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Prologue 1: The Creature



    “Stars, hide your fires; Let not light see my black and deep desires.” -
    William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Macbeth



    The Dark Valley, Mori-Ferga 22nd, 2987 AoR (Age of Reconstruction)









    The Creature slinked through the darkly rich and wet earth under a
    blackened sky. In the far distance, just peeking over the mountains, there,
    light existed. Precisely twice a day for fifteen minutes each, the
    unbearable, searing light of the sun burned the Valleys inhabitants to
    ashes unless they were able to find suitable protection. For one such as
    the Creature, protection was usually easy enough to find. A fallen mound of
    rocks at exactly the right angle, the hidden passages of ruins in the far
    southern portions of the great valley, or perhaps, as it looked like the
    Creature might have to do shortly, shield itself using the body of a
    victim.



The Creature had been summoned by its master, the Steward of The Valley.    A valley of damned, discarded, forgotten and broken things, the
    Creature thought bitterly. The Creature could remember a time when the
    great plumes of darkness and shadow that shielded The Valley were complete,
    reaching over the mountains and blocking even the most intense rays of
    light - when The Valley had been a grand place of industry, power, magic,
    and death. It could remember that glorious era when a hundred victims a day
    were sacrificed upon the dark altars of the pyramids that festooned the
    center of The Valley.



    The Pyramids used to be temples to gods of now-forgotten pantheons of
    darkness, death, decay, and destruction. But they had been repurposed a
    hundred times since The Valley had been discovered by the First People,
    long ago.



    The first people
    , the Creature thought, a name it had not heard or even thought about in
    nearly a hundred years. A name the Creature had once been called, a name
    she had once been known by.



    The Creature realized that it had belonged to a race, it had a gender, it
    had a name once. The Creature brutally squashed the thoughts of its past
    life. If its master found out about its past the master would surely have
    it killed. The Creature slithered on, its front legs dragging its form
    through the coarse, prickly grasses that surrounded the pyramids as its
    tail propelled its bulk forward. The Creature gingerly gripped with its
    upper arms a small wrapped bundle that its master had ordered it to bring.
    The Creature would not disobey its master, The Steward, no matter how much
    it loathed him.



    The Creature could not wait until the day its true master returned. Or
    better yet when the old gods, Vensha, Delmoss, Belialah, or even the
    gluttonous Burte’loth scraped their way back to sentience and then back to
    The Valley. Those days were long yet to come, and the Creature knew it
    would most likely not survive long enough to see such glories. But if its
    True Master returned, perhaps The Valley could be brought to some semblance
    of its former self. At least the Umbra, the shadowy protections that
    shielded The Valley would become whole again, or so the Creature hoped.



    The Creature dragged its bulk up the steps of the central pyramid, the
    Prime Temple. Long ago the Prime Temple acted as a place where all the
    powers of the gods converged, today it was the only active place of worship
    of the only god of the ancient pantheons that still yet lived, Tesh. Tesh
    was a child, the offspring of a weaker pantheon that had last ruled The
    Valley, who had themselves been descendants of Belialah the Beautiful and
    Delmoss the Destroyer.



    What Tesh would one day become, the Creature did not know, but for now, the
    ancient place acted as Tesh’s immortal nursery. Tesh’s parents had failed
    to conquer even past the great valley’s outer rim before being destroyed by
    the forces of light; they had been true disappointments.



    They had only been the most recent in a string of failed rulers with great
    ambition and capacity, perhaps greater potential than even their forebears.
    Each of the Creature’s hopes since the founding pantheons destruction,
    including Tesh’s sires, had succumbed to indolence. They had allowed their
    appetites to rob them of their true potential and the ultimate prize.



    The Creature knew something though, something that its True Master would
    not like known by others. The Creature knew that soon one of the ancient
    gods, a member of the founding pantheon of The Great Valley, would return.
    A grand member of the pantheon, whose leaders were the great grandsires of
    Tesh. The Creature squashed the buds of hope that had begun to take root in
    its soul if the Creature was not careful its current master would know; its
    master would discover the Creature’s true nature and have it destroyed.



    The Creature’s thoughts turned towards Tesh as it made its way up the
    temple steps. The child god was never seen by any except by the Teshi
    High-Priestess, and the Creature’s True Master, when he had been alive.
    Even the Steward of the Valley did not dare enter the birthing chamber
    hidden deep in the under-caverns of the temple.



