite a bit of durability to it, so that was no immediate concern.
The Divided Lands icon started to flash in the lower corner of his vision.
That was weird. It had not done that before that he remembered. He tried acknowledging the alert and text popped up in his vision.
Sir Jeremy the Necromancer is giving you a gift of: 1 Wood.
“Help! Help!”
Chris looked up from the message. Was that coming from outside? Did the portal pop up out there? He got up and headed for the little library’s door. It was pushed open as he got there.
Brother Aleksandr’s bearded face betrayed excitement. “Come quick and get some easy experience. Your necromancer has sent you some skeletons to learn on. Have you spent your magic skill percentage yet?”
They headed for the back door of the parsonage that lead to the little enclosed yard. “Not yet,” replied Chris as he stuck his hand in his inventory and willed his war hammer into his grip.
“Take the Healing Light or Soldiers of the Light. You will probably be dealing with undead from your friend for a little while at least. Both those will damage them. The Soldiers does more damage but does not heal. I think the Mighty Fortress is better when you can switch it on and off with the other auras later. Just a suggestion. I’ll heal you as you need this time, but don’t party up with me. That will ruin your experience reward like Nathaniel said at breakfast."
Chris rushed out the door and surveyed the situation while shouting out, “I want to spend my 100% Magic Skill increase on my Healing Light aura now.” He was certain he would need to heal others often. Chris was relieved to hear an audible ding and see a confirmation message that he quickly ignored.
There were five skeletons attached at their waists to a log in the corner of the yard. The log was pinned into the corner of the wall about three feet off the ground. It made a triangular pen of sorts. Inside the pen, Nathaniel and Scout were trapped.
Worry erupted in Chris’s mind as he pulled his shield out of his inventory pouch and fumbled it onto his arm. “Nathaniel! Get over that wall and get out of there!”
Defiance flashed in Nathaniel’s eyes. He waved a hatchet over his head. “I’m not leaving my dog to fight five skeletons by himself!”
The skeletons were leaning across the log that they had brought from Jeremy. Swipes of their claw-like bony hands were making audible whistles. Nathaniel and Scout were ducking, dodging, and leaning this way and that to stay away from the attacks. Then Scout made a mistake.
Trying to dive under a swipe and bite at a delicious looking leg bone, the huge hound did not count on the skeleton next to the one he was attacking leaning just right.
“Owwwhhrooo,” cried out the dog in pain. Blood poured from a slash in his shoulder turning his tan fur dark.
Anxious to get Nathaniel and a now injured Scout out of danger, Chris pulled up his character sheet and looked at his now increased Healing Light aura. He thought CAST!
“Even hurt, your dog can jump that wall, can’t he? He’ll follow you! Get out of there.” Chris pulled up the party menu and put both Nathaniel and Scout into his party.
A weaving band of warm red light sprung up around Chris forming his aura. Every second it pulsed, then on the fifth second, it sent out a shock wave of light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Scout has been healed for 4 Health (14/18).
“Wait, that dog has 18 Health? What are you worrying about him for?”
“HE’S MY DOG!”
Frustration threatened to distract Chris, but he turned it aside and closed the gap with the skeletons. He hear a rushing wind and an unearthly howl of pain from behind him. He assumed Brother Aleksandr was taking care of something back there. Chris could look in a moment to make sure everything was all right. At the moment, he had a couple of very pressing concerns right in front of him.
Two of the skeletons turned to meet Chris, and he realized that they were tied to the log. Did Jeremy really think that this was going to work? Then, he heard a ripping sound, and the frayed rope snapped. The log fell down from in front of the skeletons. This changed everything all at once.
The two skeletons facing Chris came toward him and moved to either side. The other three stepped over the log toward Nathaniel and Scout.
Chris swung his war hammer at the skeleton closest to the wall, hoping to open up an avenue of escape for Nathaniel and Scout.
You attack the Skeleton with War Hammer. Chance to hit 75% [(5 - (0))x 5% + 50%]
Moving with a flow and accuracy his real world experience could not explain, Chris felt the war hammer swing expertly through the air. The skeleton tried to dip out of the way, but Chris’s swing was too vertical. It slammed the monster’s skull down, collapsed its spine, and sent ribs, vertebrae, and long bones every direction.
You hit the Skeleton for 12 (10+2) points of damage. It died...again.
Immediately, Chris moved into the opened space. He took up a position that opened a five foot gap between his back and the stone wall of the church. Now that he was facing back toward the parsonage, Chris could see Brother Aleksandr standing, facing to the side with his staff raised. Strangely, the monk did not even seem to be watching the battle anymore.
Scout took the moment as an opportunity for revenge.
Scout attacks Skeleton with Bite and attempts to Trip.
The large dog darted forward nimbly and latched onto one skeleton’s tibia and fibula near its ankle. Scout shook his massive head like he was playing tug-o-war with his master, and the skeleton nearly flew off its feet.
Scout hits Skeleton for 3 damage. Skeleton is tripped.
Nathaniel liked the looks of a downed enemy and dipped past one of the skeletons to get at the one that Scout had taken down. He brought his hatchet down hard on the chest of the tripped skeleton.
Nathaniel attacks TRIPPED Skeleton.
Nathaniel hits Skeleton for 5 damage. It dies... again.
But, the skeleton the boy had tried to evade was still within striking distance.
Skeleton attacks Nathaniel with Claws.
It hits Nathaniel for 4 points of damage (4/8).
Shocked, Chris sputtered, “You only have 4 HEALTH! Get out of there!”
For once it seemed, Nathaniel listened to Chris and dove between the paladin’s shield and his dog’s legs. The other two skeletons that had not attacked yet seemed to be in hot pursuit of him. Instead, one crashed in on Scout and missed with its sharp claws. The other came at Chris.
Skeleton attacks you with Claws. Chance to block: 55%
It hits you for 5 points of damage. Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
You have 21/24 Health.
The skeleton had slipped around Chris’s shield. It was an unlikely hit, and thankfully, the damage was small.
The fifth pulse of light finally came from Chris’s aura, and it rippled outward.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Scout has been healed for 4 Health (18/18).
Nathaniel has been healed for 4 Health (8/8).
You have been healed for 4 Health (24/24).
He had hoped that the 8 damage from the Healing Light was going to take out the skeletons, but they did not have the “Weak” modifier. Still, everything was all right. There were only three left, his party had full health, and Nathaniel was safely behind him. Almost all was right in the world.
The only problem was Scout. The huge German Shepherd lookalike was still out on his left and did not seem to be going anywhere anytime soon. Did the dog not understand that Chris was there to keep him safe? He could get behind the guy with the armor and shield and not have to be in danger. Silly dog.
Chris started his combat interval with the skeleton right in front of him. Up on the balls of his feet, he kept his defenses up, but looked for a moment to strike. He unloaded on a vicious crossbody swing with the opportunity finally came.
You attack the Skeleton with War Hammer. Chance to hit 75% [(5 - (0))x 5% + 50%]
You hit the Skeleton for 5 damage (3+2). It dies... again.
“Thirteen health or less, they’ll all probably die with my next Healing Light. No need to take any risks. Just sit back and stay safe, Jack.”
A growl of a response came from behind Chris, “My name’s Nathaniel.”
Scout did not seem to understand the admonishment to caution. The huge dog lunged forward and snapped his jaws around a skeleton’s femor. It snapped like a twig.
Scout attacks Skeleton with Bite.
Scout hits Skeleton for 7 damage. It dies... again.
The skeleton dissolved into a hail of bones and powder. Scout sneezed. It sounded like an explosion.
Skeleton attacks you with Claws. Chance to block: 55%
You block the attack!
The now familiar pulse of light from Chris’s aura went out. It looked like a shockwave from one of those nuclear weapons tests from the 50’s. The skeleton was blown to powder and bony bits.
Skeleton takes 4 damage from your aura of Healing Light. It dies... again.
Your party receives 600 XP for defeating 5 Skeletons. Your share is 250 XP.
“Wow! Awesome! Bring it on, Jeremy! Woooh!” Chris turned around to double check on everyone. Scout and Nathaniel were just fine. Then, he noticed that Brother Aleksandr was still standing in the same place in the same pose. His staff was raised, he was looking to the side.
Chris took off across the enclosed yard toward the old man. As he got closer, a label popped up over Brother Aleksandr’s head.
Paralyzed. 15 seconds.
The seconds were ticking down like an all too familiar timer. Chris shuddered and looked around for a ghoul. There was none to be seen. He remained crouched in a position to defend himself, looking everywhere, until the timer ran down and Brother Aleksandr could move.
“...BACK TO THE DEVIL!” he cried out as the paralysis wore off.
Jumpy and trying to look everywhere at once, Chris flinched at the shout. He asked, “Was it a ghoul? Where did it go?”
Huffing in anger and frustration, Brother Aleksandr spat out, “No. Not a ghoul. A Warlock’s Skull. I think it may have been your competitor’s tutor. That, or a very quickly formed alliance with him. It swung out of a trade portal, spat out a gold coin, and started to cast a spell. I shot it with a Light Beam as fast as I could. It did not seem to like that much, but it got off its spell. Some sort of paralysis curse.”
“Where did it go? Is it still here?”
“No, it was tied on a rope, it swung out and swung back through the portal. It had a Light resistance spell on, but I know I did a good bit of damage none the less. I doubt it will be willing to try that again since its death here means it goes straight back to Hell where it came from.”
Shaken, Chris asked, “How do I resist paralysis? That ghoul killed me with it. This fight would have gone completely differently if you had not been around and that thing had managed to curse me. I need to know how to stop that from happening.”
“I would suggest a little further study. There are a few ways you could counter paralysis. At Journeyman level, Healing Light gets a cleansing effect that wipes out all negative buffs and conditions. Your wisdom score will be compared to the attackers for this sort of attack. I am sure my score and the skull’s score were probably similar, making that part a wash for us. Also, since paralysis is a curse, it is Dark Magic. Your Dark Magic Resistance could be improved as well.”
Overwhelmed, Chris looked straight up at the mid-morning sky. “Boy, they spared no complexity when they created this place, did they?”
Nathaniel marched past, carrying an armful of bones toward the compost pile. “What do you expect out of Gygax and Tolkien? Simplicity? Cut corners? Add to that the fact both sides had a thousand helpers each. Who knows how long this game will take.”




Chapter 5

Once back in the parsonage, Chris acted on a moment of inspiration the battle had given him. The paladin hastily scribbled a letter to Olivia. He folded the parchment around a single gold coin. Then, he tried to open a portal to her side. He selected Trade, then Gift, picked Gold and then set the amount to 1.
Sure enough, a swirling vortex of crimson and white light appeared out of nowhere. Christopher reached out to touch it. It felt strangely solid to his hand despite the way it flickered and roiled. He brought the folded letter and gold piece up to the surface of the portal. As soon as the paper touched the vortex, it was swallowed up. The twisting chaos collapsed in on itself and disappeared. The library was eerily still.
“Hope that worked…”
***
Olivia woke up to the sound of birds singing on her first morning in the Divided Lands.
Confused because she could only see darkness, Olivia tried to say, “They don’t sing during the night at home.” The words were muffled and garbled. Olivia realized there was something covering her face.
She reached up and removed a beautifully carved wooden mask. It looked like her face, except the eyes were tipped and big. And, the ears were larger and pointy.
Olivia was captivated by the mask. She gazed at it for a long moment. It was not out of vanity, but rather a fascination with how the slight changes to her human features made her elf-self look so different. Finally, she decided that it gave her face a subtle animal-like quality.
She reached up and felt her own ears. Sure enough, they were pointy like the ones on the mask. Tearing her eyes away from the mask, she saw light was coming from a large triangular opening with rough edges across from her. After a moment’s contemplation, she realized she was sitting inside a hollowed out tree trunk.
Her eyes adjusted to the surroundings, and she saw that there were all sorts of things around her. There was a beautiful sky blue and green robe, a gnarled length of branch that seemed to have grown around jewels, a book with a leather cover and faintly glowing runes, and a treasure chest of the most beautiful woodwork.
In wonderment, she asked aloud, “Is this the Divided Lands?”
“Yes,” came a gruff response from outside her little inside-a-tree house. “You’ll need to put on your kit there to be ready for your first challenge. There should be clothes in the chest, and a magic robe hanging on a wall. You’ll want your wand as well.”
Olivia pulled herself up to her feet stiffly. Looking down, she felt very glad that whoever was outside her inside-a-tree house could not see her. She was only wearing what looked like linen strips wrapped all around her. No matter how much some other girls made fun of how she dressed, Olivia would never have gone out in public like this.
Blushing despite the fact that no one could see, she rushed to the chest and flung it open. “I’ll be out in a minute, I’ve just got to get dressed.”
“Take your time, Lady.” The last word was said with pure respect and not a whit of irony or mockery. “The enemy is still a ways off. The stag has not even come through yet.”
Olivia had no idea what exactly that answer meant, but she was happy enough for the time. Unwrapping herself, she found that she was wearing a  full slip that covered her from her shoulders to her thighs. This would not come off. No matter what she tried, it stayed or reappeared in place. It was actually a little reassuring.
Out of the chest, she pulled a thick, sky blue blouse, and a long, forest green dress that went over the blouse. The style was beautifully simple and fit Olivia’s taste perfectly. Sliding these two on, she reached up to check her hair and found it tied back with her sky blue ribbon like she usually wore it.
Fussing with it anyway, she muttered, “I’d really like a mirror though.”
A belt with a dagger attached was hanging on the wall. Olivia took that down and put it on over her dress. Pulling the robe down off the wall and sliding it on, Olivia got a surprise.
You have acquired a Novice Wizard’s Robe. +4 Maximum Mana.
The text eventually disappeared. Olivia grabbed the branch with the jewels that she assumed was her wand. More text confirmed her guess.
Your have acquired a Wand of the Elements. +3 Damage when you used Evocations.
Hoping that whoever was outside her little wooden chamber would know, she asked “What are evocations?”
“They are your wizard spells which evoke or draw out fire, ice, or lightning to damage and destroy your enemies. I am a ranger and your tutor. I have no such powers, but I know how they work in this Worldgame.”
Olivia felt her hair again one last time and ducked out the wooden door and into the brighter light outside. She blinked a couple of times, letting her eyes adjust.
A tall man with pointy ears like hers and too big eyes was standing to the side of the opening. Olivia had indeed been inside the trunk of a very large tree. The man wore greens, grays, and browns. A cloak, leather armor, britches, high but soft boots, and various weapons made up his equipment. But, what Olivia noticed was his gaze.
The man had cool, steady bluish gray eyes that gave Olivia a strange sense of confidence. It was as if nothing could surprise those eyes, as if they had never seen anything that they could not handle. It was not a cocky or over-confident stare at all, just supremely confident.
“Welcome, Lady. My name here is Cato. I was a soldier on Earth and I am a soldier and your tutor here.”
The formality of how he spoke matched the seriousness of the eyes. Olivia could not help but curtsy in reply. It simply felt natural. “Thank you, Ranger Cato. My name is Olivia Jordan. It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
A stag suddenly bounded out of the undergrowth and burst through the open area they were standing in. “Help!” cried out the animal. “Shadow elves! They want to make a meal of me!” It bounded off, through the bushes on the other side of the clearing.
For a moment, Olivia wondered if the Divided Lands were like Narnia. Then, the Shadow elves arrived. Two lanky men with long ears like her own appeared. That was where the similarities ended. The two were dressed and colored in all blacks and grays. Their skin, eyes, and hair were all some variation of gray. Their leather armor was black with unnecessary, decorative chains. Their long ears were pierced with lines of silver hoops. One had a hoop through the corner of his lower lip. The other had his hair cut into a mohawk. Olivia wondered if she had stumbled upon a Death Metal concert in the woods by accident.
“Did you’s two see a deer come runnin’ through ‘ere? We’s ‘ave got a claim on it.” This shadow elf, the one with the mohawk, spat to the side after he got done speaking.
Nervously clutching her wand, Olivia answered, “Uhh, yes. Yes we did. What sort of claim do you have on him?”
The elf with the lip ring laughed. “We’s wants ta eat it!”
Cato had slid a little forward of Olivia and seemed to be getting ready to get between the two shadow elves and Olivia.
Olivia asked, “Would you settle for something else to eat?”
“What ‘ave you got?”
"Well, nothing to be honest. But, I could buy you something if there is a village nearby.”
The two shadow elves looked gobsmacked. They exchanged nervous glances. Cato squeezed the handle of the tomahawk he was holding at his side. It seemed to be a gesture of irritation or impatience. Yet, when he spoke there was no hint of either in his voice.
“Lady Olivia, there is a forest elf village nearby. Would you care for me to show you the way? They will certainly have bread there to buy.”
Gratitude filled Olivia’s face as she looked up at Cato for a brief moment. She turned to the two shadow elves. “Would you two be happy with bread?”
Mohawk started to say, “Well, dere’s a couple…”
But, Lip Ring elbowed him violently in the side. “Dat would do us nicely. Could you bring it round our camp? We’s won’t be welcome much near dat village.”
“Certainly. Where’s your camp?”
“We’s could shows you real easy like. Next to the bridge over the stream. Wanna follow us?”
Olivia smiled and nodded. “Go on, lead the way. We’ll follow you, see where your camp is, and then bring the bread back to you.”
The shadow elves waved their hands in that universal “Follow me” way and headed back into the woods from the direction they had come.
Uncertain and embarrassed, Olivia whispered to Cato as they started off, “Was I supposed to kill them? I didn’t want to kill them.”
“Your decisions and solutions to your challenges are your own. I am just a tutor to help you learn how to play this Game. Speaking of which, you may soon want to know how to cast your spells quickly. Allow me to explain how to setup short phrases that will cast your spells when spoken.”
***
The ropes were too tight to allow them to fall asleep. That was probably the point.
The shadow elves turned out to be much less friendly than they had seemed. Cato had not said anything approaching, “I told you so,” yet. Still, Olivia’s embarrassment and humiliation was complete.
At the camp, there had been three more surly elves. They had demanded Olivia’s gold from her. Wisely, she had only said that she did not have it on her. She had not said anything about her inside-a-tree house or her treasure chest.
So, the shadow elves had taken their weapons and tied them up. Cato and Olivia were now dangling about four feet up in the air from a sturdy branch of a large tree. It was after nightfall, and the shadow elves had fallen asleep, tired out from hurling insults and small rocks at their captives.
Truthfully, Olivia whispered, “I’m sorry. I did not mean to get us into this kind of trouble.”
Cato replied, “It is tempting to try to avoid fighting. But to paraphrase an acquaintance of mine, there comes a time in the course of events when it becomes necessary, so to speak.”
“Am I supposed to kill them?”
“That is for you to answer for yourself. In my time, they would have never put a young woman like yourself in charge of a war. But, there was Joan of Arc, Boadicea, and I suppose Queen Elizabeth, though she was not a commander in the field.”
Hope springing into her voice, Olivia suggest, “There was Catherine the Great too. I mean, I don’t condone a lot of the things she did morally speaking, but she did raise a great empire.”
“Hmmm, she was a contemporary of mine, though rather my opposite in many ways. I dare say she enjoyed ordering the killing more than I did.”
“Were you a leader of your country?”
“Don’t worry about the past, child. We have some rather pressing concerns in the present. Are you ready to deal with these savage fools yet?”
“I think…”
But, Olivia did not finish her though. Instead, a brilliant vortex of purple light and unnatural darkness appeared from nowhere on the ground about fifteen feet away from her.
Sir Jeremy the Necromancer is giving you a gift of: 1 Wood.
“What? I thought he was my enemy?”
A log began to emerge from the portal, but like the one that would go to Chris the next day, it had skeletons tied to it. The first skeleton saw the two elves hanging in the tree and thought that looked like a good target. It reached up its claw to take a swipe.
But, the other four skeletons saw the shadow elves stirring by their campfire. Those looked like better targets. So tied together as they were, the one that wanted to attack Olivia and Cato was dragged off by the other four.
Surprised but not shaken, Cato calmly said, “I have no idea where these monsters have come from, but it seems to be an opportunity from God. Let us take advantage of it.”
Olivia cast her Novice Alteration spell by saying her selected phrase, “Presto-change-o.” She pictured herself as a child, smaller and more slender than she was. At this beginning level, she could only change into another humanoid form of the same race as herself. But, her equipment would change to match the new form.
Proudly as her new, smaller form wriggled out of the ropes easily, she whispered to Cato, “I think this spell was meant for me to change into a warrior in armor or something like that. But, this works better at the moment.”
Olivia dropped out of the bottom of the circle of ropes, and Cato followed a moment later. Howls of pain and anger were coming from the battle between the shadow elves and the skeletons. The log had broken free and fallen on one of the shadow elves trapping him.
The skeletons were freely moving about now.
One went down to a sword blow.
Two more were flanking an elf who was holding his side like his guts might spill out at any moment.
Even in the dim light, Olivia’s big eyes could make out every detail of the horrific scene. Night vision was not always an advantage.
Looking like every muscle and sinew was twitching in readiness, Cato informed Olivia, “I will fetch our equipment. You need to cover me with evocations if anything comes near. Unless you want to join the fray?”
Olivia looked closer to losing her lunch than joining in the combat. This was not pixels and sound effects. This was real sounds, real smells, and real death.
The shadow elf holding his side was caught by another swipe and went down in a bloody heap.
The ranger did not say another thing as he broke into a crouching run and took off for the edge of the engagement. Just as he reached the pile of their belongs, the shadow elf that had defeated a skeleton spotted the forest elf and came at Olivia’s tutor with his sword draw up over his gray head.
The young wizard reacted. She raised her finger and spat out, “Burning Bullet!”
You have cast Novice Evocation: Fire at Shadow Elf Rogue.
You have 9/15 Mana.
A ball of flame about four inches wide shot out of her finger and flew as fast as an arrow at the charging shadow elf.
You hit the Shadow Elf Rogue for 8 damage. He becomes a shadow of his former self. He dies.
Olivia did not have the wherewithal to completely grasp what she had done. Cato grabbed the pile of belongs and dropped back away from the conflict.
There were now three shadow elves and four skeletons up and fighting. The fourth elf was trapped under the log. Instead of leaving well enough alone or playing dead, he tried to reach out and trip one of the skeletons. The undead turned around and plunged its claws into the trapped elf’s chest and neck.
Olivia screamed in horror at the sight. She pointed at the murderous undead and screamed, “BURNING BULLET!”
You have cast Novice Evocation: Fire at Skeleton.
You have 6/15 Mana.
The ball of fire smashed into the skeleton’s rib cage.
You hit the Skeleton for 6 damage. The Skeleton is BURNING.
This only added to the surreal terror of the situation. Still in the form of a young girl from her Alteration spell, Olivia made a fitting image as tears welled up in her eyes.
The ranger was kneeling beside her now, stringing his bow. “The first time is the worst. I would tell this to no man under my charge, but I hate combat.”
Nocking an arrow, he waited until a skeleton was in the clear.
He loosed his arrow.
It flew straight and true, smashing in one side of the skeleton’s skull and out the other. The creature fell apart from the force of the blow.
A touch of shame entered at the edge of his voice as Cato sighed, “I shall not tell I lie. I love combat as well.”
BURNING Skeleton takes 3 damage. It dies... again.
Exhilaration did surge into Olivia when she saw the burning skeleton collapse.
Still, there were two skeletons fighting two elves. Indecision froze Olivia in place for a moment. Should she leave to their battle? Who was worse, undead or bandits?
A cry of agony from an elf as he was wounded made up Olivia’s mind. She launched another spell at a skeleton. “Burning Bullet!”
You have cast Novice Evocation: Fire at Skeleton.
You have 3/15 Mana.
You hit the Skeleton for 9 damage. It dies... again.
The unscathed shadow elf swung a heavy cudgel with an uppercut through the rib cage of the last skeleton, smashing it to bones and dust.
The wounded shadow elf stumbled back two steps and fell to his knees, cradling his shredded  left arm to his stomach.
The unhurt shadow elf was the same one with a Mohawk who had lead them into the trap in the first place. He surveyed the carnage with an air of indifference.
Cato took a step forward, an arrow drawn and aimed at the gray elf’s chest.
“Isn’t enough killing enough?” Olivia asked Cato. The elf wizard dismissed her Alteration and returned to her full, though slight, stature.
“Lady Olivia, that is your decision to make.”
The gray skinned elf panted as he looked from the ranger to the wizard and back, his already large eyes wide open.
“Then we should capture these two and...”
Cato had glanced for just a split second toward Olivia when she said the word capture.
It was all the shadow elf had needed.
He dove for cover behind a nearby tree. Then, he took off dodging and ducking through the undergrowth into the night.
Embarrassed again, Olivia corrected herself. “How about we capture this one...”
The ranger just sighed as he drew off his bow and took the arrow from the string.
***
Olivia was asleep in a forest elf village the next day when a crimson and white vortex swirled into existence in her cozy room. She jumped back and readied a spell. It was a relief when just a folded up letter from Chris with a coin inside came through.
***
While Chris waited for responses to his letters, he scanned the books on the shelves of the little library in the parsonage. He was looking for something that might help him to make a more informed decision about what to do with his remaining skills and attribute points. He had spent his Magic Skill at the start of the battle with the skeletons, but he still had important decisions to make. He spotted a book titled Bestiary of the Divided Lands. He pulled it down off the shelf and began flipping through.
“Know thy enemy and know thy self, right?”
The book was divided into two or three page entries that each had at least one nice quarter page illustration with them. Various monsters and mundane animals were described.
“Is this a Monstrous Manual? I guess if Gygax helped make this place it kind of makes sense.” Chris chuckled to himself. The art was a lot better than in the D’n’D Monstrous Manual.
To Chris’s great delight, each entry had an abbreviated stat sheet for the creatures. Chris looked for ghouls. Sure enough, they were listed as a Level 5 Monster.
“Wow, 40-50 Health, DEF 4, and Tough Hide that absorbs 3 physical damage. Whoever wanted to set me back wasn’t messing around. Does that mean Brother Aleksandr does like 40 damage a shot with that laser beam spell? Oh, wait, ‘like all undead, ghouls take critical damage from Light attacks.’ That explains that.”
Ding!
You have trained a new skill. You are now a Novice in Monster Lore.
“Wow, awesome! Hey, Brother Aleksandr! It worked. I got a skill from one of your books!”
The old man poked his head into the little room after a few moments. “Lore skills can be gained from mundane books like these here. Magical books can grant all sorts of skills and bonuses. Sadly, I have none of those in this library. Perhaps if this place was upgraded to a university or a cathedral. Spell books or scrolls are required for mages like myself to learn new spells. What skill did you get?”
“Monster Lore. Can I borrow your Bestiary? To try to train up my new skill?”
“No, you’ll most likely get blood on it. Yours or some monster’s.”
Brother Aleksandr stared at Chris for a long moment and then began chuckling at what he thought was a good joke. “Actually, yes. But, keep it in your inventory whenever you’re not reading it. That will keep it safe. Lunch is almost ready.”
“Of course. I’ll take good care of it. I noticed that undead take extra damage from Light magic. Why did my Healing Light do the same amount of damage as it heals?”
“Healing Light is not classified as an attack. Your Healing Light spell will do Light damage to undead while healing you and your party, but it won’t do normal Light damage to those not weak against it. By doing any damage at all to undead, you are already getting a bonus damage to them. So, Healing Light won’t do the critical damage a Light attack would. Soldiers of the Light is an attack and does Light damage at Apprentice and above to all enemies, weakness or no. There is a book on Paladins and their skills here that explains all of this fairly well.” Brother Aleksandr pointed it out to Chris and asked him, “Have you heard back from your friends?”
“No, I sent a letter to Olivia first. I guess I’m more concerned about her. I’m not nearly as worried about Leo. He can probably take care of himself. But, I sent him one too.”
“She and your other friend are many days journey away from here. You won’t be riding to anyone’s rescue any time soon. And in fact, you’ll have to sail and not ride on top of that.”
“I understand, but I just want to do my best to make sure they’re safe and help them out as much as I can.”
“Well, you can start by making sure to explain to them how to write you back. I don’t think it is exactly obvious. I would not have thought of it on my own.”
Chris actually smacked his hand to his forehead.
“No wonder I haven’t heard back yet…”
***
Stars glittered through the rippling water. Something was not quite right. He was looking up through... water?
Leo sat up.
Water ran down his long hair and beard, which was weird because he had neither before. He looked down at his body and found himself to be much stockier and more muscular than before.
“Would make sense for a dwarf, right?”
The way his voice echoed told him that he was inside, in a room, and not out under the stars like he had thought. He looked around trying to figure it out. The lights seemed to be small glowing things. He stood up and realized that the water only came up to his knees. Splashing over to a wall, he reached out and touched one of the lights.
All of the little lights flared to life. They seemed to be some sort of magic crystals  for illumination. The room was bathed in a warm glow. Myriad individual little reflections scattered off the ripples of the water. Leo looked around. The water seemed to cover the entire floor of the room. “What is this place for?”
He spotted what looked like a work bench against the far wall. There was a rack of unfamiliar tools above it. On the work area, a book with a glowing title and a leather apron were neatly arranged. Leo was drawn to it. He sloshed through the water until he came to the other side of the room.
He flipped open the book first and was lost in all the details of the Game as they filled his vision. Leo was a Rogue. He could spend his skills on so many different things, the traditional ‘thief’ model was nothing like what he was going to be. He had picked this class because of the flexibility, and the skill lists did not disappoint.
Greedily scrolling through pages and pages of skill trees, he spotted what he was going to go for, the Machine skills. He was looking through the stats when he noticed something.
The water was definitely above his knees now. Not much, but it was definitely higher. Leo set the book down and got the prompt that he had gained enough XP to be Level 2.
“Great, but that isn’t going to do me much good in a slowly filling, sealed room.”
Leo started to examine his environs more seriously. One wall had a door on it. There was a keyhole in it. A quick jiggle of the handle revealed that the door was clearly locked. Next to the door down in the water were a couple of chests. Their lids were still above the waterline. Leo opened them up.
One contained his inventory pouch, gold coins, and some simple clothes. The other had gears and rods and oddly shaped pieces of metal.
Broadly smiling, Leo declared, “Ooooo, toys!”
He took all the parts and put them up on the table out of the water. It took him a few moments to figure out the inventory pouch, but he quickly realized that it stayed the same size no matter what he put in it.
“Wish I could put some air in there and climb in. Maybe as a last ditch sort of thing.”
He put the pouch up on the workbench, but left the gold to get wet. The water would not hurt it any. He turned his attention to the last object in the room, a squat wooden crate about three feet tall and four feet square. It came up to his dwarven chin. It was odd to be so much shorter than he had been.
Leo took a long, flat part out of the pile that he had pulled from the chest. Sliding it into a seam of the crate, he began to wiggle it back and forth. The nails screamed against the wood as he pried up, separating the top from the rest of the box. Inside, Leo found something that made his heart leap. It was some sort of machine with tracks like a tank on the bottom. On top of the tracks was a big ball joint, and on top of that was a limbless metallic torso. Sitting beside this body in the box were a number of different arms or attachments. Leo tried to catalogue things in his mind.
The water lapped at his mid thighs. It had come up more than six inches since he first woke up. His sense of time was jumbled and the adrenaline that now dumped into his blood certainly did not help things.
Standing on one of the chests and leaning over, Leo reached into the crate. He fished out one arm at a time and carried them over to the workbench. For the last one, he needed to move the leather apron. It felt heavy when he picked it up. Instead of setting it aside, he put it over his head.
You have acquired a Novice Machinist’s Apron. +50% to Repair Machine.
Reaching in the front pouch to find out what was making it feel heavy, he found a tool that seemed to have numerous littler tools folded up into it. It looked like a bigger, more complicated version of his multitool from Earth.
You have acquired a Masterwork Machinist’s Tool. +50% to All Machine Skills.
Appreciatively, Leo nodded his head. Identify, Operate, Repair, Fabricate, and Invent were the Machine skills. The Experience Book had taught him that. He would need to get good at each of them if he was going to be the kind of Rogue he wanted. Of course, if he did not find a way to get out this room, he would not be doing much in the Divided Lands besides drowning. Leo’s excitement and self-confidence kept him from worrying too much yet. He always knew the answers to every problem in school; surely he would find his way out.
He turned back to the pile of parts and arms. He started trying to use his Identify Machine skill that the Machinist’s Tool had bumped up for him.
The first arm suddenly got a label in the text overlay of his vision. It said, “Gross Manipulator.” That would have been his guess. It had a large three fingered claw like thing on the end of a folded up set of rods and shafts. The next was a wide cylinder with a big shaft coming out of the end. “Hydraulic Piston, No Attachment.” Leo took that to mean that the end of the shaft could have things put on it. He would look for a chisel or a saw sort of thing to put on it if he could not come up with a better idea.
The next two came up as “Unknown.” But, the third one made him sure that he had found a solution. That was a good thing as the water was up to his waist.
Cutting Torch
There was a definite nozzle on the end for the flames to come out, but the rest of the device confused him. It consisted of a tangled web of silvery wires and red crystals of all sorts of different sizes. These parts seemed to surround a narrow central open space through the middle of the forearm.  There was no canister of gas or liquid fuel to burn. Leo wondered if it might be magical. He picked it up and said, “USE Cutting Torch!”
You have used your Novice Operate Machine skill successfully.
Cutting Torch cannot currently operate because it has 0/5 Mana.
Connect Cutting Torch to a mana source or charge by user to operate.
“What could a manna source be? Do I have one? Wait a second...” Leo held out the cutting torch arm and said, “CHARGE Cutting Torch!”
You have used your Apprentice Repair Machine skill to charge Cutting Torch with 1 Mana.
It has 1/5 Mana.
You have 11/12 Mana.
Admiring his nicely sized Mana pool for a low Mana class, Leo thanked whoever the designers of the Game were for that Experience Book. If he had still been Level 1, he would have only had 7 Mana to work with. Confidently, Leo headed over to the door and surveyed the situation.
His confidence was fleeting. A sinking feeling welled up in the pit of his stomach. The lock was under water already. He did not know if cutting torches could work under water. “Umm, maybe magic ones can...”
Leo held out the cutting torch and said, “USE Cutting Torch.”
You have used your Novice Operate Machine skill to turn on Cutting Torch.
It has 0/5 Mana.
The crystals burst into glowing life, feeding energy into the empty channel that ran through the middle of the arm. Gasping, Leo watched as the torch spat out a jet of bright blue flame. Then, he watched it immediately sputter out. The brilliant crystals faded back into inert hunks of dead matter.
Cutting Torch cannot currently operate because it has 0/5 Mana.
Connect Cutting Torch to a mana source or charge by user to operate.
Tension knotted Leo’s neck. He tried to sigh and let it go. “All right. Fine. Live and learn. So, back to the beginning then.”
Nervously, he looked down at the rising water. “Good thing I’ve still got eleven mana to work with, right?”
Clearing his throat, he started over. “CHARGE Cutting Torch with five mana.”
You have used your Apprentice Repair Machine skill to charge Cutting Torch with 5 Mana.
It has 5/5 Mana.
You have 6/12 Mana.
Now getting genuinely frightened by the height of the water, Leo wasted no time, “USE Cutting Torch.”
You have used your Novice Operate Machine skill to turn on Cutting Torch.
It has 4/5 Mana.
Leo held the arm up at his own shoulder height because the water was now at the middle of his stomach. A thought occurred to him. Horrified, he turned toward the work bench. Everything there was covered in two or three inches of water. “I was going to read more of that book...”
Determined, Leo turned back to the door. He got another nasty surprise.
Cutting Torch has 2/5 Mana.
Shocked, Leo looked at the machine as if it had betrayed him. “What? How did that happen?”
Adrenaline kicked in, and the young engineer had a moment of clarity. “Doesn’t matter. CHARGE Cutting Torch with three mana.”
You have used your Apprentice Repair Machine skill to charge Cutting Torch with 3 Mana.
It has 5/5 Mana.
You have 3/12 Mana.
“No time for underwater experiments.” Leo brought the flame up to the surface of the door at about head height. “This door better not be too thick...”
The water was at his chest now.
The jet of flame splashed onto the surface of the door, spreading into a brilliant star of light and heat. The central spot where Leo kept the flame focused went red, then orange, then white hot. He started to run the flame back and forth to stretch the hot spot.
Cutting Torch has 3/5 Mana.
Cutting Torch has 1/5 Mana.
Shocked, Leo shouted. “What!”
Then, he realized he had been so focused that he had not seen the first update. At least he saw the second one. “CHARGE Cutting Torch with four mana.”
You have used your Apprentice Repair Machine skill to charge Cutting Torch with 3 Mana.
It has 4/5 Mana.
You have 0/12 Mana.
Panic set in. Leo began sweating profusely even though he was chest deep in cold water. “The door’s too thick. I did this wrong. There was some other solution, I just didn’t see it. Why’d I have to try to get fancy? It’s going to kill me. What if the room just fills and I spawn back in the same place? I’ll be drowning over and over for the whole Game!”
Desperation took over. Leo jerked the torch arm underwater and he went right at the lock.
Bubbles streamed up as the water was heated instantly to steam.
But, the crystals kept glowing and the magical flame kept burning, even underwater.
The lock plate was much thinner. Leo saw it glow quickly despite the cascade of bubbles it was giving off.
Cutting Torch has 2/5 Mana.
He had no choice but to hold his breath now and duck under the rising water. He popped his eyes open to the familiar stinging sensation of trying to look around while underwater. His Stamina stat suddenly appeared in the corner of his vision. It was counting down as he held his breath. But, the lock plate was glowing brightly now, and the water near his hand was uncomfortably hot.
Cutting Torch has 0/5 Mana.
Terror gripped Leo as the flame disappeared. His Stamina started to count off faster when he was afraid.
The underwater scene went deathly dark without the light of the torch.
Leo popped up above the water. It was at his neck now. His Stamina stat quickly refilled.
He was not floating as much as he would have in a human body, but the buoyancy made him feel much lighter than he had before. Jumping and kicking his legs, he reached up and grabbed a pipe that was one of a set running across the ceiling. Sticking out his feet onto the door, he made an ‘L’ out of himself and started pushing off of the door. He shoved himself back and let himself swing back into the door.
“It gave a little, I know it did!”
He began to laugh hysterically.
Surely, he had weakened the lock enough with all that heat. Surely, it was just one more push from giving way. Won’t it be so funny when it does? All this water just rushing out into wherever and making a huge mess?
The teenage engineer jumped back and swung into the door again.
This time it creaked audibly.
Once more he pushed off the door, and again he swung back at it, plowing through the water. He was never sure if it was his momentum, the pressure of the water, the pushing off, or the weakening of the lock by the heating, but one way or another, the door did give way.
The crash and splash was deafening. Water rushed out the doorway and left Leo hanging from a pipe in just a soaking wet white cotton undershirt and boxers.
“That... was a close one.”
You have defeated your first challenge, the Locked Door.
You receive 100 XP.
A voice called out through the door way, “What have you done? What is this disastrous mess?”
Leo dropped down with a plop from his perch on the pipe. He had to catch himself with his hands on the still slippery floor. “Who are you? What do you mean?”
A dwarf with grey hair and beard and striking blue eyes appeared in the doorway. He had on soaking wet britches and a loose shirt. “I’m Noin, son of Moin, and I’m to be your tutor. What have you done to our laboratory?”
“I was trapped in a room that was filling with water. I was going to drowned. What did you want me to do? Die with dignity?”
“You could have shut off the water using the manipulator arm on the valve behind the workbench, unplugged the drain by moving the crate with your machine in it, or found the key at the bottom of the chest of gold. Any of those would have worked just fine. Oh, and you could have picked the lock with your Machinist’s Tool in a minute or two.”
Flush with embarrassment, Leo shot back, “I’m not gonna play a thief in this Game!”
Shaking his head with paternal disappointment, Noin cracked back, “A solution is a solution no matter what you call it. There aren’t any style points in the Divided Lands.”




Chapter 6

Chris’s first letter:
Hey,
I wanted to warn you that Jeremy is sending undead through the trade portals. I don’t know if he’s tried the trick on you yet, but if he hasn’t, maybe this warning will help you be ready for it.  My tutor and I realized we might be able to do the same thing with letters.
I’ve wanted to contact you since I got here. My first day didn’t go so well. The first undead Jeremy sent me was a ghoul, and it killed me before my tutor could kill it. Jeremy sent some skeletons this morning after I woke up from being dead for a day, but we defeated them. How was your first day? Hope you’re staying safe.
I’m a paladin and I’m focusing on a Healing effect first, and then probably an attack bonus one that will give Light damage. What are you playing? I would help me to pick skills that will help if we party up. I don’t know what my human civilization will be like yet. I haven’t got a village or anything yet. Let me know how things are going with you.
Chris
Chris’s second letter:
Oh yeah, if you haven’t figured it out, go into your Leader Menu and then Trade and then pick Gift and open a portal. Make sure to attach your letter securely to whatever you’re sending back.
Olivia’s Reply:
Hi Chris!
Boy, my first day was a doozy, too! My tutor Cato was a huge help. He’s a ranger and I’m a wizard. I’ve got a lot of different spells that each gain different abilities as I level them. The skill system is a little different. I might have a village by the end of today if I can deal with a bunch of giant spiders straight out of Mirkwood. Did you know that JRR Tolkien was the good guys’ lead designer? I can see it with my elves here.  I’m making a lot of friends, and I’m hoping to have a strong side. Jeremy sent some skeletons with some wood last night. They actually kind of helped me out of a jam. Oh well, gotta go get over my arachnophobia!
In Christ,
Olivia
Chris’s letter to Leo was a combined version of his two to Olivia.
Leo’s Reply:
Chris,
I already found the menu. I’m playing a rogue, but that’s not the right word for what I’m doing with the class. My dwarves have machines and devices powered by mana stored in special crystals. I’m focusing on being an engineer to these machines. I’ve got a mini-mecha sort of thing. It does my fighting for me. Pretty awesome really. It wiped the floor with the three skellies Jeremy sent my way in the middle of the night. This is way cooler than playing a thief, let me tell you.
Leo
Jeremy’s Letter to Emma and Kaiyden, sent at the end of the second day:
Yo, what classes are you guys? What skills are you focusing on? We need to team up and smash these idiots.
Kaiyden’s response within the hour:
Fighter dude. I’m focusing on killing stuff.
Emma’s response six hours later:
Why would a shadow elf witch of my power need to team up with two boys? My tutor Katrina agrees with me that men are just weak-minded, easily manipulated anchors that drag we womyn down. The Shadow Elf Empire won’t need any anchors where we’re going!