    When the Creature reached the first archway into the temple, on the first
    of three tiers of the pyramid, it entered just as the light from the
    setting sun began to burn the valley floor. Inside was pitch black. As it
    entered the Creature sighed in pleasure, the noise its jowls and flaps made
    as air escaped was truly disgusting, even to itself, but the Creature had
    grown largely accustomed to its degraded, disgusting body long ago.
    Besides, the darkness was bliss to Creatures such as it, and the Creature
    had to relish what little ecstasy it could in case it did not regain favor
    with the Steward of The Valley.



    Inside the temple’s darkness, the Creature could see as clearly as if it
    were day. It slithered through the lower corridors, having easy access to
    only the least holy of the three tiers. The Creature would have to pass
    security checks to enter the higher rungs, and even then the Creature would
    have to use back passages designed for servants and slaves.



    The Creature was not offended by this, it knew it was not currently in
    favor with its master, and for good reason. It had been banished outside of
    the temple complex after its massive bloated bulk had knocked over a wine
    glass onto the Steward’s best dining robe. The Creature had simply been
    thankful to keep its head, and thankful that its master had forgotten to
    rescind his order to safeguard the bundle it still clutched tightly to
    itself. The bundle gave it the chance to earn favor again.



    The Creature made its way through multiple checkpoints, each more heavily
    guarded than the last until finally, the Creature stopped outside the great
    hall where the steward held court. A guard, a tiny shadow imp, dark
    ethereal wings flaring, pushed open the door. Shadow imps were impetuous
    creatures, always playing pranks and slacking off, but they were loyal and
    generally useful servants to the Court, and so their nature and presence
    was tolerated.



    The Creature squeezed its bulk through the crack that the imp had been able
    to open in the side door, the slave's door. It was not a comfortable fit,
    but the Creature did not particularly care. Every moment in the true
    darkness of the temple was a near-perfect ecstasy compared to even the
    darkest moments of the outside world. Even at night, the light of the stars
    or of the accursed moon filtered through the incomplete Umbra in small
    drips and drops.



    As the Creature’s bulk squeezed and pulsed through the comparatively small
    crack that the imp had made, the heavy metal door finally gave way to the
    remaining mass of the Creature, its body spilling into the chamber beyond.
    The chamber was lit for the Court’s mortal servants only by a green fire in
    the central brazier, and blue fire in a brazier behind the Steward’s
    throne. In the center of the room, opposite the central brazier, was a long
    wooden dining table capable of seating nearly a hundred. The Creature had
    emerged in the midsection of the room proximal to the green fire, between
    the throne and court with its marble flooring, and the dining hall which
    was carpeted with the finest velvet.



    “Creature” a voice boomed from the direction of the throne. “Have you
    brought what was required?” The voice was a deep baritone, and the Creature
    was very familiar with it. It was the voice of the Herald of the Throne, a
    man second only to the Steward of the Valley. The Creature raised its front
    arms holding the wrapped bundle even higher. The Creature knew that its own
    voice was not beloved by any, including itself, so it did its best to
    communicate via other means.



    “Come forward, and place your charge on the third step. Do not come closer
    or I will destroy you with but a word.” The Herald warned. The Creature
    slithered forward towards the throne. As it did so it noticed that the room
    was rimmed with lesser demons that chittered away, dark priests who prayed
    silently or burned incense in their censers, and atop the great throne sat
    his master.



    The Steward of The Valley was a small humanoid man, but the Creature knew
    all too well his strength. He had powers that the Creature could only dream
    of, the likes of which had not been seen in others in the Valley for nearly
    a hundred years, since … the Creature stopped that line of thought,
    crushing it and forcing its mind away from any semblance of hope that the
    steward might be able to detect in it. The Creature wasn’t sure exactly how
    much of its True Master’s powers the Steward had assumed, but if the
    ability to read minds was among them, the Creature had to be careful.



    When the Creature arrived at the stairs, it looked to the Herald almost
    pleadingly. The Herald nodded and announced, “The Creature wishes to thank
    its master for the opportunity to serve.” The Creature nodded, and its bulk
    rippled unpleasantly. The Creature bowed deeply towards the throne, where
    the small, well clothed and comfortable looking man, it's master, sat with
    an intense expression of concentration on his face.



    The Creature laid the wrapped bundle on the third step as instructed, and
    swiftly retreated to the corner of the room on the right side of the
    throne, as far out of sight of all there as possible, its delegated spot in
    the court. The spot had remained open in its banishment, and the Creature
    settled in with an internal sigh of relief that it hadn’t been killed out
    of hand.



    The Steward of the Valley stood, and moved down from his throne, purple
    cloak swaying slightly behind him as he took each of the thirteen steps.
    The man picked up the bundle, and unwrapped it, taking a long few minutes
    to examine the beautiful object that was now cradled in his arms like a
    child, careful not to touch bare flesh to it.