Chapter 7

Kaiyden felt the points poking him all over. Every groggy movement was met with a clattering around him. Leaning forward, the pile of bones on top of him sloughed off to all sides. Kaiyden was in a dark, dusty place. A single torch was flickering near a stone doorway. There was a heavy looking door with a little barred window in it.
Trying to put his thoughts together, Kaiyden dragged himself up off of the bone pile. It sure looked like he was in a cell. Another more important thing immediately became obvious. He was huge.
“Dude, I’m swoll! I look like Hulk!”
Unfamiliar sensations in his cheeks accompanied his smile. So, he reached up and felt his face. Two large tusks protruded from his lower jaw at the corners of his mouth. “I picked orcs didn’t I? Man, I didn’t know I was going to have to be one. I thought I was just going to play one. Whatever.”
Breaking into his monologue, a voice came from beyond a large pile of bones. It called out to him, “Come quickly, warrior. Your time in the ring has come.”
A short, hunched goblin came into the light. His pointed ears were long and his hair sparse. Wrinkled green skin was pulled into a smile across his face. Large, expressive eyes met Kaiyden’s gaze.
Ecstatic, the teenager blurted, “Dude! You’re Yoda!”
A grimace slowly spread across the wizened creature’s face. “I would not have chosen that moniker for myself. I rather liked my original name, but since you are my future king, I accept your new name for me with honor.”
“Yeah. Whatever. Did you say I get a magic ring or something?”
One bushy eyebrow dipped as a scowl began to form on Yoda’s face.
“No. Your time in the ring, the gladiator ring, has come. You are up next to fight in front of the King of the Red Fist Orcs and the assembled tribes.”
“Oh, got it. Fighting I can do. Do I get weapons?”
“Look about this room, it is your spawn point. You have various things here to help you get started. Be quick, the guards are coming to fetch you.”
Kaiyden looked back at the pile of bones that he had just gotten off of. The was a skeletal hand with a speckled green stoned ring glittering on it. He snatched at the ring and the bones of the hand fell away. A femur that belonged to something bigger than a man caught his eye. He grabbed it and hefted it. “This oughta do me. Just like Little League.”
Before Yoda could say anything, two large orcs dressed in mismatched armor stopped in the doorway behind the little goblin. “It time. Come.”
As Kaiyden walked past Yoda, the goblin reached out and patted him on the arm. “Do well!”
Warmth flowed from the spot where Yoda had touched him, and Kaiyden noticed some writing on the bottom half of his vision. Two lines had been there for awhile, but two others were new.
You have acquired a Ring of Troll’s Blood, (+1 Health per minute)
You have acquired an Ogre’s Long Bone, (1-8).
Yoda has cast Giant’s Strength on you. +3 STR for 6 minutes.
Yoda has cast Toad’s Toughness on you. +3 CON for 6 minutes
You have 21/21 Health.
“Thanks, little man. See you soon!”
Kaiyden’s walk was short, but he still had time to slip on the ring. It sent a wave of warmth washing over him for a moment, but the sensation quickly faded. He had no idea how long a minute would be in game time. Was combat a minute a round? Was it a second a round? He did not know, so he stopped thinking about it. The magic ring was forgotten by the time he was pushed into the sandy circle surrounded by a high wooden wall.
Upon his entrance, the crowd murmured in surprise. The arena that surrounded the gladiator ring was made up of stone benches on slopes that were filled with hundreds and hundreds of green, brown, tan, and yellow faces. Most of them had expressions of confusion on them. Kaiyden did not know it, but it was his wardrobe that was causing these reactions.
He was wearing nothing but a tattered cloth shirt and tattered cloth shorts. The goblin warrior who was sent in through the door on the opposite side of the arena had on leather armor and a circular wooden shield. He had a nasty looking spear as well. The blade curved up like a weapon Kaiyden had watched a Kung Fu guy use during a demonstration once in a park.
Looking at his ogre bone club, Kaiyden just shrugged and charged at his much smaller opponent. The goblin tried to duck out of the way.
You attack Goblin Warrior with Ogre Long Bone. Chance to Hit: 75% [(1+6-2)x5% + 50%]
Kaiyden swept his weapon low, across the space where the goblin was at, sure that his opponent would try to dodge or duck out of the way.
You hit Goblin Warrior for 7 damage (1+6).
Goblin Warrior’s armor absorbs 2 damage.
Kaiyden’s club made a solid connection with the goblin’s shield, but the creature balled up, and rolled with the blow. There was a definite cracking sound on impact. Kaiyden did not know if it was the goblin’s shield or its arm. He hoped it was both.
Even though the force of the impact had sent the goblin tumbling, he was back up almost instantly. Darting in low, he slashed at Kaiyden’s naked legs.
Goblin Warrior attacks you with Slashy Slash. +2 ATT/DMG
You have been hit by Goblin Warrior for 8 damage (5+3).
You have 13/21 Health.
Pain clouded his mind. Kaiyden got angry. “Come here, you little green booger. I’m not messin’ around.”
He reached out and snatched the goblin’s spear behind its head and yanked the little opponent forward. As the goblin was pulled close enough, Kaiyden swung his club down hard.
You attack Goblin Warrior with Ogre Long Bone. Chance to Hit: 75% [(1+6-2)x5% + 50%]
There was a very satisfying crunching sound.
You hit Goblin Warrior for 12 damage (6+6). Not much war left in this warrior. It dies.
Kaiyden did not hear the cheers. He did not notice when they slowly came to an awkward stop. He was too busy pounding his opponent into a bloody pulp.
Howling in anger and pain that went well beyond the Divided Lands, Kaiyden kept swinging his club down onto what had been a goblin warrior.
“Don’t ever cut me or hit me or even TOUCH ME!!! You don’t get to hurt me. You don’t get to fight me! I’m the only one that matters. I’m in charge. You’re nothing! NOTHING!”
The same two guards came in and grabbed him by the arms. Kaiyden shook them off. He turned away from the mess he had made and stalked back out of the arena.
***
Emma was sitting on a soft cushion when she awoke. Her face was covered with what she recognized as a kabuki mask when she took it off. Her hair was not blue anymore. Instead, it was coal black.
That was somewhat frustrating. She wished she could have had more say in picking her avatar.
Looking down at her silk covered body, she was happy to see that she had not been transformed into some skinny Barbie clone. Well, mostly happy. Maybe a little disappointed. But, she would not be admitting that to anyone, including herself.
Emma looked around at her surroundings. She seemed to be in a little cave. There was a screen or paper wall in front of her on the only side of the room that was not stone. On a manikin along one wall, there was a pointy hat and black robe. On the other wall, a dagger and small hand mirror were carefully mounted. Sitting on the floor below her elevated platform was what looked like a large heap of gray, silky fabric.
A voice came from the heap. “Greetings Mistress, I am Ieyasu, your...”
“Mistress? That’s a bit presumptuous of you, isn’t it?”
“I... ah, it is the feminine form of the word for one who is in authority: master. I was simply...”
Snorting, Emma corrected the bowing man. “Well then, call me ‘Master,’ not ‘Mistress,’ E. A. Jessup, or whoever you are.”
The man took a moment longer to answer than he really should have, but Emma did not notice. She was too busy rolling up onto her knees and struggling to her feet to go over and check out the hat and robe on the wall.
“As I had been saying, I am Ieyasu, your tutor for the Game. I am...”
“Why don’t I have a woman for a tutor? What kind of sexist...”
Confused and frustrated, the bowing man fought to control his voice. “I do not see how my sex can have any bearing upon my ability to serve as your tutor. Most especially in a world where underclothes are permanently attached to us. As a Man-at-Arms, I am well suited to match your class of Witch...”
“Oh, I see how it is. You’re the MAN-at-Arms, and I’m just a witch. We all know what ‘witch’ really means.”
Exasperated, Ieyasu actually sat back and threw his hands up in the air. He had dark gray hair and eyes, but very light skin. He had large eyes and large ears like all the other elves. His hair was pulled back into a carefully arranged sort of ponytail.
“I do not know, Lady Emma. I have no idea of this secret meaning! Please explain it to me, but do so at another time. A Witch Hunter is coming this way. If he finds you, he will slay you and you will be delayed in starting the Game. I could slay him for you...”
“Ugh! Just like a man. I want to slay this misogynist hunter myself. I don’t need any man’s help.” This was just like gaming with a bunch of guys when they found out you were a girl.
“Very well, this is good to hear, I was worried for a moment. You will need to cast your curses quickly in battle. So, open the menu in the bottom of...”
“I see it. You don’t need to mansplain it to me. Where is this misogynist at?” Emma took the hat and robe off the wall and put them on. She had to wriggle a little to fit into the robe. They gave her bonuses to Health and Mana.
“He is most likely approaching the door to this cave now. It will take him a few minutes to find his way to this place.” Ieyasu did not add any more information that what he had been asked for. On the Earth, he had dealt with difficult masters before, but he had not expected to find one in this worldgame of the Divided Lands. He dearly hoped that he could guide her to victory. The winning side had been promised rewards by the Prince of Darkness himself.
Emma picked up the dagger and the mirror. The mirror gave her no bonuses, but it did let her get a good look at herself. She had darker gray skin, a fact she approved of. Light gray eyes which looked very striking against her skin, and black hair. She was still her body-positive-sized-self.
The dagger gave her a bonus to damage with Witch Blade spells. Pulling it from its sheath, She opened up her character sheet and found the spells section. She had three to pick from. Dark Strike, Confusion, and Fear. Dark Strike was the Novice level of Witch Blade. It added Dark magic damage and an attack bonus until her next successful hit. She looked at the spell name and thought, “I want to cast that.”
She felt a prick of pain in her forearm and a tiny rivulet of blood flowed down to her dagger in her hand. Unnatural darkness swirled around her blade as the blood seemed to evaporate into a black mist.
You cast Dark Strike. +2 ATT, +2 Dark Damage until your next successful attack.
You have 15/16 Health and 9/12 Mana.
“E.A., this Game is really cool, even if it is totally sexist and misogynist and totally not woke. I guess the good guys are wearing all black, that’s kind of woke, right?”
Ieyasu had no idea what his mistress was talking about. He knew he should not ask her. She had cast her first spell successfully. That was good sign, was it not? Ah, here came the witch hunter.
“Your first enemy has arrived.”
Emma laughed, “Silly me, and I thought I was already talking to him.”
Ieyasu waved for Emma to come and stand in a corner to ambush the enemy when he entered. She shook him off and stood in the middle of the small room. Her character sheet was open in her vision, and she was looking right at the Confusion spell.
The paper of the screen was split by a blade slicing through. The sound of it tearing filled the little space as an fair skinned elf with golden hair in simple leather armor stepped through the hole. He pointed a longsword at Emma. “You, there...”
Emma thought, “I cast Confusion on that guy.” She pointed her finger at him and felt a prick near her wrist. The blood flowed out to the end of her finger and formed a dark mist that sped across the gap at the man.
You cast Confusion on Elf. He is confused for 10 seconds.
You have 14/16 Health and 6/12 Mana.
“What, where? Wait a second? Are you Maribeth? I could have sworn she was here just a second ago.”
“Yes, dear, it’s me, Maribeth.” Emma walked slowly up to the elf as he looked about trying to recognize his surroundings. A timer above his head was ticking down. It was at 8 seconds.
Recognition lit up his eyes for a moment. “You’re a witch! Wait, no... Maybe not...”
He turned around to look at the direction he had come, and Emma stabbed him from behind.
You attack CONFUSED Elf with Dagger from behind. Chance to hit 75% [(1+6-2)x5% + 50%].
Critical Hit!
You hit CONFUSED Elf for 16 damage [(4+1+2)x2]. What a ninny muggins. Elf dies.
Emma laughed as the elf slumped down dead at her feet. “And the same thing to ever other misogynistic piece of trash that gets in this woman’s way!”




Chapter 8

Chris took down the book Brother Aleksandr had recommended about Paladins. He was rather disappointed to learn in it that all of his stats were important to different aspects of his class.
“No dumping everything into one place, I guess.”
Strength effected melee combat and how much weight he could carry. Dexterity effected ranged combat, defense, blocking, and dodging. Constitution gave him Health, increased Stamina, and helped his resistances. Intelligence effected Mana, using certain skills, and the damage of instantaneous spells. He did not have any instant damage spells yet, but at Level 4 he might pick one with his new class ability he would get then. Wisdom effected Mana recharge rate and duration magic like his auras. That one seemed like a no brainer to increase.
Then there was Charisma. It effected Leadership, kingdom management, and Influence. Influence was some kind of spendable resource that did not recharge. Instead, it had to be earned back after it was used.
“Everything is important if I’m going to try to cover all the bases! Ugh!” Chris let his head fall down onto the book on the table. It gave a soft thud. Smacking his face into the pages made him remember that he wanted to look at himself. He stood up and went over to the mirror between the two tall bookshelves.
Chris saw what looked like a mid-twenties version of himself. He had his normal sandy blonde hair, a wider jaw, and a more pronounced chin. His hazel eyes were still the same, a little lighter than brown, a little darker than green. He rubbed his stubbly chin and wondered if increasing his Charisma would change his appearance and if that would make him more appealing to Olivia.
“I don’t have time for this! I’ve got a sister and a cafeteria full of innocent people to save, decisions to make, and a kingdom to build or something like that.”
Chris turned back to the table and sat down with the book. He looked and compared, checked the different skills, checked back in the Bestiary, and finally felt like he had hit upon a solid plan.
With 10 Mana, he could use two auras per battle. He did not need more Intelligence yet.  If he increased his Wisdom with one point, he would gain back 4 Mana every 10 minutes. This meant a rather minimal wait until he could cast another aura. Also, the Wisdom bonus would effect two of his auras once they were of sufficient level. He spent one of his three attribute points on Wisdom.
So, now he had two points to spend between four spots that all needed it. “Constitution will keep me alive and let me fight longer, but Strength will let me do more damage and end fights quicker. Charisma is going to be so important when I become a leader, but Dexterity is used for so much, especially blocking. That blocking mechanic is so much better than just a defense bonus for a shield. Then, there’s ranged combat. I’ve got that big longbow that looks pretty sweet. But, if I try to fight using that too much, I won’t be able to control the flow of battle and keep enemies off Olivia and Leo, and I guess, Nathaniel, too. Hmmm. Even without the ranged attack, I think Dexterity is too useful to pass up. Then, I’m gonna need to kill things. I’ve got to go with Strength. Hopefully the DEX will save me more than 2 Health per combat and make it a better place to put my point than CON.”
Having talked it out with himself, he spent one point in Strength and one point into Dexterity.
After looking more closely at his skills, he now had no question where he was spending his mundane 100%. He was not going to split it up. That seemed like something someone would do later, when they had organically increased a couple of skills close enough to level both by distributing the 100%.
This 100% went all into his Weapons skill. As part of his Martial Prowess ability, this would increase his effectiveness with any Weapon he tried to use: war hammer, bow, or even a rock he picked up off the ground. It also gave him the ability to use the Trip and Disarm special attacks.
A successful trip attack made an opponent PRONE. This capitalized word was a sign that it was describing a temporary condition. There was also FLANKED, STUNNED, and a number of other conditions. PRONE opponents suffered a -2 penalty to attacks and defense, and they had to spend a whole combat interval getting back up. This seemed well worth it to Chris for a -2 penalty to attack and damage on the initial tripping attack.
At his next level, Chris would put his mundane 100% into his Shields skill to increase his blocking a little and gain a Shield Bash attack. Balancing all these different things was challenging but exciting.
Relieved at having made his decisions, Chris stood up and stretched his stiff back.  He called out, “Brother Aleksandr, can I go up to the steeple of the church to get a look at the lay of the land? I need to see where I’m going and what I’m doing next.”
***
The church was on a rise in the land, and the extra height from their perch next to the bell gave Christopher McKnight a great view. A mile or so distant, there was a collection of what looked like thatched roof houses. Chris had never seen an actual thatched roof. He had only read descriptions in books and seen a couple in games. They were golden in the sunlight.
Beyond the village by another mile lay a shaggy looking expanse of flat land. There were silver sparkles of open water here and there mixed in amongst the green and brown.
“What’s that past the village?”
Eagerly leaning over the railing, Nathaniel piped up. “It’s the Fenland. The village used to trade northward over a road that runs through it. Lots of reeds and grasses and stuff. Water, soggy ground, except for the road and bridges. The traders stopped coming because of goblins. That’s what my Local Lore skill tells me.”
Chris gently but firmly grabbed the back of Nathaniel’s tunic and pulled the boy back from the railing. “It’s a long way down.”
Nathaniel rolled his eyes.
Hurt by the younger boy’s response, Chris sighed. “Now I know how my Dad feels. I need to be nicer to him when I get back.”
It might have been because Nathaniel’s eyes were so like Jack’s. Chris did not know why, but his mind was flooded with the image of his father crying beside his little brother’s hospital bed. Then, his imagination took him to his little sister’s funeral that would happen if he failed to stop Jeremy. It was suddenly difficult to see the landscapes through the tears.
Wiping his eyes like he had gotten some dust in them, Chris looked out again. The land kept falling gently beyond the Fenland to a large body of water in the far distance. Toward his right, far out in the water, there were blue mountains with white tops that stretched away to west until the disappeared at the horizon.
The Divided Lands was clearly far bigger than any video game he had ever played. It was not just the absence of a screen in front of him limiting it. He was looking miles and miles into the distance, yet he was sure that he was seeing only a tiny fraction of the whole land.
“I wish I had a world map.”
Brother Aleksandr turned from where he was polishing the huge church bell. “There is a book in the library that describes the different lands, though it has no pictures.”
“Ugh, maybe later. I get the feeling I’m not going to be getting to any new lands anytime soon. What’s the name of the village?”
Sulking a little, Nathaniel crossed his arms. “Fenton. Though I don’t know how it got a town name. It should be a ‘ville’ by size.”
Smiling confidently, Chris countered, “Not for long after I get in charge. Fen City here we come.”
Nathaniel laughed at the name. His attitude flipped on a dime in the face of Chris’s ridiculous confidence.
Looking south, Chris took in the forest that started just a few hundred yards from the edge of the church. The dirt road that lead past the front of the church went over a little hill to the west and down to where Chris knew his graveyard was located. “It’s down that road that your parents live, right?”
Nathaniel turned to look where Chris was looking. “Yup. Not that I know them that well. Really, I’ve spent way more of my brief existence here with Brother Aleksandr.”
“Still, I feel like I ought to go and let them know that I’m taking their son on as a squire. Plus, your hunter father might have a spare bow and some arrows that you could use. It would make a nice addition to that hatchet and leather vest thing you’ve got.”
“Makes sense, though I think I get equipment that matches whatever class you pick for me when I become an adult.”
“Yes,” interrupted Brother Aleksandr, “You will, but you’ve got to survive the rest of today and tomorrow before that happens.”
***
Cool shadows and dappled light covered the road in the forest. Nathaniel took the slobbery stick back from Scout and tossed it again. The two companions and their huge dog made their way deeper into the trees and towards the hunter’s cottage. The sun was still high in the sky, but it was at least an hour after noon. Chris was sure they would have plenty of time to get there and then on to the village by mid afternoon.
The trees they passed were taller and taller as they went. The underbrush grew so thick Nathaniel stopped tossing the stick for Scout to fetch. It was only a little while afterward that they came to a stone cottage beside the path. It had a small yard around it, and there were two deer hides stretched and drying on frames. A chimney in the middle of the slate roof had a thin gray line of smoke coming up from it.
“Nice house. You’re parents must be doing well.”
“Yeah, we’re totally rich.”
Chris went to the door and knocked. “Hail and well met, hunter of the forest. Sir Christopher the Paladin wishes to purchase a bow from you.”
“He’s not here, but I’ll help you if I can.” A feminine voice answered.
Opening the door, a smiling, middle-aged woman came out of the cottage.
“What kind of bow are you looking for, Master Paladin, sir?”
“I need one that my page here can draw back without too much problem. And, arrows to go with it as well.”
“Hi Mom!” Nathaniel smiled at the woman.
Startled, the woman just shook her head. “The Divided Lands are a strange world. How are you, Nathaniel? Much grown since I last sent you off like Samuel to the priest’s house.”
“I’m good. I’m joining up with Sir Christopher here to go save a bunch of innocent people back on Earth by winning the Game here in the Divided Lands.”
“Oh, how exciting! My sons on Earth... I’m not supposed to talk about that though. You’ll make us proud, I’m sure.”
Turning back to Christopher, the women’s expression fell a little. “I am sorry, but, I don’t think my husband can spare any arrows. He’s been gone too long each day to have much chance to make them. He only has a few extra. It’s just...”
Fleeting indecision passed across her face. After a brief moment, the hunter’s wife continued. “There’s a wolf that’s taken up a den in a valley over yonder, and he’s scared all the game off. My husband’s been walking miles and miles further than he used to.”
Chris wondered if a quest prompt or a chime or some sort of notification would pop up in front of his eyes, but nothing ever came. He thought to himself for a moment and decided to try a simple exchange.
“Do you think your husband would be able to sell us some arrows if we killed that wolf for you? They game would probably come back once it was gone.”
“I don’t rightly know, but he’d probably give you arrows if you did that. Are you sure you want to?” The hunter’s wife looked Christopher up and down, appraising his gear and fitness. “It’s a big wolf.”
Excited and almost tasting the adventure in the air, Nathaniel volunteered, “We’ve got our big hound!”
Scout’s ears perked up at the word ‘hound.’ His mouth hung open in a happy-go-lucky smile. Chris could not resist scratching behind the big beast’s ears.
The paladin reassured the hunter’s wife. “Yes, I’m sure we can handle it, and I’ll make certain to keep Nathaniel and Scout safe as well. It shouldn’t take us too long at all, I’d expect. Besides, I owe it to you and your husband for your letting your son join up with me. So, where exactly is this den?”
***
Uneasily, Chris looked over the edge of the little valley to a rocky area on the opposite side. A large black hole filled the space under a couple of huge rocks that were leaning on each other. “I sure hope it isn’t a dire wolf, or a werewolf, or that I didn’t get a quest prompt because I was too low a level to actually do this.”
Scout was already looking at the dark hole with suspicion. He whined a little, and Chris looked back at him. The hound went back to panting like a huge goof immediately. It almost got Chris to laugh despite the tension he was feeling.
“Look on the bright side, if you get killed, I’ll be almost full grown by the time you wake up.” Nathaniel was cheerily testing the longbow that Chris was having him borrow for the encounter. He had taken a couple of practice shots. The boy was going to get some kind of strength penalty, but something was better than nothing.
Chris hefted his shield on his left arm and squeezed his war hammer’s handle tight. His dad would have said he was squeezing the sawdust out of it. “Yeah, I’ll kept that in mind while I’m watching the nightmares go by. Just remember, in case of some wild critical hit or something that puts me down, you’re supposed to run for it. Lot’s of reasons I don’t want you dying.”
Chris rolled his head around in a circle, his neck popping multiple times. Nathaniel winced at the sound.
Relaxing his shoulders, Chis declared, “Let’s get this party started.”
Excited, Nathaniel nocked an arrow and got up. He could not get anywhere near a full draw on the longbow, but he had been able to put an arrow in a tree from ten yards.
When he stood up, Chris became Sir Christopher the Paladin. He confidently and coolly marched over the lip and down the slope toward the opening. His young squire moved around to the side, staying about ten yards back from his leader. Scout trailed at Chris’s heals where Nathaniel had told him to be.
Just as Chris stepped onto the rocky low point of the valley, a growl came from the dark hole. Two glowing green eyes appeared. Scout answered the growl by starting one of his own, but he stayed in place behind Chris. Whatever was in the hole would have a hard time seeing the large dog since the paladin was actively trying to give him cover.
Anger at himself rose in Chris’s throat. He gritted his teeth as he realized he had not set up the short cut words for his auras. “How did I forget to do this?”
He opened up his character sheet. The text appeared between his eyes and the dark hole where the wolf was. If the beast came out now, he was going to be in big trouble. He stopped and held his ground. Scout dutifully stopped walking as well, but he kept growling. Tightness closed around Chris’s chest. He had to just relax, calm down, take it easy, and kill some mysterious, monstrous wolf.
Excitement drifting into nervous worry, Nathaniel fought the urge to ask Chris what was going on. He tried to wait patiently, his arrow nocked and ready.
After was seemed like far too long of a time, Chris stared at the words “Soldiers of the Light” under Auras on his character sheet, and thought as loud as he could think, “CAST!”
His ability was activated. A feeling of strength and warmth flood him. An orange glowing ring of light sprang into existence on the ground around him. It had jagged points directed outward and spun back and forth around him. He felt like he was at the center of a DJ laser show. Where was the obnoxious hip hop music played so loud that his whole body cavity resonated?
You have invoked a Novice Soldiers of the Light Aura. ATT/DMG +1, Crit. +5%
You have 6/10 Mana.
Bristling fur and bared teeth, a huge black wolf emerged from the den. The appearance of the glowing man on its doorstep apparently displeased the beast. Mere moments after Chris’s aura appeared, the lupine monster charged down the hillside. Chris looked at it and hoped his Monster Lore skill would tell him what they were in for.
Dire Wolf, Level 3 Monster, Health 30/30, ATT +5, DMG 2-8+5, DEF +4 (TH:2)
Chris did not have time to try to decipher every stat. What was TH:2? He swallowed hard and set himself up for the charging mass of dark fur, yellow fangs, and glowing green eyes. It looked the size of a horse as it bore down on him. His shield arm was cocked along his left side, his war hammer was low with the hook on the back side of the head facing up.
The moment the wolf arrived, Nathaniel loosed his readied arrow. Chris threw forward his shield to block the wolf’s attack and slid to the side.
Nathaniel attacks Dire Wolf with Longbow.
He hits Dire Wolf for 3 damage (5-2). Dire Wolf’s Tough Hide absorbs 2 damage.
You have used Shield skill successfully, Dire Wolf’s attack was blocked.
The force of the collision, the arrow piercing its hide, and the way Chris gave way and moved to the side put the wolf well off balance.
Chris yanked his war hammer up as the wolf careened past.
You attack the Dire Wolf with TRIP. Chance to succeed 50% [((7-3) - 4) x 5% + 50%]
He felt the hook catch hard on one of the wolf’s back legs.
You have TRIPPED Dire Wolf for 9 (5+7-3) damage. The Dire Wolf’s Tough Hide absorbs 2 points of damage.
The animal went tumbling down in a heap at the foot of the slope.
Hope filled Chris like a sunrise. That much damage on a trip attempt! Now, he and Scout could flank the beast and hopefully finish off its remaining 22 Health as fast as possible. As long as the wolf was PRONE, they would get even more bonuses to their attacks and damage.
Scout darted out from behind Chris and circled around the tripped foe.
Scout FLANKS PRONE Dire Wolf with you.
Scout attacks FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf with Bite.
Scout misses!
Rolling around and thrashing, the wolf managed to avoid a snapping bite by the big dog. But, Chris was not going to let it off the hook.
You attack the FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf. Chance to hit 80% [((7+2+2)-4) x 5% + 50%]
Sir Christopher’s war hammer kicked up a shower of leaves in dirt.
You missed the FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf.
The wriggling wolf had managed to make Chis miss as well.
Shocked, Chris threw his head back and shouted at the tree tops. “What? Come on! I had an 80% chance! That’s like a slam dunk!”
The wolf still had not managed to get back to its feet yet, so Chris remained confident. It had been just rolling around on the ground, dodging attacks.
He raised his war hammer high.
FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf attacks you with Bite.
FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf hits you for 10 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
You have 16/24 Health.
“Aaaahh!” Chris screamed as the wolf’s huge jaws snapped closed on his lower leg. His armor definitely helped, but those 8 Health were a third of his total.
He swung the hammer down at the beasts head that was locked around his ankle.
You attack the FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf. Chance to hit 80% [((7+2+2)-4) x 5% + 50%]
You hit the Dire Wolf for 18 damage (9+7+2). The Dire Wolf’s Tough Hide absorbs 2 points of damage.
There was a resounding thump and a sharp crack, but the wolf held on.
Scout attacks FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf with Bite.
Scout hits Dire Wolf for 5 damage (2+1+2). The Dire Wolf’s Tough Hide absorbs 2 points of damage.
If it were not for the adrenaline coursing through his veins, Chris would have been weeping at the pain in his leg. The monstrous beast shook its massive head around, ripping and tearing at Chris’s muscles and bone.
FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf attacks you with TRIP.
FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf has TRIPPED you for 8 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
You are PRONE.
You have 10/24 Health.
PRONE Dire Wolf is no longer FLANKED.
Christopher the Paladin screamed as he toppled over.
A sudden blur darted past him.
Nathaniel FLANKS PRONE Dire Wolf with Scout.
Nathaniel attacks FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf. Chance to hit 60% [((2+2+2)-4) x 5% 50%]
Nathaniel hits the FLANKED PRONE Dire Wolf for 7 damage (1+2+2+2). The Dire Wolf’s Tough Hide absorbs 2 points of damage. Ooowwuuuch! That one really hurts. It dies.
You have defeated the Dire Wolf. Your party receives 600 XP. Your share is 220 XP.
Despite the agonizing pain, the first thing Chris said was, “Wow, that guy was worth more than half of a level all by himself?”
The paladin gritted his teeth and took a deep breath. He carefully extracted his injured leg from the mouth of the dead creature. He gasped and fell back onto the ground once it was free.
“Yeah, but you got turned into a chew toy in the process.” Nathaniel was grinning, his bloody hatchet in his hand. “Glad I chopped firewood yesterday and leveled up my Axes skill. Too bad it resets when I become an adult. At least Scout gets to keep his experience. I got a hundred and eighty and he got two hundred from that fight.”
Perplexed and in pain, Chris looked over at the huge dog. “How does an animal get XP?”
Nathaniel shrugged. “I don’t know, but he’s got a class and everything. Pretty cool, I think.”
“Wait, what class is he?”
“Something called ‘War Hound.’ At least that’s what his character sheet says.”
“Do you pick his skills for him?”
Surprised, Nathaniel realized, “No. I don’t. Do you think he picks them for himself?”
The paladin and the young man looked over at the dog. Scout just tipped his head to the side and let his tongue loll out to the side of his bloody mouth. Intelligence was not the first descriptor that came to mind for the look.
Bewildered Chris looked back at Nathaniel and shook his head. He needed to clear the air with his follower. “So, with a War Hound and a Paladin fighting that monster, what in the world was a level 6/8ths Child doing? Why did you break from our plan and come over here where you could have gotten attacked? This dog and I both have got four times your health don’t we? What have you got, like 2 HP?”
Chris was staring at his follower with frustration and amazement.
Innocently, Nathaniel corrected the paladin. “I’ve got eight, which is about as much as you had when I came over. And, I couldn’t sit by and watch you get killed again. It was bad enough with the ghoul. Now I know what it must have... Nevermind. Let’s get back to my parents.”
An icy chill like the touch of the ghoul shot up Chris’s spine. There was something about Nathaniel that kept remind Chris of his little brother Jack. Was it just the similar appearance? No, there were other things, too. He knew RPG mechanics, he had died recently on Earth, and he named his dog the same thing as Chris and Jack had named theirs. True, Chris and Jack had been naming a little beagle and not a ginormous German Shepherd lookalike.
Chris’s leg was throbbing. The pain eventually drove out all his other considerations.
The paladin took a deep breath and navigated to the auras on his character sheet. He looked at the Healing Light and thought, “CAST!” The spiky orange ring of light surrounding him switched to a smooth, pulsing red one.
You have invoked an Apprentice Healing Light Aura. Your party will regenerate 5 Health every 5 seconds for 70 seconds.
You have 2/10 Mana.
Exhausted and in pain, Chris sat there looking at Nathaniel petting Scout. The body of the wolf they had just slain sat in stillness in the leaf litter. Every fifth pulse of his red ring of light was extra bright, and he could feel his ankle and calf healing. That pain was subsiding as well. But, he still felt the ache of Jack that had been with him for so long now. Maybe that could be healed with magic in the Divided Lands too?
Uncertain, Chis asked in a hushed voice, “Are you my little brother?”
Nathaniel looked up with a strange expression on his face. Chris could not read it at all. The boy kept petting the dog, but he replied quietly, “Are you the son of the hunter and his wife, too?”
Chris whispered, “No.”
“There’s your answer then.”
***
Rage, despair, and confusion had spun through Chris’s heart like jagged clockwork gears, grinding and ripping everything in their path. The paladin and boy had walked back to the cottage in near silence. Every look at Nathaniel twisted the emotional gears some random amount around and set them off again.
One moment, Chris was angry with God for putting this person here in this Game that reminded him so much of his brother, but was not him. The next, he would be trying to figure out what it was about Nathaniel that made him ever think that he was Jack. Was it just the color of his eyes?
Chris had stared into those eyes so many times in so many circumstances. He remembered staring at his little brother as they hid under the blankets with a flashlight and told stories. He remembered glancing into those eyes to see how hurt Jack was when he fell in the woods. He remembered staring into those eyes as they looked weaker and weaker in the hospital. How had Jack stayed so happy? How had he...
Then, despair would reach up out of the leafy ground and grasp at his heart. Chris could feel it like a physical thing clutching in his chest where his own life beat still thumped on. He did not deserve to live. Jack should not have died. How could God have taken Jack? How could God have killed his little brother?
And then, the gears in his soul would roll on, crushing all in their path. The only thing that could stop them was the stone cottage. Relieved at the sight of them, the hunter’s wife emerged, eager to check on them. Chris’s gears ground to a halt, interrupted by the intrusion of another soul into his path.
“How are you three? I’m pleased as punch to see you come waltzing back here all in one piece. Did you kill that beast? I’m mighty impressed if you did...”
Chris had to pull things together and talk to her. He managed a polite smile and started talking. “We made it through all right. Took a little damage, but my healing aura patched me up real fast. Your son did a great job. Delivered the last blow as a matter of fact. I’m sure he’s going to be a huge help during this whole Game.”
By the end of piling all these words on each other, Chris had managed to bury his anger, doubts, and troubles, sure to be exhumed at some later date. He smiled more genuinely as the hunter’s wife invited them into the cottage for some tea and bread.
“My husband should be back pretty soon. You might as well wait inside and have a little something. Big day you’ve all had!”
Chris nodded and they followed the woman into her cottage. Even if his Paladin magic had healed him physically, he still needed a little time to recover.
Pleasantly, the hunter’s wife was able to fill Chris in on the function of a hunter’s cottage in the Game. That distracted him nicely and got his analytic side working instead of his emotions.
“There’s many resources in the Game as I understand it. Things like food, gold, stone, wood, and the like. We produce hides and food in the hunter’s cottage. We increase a side’s trade by a little bit as well. Now, the cottage is the second level of the building. A smaller one of these is a hunter’s hut, and a larger one is a hunting lodge. The lodge allows multiple hunters to be stationed there and for some extra benefits as well. It also acts like an archery range. We’re just one kind of independent resource building that can be made. There’s also ranches, plantations, corrals, mines of various types, woodcutters’ camps, and some other ones.”
Relaxing into the technical Game details, Chris sipped his tea. “Why do you call them ‘independent’ resource buildings?”
Realizing why that might confuse some one, the hunter’s wife smiled. “Oh, that is because we can be built and exist apart from a village. Most buildings need to be a part of a settlement of some kind.”
Without a knock, the cottage door swung open, and in came a large man with a quiver slung across his back. “Whoah, Nadia, why did you not tell me we had guests!”
The woman giggled at her husband. “We have guests! There, I told you when first I saw you.”
Eager to make a good impression, Chris stood up and formally introduced himself. “Well met, good huntsmen. I am Sir Christopher the Paladin. I am on a quest to raise a kingdom and win the Game.”
Still a little surprised, the hunter took off his little cap and bowed. “Gregor the Hunter, Sir Paladin, at your service.”
“There are two bits of service I would like to request. The first is that your son become my squire and accompany on my quest.”
Gregor looked at Nathaniel. Nathaniel gave a smile and a thumbs up sign. The hunter nodded. “This seems most acceptable.”
“The second is that you sell me a short bow and a quiver of arrows for it.”
“This will be more difficult to do. The bow I have already made. But, I have only a few arrows. There is a wolf...”
Butting in proudly, Nathaniel exclaimed, “We killed it!”
Gregor was too surprised to respond for a moment. Finally, he managed, “But, it was a giant, like Fenrir out of the old myths on Earth...” Then, he caught himself and stopped.
Ignoring the mention of Earth, Chris explained, “We drew it out of its den and slew it in the valley right there.”
“Did you skin it yet?” asked the huntsmen, clearly out of professional curiosity.
“No, none of us thought to. For that matter, I don’t think Nathaniel or I have the needed skill.”
Gregor explained, “I am a Journeyman at it, and nearly a master. This may meet a requirement I was given to advance. I must skin a monstrous or magical creature. Surely, this beast was one or the other or even both.”
“I can tell you that,” replied Chris as he reached into his inventory pouch and thought about the Bestiary. A moment later, the pouch was stretching to let the book slide out. Chris plopped it onto the table next to his tea and flipped to the W’s near the back.
“Here it is, ‘Wolf, Dire’ is categorized as a monstrous creature. Not magical though.” Flipping some pages, he paused. “Unicorns are magical, but I bet we wouldn’t want to skin any of those.”
Nadia, the hunter’s wife, interjected while she poured her husband some tea. “Oh no, certainly not. They talk and are nearly like people.”
Excitedly, Chris asked, “Are there some around here?”
“No, I apologize Sir Paladin. I have not met any of the beasts. It was just something I knew because of my Monster Lore skill. I’m at the same stage as my husband is in Hunting and Tanning. Perhaps I will go and study this monstrous creature in the flesh and see if that helps my skills as well.”
Gregor smiled at Nadia. “That sounds like a fine plan. We can go now and I’ll be done before sundown, at least with getting the hide off the beast. Sir Paladin, it looks like I won’t be hunting for a bit thanks to you. Let me see if I can round up enough arrows and a short bow for you while my wife packs our things for our little excursion.”
Chris explained quickly, “The bow is for Nathaniel, so a lighter draw would be better.”
“Ah! I see... Let me look then...” Gregor disappeared through a doorway into another room of the small cottage.
***
“You’ve only got twelve arrows now, so don’t be wasting any more.” Frustration edged into Chris’s voice.
Defensively, Nathaniel hugged the bow to his chest. “How am I supposed to use it well in a fight if I don’t practice?”
Chris pulled an arrow out of one of the last trees on the edge of the forest. “I guess you won’t be practicing on much else until we get to Fenton village.”
The road had split a few hundred yards back, and the motley little crew had taken the fork that ran down a hill to the edge of the river instead of the one that kept going back to Brother Aleksandr’s church. The afternoon sun was drifting lazily down toward the horizon as they walked. Scout splashed about down on the pebbly strand at bottom of the embankment. Of the dog, the boys, the sun, and the river, none seemed in any great hurry to get anywhere in particular.
‘River’ was perhaps generous in Chris’s mind, but the flowing water was too big to call a mere stream. Perhaps creek was the right word? Tributary maybe?
Neither Chris nor Nathaniel had lived in a time or place where the nomenclature of bodies of water had been of any import to them. Whatever it was called, it looked too deep to walk across and too fast to swim easily.
Chris decided to let the arrow issue go for the moment. “So, tell me what you know about this village of Fenton we’re headed for.”
Nathaniel screwed up his face with effort for a moment. “All right, here’s what my Local Knowledge will give me. Fenton has about ten families there. Six are farmers. One’s a potter, one’s a baker, one’s a weaver, and the last one is an apothecary. He’s not actually a family, just lives by himself. He brews health and mana potions and the like as well as medicines. The farmers grow wheat, oats, and hay for a couple of cows and a flock of sheep that they share between them. The town used to trade on a road that ran through the fen, but like I said up in the belfry, there’s goblins in the way right now. All of the buildings are Level 1 and unimproved. Looks like they don’t have a mayor right now. Position’s open! You want to apply?”
Excitedly, Chris looked at the younger boy, “Yes, how do I do that?”
Embarrassed, Nathaniel admitted, “Sorry, it was just a figure of speech. There’s no application process that I know of. But, I bet if you...”
Chris grabbed Nathaniel’s arm, “Wait, I’m getting a notification about Jeremy giving me a gift again. Ugh, two wood? Is that going to be ten skeletons? I guess if five didn’t do the job last time…”
The swirling purple and black vortex whirled into existence in a rather inopportune location for the incoming attackers. The first skeleton through the portal ended up walking the edge of the embankment like a tightrope. The log connecting the first five skeletons made it awkward for them to move and stay balanced.
Caution and a hint of fear colored Chris’s voice. “That’s only one wood. I’d love to rush them, but who knows what’s coming next.”
Nathaniel backed up two steps and reached for his arrows. “How should I handle this, boss?”
Another skeleton-log combo began to exit the swirling vortex. But, the first group was still trying to keep their balance and get out of the way. There was no room at the top of the bank for the new arrivals.
In the commotion, the paladin did not even hear his squire’s question. Chris was trying to push aside his fear aside and just rush in and push the whole mess into the river. There were just too many of the skeletons already looking at him, ready for a fight. It looked like forest of femurs, a cell block of ribcages, and a zoo’s worth of razor sharp claws.
What if they grabbed him and dragged him in with his armor on? How did swimming even work? How long could he last with his 24 Stamina?
Before Chris could decide to be more heroic that could possibly be good for him, he was saved by one his party members.
From the edge of the water, Scout began barking viciously at the new enemies. With no reservations like Chris or trepidation like Nathaniel, the giant dog darted up the embankment and snapped his jaws shut on the tibia and fibula or one of the last skeletons out of the portal.
Out of balance and tied awkwardly to a log, the hound’s victim had no chance. Loosing footing, the skeleton pitched itself forward over the log. The extra weight at the back, threw the entire group’s balance off. The whole second log and its five skeletons stumbled and tumbled down the bank into the water. Their momentum was so great, they ended up well into the river. Some found footing on the river bottom enough to fight the current, but the river was fighting to take their log and drag it away.
With a stuttering, nervous chortle, Chris shouted, “One out of two isn’t half bad, Scout! Keep an eye on those guys!” He was relieved that his ‘caution’ had paid off instead of costing them.
The other log full of skeletons was in much better shape without the second log causing problems. The skeletons began to move in unison away from the river and toward Chris and Nathaniel on the road.
A low whistle of concern came from Nathaniel. “Look at the labels on those skeletons.”
Chris got a familiar sinking feeling in his stomach as he checked the approaching undead.
Strong Skeleton
Strong Skeleton
Skeleton Warrior
Strong Skeleton
Strong Skeleton
Chris glanced back over his shoulder at Nathaniel and asked, “How much stronger do you think ‘Strong’ Skeletons are?”
Nathaniel gave more ground. They were backing down the gentle slope of the road toward the village. “I thought you read the entries for undead in that book!”
“I didn’t memorize them. Wait! Monster Lore!”
Chris focused on the lead skeleton and tried to identify it.
Strong Skeleton, Undead, Health ?/?, ATT ?, DMG 2-7, DEF ?
“Man! I must have got lucky on the wolf. This doesn’t give me hardly anything this time. I guess we know their damage is two to seven now. Keep giving ground. I’m going to try to ID the guy in the middle.” The middle skeleton looked slightly larger and sturdier than the others; it had been tagged as a Skeleton Warrior.
Skeleton Warrior, Undead (Caster), Health ?/? Mana ?/?, ATT +6, DMG 2-7, 5-10, DEF ?
Chris was indignant at the ‘caster’ designation. “How can a warrior be a caster? That doesn’t make any sense. If anybody shouldn’t be a caster, it’s a…”
As if to answer Chris’s objections, the middle skeleton raised one of its boney hands and a swirl of purple energy formed quickly into a short sword made of sharped bones lashed together with rotting sinew.
Dour, Chris could only manage to answer the display with, “Fine. So that’s how it works.”
Scout barked from the bottom of the bank. He was about twenty yards up river from Chris and Nathaniel now. The skeletons and log in the water were still fighting the current straight out from him. But now, there were only two of them still standing.
The sight of the struggling undead inspired Chris. “Quick, down the bank! Stay out of range. Don't get hit. Don’t waste arrows!”
Nathaniel was happy to have some orders to follow. Nothing helped in a crazy situation more than somebody else acting like they knew what to do.
Chris and his squire slid down the steep embankment in a tumble of stones and cloud of dust. The paladin turned and saw the skeletons making a beeline for them. Hefting his war hammer, he darted over to the first one in line.
You attack the Strong Skeleton with TRIP. Chance to succeed 70% [(6-2) x 5% + 50%]
Chris flipped his war hammer around so that the hook side was on the leading edge. Leaning forward a little, he swept it across a wide, looping forehand. He easily caught the skeleton’s ankle and yanked.
You TRIPPED Strong Skeleton for 6 (3+6-3) damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
For a moment, the log and skeletons held up under the sudden addition of dead weight to the front end. But, something seemed to suddenly change after a moment full of flailing boney arms and claws catching at the air.
Almost exactly as Chris had expected, the log and skeletons came tumbling down the bank. They came to a crunching halt on the pebbly edge of the river. One skeleton was trapped under the log and three were jumbled on top of it.
Chris looked at the top of the embankment in disappointment. The Skeleton Warrior was still there. His tether was neatly severed by his bone sword just a fraction of a second before the others had lost their balance. If Chris had time to think about it, he would have realized that the sudden loss of resistance had been the last straw for the teetering log crew.
His was in for more disappointment as he got a slew of updates in his vision.
Strong Skeleton has suffered 4 damage from a fall. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Strong Skeleton has suffered 5 damage from a fall. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Strong Skeleton has suffered 2 damage from a fall. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Strong Skeleton has suffered 5 damage from a fall. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Strong Skeleton is hit by log for 3 damage. It resists 3 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Chris growled over his shoulder to Nathaniel, “Whatever Dark Embrace is, it just wiped out a huge part of the upside of my plan.”
The squire answered, “It’s a Witch buff spell. Resists Light, then physical, then magic as it levels. When do I start shooting?”
Chris answered curtly, “Only if I’m in trouble.”
That was how the first combat interval ended. Chris wished he knew what the Warrior was going to do on the next round and what other tricks it might have. The Paladin could flip on his Healing Light aura for the damage it would do to the undead, but it would only hit them for one point a round after the Dark Embrace spell. If he had been just one level higher, he would have bumped up his Soldiers of the Light aura. That would have been a buzzsaw any undead he caught in range. Too bad...
You have not selected an action for the next combat interval. You are ALERT AND ABLE for this combat interval.
“What? How? Is that even...” Chris watched as a full interval passed with him standing in place, seemingly just waiting and watching. No matter how hard he tried to will himself to close with the heap of skeletons and the log, he just did not do it. That was a long five seconds.
Skeleton Warrior casts Bone Warrior’s Tools.
Strong Skeleton is no longer PRONE.
Strong Skeleton is no longer PRONE.
Strong Skeleton is no longer PRONE.
TRAPPED Strong Skeleton attempts to ESCAPE. Success! Strong Skeleton is no longer TRAPPED. Strong Skeleton is PRONE.
The three skeletons that had landed on top the log easily stood up without Chris harassing them. The fourth managed to wriggle out from under the end of the log. It was still on the ground though.
Atop the embankment, a swirling, purple mist had surrounded the Skeleton Warrior as it cast a second time. The mist had coalesced into a strange looking shield and armor, all made from various bones.
Chris had to admit that the skull in the center of the shield and breastplate made for a pretty cool looking ensemble. It helped that the wearer was looking down at Chris from about five feet higher up the embankment.
Not wanting to miss his action again, Chris decided clearly to turn on his Soldiers of the Light aura and back up a step. Once he got hurt badly enough, he would switch to his Healing Light aura. He dedicated his block to the Skeleton Warrior’s attack. Something about the bone blade was worrisome to Chris.
The three upright skeletons charged at Chris three abreast. One of them had to splash through the water and ended up a step late to the party. It was probably why Chris was not flanked right away.
Strong Skeleton attacks you. It hits you for 5 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
Strong Skeleton attacks you. It misses!
Strong Skeleton attacks you. It hits you for 6 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 17/24 Health.
“Two hits? What are their attacks?” Chris was flummoxed. He could not tell if they had just gotten lucky or if he needed to be worried.
“Should I start shooting?” called Nathaniel from ten paces behind Chris.
Chris shook his head, “No, I’m just...”
A sudden cascade of dirt and pebbles interrupted the paladin. The Skeleton Warrior had deftly slid down the bank and split Chris and Nathaniel.
Chris finished his statement, “...flanked.”
You are FLANKED by Skeleton Warrior!
Skeleton Warrior attacks you. It hits for 8 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 11/24 Health.
Chris spat out, “Fat lot of good blocking did!”
Nathaniel whistled a strong, shrill signal. Scout stopped barking at the struggling skeletons in the river and came charging down the strand.
The skeleton that had been stuck under the log pulled itself up just in time to have Scout bowl it over. The hound pinned the enemy and began snapping at any bones he could reach.
Scout TRIPPED and PINNED Strong Skeleton for 12 damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Chris cast his aura and was down to six mana. Everyone had a bonus to attack and damage now, but he was still down to just 11 Health. Chris decided to use a healing potion during the upcoming interval. He could keep the attack and damage bonus up that way, and he would still get an attack. Switching auras to heal would have meant no attack since he would have to cast. Casting counted as an attack, but drinking a potion did not.  He was not sure this was the right choice, but he only had the weird between round time to think it through. He shouted to Nathaniel, “Open fire, but stay back from them!”
The next combat interval opened with Nathaniel following orders. Meanwhile, Chris put his war hammer in his shield hand, got his potion out, and drank it before the skeletons could attack.
Nathaniel attacks FLANKED Skeleton Warrior. He hits it for 9 damage. Its Bone Armor absorbs 9 damage.
You drink a Strong Healing Potion and heal 12 Health.
You have 23/24 Health.
Chris wished he had more of those. That was his only one from his spawn point. Missed attack or no, he would have to switch auras next time.
Nathaniel did not like the look the Skeleton Warrior was giving him. He backed up ten more paces, and then saw a gully that looked climbable. Nathaniel could not decide if he wanted the warrior to follow him and relieve Chris, or if he just wanted to get away from the monster. The squire darted up the gully.
You are no longer FLANKED.
Chris was relieved by that news until he realized it was because the Skeleton Warrior was headed out after Nathaniel. The way the bone armor clacked and clattered, it seemed the skeleton was pretty encumbered by it. Chris desperately wished he knew how fast it could move compared to Nathaniel. “Run in a circle, Nathaniel! Bring it back here!”
Strong Skeleton attacks you. It misses!
Strong Skeleton attacks you. You block the attack.
Strong Skeleton attacks you. It hits you for 2 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 23/24 Health.
Chris held his own against an onslaught of slashing claws. He countered on the easiest to hit of the Strong Skeletons, the one on the right end of the line.
You attack the Strong Skeleton with TRIP. Chance to succeed 65% [(7-4) x 5% + 50%]
You TRIPPED Strong Skeleton for 10 (6+7-3) damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
That would be one less attack to have to deal with the next time. Hopefully, he could he could get rid of these skeletons quickly and save Nathaniel from that Skeleton Warrior.
PINNED Strong Skeleton attempts to ESCAPE. Failure! Strong Skeleton is still PINNED.
Scout attacks PINNED Strong Skeleton. He hits for 14 damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace. It dies... again.
Just like that, with the Scout’s grappling enemy eliminated, the war hound became a threat behind the other Strong Skeletons.
Strong Skeleton is FLANKED.
Strong Skeleton is FLANKED.
PRONE Strong Skeleton is FLANKED.
The bonuses on the down skeleton were too much. Chris attacked the PRONE enemy. Dark Embrace was no where near enough to save the undead from a brutal overhand hammer strike. Pulverized against the pebbly shore of the river, the skeleton’s skull turned to power along with most of the rest of its bones.
One of the two remaining skeletons turned on Scout. The other uselessly scratched at the metal of Chris’s shield.
The war hound took the attack as an invitation to play. He darted in under a swiping claw and latched onto the skeleton’s leg just below the knee. Shaking like he was drying off after a bath, Scout sent the undead clattering to the ground, another victim of TRIP.
Chris took a minor scratch of 3 Health in the course of finishing off his strong skeleton. Scout had another flawless victory. Chris was beginning to wonder if dogs were skeletons’ natural enemies or something.
“I’m back!”
Nathaniel almost flew down the bank, his feet skimming the ground. He went careening over the narrow shore and out into the shallows, arms pinwheeling, legs kicking up waves, trying to desperately to stop.
A shieldless Skeleton Warrior slid down the bank just it had earlier when it had slipped behind Chris.
Chris smiled, feeling much more confident after finishing off the skeletons with Scout’s help. “Oh, you again. Let’s see if you’re any easier without your buddies.”
The Skeleton Warrior’s skull face remained expressionless, but it raised it’s bone blade up and mist swirled around it.
Skeleton Warrior casts Bone Warrior’s Tools.
The same shield formed on its arm, and its armor looked new instead of worn.
Nathaniel called from the shallows, “I was hoping he couldn’t do that. His shield took like twelve damage to dispel or whatever you’d call it.”
“I’m putting on the Healing Light then, and we’ll just whale on each other for a little while.” Chris flipped his auras for his action. Scout moved up river a little, and so Chris slid down river along the shore. They put the Skeleton Warrior in the middle of them, and were rewarded with the notification they wanted.
Skeleton Warrior is FLANKED.
It turned toward Chris and moved in to attack. Chris tried to get his shield up, but the undead feinted and the paladin ended up out of position.
Skeleton Warrior attacks you. It hits you for 6 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 17/24 Health.
Skeleton Warrior takes 5 damage from your aura of Healing Light. Its Bone Shield absorbs 5 damage.
Scout heals 4 damage.
Scout has 18/18 Health
You heal 5 damage.
You have 22/24 Health.
Chris did not remember Scout getting hurt in the combat, but he could have missed the notification. He was Nathaniel’s dog and not his. Either way, the warm flash of healing light from his aura was more than welcome. The fact that the Dark Embrace did not protect the Skeleton Warrior’s ‘Tools’ was also welcome.
The undead came at Chris again. This time, the paladin did not bite on the fake. He let his shield float free and snapped it in place once the monster committed to an attack.
Skeleton Warrior attacks you. You block the attack!
Chris and Scout both hit at almost the same moment. Scout got the back of the warrior’s leg and 6 damage went toward the Bone Armor. Chris smashed his hammer down on the skull in the middle of the shield. Satisfyingly, the shield cracked and dissolved in powder. Disappointingly, none of the 12 damage made it through to hurt the warrior itself.
The flash of Chris’s aura sliced another 5 damage off the armor. It was looking pretty ragged now. Chris decided to wait for Scout to eliminate it, and then he would try to hit the warrior directly. He wished he had some sort of power up. That was his Soldiers aura he guessed. As soon as he could, that skill needed to get bumped up.
Chris held his attack at the ready. Scout hit again, and the armor was gone. As Chris was pulling back, the Skeleton Warrior started to raise its blade again. The swirling mist began to form. Chris swung as hard as he could.
You attack Skeleton Warrior. Chance to hit 65% [(6-3) x 5% + 50%]
You hit it for 12 damage (7+5). It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Exasperation got the better of Chris. “How long can that spell last?”
Dishearteningly, Nathaniel answered, “Its duration is measured in minutes. Combat intervals are only 5 seconds!”
Chris and Scout bashed on the warrior and it recast its Bone Tools for what seemed like an interminable number of intervals. But each time they wiped out the Tools, they got a shot or two in directly on the warrior’s health. Chris wondered if he would have been tired without the Healing Light aura replenishing his Stamina stat every round. Maybe he could experiment later.
Finally on a round where both Scout and Chris got a shot in on a Tool-less warrior, the undead monster crumpled to the ground in a heap of bones and dust. Just as Chris was about to say congratulations to the group, Nathaniel rained on his parade.
“Where are the other skeletons? The ones on the other log...”
Chris looked up river where they had been. No skeletons. No log. He twisted around and looked the other direction. “There they are! About fifty yards down river toward the village.”
Laughing with relief, Chris watched as the skeletons and log bobbed in the river, drifting down stream. “That is awesome. I hope Jeremy is wasting lots of time and resources on these attacks!”
Not laughing, Nathaniel started off jogging along the edge of the river. “It’s not that awesome. The river get’s shallow enough to ford just south of the village. That skeleton crew out there will be able to come up out of the water and attack anybody that’s around. There will probably be at least a few Fenton farmers there, and I doubt they’ll be very good at defending themselves.”
The paladin started running to catch up with his squire.
Chris slowed to a jog as he caught up. “I bet their Dark Embrace has worn off, or it will soon. I could catch some of them in a Healing Light aura from the bank. It has a fifteen foot radius at Apprentice level.”
In full strategist mode, Nathaniel asked, “How much mana do you have, and how fast do you get it back? We’ll probably be at the ford in less than twenty minutes.”
Puffing along and sweating in his armor, Chris tried to remember. “Ugh, I’ve only got two right now. I think I get back four mana every ten minutes maybe. I didn’t pay any attention to it after the fight with the wolf. I was... distracted.” Chris mentally kicked himself for getting upset earlier. Then, he noticed his Stamina stat. It had appeared in the corner of his vision and was sitting at 23/24. The remainder of his seventy seconds of Healing Light had quickly run out after the end of the battle with the warrior.
It was Nathaniel’s turn to laugh. “Once you get the mana back, their spell will have worn off for sure.”
Chris’s Stamina fell again. It was at 22/24. “Uh, Nathaniel, how much Stamina do you have left?”
“Eight out of eight. Why?”
“Mine’s evaporating pretty quick. My aura isn't topping it off anymore. I’m all the way down to twenty out of... nineteen out of twenty-four.”
They were catching up to the log, but it was still about a dozen yards ahead.
“Fine. I’ll lug your armor. You and Scout can run ahead and cut them off at the pass like the cowboy movies always said.”
Wriggling and shirking, Chris peeled his armor off like a crab molting. He dashed off to catch up to the skeletons before his last gauntlet had hit the ground.
Nathaniel sighed as he watched his dog and his sweaty knight head off toward another showdown with undead. He called out to their backs, “Have fun storming the castle!”
To himself he whispered, “Glad that wasn’t an OOC warning or anything. Maybe movie references are OK.” Piling the armor together in a heap, the dutiful squire set off at a much slower pace.
Farther along the river bank, Chris finally got the message he was waiting for.
You have 7/10 Mana
“Ooo! I got five back, not four!”
Scout glanced back over his furry shoulder, confused by the words.
You have invoked an Apprentice Healing Light Aura. Your party will regenerate 5 Health every 5 seconds for 70 seconds.
The warm red light began to pulse out from from Sir Christopher the Paladin. It was hard to follow across the water, but it looked like he was close enough to get two of the skeletons. Chris kept his eyes forward and tried to keep pace as best he could.
Strong Skeleton takes 5 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Strong Skeleton takes 5 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Frustrated, Chris jogged carefully over a couple of washouts along the bank of the river. "Wish one of those was the warrior."
As much as Scout had liked the battle earlier, he was really enjoying this game by the river. It involved many of his favorite things: running, water, and bones. Unfortunately, that got him so excited that he started to dart in and out around Chris’s legs.
"LOOK OUT!" Chris stumbled and fell as he tried to avoid the hound.
The paladin fell down and fell behind the floating log and its skeleton passengers. He saw the brighter pulse of his aura uselessly ripple out. It stopped well short of the undead armada. He wanted to chastise the dog, but what good could that possibly do?
Getting his feet under himself, Chris noticed his Stamina was being recharged by his again aura again. Determined, Chris pulled himself all the way up to his feet. He took off as fast as he could to catch up.
Strong Skeleton takes 5 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
Strong Skeleton takes 5 damage from your aura of Healing Light.
The river seemed to be picking up speed. Annoyingly, Chris had to go back and forth between jogging and running. Even with the best case, he was still only catching two of the skeletons with his aura. The main channel was just too far toward the other bank.
One more bright pulse of Chris aura finally caused the two skeletons he had been hitting to crumble away into the river.
The paladin and war hound ran on for a few moments through a stretch of low grass on the river bank. They rounded a bend in the river, and it began to get wider and slower.
Chris looked back out at the skeletons clinging to the log in the water. "It's clearly too deep for them to stand or they'd be walking over toward us, right?" Then, he realized he was talking to a dog. After a moment, he decided he did not care if he was talking to a dog. He needed to think this out out loud. It was like Ducky Debugging from CS class.
"We've got to take more of them out before they get to the ford and can just walk up on land. They could attack the village or the farmers." Chris looked down river and saw the collection of golden thatch roofs gleaming an uncomfortably small distance away on their side of the river.
“Right now, they’re trapped on their logs and can’t spread out, get away, or kill any villagers. They aren’t going to stay that way much longer."
“Scout, I’ve got no choice. I’m gonna swim out to them to catch the other three in my aura.”
The war hound tipped his head to the side and looked at the paladin with a goofy grin. Chris took it as a look of approval. Really, it was just a comfortable way for Scout to hang his tongue out of his mouth and cool off a little after running.
Wasting no time, Chris turned, ran a few steps into the river, and dove head long into the water.
Chris's head struggled back up above the water and he took a giant gasp of air.
He disappeared almost instantly back under.
Scout tried to decide if his master’s pack leader was just playing or needed help. Could Scout fetch him? Where would Scout even hold onto him? Would he be punished if he had to bite the pack leader to drag him back to shore?
Chris’s head burst up through the surface again. He wheeled his arms around through the water and pounded his feet behind. Water sprayed everywhere. Chris went nowhere. The paladin was swimming like a fish, a fish that had been hit in the head.
It was as if Chris had a small chest of coins, a large book, a shield, and his weapons tied around his waist. Walking on land, he had become accustom to the burden. In the water, the weight of his inventory made it impossible for him to swim.
Chris thrashed and beat against the water with all his strength.
It was not enough. His vision was tunneling, a black halo ringed his sight. He could not see his Stamina score, but he was sure it was cratering. His lungs were aching. His mouth was full of water, and still he wanted to take a breath.
The sharp pain in his calf flooded his mind with adrenaline. He tried to fight and get away from whatever was locked like a vise on his leg. Water was closing over his head.
Then his free knee hit a rock, hard.
The injured calf was up, out of the water, he could feel it in the air. Against his will, he tumbled over clumsily.
He was face up in shallow water. He could breath. Chris was not dead. His aura flashed. His Stamina was back, his leg did not hurt. His vision took a little longer to come back.
Sitting up, Chris looked over at the dripping war hound.
Embarrassed but thankful, Chris told the dog, “Thanks, boy. Good boy. If I can find a ham or maybe a whole pig, I’ll pay you back.” Somehow, it was easier to accept help from a dog that it was from a person. Chris did not analyze that realization nearly long enough.
Scout showed his approval by going into the spin cycle and shaking his soaking wet coat out all over Chris.
The paladin struggled to his feet this time, and set off to catch up to the log again. Before long, his seventy seconds of Healing Light was up again. He thought about turning his aura back on to help with the Stamina. He decided that would waste mana. Then, he realized he had not gotten anymore back yet. The Game was weird about rates. When it said five mana per ten minutes, it was going to make you wait all the way to the end of those ten minutes to get it. You did not get one mana back every two minutes. He would have to wait.
“I wish there had been more programmers that had helped make this place.” Then he realized what he was saying. “No, wait, maybe not...”
The log and skeletons were not moving as quickly. Chris and Scout were closing in on the gold thatch roofs of the village. The villager's huts were about a hundred feet from the bank and still a hundred feet or more ahead. The river had widened quite a bit, and the ford was just a little way ahead.
As he looked out in the water, the paladin muttered to himself, “Wait a second...”
Were the skeletons standing up?
Scout started to bark and slowed down to a trot. Chris ran ahead, passing up the war hound and the floundering skeletons and their log. The paladin ran out into the rocky ford. Small, smooth, annoyingly slippery stones covered the wide, knee-deep part of the river. Water splashed up as he ran, soaking his permanent white cotton underclothes.
A puzzled voice called out from a spot near the thatched huts, “Hello there!”
Chris did not have time for pleasantries. The skeletons were definitely standing up in the shallow water. Fur on the back of Scout's neck was standing straight up, and he was barking like mad now. Chris gasped and panted as he tried to explain to the stranger, “Hi. Chris the Paladin." Chris jerked his thumb at his chest, then pointed to his vicious war hound. "He's Scout." Waving toward the water, he managed to finish by saying, "Undead in the river. All get back. Stay safe.”
The bald man nodded sagely. Chris was happy that whoever it was did not panic. He heard the man shouting back into the village. Chris did not have time to check up on the bald man. He would just have to trust him.
Sticking his hand in his inventory pouch, Sir Christopher McKnight thought of his shield and then his war hammer. He had no time or inclination to wonder at the magic of the pouch disgorging these huge objects from its small space. After the swimming incident, he knew all too well that the pouch still held the weight of the objects just the same.
Chris noticed the Divided Lands icon flashing seductively in the corner of his vision. Did he have time to check it now? Scout was right here with him. Maybe a quick peek would be ok...
The warrior had managed to stand. It cast its spell and used its Bone sword to attack the log. Finding the tethering ropes for itself and its companions with its blade, the warrior made quick work of it. A few slashes later, and all three undead were loosed.
Free of its boney anchors, the log floated on faster. It drifted through the shallow water past a bristling Scout and a distracted Chris.
Ignoring the log, a confused Chris wondered aloud, “If that’s true, shouldn’t I have more Mana? But...
It was strange how he could miss stuff like this when things got stressful. He had heard about people getting tunnel vision, but this might really cost him sometime. He had to get better about awareness.
As if on cue, the skeletons splashed up within ten feet of Chris. Scout dove in on the skeleton on the right and bit at its leg. The warrior and the other skeleton kept coming forward.
Startled the paladin stumbled back a step, his eyes going to the razor sharp claws and the femur sword of the Skeleton Warrior.
A wave of nausea swept over Chris. He felt his cotton shirt against his skin and remembered the ghoul’s claws piercing his linen wrappings the morning before. He flipped up his character sheet.
You have invoked an Apprentice Soldiers of the Light Aura. Your party gets +2 Att/Dmg, and you will do (Skill+WIS) Light damage every 5 seconds for 70 seconds.
You have 10/14 Mana.
Giddy with nerves, Chris could not help himself. He asked the skeletons, “Hi, how’s it going? Care to switch sides? We’ve got a great benefits package! Health care, life insurance... Oh, I see how that might not really appeal to you.”
Scout occupied the skeleton on the right, but the other two advanced.
“Before you two make your final decisions, you should know, our side has a Level 3 Paladin for a leader. He just leveled.”
Chris grinned as he swung his hammer overhand, but kept his shield and guard up.
You attack Skeleton Warrior. Chance to hit 85% [(7+3-3) x 5% + 50%]
Chris analyzed the numbers in a flash. Twenty percent better attack with his new level, the point he had just added to his strength, and the Soldiers of the Light aura. Noiyce!
You hit Skeleton Warrior for 17 damage. (10+7)
Skeleton Warrior absorbs 17 damage with Bone Shield.
The weird shield of bones disintegrated with a sharp crack. Chris could not decide if he was pumped or peeved. “Peeved” had going for it the fact that a 10 on his damage roll just got absorbed. But on the “Pumped” side, that shield was not going to be doing any more blocking.
Skeleton Warrior attacks you!
Chris tried to keep his shield up and in the way, but the skeleton swept its sword low, bouncing of the edge of the shield and catching Chris in the thigh above his knee.
It hits you for 7 damage. You armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 30/35 Health.
Chris spat through gritted teeth, "I’ll tell you why I’m not worried in a second."
The second skeleton took a swing at Chris. This time, Chris got his shield up and blocked the attack. Scout dove out of the way of a swipe from the third skeleton, and the interval was almost over.
A sudden flash shot out from around Chris. It was like a razor sharp disk of solid light expanding out horizontally from him. The aura was much brighter than the Healing Light. It slammed into the undead like a physical blow, yet sliced through them like an ax through vapor.
Strong Skeleton takes 18 damage (6 x 3) from your Soldiers of the Light aura. It dies... again.
Strong Skeleton takes 18 damage (6 x 3) from your Soldiers of the Light aura. It dies... again.
Skeleton Warrior takes 18 damage (6 x 3) from your Soldiers of the Light aura.
Skeleton Warrior absorbs 18 damage with Bone Armor.
That was more than enough to evaporate the Bone Armor. The Skeleton Warrior looked a slightly taller version any other skeleton now.
Chris guessed that the monster would cast again since its tools were gone. He tried setting up his action depending on who got to act first in the next round. He willed that if he went first, he would attack, but if the undead went first, he would hold his attack until after his aura had fired. He had no idea if the complex logic would work or not. The ordering and actions were still confusing and had never been explained any place that he could find. If he got to fill out a feedback form after this...
The combat interval kicked off with Chris feeling himself urged to action. He must be getting to go before the Skeleton Warrior.
Gritting his teeth, Chris feinted a Shield Bash attack that he could not actually do yet. The skeleton did not know that. It responded as he had hoped and slid toward Chris’s hammer hand. Sweeping a wide stroke, Chris aimed for the fragile, exposed ribs of the monster.
You attack Skeleton Warrior. Chance to hit 85% [(7+3-3) x 5% + 50%]
You hit Skeleton Warrior for 11 damage. (4+7)
“Nothing absorbed that but your face!” shouted Chris, even though the blow had actually landed much lower on the being’s body. Only a four on his damage roll and still eleven points of damage. His Weapons skill, STR, and Soldiers aura made a real nice stack of bonuses.
Seeming to understand the taunt and be effected by it or to be out of Mana, the skeleton warrior attempted an overhand thrust at Chris’s own face. The paladin ducked and raised his shield, blocking the attack. If he understood the Game’s mechanics correctly, that meant that the skeleton warrior had hit him, but his block roll had succeeded. What was this thing’s attack roll like? Good thing it was not long for this world.
Scout attempted a trip that failed, and then the end of the interval came around. The flash of light shot out from Chris again. It was parallel to the ground, about two or three feet up. It sliced through the last undead like a withering wind.
Skeleton Warrior takes 18 damage (6 x 3) from your Soldiers of the Light aura. It dies... again.
You have defeated 2 Strong Skeletons and 1 Skeleton Warrior.
Your party receives 600 XP. Your share is 400 XP.
“Hey Paladin! Do you want this armor?”
Nathaniel was covered in dust and sweat. He stood on the river bank looking completely exhausted.
Chris looked over at his exhausted squire and smiled. "Naw, I just whooped the last of them without getting a scratch."
Nathaniel began a slow golf clap, but then stopped. "Then why's your leg bleeding?"
In a horrible British accent, Chris replied, "It's just a flesh wound."
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Chapter 9

“York, are you sure?”
The purple portal that had sent the first ghoul to Chris had just closed a few minutes ago. Jeremy was trying to hash out what to do with his first level.
“Yes, Sir Jeremy. You want to take Control Undead before Create Undead.”
“What undead am I going to control if I can’t make any?”
“We’re in the cursed ruins of an ancient city. They’re all over the place.”
“I don’t see any.”
“You have not even left this little room that you spawned in. You haven’t even set foot outside yet! How do you know anything about your surroundings?”
“My minimap isn’t showing any enemies around at all. It should be popping up and flashing if there were any enemies nearby. Though actually, I can't figure out how to get my minimap to display.”
Jeremy was horrified as Yorick explained that there was no minimap or group chat. “What do you mean this isn’t a MMO? What else is it?”
“It is a worldgame. The very existence of this place is the game. It is like your home, but instead of just the laws of physics and such, there are the rules of the Game.”
“Fine. So maybe there really is a whole ruined city full of undead all around me. OK.” Jeremy was very slowly relenting. He had really liked making the ghoul. Except for the smell, that part was terrible. He had wanted to take the Create Undead skill and advance it as fast as he could. He could eventual make ghosts and vampires with it. That was going to be awesome. Unless the vampires sparkled like in Twilight. Ugh, he hated those books. Why had he read all three of them? Yuck. Edward was such a… Never mind.
“Alright. I’ll take the Control Undead skill. Can I start rounding up some to send to Chris again?”
“Well, he will be asleep until this time tomorrow. You’d be better off sending some surprises to his other friends. But, you’ll want to be killing things and leveling at the same time.”
“Yeah, and you’re staying out of my party too. But, you can help with the ‘Rigor Mortis’ thing, right?”
“Not against undead, I can’t. We’re immune to most stun and paralysis. We’re dead after all. Kind of a nice thing really.”
“Can you control undead too?”
“No, I’m an undead being that has Witch Class Levels. We’ve got a bunch of status effecting spells, a few weird damage ones, some buffs, and debuffs. We’re a little different because it costs us mana and health to cast. But as an undead Witch, I’ve got a huge advantage. My dark magic damage can heal me. Warlock’s Skulls count as two challenge levels above our actual Witch Levels.”
“Challenge level is like how hard you are to kill? Like in D’n’D?”
“Yes, and it factors into experience awards. Your first opponents are going to be weak skeletons with a CL of 1/2 and some regulars and strongs with CLs of 1 and 1.5, respectively.”
“Will I be able to level fast on stuff that is below my level?”
“Yes, because you’re soloing.”
“Oh, right. Well, let’s get going then.”
“I’m stuck on the end of your staff. I’m going whenever and wherever you want me to at this point.”
Attempting to appear nonchalant, Jeremy nodded, “True, true.” Then, he went over to the doorway where the treasure hunter had entered. He paused and looked up at the skull on the end of his staff.
“Take a look for me, will you?” Jeremy stuck the staff out the doorway and twisted the skull around to look all the different directions.
Sighing in resignation, Yorick informed his student, “All clear.”
Jeremy pulled the skull back and went out into the hallway. “So, if I use my Evil Energy Bolts on undead, I’m going to heal them?”
“Only if you are partied with them.”
“So, the ones I control, I can heal them with EEBs?”
“Yes.”
“So, I could just control the first one I find and have him do my dirty work for me, right?”
“Essentially, yes. That would definitely minimize the risk, though it may slow things down a little.”
Jeremy scratched his chin and thought about things for a bit. “Really, I’m a boss, so what’s wrong with me being a boss? I’ll have employees and stuff, but unlike my dad, I ain’t gonna hafta do payroll.”
Yorick clicked his teeth uncertainly. Venturing a guess as to his student’s meaning, he said, “If you mean you won’t have to pay your undead minions, this is true of gold, but not true of mana. Each challenge level of undead that you are directly controlling will subtract 1 mana from your recharge rate. So, if you have a recharge rate of...”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. If I’ve got two skeletons that add up to a CL of 1 and I would normally get two mana every ten minutes, I’ll only get one. Got it. The magic experience book thing explained a bunch of the basics like that. I was mostly talking about the hassle of running payroll that my dad always talked about when he picked me up on the weekends.”
Yorick would have bitten his tongue if he had one. What sort of petulant student would interrupt a teacher? Ah, yes, one like Yorick had been on the Earth...
As a skull Yorick could do nothing but grin at Jeremy. Jeremy grinned right back. The teenager winked at his tutor and said, “Let’s get this party started.”
***
During most of the rest of his first day, Jeremy Rogers wondered around the ruined city, exploring and collecting anything he found of use. Except for one magic glove guarded by a small herd of skellies, he did not find much. But, what he lacked in treasure, he made up for in lackeys.
At first, he had amassed as large an army of undead as he could. They followed him everywhere. It seemed like an appreciable horde of skeletons to Jeremy. He could use them to fight through the random encounters with zombies, other skeletons, and giant rats.
But, Yorick was insistent this was a Bad Idea. Pleading with his charge, the tutor had explained, “If you keep only one with you, it will gain combat experience much faster.”
“Wait, skeletons can level?” Jeremy had not even considered that possibility.
“Not exactly, but they do grow in combat effectiveness. And, the weak can become regular, and the regular can become strong.”
In a rare act of magnanimity, Jeremy admitted the skull had a better plan and took Yorick’s advice. Looking at his amassed herd, Jeremy had said, “Guess I better cut all this dead weight loose!”
Yorick had missed the joke as he rushed to stop his student. “No, no, no! Don’t just release them. Head back to your crypt and I’ll explain how you can stash them for later.”
“You’re a pack rat after my own heart, York, my dude. Let no skellies go to waste!”
On the way back to the catacombs as they walked down a hallway lined with doors, Yorick revealed the trick to Jeremy. Skeletons and zombies would stay where they were if there were no open passages available and no enemies to attack. That meant that leaving a skeleton in a room with a closed door would effectively keep it there for later.
Jeremy had put one of his herd into a room and released the skeleton from his control. Once he closed the door behind himself, the skeleton had just stood unmoving. Jeremy checked on his skeleton three times before he accepted that the trick worked. Each time he opened the door, the skeleton would take a step toward him; each time he closed it, the undead stopped.
Every new skeleton Jeremy added to a room would get attacked by the others while it was still in his party. Since he had a whole ruined city to work with, he decided to stash one skeleton per room. That was until he found a huge, ruined cellar storeroom. There, he could space them out far enough and hide them behind columns so that they would not trigger attacks from each other right away.
As Jeremy closed the storeroom door, Yorick informed him, “This will be huge once you take over a village and become a Leader. You’ll be able to come back and pack these undead into troops to fight in military battles instead of adventure combats. It will give you a definite leg up.”
Taking just one skeleton with him, Jeremy set off to continue searching the ruined city for the greatest treasure of all, XP. His skeleton started off tagged as a ‘recruit.’ Then after a few successful fights, he became ‘seasoned.’ After ‘seasoned’ came ‘veteran,’ and then the last level, ‘elite.’ Once his first Weak Skeleton had fought at ‘elite’ for a little while, it became a regular Skeleton recruit.
“This is kinda like getting Pokémon to evolve, ain’t it York?”
The skull had been too confused to comment.
Going through the whole process with a regular Skeleton again could get Jeremy a Strong Skeleton. But, Yorick explained, Strong Skeletons could not become Skeleton Warriors, Skeleton Archers, or Skeleton Wizards. Those were each different monster types entirely.
Jeremy had nodded sagely. “Like Psyduck and Snorlax, got it.”
Every time Jeremy saw a skeleton become ‘seasoned,’ it made him almost wild with hunger. He had laughed a little too hard at the title at first. Through the day, he steadily grew hungrier and hungrier. He had not eaten that morning on Earth. “Nerves” about his plan at the school had distracted him. Jeremy could not remember if he had woke up hungry in the Divided Lands. But, he was absolutely sure that he was hungry now. The fourth time the ‘seasoned’ tag came up, he decided that he had to find some food. But in a city that had been abandoned for years, food was not exactly just sitting around.
To keep his mind off his hunger as best he could, Jeremy experimented with his skeletons to figure out their capabilities. He determined their physical strength (stronger than him), their foot speed (all the same), and what kind of commands they could follow (simple conditional logic). Jeremy treated it as an exercise in computer programming, a topic he loved. He told a skeleton that was doing continuous pull-ups, “Computers were so much better than people. They did just what you told them, nothing more, nothing less. Man, I loved that about them. People are messy. They’ll lie to you and trick you and stab you in the back first chance they get. Doesn’t matter how much of their homework you do for them, or how many papers you write for them, even if you’re cutting them a deal! And, they’ll turn you down for dates even though you’re the best thing that could ever happen to them. You skellies aren’t like that at all. I think I could get used to being the King of Bones here. You just do what you’re told don’t you?”
Skeleton nodded in response as it completed its hundred somethingth pull-up. Jeremy had lost count. The nod gave Jeremy a warm burst of pleasure. With a sardonic joy, he proclaimed, “You’re the best friend I could ever ask for!”
Yorick had been more worried than insulted. He definitely thought of his relationship with Jeremy as a professional one. Though in that capacity, Yorick was questioning the judgement, and perhaps sanity, of his protege. Jeremy went on with his experiments as he leveled and looked for food.  
Lists of instructions for the skeletons could be three or four commands long depending on the complexity. This knowledge helped bring Jeremy’s plans into shape. Even better, his Undead Lore skill leveled up while he was doing all these trials and experiments. It was a passive skill that gave bonuses to other abilities and checks.
The skill leveling in the Game was a little confusing to him. Some skills only updated after he had slept. Others popped up tabs immediately. Jeremy was not sure what was going on there. But, he had done enough experimenting with his skeletons to feel sure that the Game had a reason why it did things differently in different situations. Jeremy felt confident in the repeatability of the Game’s mechanics even if he could not explain those mechanics to anybody. Things were almost ready for him to venture out to a village and put a couple plans to the test. It was about time because he was absolutely starving. Still, he pulled together his self-discipline and made himself wait. He had business to take care of first.
As the sun was sinking behind the ruined buildings of his city, Jeremy collected a small gang of skeletons and tied them to a salvaged timber. These he sent off to Chris’s elf girlfriend, Olivia, through the trade interface.
Next, he collected another group of them. Finding another salvaged timber, he tied five skeletons onto it, and left them in a room near his crypt. He wanted more of a late night surprise feel to this next attack, so he went out and killed some time by killing stragglers for XP. Then, the last thing he did for the night was gift the tied up skeletons to the guy who was playing the dwarf. He did not pay attention to his name, some freshman or something.
After Jeremy’s trade vortex closed, he admitted to Yorick, “I’m actually tired out, man. I thought I was going to spring my next plan now, but I’m completely exhausted. Where’s the Red Bull in this world?”
Yorick just stared blankly at Jeremy. The necromancer’s question might as well have been in Goblin to Yorick. After the tenth or twelfth time that Jeremy had sprung some incomprehensible idiom on him, the Warlock’s Skull had decided to pretend like he had not heard whatever ramblings of a madman his student has spouted this time.
Jeremy tried again. “Coffee? Tea? You know, something to make me peppy, give me energy, let me Game all night?” Wistfully, he added, “Maybe take the edge off of my hunger pangs?”
Yorick recognized the word ‘tea’ and tried his best to answer. “Ah! The human lands beyond this city have access to tea by trade with places further south. If I had taste buds and a stomach, I would appreciate some good tea. What a shame I was assigned this form instead of a living creature like others.”
“Hey, hey, hey, don’t knock the undead. It has got to be nice not to feel any hunger or pain anymore, right?”
“I still long for things. Not food, really. And, things still hurt. Memories in particular.” Yorick fell silent as a tombstone.
A long stretch of quietude ensued where both the skull and the man were lost in their own thoughts. It was interrupted by Jeremy’s stomach gurgling. He blurted out, “So, there’s no energy drinks around here?”
“Not in the city.”
“I’ll just ask to be certain. There are no restaurants here? No place to get food?”
“No. Only out in the villages where the farms are.”
“Fine, I’m going to sleep perchance to dream about MickeyD’s. Tomorrow, we’ve got to take over some place that at least has tea. Preferably, sweet tea. And if there’s a place that has bacon, I’ll build the siege engines myself.”
***
Since Yorick did not need sleep, he had spent the night perfecting a plan involving a pig farm outside the largest of the villages next to the ruined city. When Jeremy woke up well before dawn the next morning, Yorick explained the plan to him.
Wasting no time, Jeremy had fetched a Strong Skeleton from a closet-sized room nearby, and they were out of the city gates while it was still dark. The skeleton was at the ‘seasoned’ tier of experience. That ‘seasoned’ title made the thought of seasoned ribs came to mind. Jeremy wiped the drool off of his lips on the purple sleeve of his robe.
“Are you sure that it will work on a pig?” Jeremy whispered hoarsely to the skull on the end of his staff.
“Do pigs have muscles?” retorted Yorick. The skull could not believe how frustratingly self-confident and questioning of others his teenage charge was. When the soul playing Yorick had been on the Earth, there was no such thing as a teenager. You had been a child or an adult. This boy seemed unable to decide which one he was and which one he was going to act like. If Yorick had had a neck and a tongue, he would have shook his head and tisk-tisk-tisked.
“Yeah,” Jeremy conceded. “I mean they’re fat, but they’ve gotta have muscles underneath there, right? Like offensive linemen? What if the guards come out?”
“They won’t unless you keep asking questions until the sun comes up. Oh, and if they do, run for it.”
“Fine, let’s do this.”
Looking up at village walls only a hundred yards away, Jeremy poked the Yorick end of his staff around the corner of a stone pig sty. Jeremy waited for his ‘tutor’ to do his thing.
“Pigor Mortis!”
Jeremy got ready to come around the corner, but stopped. What had he said?
Yorick was chuckling to himself.
“What’s going on?” hissed Jeremy.
“Sorry, couldn’t help myself.” Yorick stopped chuckling and corrected himself, “Rigor Mortis!”
Jeremy popped around the corner, his seasoned Strong Skeleton right on his heals. Jiggling the latch, he managed to open the gate to the sty quietly. The non-paralyzed pigs grunted and moved away from the newcomers. One pig stood frozen in place like a pig statue.
“Come here, Porkers! You’re going to be my new best friend for about five minutes till I figure out how to make you into breakfast burritos.”
The paralyzed pig did not move, but that was the point. Jeremy and his skeleton each took one end of the pig, and they picked it up and carried it out of the pen like it was a sofa on moving day. Around the corner they went, and Yorick was forced to speak up.
“You’d better shut the gate behind you.”
“Why? I don’t care if their pigs get out, do I?”
“Well, if this works and you want any more bacon, you kind of want those pigs to still be there, don’t you?”
“It doesn’t matter to me, but if you care so much about the poor pig farmers here...” Jeremy sniggered as he went back to shut and latched the gate.
They carried the pig two hundred yards. It seemed to Jeremy to be about two hundred miles. The skeleton did not seem to care. Jeremy was happy his minions did not get tired. “Probably don’t even have a Stamina stat. Pretty useful fact.”
The eastern sky brighten as Yorick recast his paralysis spell on the pig multiple times over those two hundred yards. They finally reached their destination as the first red limb of the sun pierced the horizon. Struggling, Jeremy and the skeleton brought the pig down the slope of a little wooded gulley with a stream at the bottom that ran between the village and the ruined city.
Jeremy tied off the pig’s snout hoping that it would muffle the brief noise he was expecting. He tied the rest of the length of scavenged rope to the ankles of the pig and over a sturdy branch.
“Skelly boy, yo-ho-ho and hoist the main sails here.” He handed the rope to his skeleton, and the minion tugged up until the pig was awkwardly hanging two feet off the ground. It was strange because the pig was still paralyzed in the same posture it had been when standing on the ground. It made it hang at an odd angle.
“Here we go, Yorick. You’re going to take the paralysis off on the count of three so that I can not crit it. It has to bleed out, I know that much from watching videos on the internet of this sort of thing.”
“Have you never butchered an animal before?” asked Yorick amazed. “Were you wealthy on Earth?”
“We had enough, especially with my dad’s child support payments on top of my stepdad’s fat paychecks.  But, nobody killed their own food where I was from. Everybody just went to a store or fast food place and bought it.” Jeremey answered this absentmindedly as he sharped a salvaged butcher’s knife one more time.
He did not even realize that the question implied that Yorick was familiar with the Earth or even that Yorick had been alive on the Earth before. Jeremy was still under the delusion that he was in some sort of simulation or hyper-advanced video game despite the explanations about the worldgame. Without the Crimson Man from the Cafeteria standing right in front of him, his mind had been free to explain him, and all the metaphysical Truth that he implied, away.
“On the count of three, OK?” Jeremy got into position by the pig.
“Do you mean when you say three or you’re going to say three and then I do it on the next beat in time with the count?”
“Ugh, when I say three, OK?”
For some reason, killing this pig seemed more difficult for him than the murder he had planned for the kids in the cafeteria back on Earth. “I must be getting soft,” he muttered, “Soft in the head.”
“One, two, three!”
The skull released the spell and Jeremy brought the knife up to the pig. But the instant the blade touched the pig, there was an audible DING!
You have acquired the Butcher Skill.
Jeremy the Novice Butcher harvests the pig with 12% efficiency.
You receive 15 lbs of meat.
The pig simply disappeared and turned into a ham and five chains of sausage links. The meat fell onto the leaf covered ground. Jeremy stared at it in shock.
“That is not nearly as much food as I had expected. A lot less messy to get, too. Gonna be honest though, it is a lot more than I had a minute ago. Wish I had buns for those brats...”
Jeremy scooped the meat up into his inventory pouch. He piled a full load of firewood onto his Strong Skeleton and headed back to his hideout in the ruined city to have a little breakfast feast.
* * *
By the middle of the morning, a well-fed Jeremy and Yorick had come up with an idea to really mess with Chris again. He was definitely awake from his twenty-four hours of being dead. This plan would really wack him.
The group of skeletons were tied to the log and waiting for the trade vortex to appear. Yorick was just double checking some things before Jeremy put the coin in his mouth.
“You’re absolutely sure that there is no way the rope will break while I’m on the other side? I don’t think I’ll be able to convince him to send me back if I get trapped.”
Jeremy was smirking at the skull. It was strange to be talking to someone with no facial expressions or much tone of voice, and yet be so certain they were scared.
Yorick could not explain to Jeremy what was at stake. The Prince of Darkness had made it excruciatingly clear that no spirit from Hell was to talk to the players about Hell itself. If Yorick had to guess, he would think that the Devil did not what to be reminding the players what their eternal fate really was. So many people on Earth had fooled themselves right up to the very end of their lives like Yorick had. No reason to remind these living fools what was in store for them. Yorick had tasted Hellfire. The longer he was away from it, the better.
Jeremy reassured him, “Don’t worry, York. I’ve got this. You’ll swing through, drop the coin, and Rigor Mortis Chris. Then, when you swing back, I’ll catch you. No problem.”
“Very well. As you say, let’s get this party started.”
When Yorick came back through the vortex, he had a black scorch mark running along the left side of him from above his eye socket all the way back.
“There was a Mage of the Light! There was a Mage of the Light! Heal me, HEAL ME!”
“Calm down, York. How much health do you have left?”
“FIVE! Now HEAL MEEEEE!”
“Fine, if you’re going to be a baby about it.”
“I’m not going back though there again. If you want him paralyzed, wait until you can make ghouls and send them.” Yorick’s teeth were chattering together as he dangled on the end of the rope.
“How was the fight going? Did you freeze McKnight?” Jeremy pulled Yorick into his party through the menu. He noticed that he had been getting his tutor’s name wrong the whole time. He tried to place where he knew the name Yorick from...
“I don’t know, I was too busy almost being killed!”
“Man, what’s wrong with you. You’re not even real, and you’re acting like you’re going to die. Get a grip, Yorick.” Jeremy began casting Evil Energy Bolts into the undead to heal him.
“Did you actually call me Yorick instead of York?”
“Yeah, sorry about that. I just thought you’d said York the first time. I know I’ve heard that name before, just can’t place it.”
“Hamlet. It’s the name of the skull in Hamlet.”
“Oooh, the guy that Hamlet played with as a little kid but he sees dead later? That’s pretty deep for an RPG isn’t it?”
“I liked Shakespeare a lot. So sue me. You had better be getting notifications about dead paladins about now.”
“Nope, nothing. Maybe he’s too good for this now.”
“No, I just think his tutor was there to help him. Next time we’ve got to overwhelm him. Maybe some warriors mixed in with strongs. You’ll probably have to make them yourself. I don’t know if there’s anything more than regular skeletons in the city. It is just a starting location for you really.”
“If I’m making undead myself, I’m going to need some fresh meat, and I don’t mean pork.” Jeremy actually shivered at the thought of an undead pig. He was not sure why, but something about it seemed particularly disgusting. “Where am I going to get that?”
“Same place we got you your sausages. The villages.”
***
Jeremy watched from the grove of trees by the stream. Two of his dominated skeletons from the city were menacing some farmers. The farmers were from the smallest of the three villages  around the outskirts of his ruined home. Unfortunately for Jeremy’s original plan, the farmers were abandoning their fields quickly and running for their village.
Grimacing in disgust, the Level 3 Necromancer asked his Warlock’s Skull tutor, “Could we take out those flimsy wooden walls around that village? I’m not trying to do it for the experience, I just want to give them no place to...”
Jeremy stopped short. He had spotted two guards coming out of village gate as the farmers had run in. Jingling the chain on the magic glove that he had found his first day, he whispered, “Stop.” The skeletons held their positions about a hundred yards away.
The glove increased the range of his Control Undead skill by two levels. Since he had the skill increased to Apprentice Level, his range with the glove was like an Expert. He could control undead a hundred and fifty yards away.  It ate some of his Mana recharge, but he was pumping Wisdom with his stat points along with Intelligence and a little Charisma.
The increases above Expert were not that useful on their own. A necromancer really needed to level his Gifts of the Grave skill up to at least Journeyman. At that level, he could spend mana to see whatever one of his controlled undead could see. Then, the infinite range of a Legendary Control Undead skill would actually make sense.
“What are you doing?” whispered Yorick from the end of Jeremy’s staff.
“Shhh, you’ll scare the fish away.”
If Yorick could have glared, he would have.
Jeremy hissed another command, “Return.”
Turning, the skeletons began to walk back toward Jeremy. The guards stopped after a moment. They looked at each other as if to say, “Good enough.”
Growling, Jeremy whispered, “Stop. Turn. Attack.”
The skeletons followed the commands to the letter, though more slowly than they had been given. The guards had not turned back to their village yet, so they were ready for the attack.
One skeleton missed; one hit.
Injured, one guard took a step back. The other moved in front of his compatriot.
“Return. Run.” Jeremy waited a few beats. “Stop. Turn.”
Both guards looked confused at the behavior of the undead. The skeletons were now standing about ten yards away from them at the edge of a wheat field, facing the guards.
“I am almost tempted to go out there and fight them myself. But, they’re almost there...”
The guards came forward and the skeletons repeated their attack and retreat action. The guards seemed somewhat perturbed now.
They charged at the skeletons.
The skeletons turned and ran another twenty yards through the waist high wheat in the field.
The guards followed along until they inexplicably tripped at almost the same moment. They did not get back up.
Jeremy did a fist pump. “That a way, bone bros. That a way.”
***
He repeated this ambush technique at the next village with equal effectiveness.  He planned to just snatch one more body at the third and final village. This village was more prosperous and formidable. It had the pig farm Jeremy had raided and taller stone walls than the first two. Wooden hoardings on top of those walls made it look prepared for a siege.
Trepidation slipping into his voice, Jeremey asked, “Uh... Are those wood things on top the walls new? I don’t remember them being there when we got the pig the other night.”
Grimly, Yorick affirmed Jeremy’s suspicions. “Yes. They’re new. Probably some sort of upgrade to the walls. This place is going to be difficult. Let’s see how they handle our little raid.”
Guards responded in force when Jeremy’s skeletons surprised a farmer in the most distant field from the walls. The poor farmer did not put up much of a fight, yet the guards immediately sprang into action. One on the wall shouted an alarm. Jeremy could hear all kinds of commotion inside the village, even from his distant position hiding beside a road.
The necromancer’s skeleton crew slew the farmer as fast as they could and scooped up the body. Because Yorick had buffed their Strength and Dexterity before the attack, it only took four of the six skeletons to heft the body and get it moving.
A formation of ten guards double timed out the gate.
Jeremy jingled the chain on his glove and commanded, “Return! Fast!”
The skeletons were almost two hundred yards from the village. The land use here was much more extensive than at the other two villages. His skeletons headed back to Jeremy as quickly as they could manage with the farmer’s body between them.
“Got anything for a group that size?” Jeremy asked Yorick.
“Only my buffs and debuffs gain area of effect with level, and I haven’t even gotten those there yet. I can’t even use the Witch’s dagger skill tree because I’ve got no hands. If I had a host to dominate...”
“Never gonna happen, bro. At least, not with me. Maybe later if we catch some poor sap.”
Disappointed, the skull made a weird, hollow sound that Jeremy recognized for Yorick’s sigh.
The skeletons approached Jeremy’s position.
He jumped out of hiding.
“Follow!” The necromancer took off at a quick jog along the ill-kept road heading for the city
As the undead crossed the bridge that was the edge of the village lands, Jeremy looked over his shoulder and got worried. The guards had closed the gap from two hundred to a scant fifty yards.
“I hope they stop at the bridge. The ruined city walls are still a couple hundred yards away.”
Having just finished recasting his Strength and Dexterity buffs for the skeletons carrying the body, Yorick reasoned sagely, “You could slow them down with the two skeletons that aren’t carrying our new volunteer. They could get in the way at the bridge.”
“True. I’m not even going to be able to keep them under control in a little bit with all the new guys I’m making.”
Yorick added, “Let me give them some damage resistance as well. Welcome to my Dark Embrace!” A purple mist blew out of Yorick’s gaping mouth and enshrouded the two trailing skeletons.
Jeremy paused and gave orders to the two skeletons who were now glittering as if they were made of granite. The skeletons turned around and marched back to their dooms, two bony Spartans headed to their own little Thermopylae. Of course, the skeletons’ version of Leonidas was hightailing it out of there instead of helping them.
They served their king admirably as the guards came to a stop, got out slings, slowly pulverized them to redeath with hunks of lead, and then stowed their slings. The minutes of delay were sufficient for Jeremy and the rest of his minions to make a clean getaway.
As they passed the giant stones of the collapsed city walls, Yorick noted, “That village may be a little tougher to deal with than the others.”
“Yeah, they’ll be fun. Let’s get my strongs and warriors made and sent off.”
***
It was the middle of the afternoon when the trade vortex closed behind Jeremy’s two logs of skeletons. “That ought to do him in again. You sure you don’t want to swing through again?”
The skull’s teeth actually chattered for a moment. “No. I don’t know if his tutor will be there. If he’d rolled two higher on his damage, I’d be dead... again.”
“Fine. I’ve got two extra skeleton warriors here, two villages that look like they might be pushovers, and a couple hours of daylight left. Can’t my skeletons see in the dark just fine?”
“Yes, and you can too with your Gifts of the Grave skill. It will cost you one mana per ten minutes because it is an ability on the Novice list.”
“I can afford that. My recharge is seven per ten minutes and the gauntlet only costs one per ten. I can still have five challenge levels of undead under my control. Hmmm, how many guards do you think one of those villages has?”
“Impossible to say unless you have a spy inside or you draw them outside.”
“Well then... Let’s go figure that out.”
***
It was a much harder question to answer than either Jeremy or Yorick expected. Jeremy took a Skeleton Warrior he had made from a slain guard and a pair of Strong Skeletons out to what had seemed like the weakest village. He arrived with the sun low in the western sky and no farmers to be seen in the fields.
Astonished, Jeremy exclaimed, “Come on? Turned in for the night already?”
Yorick defended the work ethic on display. “It’s not like it matters how hard they work; they always get the same yields the way I understand it. They’ve just got to put in eight hours a day to get the fields to move to the next stage on the cycle.”
“Still, it’s putting a crimp in our plans here.”
“Why don’t I load one of the regulars with all my buffs and we try a frontal assault with him. See if we can get the guards out that way?”
“Might as well. No mana out of my pool.” The last was said to the rhythm of ‘No skin off my nose.’
Soon, the Light, Physical resistant, upped Strength and Dexterity, upped Attack and Damage, and otherwise temporarily stupendous skeleton headed for the gate in the wooden palisade of the village.
An alarm was sounded and the gate was closed by the time the skeleton was three quarters of the way there, but Jeremy let it walk on. He rattled his gauntlet and whispered, “Attack!” And, the skeleton did just that.
Shouts of surprise answered the scrapes of the skeletons claws on the gate. Bright ribbons of blonde wood peeled away under the onslaught of the magically improved claws.
Pleasantly surprised, Jeremy turned to the skull on the end of his staff. “That’s pretty effective actually. Why have you been holding out on me?”
“Because it takes over half my mana and a good chunk of my health to do that. If I advance a couple of levels, I’ll get area of effect buffs and curses. Then, I’ll be a real ball of fire.”
***
The buffed skeleton managed to take the gate down right before it finally succumbed to the pelting of large stones it received from three guards that were on the wall. There was now a gaping hole in the village’s defenses. Jeremy stepped out his hiding place in a wheat field and called out to whoever could hear.
“I, Sir Jeremy the Necromancer, will give you one chance to surrender to me before I come in there with my three other skeletons...” He whispered to his warriors and the other regular to come out of hiding, and they marched up behind him neatly. “... and wipe the place out. What do you say? Surrender or certain death?”
Yorick hissed, “I can’t buff like that again so soon, and I can only do one at a time.”
Without taking his eyes off the village guards, Jeremy whispered back, “Hush Granny. I’ve got this. What we’re doing now is one letter better than buffing.”
One of the guards disappeared behind the wall.
Jeremy shouted, “I’m not going to wait much longer...”
“We’ve got to check with the Mayor,” came a whimpering response. “We can’t surrender the village on our own, we’re just guards!”
Jeremy thought about blasting the guard with an Evil Energy Bolt, but he decided that might kill him, and he was already almost a minion. Gotta be wise about how you use your minions. No wasting resources if you want to win.
Frustrared, Yorick could not puzzle it out. “What do you mean one letter... Oh, you’re bluffing them!”
“Quiet down, Bone-for-brains. If you say it loud enough for them to hear, it won’t work.”
Finally, the other guard returned to the middle of the destroyed gate. He knelt down and said loudly, “You may enter your new village, Lord Mayor!”
Jeremy was pretty sure he saw that guard smile as he said it. The necromancer made a mental note that the guard might be a better than average recruit. As he stalked into his new village, Jeremy asked, “What’s your name, guard?”
“Samwell at your service, my new Lord Mayor.” The guard had narrow grey eyes that seemed eager to please.
“What’s this village’s na... Never mind. It’s gonna be called Jeremyville from now on!”
***
As Yorick had promised, Jeremy acquired an interesting new ability when he became a ruler of a side. He now could form up skeletons into what were called troops. These troops made up the military of each side or faction in the Game. This was how battles between sides were fought and how villages and towns were typically conquered. Other sides would have to build barracks and recruit military units to produce troops, and those troops would require food each day as well.
Instead of that normal method, Jeremy could just scavenge some of his military from the ruins of the city. The skeletons there were no longer very useful to level on, but now they could become his personal army. The only limit was his Charisma. He could control as many undead troops as his Charisma score. Three free troops at this level with no upkeep seemed great to Jeremy.
He took the guard, Samwell, and made him a member of his strongest troop. He called him a captain. That allowed Jeremy to actually communicate with his troops when they were out of sight. One of the downsides to undead military units was that Jeremy could not ask them questions or get information from them. All he could see was their stats.
While Samuel could talk to Jeremy through a communication menu, the newly commissioned captain could not give any orders. He did not yet have the Leadership skill. Though it would be available to him the next time he leveled. This cost Jeremy while he was steamrolling the next village.
He conquered it easily, but he lost one of his skeleton troops in the process. Samwell and his troop had gotten separated from the doomed group. Apparently, the town guards had focused on the one troop and used large stones as “siege weapons.” At least Jeremy’s side had learned a new technology called Improvised Weapons.
Jeremy renamed his new village Jollyberg after his old nickname. The third village with its stone walls and alert guards was probably going to be difficult. Jeremy decided to take the time and look it up in his diplomatic menu. It was called the Village of Pius.
“Weird name. Let’s find out what kind of ruler calls their village that...”
***
Swinging slowly, the gates to the Village of Pius opened. It looked like a flower blossoming to Jeremy as he held his breath. He had only seen the portrait of Theodora that appeared in the diplomatic chat menu when he had first contacted her, but that had been enough. If she was anything like that oil painting, she was going to be dazzling. Impatiently, he kicked at the dirt.
“When is she...”
A bright light emerged from the gate, like the sun breaking through a stormy sky.
Jeremy shielded his eyes. “What in the...”
“Just Light Armor I hope,” explained Yorick. “A Mage of the Light spell. Could be high level, not sure.”
Nonchalance returning to his voice, Jeremy managed to say, “Oh, ok.” He took his hand down and tried to see the girl wearing the armor. The light was more bearable after a few moments. But to Jeremy’s great disappointment, she was wearing a full helm.
A sweet but stern voice sang out from somewhere inside the blinding armor. “Approach if ye desire parley. Ask for the terms ye desire to give for your surrender, and we will judge if they be sufficient. Perhaps we shall be merciful to ye, though ye be a vile desecrater of the dead.”
“Yeah, her voice is even better in person.” Jeremy actually sighed.
Teeth clattering in annoyance and a hint of fear, Yorick tried to address his student respectfully. “You’re joking, aren’t you, Lord Mayor? She is the same class as the Paladin’s tutor. You remember, the one who almost killed me?”
Jeremy moved out from behind the rubble pile his skeletons had put in place for the expected siege. He looked up at Yorick as he began to walk toward the shining girl. “Joking about what exactly, Yorick?” Jeremy had been a little distracted while Yorick had been talking.
Carefully picking his words as they came closer and closer to the Mage of the Light in her brilliant armor, Yorick hissed in a whisper, “Are you so smitten that you will risk your plans of conquest? Most especially in a world where underclothes are a permanent fixture about your body?”
“That is not what love is all about, man. That’s just so... Ugh. Ok, I probably would have agreed with you a day or two ago. But, just look at her! And, listen to how she talks!”
Necromancer and skull became silent as they approached the waiting mage. She was dressed in the armor one would expect of a medieval knight on parade, except that it was glowing brightly. In her left hand was a slender spear crowned with a pennant that was whipping in the wind. In her right was an elegant scepter, her token of Leadership for a side in the Game.
“Come no further,” she commanded, still with a sweet voice.
Jeremy took one more step and had a spear pointed at his chest for his trouble. “Woah, no need for that, Theo. And, you don’t need the helmet either. Why don’t you ditch it so we can talk like people.”
“Ye dare to make a claim of our common humanity? Ye who rob the graves of the peacefully slumbering and turn them into poor imitations of soldiers in this wretched mob ye call an army?”
Dreamily, Jeremy agreed wholeheartedly. “Yeah. Totally. Except my army has Captain Samwell and a couple of other warm bodies.” He was smiling far too broadly for the situation.
With one deft motion, Theodora slid her scepter into her inventory pouch and ripped off her helmet. Jeremy’s sigh was clearly audible. She blushed at the obviousness of his admiration.
Rivers of red curls cascaded down past her shoulders. Theodora’s very pale cheeks were flush with the embarrassment that came naturally to her with Jeremy’s attention. The color rushing to her face almost hid the freckles that were sprinkled across her cheeks and nose. She looked like an exemplar of the Celtic village lass she had been on the Earth. Recovering after a moment, Theodora’s bright green eyes narrowed as she glared at the lanky necromancer.
“What business do ye have to conduct? Do ye wish to parley or to be pierced through?” Theodora glared at the purple clad necromancer who looked to be just into his twenties like her.
“I was thinking, maybe, dinner and a movie? Do you like Thai food?”
Yorick was desperate to shake some sense into his student’s love smitten skull. He interrupted with what he considered a helpful reminder. “They all turn out to be like your mother. Trying to change you, never satisfied with who you are. They, and this one in particular, are not worth it. You’ve got...”
“Silence, abomination! You bear no scepter to this parley and represent no side in this negotiation. No side except the Devil’s, we would say. We would be most honored to have an end like that of our royal mother. She endured great hardship, but she was loyal, faithful, honorable, and a fount of justice to the end for the sake of her subjects. So too shall I be.”
Yorick muttered, “This one is Trouble with a capital T. Maybe even all CAPS. Steer clear if you...”
“Must I silence you, foul spawn of Hell?” The spear raised from Jeremy’s chest up to point at the skull.
With an audible click, Yorick’s jaws snapped shut.
“So, about that dinner and a movie...”
Theodora wrinkled her pert, freckled nose in an expression of disgust that was brutally adorable in Jeremy’s eyes.
The young woman’s gaze was downcast for a moment before she brought it back up to glare at Jeremy. “We could never accept such an alliance, by marriage or otherwise. Ye use the dead in an unnatural way. Ye contravene the laws of our Lord and Savior. Ye...”
“Oooo, a church girl. I usually don’t like those.” Jeremy’s face took on a look of confusion.
Theodora gave a sigh of relief and spoke suddenly much faster. “Thank God Almighty then. If ye have no other proposals for this parley, may we return to our subjects and prepare for the attack of this repugnant horde ye have for a military?”
“Oh no. I said I usually don’t like church girls. You’re different. I think most of them are just faking it. You really, really mean it. I can tell. I really appreciate that passion, know what I mean? Everybody has got to be passionate about something, right?”
Theodora’s eyes widened. This necromancer was certainly persistent. She set her feet wide and decided on her course of action.
“Yorick, let’s take us a pretty, pretty prisoner and then demolish her village’s defenses.”
“Only because you’re in charge, boss. RIGOR MORTIS!”
Theodora shrugged violently like someone had tried to grab her and she was escaping their grasp.
Glaring at Jeremy, she raised her fist up.
As she opened her hand and spread her fingers wide, she shouted, “DEO GLORIA!”
Like a bomb blast, a disc of light exploded out from Theodora’s hand. It flew out parallel to the ground and seemingly evaporated every undead it touched. She turned and dashed back to the gate of the village Pius.
Jeremy had guessed right and dove to the ground a moment before the spell cast. He called out after the retreating Queen of Pius, “I guess this means dinner and a movie is off for now? How about a rain check?”
***
The Light spell had obliterated a good hunk of Jeremy’s forces. He had only enough skeletons left over to form a single troop with Captain Samwell at the head. That amount was not going to cut it in an assault on a fortified town like Pius. Looking at his only human soldier at the moment, Jeremy ordered, “Build a wall around it. Nothing goes in or comes out. We’ll starve them until dinner and a movie with me sounds like a irresistible offer. I’m counting on you to keep your eyes and ears open since I can’t take over an undead unit yet.”
Captain Samwell saluted and headed off with the skeletons to get to work.
Yorick’s teeth clattered. “That’s one way to get a date.”




Chapter 10

“Love potions?” asked the bald apothecary in confusion. He was the villager who had first met Chris at the ford. He had introduced himself and brought him Chris back to his hut in the village.
Ruefully, Chris shook his head in the fading light. His cheeks were flush with embarrassment. It had been a long day. “No, that’s not what I mean. I mean a potion or ointment or something that I can use to make an enemy be my friend. Like a ‘Charm’ spell?”
“You mean to say that you want a potion which mimics the Enchantment skill of Wizards?” The apothecary’s name was Marcus. He set his mortar and pestle down on the doorstep of his hut where he had been sitting. All of the excitement of the skeletons’ attack had faded with the setting sun. The villagers had been a buzz at first, but then they had all drifted off to their respective huts. Chris had made his way to the apothecary to discuss potions and alchemy.
“Hmmm, let me think a bit. I’m not sure I know of anyway to do that. But, I’m only a journeyman. And, I’ve got fewer recipes than I ought to. Not being able to trade with the towns across the fen has made things difficult lately.” Marcus was a fifty-something man with clear blue eyes.
He was bald, but as Chris observed to himself, not quite Jean Luc Picard bald. A half ring of curly salt and pepper hair circled the back of his head and then looped over his ears and formed a neatly trimmed beard and mustache.
The older man sat for a little while with a far away look in his eye. Chris guessed that apothecary was reviewing info from the Game on his personal display. Finally, he looked back to Chris and spoke gruffly.
“I’ve got recipes and ingredients for health and mana potions. I can also make a couple of minor stat buffs, but those are more expensive.” Marcus seemed to look Chris and Nathanael up and down in appraisal. “Experts, Masters, and Legends can do more than me, I’m sure. I’ve got an expert recipe I can’t make called Transmogrifying Tea. It’s supposed to do what the Wizard’s Alteration skill does. But, I haven’t ever come across any potions to make a fellow more charming with the ladies...”
Marcus scowled as he seemed to continue thinking about something while he scooped his mortar back up.
Chris looked around at the village of Fenton for a moment. He was happy none of the farmers had heard his conversation. They were thankfully in their huts for dinner. The huts were close to the river bank but on higher, flat ground. Surrounding them were perhaps a dozen fields in a surreal mixture of stages. Some looked like they were just fresh turned earth planted that day. Others looked like plants had sprouted and had a good start. Still others had stands of ripening grain that looked almost ready to harvest. The last couple looked like they were just the stubble of freshly harvested fields. It reminded him of one of the Age of Empires games that he and Jack had played. But, this was so very different and so very real.
This world was so wide open that Chris was having trouble settling on a strategy. The Charm idea had been a bit of a lark anyway. Reluctantly, Chris abandoned the idea of getting a magic meat shield besides himself. Chris fell back to the business at hand. He had to become the leader of a side, and if he was going to be the meat shield, he needed rapid healing. Fighting against groups had shown that his aura was just too slow to rely on. He decided to figure out how to become the leader of Fenton first. That might tell him how much healing he would need.
Turning back to Marcus, Chris said, “So, everyone said that you don’t have a mayor in Fenton, but you’re the man to talk to.”
Marcus kept grinding away at something in his mortar and pestle without looking up. “If everyone said it, I guess it must be so.”
“I, ah..., I’m trying to find out how to become the mayor of Fenton, actually.”
A savory, slightly fishy aroma drifted out of the apothecary’s hut. Chris assumed it was a potion brewing or something of the sort. He had no skill percent in Alchemy and could not tell what it was.
Marcus grabbed a little more of what looked like a white carrot sliced into circles. He sniffed the ingredient for a moment and dropped it into his rough, stone mortar. “Hmmm, I’d guess you’d better get popular with everyone then. We’ll have a vote if enough folks want to.”
Chris wished that the apothecary would look up from whatever it was that he was grinding. He wanted to gauge the man’s reaction to his wanting to become the leader of the town.
“Well... Is there a task or something that I might be able to do that would convince everyone that I was a good leader for the village?”
Marcus took his pestle out and dabbed a little of the slurry off of it onto a wooden dish. He brought the dish up to his nose and waved back and forth. Sticking out his tongue, he slowly brought the mixture up to taste a little. A smile of satisfaction lit his face.
Curiosity got the better of Chris. “What are you making? Healing potion?”
“Dinner.”
Awkward silence ensued as Marcus went back to the boiling pot in his hut and dumped the contents of his mortar in it.
The time to think seemed to have jogged the apothecary’s mind into motion. “We’ve got a mess of goblins infesting the fenlands to the south of here. The fenlands are pretty big. About eight or nine miles wide, and about four or five miles through the middle where the road runs. We used to trade plenty with the villages on the other side, but since the goblins started making trouble, we’ve been pretty much cut off.”
Tamping down his excitement, Chris calmly nodded, liking the way this seemed to be headed.
“If you could take care of our goblin problem, I’m sure that it would make you popular around here. I know I could use an upgrade to my alchemy equipment from one of the merchants over there. With this cheap, old stuff, some of my potions come up duds and barely have any effect. The farmers would like to have something besides wheat berry mush and milk for dinner sometimes. No meat from the forest lately either. We used to get real wine from across the fen, not just sour berry juice I’ve been making.”
“Goblins you say? Just a minute...”
Chris reached into his inventory pouch and thought of the Bestiary book from Brother Aleksandr’s library. It appeared in his hand, and the pouch disgorged it like a python in reverse. Flipping pages, he settled about a third of the way through the book.
“Says they’re a Level 1/2 creature. We can handle that. We could even handle a few of them together, I’d bet. There’s actually a pretty long entry in here about them. Huh. I’ll have to read that later.”
Marcus’s eyes flickered with interest for the first time in the entire conversation. He licked his lips, and his manner seemed transformed. “What a very interesting book you have, good Sir Paladin. Could I, perchance, borrow it?”
“No, sorry. I really need it if I’m going into the fen to get rid of the goblin problem.”
“They are only Level 1/2 creatures as you have just said. What more could you need to know? They will be no challenge at all for you in your armor! I should say deep water will be a bigger bit of trouble for you.”
The apothecary paused and read the doubt still on Chris’s face. Marcus tried again, “You see, I must improve my knowledge of ingredients and their sources to continue advancing in Alchemy. I can do this by increasing either my Herbalist or Monster Lore skill. I have already identified all the plants around the village here, so my Herbalist skill is quite stuck. I am sure this book would help my Monster Lore skill, would it not? I could give you a free potion or two in exchange if would let me read it for a couple of days?
“I really can’t, sorry. I mean, not tonight. I mean... well, it isn’t even mine to loan. I’ll ask Brother Aleksandr about it, if you want?”
“Oh, no, no, don’t bother the good Brother about it at all. Perhaps some other time or something.”
“Well, if I’m going to be fighting goblins tomorrow, I’ll almost certainly need some healing potions. Do you have any available?”
Chris was surprised by the apothecary’s response. “No, I’ve got none ready now. Farmers sip them to restore Stamina while they work. Get more done that way.”
“Well,” stumbled Chris, “Is there anyway you could make any?”
“By tomorrow? I guess I will have to burn the midnight oil tonight. They’re going to be more expensive. Sorry about the love, er, charm potion. Remember, gold upon delivery. I give no credit or loans.”
Chris nodded, hoping he had not offended the apothecary too much by refusing to loan the book to him. “I understand no credit. My mom only has one credit card and just uses it for... Nevermind. ‘Owe nothing to any man’ is somewhere in the Bible, right?”
Marcus gave a smile with a shadow of a grimace in it and nodded stiffly. “So, you are going to solve our problem, good Paladin?”
Chris waited for a quest prompt to pop up to allow him to accept it. Nothing happened. Mumbling to Nathaniel, he asked, “What’s up with the Game’s quest engine? We didn’t get one with the wolf and we’re not getting one now...”
Nathaniel, who had been standing a step behind Chris and letting his leader do the talking, just shrugged. “I’ve never gotten or done a quest, so I don’t know anything about it.”
Chris turned back to Marcus and extended his hand.
Smiling, the paladin shook with the older man. Christopher McKnight said excitedly, “Get rid of the goblins, get popular, be elected Mayor. Sounds like a plan!”
***
“Cooking over a hot stove? Why doesn’t this sexist Game just tell me to make it a ‘sammich’ already? Misogynistic developers always trying to enforce the Patriarchy on grrl gamers...” Emma had her robe’s sleeves rolled up to her elbows and her jet black hair tied back out of the way. She was stirring a cauldron that was hanging over a low fire. The stick she was using was particularly gnarled and twisted.
Another shadow elf woman with a pointed hat was sitting on a log beside her. This other Witch was preparing ingredients. After a particularly loud squeerch, she answered Emma’s concerns. “Do not worry, my lovely Emma. We shall not dirty our beautiful hands long. Toil is for the peasants and the stupid. We are Witches, sister. I shall teach you all the ways you need to know so that others will do the slaving over a hot fire for you.”
Emma did not realize how true that statement was. Katrina, the other witch, had already gotten Emma to do the potion brewing for her.
Nodding in self-satisfaction, Emma agreed with her new teacher. “You’re so much smarter than the E. A. Jessup guy the Game tried to stick on me. I’m so glad I sent him away. Girls gotta stick together, don’t we?”
“Yes, we do, my dearie. Now, you need to cast that spell called Witch’s Brew and say what kind of potion you want to make.”
Making a disgusted face, Emma held up a string of frog’s intestines. “If I’m doing it by magic, why do we have to mess with all these icky ingredients?”
“The Patriarchy, my love. They have it in for us witches.”
Even through Emma’s charcoal grey skin, a blush of embarrassment showed. “Duh, I should have known that!”
“But, using the rare ingredients does allow us to boost the level of spell we can mimic. We’re turning the Patriarchy’s sexist intentions to our benefit. Always stronger together, sister.”
Emma pulled up her character sheet. She had not cast Witch’s Brew before, so she had not set up a short cut phrase for it. Looking at the name of the skill, she thought, CAST!
“I want to make a Potion of Charm.”
Your Witch’s Brew skill mimic’s Alchemy skill successfully!
You have acquired one Potion of Charm. Please read the label carefully and follow all directions for use. The Game is not responsible for misused potions or the user’s failure to follow instructions completely.
“Right. That worked just like you said, Katrina. Lead on to this village you were telling me about. I’m going to Charm the Man and use his misogyny against him!”




Chapter 11

Chris burned a little midnight oil of his own at the parsonage. Instead of brewing potions, he first set up short cut phrases for his three auras with Brother Aleksandr's help.
Chris picked titles of hymns that he had sung growing up. Even though he had not been as enthusiastic in his faith since his brother Jack’s death, the songs were burnt into his brain. He wondered what the other kids were using for their skills. He thought about it a moment and decided he did not want to know what Kaiyden was using. His only interactions with the larger boy had been unsettling to say the least.
As he pulled out the Bestiary from his inventory pouch, Chris decided that Jeremy was probably using rock song lyrics from the 90’s and 2000’s. Chris's friend had always thought being retro made him some how better than everyone else. Chris had never bothered explaining to Jeremy that all popular music was basically terrible. Chris would have compared it to tribal music, but he did not want to insult any tribes.
While he was looking for the G's section of the book for goblins, Chris admitted to himself that Emma was a enigma. He had never had class with her, and had only ever heard of her because she was very vocal around the school trying to promote a new “Feminists Club.” Was that not pretty much what school already was? Apparently, not enough for Emma’s liking. How was she going to play game? Would she be cautious or aggressive? What in the world was motivating her to attempt mass murder?
That question jolted Chris. He trembled at the memories of what he was fighting for. The worldgame was so immense and immersive that he was getting lost in all the details. He tried to see the face of everyone frozen in place in the cafeteria, the ones he knew well and the ones he could not even name. Christopher McKnight thought about his sister and his parents.
Then, he set to studying about goblins with the utmost seriousness. “We can’t lose this Game, Nathaniel. There are too many people that need us to win, including my little sister.”
Chris was too engrossed in goblins to see the look of concern that flickered across Nathaniel’s face.
The paladin sat up reading the passage from the Bestiary on goblins over and over before finally going to sleep. He awoke early to notifications filling his vision.
You have slept on it, and the experiences of yesterday have had a lasting effect on you:
Armor, +22%
Weapons, +36%
Shields, +18%
Monster Lore, +25%
Leadership, +61%
Soldiers of the Light Aura, +22%
Healing Light Aura, +86%
“Ooo, I got a bunch of organic skill growth. I guess I understand all the rest, but what did I do to boost my Leadership so much?” he asked out loud.
From the kitchen, Nathaniel answered, “It might have to do with my increased loyalty to you. Or, it could be the fact that you helped Gregor the Hunter with no guaranteed reward. You did also save a village from skeletons and accept a quest to help them...”
"Trudat." Chris struggled up off of his sleeping roll and went to the kitchen. The strange sight of a now seventeen-year-old looking Nathaniel making breakfast was his wake up greeting.
Shaking his head and stumbling toward the table, the paladin opined, “Rapid aging is weird.”
“You think it’s weird for you? Trying having a different body and voice every day. I’m thanking God that this is the last day of this. I’ll be an adult with a class and everything tomorrow. Then, I'll be able to see my permanent skill increases. Any idea what you’ll want me to be?”
“We definitely want to diversify. Brother Aleksandr and I have got the Light magic covered. I haven’t read much about rogues but...”
Nathaniel made a sour face at the mention of the class.
“Good,” continued Chris. “That’s my opinion, too. Whatever fancy stuff Leo is doing aside, I don’t like the combat weakness of that class. We’ll keep thinking about it. Hopefully, I’ll be in charge of Fenton by the end of the day. Maybe we can upgrade a building there and sleep in our own dominion tonight...”
Laughing, Nathaniel nodded as he brought the pan over to the table. “That would be a fun way to end a day.”
***
Covered in green blood, Kaiyden entered his bone filled cell with no extra encouragement needed from his guards. Speaking to no one in particular, the hulking orc Man-at-Arms said matter of factly, “That was pretty much fun.”
The shrivelled goblin witch doctor got up from his seat on a large skull. Slamming the door, the guards hurried away. Kaiyden looked down at Yoda.
The goblin smiled up at him. “You have been victorious in your first match despite not getting enough time to find your equipment. This is an auspicious beginning.”
Confused, Kaiyden looked at his bone club. Then, he looked at the old goblin. “I found my equipment just fine. And, shouldn’t you be talking backward or something if you’re supposed to be Yoda?”
Sighing and approaching Kaiyden slowly, Yoda replied, “I am not this Yoda you speak of. I assume he is someone you know who looks like this form of mine. Whatever the reason you have for naming me this, I say again that I take my new name with joy to please my future king.”
“Whatever. I don’t seem like much of a king. I’ve got to fight little rats in my ratty underwear.”
Concerned, Yoda glanced over at the door. “They had you fight rats?”
“Naw, not real rats. A little green rat like you. Pesky guy. Sliced into my leg real good. Wait a second...”
Yoda waited. The pause seemed uncomfortably longer than a second.
Kaiyden finally continued. “Are you supposed to be a goblin or something?”
“Yes, and you are an orc.”
“Explains the green skin, right?” Kaiyden laughed. “Yeah, I remember that I’d picked orcs back in the cafeteria.” His eyes had a distant, dark look for a moment. “I just didn’t know... Whatever. I’m usually really pale. My mom used to slather me in sunscreen when I was little and she still cared.”
Kaiyden looked around for a place to sit. There was no furniture, not even a stool. Giving up on finding a good spot to lay down, he tossed himself down on the packed earth floor.
Yoda did not understand how to respond to what Kaiyden had said. Instead, he went the business route. “There are a few pieces of starting equipment here to help you. You left before I could point them out. And,...”
The little goblin reached into an inventory pouch at his side and pulled out a large scroll made of some type of skin. Kaiyden watched him like a man used to seeing things he didn’t understand happening all around him.
Yoda continued to explain, “...here I have an item to boost you upon your way before your next battle in the arena.”
“What is it? That doesn’t look like a sword. Is it a map?”
Yoda wagged his wide head. “No, it is an experience scroll. And, it will give you instructions on how to play the Game!”
“Can I just watch a video instead?
Despite Yoda’s excitement, Kaiyden set the scroll aside and searched the bone piles in the room. He found the equipment intended for him. There was a large, heavy oak club with rings of metal spikes cinched around it. A boiled leather breastplate was still wrapped around an intact rib cage. On one desiccated hand, there was a set of spiked knuckles that he immediately put on. Lastly, he found a horned helm on a skull.
At first, he thought it was broken because the horns swooped down instead of up. Yoda explained, “The horns go down to protect the sides of the wearer’s face.”
“Oh, I’ve only ever seen them pointing up like on a real bull.”
Yoda thought for a moment and replied, “That would look good but be bad in battle. It would catch blows and direct them to the middle of your head instead of away.”
“Fine. I’ll wear it, but I still don’t think it looks right.”
In a heap of rags and refuse, Kaiyden found his inventory pouch. He found nothing else to put into it. Yoda demonstrated it with his club for him.
“Yeah, but I want my club out so I can hit people with it.”
“Yes. There could be other things you might want to put into it.”
“Like my helmet if meet any real Vikings with their horns pointing the right direction?”
Consternation flashed across Yoda’s face before he hid it. “Perhaps.”
Kaiyden looked around and saw nowhere else to search. His eyes fell on the scroll. He huffed. “Fine.”
Begrudgingly, he picked up the skin scroll and unrolled it. He read it slowly for a few minutes and tossed it aside.
“Boring.”
Then, the message appeared that he had gained a level from reading.
“Whoah. The first time reading a book has ever been worth it.”
Yoda, who had never known how to read on Earth, held his peace.
Kaiyden pulled up his character sheet and looked at his rewards for levelling. He made his decisions without a second thought. “Strength, DEX, CON till I’m huge. Weapons for damage and that bonus damage spell thingy. Uh, Brutal Bash. I’ve only got four mana anyway.” Damage was important. That was how he killed things.
Yoda calculated in his head and realized that Kaiyden must have had -1 for INT. Well, he could be the brains of the operation if necessary. At least, he could if his pupil and future king would listen to him.
Kaiyden’s thoughts, such as they were, were interrupted by the door clanging open. “Time for you to go again.”
Yoda patted him on the arm again, casting buffs as he did so. “Good fortune, my future king.”
One of the guards sneered and spat at the little goblin. “That’s why you’re locked away you little, wrinkled chunk of rotten jerky. Shagrat is King and you know it.
They took Kaiyden down the same hallway. He heard Yoda shout in the distance, “Disarm works on shields as well as weapons!”
Kaiyden entered the same arena. This time, an orc with chain armor and a large wooden shield was waiting for him. The teenage warrior could not see what kind of weapon his enemy was holding this time. The orc was intentionally hiding it behind his leg and in his shadow.
Thinking to himself, Kaiyden figured that the Yoda guy had to know what he was talking about because he looked like Yoda, and Yoda was smart.
So, the first attack Kaiyden tried was a disarm attack that came with his second level of the Weapons skill. He swung his club down and raked the spikes sideways across the orc’s shield.
You have successfully disarmed Orc Man-at-Arms.
Kaiyden stepped forward onto the shield to pin it to the ground. The orc took the opportunity of the close quarters to try to turn Kaiyden’s ribs into a pin cushion with a spike of a short sword.
Orc Warrior attacks you with Short Sword.
It hits for 7 damage. Your leather armor absorbs 1 damage. Your horned helm absorbs 1 damage.
You have 31/36 Health.
Since stepping onto the orc’s shield had put him too close to swing his huge spiked club, Kaiyden punched at the orc’s beady little eyes with his spiked knuckles. Though the orc ducked enough to put the blow onto his chain mail coif, he did not elude it entirely.
You hit the Orc Warrior for 10 points of damage (3+7). His chain mail absorbs 2 points of damage.
The orc warrior jabbed at Kaiyden’s ribs again, then took a step back, trying to lure Kaiyden off of its shield.
Either the blow Kaiyden had landed or the armor he was wearing managed to hamper the other orc enough that he missed with his short sword. Kaiyden’s wounds only filled him with rage and made him more eager to fight. Unfortunately for the the other orc, instead of following him and attacking again with his spiked knuckles, Kaiyden just grabbed his spiked club with both hands and took a home run swing.
You attack Orc Warrior. Chance to hit 70% [(7-3) x 5% + 50%]
You hit Orc Warrior for 22 damage. (12+10) Its chain mail absorbs 2 points of damage. There’s not much war left in this warrior... It dies.
Kaiyden turned his enemy into pulp again. He kind of enjoyed it, especially when the crowd started counting strokes.
The guards deposited him back in his cell. He was covered in the darker green of orc’s blood this time.
Yoda came over to him and congratulated him again. “The next time may be more difficult. It will be the semifinals. If I read the tournament seating correctly, it will most likely be Hagrash Bloodtooth. He uses two swords and is quite acrobatic, though I doubt he will have the amount of health that you do.”
Kaiyden sat down heavily on the dirt floor. “What do I win after I beat him and the next guy into green smoothies?”
“Freedom of a sort. You will be put into the next raid on the Black Feet lands.”
The names just ran through Kaiyden’s mind like water through tissue paper. He never paid attention to the details when he played games. The quicker he got to where he could PvP and start griefing people the better. Man, he loved it when he could find a resource to squat on and just whack all the newbs that came by. This did not seem like that kind of game to him. Yoda was still talking.
“And, those tribes are all aligned under Gorbat the Fistmasher. So, you see there is a complicated three way balance that...”
“Who do I kill after the sword guy?”
“Oh, you’re not going to kill in the semifinals or the finals. Those fighters have all earned a place in King Shagrat’s armies. It will only be a battle to unconsciousness. Then, before the end of the combat interval, the loser will be healed back up so that they don’t die. There will be a number of shaman like myself at the ready. We have a skill called Diagnosis that lets us see exactly how hurt those around us are. They will make sure that neither you nor your opponent are lost.”
“I don’t need any healing. I get better fast.” Kaiyden was just staring at the spikes on the end of his club, waiting for the next chance to use them.
Yoda paused for a moment and got a faraway look in his eyes as he examined Kaiyden from across the cell. “How do you have health regeneration? You aren’t part troll are you? Ah, that’s a nice ring!”
“Really? It’s like twenty combat rounds before it heals me for one measly point. But, I’m better pretty quick after the fight is over.”
“I did not mean that it was nice during combat, but it is nice after combat. You’ll be able to recuperate much better than you would otherwise.”
“Recuperating isn’t any fun. Killing dudes is fun. When do I get to do that again?”
“Soon and often, my Future King. Soon and often.”
***
“Working on these dwarves’ machines is so enjoyable in and of itself. Man, I’m so glad I chose to play this class this way.”
“Glad you like being a Rogue, Machinist Leo.” The other dwarf had a long grey beard that was in two braids. He was wearing a wizard’s robe and had a flopped over pointed cap. “And, I am quite pleased that you like working on water pumps, as are the rest of the Council.”
“Well, I’m just happy to help, Chief Magician Dari. Whatever the League’s Council needs...”
“With the loss of your tutor, Noin, we’re in sore need of a good machinist.”
Leo was half inside a gap in the workings of a giant machine. There were pipes and gears and springs and things that Leo had never seen before. He reached back for a tool from his box. “Yeah, that was a crazy thing with those skeletons coming out of nowhere. Any idea how that happened?”
Musing for a moment, the wizard tugged at his twin braids of beard before answering. “The skeletons were sent by another side via a gift portal. Since you’re a player but not yet a side, you don’t have access to the option to refuse the gift. Gifts really shouldn’t be able to be sent. I’m guessing it’s a bit of shenanigans by Old Scratch that it can be done at all. As to your tutor getting caught under the tipped over racks and shelves... That I cannot explain.”
Concentrating on something deep in the machine, Leo muttered back, “Just bad luck, I guess.”
Dari looked down at the machinist’s legs sticking out of the machine. “What denomination did you say you are back on Earth? One of those Arminian ones?”
“Oh, I didn’t say. Why do you ask?”
“I don’t rightly know of too many who account much to luck. Most are of the opinion that God’s in charge of everything. Though, maybe here in the Game things are different. We’re supposed to be deciding things without interference, whatever that means. Hmm...”
“What games don’t involve luck and chance, right?”
“I was not necessarily a strict Calvinist myself back on Earth, but I can’t help but wonder what your denomination...” The wizard’s voice trailed off.
Leo peered up out of his spot inside the giant water pump when the older dwarf never finished his statement. He jumped in such surprise inside the machine that he bashed his head on a cylinder. If it had been a gear he probably would have given himself a sizeable gash.
Instead of the old, grey-haired, braided-bearded dwarf that had been there, there was now a younger, blonde dwarf. He had a full poofy beard and long hair. He wore the same wizard’s outfit that Dari had been wearing, but he was a completely different person.
“What...”
“Out of Character violation. Dari ignored multiple warnings apparently. I’ve been briefed to take his place. My name is Jorn.”
Still perplexed and rubbing his head with his free hand, Leo laid back down into place inside the pump housing. Reaching up, he started to work on a particular gear that looked excessively worn.
Encouraging him on, the new dwarf said, “Keep at it, Machinist Leo. You might soon be replacing Noin as the Chief Machinist on the League Council at this rate.”
Leo thought, but did not say, “That’s the plan, new guy.”
Instead, the rogue replied, “Well, it’s a shame that there’s an opening.”




Chapter 12

Uncertain but hopeful, Nathaniel gazed down the road, past the village, and to the fen beyond. “What exactly is our plan going to be in there? Arrows from a distance, you and Scout close, then fight hand-to-hand while I pick off any I can without plunking you two?”
Still considering the possibilities, Chris shaved a few curls off the stick he was whittling before he answered. “I guess I don’t really know what it is going to be like in there. I’ve never been in a fen that I know of. Isn’t it just a swampy sort of place? How much is our mobility going to be limited?”
“The day before you saved me from that skeleton, I was only a toddler. I’ve never been to a fen. Maybe somebody in the village has been and could tell us about it? Maybe even make a map...”
Nodding absentmindedly and knitting his brows in consternation, Chris kept whittling on his stick as they walked. They got closer to the village, and Chris kept pulling his knife along the stick to shave off little bits here and there. Nathaniel could not help himself.
“Are you carving that stick into slightly straighter, slightly smaller stick?”
Chris looked at his squire in exasperation. “No, I’m trying to make an arrow shaft. I’m hoping to pick up the Fletcher skill or whatever it might be called.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier to let somebody who already has the skill make your arrows for you?”
“But, then I would have to rely on them to make my arrows for me. If I can make my own, I won’t have to count on anybody else.”
Suppressed incredulity flickered across Nathaniel’s face as his right eyebrow rose slowly. Unable to find the right words, he just nodded to his leader. Thankfully, they had arrived at the village, and Nathaniel did not have to figure out how to tell his leader that he thought he was crazy. Was a paladin going to learn farming and blacksmithing, too?
Actually, it was probably a really good thing Chris was knocking on the apothecary’s door so Nathaniel did not asked that question out loud. He could just image Chris carrying a hunk of iron and a hammer around everywhere and pounding on it incessantly. Nathaniel fought back a laugh as he imagined their party waiting to ambush someone while Chris was pounding out a horse shoe. Imaginary Chris was asking, “Where are they? I can’t believe they’re not here yet.”
When the apothecary opened the rickety door, real Chris blurted, "How many healing potions do you have for sale now after working on them last night?"
With a flat, expressionless face and a deadpan voice, Marcus replied, "Depends how much gold you have."
It was a strange response, but Chris guessed business was slow for Marcus without the road through the fen. "I’ve got plenty I should think, unless you've got dozens of potions done. I didn't think you could make them that fast..."
Marcus’s eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second before he relaxed and shrugged his shoulders. "I have managed to finish four healing potions. Unfortunately, I was quite weary and eventually had to stop. Their potency is variable. Somewhere between six and twelve health per potion most likely. There are the occasional duds unfortunately. I believe I’ve mentioned the inadequacy of my equipment. But, four should be plenty for a first level paladin, I should think."
Chris laughed. "I've been getting assaulted by random undead sent from a frienemy. I'm Level 3 now. But, your potions still seem quite useful to me. How much for all four?"
Marcus's eyes widened for a moment at this statement from Chris. Sir Christopher assumed it was because he was buying all four of the healing potions.
"Twenty-five gold. Twenty for the potions and five for the lamp oil and inconvenience."
Assuming that Marcus just was not a morning person, Chris ignored yet another gruff response from the apothecary. Smiling, Chris reached in his inventory pouch and counted out twenty seven gold. With no other shops in the area, he wondered why he had been given two hundred gold to start with. What else was he going to spend it on besides goodwill? "Here, and the extra is a thank you for the quick work."
Marcus nodded in acknowledgement as much as gratitude. He sniffed as he turned back into his hut to put the coins away, "Thank you, though there isn't much for me to spend it on while the road through the fen is closed."
Nathaniel volunteered from behind Chris, "Don't worry! We'll take care of that!"
"I am sure you will," sighed Marcus. "Goblins shouldn't be too much trouble. Just roll right in there and wipe them out, I suppose."
"Actually," said Nathaniel, happy to be involved in the conversation, "We're going to scout things out a little first. Goblins can get classes and levels like people, or they can form troops if they're on an organized side. A big troop might be a bit of a problem. Ten or twenty organized attackers? Yipes! But, smaller ones we think we can handle."
Chris looked back at Nathaniel grimly. "Why don't we wait until we've handled some of them before we start making bold pronouncements and assessing our chances of overall success. Right, squire?"
Surprised and a little hurt by Chris’s reaction. Nathaniel beat a hasty retreat from the conversation. "Right-o, boss."
Nathaniel made the zip-my-lips sign and threw away the key to boot. Sticking with the sign language, he tried to mimed pulling out a map and tracing a route on it. Chris just shook his head at him, not understanding the act. His frustration at his squire’s overconfidence made it hard for him to do anything but dismiss Nathaniel’s antics at the moment.
Interrupting the strange show, Marcus asked, “If you’re going into the fen, could you be on the lookout for mallow plants? Their roots are part of healing potions. After that marathon session last night, I’m running quite low. Plus, they make a great addition to stew. They grow a bit off the cart path, a few yards from the edge usually.”
Nathaniel peered carefully at the plant in question. It was a white, carrot-shaped root with a tall, feathery stalk of leaves shooting out the top. The squire smiled at the apothecary, nodded, and gave a solid thumbs up sign.
“Well then,” smiled Marcus at the two adventurers, “Make sure to collect plenty of mallow and not too many goblins arrowheads!”
The paladin and his squire stowed their potions and started off down the road. Scout chased around them until Nathaniel finally started playing fetch with him again. The fen looked like it was a bit more than a mile down the road now that they were on the other side of the village.
“Do you think they’ve got any horses around here? I mean, I didn’t ride back home, but I’ve already got the skill here.” Chris was getting tired of taking long walks in his metal armor. After his painful first day in the worldgame, he was not about to start taking it off to travel. Who knew when a mess of undead would pour out of a portal from nowhere?
Nathaniel pitched the stick for Scout again. “I haven’t seen any, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist in the Divided Lands. They’re just not in this little neck of the woods.”
“Hmm... I smell a trade route opportunity. Find some neighboring kingdom and trade for some horses. Bet it would increase our farmers efficiency and overall production. It could get us started boosting the population, filling in all this empty land with civilization.” Chris waved around at the rolling grasslands that surrounded Fenton and seemed to stretch to the horizon on the other side of the river.
Laughing, Nathaniel quipped, “Spoken like a true megalomaniacal leader in the making!"
The river meandered along between deep banks north of the ford at the village. Streams had joined it from those open grasslands to the east and west. Each side had a pebbly strand at the bottom of five-foot-tall, gullied banks. Nathaniel tossed the stick out into the slow water near the side of the river. Scout bounded down one of the gullies and splashed out to the stick to retrieve it.
The shape of the brook’s channel got Chris thinking. “Has it ever rained while you’ve been in the Divided Lands?”
“No, not that I remember. Well, I guess I've seen it raining in that weird way on just one field every once in awhile. But, only for like ten minutes or so.”
“Well, why is this brook’s channel so big? Does it ever flood? Where does its water come from? Are there seasons here? What's the weather like?”
“Ummm... And, this line of questioning is going to help us chase off a tribe of goblins how?”
“I don’t know. I’m just trying to understand this worldgame we’re in. Is the terrain changeable or static? Like in Civ, you get advanced enough, and you can change things from one type to another sort of terrain.” Chris kicked a pebble out of the path and wondered if he had really changed anything. Was he going to be able to change things with what he was doing in the Divided Lands? His mind was pulled inexorably back to the cafeteria, his classmates, and his sister. The last mental picture he had taken in the cafeteria exploded in front of his mind’s eye. It was like he was there again. Closing his eyes and biting his tongue, Chris fought off the memory and pulled himself back into the present. How could think about this right now possibly help? Sure, he had wanted to use the memory as motivation, but even now, it was still overwhelming him.
A puzzled look spread over Nathaniel's face. The younger boy wanted to ask the older if he was all right. The look on Chris’s face had been one of fleeting agony. Yet, after the correction in front of the apothecary, Nathaniel did not want to speak out of turn again. Instead, he commented on what Chris had last said before he had fallen silent. “These would have been good questions for Brother Aleksandr.”
After a pause, Nathaniel ventured a further suggestion, “For example, what if we dammed the river? Do you think we could drain the whole fen?”
Thankfully, the oddball suggestion caught Chris by surprise and yanked him out of his inner turmoil. He turned to look at his squire and smiled. “Who’s the megalomaniacal one now? You want to change the whole ecosystem there to drive out the goblins?”
Embarrassed but happy to see Sir Christopher smiling again, Nathaniel replied, “I was just asking really. I don’t know if it would help or not. You’re right. It’s silly. Maybe goblins don't like the damp and would like it better drained. Did the book say anything about their habitats or anything?”
“Well,” Chris began as he fell into regurgitate-the-facts mode from school. “It said that goblins are the smallest and weakest humanoids in the Game. They end up on the worst land usually. Stoney ground, swamps, deserts, sewers in cities, and wastelands in general. I don't think they necessarily like those places, it’s just that bigger and badder things don’t let them have any of the nicer land. So, why don't we try traditional methods first? We’ll be the bigger and badder things that push them out. Then, if that fails, we can work on your Tennessee Valley Authority projects.”
Nathaniel looked at the paladin in confusion.
Chris tried to explain. “Tennessee Valley was when the government made an organization... Never mind. A history thing on Earth.”
Chris paused awkwardly and thought a little while he whittled a few curls of wood off his ‘arrow shaft.’ “Boy, that fen sure looks awfully big. I hope we just have to drive them away from the road or something. I’ve never been in a fen, but I bet it would take days and days to make the whole place a goblin-free zone.”
***
The fen turned out to be a place of tall, reedy plants, things that looked to the paladin and squire like grasses, shallow open water, and a lot of low, treeless land. The ground had sloped down to the edge of the immense sea of the grassy plants. Far to their left, the west, they saw the blue haze of a very distant forest. To their right across the now wide and slow river, the ground rose and the fen turned quickly into the grassland that continued to the horizon.
“I’m just going to take the front; you stay close so my aura can catch you in its area of effect. If they try to ambush us, they might go for you first, so be hyper-vigilant.” Chris was obviously nervous. He did not like the idea of following the road down between the tall, concealing plants that lined its sides.
“We should have tried to have Marcus draw a map for us,” suggested Nathaniel, making sure not to let it sound like an I-told-you-so. Though in truth, it was only an I-mimed-you-so.
Despite Nathaniel’s carefully selected tone, Chris snapped back. “That’s actually a great idea, especially if you’d had it about thirty minutes ago in the village when we were at his hut.”
Nathaniel wanted to tell Chris that he had suggested it even before they got to Marcus’s house, let alone the failed miming. Still, Nathaniel reminded himself that they were in a pretty stressful situation. Maybe Chris was not used to being in charge? Nathaniel had never really had the chance to be in charge of much on Earth, so he decided to cut his Fearless Leader some slack. Still, he did not like someone growling at him in anger. So, Nathaniel whispered, “Maybe we should be quiet and sneaky for a little while.”
A cloud of frustration passing over his face, Chris agreed, “Fine.”
The paladin had been restless and uneasy all morning long. Again, his mind was being plagued by thoughts of his sister and others that he knew at the school. He was fighting for them, to save them. But at the moment, he was facing what seemed like an impossible task that he had thought would be simple. First quests are always supposed to be relatively easy, right? What was with a thirty square mile swamp that had to be cleared of goblins? This wasn’t like a video game where terrain types just changed how fast things moved on the screen. Was he really going to have to slog through he-knew-not-what to hunt goblins all over this vast wetland? At least there were not any sewers dumping into the fen. Of course, there could be one he just did not know about. Why could it not have just been a protect-the-caravan quest? Those were so much simpler.
His stormy mood broke about twenty minutes later when he got a notification from the Game. They had been darting between shady patches of reeds along the edge of the road pretending to be ninjas like all little boys who have ever heard of ninjas do. Chris looked at the notification and found out that he had learned a skill called Stealth.
Standing on a narrow, rutted cart path in a strange fen in a strange world, Christopher McKnight was overjoyed. Something had actually gone right. The skill was just Novice level, but he had not had it before. With this little reward, Chris’s attitude changed immensely. The thoughts about the stakes he was battling Jeremy for in the Game did not leave. But, Chris remembered that he was playing a game, and he was good at games.
Encouraged by the skill growth, the boys kept moving like imaginary ninjas along the winding cart path with Scout bounding around them. The path connected the numerous islands of slightly higher ground and crossed the watery gaps on piled up earthen causeways or simple, short post-and-beam bridges. Because it doubled back and forth to try to use as much solid ground as possible, the path was much longer than the four mile width of the whole fen. 
Chris and Nathaniel played ninja most of another hour despite Scout totally giving away their positions by running up to play with them constantly. It was approaching noon, and so they started discussing lunch. Brother Aleksandr had supplied them with plenty of apples, crusty travel bread, and a couple wheels of some kind of hard cheese. These had all gone into their inventories for safe keeping. 
Their Staminas were down a couple points each from the walking and sneaking, which seemed to be the Game's way of showing hunger and tiredness. Again, Chris wondered how running out of Stamina in the middle of a battle worked. He reminded himself to look it up when he got the chance, hopefully at lunch.
“Do we just sit down in the middle of the path and eat?” asked Nathaniel.
“Don’t know why not. There aren’t going to be any carts coming by to run us over, right?” Chris seemed nonplussed by the idea of eating in the middle of a what was essentially a road.
“The path makes another turn up there, and that should cast some shade onto it, we should stop up there. Boy, I’m glad there’s only one path. I’d be totally lost with all the twists and turns on this thing.”
“Yeah, I bet nobody could have drawn a map of it anyway. Looking for a shady spot sounds like a good plan to me.”
They started to walk toward the next bend in the path. Nathaniel asked, “Do you think we should start shouting ‘Here gobby gobby gobby!’ after lunch?”
Thinking for a moment, Chris shook his head. “If you were grown up and had a class, I’d say yes. But, I really don’t want to get ambushed while you have just 8 Health to work with. I mean the damage quoted in the Bestiary is 1-6, but I don’t want to take any chances.”
“Yeah, I’ll be able to help a lot more when I’ve got a class. We can totally wait till tomorrow for that tactic. I guess we’re admitting this is going to take a couple days? This place is so huge, I wonder how long it is going to take to root all the goblins out...”
"Do we really have to get them all?”asked Chris. “Or, do we just have to make the road safe? I wish this game had a quest log or some sort of interface or something..."
Nathaniel shrugged his shoulders, "Isn't making the road safe and getting rid of all the goblins that the same thing?"
When they turned the corner in the path, they got a surprise. The path continued straight for a hundred yards across a long island, but at the far end there was an equally long bridge. It looked like there were small humanoids out on the bridge moving about.
Excitement making it hard to whisper, Chris turned and hoarsely hissed, “Goblins! Found them!”
Reacting quickly, Nathaniel grabbed the thick leather collar around Scout’s neck and knelt down to hold the dog in place. Shading his eyes and peering out at the humanoids, the young man whispered back to his leader, “What are they doing? Are those nets? Are they fishing?”
“Let’s go get a closer look. Can you keep Scout under control?”
“He’s got an a ability called Well-Trained. That means he does exactly what you tell him as long as the command isn’t too complicated. I’ve never figured out exactly what too complicated means. I’m sure he can handle ‘Be quiet,’ and ‘Stay with me.’”
Chris eased his way into the grasses and sedges that made up the matted, tangled fen.  The ground under their feet was spongy and waterlogged, but the vegetation kept them concealed. They never could have approached on the cart path without being spotted. Nathaniel and Scout followed in the trail blazed by Chris’s bigger body, the plants bent and broken out of the way for the boy and dog.
Eventually, they got close enough they could look through the wall of grasses and observe the humanoids. There were six goblin fishermen at work on the bridge. The bridge itself was a simple affair. Just a bunch of piles driven down into the spongy fen bottom of this long stretch of open water. Rails connected the piles along the direction of the bridge and slats went across between the rails. This construction technique made a sturdy platform bridge that could stretch as far as the water was shallow enough and ground firm enough to take the piles. A trio of little flat bottomed boats were tied up to one of the piles near the middle of the bridge.
Interesting that they came by boat and not along the path, thought Chris to himself. Their village must be back some place less accessible. Makes sense. More defensible that way.
From their vantage point in the plants close to the bridge, the paladin could hear the goblins singing as they worked. He could make out words in their language and understand them thanks to his Gift of Tongues ability. He told Nathaniel that their song was simply about how delicious fish was.
Nathaniel turned and whispered to Chris. “Do you think the goblins have souls from Hell in them, or are they monsters like the dire wolf and the skeleton?”
“Why does it matter, and what are we waiting for? Aren’t these the guys we’re here to kill?”
“Well, they’re collecting an awful lot of fish for just the six of them, aren’t they?”
Chris paused and thought about it for a second. “True. No way they’re the only ones in their tribe. Plus, I doubt a chief would be sending his best warriors out to pull nets.”
Nathaniel’s face was screwed into a confused expression. “But, I don’t know. If they’re souls from Hell, I kind of feel bad killing them and sending them back there.”
“So, what are you saying we do? Go sing Kumbaya with them?” Chris would have thrown up his hands in disbelief if they had not been hiding at that moment.
“No, but didn’t that Olivia girl say something about negotiating and diplomacy. Maybe you could try to talk to them in Goblin first and see if we can maybe find a peaceful resolution. I mean, if they’re souls from Hell, every minute in this world has got to feel like bliss, even if they’re trapped in gangly little green goblin bodies. That has got to be a big negotiating advantage. Death for them means a lot more than death for us.”
“Speak for yourself,”Chris retorted. “I’ve got about 300 people in a cafeteria back on Earth that I have to live for. I need to win this Game.”
“Yeah, but you don’t stay dead. You get to come back after a day. If they die, they are back in Hell forever. Seems like a lot worse of a deal to me.”
Chris sat and silently watched the goblins work for a while. He thought about what Nathaniel had said. It was true. If they were from Hell, they would not want to go back. That should make negotiating a peaceful surrender much easier.
With an fake accent out of an old Western, Chris turned to Nathaniel and intoned, “Right, cover me, I’m going in all peaceful like.”
“It’s a long shot for me, but I’ll be ready to try, and I’ll send Scout if things go south.”
Reassured that a giant dog could come bounding to his aid at a moment’s notice, Chris slid his shield and war hammer into his inventory pouch. Now, he could approach empty handed and look peaceful.
Sir Christopher the Paladin stepped out of the fen grass and up onto the path by the beginning of the bridge. He walked forward, holding up his hands and saying in English, “I come in peace.” His shiny metal armor communicated that the peace was perhaps more temporary than his declaration implied. Starting in English was a bit of a ploy. He wanted to see what the goblins might say to each other in their own tongue before they knew that he could understand it.
The nearest goblin dropped his end of the net and grabbed something off the bridge deck that Chris had not seen. It looked like a little spear about four feet long.
The goblin grinned at Chris. It showed all of its pointy little teeth.
Chris smiled back and repeated, “I come in peace. I mean you no harm.” 
The goblin barked over its shoulder in Goblin to the others. “Long pig taste better than fish. Pale men here just as stupid as on our islands in the ocean. Bet he want tell us about ‘Lord and Savior’ like ones on big ship at Tanatuanuta. He have fancy cross on his chest that stand for White God.”
Another goblin squealed back, “Here not the same as home. We littler, weaker. Pale men might have boom boom sticks here. Look, he is wrapped in cloth dipped in blood! Don’t you remember how we sent to Dark Fiery Place With Worms last time by red clothe wearers? No want to go back.”
This second goblin was scolded by all the others in a quick burst of staccato epithets. The mildest of which was, “Cowardly son of a mongrel dog and fat sow.”
One of the others dropped his end of a net and picked up a little spear as well. “Long pig is so good. We’ve had no long pig in such a long time. If we eat the long pig, maybe we grow back to the size we were before?”
Chris could tell this was not going to end well. It was both the way the goblins were talking and the anger that he felt rising within him. He tried one more tactic in English, “Could you take me to your village so I could tell your people about my Lord and Savior? Or, just tell me how many of you there are?”
A third goblin dropped his end of a net and picked up a spear. This one actually licked his green lips. Chris sighed as he reached down into his inventory bag. He slowly pulled out the crusty bread Brother Aleksandr had sent with them. “Would you like some bread, nice Mr. Goblin?”
The closest goblin looked over his shoulder again. “Might as well take his free stuff first. Maybe one of us can get behind him while the others are eating with him. Remember to nod along to all the ‘Lord and Savior’ parts. They really eat that up... Until we eat them up!”
All six of the goblin fishermen gave a chorus of sniggers and chortles that put the hair on the back of Chris’s neck up. Though he did not notice it, one of the six was not laughing along nearly as hard as the others.
Still, Chris kept up the kindly benefactor act and brought the bread over to them. He stopped a few paces away, set the bread down while watching them, and backed away with a goofy smile firmly fixed on his face.
Goblins were Level 1/2 monsters by themselves according to the Beastiary. That meant they would each have around 5-10 Health and be able to do about 1-6 damage on a single attack each combat interval. Chris had figured out that combat was broken into five second chunks of game time. He was still unclear on whether that meant real seconds or just some kind of abstract tracking thing. Their fights with the dire wolf and skeletons had seemed to last a lot longer than the number of intervals indicated. But, it was not like he had a stop watch or anything to check. The skeletons in the river had been especially confusing because combat time and regular time had been flipping on and off.
The little spears these goblins had did not look like they were going to do any extra damage. But, it was true goblins could have classes. Chiefs usually had a couple levels in Man-at-Arms or Ranger. There were also shamans and champions to worry about. Thankfully, none of these on the bridge looked like casters or extra tough fighters.
The only thing that worried Chris from a combat perspective was how outnumbered he was. Flanking and Rear Attacks gave bonuses to attack and damage that might give the whole crew of little beasties a chance to make good on their dinner plans. Still, at Level 3, he should be able to handle this. There was always Scout waiting in the wings, right?
As the first goblin moved in and sat down at the bread, he pointed to a spot across from him. The goblin motioned for Chris to sit down and share the bread. Another goblin moved up and sat down. He made the same pointing, waving sign for Chris to join. The other goblins started waving and pointing, and moving about. They were capering and pantomiming sitting and sharing.
Chris could see two things immediately. One goblin, he thought it was the one that had objected earlier, seemed very unenthusiastic in his act. The other was that two of them were dancing back and forth, but always moving a little wider and a little further up along his flanks. Those must be the ones that were going to try to get behind him.
“Do you all want more? More bread? I have some more. And some cheese! Let me get them out, and I’ll tell you about my Lord and Savior.”
Chris stepped forward and reached his hand in his inventory pouch.
“My Lord and Savior is merciful. It’s true.”
He brought his hand back out.
It was holding his war hammer.
Cobbling together half-remembered Bible verses like Samuel L. Jackson in Pulp Fiction, he spoke vengeance in the Goblin tongue as he began to swing.
“But, He is coming to judge the quick and the dead, like you.”
You attack SURPRISED Goblin. Chance to hit 90% [(6-(-2)) x 5% + 50%)
You hit the SURPRISED Goblin for 10 damage (2+6+2). It should have picked on someone its own size. It died.
Chris had taken out one of the goblins that was attempting to flank him as his action for the first interval.
“And, those who wallow in sin and do not repent...” Chris paused his impromptu speech in Goblin to sing out his command phrase in English. His casting started the second interval. The goblins would no longer be surprised.
You have invoked an Apprentice Soldiers of the Light Aura. ATT/DMG +2, Crit. +10%, 5 Light Damage.
You have 10/14 Mana.
The second goblin that had been trying to flank him, darted in and took a stab at Chris’s ribs.
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It misses!
The two seated goblins took different actions. One scrambled to his feet to not be PRONE. The other chose to grab his spear to not be UNARMED. Chris could not tell what the last two goblins did during the second interval.
Chris finished his comment on the unrepentant with something he thought was sufficiently Sinners-in-the-Hands-of-an-Angry-God-y. “...Will be cast into Hellfire forever!”
Adding emphasis to his words as if he had planned it, a searingly bright ring of light flashed out of Chris at the end of the combat interval. Before it dissipated, the light caught three of the goblins in its radius.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura does 5 Light damage to Goblin.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura is dodged by PRONE Goblin.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura is dodged by Goblin.
Chris had not known it was even possible to dodge his aura. He had assumed that any enemy in the area of effect would automatically take damage. Filing the fact away for later, he went about his business of killing goblins who were trying to kill him.
Staying coolheaded, Chris ignored the active attacker in favor of the PRONE, armed goblin. There was no use letting him get up and losing the PRONE bonuses. The attacker could be next if it managed to dodge the next aura blast. Chris again kicked off the combat interval. He wondered if he was still going first because of the surprise factor.
You attack PRONE Goblin. Chance to hit 95% [(10-0) x 5% + 50%]
You hit the  PRONE Goblin for 19 damage (9+10). It should have picked on someone its own size. It died.
The unarmed goblin stooped to grab its spear. The other one near Chris took another unsuccessful attack.
Chris's aura flashed out again.
The two goblins in range managed to throw themselves down below the ring of light before it had gotten to them. They were ready for it now.
First, he went for the other one that had been trying to flank him, the one that had missed him twice. Chris did not want to see if the third time would be the charm for that one.
You attack Goblin. Chance to hit 80% [(8-2) x 5% + 50%)
You miss!
Chris growled in frustration. After that awesome speech, he had rolled up a miss? On an 80% to hit? Frustration turned to pain as the goblin countered with a thrust from his short spear. It gave Chris a wicked, hungry smile as it dove in at him.
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It hits you for 5 damage! Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
You have 32/35 Health.
Glancing across Chris’s thigh, the spear opened up a superficial gash.
Two other goblins closed in on Chris. They stayed low to avoid the next flash of light, somersaulting and tumbling.  Passing the body of the seated goblin, they treated their fallen comrade like nothing more than a piece of the scenery. Only one could get close enough to attack this interval.
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It misses!
Chris roared at them, “You’ve all been there in Hell. You know what it’s like.”
The paladin’s aura fired off again, but the goblins were completely prepared this time. They all ducked and rolled under it with impressive alacrity.
Chris swung for the goblin that had hit him the last time.
You attack Goblin. Chance to hit 80% [(8-2) x 5% + 50%)
You hit the Goblin for 13 damage (5+8). It should have picked on someone its own size. It died.
“Long pig talks too much. Makes mistakes!” The second goblin that closed the previous round attacked Chris from one side as the other goblin struck at him from the other.
Chris wanted to ask how killing three of the six goblins was making mistakes. Then, he got the update and realized what the goblin meant.
You have been FLANKED. Enemies have +2 ATT and DMG.
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It CRITICALLY hits you for 12 damage! Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
You have 22/35 Health.
The spear slid past the top of Chris's shield and just along the top of his armor's neck guard. The fiery burn of metal splitting skin erupted from the bottom of Chris's cheek back through the middle of his ear. He could feel the blood pouring out of the wound and soaking his undershirt.
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It misses!
Even with the agony of the crit and his open wound, Chris did not think the goblin’s comment on mistakes was entirely warranted. He still had 22 Health and only two of the goblins were actually fighting him.
“Want to come over here and get a taste of this blood? Want to eat just one more missionary?' He did not consider for the moment that this was implying that he was a missionary. He was not thinking very missionary-like thoughts. "Get ready to go back to Hell!”
You attack Goblin. Chance to hit 80% [(8-2) x 5% + 50%)
You hit the Goblin for 18 damage (10+8). It should have picked on someone its own size. It died.
“Should have responded to the alter call faster.”
Chris’s aura fired off, but again the goblin next to him ducked at just the right moment.
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It hits you for 2 damage! Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
You have 27/35 Health.
You attack the Goblin. Chance to hit 80% [(8-2) x 5% + 50%)
It dodges your attack!
This time, the goblin had rolled away from the war hammer blow. But as it popped back to its feet, Chris’s aura launched a circular blade of light right through the little green monster.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura does 5 damage to the Goblin.
Chris wondered when the last goblin would join the fray and flank him from behind. He did not have time to check on what that goblin was up to. The paladin attempted to finish off the goblin right next to him and worry about the last one later.
You attack the Goblin. Chance to hit 80% [(8-2) x 5% + 50%)
It dodges your attack!
The Goblin attacks you with a short spear.
It hits you for 4 damage! Your armor absorbs 2 points of damage.
Again, when Chris’s aura spun out the flat sheet of magical light, the goblin had finished dodging the war hammer in an awkward position and could not avoid the searing disk.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura does 5 damage to the Goblin. It should have picked on someone its own size. It died.
They must be able to dodge only one attack a round or something, he concluded to himself.
Chris turned to the last goblin on the bridge, expecting it to throw itself at him. Instead, it cast down its spear and fell at his feet.
“PLEASE, NO! Great man, have mercy! I did not want to do what they did! Please, spare me! Do not send me back to the Dark Fiery Place with Worms, I know I deserve to go back there, but, please... please... please...”
Chris, covered in his own red blood and goblin green blood, brought his hammer up high over his head.




Chapter 13

Nervous and a little worried, Olivia had no idea what to expect as Cato lead her through the forest. They were on their way to a hunting lodge to meet an elvish noble. There was an extensive elvish aristocracy with a tangled web of alliances and enmities Olivia was trying to learn. Excited by the situation, the novelty of it had her a little intimidated. She had never met a nobleman, or been to a hunting lodge. The former being far rarer than the latter in the good old USA. One of Olivia's favorite parts of games was interacting with NPCs and trying to solve problems in other ways before resorting to combat.
The lodge was a beautiful structure made from the braided boughs of living trees. There were no sharp edges to be seen, yet the lodge was still stately and imposing. Tree trunks had become living pillars woven into the fabric of the building itself. Olivia was most impressed with the solidity of the walls. Despite the building materials, she could not see inside at all.
Cato explain solemnly, "Elvish sides have beautiful, costly buildings. Unlike other sides, we must pay Mana as a part of construction."
Olivia was a little shocked when the leaves and branches seemed to swirl open all on their own, and an elf in muddy boots and a travel stained cloak emerged.
“Lord Falnolfin.” Cato acknowledged the elf with a deep bow.
Surprised by the noblemen’s rough dress, Olivia echoed Cato’s greeting and curtsied. She had been expecting some one is a fancy outfit, lacy and frills and such.
“Be quick. I have a haunch of venison awaiting at table. Fresh shot this morning.”
Recovering herself and remembering Cato's advice and instruction, Olivia begain, “Thank you Lord Falnolfin. I am Olivia Jordan, a Level 2 Wizard new to the valley. To be direct, I believe I am an able and excellent candidate to become mayor of the village. To this end, I have come to seek your approval for this office.”
“Why are you at this lowly baron’s doorstep? I own scarcely a third of the valley. Count Keranadon holds far more of this land than I.”
“While that is true, Lord Falnolfin, you are the Honorable Sheriff of this valley, and that means that you’re charged with protecting and judging this valley’s elvish inhabitants. I believe that I can help you towards those ends, in the beginning, as the mayor of the village.”
The elf was a handsome, middle-aged man with shoulder length blonde hair, very light blue eyes, and pointy ears. He was tall, imposing, and haughty, even in his rough country dress.
He laughed at Olivia, and it made her feel very small indeed. But, his next words eased the blow.
“In the beginning, the little lass says! I see there is some ambition beneath your fair facade. Very well. I will have my traveling secretary write a note to Constable Kerjad immediately.”
***
Constable Kerjad was burly for an elf. His arms were muscular and graceful instead of slim and graceful. His legs were like oak boughs instead of willow. All that only added to his serious, almost dark attitude. “I should rather not take a little maiden with me on this task, let alone be at her beck and call as the Lord Sheriff says I must be.”
A grim expression that approached a sneer, punctuated the constable’s words.
As was his habit, Cato stood aloof behind Olivia, allowing her to be the leader of their little band of two. She constantly had to fight off the urge to look over her shoulder and check with her stoic tutor to see how he thought she should act.
“Constable Kerjad, I completely understand. If I were a maiden seeking to be a warrior, I should quite completely agree with you. I don’t think I could even lift that cudgel you have at your belt.”
Kerjad glanced briefly down at the iron ringed wooden club that hung on his belt. It was his favored weapon for certain personal reasons. That she had noticed it was a point in Olivia’s favor. That she had not disparaged it in favor of a sword or more typical weapon was another point toward her.
“But,” continued the diminutive elven wizard, “I’m not going to prove my worth as a warrior. I am a wizard by trade, and hope to become mayor of this village since it has none at the moment.”
Kerjad nodded. He was tired of filling in as mayor. He would have settled the disputes between merchants and workers with his cudgel if he could justify it. The Lord Sheriff would not approve. So, Kerjad was stuck listening to other elves in soft clothes babbling, or assessing the complaints of elves who considered a dirt clod a worthy opponent. No, a new mayor would suit this Constable quite right.
“Fine enough, lass. But, are you ready to head to the east end of the valley and root out a nest of giant spiders with me? That’s what the silkworm growers need done, and they aren’t exactly up to the task themselves.”
Cato snorted behind Olivia. Kerjad nodded to him.
Olivia felt her skin start to crawl already. She detested spiders. Since her childhood, she had this fear and could not explain it. Now, it looked like she would have to overcome it if she wanted to advance in the Game and help the others back in the cafeteria on Earth.
“Yes, sir, Constable Kerjad. I am up for that. My spells are at your service.”
“No, Lady Olivia. I’m coming with you, not you with me. It is my cudgel that will be at your command, not your spells at mine.” He paused as if he wanted to add something but did not. Olivia guess he probably wanted to say, “Do you see why I am concerned?”
“Very well then, Constable. I will lead you to the best of my ability.”
She hoped he could not see her gulp.
***
“Why are their gates closed? I thought you said they would welcome me with open arms here.” Emma’s gray face was puckered up like she was eating a lemon.
Katrina pushed her pointed witch’s hat back on her head for a moment as she surveyed the situation. “No need to assume the worst. Perhaps they’ve had some elvish attacks lately, or a wondering monster or two.”
“That doesn’t seem too likely to me, Kat.”
“Shush, shush, shush! Out here, in front of others, I am Lady Katrina. Appearances are important for the little people.”
“Right, sorry. I forgot you told me that.” Emma’s face was not relaxing any. They were supposed to be waltzing right into this village and charming the mayor into letting Emma take over. That was rather difficult to do with twelve inches of solid oak in the way.
Emma and Katrina approached the gates with trepidation. Why were they closed in the middle of the day? It did not make a lot of sense.
Two witches by themselves did not have enough fire power to deal with walls and guards. Their two best spell trees for attacking were Poison and Witch Blade. Those were both single target trees until Poison Cloud all the way up at Journeyman level. Witch Blade never gave an area of effect or multiple target attack. In addition, those spells cost health for witches to cast, and that would probably have them consuming some of their rather limited supply of potions.
Emma tried the direct route. “We would like to come in and speak with the Mayor of the village.”
An unseen guard shouted back, “He doesn’t want to talk to anybody.”
Emma tried to sweet talk her way in, “I’m just a new witch with my teacher here looking for some supplies. We’d be ever so grateful if we could come in and do a little shopping.”
That only got the following response. “Two witches? Aren’t you missing a third to make up yer group? You’ve got the Old Woman and the Matron, aren’t you missing the young, pretty one?”
That resulted in howls of laughter from various spots on the village walls.
Katrina spat out, “You better hope we’re not two of the Furies. Now, open the gates.”
“Come on now,” came another guard’s voice. “I always loved that part in MacBeth. Don’t you want to do a bit of the scene for us? Maybe we’ll let you in if you do.”
Emma was confused by that, not understanding the reference at all.
Katrina knew what they meant. “How about this. Boil, boil, toil, and trouble, open the gate or we’ll curse all your limbs off your worthless bodies.”
“Oooo, I’d like to see you try to do that before we filled you full of crossbow bolts.”
“Come on, boys,” tried Emma, sliding her robe open a little to show her leg and pulling down the neckline subtly. “We’d be ever so thankful to you if you let us in. We’d be sure to show you our gratitude.” She shimmied her hips a little and tried to flounce.
“Come back on Tuesday.”
Utterly confused by the response to her attempts at seduction, Emma choked out, “What?!? Why?”
“That’s market day here when we buy and sell cows like you.”
The roar of laughter drowned out the squeal of agony that came from Emma when she realized what they had said. She was body positive, no matter what they said. But, it still hurt.
Grabbing Emma’s elbow and guiding her away from the gates, Katrina whispered in her ear.
“This kind of insult is a call for strong action, my future Empress. I will not stand idly by while this disrespect is visited upon my beautiful sovereign to be. I am willing to use one of my treasures in your service. Let us go and seek the agent of your vengeance.”
Emma was fighting off the blush and tears as she tried to understand what her witch mentor was saying. She barely managed to follow her away from the village and off into the forest.




Chapter 14

Christopher McKnight held his war hammer above his head for an extra second. Then, he held it there for another. Nathaniel’s suggestions from earlier, Olivia’s peaceful tendencies, Chris’s desire to have something to brag to Olivia about, and the pitiful state of the creature in front of him worked a strange alchemy in his chest. Beneath his steel breastplate, Chris’s heart melted a a little, softening more and more as the seconds ticked by. Finally, he slowly lowered his bloody weapon back to his side.
Chris could not do it.
He turned part of what the goblin had just said over and over in his mind. “I know I deserve to go back there.” The man inside the goblin body knew that he deserved to go to Hell. Chris could not send him back. Not yet. Maybe the other goblin-men had known too, but they had not acted the least bit repentant, what with trying to kill and eat him and all that. There was something different about this one.
Sobbing, his head down, the goblin just seemed to be waiting for the inevitable. The man inside the goblin body seemed broken. Chris could not help but take pity on him. Yet, whoever he was, he was still an enemy. And, Chris reminded himself, he had eaten missionaries who had just come to help him.
“If you surrender to me, you’ll be my prisoner. Do you understand?”
“Yes... Yes... Oh, please, I did not want to eat the white men that came to my village. I wanted to listen to them again. But... But... I didn’t save them. I didn’t help them. I let the others kill them and eat them. Oh, my Maker, why did I have to be such a coward of an old man? I was a strong warrior when I was young. But, I became weak in my old age. I loved my life more than doing what was right.”
Chris looked with amazement at the goblin-man. “Did those missionaries you ate tell you about Jesus back when they came to your village on Earth?”
“Yes. He was the God-Man who died for us. Just like those missionaries died for us.” Tears were rolling down the goblin’s sunken, green cheeks. He kept babbling, “They could have fought with us, they could have struggled, but all they did was tell us about Jesus until the very end. They were brave. They were so much braver than I was. The others thought them fools. You heard what Akima said about them. But, I knew better, even then.”
Fighting off the temptation to feel sympathy for a potentially dangerous adversary and already starting to worry that he had been too 'soft,' Chris commanded the goblin in a gruff voice. “Come here then. Put your hands behind your back.“
Chris cut a small length of netting from one of the fishnets using one of the spearheads.  He tied the goblin’s hands together behind his back. “Come on I’ve got someone over in the grass who will want to see you.” Chris thought to himself that maybe Nathaniel would talk him out of this craziness.
Keeping the goblin in front of him, Chris marched his prisoner over to where Nathaniel was still hiding in the grass. With every step, Chris’s suspicion of the silent goblin grew. By the time they were off the bridge, it had hardened into distrust. Crocodile’s tears were all the paladin could think about. While he was not looking the creature in the eyes, his opinion had flipped. Now, Chris was almost certain it was all an act.
The paladin’s squire was surprised to say the least. He had watched the battle holding his breath, waiting for his leader to signal for help. But, the battle had gone better than Nathaniel had expected. He looked at Chris questioningly.
The paladin replied curtly, “Prisoner. He gave up.“
“Are you sure we can trust him?“
“Well, I did hear the goblins talking before I attacked. Seems like they were all islanders somewhere. And, they ate the first missionaries that came to them.“
“Wait, really? How can we trust him?”
“That’s what the net on his wrists is for. I figure we treat him like a prisoner of war.”
The goblin was watching them speak back and forth. He had an uncomprehending look on his face. He began to speak up in goblin.
“Tell him that I am sorry for what my village did to the missionaries.“ The goblin still had a sorrowful look on his face.
Squinting a little as he tried to understand the strange creature’s language, Nathaniel asked, “What did he say?”
“He’s babbling about the missionaries that came to his village again.“
Concern filled Nathaniel‘s face. “He seems really upset about it. I wouldn’t think a cannibal would care so much.”
Chris snorted derisively. “Yeah, the other ones seemed like they were proud of it.“
The goblin turned towards Nathaniel. The creatures huge expressive eyes begged him to understand. In Goblin, the diminutive humanoid said slowly, “I should have loved the White God, not eaten his messengers.”
Without sympathy, Chris chided the goblin with a single syllable. “Duh.”
Frustrated with the language barrier, Nathaniel asked in exasperation, “Duh what? He doesn’t look like someone I’d be saying ‘duh,’ to, he’s really broken up.”
Dismissing his squire’s concerns, Chris explained, “He’s regretting not loving God and eating God’s messengers. And of course he’s broken up, he just saw a bunch of his goblin buddies get whacked by me.”
Glaring at his leader in disgust, Nathaniel spoke through gritted teeth. “Stop being such a jerk.”
The young man’s look brought Chris up short. It was not anger or frustration, but moral revulsion. “What? What am I doing wrong? I’m not the one who ate people.”
Nathaniel took a step toward the goblin, looking into his eyes. “This is a man. Or, he was one on Earth. He made terrible mistakes in his lifetime. He got one chance, one opportunity to hear about Jesus and forgiveness and salvation from Hell. And, he missed it. And, he knows it. Ask him if he wants to hear about Jesus and God right now.”
Sputtering in shock, Chris managed to get out a stunned, “What?”
Looking away from the still crying goblin and at the paladin, Nathaniel repeated himself. “Ask him if he wants to hear about Jesus and God and salvation right now.”
Chris shook his head. “You’ve got to be kidding, right?”
Grave eyes met Chris’s. Nathaniel stated firmly, “No. I’m not kidding.”
Bending down a little to glare nose to nose at his squire, Chris raised his voice. “This guy ATE the last people to try to tell him about Jesus!”
“All the more reason for someone else to try.”
Chris threw his hands up in horror, disgust, and frustration. “Fine, what do you want me to say to him?”
“Just ask him if he wants to hear about Jesus and God and salvation and all that stuff again.”
“Can we at least do something productive while we have this ridiculous, pointless conversation with a cannibal?”
“Sure, like what?”
“Cleaning up the bodies. I bet our buddy here could help dispose of the bodies...” Chris paused, waiting for Nathaniel to laugh. All he got was a dark stare for his trouble. “Fine. Be that way. We should at least hide the bodies well off the path. Then, I want our prisoner to guide us to his village so we can take a look at it.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Nathaniel and Chris went to work lugging the bodies of the goblins off the bridge and into the tall, grassy fen. They set Scout to guard the goblin. That is, if guarding is sitting and staring at something with your tongue hanging out of your mouth like a big goof. Chris tried to tell the dog, “If he tries to get away, stop him,” but the dog did not seem to become any more vigilant.
As they bent over to pick up the first body, Nathaniel told Chris to ask the goblin what his name was, and then what he knew about God, Jesus, and all that kind of stuff. With a heavy sigh, Chris mechanically repeated the questions in Goblin.
Excitedly, the goblin began to explain and just kept going. Chris finally stopped him. “I’m not going to remember anymore. Just a second.”
Nathaniel and Chris went into the tall grass with the body as Chris explained.
“He says his name is Ku after some islander god of war or something. I’m not sure he knows the difference between his Game name here and his Earth name or if it even is different for him. Anyway... Ooof, watch out for this deep spot right here. He says that for the first fifty years of his life, his village only knew about themselves, two other villages on their island and a couple of islands nearby. Then, some white guys in a sailing ship showed up and camped out on one of their beaches. He had stopped being a warrior by that time, so he figured he had nothing to lose. He went down the to beach empty-handed and listened to the missionaries. He liked what they had to say... Here, this is far enough. There’s a thick patch right there. On three...”
After they had heaved the goblin body into the thick stand of leafy vegetation, they slogged their way back out to the path. Chris picked up where he left off.
“But, he didn’t want to change from what he had grown up knowing. Then, his village’s shaman guy started making trouble. Our guy is pretty sure that the shaman was talking to demons from what he’s observed in the afterlife, but he just thought they were spirits at the time. The shaman got the younger warriors all stirred up against the white guys on the beach. Our buddy says he really should have said something then. Should have told everyone the shaman was crazy and the missionary guys were nice. But, he didn’t. So, our fellow went with a raiding party down to the beach. He held the extra throwing spears, but he didn’t fight. The younger warriors killed the missionaries, brought the bodies back to the village, and ate them.”
Chris and Nathaniel emerged from the tall grass. There, standing alone in the middle of the road was Ku, their goblin prisoner. Chris glared and asked, “What are you doing here?”
Innocently, the goblin shrugged. “I followed you here, telling you the answer to your question as we walked.”
Looking back at the bridge in consternation, Chris called out, “What about you, Scout? What are you doing? Good job watching the prisoner! I thought you were WELL TRAINED? What good is an ability...”
Shaking his head, disappointed in his follower's dog, the paladin set off back up the cart path to the bridge. The goblin and the paladin’s squire followed him.
Thoughtful for a while, Nathaniel finally spoke. “Could you ask Ku if he ever learned what repenting is?”
“I don’t even know if Goblin has a word for repenting.” Even as he had said it, Chris had known the words to use for the concept. Stupid Gift of Tongues. Why were they wasting their time talking to this evil monster of a person about God? At best, he was just a living map to get them to the enemy village.
Patiently and hopefully, Nathaniel looked at the back of Chris’s head as they walked up onto the bridge. “Could you just try to ask?”
Chris paused as they got to the next goblin body and looked over at their prisoner. “Do you know what it means to repent? Did the missionaries explain that to you?”
“Oh yes! They explained all about how to follow the White God. That was why I had such trouble. I knew that I would have to turn away from my family and friends. I wish I had repented then, it was no use to try to stay loyal to people who were all headed to the Darkness That Burns Where the Worms Never Die. If I had stood up to them, maybe some of us would have gone to the other place.”
As he and Nathaniel hoisted another body and started back down the bridge, Chris pessimistically suggested an alternative outcome. “Or, you could have just died with the missionaries and been eaten too.”
Talking across the slain goblin between them, Chris asked Nathaniel, “Why isn’t this guy getting hit with an OOC penalty or booted from the Game?”
“Maybe he is a monster and not a character by the rules? I’m not really sure to be honest. This is exactly the kind of stuff we’re not supposed to talk about as characters. Well, better not waste anymore time. Ask him if wants to repent of his evil ways and serve the one true God and his Son, Jesus?”
Chris just rolled his eyes a little and translated the question.
Voice quavering as he trailed them to the path, Ku whispered, “Yes, of course.”
Then, he asked, “How can I do that here?” The goblin held up his hands and looked around at the sky, the reeds, the water.
Chris’s head snapped around and stared at the goblin’s loosed hands. In English, he exclaimed, “How did you... Never mind. Scout! I could really use your guarding 'skills' about now.”
Suspiciously watching Ku, Chris stepped off the path. He translated the goblin’s response about repenting to Nathaniel.
The squire took a moment to respond as he was dodging an extra soggy spot. “After we toss this one, you need to ask him if he will change sides and accept Jesus as his leader from now on.”
Flabbergasted, Chris blinked repeatedly.
Nathaniel asked, “Ummm... Are we going to toss this one?”
“I’m not going to ask him that.”
“What? Why not?”
“You expect me to trust a soul from Hell who ate missionaries while he was on Earth? You’ve got to be kidding... No, you said you weren’t.” Chris fell silent as they swung the goblin body back and forth and tossed it into the thick foliage.
He was silent the entire time that they walked back through the tall sedges.
Uncertainty drowning his mind, Chris looked at Nathaniel. “I don’t know where this can possibly go. We can’t trust that he isn’t a traitor, or won’t become a traitor later when he remembers how good one of us might taste.”
“Could you just let that cannibal thing go for a second. He didn’t fight you on the bridge. I saw it. He was standing back the whole time. Never took a stab or anything. If he was wanting a little nibble of people, he would have been helping his fellow goblins, wouldn’t he?”
Chris looked to the foot of the bridge where the goblin was now scratching Scout under the chin and shaking the giant dog’s fur back and forth. The paladin looked at the dog with disappointment. “Fraternizing with the enemy, Scout. That’s like a court marshal or something.”
With a growing hope, Nathaniel answered for his dog, “I don’t think Ku’s an enemy at all anymore. Could you ask him about Jesus becoming his leader and switching sides?”
Resigning his objections for the moment, the paladin answered his squire, “Only because you are so set on it.”
Chris called out to Ku to get his attention. “Ku the Goblin, do you want to have Jesus for your leader? Will you follow his commands and orders to you? Especially the ones about not eating me or Nathaniel here? Or anybody else really. And, will you formally switch sides to ours?”
The goblin looked up from the dog belly he was now scratching. His huge eyes lit up with what could only be described as joy. “Will you have me? Yes, yes! I will join you! I will fight for the White God! I will die here even though I would not die back there. I failed Him there on Earth. I won’t do it again!”
Nathaniel began to smile, and tears appeared at the corners of his eyes. “I take all that gibberish as a yes, right? Tell him to come over to the water. I’m going to baptize him.”
“What? You’ve got to be kidding me. No, I’ve got to stop saying that about you.” Chris’s hand was up on his forehead like he had a splitting headache. “Even given the disagreement over baby baptism, I’m pretty sure that there are zero denominations of Christians that recognize goblin baptisms...”
“The only one that needs to recognize it is God. Explain to Ku what I’m going to do to him.”
Chris did. Ku responded. “He wants to know why you’d do that.”
“What, did you just tell him that I was going to dunk him under the water?”
A sheepish look crept over Chris’s face. “What was I supposed to say?”
“Ugh. Say that it’s a ceremony to show your evil has been washed away and you are clean and ready to serve the Good and Jesus and your Maker. It doesn’t mean you’ll be perfect, just that now you’re going to start changing your ways.”
Chris exploded in self-defense. “Come on. You’ve been in Heaven. Of course you’re going to know a good answer like that. My Sunday School wasn’t necessarily one of the best. I’ve learned a really mean glue sticking skill from it though...”
Stepping down off the bridge into some shallow water, Nathaniel implored, “This is serious, Sir Christopher the Paladin. Tell Ku what I said about baptism.”
Ku’s response was again full of joy. “Ah! This I want!”
As Chris watched the goblin climb down into the water, he told his squire, “We’re going to go back to Brother Aleksandr and get the theology of all this straightened out. If he says this isn’t kosher then...”
“Kosher is for Jews following the Talmud.”
“Fine. But, if Brother Aleksandr doesn’t approve, Ku’s going to go back to being a prisoner.”
“Fine yourself. Could you translate for me?”
Chris just sighed as he looked down into the water from the bridge.
Nathaniel moved up beside the goblin and began. “Do you, Ku turn away from your ways of evil and turn to the ways that Jesus calls you to?”
Chris translated.
Ku nodded solemnly, “Yes, I do.”
“Then, Ku, I baptize you in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”
Chris translated again. When he was done, Nathaniel gently pushed the goblin down into the water and began to bring him back up.
As the goblin’s face broke the surface of the water the was a brilliant flash of white light.
Chris was left blinking, momentarily blinded.
“I... I... There are words in my eyes! I see and know! I read?” The high goblin voice was jubilant. “Oh, voice funny...”
Rubbing his eyes, Chris explained, “That’s because you’re sort of speaking English now instead of Goblin.”
“I is?”
“You are,” replied Chris, still blinking. “And, it seems you’ve become a Follower of mine. Hang on a moment while I read what the Game is telling me.”
Your party has received 300 XP. Your share is 100 XP.
Your party’s heroic actions in the service of others have been noticed. People will hear about this!
You have gained +1 Influence. You now have 2/2 Influence.
Ku has been greatly influenced by your actions. He wants to join your quest and help you.
Accept Ku as a Follower? Your currently have 1/3 Followers. YES or NO.
Chris did not make a selection yet. He looked at the goblin in front of him. He looked a little bigger and definitely in better shape than he had been a moment ago.
Nathaniel was breathless, though also rubbing his eyes. “What are the words telling you, fearless leader?”
“The words are telling me that Ku wants to join us in our quests. Is that true?”
“Yes, I should do this thing. You not have to take me. Was horrible man on Earth. Here, be good, serve Maker. You special man. I want help. But, words confusing me. I see words I never know. But now, making some sense to me. I tell you words slowly.”
“Because of the actions of a Player, you have become a Hero Character. You must select a class. Your class determines what you are good at, what skills you have, and what you can do. You qualify for the following Hero Classes: Man-At-Arms, Archer, Ranger, and Rogue. You will have the following base stats: Strength +1, Dexterity +3, Constitution +3, Intelligence 0, Wisdom 0, Charism -2. Once you have made your selection, you will receive a basic set of equipment appropriate to your new class.
What do words all mean together?”
Nathaniel laughed and answered, “It means you will not be our new ambassador to the goblins. Not with that Charisma.”
With a puzzled expression, the wet goblin looked up at the young man who had just baptized him. “Ambassador? Not on list of jobs I do.”
Chris was tapping his chin and looked like he was staring off into space. “He’s saying that you won’t be doing the talking for us, negotiating, or peacemaking. But, I can see your character sheet under one of my leader menus, and you’ve got a special ability called ‘Man of His Own People’ that helps you with goblins and humanoids. You should still be able to influence other goblins reasonably well. You won’t be any Cicero, but you shouldn’t be at a disadvantage.”
“Good. I was warrior on Earth, not chief or shaman.”
Chris helped Nathaniel back up onto the bridge as he scrambled up out of the water. Pausing for a moment, he grunted as he held his hand out to Ku as well. Then, he sat back and started thinking hard about the situation.
“Could you guys keep working on the bodies? I’m going to try to figure out whether or not I should have Ku be a follower, and if I do, what class he should take.”
Nathaniel bit back the initial response he wanted to give. “Why not have him as a follower?” would not have done any good convincing Chris. Instead, he simply tried to make a snappy salute and said, “Yes, Sir!”
Going through his HELP! interface, Chris began to do a little research. Man-At-Arms was a flexible combat class. It used a little mana for personal buffs and was focused on hand-to-hand and ranged fighting. They were one of the few other classes besides Chris’s Paladin that got Martial Prowess. A bit unrealistic since training one weapon trained them all, but very useful.
Archer did not have Martial Prowess. That class sacrificed melee and defense for ranged fighting with bows. It used a little more mana and could eventual add hefty magical damage of different elemental types to arrows.
Ranger was a combination of Man-At-Arms and Archer. They had Martial Prowess, but gained specific advantages with bows and swords, and suffered penalties fighting with shields and in heavy armor.
Whatever special stuff Leo was doing aside, Rogue seemed to Chris to be the same classic skill-based class it was in so many other games. Very flexible, able to deal out critical hits and damage, but not able to stand up to a straight fight. Chris delved into the class skills to make sure of his assessment.
Meanwhile, Nathaniel and Ku were almost done with the bodies. They fetched the last one off to the burial weeds and returned.
Ku looked at the bloody bridge deck. “We clean off bridge and hide boats and nets. Others know hunted if leave. Better they guessing.”
“Good point,” smiled Nathaniel. “Yeah, let’s make sure we don’t leave a trace. How many other goblins are there in here?”
“At my village, more than twenty others. At another village, the same, and then big village where Witch King rules. Do not know about there. Never been.”
Chris came up to them with a bit of a surprise. “I want to go and take a look at Ku’s village before we go back and check with Brother Aleksandr about this whole goblin conversion thing. I’m just having trouble wrapping my head around it.”
Nathaniel wondered to himself why Chris was saying it that way. Then, he realized that Ku could understand Chris now. Maybe it was a good sign that the paladin was trying to be polite to the goblin. Then again, was the trip to the village going to be some sort of loyalty test? Nathaniel tried to reassure his leader. “Ku was already giving me the lowdown on his hometown. There are about twenty other goblins left there. There is another small village and then a town where something called a Witch King lives.”
Almost suspiciously, Chris looked at Ku.  He managed to only sound curious as he asked, “What’s a Witch King?”
Ku shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, I do not know. Never been to town. Never saw leader.”
“I guess that is even more reason for us to go and see Brother Aleksandr. Maybe he’ll know what we’re up against there.”




Chapter 15

Chris took Ku in his boat, and Nathaniel took Scout in his. There was one oar per boat, but Ku explained the goblins almost always used the long poles instead. Only in the middle of the larger channels was the water deeper the eight foot poles could reach. So, they set off toward Ku’s village, pushing themselves along through the shallow water.
Confident but cautious, Chris informed the others, “We’re only going to take a little peek and see what we can see. I have no desire to get out over our skis here and try to attack. No matter how tempting, we’re not going to attack.”
Nathaniel smiled back at him and asked, “Are you trying to convince us or yourself?”
Trying to do so sagely, Chris nodded. “Both.”
Nathaniel laughed and just kept poling the goblin boat along. The boats were each about fifteen feet long. They were shaped like a canoe on the ends, but they were wide and flat bottomed in the middle. Definitely, they had been designed for hauling large loads and not for speed.
From the bridge, they followed the large main channel for a winding mile. Then, Ku took them into a narrower opening between two thicker stands of sedges. The ten foot tall plants towered even more over the adventurers because they were kneeling in their boats. Back and forth between impassable growths of plants and the occasional low island, they weaved their way for the better part of an hour.
As they neared what looked like a spot of open water, Ku held up his hand. “This  is the southern side of village.” In a typical bit of Divided Lands temporal weirdness, Ku seemed to be mastering English in an hour.  “We are on good chunk of solid ground between two spots of open water, one on south, other on north.”
Chris maneuvered his boat up to the edge of the open water and peered through the last few feet of thinner sedge and reeds. He had turned the boat so that Ku was faced away from the open water and more concealed than he was. No reason to allow the prisoner to signal his fellows about what was up.
What Chris could see confirmed what Ku had said about the village. There were ten or twelve thatch huts on stilts on the drier ground. On this southern shore of the village, there were rough wooden racks with cleaned fish drying in the sun. Some female goblins were taking fish from large baskets and cleaning them by the shore. Other goblins were sitting in smaller boats near the middle of the open water. They had cane poles and appeared to be fishing hook and line.
Chris watched for awhile and was rewarded. One of the warriors came out from somewhere among the huts and barked orders at the other goblins. Some of them left for a few moments and came back with a smaller basket and started taking down some of the drying fish.
The warrior looked larger and in better shape than the goblins doing the work. He had been wearing what looked like leather armor and had a spear with a willow leaf shaped blade over his shoulder. Somehow, Chris’s Weapons skill seemed to give him knowledge of the fighting style that might be employed with such a spear. Though he would have never known it before, he could now explain the difference between that spear and a pike or lance. It was a strange feeling to know things he did not remember ever learning. Probably like Ku felt about English, he admitted to himself.
Amazed, Chris muttered, “Man, if only Chemistry class had worked like that.”
Ku perked up, thinking that his maybe-leader had a question. Hoping to make a good impression, he asked, “Do you have question about goblins?”
Chris had not had one in mind, but put on the spot, he asked, “Do all the warriors use those spears?”
“Yes, all six have spear, shield, and short bow. Also, one militia troop of archers in village. But, just recruits. They never fight before.”
Still staring at the village through the reeds, Chris asked over his shoulder, “What’s a militia troop?”
“Troops fight as groups. They are unit for big fights, like parts of army. Militia are workers who fight when have to. Can’t work when fight. Belong to town. Town can’t produce as much when militia away.”
“Good to know.”
“Are the warriors a troop?”
“No, need ten to have troop. They separate.”
Chris admitted to himself that he needed to study up on the Civ-like fighting mechanics of the Game. He wondered how the Hero Class people would effect a fight. He assumed his combat would go the same if he fought a whole troop, but he did not know for sure. That was probably something he should figure out before he attacked the village.
Watching for a little longer, Chris was finally satisfied that he had learned as much as he could without giving away their presence. He really preferred to have surprise on his side in his first major battle. So, as quietly as they could, they poled away from the open water and back toward the bridge.
Chris guessed that the whole trip back to the bridge from the goblin village took about an hour. It was difficult for him to tell without a watch or clock. He had looked all over his Game interface for a system clock, but could not find one. It kind of made sense because this was not actually a computer game, but it was annoying. Just like the lack of mini-map and group chat. He would have loved to be able to check in on Olivia and Leo to see how they were doing. Though he still wanted to help and protect them, the scale of the Game was starting to convince him that it might not be possible. He could barely manage the tasks set before him, let alone help two full other sides.
Once they got to the bridge, they hauled the boats up out of the water one at a time and dragged them into the reeds as far as their tired limbs would let them. Chris had to admit that Ku was helping just as much as he and Nathaniel were, which was odd given their size differences. Scout was no help at all. He just splashed around in the water then shook himself dry all over the rest of the party.
“Guess a Strength score is a Strength score,” he said to himself as they set off on the cart path back to Fenton and Brother Aleksandr’s church. The sun was low in the sky to their left as they approached the village.
Wary of causing any trouble in a village he hoped to soon rule, Chris suggested, “Let’s swing around the village so we don’t go walking right down Main Street with a goblin in our group. Prisoner or no, people might not like it.”
The others gave their assent, and the group headed off the road toward the river. As they passed the village and approached the ford where Chris had fought the skeletons, Scout’s neck began to bristle.
There was a splash at the edge of the ford, and the large dog began to bark. A little humanoid darted out of the shadows by the bank close at hand. Chris was surprised for a moment, but Ku reacted instantly.
As the short creature dashed across the ford kicking up splashes with ever step, Ku sprinted down the little slope and into the river after him. Even if Nathaniel could have caught his spiked collar, Scout was not going to be denied a chance to have a good chase.
The huge dog shot off like an arrow after Ku and the mysterious stranger.
Recovering his tongue before his legs, Nathaniel commented, “That sure looks like a goblin, doesn’t it?”
As he started to follow Ku and Scout, Chris called back over his shoulder, “Sure looks like it. Hope everything in the village is ok...”
It was not exactly easy to run through water that was above your ankles. This was especially so when it was flowing over round river stones. Still, Chris managed to make it across without tumbling, but he had lost ground in the process.
Thankfully, it looked like Ku and Scout were not losing ground on their quarry. Even as Chris a was struggling up the river bank and starting toward them, Scout lunged over the final gap, and Ku jumped in moments later. By the time Chris caught up, Ku was sitting to the side with a dagger picking his teeth, and Scout was sitting atop a goblin who looked a little blue for lack of oxygen.
“Good dog! That’s the way to do it!” Chris effused approval at his canine party member. “Now, let’s get up before we kill him and can’t question him.”
Laconically, Ku puffed, “Ask. No answer.” The goblin convert was still breathing heavy from the chase.
Chris guided the dog off of the goblin and grabbed the prisoners wrists. “What do you mean, Ku?”
“No tongue.”
“What? What did you do to him? Did you need a snack?”
Glaring at Chris with hurt, Ku clarified, “Already gone long time. Look and see.” Slowly, Ku sat back and put his hands over his head, breathing deeply for awhile longer. “Need add points to CON.”
Sure enough, the prisoner was mute by someone’s violent choice. Nathaniel walked up as Chris was staring into the goblin's empty mouth.
The boy just shook his head. “Let me guess, in addition to the Fletching skill, you’re trying to pick up Dentistry so that you can do that yourself too...”
“Har, Dee, Har, Har. I was was just confirming what Ku told me. This poor wretch has no tongue. Someone cut it out. Guess they really want to keep him from squealing on them. He seems pretty much terrified.”
“I thought he was just afraid you were going to try to give him a root canal.”
The goblin was wearing a leather jerkin and britches, nicer apparel than the villagers Chris had seen, but not armor like the warriors. On a strap across his shoulder was a leather satchel sown with thick stitches. His dagger sheath was empty at his side since Ku had disarmed him.
“Take that satchel and see what he’s got,” instructed Chris as he held the goblin by the arms.
Nathaniel pulled it off of the struggling green creature and opened the flap. “Well, I guess we know where he’s been. It’s full of potions. Looks like three health, a mana, and some green one that I don’t recognize.”
“Well, let’s go see Marcus.”
***
The apothecary answered the door to his hut with a puzzled look on his face. “What can I do for you now, Paladin?”
Chris had come into town alone, leaving Nathaniel, Scout, and the two goblins down by the ford in the river.
“I was just wondering if you were missing anything?”
“Uh... Missing? No, nothing that I know of.”
Chris produced the satchel from behind his back. Marcus’s eyes widened in surprise. With a proud flip of the flap, Chris open the bag to reveal the little bottles with rags stuffed around them for cushioning. “There are five of your potions, I believe. That is unless some other apothecary with the Alchemy skill has set up shop around here.”
Marcus seemed too shocked to respond for a moment. “Not that I know of...”
“We caught a goblin thief with them on him and thought we could return them to you. I’d actually love to buy some of them if I could.”
Marcus seemed to snap out of his stupor. “A thief? Did you have to kill him to catch him?”
“No, our hound pounced on him and pinned him pretty good. Now, about these potions, are any of them available for sale?”
“As the wronged party, I demand that this thief be put to death immediately. I’ll do it myself.”
“Whoah!” Chris was startled by the vehemence of Marcus’s reaction. When Chris’s bike had gotten stolen in the Seventh Grade, he had never wanted to kill the offender. Beat them up, maybe, but never kill. Of course, the offender had turned out to be Jeremy. He had given it back eventually. Maybe Chris should have...
Chris put his hands up in the universal ‘Slow down’ sign and said, “Where I come from, stealing isn’t a capital crime.”
“We are not wherever it is you come from, and you are not the mayor of this town yet.”
“Neither are you, Marcus. So, let’s just wait to pass sentence on this fellow for a bit. Maybe I can help calm you down by giving you a bunch of gold for some of your recovered potions? What is this green one?”
Marcus gritted his teeth for a moment longer, and then seemed to have a wave of relaxation flow over him. “Ah, that is a strength potion. Adds three to your STR for a couple of minutes. Fifty gold. The healing potions are each ten and the mana is fifteen.”
Chris whistled a long, low whistle. “Well, I guess demand has increased and so have your prices. I’ll have to think about most of those. But, I will take two of the healing potions for sure.”
The paladin reached into his pouch and pulled out twenty gold. He was getting low, but he needed to equip Ku with some potions if he turned out to be trustworthy.
***
Apologetically, Nathaniel asked “You understand, don’t you?”
Ku nodded. “New man on inside. Still look like monster on outside. Can read books?”
This last was directed at Brother Aleksandr who was looking on from across the parsonage’s study. “Oh, certainly. Be my guest. But, please don’t damage them.”
As Nathaniel closed and locked the library door, Ku promised, “Be very careful!”
Turning to the paladin, the squire growled, “There, are you happy? First night as a Christian and he’s being locked up like a criminal.”
Brother Aleksandr tisk-tisked. “If he is a true convert, he’s not the first, nor the last, to be locked up, as you put it.”
Chris defended his decision simply, “I’m just not certain yet, and I want to make sure.”
Sighing in defeat, Nathaniel accepted the situation. “Fine, Ku will show you. But, what about Tongueless? What are we going to do with him?”
The goblin prisoner was sitting in a corner of the little room, staring into space.
Brother Aleksandr looked at the creature long and hard. “I’ll take care of him.”
Shocked, Chris blurted out, “You mean you’ll kill him for us?”
Horrified, Brother Aleksandr looked at Chris. “What?! No, I mean I will feed and care for him and make sure he does not escape or cause trouble to the best of my abilities. Why would you think he should be killed? He was only trying to steal supplies from an enemy in war. At worst, he is a prisoner of war. I lived late enough on the Earth to think such men deserve fair treatment.”
Chris wondered aloud, “Even if the other side doesn’t follow the same rules?”
“Then it gets... dicey, I believe is a term you might use. But, I can only answer for my own actions. I will keep him here. At least until Fenton becomes a town with a proper jail.”
***
Everyone was up early, and Ku was released from his literary prison. He came out making amazed proclamations. “Did you know that Jesus loved everyone? Even the ones who killed him, he loved them? But, it says he’ll still judge them. It is like a father with his children. Though I do not know if he loved the ones called Pharisees.”
“Your English is a lot better!” was Chris’s response to this. “Did you talk to yourself all night?”
“No, but I read a Bible. I knew the word from the missionaries back... you know where. I wish they were here, I have all sorts of questions.”
Brother Aleksandr was interested in discussing spiritual topics with Ku to verify whether or not he was a true convert. He and the goblin were soon wading into spiritually deep waters in the little library.
Chris and Nathaniel went straight to the breakfast table where Brother Aleksandr had left bacon, eggs, and a goblin prisoner waiting. Nathaniel, now a full grown man, whispered in a falsetto voice, “AWK-ward...”
Avoiding the situation, Chris mumbled, "I'm gonna check on some notifications I've got from the Game."
You have slept on it, and the experiences of yesterday have had a lasting effect on you:
Skills unlocked:
Stealth (N)
Fletching (N)
Skills improved:
Armor, +8%, now 30%(N)
Weapons, +12, now 48%(A)
Shields, +7, now 25% (A)
Monster Lore, +22%, now 47% (N)
Leadership, +47%, now 8% (A)
Soldiers of the Light Aura, +39%, now 61% (A)
Healing Light Aura, +10%, now 96% (A)
"Yeah! I got some organic growth! Awesome!" Chris looked around the table and avoided eye contact with the prisoner. Certainly the next time he levelled, he would be able to snag three or maybe even four skill level increases by splitting up his 100%'s.
Unable to avoid looking over at the poor creature, Chris realized his treatment of others probably had directly lead to him increasing his Leadership skill. Maybe he needed to be more thoughtful about that. After a minute or two thinking it over, he finally scooped up some food on a plate and set it in front of the goblin. The prisoner's hands were still tied, but he happily leaned down and ate food a bite at a time.
Since Brother Aleksandr and Ku were in the study debating Bible passages and the prisoner was already breaking decorum pretty badly, Chris and Nathaniel put manners aside and had a discussion around, over, and through their eggs and bacon.
“What are your adult stats?” asked Chris. He was eager to figure out what class his follower would be.
“I got strength of zero, a DEX of two, a CON of zero, INT of three, wisdom of one, and charisma of zero. Clearly not indicative of my actual rugged good looks.”
“Maybe it’s compensating for your insufferable pride?”
“As you said yesterday, Har, Dee, Har, Har. I could be a wizard or a mage of the light…”
“You want to be a glass cannon? Come on. We can’t afford deaths in this game. I don’t even know what happens to you if you die. Do you respawn?” Chris’s eyes looked off into the distance as he tried to find an answer in HELP!
“If I’m a player’s follower and I’m in their party, yes. We respawn at your spawn point. It is like we’re in adventure mode or something. But, if you assign a follower to do something else, like lead a different group or be a governor or something, we can die and that’s it.”
“That’s good to know. But, I still don’t want you playing one of those one-hit-wonders. Look at those starting Health numbers! Eight to start and four per level is going to get you killed. I wonder how many times Olivia has died as a wizard?”
“If she’s in a good party with people she can trust, probably zero. There’s nothing inherently wrong with playing a high damage, low health class.”
Chris paused as he refilled his plate and the goblin prisoner’s. The prisoner looked like a five-year-old on Christmas morning when he got seconds.
The party leader went on. “I don’t know. I liked the idea of you playing somebody that could deal damage at a distance, and you know rules enough to be good at using Mana. Have you looked at the Archer class? You can charge arrows and do trick shots.”
Nathaniel’s eyes rolled so far back in his head, he could see last Tuesday. “Ugh, no, please! I’m not gonna play Robin Hood. Besides, I think they’re too dependent on specific weapons. Same thing for Rangers.”
Chris took a mouthful of eggs and looked through the HELP! output on the different classes to remind himself. He blurted out, “Battlemage!”
“Yeah, I saw that one, but you only get like three spells for your whole life. Too limited.”
“Did you look at the progressions? The spells grow. They turn from touch to charge to line to area of effect. And, you get Martial Prowess like I do. We’ve got no idea about equipment availability in this Game. Though, we know right now we don’t even have a blacksmith’s shop available.”
“Yeah. I’ll get a set of equipment I get to pick too.”
“That will be true for our goblin convert as well, right?” Chris looked back at the study. The goblin and the man were waving their hands about, pointing at the Bible open on the table before them, and then waving some more.
“Does that mean you’re going to accept him? You really believe him?”
“Anybody that can carry on that long of a conversation with an ex-monk and not get called out as a fraud has got to be authentic. Look at them still going...”
“Yeah, I was a Christian from when I was...” Nathaniel trailed off as he caught himself. “I’m just sure he’s probably got a lot of questions. I’m gonna look up Battlemage again.”
After a moment, Nathaniel relented. “Fine, I looked at the Battlemage stats. You’re right. The spells get a lot better with age. It is especially good because I’m going to start at Level 2 because of all the XP I’ve gotten over the last couple days.”
“Really? You’ll be able to charge weapons right away? That bow we got from the hunter is going to come in real useful then.”
“I was thinking I’d get one as part of my equipment that might fit my current size a little better. I could pass the short bow down to Ku if you’re going to make him a class that uses one.”
“For sure, he’s gonna be a Man-at-Arms. Easier to play.”
Nathaniel put down his fork. “I’m going to make my decision then and allocate my skills. Which spell should I up to Apprentice? Fire for burn damage, lightning for stun, or ice for slow?”
Chris looked at the text in front of himself as he scanned over the information. “Hmm, the slow lasts twice as long as the stun and the average damage is a little better.”
“Yeah, but you can automatically crit a stunned enemy in melee, and the lightning damage max is higher than the ice damage max.”
“I wonder if fire can cause enemies to panic? I know I’d be going nuts if I got set on fire.” Chris was squinting as he tried to compare numbers in his head.
Nathaniel spotted something in the descriptions. “Slow does work on undead, but stun doesn’t. There is that to consider too. I know fire works on most things unless they’ve got resistance.”
Nathaniel’s eyebrows shot up. “Oooo, I just got Monster Lore as a skill! Was that just from spotting that fact about undead?”
“It could be, I got it from just reading about monsters in a book.” Chris set his fork down. “I think stun for now. You’ll have two melee fighters going to town in front of you. We’ll crit anybody you stun. We can always level ice next time. Plus, my light damage is going to fry any undead from here on out. I get the feeling you’d be best off trying to get to area of effect on all three skills as fast as possible.”
“Right, Lightning Skill it is then. I’m putting my 50% from my slow regular skill advancement into Weapons. Man, I wish my class got medium advancement like yours.”
Chris looked back at his follower seriously. “I think we’ll get plenty of weapons practice over the next couple days. Maybe you’ll get some organic bumps like I did.”
***
Because the valley took a dogleg to the south, it was actually faster for Olivia, Cato, and the Constable to walk up over the edge of the valley, across the stretch of wooded uplands where Olivia had run into the Shadow Elves, and then back down into the valley further on. They were over an hour into the hike when they came to a clearing beside a stream where a Shadow Elf was camped. Olivia was relieved that it was not the Mohawk one that had escaped the night before.
This Shadow Elf had long, stringy, almost white hair. His skin was pale gray, and his eyes were dark. Across his back, he had slung a crossbow. At his hip, he had a long, curved blade, shorter than a sword and longer than a knife.
Constable Kerjad was clearly restraining himself as they entered the clearing. He glared at Olivia with lowered eyebrows. Cato was reserved as always. But, Olivia noticed his hand slide down to the hilt of his sword.
Does it always have to be violence? Olivia asked herself. She stepped forward toward the wary Shadow Elf.
“Greetings, traveler. I am Olivia Jordan. These are my companions, Cato and Kerjad.” She left off the title Constable. No reason to worry the Shadow Elf with legal issues. “By what are you called?”
“Mostly by names that are none to polite to tell a lady.” Laughing, the elf sat back on his heels, leaving the stick he had been tending the fire with in it. “But, if you must, call me Durrel.”
The angst of the Constable was palpable on the back of Olivia’s neck. His displeasure was radiating off of him like heat from a glowing red poker. Olivia doubted herself for a moment. But, she was certain violence did not always have to be the answer. Sure, the Constable was a rough man and was used to rough means, but that did not mean that she had to use them.
“Well met, Durrel. We are going to rid the valley of the giant spiders that poach the silk weavers worms.”
Smiling a very toothy smile, Durrel answered, “Well, poachers are a vile lot, to be sure. I certainly wish you good fortune on your task.”
“Thank you kindly for your well wishes. I notice that you are an armed man yourself. Would you care to hire your crossbow to our cause?”
Olivia was sure that the heat of the Constable’s indignation jumped a hundred degrees behind her. She even felt Cato, who had slid a quarter of the way around the edge of the clearing, become tense.
An appraising look came into Durrel’s eye. “Well, I am always on the hunt for a chance to do good and be rewarded for it. Let’s say ten gold pieces before and ten gold pieces after we succeed in getting rid of these noxious poaching beasties...”
“That sounds reasonable to me, Durrel. I hope we find success that benefits us both.” Olivia reached into her inventory pouch and pulled out ten gold coins.
As she moved forward to hand them to the Shadow Elf, the Constable moved with her, sliding around to the side opposite Cato. Both men watched Durrel like hawks watching a rabbit in a meadow.
Yet, it seemed that Olivia was vindicated as Durrel accepted the coins peacefully and stowed them in a pouch at his belt. “Let me break my camp here and douse my fire, Mistress.”
Kerjad subtly nudged Olivia’s elbow and glanced to the edge of the clearing. She followed him, ready to defend her decision as vociferously as she needed to.
He said simply, “I will watch him as best I can.”
Stunned by the Constable’s acceptance of a decision she was sure he did not agree with, Olivia could only manage to say, “Thank you, I’ll appreciate that.”
Kerjad headed back to the middle of the clearing to ostensibly help Durrel break down his camp. Cato moved over to Olivia once the Constable was away. He leaned close in next to her, and she could feel his almost silent words breathed onto her ear. “I fear your lessons come dearly.”
Olivia turned away as she felt her cheeks burn crimson. What kind of teacher was Cato supposed to be anyway? He should be supporting and encouraging his student, not casting doubt on her decisions. She started off down the path without saying another word.
***
Giant spiders seemed to be a relative term. The first cluster of spiders they found was of the dog-sized variety. Not quite Shelob from Lord of the Rings to be sure. Over the previous hour of the hike, Olivia had asked the others if they had ever fought them before. No one had, but Cato knew they were weak against fire, and Durrel had killed one of about this size before with a single charged crossbow shot. Olivia had asked what he meant by charged shot.
Durrel explained. “I am a Battlemage by training. At Level 2 as I am, I can use my mana to add magical damage to my weapons. So, it was both the damage of the bolt and the spell that did in the spider I killed.”
Kerjad nodded, “Right. So, perhaps two strikes from a regular weapon.”
Durrel added, “Best to stay close and not let them swarm anyone if they outnumber us.”
“Bows will be difficult to use if we are too close,” observed Cato.
“We’ve all got something to mash with, don’t we?” asked the Shadow Elf. “Especially Kerjad here. That war club looks like a mean splinter of wood if you ask me. Probably not a ‘regular’ weapon at all, I’d reckon.”
Kerjad lifted his chin a little in acknowledgement of the Shadow Elf’s assessment, though he resisted the urge to brag about his favored weapon.
Olivia was forced to admit, “Wizards don’t typically... mash...where I’m from. But, I’ll stick in right behind everyone and hit whatever targets open up to me.”
So, they moved in on the cluster of spiders that were inhabiting one large pine tree. Olivia decided to use Ice damage in her Evocations because Lightning or Fire might start the forest burning. That would do in more silk worms than the spiders ever could.
The Constable looked around the group and asked, “Anyone care to pray with me before we begin?”
Cato answered by just moving next to Kerjad. Olivia nodded eagerly. Maybe God would miraculously cure her arachnophobia before the fight?
Durrel demurred. “I’m not much for organized religion.”
Olivia wondered how organized an impromptu prayer kneeling in the pine straw really was, but she told herself, “To each his own,” and bowed her head.
As they finished their prayer, Olivia felt a flood of warmth and well-being fill her. She thanked God for it and took her place.
The frontline fighters took out their melee weapons and propped them up or jabbed them into the ground. Then, Kerjad and Cato nocked arrows, and Durrel tugged back his crossbow and dropped a bolt into the slot. The Shadow Elf got down on one knee to steady the crossbow, and waited.
Hiding her nerves as best as she could, Olivia pushed a stray wisp of hair back over her ear and asked the others, “Ready?”
Slight nods were all the response she got.
So, she pointed at the cobweb wrapped mass in the tree. A little too loudly, she shouted, “Snow Cone of Death!”
The end of her finger pulsed blue and jagged orbs of ice launched through the air, leaving magical, glowing streaks behind them. The orbs shattered on the cobwebs, and the battle was on. Huge spiders began pouring out of the bottom of the ten-foot-wide web blob. About half of them were glowing blue and going slowly. Olivia’s ice had done its job.
Once she saw the spiders, Olivia’s vision began to contract. The outside edges of what she could see went gray. Her chest felt incredibly heavy, and she thought she might be at the bottom of a well or something. She could not hear anything, and she certainly was not paying any attention to the text updates from the Game on the bottom third of her vision.
Oblivious to the sounds of the arrows singing off the bow strings, Olivia just tried to pick targets that were still moving and hit them with ice orbs. There were a million spiders. They were coming at her in a wave, a giant tsunami of arachnodeath. The three figures of the men in front of her seemed to shrink away and disappear as the onslaught of eight-legged doom rolled toward her.
Only one sound managed to penetrate the haze that was enveloping Olivia. It was the piercing screeches the spiders were constantly making. If she had realized that it was their death cry, it might have reassured her. Instead, she thought it was the sound of them summoning their friends to come and suck the juices out of her eyes and her brain out of her skull.
Suddenly, the screeching stopped. Olivia was gasping for breath, fighting to keep her feet stuck in the cement they felt like they were in. A few more moments and she would have broken and ran, she was sure of it.
Cato and Kerjad both moved forward smashing and slashing bodies to confirm their extermination. Durrel bent over and picked up his crossbow from where he had dropped it to change weapons.
“That wasn’t too bad at all. How many of these do we need to take out?” He asked as he looked up at Olivia.
She could not answer right away. But, she thought that was no excuse for the way he started looking at her. Why were his eyes getting wide. What was he doing with his crossbow now?
Olivia could not even comprehend that ducking would be a good idea when Durrel raised his crossbow and shot at her. Kerjad gave a shout and leapt at the Shadow Elf. The bolt whistled out, a halo of magical fire engulfing it.
Olivia flinched.
The bolt flew over her shoulder.
She heard a whoosh of flames and one last screech behind her.
Durrel had dropped his crossbow again and had his hands up. Kerjad had his cudgel under the battlemage’s chin, tipping his head up.
Indignant, the black clad elf spat out his defense, “I could have let that spider munch on our fearless leader, but I thought you might rather I didn’t.”
Kerjad looked over to where he expected to see Olivia’s flaming corpse and was relieved to find the wizard standing there in one piece. She was looking over her shoulder at something on the ground.
Cato bounded over gracefully, and stabbed the spider that was there with his sword. The taciturn elf warrior was practically effusive. “Thank you, Durrel. Good shooting.”
Everyone relaxed as they finished making certain none of the spiders survived.
Fighting down the a sudden wave of nausea that came crashing at her after her adrenaline wore off, Olivia tried to compose herself. Living a video game was completely different from what she had expected when Haliel had described all this back in the cafeteria. Still, she was eager to know if she had contributed anything besides increased drama. Olivia asked, “Did the ice actually help?”
“Yes,” replied Cato as he wrapped a bite in his forearm with a bandage. “The slow ones were much easier to hit.”
The others agreed, and it was decided that they would continue with the same process on the next cluster they found. Durrel even apologized for using fire on the one he shot behind Olivia. “‘Twas a reaction only. That is my best element for damage.”
They spread out and chose their direction of travel based on how many webs they saw. Always heading toward the most webs lead them across three more clusters over the next four hours. Each went similarly to the first, though Olivia reacted better and better each time.
About six miles from the first cluster on the edge of the valley the ground became rocky and the forest began breaking up. Here, they found the largest mass of webs yet. In a steep side valley that cut into a tall ridge, a mass of webs stuck to the stone and trees on the valley walls.
“That thing is bigger than my house,” gasped Olivia. “I mean, we are crammed into a three bedroom ranch. My dad doesn’t make as much in Christian pub... I just mean, that’s a lot of spider webs. Do you think it means there’s more spiders, or that they’re bigger?”
Durrel grinned. “There’s only one way to find out, right? I think that spot up on the other ridge facing it is as good a place as any. We’ll be able to shoot down on them a little easier. High ground is alway better in my opinion.”
No one could find anything to object to in the suggestion. So, they climbed up the steep, rocky side of the ridge that faced across a valley up into the little side valley full of webs. About halfway up the forty-foot-tall ridge, there was a little ledge of sorts. There they started clearing the ground of stones and anything that could cause them problems.
Concerned, Olivia asked, “Where should I stand? There’s not really space for me to be behind you?”
“Not so, Lady.” Durrel was piling some stones up just off the front edge of the ledge. He stepped on his new chunk of ledge and made sure it was steady. “This end has space for two now, though it will be a little tight. I use a smaller weapon than these other noble fellows. I’ll stand in front and you can peek out and launch your spells as you see fit.”
“Sounds like a plan. Let me know when everyone is ready, and I’ll launch some ice orbs.”
Kerjad looked at Cato and Olivia and asked, “Would you pray with me again?”
Scrunching together and kneeling, the three elves prayed while Durrel jumped down onto the hillside and wedged some more rocks into his impromptu addition to their ledge. Olivia welcomed the familiar sense of goodness and well-being. She wished Durrel would at least try praying with them. Making a mental note of it, she told herself to talk to him about it after the battle.
When everyone had moved into position and nodded their readiness, Olivia opened the battle. Her ice spell slammed into the front wall of the web blob, and large spiders came out. These were bigger than any they had fought before. Bodies almost three feet long, and legs that spanned six feet as they scuttled down the opposite ridge and across the bottom of the valley.
All of the men launched their projectiles. They reloaded and fired again. Olivia sent another set of Ice orbs flying. Finally, they heard screeches among the herd of arachnids streaming out of their web home.
Cato and Kerjad turned to put their bows down and pick up their melee weapons. Durrel took one more shot with his crossbow, and then turned awkwardly beside Olivia in the tight space. He reached back and set his crossbow down.
But then, as she thought he was reaching for his blade, he actually wrapped his arm around her slender waist, and in one swift motion, heaved her over the front of the ledge.
Olivia screamed as the hillside rushed up toward her face. She reacted by shouting, “Tin Can of Olives!” Her Mage Armor spell fired off and wrapped her in a cocoon of magical forces. How she managed to think to do it, she would never quite understand.
Bouncing down the side of the ridge, she saw a combination of rocks, trees, sky, and text updates indicating the amount of damage her Mage Armor had left before it winked out of existence.
Coming to rest in the middle of the valley, Olivia picked up her rattling head and looked straight into the Eight Eyes of Death as she had always imagined them. She screamed and pushed herself up and back. Only as she took her first step back, she kicked into something hard and hairy. Spinning, she jumped and twisted to try to get away from yet another massive arachnid.
They had noticed her. Turning toward her, a half dozen or more inhuman gazes focused on the two-eyed stranger in their midst. Olivia saw a myriad of her reflections from all directions in beady little spider eyes. Some rather logical and disjoint part of her mind informed her that the real number of reflections had to be a multiple of eight. This fact really did not help her.
Up on the ledge, Kerjad had only seen Olivia go tumbling out of the corner of his eye. Durrel had immediately reached after her and swiped his arms back and forth like he was trying to catch her. “Fool! You didn’t need to lean out for an extra shot!”
The Constable shouted, “I’ll go after her!”
Durrel replied, “No, you won’t.”
Pointing a finger at the other two elves, Durrel cast a Lightning Bolt through both of them. “You’re going to be stunned too long.” He turned to pick his crossbow back up so that he could finish off Olivia. He never got the chance.
Kerjad pounced like a lion on the Shadow Elf’s back. Grabbing him by the collar and belt, the Constable heaved Durrel and himself off the front of the ledge. Wrestling the surprised elf in air was easy. Landing on top of him was fairly soft for the Constable as well. It did not go so well for the Shadow Elf.
Pulling, twisting, and yanking, Kerjad managed to get another solid tumble and smash landing in on Durrel before they came to rest in the middle of the oncoming arachnids. Olivia was standing with her back to them, her Mage Armor barely in place, three spiders clawing and biting at her screaming form.
The Shadow Elf’s light hair and skin was discolored with blood and dirt, but his eyes were still bright. He hissed, “This should be enough to get the both of you.”
Sticking his hand up right in Kerjad’s face, Durrel cast a fireball. The detonation clapped like miniature thunder, and the flames whooshed into a raging, spherical inferno.
The sounded echoed off the rock walls of the valley. The flames rushed outward and then up, curling under themselves as their thermal updrafts sucked them along. As the smoke cleared, there was a ring of charred spider corpses around the three elves. Durrel gasped as he looked up at a barely scorched Kerjad. Twisting his gaze over, hoping for at least one out of two, he was sorely disappointed by a panting, but uninjured Olivia. Her Mage Armor was long gone though.
Kerjad was the first to speak. “How did you survive?”
“Fireproof armor. Took it off an elf ranger at Level 1 during a raid. That’s why I took the Light Armor skill. How about you? And why weren’t you stunned?”
“Figured as much. Knew you were a wizard and not a battle mage. That’s why I’ve been casting Resistance during our pre-battle prayers each time. Been waiting for you to try something.”
“Resistance? How does a Man-at-Arms have Resi... Oh.”
“That is correct. I’m a Priest. Nothing says a Constable has to be a warrior class.”
Olivia screamed, she backed right over the two men where they were sitting on the ground. As she was falling backward, the wizard flung out her hand in front of her and shouted, “Snow Globe Blizzard Blast!” Olivia had carefully come up with her trigger phrases so she would never accidentally cast any of her spells.
A glittering orb of bluish ice twice the size of a softball appeared with a little crack and pop and flew off.
A spider the size of a small bus with multiple arrows sticking out of it reared up over the three fallen elves. Here was Shelob. She had been hiding the whole time.
Olivia’s supersized ice orb crashed into the spider’s underside, and the air became frigid, full of the sound of shattering icicles and cracking pack ice.
The rush of wind was deafening and the pelting chunks of ice and snow stung everyone’s exposed skin.
Olivia had expected more pain, and more damage as well, but strangely, she was fine. Something under her legs was not. It felt like there was a solid block of ice there.
She looked down in horror to see Durrel frozen solid to the ground there. In almost equal horror, the spider was not frozen solid. Though glowing blue and moving slowly, the creature was still on the attack. One of its huge spike legs came slamming down at her.
Something warm landed on top of her and bellowed in pain. Her eyes focused after a moment, and she saw Kerjad grimacing on top of her. “Get moving. I’ve only got so much health to use taking hits for you!” Grunting, he put a hand on her shoulder and mumbled, “Speed of Thought!”
Scrambling out from under the Constable, Olivia noticed that everything seemed clearer. The world was moving a little slower. And something else.
“Oh yeah! More mana!”
Olivia spun around to face the eight legged freak. She heard Kerjad shout, “Wasting Disease!” There was a flash under the spider and it roared a deafening shriek. Spots appeared all over the creature and it hunched downward like a great weight had been dropped on it. But, it did not fall. Instead, it reared back again, raising two sharp legs up over the still collapsed Constable.
Olivia decided to dump everything she could into this shot. She would waste three mana, but it would do the most damage the fastest. She shouted, “Tesla’s Revenge of Death!”
Yeah, she would never say any of these phrases by accident.
The bolt sizzled across the space between her and the gigantic spider that was rearing back again. The bright blue arc of electrical energy surged into the exposed underside of the spider. Sparks spread out from the impact and began circling the giant monster, racing along its body back and forth.
Frozen in place, the monster sat perched over Kerjad. The Constable scrambled out from underneath it.
An arrow whistled down from overhead. It landed in the middle of a half dozen other arrows in the creature’s head.
But, this one was different.
This one sunk halfway down its shaft into the thick carapace of the arachnid. As if a balloon had been pricked with a pin, the grotesque monster burst, raining ichor and goo everywhere.
***
At a nearby stream, they cleaned the remains of their enemy off of themselves and their equipment. Sighing and hoping to get it over with quickly, Olivia turned to the Constable and admitted, “I guess you were right to be suspicious of him because he was a Shadow Elf.”
Patiently wiping the spider juice off of his cudgel with a rag, Kerjad explained himself. “I wasn’t suspicious because he was a Shadow Elf. I was suspicious because I knew he had lied about his class. He wasn’t a battle mage. He was a wizard who had taken a level of light armor. Why would a battle mage pick a crossbow, dagger, and leather armor for equipment? The whole point of the class is to get to use the better weapons and armor. You can’t do double attacks with crossbows and daggers give much less damage compared to swords or axes. I assumed you already knew that and considered it part of the risk.”
Olivia turned red with embarrassment. “I, ah, I did not exactly realize all that. I’ve only really paid attention to the Wizard class.”
“When you’re mayor and then perhaps baroness and countess, you’ll be making decisions about Priests like me, Men-at-Arms like Cato, and probably most of the other classes on your own side. And the ones you don’t have in your village or fighting with you, will be the ones that you’re fighting against. So, you’d better spend a little time on our way back to Lord Finolfin’s lodge learning about all of them. And another bit of advice. If you want to keep a snake warm, put it by a fire, not inside your shirt.”
Blushing at the metaphor, Olivia meekly replied, “Yes, sir.”
“Mayors outrank constables. You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’ Your Ladyship.”
A squeak slipping into her excited voice, Olivia said, “Thank you, Constable Kerjad.”
The wizard and Lady Mayor hugged the gruff elf, and it was the Constable’s turn to blush.
***
“You say mean things to pretty girl!
I like pretty girl!
I not like you!”
The ogre was charging quickly across the gap between the edge of the forest and the village gates. He was holding a club over his head. The club had, until very recently, been a foot wide oak tree.
“Well now, they say beauty is in the eye of the beholder right?” asked one guard as he fired his crossbow at the ogre.
“That’s right,” replied a second one as he shot too.
The first guard answered as he reloaded his crossbow, “I guess this feller hadn’t beholded too many lady folk before he met our witch friends out there.”
The mayor shouted up from the pavement below, “There be witchery afoot you clods.”
“I’d be sayin so,” came back the first guard. “Our bolts ain’t even scratchin ‘im.”
“Drat. They gave him Rock Flesh.” The mayor spat onto the ground and kicked his own spittle with his boot. “Well, do I open the gates now or make them bash them down? Ah, let them repair the damage they do to their new village. I’ll be in Hell in two shakes of a lamb’s tail at this rate anyway. What do I care?”
The mayor called up to the guards. “You boys may want to make a run out the back way. I don’t think that fat one is gonna be too kind to the folks that called her cattle. You could join up with that Ieyasu feller that came through here this morning. He’s no friend of these witches from what he was sayin.”
The oak club of the ogre slammed into the gates and shook them like leaves on a tree in a stiff breeze.
“You know boss, you may have a point there.”
The two guards scrambled down from their posts and dashed across the village square. The mayor shouted after them, “Tell that feller to get rid of all the witches he can. I don’t think I like ‘em too much.”
***
Emma watched with the upmost satisfaction as the charmed ogre destroyed the village gates. Katrina’s Charm Monster potion had a duration of a full day, so she would going to look for as many things to have her new friend smash as she could find. But first, the business at hand.
“Stand aside, Tog. I want to see these fools get turned into meat mush with my own two eyes.”
The ogre stood over to the side of the town square. There was a man sitting in on the edge of stone planter in the center of the square. The planter had an apple tree in the middle of it. The man was eating an apple.
“I missed these,” was all he said by way of greeting.
“I am Lady Emma Wilson, soon to be Witch Queen of the Shadow Elves. Where are the fools who dared to insult me before?”
“You’re looking at ‘em.”
“There were more than one! I heard different voices!”
“Really, it’s just me. I’m the one that called you cattle.”
Emma sniffed her nose in distaste. “Your sexist misogyny is disgusting. You just insulted me because you fear powerful women.”
“I don’t rightly fear much of anything at all at this point. And, I insulted you because you’re ugly. And fat.” The man looked up at the ogre, hoping that the monster would swing true and make it swift.
Emma fumed, her face turning red through her dark gray skin. But sweeping up behind her and pressing a hand to her elbow, Katrina calmed her. She turned Emma away from the Mayor of the village for a moment. Emma’s head kicked back as she drank something. She turned around with a wicked smile on her face.
The Mayor did not like the looks of this. Why was the ogre not putting him out of his misery? And, why was that witch coming over toward him? Was she not going to kill him? Was there such a thing as a fate worse than death?
“Your face looks like a sack of turnips!” squealed the Mayor in horror.
It was to no avail. Emma had been convinced not to have Tog liquify the soon-to-be-former Mayor. Instead, she got right up into his face and said breathily, “Hiiiiii...”
A glowing red mist curled out of her mouth and flew into the Mayor’s. The mist was like a living creature, a parasite looking for a way into its host. Thrashing his head about and holding his breath, the Mayor tried to escape. But the mist hung about his nostrils and his lips, waiting.
Finally, he could not help but breath it in. His whole body shivered and shook, then he tossed himself on the ground and thrashed about. He started to scream, but stopped in the middle.
Looking up at Emma with new eyes, he said, “Oh, my lovely, angelic Lady. Whatever you ask of me, your humble, worthless servant, I will do as best I can. Please, sweet Lady, ask away that I may do something to please your pleasantly plump self.”
Emma laughed and snorted at the Mayor’s magical attitude adjustment.
“Ah!” he cried out. “The music of the angels come to earth is the laughter of Mi’Lady.”
Somewhere inside, a buried part of himself hoped fervently that he was to be killed.
There would be no such mercy.
Excited, Emma turned to Katrina. “See, the Patriarchy is no match for the Sisterhood!”
The older witch beamed with pride. “It is as you have said. Now, claim your new village so we may embark on the real adventure.”
Looking down with disgust at the Mayor on the flagstones, Emma proclaimed, “I want to be Mayor here!”
“As you wish, Mi’Lady! The office is yours.” The now former mayor knelt down before her with his face to the ground, wishing for all the world that the ogre would drop its club on him.




Chapter 16

Christopher tried to buy one more health potion from Marcus on the way through Fenton. The apothecary was not at home.
“He must be out collecting supplies or looking for monsters to study. We’ll have to make do with what we have. I hope this doesn’t cost us. I should have just bit the bullet and bought another one last night.” Chris was kicking himself most of the way to the fen. For as often as he did it, Chris was wondering why his Self-Kicking skill had not leveled. Maybe it was because he was already at Legendary level.
Ku, on the other hand, was practically strutting back to his former home. He had become a Man-at-Arms and taken a spear, shield, and short sword for his equipment. He also got armor similar to Chris’s, a breastplate with chain mail and some other pieces. The hunter’s bow and arrows had rounded out his equipment. Thankfully, as a follower of a player, he got an inventory pouch as well. That was where he had most of his things currently stored.
They found their boats undisturbed in the tall plants by the path near the bridge. They were out on the water quickly and poling their way toward an uncertain encounter. But, as they got underway, time seemed to slow down. The trip to the village felt like it took twice as long as the day before.
After approximately forever, Chris recognized the opening in the sedges that lead into the open water south of the village. He hissed over his shoulder to Nathaniel, “Finally!”
Ku was riding in Chris’s boat. The paladin still was not quite able to trust the goblin. Hunkered down in the front of the other boat, Scout was being ferried by Nathaniel. Chris looked at his party members. “All right, is this little flotilla of two ready to execute an amphibious assault of less than epic proportions?”
“Aye, aye, Admiral McKnight. We’ll run right up on that coast and storm... What’s the name of your village Ku?” asked Nathaniel.
Ku thought for a second. “In English, it is Fish Guts.”
Chris volunteered, “We’ll probably change that when we take over.”
Nathaniel continued. “Fine then. We’ll run our boats right up onto that smelly shore and storm Fish Guts in no time.”
As they moved into position to charge out across the open water, Chris reminded them, “Scout and Ku are on intimidating the militia since those two have Intimidation as a class skill and that unit is technically untrained. I sure hope they haven’t figured out about...”
Chris stopped short as he caught a glimpse of something through the reeds. “...Us coming to attack them.” He finished his thought anyway, even though he realized it was obsolete. The village of Fish Guts was constructing a wooden, defensive wall.
“Ooooo, that’s new,” clucked Ku.
Dark disappointment evident in his voice, Nathaniel asked, “That’s not good is it?”
Chris had a far away look in his eyes for a few moments. “Actually, it’s not bad for us yet according to HELP! It has to get completed to grant its bonus to the defenders.”
Nervously chewing on his lip, Nathaniel asked, “Well, let’s assume the element of surprise is no longer on our periodic table. How does the plan change?”
Grimacing, Chris replied, “Victory conditions are still the same. We’ve got to either eliminate all military units in the settlement or occupy the town hall for a hour. I suppose they could surrender to us...”
Ku mad a horrifying suggestion, “If they are building a wall, do you think they’ve received reinforcements from the Witch King’s town?”
Teeth gritted, Chris answered “Only one way to find out.”
Feigning a look of shock and fear, Nathaniel asked, “You don’t mean sit around for a couple hours on stake out trying to count goblin warriors in the village do you?”
Not taking the timing of the joke well, Chris glared at Nathaniel. “No, I mean attack. When did your class become court jester?”
“Hey, lighten up,” grinned Nathaniel. “Haven’t you heard stress will kill you?”
This one finally breached Chris’s defenses and he started to laugh before he stopped himself. “All right. Let’s go become the Lords of Fish Guts.”
***
Chris poled his boat out as fast as he could, and he knew Nathaniel was right behind him. They were more than halfway across the open water before an alarm was sounded. A dozen or so goblins working on the wall fled and disappeared into the cluster of huts that made up the village.
In the middle of the village, Chris could see a goblin in leather armor pointing and shouting orders. Whatever resistance he was trying to organize, it was too long in the coming. Chris and Ku pulled up on shore without anyone attacking them. Chris was already shouting in Goblin as Nathaniel and Scout landed beside them to the right.
“Anyone who does not fight will be spared. You will not have to go back to the Fiery Place With the Worms for as long as the Game lasts. This is your last chance to be spared! All who fight us will be slain and sent back!”
Nathaniel nodded in appreciation of PSYOPS his leader was putting on the villagers. It did not hurt that what he was saying was completely true. Nathaniel commanded Scout to stay beside him until he was given a command to attack.
There was a trench and heap of earth where the wall was going to be. Here on the south side of the village, the was a gap that looked to be the beginnings of a gate for the defensive wall. Nathaniel and Scout moved up next to Chris in that gap.
Chris got a message in the bottom third of his vision.
You have attacked a defended village. This will start a war with the Witch King’s side.
He wanted to say duh to the info message, but he was busy listening to the apparent leader of the village try to rally his troops in the village center.
“...and remember, the Witch King is watching! He will know who did not fight, and the frogre will feast!”
Chris turned to Ku and asked him, “What’s a frogre?”
“If a giant frog and an ogre had a baby...”
A look of disgust spread across Chris’s face. “How could...”
Ku shrugged. “I said if.”
“That’s it. Let’s start fighting. I’m in front in the middle of this gate area. You two behind with bows.” Chris leaned his shield up against the wooden piles that were driven into the ground to make the foundation for one side of the gate. He set his war hammer down next to it, handle up. Then, he took out his bow and nocked an arrow.
Ku and Nathaniel followed suit with their bows. They both spread out behind the trench and earthen heap and knelt to increase their cover. Nathaniel pushed Scout down next to the heap. The war hound complied, though he seemed dissatisfied with the idea.
Chris ordered, “Take out the guy talking.”
All three of them loosed their arrows at the same moment. The result was a little confusing.
You attack Goblin Warrior (Troop).
You hit Goblin Warrior (Troop) for 8 damage.
Goblin Warrior’s Leather Armor absorbs 2 damage. Shares 6 damage with Troop.
Ku attacks Goblin Warrior (Troop).
Ku hits Goblin Warrior (Troop) for 5 damage.
Goblin Warrior’s Leather Armor absorbs 2 damage. Shares 3 damage with Troop.
Nathaniel attacks Goblin Warrior (Troop).
Nathaniel hit Goblin Warrior (Troop) for 9 damage.
Goblin Warrior’s Leather Armor absorbs 2 damage. Shares 7 damage with Troop.
A little worried that he did not understand, Chris asked the others, “Anybody know what it means when it says the damaged was shared to the troop? And why didn’t it tell me my chance to hit?”
Ku was nocking another arrow. “There must have been enough reinforcements to create a troop of Warriors here. Aren’t military battles different from adventure battles?”
Nathaniel grabbed an arrow in his fist as he got ready to cast on it. He asked what Chris had not wanted to consider, “Are we going to have to take out all of the health of the whole troop before any of them drop? How can an adventure party fight a military troop?”
Chris replied darkly, “Guess we’re going to find out.”
A double line of goblins in leather armor had formed in the open area in the middle of the huts. All ten of them had shields and spears. The one that had been giving orders fell in on the right hand side of the front line. He had three arrows sticking out of him. He did not seem to mind. Looking back over his shoulder, the warrior barked something Chris could not make out.
Because Chris’s party was not moving, they could cast non-attack spells or drink potions and still get an attack in that same interval.
You invoke Soldiers of the Light aura. +2 Att/Dmg to allies in 15’. 5 Light damage (2+3) per combat interval.
Ku casts Hawkeye. Att/Dmg +2, Crit Chance +25%, Crit Dmg x3
Nathaniel casts Lightning, charging his arrow.
The paladin and his followers loosed their arrows again. Their bonuses made hits almost automatic, though Ku’s 25% Crit Chance did not come in. A total of 19 damage was shared by the goblin troop.
As the warriors advanced, the militia sprang into action. From various different spots around the village, arrows flew at the heroes.
It seemed they had divided their shots up. Three arrows each came at Nathaniel, Ku, and Chis. Two hit the heaped up construction works in front of the battlemage, and one flew over his head. All three aimed at Ku hit the earthen heap in front of him. Chis was not as lucky. He was hit twice for a total of three damage. His armor really helped against multiple low damage attacks.
Nathaniel pointed at the goblins spread around between the huts. “Go get that militia, Scout!”
As he put his bow away, Chris shouted to Ku, “Go use your Intimidate skill to shut down those archers.”
Ku climbed over the foundations of the wall and darted into the huts with a ferocious roar. Nathaniel shot at the goblin leader and stunned him again. Chris stepped up with his shield and hammer at the ready. Nathaniel shouted from over his shoulder, “Go full block. I’ll keep critting them. The damage will get shared in huge chunks.”
Not ready to accept advice from his former squire, Chris attacked one of the frontline goblins instead.
You attack Goblin Warrior (Troop).
You hit Goblin Warrior (Troop) for 11 damage.
Goblin Warrior’s Leather Armor absorbs 2 damage. Shares 9 damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior (Troop) hits you for 5 damage.
Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 30/35 Health.
Goblin Warrior (Troop) hits you for 4 damage.
Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 28/35 Health.
Goblin Warrior (Troop) hits you for 5 damage.
Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 25/35 Health.
Goblin Warrior (Troop) hits you for 3 damage.
Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 24/35 Health.
That not-so-good news was followed by much better news.
Fish Guts Militia (Troop) is INTIMIDATED and has stopped fighting.
Chris felt the familiar surge of power at the end of the combat interval and his aura shot outward.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura does 5 Light damage to Goblin. Shares 5 damage with Troop.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura does 5 Light damage to Goblin. Shares 5 damage with Troop.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura does 5 Light damage to Goblin. Shares 5 damage with Troop.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura was dodged by Goblin.
Your Soldiers of the Light Aura was dodged by Goblin.
Despite the effective bits at the end, the overall interval outcome was not that good. Chris had lost a third of his health and had not dropped a single foe. “Ok, maybe that wasn’t the best idea.”
Two of the goblins on Chris’s right began to climb over the foundations of the wooden wall toward Nathaniel. Other warriors filled in their places in the line facing Chris. Nathaniel took a step back and charged an arrow.
Gritting his teeth with determination, Chris hefted his shield. “Fine, maybe the battlemage was right.” He selected the full block action for the next interval.
With his shield at the ready and his hammer dedicated to helping him balance instead of attack, Chris waited for the goblins to make their moves. The flurry of spears was easier to handle than Chris expected. The blocks scrolled by in the updates at the bottom of his vision.
Nathaniel loosed his charged arrow straight into the chest of the first goblin to get over the heap of earth to his right. The sparks arched and raced over the warrior’s skin.
Finally, Chris’s aura launched again. Three goblins dodged, but Chris had managed to catch three others with the damaging light.
The goblins were all looking haggard and a little beaten up. There were scorch marks on their leather armor, black eyes sprinkled around the group, and scratches and small wounds on a few. But, none of them were down despite close to a hundred points of damage being done to the troop.
Did they need to do two hundred total points of damage to drop all ten goblin warriors at once? Could Ku and Scout come back and help? Or did they need to keep intimidating the militia with their skill?
To Chris’s great surprise, the next interval saw the goblins begin a fighting withdrawal. Two goblins on the right broke off and went to help drag back the paralyzed goblin that had been climbing the earthen heap toward Nathaniel.  The others were still in two lines.
The front line attacked and then ran behind the back line. The back line, now in front, jabbed at Chris and then moved behind the front line. Leap frogging each other like this, the goblin warriors receded toward the huts. They stopped when they were outside of Chris’s aura. Because Chris had chosen to go Full Block again, he could not chase them right away. His aura fired off harmlessly.
Nathaniel still got a shot at the paralyzed warrior being dragged away by two of his compatriots. He managed to crit the moving target. It seemed to be the last straw for the warriors.
The goblin warriors broke ranks and darted in amongst the huts. Chris pulled out a potion and chugged it while he gave chase. He regained eight health. He had decided It was better to keep up the damaging aura while he still had potions to use.
When he got to the edge of the open space in the center of the village, he came up short. A low, growling chant was going up from the huts all around. “Riiiibit roooar, riiiibit roooar, riiiibit roooar!”
Something answered in an ominous voice from behind the huts to the north. It sounded like  a bullfrog crossed with a locomotive.
The sound suddenly got closer. Flashing movement over a northern hut got Chris’s attention, and he looked up.
Now falling on the downward half of a gigantic jump came the frogre. Wide mouth and bubble eyes like a frog, no neck to speak of, bulging muscles all over its torso, long, springy legs. The ground shook when the towering beast landed and went into a forward slouch leaning on its muscle bound arms. Emblazoned on its slimy green chest was a emblem made of a black, steaming cauldron topped with a crown. Chris’s heraldry skill told him that it was the sign of Witch King of the Fenlands. He was pretty sure he could have guessed that on his own. But, the report from the skill gave him a little extra info that was very valuable.
Your Heraldry skill tells you the following information:
The Witch King of the Fenlands
Mostly goblin kingdom consisting of three towns or villages.
Treasury - Poor (Between 100 GP and 500 GP)
Produces - Mixed (Food (Fish), Wood, Potions)
Army - Small (Between 5 and 10 Troops)
Technology - Dumb (Highest Tech: Pottery)
Chris had not realized his Heraldry skill might actually be useful. He wanted to look at his own emblem, the white split cross on the crimson field, but there was a more pressing matter about twenty feet away at the moment.
Again, the frogre gave its terrifying roar, showing off a mouth lined with razor sharp teeth in the process.
“Hey!” shouted Chris. “Frogs DO NOT have teeth like that!”
Nathaniel came up beside him with his sword and shield out. “Ogres do. Though usually a lot less of them since their mouths are about a tenth that size.”
Chris nodded and then noticed Nathaniel’s equipment. “No way. Go back to your bow. You’re safer that way and you’ve got a higher DEX than Strength. Stay back from this thing. Your zappy arrows a pretty awesome, even if they only stun for a little bit.”
Nathaniel muttered as he switched equipment, “I bet zappy swords work just as well as zappy arrows...”
The goblin warriors appeared to be vacating the village. Perhaps they were more heavily damaged than Chris had realized. He did not have any time to try to figure it out.
The frogre bounded forward with a short hop, halving the distance between them. Chris charged forward, wanting to make sure the frogre did not get the chance to jump up and land on him. It had to weigh upwards of five hundred pounds. Who knew how much damage that would be...
Winding up, Chris took a shot at the frogre's ribs. He put as much behind his swing as he could.
You attack Frogre. Chance to hit 80% [50%+(9-3)x5%]
You hit Frogre for 18 (9+9) damage. Frogre's Swamp Hide absorbs 5 damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
"WHO is casting that spell on EVERYONE I FIGHT?" Chris was exasperated. An awesome damage of 18 was knocked down to a mediocre 9 points. Maybe Nathaniel's magic would do better.
Nathaniel attacks Frogre with Charged Arrow.
Nathaniel hits Frogre for 5 damage and 8 Lightning damage. Frogre's Swamp Hide absorbs 5 damage. Frogre's Swamp Affinity gives it 100% Lighting Resistance.
Frogre regenerates 5 Health.
Chris felt the familiar warmth of his aura firing off, but he already knew that only one point of damage would get through that wretched Dark Embrace spell.
A blur came from Chris’s shield side, and he saw Ku fly at the beast’s long, froggy leg. Ku stabbed his spear into the green skin as hard as he could.
Ku hits Frogre for 9 damage. Frogre‘s Swamp Hide absorbs 5 damage.
The frogre roared, but this time in anguish. Looking down at the three foot tall Ku, the beast seemed to get a smile on its frog face. In one swift motion, it lunged over and snapped its huge jaws around the goblin. Tipping its head back with Ku’s feet still sticking out, the frogre began to jerk its head back and forth, trying to force the goblin down into its gullet.
Frogre uses special attack Swallow Whole against Ku.
Ku takes 8 damage. Armor cannot absorb special attack damage.
Ku has 11/19 Health.
“Oh no you don’t!” shouted Chris as he took a step back and brought his shield up in front of him. He charged into the frogre’s gut and tried to bash the monster’s stomach.
You attack Frogre with Shield Bash. Chance to hit 90% [50%+(10-2)x5%].
You hit Frogre for 15 damage and disrupt all Special Attacks and Casting for one interval. Frogre's Swamp Hide absorbs 5 damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
A great popping sound like a cork coming out of a Champaign bottle resounded through the village. Then there was whistling followed by a loud crash. Ku had flown through the air and smashed into the side of a hut. Rickety as it was, the hut almost collapsed on the goblin Man-at-Arms.
In the commotion, someone darted up to the Frogre and attacked. Chris's spirits soared as he thought that Scout had joined the fray. Then, his stomach flipped when he realized it was Nathaniel coming right up into attack range.
Nathaniel attacks Frogre with Fire.
Nathaniel touches Frogre for 4 Fire damage. Frogre's Swamp Affinity gives it 50% Fire Resistance and Doused Flames.
"That was almost my last mana! It should have turned this thing into barbecued frog legs!"
Adding injury to insult, the frogre snapped its huge mouth closed around Nathaniel's arm. The battlemage could not help but scream in pain as the beast lifted him up off the ground. Huge fists pistoning into Nathaniel's trapped form, the Frogre landed a brutal combination attack to the battlemage.
Frogre hits Nathaniel with Combination Attack for 21 damage. Nathaniels armor absorbs 2 damage.
Nathaniel has 5/24 Health.
Gulping down his fear, Nathaniel blurted out, "This is my last spell, Chris!" Since his arm was still in the monster's mouth, he did not need to make a touching attack.
Nathaniel touches Frogre for 5 Ice Damage. Frogre is weak against Ice and takes 10 damage. Frogre is SLOWED.
Frogre releases Nathaniel.
The battlemage was backward crab crawling away from the monster the instant he hit the ground. The frogre suddenly became blue and started moving much more slowly.
Chris interposed himself to protect his follower. The paladin readied his shield and flipped his aura over to Healing Light. It fired off at the end of the round.
You heal 6 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Nathaniel heals 6 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Ku heals 6 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Scout heals 2 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Frogre regenerates 5 Health.
You have 30/35 Health
Nathaniel has 11/24 Health.
Ku has 17/19 Health.
Scout has 18/18 Health.
Frustrated and worried, Chris shouted over his shoulder, “You need to drink a potion! I'll go full block to protect you."
Frogre attempts to attack Nathaniel. You GUARD Nathaniel from attack.
Frogre attacks you instead. You block the attack!
Supposedly, that meant that Chris had been successful. But, when the looping two-fisted swing of the frogre came wheeling around and connected with Chris's shield, it sure did not feel like a success. The paladin staggered two steps to the side, but held his ground as best he could. Muttering under his breath, Chris admitted, "I'm glad I didn't have to take that one at full speed."
Nathaniel drinks Healing Potion. He heals 1 Health.
Nathaniel has 12/24 Health.
Flabbergasted, Chris sputtered, "What?!? What did you do wrong?"
The battlemage shot back, "I think I can handle drinking a potion. I didn't do anything wrong. Must have been a dude or something."
Chris moved to stay between the now blue frogre and Nathaniel. There was no way he was going to let it pummel his battlemage again.
Chris grabbed one of his last two potions out of his own inventory and chucked it back to Nathaniel. He had to drop his war hammer to do it, and that limited him to just blocking the next interval. Despite that, he decided he had to do it.
"Here, Jack, take this one."
There was no way he would let him die again.
You heal 5 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Nathaniel heals 6 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Ku heals 2 Health from your Healing Light aura.
Frogre regenerates 5 Health.
You have 35/35 Health
Nathaniel has 18/24 Health.
Ku has 19/19 Health.
Uncertainty slipped into the battlemage's voice, "I'm almost up to full now, are you sure I should drink the potion?"
"If you're going to run up to this thing and let it try to bite your arm off again, yes. Otherwise, keep it for later." Chris was a little frustrated that he had not realized that his Healing Light would be boosting him back up so fast.
An arrow whistled over Chris's shoulder along with a zinger of a comment. "And, my name's not Jack."
Nathaniel attacks Frogre with Bow.
Nathaniel hits Frogre for 10 (8+2) damage. Frogre's Swamp Hide absorbs 5 damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Frogre attacks you with Punch.
Chris felt like he was Neo in the Matrix, except instead of a bunch of bullets, it was one big, heavy fist. He slid behind his shield and tried to deflect the blow. But, the huge punch had too much momentum. His shield got pushed out, and a glancing blow landed on his opposite shoulder.
Frogre hits you for 7 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 30/35 Health.
A flick of motion flew through the edge of Chris’s vision to the left, and an arrow appeared in the frogre’s throat.
Ku casts Hawkeye. Att/Dmg +2, Crit Chance +25%, Crit Dmg x3
Ku attacks SLOWED Frogre with Short Bow.
Ku CRITICALLY HITS SLOWED Frogre for 24 [(5+3)x3] damage. Frogre's Swamp Hide absorbs 5 damage. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Frogre casts Great Leap Forward. Movement x3.
The frogre, now battered and bloody, bent its froggy legs under itself and launched into the air. Before Chris could even react, the beast was out of reach and flying over the northern line of huts. A loud splash followed a moment later.
Last Witch King fighting unit has left village of Fish Guts.
You have conquered Fish Guts, CAPTURE or RAZE this village?
You have captured Militia (Archers, GREEN) Troop, CONVERT, RANSOME, or DISBAND this troop?
“Wait... What happened to the goblin warriors?” Chris was confused.
Ku came up, basking in Chris’s healing aura. “They got in boats and took off while we were fighting the frogre. I saw them out rowing across the water. Congratulations, Lord Christopher. You have a village now.”
“Wow, I thought it was going to be Fenton, not Fish Guts.” Excitedly, Chris quickly picked CAPTURE and CONVERT on the two text questions in his vision. Suddenly, he got a flood of more text about being the leader of a side. He ignored most of it until he had found out how to get into the building menu for Fish Guts and get the defensive wall back under construction.
When he made the selection, he was given the option of using resources to rush the construction. Use Extra Wood was grayed out. Pay Extra Gold was grayed out. Use Extra Food was grayed out. The only rush option that was not grayed out was Use Hero Labor. Chris paused for a moment and looked at the with/without stats. The wall would take six more hours to complete if he did not rush it some how. Use Hero Labor would cut off an hour for each Hero that helped.
“Sorry guys, but we need a wall up around our only village.”
Chris selected Use Hero Labor and felt a sudden weight in his hand. He looked down and found an axe there. Looking over at Nathaniel, the battlemage was holding a shovel. Ku had a pick. Even Scout had on a dragging harness like a sled dog. Doing the math quickly in his head, Chris reassured his party memebers, “It’s only for a couple hours guys!”




Chapter 17

“Yo, yo, yo, Kaiyden, my man, uh... orc? What’s up in your neck of the Divided Lands?” Jeremy was contacting the leader of another side through the Diplomacy Menu. It showed him a fancy painting of the leader and allowed him to hear what they were saying. This had been where the necromancer had first seen the alluring leader of the village Pius, albeit as a 2D portrait. Her voice and weird way of talking had not hurt Jeremy’s burgeoning interest any. He wondered how much longer her village would hold out against his undead siege.
“Hey, Jeremy. Just got my first town. Teamed up with another army to take out our kings because the idiots were always fighting each other. You got a tutor? Mine’s called Yoda. He’s the one that suggested teaming up with the other army. I thought it wouldn’t work. I kinda didn’t want it to work. This game is really fun when you get to kill stuff. But, we got to come back and kill lots of stuff. They’re calling me a Chief now.”
“Spectacular, big fella. So, you’ve got resources now?”
“Resources?”
“Yeah, like food, wood, stone. You got any of that?”
“Uh, let me check.”
Jeremy tapped the fingers of his Control Undead glove and fiddled with the silver chain on it. He was used to waiting on Kaiyden. The big lug was not exactly the sharpest tack in the drawer. But, Jeremy had figured out how handle him.
After a few moments, Kaiyden’s voice returned to the conversation. To Jeremy ‘s surprise, Kaiyden sounded guarded. “I got some stuff.”
“What do you mean you’ve got some stuff? Like what?”
Kaiyden paused for a long time. Finally, he answered, “Why don’t you ask for what you want and I’ll tell you if I’ve got it.”
Jeremy was glad that the Diplomacy Menu did not show Kaiyden his angry face. What was this guy doing? Why was he suddenly playing it close to the vest? He had been willing to commit mass murder with Jeremy back on Earth. Now, he is not going to reveal the exact set of resources he has available in the Divided Lands? You just cannot trust people, man. Gotta take care of yourself...
“I need three units of stone that are all together in one solid block. You got anything like that lying around? All my stone is in smaller chunks. Those aren’t big enough for what I’m doing.”
Again, there was a long pause. Kaiyden had to be checking with someone else. It was probably that Yoda guy he had mentioned. Man, Yorick was a useful guy to have as a tutor, but it would be a cold day in the Divided Lands before Jeremy started taking orders from him.
Kaiyden came back again, “Yeah, I got that. I want 50 gold for it.”
“Come on, Kaiyden! The rate in the Trade Menu between our two sides says 8 GP for 1 unit of stone.”
“Yeah, but I got something special you don’t. You want it, and I need 50 GP to build a troop of mountain trolls. We gonna do this?”
“Yeah, big fella. We’ll do this.” Jeremy’s gold income was only about 20 GP a day. It came through trade routes since he had no mines yet. But, he had figured out that he could supplement that income by selling Theodora food. In addition to all her other extremely attractive traits, the head of the village Pius had a plentiful treasury as well. Dinner and a movie could wait. It was not like she was going to break through the siege anytime soon. Although, she did keep coming out and whacking a bunch of his undead ever so often with Light spells. Jeremy needed to get some human troops and put them on guard duty there.
Jeremy navigated to the Trade Menu and put the stack of coins onto his half of the trading block. He knew they would disappear from his treasury in Jeremyville once he accepted the trade. After a few long moments, Kaiyden’s chunk of stone appeared on his side. Impatiently, Jeremy selected the ACCEPT option as forcefully as thoughts could.
Jeremy signed off, “Catch you on the flip side, Big Daddy-o.”
“Yeah, you...”
The necromancer had left the Diplomacy Menu before Kaiyden had finished. Jeremy needed to see if his blacksmith in Rogerstown was done with the chains he had commanded him to make.
On his way out of the city ruins, Jeremy poked his head into a particular room to make sure that part of his plan was still in place. Just by opening the door, he could tell the smell of rotten flesh was filling the room beyond. His two pets were still where he had left them.
“Good boy, Ralph. Good boy, Chuckster. You guys wait till I get everything ready for you. Then, it’ll be off on a little play date with a paladin for you!”
As Jeremy closed the door, he muttered up to Yorick, “I wish you Witches could Control Undead like me.”
The skull replied, “And I wish I’d taken that Alteration spell so that I could change into a body with hands and try on your glove. I still think it might work. You could gift it to the witch doctor fellow...”
Jeremy puffed out a frustrated breath. “Yeah, I ain’t trusting him to send it back. He’s just going to have to figure out a way to use Ralph and Chuckster without Control Undead, which he might not even get from the glove by the way.”
“True.”
Jeremy smirked to himself. “If I didn’t have to be so clever to pull this off, it would feel like cheating.”
***
Chris had to decide what to do. A beautiful orange and red sunset had spread over the western sky as they had finished the village wall. The frogre and warriors had not returned. In fact, the fen birds were pipping and whistling off their different calls as if all was right in the world. Chris had turned to Nathaniel and commented, “Surely it is just a matter of time before they come back, right? This Witch King will hear about what happened and send a bunch of troops over to take us out, won’t he?”
The problem was that Chris wanted to go back to the Church and get his banner from Brother Aleksandr. With it, he could make Fish Guts the capital for his side. It would give them defensive bonuses and economic advantages.
Brimming with confidence, Nathaniel laughed. “Let him try. If what you said is true, they’ll be so full of arrows by the time they get the wall down, they’ll be easy pickins.”
Chris had discovered that walls gave a huge advantage to defenders because attackers had to destroy them before defenders ever started taking damage. He had also found out that he could make another militia troop from the goblin villagers that were already there in Fish Guts.
The twanging bowstrings sang as Ku and Nathaniel helped the goblin recruits learn archery. Hero Labor helped speed up training as well as construction.
Ku looked at Chris from behind one of the villagers as he adjusted her grip on the bow. The goblin Man-at-Arms smiled a toothy grin. “With your attack aura on and all the militia near you, it will be twenty shots at +2 to hit and +2 damage. That’s not even considering the Light damage you deal.”
All of the kingdom level projects took hours worth of time to complete. It felt a little like Clash of the Clans, but not quite as annoying because there were not any time intervals designed to force you to make in app purchases to speed them up. Even with Ku and Nathaniel helping, the second Militia troop would not be done for another two hours.
If he made Fish Guts his capital, projects and troops would complete faster as well. There were so many advantages to planting his banner here. The problem was, if he went back for the banner, would this village still be his when he got back?
Still torn over the decision, Chris crossed his arms over his chest in frustration. “If I go get the banner, you guys won’t have my aura here to boost your attacks. That would be the prime time for Bubbling Pot Tiara Guy to come eat you all like he tried to do to Ku.”
Raising one eyebrow in a Spock pose, Nathaniel asked his leader, “Logically speaking, how’s he going to know that you’re gone?”
“He could have someone watching the village.”
“We’re at war with them. We’d get a notification if their guys were within range of any of us. We’ve got lookouts on the corners of the wall. Troops can’t sneak up in kingdom level conflicts unless you’ve got some pretty special powers.”
Incredulous, Chris shot back, “How do you know that?”
“I’ve been reading the rules.”
“Could a Witch King have special powers?”
Nathaniel’s smile broke into a grimace. “Maybe, I guess.”
Chris fell silent while Ku and Nathaniel continued working with the goblin militia members. After an impressive round of archery where every goblin hit the target and most even got within a foot of the bull’s eye, Chris broke his silence again. “Can single units sneak around?”
Nathaniel sighed. He was sure his answer would seal the deal and keep Chris protecting the village all night like a broody hen. “Yeah, single units don’t show up. There’s no mini-map that shows single enemies or monsters on it. The Leader’s Battle Map just shows entire troops.”
The paladin’s answer caught the battle mage by surprise.
“I’m going to get my banner, Brother Aleksandr, and our goblin prisoner. Then, I’m going to have that prisoner show me how to get to the Witch King’s capital while Brother Aleksandr guards this village.”
Nathaniel smiled wide while he nodded, “That sounds like a plan. The Witch King won’t be able to see you moving around, will he? That’s what you meant. I thought...”
“What?” asked Chris. “You thought I was going to sit around and do nothing? No, we’ve got to beat them before they mobilize their resources for fighting.”
***
“What in the world are they doing here?” Chris was staring over the edge of one of the gullies that ran down into the river north of Fenton. To one side, the goblin prisoner was quaking. On the other, Brother Aleksandr was trying to peer through the misty night air.
The former monk whispered to the paladin, “Are you sure the Witch King has a troop there? I don’t see anything.”
“They are out there still a few hundred yards north of us if I’m reading the scale of the map right. They’re heading south toward the village.”
Brother Aleksandr grabbed Chris’s arm. “Fenton! They could take Fenton unopposed!”
The paladin nodded. “We’ve got to stop them, or at least get them to retreat. How did they know about Fenton? We caught their thief before he got back to them.”
Eyes narrowing as he began to calculate, Brother Aleksandr replied, “That might not have been his first trip. You could ask him later. Now, we need to prepare to fight. How strong is the troop?”
“It looks like a ten member troop of Goblin Warriors. They’ve got the word ‘seasoned’ after them on the map.”
“That’s their experience. They’ve fought before and won’t retreat easily. We’ll have to get them down to a quarter of their starting health as a group before they withdraw. If they have a leader with them...”
Chris looked over at the Mage of Light. “Leader? Like the Witch King himself?”
“Yes. As a Hero of their side, his presence would grant them bonuses to fighting. He would be able to fight along side them as well. Though as a Witch, he will mostly be limited to buffs as they lack good damage spells.”
“Well, we’ll just have to deal with him when he shows himself, I guess. Sure wish our prisoner could tell us about him.”
“It would seem that was why he was made mute. Brutal, but effective. What are we going to do with him? I think he would help us fight if we armed him.”
Chris just shook his head at the older man. “I’ve already got one goblin on my side that I barely trust, I don’t need another.” In truth, Ku was growing on Chris, and he actually wished the little Man-at-Arms was here to help.
Chris looked down at the shaking, mute goblin prisoner. He told him in Goblin, “You’re going to have to be tied up for this.” Getting out a length of rope, he added, “Sorry.”
The goblin sighed in resignation. He rolled over and put his hands behind his back. Chris hogtied him quickly, and headed up over the edge of the gully. He reached back and helped Brother Aleksandr up as well. “Let’s party up. I’m not worried about experience from this, it’s more survive that has me concerned.”
Brother Aleksandr nodded and Chris moved him into place on the party screen. He checked the Battle Map again and saw that the troop was about fifty yards away on the cart path that ran between the fenlands to the north and the village to the south.
Hissing through his teeth as quietly as possible, he motioned to Brother Aleksandr. “We’ve got to go. They’re right there!”
“I’ll stay back and get ready to wade in. If you need it, tell me so I can heal you.”
Chris whispered back, “Right!” He pulled out his shield and his banner which was mounted on the shaft of a spear. The banner doubled as a weapon and gave a bonus to the defense of the bearer. Its damage was less than his war hammer, but Chris’s strategy made the defense more valuable at the moment.
Roaring at the top of his lungs and hoping his point in Charisma made a difference, Chris charged and shouted in Goblin, “Meet your doom! You will be roasting in the Fiery Place with Worms tonight!”
Chris called out, “Onward Christian Soldiers!” His Soldiers of the Light aura burst into life. The orange, spinning, spiny wreaths circled him and lit up the surprised troop of Goblin Warriors. At the head of the troop, a much taller figure spun around at the sound of Chris’s shout. It looked to be the height of a man and was wearing a dirty green robe and a tribal mask with feathers.
Chris had caught them by surprise, not just descriptively, but in the way that mattered to the Game.
You have surprised Goblin Warrior Troop (seasoned), and Witch King. You have one combat interval before they will be able to act.
Chris decided to try to lop the head off the snake right away. He went toward the front of the marching line and the man in the mask.
You attack Witch King with Banner. Chance to hit 90% [50%+(8-0)x5%]
You hit Witch King for 11 damage (4+7). Witch King shares damage with Troop.
Aleksandr casts Journeyman Ray of Light (Disc) for 15 damage (9+6).
Like a nuclear blast, a flat shock wave of light blasted out from Brother Aleksandr in every direction. Because they were surprised, the goblins could not move to escape it. But, once the light hit a target, that target cast a shadow that protected everyone else behind them. Chris ended up blocking part of the light that would have hit the Witch King.
Witch King takes 7 Light damage. Witch King shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 15 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 15 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 15 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 15 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 15 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 7 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 7 Light damage. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Goblin Warrior takes 6 damage from your Soldiers of the Light aura. Goblin Warrior shares damage with Troop.
Frustration and adrenaline made a bad mix. Chris let out an angry howl at the stream of text flickering across his vision. How was he going to be able to keep up with all this? Suddenly a prompt appeared.
Combat Interval information exceeds limit. Enable Combat Interval Summaries? [YES] [NO]
Almost shouting his answer, Chris picked YES and tried to stab the Witch King again. His chances were different as the surprise effect was over.
Chance to hit 80%. You hit for 9 damage.
Aleksandr casts Journeyman Light Armor (Abjuration).
Aleksandr’s Armor caused a bright flash behind Chris. In front of him, almost all of the goblins started to duck or dive out of the way. They had thought it was another light blast. The next one would not catch them all so easily. Chris got ready to deal with as many of the attacks as he could.
Five of the goblin warriors attacked him. He blocked one, avoided two, and was hit twice. The other five goblins got out potions and downed them.
You take 12 damage. Your armor absorbs 4.
Goblin Warrior Troop heals 41 Health.
The Witch King backed out of Chris’s spear range and pulled out a glowing neon green potion. The Witch King popped the cork and downed whatever it was. Immediately, his green robe swelled and the mask stretched.
Shocked, Chris watched as the Witch King grew into the muscly, rubbery skinned, gigantic frogre. The emblem blazoned on its chest kicked off his Heraldry skill again.
Your Heraldry skill tells you the following information:
The Witch King of the Fenlands
Mostly goblin kingdom consisting of two towns or villages.
Treasury - Poor (Between 100 GP and 500 GP)
Produces - Mixed (Wood, Potions)
Army - Tiny (Less than 5 Troops)
Technology - Dumb (Highest Tech: Metalworking)
“Wait, how did your army go from Small to Tiny? Did you only have five troops when I captured your militia?” Chris’s confusion cost him his place in the battle order, but his aura still ticked off like clockwork. Unfortunately, the Goblin Warriors were ready for it this time. They twisted, turned, and tossed themselves out of the way of the expanding wave of burning Light.
Goblin Warrior Troop takes 18 damage from your aura.
The frogre did not appear ready to discuss the disposition of his military at the moment. Instead, it tried to eat Chris.
Leaping over its own troops, the frogre landed behind Chris. The paladin knew he was FLANKED now. He went Full Block for the combat interval.
The frogre bit with its enormous mouth and punched with two great fists. Goblin Warriors attacked from two other sides of Chris, but he felt a reassuring hand on his back. He caught a glimpse of of Brother Aleksandr in armor. The glowing, beautifully wrought metal made the old monk look like an angel. A wave of warmth filled Chris from Aleksandr’s hand.
You go on the defensive. You block 5 incoming attacks.
You take 22 damage. Your armor absorbs 8 damage.
Aleksandr casts Healing on you for 26 Health.
Aleksandr’s Light Armor takes 6 damage.
Goblin Warrior Troop takes 3 reflected Light damage.
Leaping and pulling its legs up to its chest, the frogre surprised Chris with its agility as it avoided the aura’s damaging Light burst. Many of the other goblins managed to avoid it as well, but still, he hit another three of them.
Goblin Warrior Troop takes 18 damage from your aura.
Just as Chris was wondering how much damage the troop could possibly take, the frogre made a grotesque roaring croak. The goblins began to disengage, though the frogre showed no signs of leaving. Instead, the beast made another round of three attacks at Chris.
His shield slammed up into the jaw of the Witch King’s monstrous form. Its bite attack was blocked, but both its fists slammed into either side of Chris. His ribs felt like they were going to crumple like an accordion. He gasped for breath.
While he was recovering, Aleksandr fired off his Light Disc attack. Chris could not tell how effective it was with all of the chaos around him and pain inside of him. By the end of the interval, he managed to take a stab at one of the frogre’s weird, froggy legs.
You take 19 damage. Your armor absorbs 4 damage.
Aleksandr casts Journeyman Ray of Light (disc) for 21 Light damage.
Goblin Warrior Troop takes 42 damage from Ray of Light.
You hit Goblin Warrior Troop for 11 damage.
Goblin Warrior Troop takes 6 damage from your aura.
One of the Goblin Warriors threw something small to the frogre. It grabbed the item out of the air and spiked it right at Chris’s and Aleksandr’s feet. Almost instantly, the two heroes were enveloped in a noxious cloud of thick, greasy smoke that had an odd effect with their glowing armor and aura. Instead of their personal lights enabling them to see, they were actually blinded by banks of illuminated vapors.
Hacking and choking on the fumes, Chris managed to get out, “Ugh, we’re like cars with our high beams on in the fog!”
“I will take your word for it,” coughed the the man who had been a Medieval monk. “I don’t know what cars or high beams are.”
Brother Aleksandr of Fenton Chapel and Lord Christopher of Fish Guts coughed and sputtered their ways clear of the bank of smoke. There were no goblins visible. Chris immediately pulled up his Battle Map.
Brother Aleksandr wiped the tears the smoke had caused out of his eyes. “I’ll fetch our prisoner. We’ll want to get back to your village as quickly as we can.”
Consulting the map, Chris shouted to the Mage of the Light, “They’re headed back toward the fen, but they’ve got the word ‘disorganized’ after their name now instead of ‘seasoned.’”
Aleksandr shouted back, “They’ll have to regroup to fight as a unit again. We must have knocked them below 25% of their starting health.”
“I should hope so. You were pounding them with that Light explosion thing. How long does your armor last like that?”
The former monk was back with the goblin prisoner in tow. “Until I dismiss it, or it takes thirty more points of damage.”
“Wow, how do I get some of that?”
“Be a class that can’t wear armor and has less Health than most. Wizards are the only other class with the skill. Did you level? I received a substantial reward for that encounter.”
Chris finally noticed a flashing prompt on the edge of his vision. “YES!” Catching himself, he calmed down enough to reply, “I mean, yes. Yes, I did.”
***
They tailed the Goblin Warrior Troop until they crossed the long bridge and kept going straight. That meant that these goblins were not headed toward Chris’s village. Yet, as Chris zoomed out, he saw something that frightened him. A green troop was very close to Fish Guts.
“Come on, we’ve got to get there and help them! I don’t know if they can handle an attack. I was supposed to get back before anybody knew I was gone!”
***
Scout let out a long howl of warning that woke up the entire village.
Yawning, Nathaniel stumbled out of a hut.“What is it, boy? Did Chrissy fall down a well?”
Pointing his snout to the north, Scout started barking with a slow rhythm.
“Fine, I guess this means that Chris’s worst fears are realized. We get to have some fun without him. Ku! Get the militia up on the walls.”
Moments later, the villagers were up and had their bows at the ready as the boats full of Goblin Warriors rowed up onto the shore.
Cracking his neck, Nathaniel asked Ku, “I count twelve of them. That what you got?”
“Yes.” In Goblin, he shouted, “Fire on my command only!” In English, he asked Nathaniel, “How much health does our village wall have?”
“Chris was saying it had 200 Health, but that it resists 5 points of damage out of every hit. Well, except fire. It’s weak against fire.”
Nathaniel drew back an arrow, and it began to crackle with Lightning. It sang and sizzled its way toward a Goblin Warrior. Ku followed Nathaniel’s arrow with one of his own that scored an automatic critical hit on the stunned target.
Ku shouted out in Goblin, “Fire at the sparkling one I just shot!” Crit after Crit scored into the stunned target before he was released during the next combat interval.
All of his fellows were behind him by that time, some were even rowing already.
Ku nodded his approval as the troop of Goblin Warriors beat a hasty retreat. “Sharing damage can be bad for them.”
Nathaniel was smiling, but he was not exactly satisfied. “This could be used against us just as easily as we’re using it against them. I wonder if there’s a way to eject a trapped or disabled member from a troop so that they stop being such an easy target...”
Ku was watching the last of the boats disappear into the gap in the sedges on the far side of the open water. “In a fair fight on flat land, it is to hard to pick your target. Most fighters could not see the one you stun. How could they shoot and hit him? No, this, from the top of a wall, is just right for it. It is still a clever way to fight and might be a big help in open battle. The people near the stunned one ganging up could get two or three extra crits. Now, if you left one of your men behind... Ugh, you would deserve the defeat that would come to you.”
Nathaniel hopped down off the wall while he wondered aloud, “Are there prisoners in the Game? Can you surrender to another side?”
Ku waved most of the militia down off the walls now that the threat was gone. He told Nathaniel, “We captured that goblin thief at Fenton, but I don’t know about surrender. I do know that I wouldn’t become a prisoner to a side that might make me frogre food. I got close enough to that earlier today. No repeats for me.”




Chapter 18

Chris was flabbergasted. Sure, he was short of sleep and had just woke up. Maybe he was hallucinating...
“He wants to surrender?” was all the paladin could muster as an answer.
Nathaniel tried to assure Lord Christopher of Fish Guts of the reality of the situation. “That’s what the goblin envoy says. Says that the Witch King knows he’s overmatched and just doesn’t want to end up in the Fiery Place with Worms again any time soon. He’s only got a few troops left, and they’re pretty beat up after last night. Says they’re all yours as soon as you come and sit on his throne.”
“That’s awfully...” Adjectives flew through Chris’s mind. Magnanimous, logical, big, generous, wise, convenient, suspicious, devious. Hmm, he did not like where his brain was going with this. “I’ve got to ask Brother Aleksandr about it.”
Chris struggled out of the town hall hut and toward another one. All the huts were actually identical except for a placard on the town hall hut that declared its special status. It was only a Level 1 Town Hall according to the info Chris had looked over the previous day. Yet, it still had some amenities. There was a map room with a real copy of Chris’s map of Fish Guts Kingdom. It had little statues of the various troops.  There was a treasury with a very small chest in it. A store room held the side’s supply of resources which consisted only of jars of dried fish at the moment. It even had a cell to keep their mute goblin prisoner in. This was good, as it let Brother Aleksandr get some sleep instead of watching over him.
Popping through the door into a dark of a hut, Chris was welcomed by the now familiar snoring of Brother Aleksandr. The paladin started with an apology to his tutor. “Sorry to wake you, Brother. Brother, sorry to...”
“Oh, oh, no, Father Sergei did I miss vespers again? I’m sorry I didn’t get the breakfast fires started, Father. I’ll go without bread as penance again...” Finally, after thrashing about a little, Brother Aleksandr sat up and stretched upward in a long yawn. “I’m sorry, Lord Fish Guts, I am still getting used to waking up again. You never get tired and don’t need to sleep in Heaven.”
“Ugh, I’ve got to get my kingdom’s name changed.”
“The only time you can do that is when you make another settlement your capital.”
“Well then, it is a good thing that I’m going to be going and taking over a couple more towns today. Then, I can be Lord Whatever-Sounds-Best.”
“Confident in your military prowess after last night’s victory and level up?”
“No. Better than that. The Witch King wants to surrender so long as he gets to live and not go back to Hell yet.”
“I had been wondering if this sort of thing might happen. Though, still, you should proceed with the utmost caution. It could be a trap.”
Chris had a momentary vision of Admiral Akbar shouting and started to laugh.
“Confidence is a good thing, but over confidence...”
“I’m not laughing at the suggestion that it’s a trap. It’s just a joke from my time on Earth that popped into my head.”
Chris spent the time it took to walk across the village trying to explain who Admiral Akbar was to a man who had lived his life on Earth in a Russian monastery without indoor plumbing.
Brother Aleksandr was thoroughly confused by the time they were looking down at the goblin envoy from on top of the wall. Chris thought that the green humanoid was a dashing little chap with a feather in his cap and a spear with a white bolt of cloth tied to it. In addition to making a good visual impression, Chris thought the goblin envoy spoke English quite well.
“Hail Lord Christopher of Fish Guts! May your reign be long and benevolent to all your subjects. The Witch King wishes to help you increase the number of those subjects quite quickly. He seeks to surrender his throne and kingdom to your noble person in exchange for free passage and a guarantee of no harm to his person for the duration of your dominion, which he hopes will be very long indeed.”
Chris wanted to answer with the same style, but he knew he could not pull it off. Instead, he went simple. “Sign of goodwill first. I want a copy of the Witch King’s side map. I want to see all his settlements and units.”
“Oh mighty and wise Lord of Fish Guts, your request is wisdom itself. However, I must ask my sovereign if this is agreeable to him.”
The little goblin got a far away look in his eyes for a moment. Then, a scroll of animal skin appeared in the envoy’s hand. “This condition is acceptable to my lord. He wishes most deeply to have done with the responsibilities of running his side.”
Chris waved to a goblin gatekeeper, and they cracked open the gate. Scout ran out and fetched the scroll right out of the envoy’s hand. The giant dog padded back into the village very pleased with himself. Nathaniel took the scroll from the dog and handed it up to Chris. As soon as it touched Chris’s hand, the scroll disappeared, and he got a prompt saying he had new map information. Nothing on the map was surprising. There were two Goblin Warrior Troops and two Militia Troops in the Witch King’s army. He had a village called Robbers’ Rest and his capital, Boiling Cauldron.
Ugh, thought Chris, neither of those names was much better than Fish Guts.
There was also a lumber camp labeled on the map to the west on the edge of the fenlands where the forest came down. It was not a full settlement, just a group of structures dedicated to resource collection. The hunting lodge Chris and Nathaniel had visited on the second day was the same class of building. But, that was all there was to the Witch King’s lands.
Chris looked out at the envoy and asked, “Ok. How do we do this?”
The envoy swept his feathered cap off and bowed low, then sprung up and tossed the cap in the air. “HUZZA! HUZZA! The King will be most pleased! I will lead you back to Boiling Cauldron, the capital of the Witch King’s side. There, you will sign the pact with him granting free passage and no harm, and he will hand you his scepter and allow you to sit upon his throne.”
Chris asked Brother Aleksandr over his shoulder, “Does all that sound kosher to you?”
“I heard no mention of bacon or blood.”
Chris turned toward the old man and realized he was serious. The young ruler tried to clarify, “I’m sorry, that wasn’t what I meant. Kosher is a figure of speech where I come from. I meant, does that sound like how this sort of thing should go? Is that the right order? Are there binding contracts in the Game? Why don’t I have a throne?”
Brother Aleksandr stroked his beard. “I have never done this before to be honest. Perhaps the throne is like your banner? It is like a symbol of control of his side or kingdom? If your banner is captured and you are slain at the same time, your side is defeated. All of the units go over to whoever is in possession of the banner, and you have to start over. If all of the sides in your alliance are defeated at the same time, the Game will end.”
“And, so will the lives of a bunch of people in the cafeteria back on Earth.” Chris took a long, deep breath and thought for a few moments.
Determination came into his voice as he announced, “All right. I don’t think this is a trap, but I’m not certain. I’m willing to take the risk that it might be, but I want to hedge my bets. I’m going to leave Nathaniel, Scout, and Ku guarding this village. I’d rather they stay safe here anyway. Would you come with me to Boiling Cauldron, Brother Aleksandr?”
***
The boats with the envoy, Chris, and Brother Aleksandr pulled into a big circle of open water next to the Witch King’s capital. A hundred yards away across the open water, a taller humanoid in a green cloak and feathered mask looked on from a goblin boat. Surrounding him were two other boats full of militia. The envoy waved at them.
Giving Christopher a confident, engaging smile, the goblin envoy explained, “Lord Fish Guts, I will go and fetch the scrolls that my momentary king wishes for you to sign guaranteeing his safety and freedom. I am sure that my king has sent all his other troops away from the capital if you wish to verify on your map. He will remove himself and his last Militia Troop as soon as he has the signed agreements. Though, as you know, the Militia Troop cannot move too far from its home settlement.”
Chris had actually thought that militia units could not leave their home settlements at all. So, as he waited for the envoy and his rowers to meet the man in the mask, he scanned the rules about Militia Troops. Ah! Here it was. Militia were limited based on the size of their home settlement. Chris looked over at the town that had been the Witch King’s capital. Boiling Cauldron was much larger than Chris’s village of Fish Guts, though that did not exactly make it impressive. There were only three structures made of wood. But, it was large enough to allow its Militia Troops to move up to a mile away.
The envoy was making his way back, and Chris still had a little time. He checked the identities of the three wooden structures on the map that the Witch King had given him. A War Lodge that trained goblin warriors, a granary that functioned as food storage, and an upgraded Town Hall. The rest of the buildings were just grass huts like his village. Chris sighed. At least it was better than a single village named Fish Guts. He would not miss the chance to rename this one when the time came.
The envoy brought back a scroll case from the man. All the other boats and their occupants sat still in the calm open water. The plucky little goblin presented his burden to Chris. “Here, my future lord. My past lord is eager to be on his way. He has assured me that there is a quill and vile of ink within.”
Chris took the package with suspicion. “I’m going to read this with Brother Aleksandr before I do any signing.”
The two men unrolled the contents of the scroll case and were happy to find a rather brief statement.
“I here by promise safe passage through all my dominion to the one formerly known as the Witch King of the Fenlands. I here by also promise no harm will come to him by my hand or the hand of any of my followers or troops.”
There were two lines at the bottom of the scroll. One had a signature on it already that said “Witch King” in Goblin.
Brother Aleksandr shook his head. “This seems rather vague. What if he starts attacking our people? Or tries to sabotage our production?”
Chris nodded seriously. “You’re right. We need some sort of protections from him.”
Chris turned back to the envoy. “This won’t work. It’s too vague. Ask your king if he will allow me to void the agreement if he misbehaves.”
The envoy stared into space for a few moments, and then he replied, “He does not like it, but he wants to know exactly what you mean by misbehaves before he says no.”
Sour faced, Chris grumbled a little to himself.“Playing hardball all of a sudden? I don’t buy it. Still, I’m not trying to be cruel or anything. Let’s just says that we’re going to add the following sentence after the first two. ‘This agreement is broken if the Witch King harms any citizens of my lands or if he hampers my production of resources.’”
After a few moments, the envoy replied, “He counters with a request to add ‘intentionally’ before the word ‘harms’ and to change ‘hampers’ to ‘acts to hamper.’ He also wants to add that you will pay him a hundred gold if the contract is voided.”
Shocked, Chris raised his eyebrows. “Where’s that coming from? The wording changes are fine, but now we’re adding penalties?”
Brother Aleksandr hemmed and hawed for a moment. “It does make sense as there are no consequences otherwise.”
“True, but...”
Chris suddenly realized something.
“This doesn’t say anything about what he’s got to do! It’s all about me!”
Darkly staring at the envoy, Lord Christopher of Fish Guts accused, “Were you in on this?”
The envoy looked genuinely confused and suddenly very worried. He leaned over in what passed for a bow for someone sitting in a boat. “I am not sure that I am following my future sovereign’s line of thinking. It is only reasonable, I suppose, as I am so much beneath him in station. Would you grant me the mercy of explaining your exalted thoughts, my future lord?”
“This contract does not include the Witch King’s half of the bargain. He doesn’t promise to abdicate or stop fighting or anything. It’s all about me.”
The goblin swept off his feathered cap again and bowed as best he could. “Our most sincere and humble apologies, my future lord. I had no idea. Perhaps if I were of a higher station or a quicker mind, I could tell if my current lord had intended this subterfuge. But alas, I cannot. I will check to see if this is an oversight on my side’s part.”
The little goblin’s face went blank for little while. Chris waited on pins and needles. He really hoped that it was all just a mistake, or at least that the Witch King would play it that way. Maybe he really did feel outmatched and was using this as a last ditch effort gain an advantage and then go on fighting. Now that Chris had seen through the ploy, maybe the Witch King would really give up.
Finally, the envoy spoke again. “My current lord wishes for my future lord to know that this was an unintentional oversight. As one might naturally understand, he was almost entirely consumed with concern for his own well being as he wrote the original agreement. He suggests that you add the following sentences. ‘This agreement is broken if the Witch King does not immediately vacate the town of Boiling Cauldron and allow me to sit upon the throne and capture the kingdom. If the Witch King causes this agreement to be broken, he will pay me all of his gold and magical equipment. If I cause this agreement to be broken, I will pay the Witch King one hundred gold.’”
Chris took the uneven sounding penalty to be a sign that the Witch King was indeed quite serious. He looked at Brother Aleksandr.
The old man shrugged. “I was no lawyer in my day. It sounds good to me now.”
So, Chris took the quill and the vile of ink and made the changes to the wording of the agreement. He turned back to the envoy. “Here, take this to him and have him sign next to the changes before I sign it.”
Chris sat waiting expectantly. He looked over at what was soon going to be his new town. What would he do first? Probably research agriculture. Maybe they could grow rice in the fenlands. It was certainly wet enough. He went into the HELP! interface and went down a rabbit hole investigating resource production. Farms, mines, camps, lodges, ranches, the list was longer than he had expected.
Returning, the envoy was smiling happily. “My current lord was happy to sign and only awaits your signature now before he leaves.”
Chris looked carefully over the agreement one last time. Nothing jumped out at him. There were no obvious loopholes now. He took the quill and signed the agreement. Waiting for a prompt about the contract turned out to be as useless as waiting for a prompt about the original quest. No confirmation ever came.
Disappointment slipped into Christopher’s voice as he mumbled to himself, “This game is weird about that sort of thing I guess.” He handed the scroll case back to the envoy.
After returning the agreement to the man in the mask, the envoy came back and offered to take Chris to his new throne. Suppressing his excitement, the paladin nodded and said, “Lead the way!”
The envoy’s rowers took all of them up to the shore where they disembarked. The little goblin brought them into the village through the open gates. A few goblins were milling about. Chris could not help but wonder if these goblins should be off doing something productive. Would he be able to get them to work when he took over? Or, were they just waiting for orders from their new leader? Chris decided to assume the best of his new subjects until he had reason to think otherwise.
Feather bouncing jauntily atop his cap, the envoy lead them up the gentle rise the town was built on. Crowning this rise was the sturdy, upgraded Town Hall. Sitting in the open space in front of the building was a raised, wooden platform. Steps up the front of the platform lead to a rather simple looking throne of carved wood on top. The Witch King’s symbol of cauldron and crown was burnt into the back of the chair.
The little goblin bowed and held out his hand toward the steps. “Your new throne awaits your regal presence, and I eagerly await the chance to serve as your envoy if you so choose, Lord Fish Guts.”
“Thank you for the offer of service. I have appreciated your help. You’ve done a fine job.”
Chris mounted the steps. He stood on the platform facing the throne for a moment, contemplating the magnitude of this moment. Then, he turned around and sat down.
He and the throne promptly fell through the platform and out of sight.




Chapter 19

What was that smell?
He knew that smell.
His chest ached at the memories. It was like he could feel the claws plunging into him all over again.
A shaft of light descended from the jagged hole in the ceiling of wherever he was. It lit him and the jumble of wooden pieces and rubble where he sat in a bright light. Chris struggled to his feet. Standing up, he found himself in a pile of rubble that had just been a throne and platform a few moments before. Nervously peering into the darkness, he searched for the ghoul he could smell.
His heart was racing, but his mind was frozen in confusion. Like crumpled sea ice, his thoughts were locked together in a chaotic jumble. Was it the chill of the ghoul’s touch acting on him already?
The feeling of failure from his first death at the claws of the ghoul back in the graveyard were welling up in him. Chris did not know what exactly was happening, but he knew he had failed some how. He had literally fallen for a trap. There was no new town, no new village, no new subjects to rule. Just the stench of the grave filling his nostrils and overwhelming him.
Jangling chains to his left snapped Lord Christopher of Fish Guts back to reality. He plunged his hand into his inventory pouch and thought of the first thing that came to mind.
It was not his hammer.
It was his shield.
Chris pulled it out and held it up between the noise and himself. Anything to keep those claws away from him.
He stumbled backward a step, shield held high.
Slinking into the light came a rotting corpse wearing a tattered guard’s uniform. If Chris had been able to pay attention, he would have seen his Heraldry skill telling him that the coat of arms on the uniform was from the Village of Pius. He was obsessing over the unnaturally long, sharp fingers that the undead guard now possessed.
Chris did notice that a chain was looped around the monster’s waist and hanging down to the ground. Trying to think clearly, the paladin could not figure out what the chain was for or where it went. He took another step back and almost tripped over a hunk of wooden rubble.
The ghoul lunged forward, trying to dart across the heap of broken wood.
Chris pulled his shield up and ducked behind it, waiting for the force of the ghoul’s impact.
It never came.
Snarling jaws snapping, claws slashing at empty air, the ghoul leaned at Chris. But, its chain was caught up on some of the rubble from the collapsed ceiling and throne.
Calming down, Chris exhaled a deep sigh of relief and started to reach into his inventory pouch.
The jingle and blur in the corner of his eye saved him. Chris ducked as another ghoul ripped the air where his head had just been with its claws.
Retreating again, the paladin found himself exiting the jagged circle of light in the middle of wherever he was. The jingling followed him, but he soon heard the clinking sound of a chain pulling taut. Swiping claws filled the air in front of him, but none of the blows landed.
Taking another step back from this new ghoul, Chris bumped into a wall. He reached back to feel it. There was rough bark on a rounded surface. Logs. The walls were made of logs. He was in some sort of pit with wooden walls. And, there were at least two ghouls there.
The Witch King had set him up.
How did the Witch King have ghouls?
Did he have a necromancer working for him?
Was Jeremy closer than he thought?
Wood snapping ended that line of questioning. A ghoul surged out of the darkness to his right. Chris put up his shield and turned on his Healing Light aura.
That aura was Journeyman now, and it could cleanse him of some negative effects including paralysis. Plus, it would damage the ghouls with Light damage. On top of all that, it cast a nice, eerie orange glow over the dark parts of the pit. It was a cool atmospheric effect that Chris might have noticed if he had not be fighting for his life against his personal nemesis.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave.
Chris could not get his shield into place fast enough; the blow slipped past.
Strong Ghoul touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
All the text disappeared. The familiar sight of the timer filled Chris with dread even though he knew his aura would kick in.
9 seconds.
8 seconds.
You have been cleansed of PARALYSIS.
Strong Ghoul takes 7 damage from your aura of Healing Light. It resists 4 damage by the spell Dark Embrace.
Exasperated, Christopher McKnight moaned, “Not this again!”
The ghouls in the dark pit did not show any signs of responding.
“All right,” muttered Chris as the freedom of movement rushed back through his body. “That could have been worse. At least that one by the rubble is still hung up...”
Wood snapped again. The piece of the throne that had hooked the other ghoul’s chain gave way. Foul jaws snapping, the undead monster came bounding into the fight.
“Seriously?” Chris knew he was in trouble. Now, one ghoul could paralyze him, and the other could crit him before his aura cleansed the paralysis. Could he move past them? Where was the other end of their chain connected? He did not have time for questions.
Chris readied his shield and took a defensive stance. If a Level 4 Paladin chose, he could take two attacks per combat interval. But, he could only use his shield once if he did that. He had raised his Shield skill to Apprentice at Level 3 exactly because he wanted to have two blocks per round and still get one attack. He was not about to give that advantage back for some extra damage that he could suddenly do now at Level 4. Did he decide on a new skill out of the ones that became available at Level 4? He had been so tired after they got back to the village. And, he had been totally preoccupied by the chance of taking over the Witch King’s territory without fighting anymore. Now was not the time to pop open his character sheet and check.
One of the ghouls attacked first. Chris tried to dip behind his shield.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave and touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
Chris raged at himself inside his frozen body. The ghoul had just been slapping at him, almost playing tag, and not using a full force blow. Misjudging the strike, Chris had let the monster’s claw graze his shoulder after it had flopped off his shield. He had let himself get distracted with all those unnecessary thoughts.
Unfortunately, the Icy Hand attack only required touch. Lord Fish Guts swore to himself not to make the same mistake again. He needed to focus more next interval. That was if there was a next interval.
9 seconds.
8 seconds.
7 seconds.
A sensation of restraint told Chris that he had just missed his spot in the combat order. If he could have moved, he would have rolled his head in a circle and told himself it was all right. Instead, he waited in dread for the pain he knew was coming.
The second ghoul did not waste time taking away Chris’s shield like the one on the first day did. Instead, it attacked from a crouch and punched up into his ribs. Burning agony shot through Chris’s mind as the claws dug into him.
He fought to hold off the memories of his first failure in the Divided Lands. He was fine. He had 48 Health. Well, max, but less actually after that strike. Crits by ghouls could not get that high. He had researched them thoroughly in the Bestiary.
You have been critically hit by the Strong Ghoul for 18 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
Was the Game making fun of him? It was the same exact damage that had killed him the first time.
You have 32/48 Health.
Both Strong Ghouls takes 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You have been cleansed of PARALYSIS and healed for 7 health and have 39/48 Health.
Chris should have been happier. The last time he had taken a crit from a ghoul while paralyzed, he had died instantly. This time, he was only down 20% of his health.
But, he was horrified by the effects of the Dark Embrace spell. It was just like the skeletons in the river. Who had cast it? Jeremy had not sent these ghouls to him, had he? They had to have been here, waiting in the darkness.
It did not really matter now. Down in this dark pit other things were important. The Strong Ghouls had around 42 health each. They had only taken three damage from his aura.
At this rate, they could last thirteen more rounds.
Lord Christopher of Fish Guts could last maybe four.
Still, he had missed his block that time. Maybe if he could block the Icy Hand and get an attack or three in, he might manage to take down one of the ghouls. That would even up the odds. Then, maybe he would not fail everyone he loved most in the world. Images of his sister and parents rose to mind unbidden.
Chris tried to clear his mind and get ready as the next combat interval started.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave.
You successfully block the attack.
That was more like it. He had put the shield squarely in the path of the attack and give no chance of deflections.
But, he was not getting percentage chances in the text. It was probably that setting he had changed last night fighting the goblin troop near Fenton. There was no time to change it back. He would just have to react to results. Ugh, what a mistake not to turn it back on. How likely was he to block these attacks? How likely was he to hit these ghouls now?
You hit Strong Ghoul for 15 damage. Its Strong Hide absorbs 3 damage. It resists 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
Eight damage was better than no damage. That knocked the one ghoul down to 28/42 health or so. Annoying randomize monster traits. Four more blocks and four more hits like that, and it would be even Steven, assuming this ghoul was not way above average. Right? Doing math during combat was confusing. Chris wished he had a calculator, or at least a pencil and paper. That and maybe about ten minutes to think it out. That would help.
Strong Ghoul hits you for 8 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 31/48 Health.
Both Strong Ghouls takes 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You are healed for 7 health and have 38/48 Health.
Good round for the good guys! Chris had dealt eleven damage to one of the ghouls, three to the other, and gained one health back in the process. Awesome sauce!
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave and touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
A flash of light had flown over the opening where the throne had collapsed
through the ceiling. Chris had let himself be distracted by it. The ghoul had feinted one way, and Chris had over committed. Trapped in a frozen body again, Chris lamented his lack of focus.
The other ghoul took revenge for Chris’s success against its compatriot the last round. The undead tried to rip Chris’s leg off like it was a drumstick and Chris was a rotisserie chicken.
You have been critically hit by the Strong Ghoul for 21 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 19/48 Health.
Rivulets of blood streamed down from Chris’s thigh.
He fought off lightheadedness and images of failure.
Christopher McKnight loved his sister. He loved his parents. He did not want Jeremy to go back to Earth and shoot up the cafeteria. But, thinking about all that right now was not helping anyone.
Fighting mental battles as well as physical ones, Chris sighed as the soothing pulse of Healing Light released him from his paralytic prison.
Both Strong Ghouls takes 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You are healed for 7 health and have 26/48 Health.
Shoving the self-doubt down in his mind, Chris tried to think things out. If he was keeping track right, the ghoul on his left had 22 health, and the ghoul on the right had 33 health left. Chris tried to reassure himself that he was not in danger of being killed during the next round. But with the Dark Embrace spell, neither of the ghouls could be eliminated in a single round either.
Chris was worried that with only 26 health, missing two blocks in a row would prove lethal. Sure would be nice to know what the chances of that are, he thought with regret. With Healing Light whittling down the ghouls’ health, Chris decided to forego attacking. He could not take out one of the ghouls this round anyway. Instead, he decided to drink a healing potion if he did not get PARALYZED.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave.
You successfully block the attack.
Another flash of light shot across the opening above. Chris glanced up and saw the Witch King in his wooden mask peering down into the pit. He too had a flask in his hand. His was not red like Chris’s. Instead, it was a glowing neon green.
Both Chris and the Witch King tipped their heads back at almost the same moment. Above, the Witch King’s body pulsed and changed. He morphed into the now familiar frogre. It’s froggy, toothy face seemed to smile down at Chris before it sprang out of view.
In the pit, Chris’s potion was much less dramatic.
You drink a Healing Potion. You heal 1 health and have 27/48 Health.
Shock, horror, and even a little panic bubbled up into the brew of Chris’s voice. “How can this be another dud? Marcus! I want a refund!”
Strong Ghoul attacks you. You successfully block the attack.
Both Strong Ghouls takes 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You are healed for 7 health and have 34/48 Health.
The ghouls should now be at 19 and 30. Chris muttered to himself, “At least I’m ahead of them.”
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave and touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
Wishing he had not said anything, Chris thought to himself, “Though apparently, not for long.”
You have been critically hit by the Strong Ghoul for 21 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 15/48 Health.
Just like that, Chris was one more critical hit away from being dead again.
The ghouls would be at 16 and 27 in a moment. A max damage hit from Chris was 22 points. But, the Strong Hide and Dark Embrace would knock 7 points off of that.  That meant he could only do 15 points of damage at the most. But, he would get his aura’s three points at the end of the round. That meant 18 total damage on a perfect roll. So with his aura, he could kill the ghoul on a roll of 10, 11, or 12. Hmmm, three out of eleven possible rolls. Those were not good odds.
Both Strong Ghouls take 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You are healed for 7 health and have 22/48 Health.
Marcus’s potions did not seem to offer much better odds. At best, he would be at 30 Health. He would then be one crit away from the same situation. Besides all of that, what were the chances of another dud? What kind of apothecary could not brew po...
An image of the Witch King and his neon green potion flashed into Chris’s mind.
“Is Marcus on their side?”
Christopher McKnight made up his mind.
He needed to take out one of the ghouls.
He could not trust his stash of potions made by a possible turncoat.
The only option to break out of cycle was to go on the offensive. If the pattern of the ghouls’ attacks held, this would work. Chris could use one block for the Icy Hand ghoul, and then use his extra attack for being Level 4. If he hit with both attacks, he would need two terrible damage rolls not to eliminate the weaker of the two ghouls. Then, he would never be paralyzed for another attack. Thank you, Healing Light.
Feeling a little sick to his stomach at taking the risk, Chris swallowed his pride and prayed, “God, please, help this one work out.”
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave.
You successfully block the attack.
So far, so good. Chris pulled back and took a huge forehand swing with his hammer and brought the hooked part of the weapon back to bear with a backhand for the second attack.
You attack the Strong Ghoul twice and hit it once for 11 damage. Its Strong Hide absorbs 3 damage. It resists 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
“NO!” He had missed with the forehand first stroke when the ghoul had leaned back. Only the weaker second stroke had hit. The ghoul’s hide and spell knocked the eleven damage down to a mere four!
Strong Ghoul hits you for 8 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 16/48 Health.
Both Strong Ghouls takes 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You are healed for 7 health and have 23/48 Health.
A max crit would kill Chris. He had missed badly with his stronger attack. He had even prayed about it. Fat lot of good that had done.
What should he do? Terror began to well up in his chest. He could feel his breath coming even faster, his heart racing even more. This was no game. Everything about this was all too real.
Full block!
He could not even think of anything else.
Full block!
The next round flew by in a blur.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave and touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
You have been critically hit by the Strong Ghoul for 12 damage. Your armor absorbs 2 damage.
You have 11/48 Health.
Both Strong Ghouls takes 7 damage from Healing Light. Both resist 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
You are healed for 7 health and have 18/48 Health.
How much Health did the weaker ghoul have now? Chris was confused. He tried to get a hold of himself. That number in front of “Health” on his display seemed like the timer the first time he was killed by the ghoul in the graveyard. It was just ticking down now until he died.
Strong Ghoul attacks you with Icy Hand of the Grave and touches you. You are paralyzed for 10 seconds.
Chris wished he had done things differently. He hoped that he had not gotten Brother Aleksandr killed by the Witch King. Would Chris be able to get back to his village in time to help Nathaniel and Ku defend it? Wait, what would happen to all his equipment? It would all fall right there. How would he get it back?
Chris could not change where he was looking. He had been shifting his gaze toward the second ghoul to attack.
He was stuck watching as the ghoul crouched down.
It drew back its claw as far as it could.
Chris tried to pray, but he could not manage it. God had let him miss last round. What could God do now?
In his mind Chris screamed, “Just get it over wi...”
The ghoul burst into flames. For just a moment, Chris wondered if it had gone Super Saiyan on him in preparation for a massive punch.
But instead of launching its attack, the monster stayed paused in a crouch, burning.
The flames began to lick up over the ghoul’s decaying features. Finally, in a sigh of release, the corpse slumped to the ground, dead for a second time.
Just like the cleansing fire had washed over the ghoul, relief flowed over Chris. His mind returned to a semblance of order, though the joy that welled up threatened to throw him into chaos on the other end of the emotional spectrum . Chris could not shout his joy because his vocal chords were just as paralyzed as the rest of him. He could not wait for the flash of his aura’s cleansing power. Just before it came, he saw Nathaniel with his bow waving from the edge of the collapsed ceiling.
As the aura flashed, healed him, and set him free, Chris saw something that turned his shouts of joy into a cry of alarm.
Behind the battle mage’s excited form was the hulking man-frog of the Witch King. With barely a flick of his too long arms, the Witch King shoved Nathaniel down into the pit with Chris and the one remaining ghoul. Then, their enemy launched himself through the air and out of Chris’s rather limited sight.
Concern for Nathaniel made Chris want to run over and check on him. But, there was still one ghoul trying to kill him, and that was probably something he should deal with first. Chris was at 25 Health after his last aura. The ghoul should have been at fifteen or twenty maybe? Too much had happened for Chris to be really sure. He knew it was way below thirty. Besides, if Nathaniel was incapacitated by that fall, the ghoul might be able to crit him. Better to distract that thing right now and not let it get any ideas about the newest addition to their little play date.
Chris shouted, “High-yo Silver!”
If he was wrong, it would not count as an action. If he was right, it should get the ghoul’s attention for sure.
He was right.
You cast Novice Light Cavalry and summon a Ethereal Horse for 1 minute.
You have 10/18 Mana.
Chris had not had time to try the spell the night before. In fact, he had not even been certain that he had actually picked this ability out of the three new ones he could have gotten. So, he was as surprised as the ghoul when a glowing, translucent horse suddenly grew up underneath the paladin.
The horse reared and kicked at the ghoul. Chris’s body seemed to answer the call on its own as he leaned and squeezed with his legs, staying in the saddle he knew not how.
Ethereal Horse attacks the Strong Ghoul twice and hit it twice for 10 damage. Its Strong Hide absorbs 6 damage. It resists 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
“Well, Silver, I wasn’t expecting you to be an offensive juggernaut..” Chris tried to reassure his new mount. Unfortunately, the ghoul was not nearly so sensitive.
Ethereal Horse is hit by the Strong Ghoul for 12 damage. Its Hide absorbs 1 damage.
Ethereal Horse has 13/24 Health.
“See, that’s okay, because that’s not me, and it’s not Nathaniel. And, I can summon another horsey in a minute if this one dies. Whoah, you’re not gonna die, Silver, don’t worrry, boy.” As if to prove Chris’s point, his Healing Light aura fired off again.
Strong Ghoul takes 7 damage from Healing Light. It resists 4 damage by Dark Embrace.
Ethereal Horse is healed for 7 health and has 20/24 Health.
You are healed for 7 health.
You have 25/48 Health.
Chris went on the offensive again, taking the two attacks he now got at Level 4.
You attack the Strong Ghoul twice and hit it twice for 29 damage. Its Strong Hide absorbs 6 damage. It resists 8 damage by Dark Embrace. It dies... again.
“YES!” shouted Chris without restraint.
Your party receives 1250 XP for defeating 2 Strong Ghouls. Your share is 500 XP.
Weakly, a voice called from the rubble, “Hey, I’m almost to Level 4. How did that happen?”
Chris jumped down off of Silver. He did not even notice that the horse disappeared when he dismounted. He was too busy scrambling over the rubble to get Nathaniel. “You killed one of the ghouls that I was fighting, and you’re still in my party even though you’re supposed to be back in Fish Guts.”
Nathaniel sat up holding his head as Chris reached him. A wave of healing light rippled out from Chris over the rubble. Nathaniel took his hand down from his head as he began to feel better.
The battlemage’s gaze went in and out of focus as he looked up at Chris. Nathaniel seemed to lock in on his leader’s face by an act of will. He asked the paladin, “Has Brother Aleksandr beaten that witch yet?”    
“I don’t know. Is that what’s going on up there? When I fell in here, Brother Aleksandr and the envoy were just watching me sit on the throne. How did the Witch King sneak back in here?”
Nathaniel shook his head. “As Admiral Akbar so accurately observed, it was a trap. From the very beginning, we were getting set up. Wish I could say that I suspected it, but I was just tagging along in case the Witch King was ambushing you with his withdrawing troops. He wasn’t.”
Chris suddenly had a flash of insight. Things fell into place. “That wasn’t the Witch King out there on the lake was it?”
“Nope.”
“He was with us the whole time, wasn’t he?” Chris wanted to facepalm, but wearing metal and leather gauntlets made that a bit more dangerous that it typically was. “And, my map wouldn’t show a single enemy unit, just the troops. That was clever of him. I should have known that envoy’s English was too good. Why would a goblin know English?”
“I followed behind you guys in a boat with Ku and the prisoner. We brought him to show us the way if we got separated from you guys, which we did.”
“You left Scout behind in Fish Guts and brought Ku?”
“Yeah, so?”
“At least Ku could have given orders in case of an attack...”
“Scout has Leadership. He gives a bonus to the troops; Ku doesn’t.”
“What?”
“Scout took an Ability called Leader of the Pack when he leveled last time. It gave him Leadership. So, Scout was the best ‘person’ to leave in charge of Fish Guts.”
Another flash of light blasted across the opening.
Concern clear on his face, Chris looked up and said, “We’ve got to get up there and see what’s going on. They’ve been fighting for a long time. One of them has got to be close to losing.”
“Yeah, let’s hope it’s Frogface McFroggypants that’s about to go down.”
Stunned, Chris looked over at Nathaniel. It was like everything else in the world faded away as Chris stared at Nathaniel. In what seemed like a complete non sequitor, Chris said, “You lied to me. Why did you lie to me?”
Uncomfortably, Nathaniel shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. He tried to seem shocked at the question. “What are you talking about, Lord Fish Guts?”
Chris just stared, wide-eyed at the other person in the pit with him. “You’re Jack. You’re my brother. He always used to call people Whateverface McWhateverpants, especially people he didn’t like. I asked you. Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”
Nathaniel had a grave expression that looked even more severe because of the weird glow of Chris’s aura in the dark part of the pit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I am Nathaniel of Fenton. If I was actually your dead brother, there’s no way you would use me the way you should in battle. Not to mention the fact that IF I was your dead brother, and IF I admitted it to you, I would probably be immediately replaced by another volunteer as an Out of Character penalty. So, whatever you happen to believe, it would probably be best if this line of questioning was totally done-zo, right?”
Like he had just gotten out of a washing machine on the spin cycle, Chris’s head was flying in circles. ‘Done-zo’ was another one of Jack’s pet words. He loved to say it when he beat a level boss in a game or a villain got defeated in a story they were reading.
Nathaniel did not have Jack’s eyes by coincidence. He had them because he was him. Or, had been him. But, he was not him now? Chris could not handle this new information. This was too much.
***
Pointing in a mix of relief to change the subject and excitement, Nathaniel shouted, “Look! Somebody’s letting down a rope! Let’s get out of here.”
He was talking about both the pit and the awkward conversation.
Chris’s aura reached its duration limit and finally winked out. The edge of the pit where they were suddenly became much darker.
Nathaniel thought to himself as he grabbed Chris by the arm and practically dragged him across the sunlit rubble, “I hope him knowing doesn’t change anything. We’ve got to save Abby. Jeremy was alway nice to me. I can’t believe he ended up going off the deep end. I guess I was only ten when I died. Not like I had a whole lot of wisdom and perception when it came to gauging other people and their motivations.”
Out loud, he shouted, “Come on, Lord Fish Guts! Your tutor and the future of your side is depending on you getting up this rope right now! Abby’s depending on you!”
***
His sister’s name seemed to splash cold water on Chris. He grabbed the rope and climbed like he had in PE class. It was easier since he had a nicely elevated Strength score now. Even with the extra weight of his armor, he hand-over-handed his way to the top with ease.
As Christopher pulled himself up over the jagged wooden edge of the pit, he saw a horrible sight and got a stream of notifications.
Far across the open space at the center of the town, Ku was on the ground, bloodied and not moving.
Brother Aleksandr was ten or fifteen feet further away, muddy, stooped, with no Light Armor up.
On the far side of the former monk, standing between two huts, the Frogre was shaking its head back and forth. It looked like there was a chunk of Ku’s spear wedged between the roof of its mouth and its jaw.
You have entered a new combat zone.
Aleksandr has 15/58 Health, is POISONED, and is 56 feet from you.
Ku has -4/32 Health, is POISONED, is AT DEATH’S DOOR, and is 44 feet from you.
Witch King is DISARMED (Bite) and is 62 feet from you.
Remaining to act during this combat interval are: Aleksandr, Witch King, You, Nathaniel.
It was as if time was dilated just a bit for Chris as he chose his action. He wondered if Nathaniel was feeling the same thing. Chris decided to charge the Witch King and hit him as hard as he could. He would be in range of Ku before the end of the round, and as long as the Witch King did not hurt Ku more, Chris would be able to heal him with his Healing Light and get him up and going again. Chris hoped that Brother Aleksandr was planning to put up his Light Armor and protect Ku’s body.
As he finalized his choices, it occurred to Chris that Brother Aleksandr would not know that Chris was going to arrive in the middle of the round with his healing aura.
Chris was horrified as he watched the next two actions play out.
Brother Aleksandr dashed back to Ku and put his hand down onto the fallen goblin’s chest. Warm light bathed the Man-at-Arms, and he was healed back to consciousness and well away from DEATH’S DOOR.
Aleksandr casts Journeyman Healing on Ku for 29 Health.
But, the Witch King took advantage of Brother Aleksandr’s lack of armor. Leaping across the distance, the monster reached back over its head with both its fists and slammed them down into Brother Aleksandr.
The old man silently crumpled in a heap beside the healed goblin. The frogre form of the Witch King stood hunched forward, leering down at its latest victim.
Frogre hits Aleksandr twice for 21 damage.
Aleksandr has -6/58 Health.
Chris let out a cry of animal rage as his legs pumped furiously in his charge. He reached back with his war hammer, held up his shield to camouflage the way he was going to strike, then twisted and spun at the last moment.
Lord Christopher McKnight flung a vicious uppercut with his war hammer right at the Frogre’s jaw.
It connected with a sickening crack. The propped open mouth of the monster suddenly snapped shut, and the chunk of spear was driven up into the beast’s brain.
You have CRITICALLY HIT the Frogre for 54 damage. Its Swamp Hide absorbs 3 damage. Resists 4 damage by Dark Embrace. Back to the swamp, thing! It dies.
As the monster fell, it transformed back into the Witch King. His mask was askew. Just as Chris was noticing this, he also noticed that his aura was not lighting up the ground around him. A sinking feeling accompanied his realization that it had timed out sometime after the end of the fight with the ghouls. He had just used up his action with an attack instead of restarting his healing aura. There was nothing he could do before the end of the round to help Brother Aleksandr.
Turning toward the former monk, Chris was relieved to see Nathaniel already cradling the old man’s head, healing potion in hand.
As Nathaniel popped open the flask and started to pour the potion into Aleksandr’s mouth, something clicked in Chris’s mind.
Chris reached down and ripped the wooden mask off of the Witch King’s head. The notification he saw below the face did not surprise him.
Nathaniel uses Healing Potion on Aleksandr. He heals 1 point.
Aleksandr dies. The position of Tutor of Christopher McKnight is now OPEN.
Hoarse with grief, Chris whispered, “It’s Marcus.”
“What’s going on?” cried out Nathaniel. “How can a potion only heal one point?”
“It was another one of Marcus’s duds.”
“What? I’m going to kill that incompetent...”
Chris put his hand down on Nathaniel’s shoulder. “You don’t have to. He’s already dead. And, I don’t think he was incompetent. No, he was just plain evil.”
Chris pointed at the unmasked face of the Witch King. His short-cropped, ring of grey hair had blood in it. His blue eyes were already looking glassy and empty. But, it was certainly Marcus, Apothecary of Fenton.
Nathaniel shook with rage and grief. “How can Aleksandr be dead?”
Shaking off the effects of the battle, Ku sat up next to the kneeling Nathaniel and the old monk’s body. Garbled at first, Ku managed to recover his voice, “He... He died to save me. Just like the White God that he served.”
Tears were already streaming down the goblin’s face.




Chapter 20

The town of Boiling Cauldron became the property of Lord Christopher. He changed the name to Aleksandria to honor Brother Aleksandr. They had given the priest a proper funeral and buried him in the church graveyard where Chris’s spawn point was. Another priest had spawned in the church, but he was not a Mage of Light, or indeed any Hero Class at all.
They had found two identical magic rings, one on each ghoul. The rings were simple golden bands with a golden sun worked where the stone would have been. When Chris had taken one off a ghoul, he had gotten a prompt saying that he had recovered a magic ring. But, the prompt did not say what it was, or what it did. Try as he might, Chris could not detect any change in his stats when he put on and took off either of the rings.
Nathaniel had the bright idea of seeing if Olivia could tell what the rings were. A few quick diplomacy sessions and trades, and Chris knew that he was in possession of two Rings of Days. These could extend the duration of any spell to 24 hours. Olivia had suggested that they were how the ghouls still had Dark Embrace on them even though they had been waiting for Chris for hours.
It took Christopher a couple days to recover and sort out everything that had to be changed and updated. Managing the settlements alone was a huge job. But, Chris had managed to build Fenton up to town level with some Hero-assisted building projects. This attracted many more people from the countryside, and caused numerous babies to appear in cradles throughout the town.
Robber’s Rest was renamed to Chrisopolis, but Fish Guts was stuck with its evocative name. A trade route had been started with the towns to the north, and Chris was planning to go and examine the ruined city that might be a suitable capital site for a truly huge kingdom. All of his goblin settlements had their huts upgraded to houses. It had used up a hefty amount of wood, but it increased their population limit and made the villages more attractive. Just that afternoon, Chris had welcomed a nomad goblin tribe out of the forest that wanted to settle in the fenland. They had come ridding wolves. Chris was excited about the possibilities.
As Chris was sitting in the Town Hall of Aleksandria, he was sorting through all of his status updates and things he had not dealt with yet. The paladin ran across two items that caught his attention. The first one was a notification that he could appoint a new Tutor for himself. The second was that he had somehow made contact with a side called the Village of Pius. He spotted that fact in the Diplomacy Menu after ending a strange, short conversation with Leo.
Nathaniel, Ku, and Scout were off leading their Longbowmen Troop from the new Archery Range in Fenton and converted Goblin Warrior Troops. The rather large military detachment was sent west to deal with some spiders that had been harassing the goblin lumber camp. Chris had watched on the battle map as they had successfully defeated the spiders with no losses. Olivia’s advice had been very helpful. Now, he could see on the map that the three undamaged units were on their way back.
True, sending troops to deal with that threat had been overkill, but that was how Chris played his games. He had even sent the magic rings with them. One with Healing Light and the other with Soldiers. Ku had to wear one and Nathaniel the other or the auras would cancel out and not work. With his only other heroes gone, Chris would have to wait a few hours to deal with the issue of appointing his new tutor.
So, it looked like he had a little time to find out what he could about the Village of Pius. He went to his Diplomacy Menu. It suddenly clicked how he had made contact with them. Their emblem was the same as the one on the ghouls he had fought a few days ago. Was this side an ally of Jeremy? Why would they have a name like Pius if they were on the evil side of the Divided Lands? Chris decided the easiest way to find out was to just ask. He selected the emblem and opened the connection.
An oil portrait of a striking redheaded young woman filled his screen. Chris admitted to himself that she was quite pretty, though not as pretty as Olivia.
“Hail and well met, Lord Christopher McKnight of Aleksandria. I beg your pardon for asking this so directly, but your emblem seems to say that you are a Christian kingdom... Have you any spare food to trade? We are under siege by a necromancer most foul, and I can say it no more politely, but we are desperately starving.”
“Do you like fish?”
“Lord Christopher, my people are eating shoe leather. Fish would be a Godsend. What can we give you in return? We have little, but...”
Christopher broke in, trying to match her politeness. “I beg your pardon, Queen Theodora. But, is the necromancer named Jeremy?”
“Yes. He is a tall, blonde man who calls himself Lord Jeremy, King of Bones. I was forced to attend a dinner with him and listen to his witch skull recite Hamlet. The skull was not as bad as I had expected.” Theodora thought but did not say, nor was the necromancer to be honest. “That act caused him to give my people a few food units, but not nearly enough. He is trying to sell me more for exorbitant prices while holding my village in siege.”
“Well, if you are tying up Jeremy’s troops in a siege, I would consider it an investment to supply your side. I don’t need anything in return, so long as you are holding out against Jeremy and making his life more difficult.”
“I see. The King of Bones is your enemy as well? We will do our best to hold out against him, though we are quite limited in our resources. If it was not for my apothecary, we could not have lasted this long.”
Chris saw an opportunity. “I’ve got a set of quite nice alchemy equipment. Master quality as a matter of fact. Seems our apothecary was holding out on us. Long story, really. Holding out isn’t exactly accurate. More like betraying and stabbing in the back over and over again. But on the bright side, he doesn’t need his potion making equipment anymore. I’ve got that a bunch of ingredients that none of us here can use. Would that be something you’d find useful?”
There was a long silence on the other end of the connection. Finally, Queen Theodora whispered, “Yes. Yes, it would be very useful.”
“Do you have a blacksmith that can repair equipment there?”
Recovering a little, Theodora answered more normally, “Yes, Lord Aleksandria, we do. He has become quite skilled by making a steady stream of arrow heads that we fling at our enemies continuously.”
“Very good. In exchange for the apothecary’s supplies, you could have him repair some armor and weapons of ours. Speaking of skills, what hero class are you, Queen Theodora?”
“I am a Mage of the Light.”
It was Chris’s turn to be silent for a long moment. That was Brother Aleksandr’s class. He was supposed to be teamed with a Mage of Light. That thought would just have to stew for a little while though.
“Is there anything else, Lord Aleksandria? We could use 3 Food a day at our current population and military, if you could spare that much. Also, we will be more than happy to repair your equipment in perpetuity in exchange for the potion making supplies. Well, as long as we can maintain a working forge.” Theodora paused a beat, but decided to trust this man who seemed to be her enemy’s enemy. “We are tunneling out of our besieged city and trying to escape.”
Chris leaned forward. “Here is my world map. Trade me yours. I will try to send troops toward your city if it is close enough. Otherwise, you can try to make it to my kingdom for protection.”
Wordlessly, Theodora gave her map information to Christoper. With the new addition, Chris’s map suddenly changed scale. The two kingdoms looked like little green islands on a vast sea of black unknown. Chris could not even guess how far away the Village of Pius was, or what laid between it and his little land.
Theodora’s cheery voice broke into his pessimistic reverie, “You have four settlements and two resource camps!?! You are ahead of the King of Bones for the moment. He has only two settlements, though he has a stronghold of sorts in the ruined city. That was where I had to endure the ‘Dinner and a Movie’ as he called it.”
“At least it wasn’t Netflix and Chill,” laughed Christopher. Then, he realized he did not want to explain what that meant to such a regal person as this Queen Theodora. “Never mind, Queen, that was just a joke from my time on Earth. I think it is most likely a very different time from yours.”
“Yes, so I had gathered.” Her voice was strangely neutral instead of the disapproving tone Chris had expected.
“Well, I have to get back to taking care of those four settlements and those two resource camps. Let me know if you have any further needs or other ways I could help you make things difficult for Jeremy.”
“Yes, Lord Christopher of Aleksandria, I most certainly shall. I am looking forward to your fish and the alchemy equipment. Until we speak again, may the Lord Jesus Christ guild your steps and may the Holy Spirit illumine your mind.”
Chris felt a little uncomfortable at Theodora’s benediction to him. He realized that he rarely ever said much out loud about Jesus or God. He ran his hand back through his hair, wondering if he was too casual about his belief. It was the closest he came to self-examination for a long time. But, the demands of moment stole away the opportunity.
Chris busied himself opening the inventory of his side and making the appropriate allocations. One trade portal opened up in the town hall there in Aleksandria. Goblin villagers seemed to automatically know what they were expected to put into it.  He knew that villagers in Fenton were getting the apothecary equipment out of what used to be Marcus’s hut and feeding it into a trade portal that was there. The automatic transmission of commands had been a relief when Chris had discovered it. He had been worried that he was going to have to be present in person or send written orders.
Chris checked on the villagers in the store room, but they were almost done sending the fish to the village Pius. So, he went into his map room next to his treasury. There, Chris’s battle map displayed the location of all his units. The map had a similar ability to send orders automatically to military units in the field. Chris had not seen the menu until after they had defeated the Witch King and taken over his Goblin Warriors. Militia could not be commanded in this way, and he had only ever had militia before that.
At the moment, Chris was interested in the three military units moving around the northern edge of the fenlands. They were doing double duty by exploring while they returned from the spider squashing mission. It looked like they would be back about dinner time. Perhaps the first crops of rice would be in by then? Chris found plenty of things to occupy him while he waited.
***
Nathaniel, Ku, and Scout came walking up the new road that connected Chrisopolis with Aleksandria. Nathaniel called out when he saw Chris looking down from atop the walls, “Let me guess what’s for dinner! Is it fish?”
“Actually, I just gave a bunch of our fish away. I’ll explain in a bit. I want to talk to you. Let’s go for a walk.”
Ku and Scout seemed happy they did not have to delay their evening meal for any discussions with their commander. Nathaniel did not mind. He was not really looking forward to more fish stew.
Chris came down, and the two of them walked back along the fresh sawn logs of a new bridge.
Nathaniel looked at Chris in the orange light of the setting sun. “What’s up, boss? Got another mission for your burgeoning army?”
“I want you to become my Tutor.”
“What? Why? Are you aware that I am less than two weeks old? How can I be your tutor?”
“I think you get all the information just fed into your brain or some such. It says that I can appoint any willing replacement hero to the post. So, are you willing?”
Even in the sunset light, Chris could see the understanding dawning on Nathaniel’s face.
“Yeah, I guess I’m willing.”
“Good.” Chris made the appropriate selections.
Nathaniel’s hand went up to his head immediately. He began to babble. “Ow. Ow. Ok, that kind of hurts... Ugh, wait a second. Ok, I think I get it. Wow, that’s weird. Really? Ok, no, now I really get it. Yeah, it all just pops right in here. Wow. I’ve got like a full rules set up here. Boy, it is detailed. It will take awhile to figure all this out. I wonder what Brother Aleksandr even made of all this? He’d never played an RPG, or Civ, or anything like this before. Oh, that’s how Marcus was making potions. Witch’s Brew. It’s a class skill for them. They get bonuses for better alchemy equipment but don’t need it. So, you know, you could...”
Chris interrupted the stream of consciousness that was pouring out of Nathaniel’s mouth. “So, are you Jack?”
Confusion filled the battle mage’s face. “Wait, what?”
Chris beamed at the blue eyed man standing on the bridge with him. “You’re my Tutor now. In order to ease my transition to the Divided Lands, there’s no Out of Character penalty for you talking about your life on Earth. So, are you my little brother Jack?”
Nathaniel started to laugh so hard he doubled over. When he recovered himself, he stood up, put his hands on both Chris’s shoulders, and looked him right in the eye.
“Yes. Yes, I am. And, we are going to have so much fun winning this game together.”



cover.jpeg
27 The Divided Cands 2

OPENINGS

A LitRPG Adventure

Your first moves
. make all the
difference... /!