    The man grabbed the handle of the object, a bright red flash and a wave of
    heat washed over the crowd that was gathered. The Steward should have known
    better as the sword of the Creature’s True Master could not be wielded by
    any other, unless the prophecy of his return was left unfulfilled on the
    hundredth attempt. The Steward cried out in pain and frustration. The
    Creature had seen this same sight a hundred times before, once every year
    since the True Master had gone beyond death’s veil.



    “Bring me the Crucible! Today marks a hundred years since our Master was
    slain, and the last opportunity for the prophecy of his return to be
    fulfilled. It is time for the testing. The last testing!” He yelled to the
    cowering, chained, and naked slaves in the corner opposite of the Creature.
    The gaggle of slaves scurried away down a corridor and, a few seconds
    later, returned dragging a large black cauldron into the room.



    The cauldron glowed red with heat, where the slaves touched it their bare
    flesh seared black and was left bleeding. The slaves did not cry out in
    pain, indeed most of them wore expressions of ecstasy and pleasure. These
    were full Slaves of the Court, trained in secret and perverse practices of
    one of the ancient long-dead pantheons of old. They dragged the massive
    cauldron to the center of the room, placing it on several black stones that
    had been set there for the exact purpose when the temple had first been
    built. When it was finished and the slaves began retreating, one of them
    was so badly burnt that it had to be dragged back into its corner by the
    others. All of the slaves were covered in blackened burns and their own
    dried blood.



    The Creature envied the looks of pleasure the slaves wore as their gift
    from Tesh healed their wounds; it would never know the pleasures of the
    flesh again, even such perverse ones as these slaves ‘enjoyed.’ The
    Creature hated the slaves, despised them as they had everything that it had
    once had long ago, even if they were lowly.



    The Creature crushed these thoughts and returned its gaze back to what its
    master was doing. The Steward was holding the True Master’s sword with one
    hand using a cloth. The Steward obviously did not want a repetition of the
    heat and pain that he had experienced just moments ago.



    The Steward of The Valley held the sword over the cauldron and heat rose
    from the infernal plane with which the cauldron had a direct connection.
    The Steward, after a moment of introspection, thrust the blade of the sword
    into the cauldron as he had done ninety and nine times before. A hiss
    began, heat and light appeared and rolled over the Court.



    “No!” the Steward yelled and the room was rocked by a mighty explosion. The
    Creature had closed its eyes, believing it had known what was about to
    happen, and well that it had, as blood and viscera and great waves of heat
    and light blasted from where the Steward had been. The blade itself stood
    stock still, piercing the veil between Ethria and the infernal plane. While
    most of the demons and priests in the room had fallen over or were blinded
    temporarily, the Creature had adequately protected itself. It saw what
    happened next.



    A skeletal hand reached out of the cauldron and grasped the blade of the
    sword, pulling itself up through the fire of the cauldron. Another hand
    appeared gripping the side of the vessel, and the Creature’s true master
    finally pulled himself free.



    The Creature’s master fell to the floor in a heap of liquid fire and bone.
    He curled into a fetal position, as muscles, blood, veins and then finally
    skin all began to grow on the skeletal frame in a form familiar to the
    Creature. As flesh regrew, the true master was burned by the liquid fire
    that surrounded him, which was cooling far too slowly.



    The Creature dragged its bulk forward and gestured with a bulbous grey
    finger at the slaves, “Bring our True Master water and clothes!” The words
    were barely understandable as they came out among fluted noises and
    perverse spouts of gasses from its flaps. But the Creature’s meaning and
    order had been understood. Three of the slaves who had been least burned
    and who had finished healing ran for all they were worth to fetch what was
    required.



    The Creature turned towards the Herald and nodded. The Herald’s voice
    boomed over the Court “Behold our Dread Lord Marcus has risen again!
    Rejoice Oh Valley of the Dark, for soon we will rise with him!” The
    Creature knew that the Herald’s voice had been heard by every dark denizen
    of The Valley, even as it had boomed loudly through the halls of the
    temple. Tesh itself, the child-god, had no doubt heard it in its slumber.



    After a few more minutes of regrowth, and multiple buckets of water to
    extinguish the burning liquid fire, Dread Lord Marcus began to shake. A
    female slave moved forward and covered their lord in a soft purple cloak,
    speaking soft words in his ear, no doubt words of comfort and promises of
    service.



    Slaves of the Court were among the few lowly mortals who had the privilege
    of touching any of the denizens of the Dark Court. It was permitted so that
    they could serve, but even so, what the slave was doing was pushing that
    boundary.



    Dread Lord Marcus reached out an arm and pushed himself up slightly. The
    Creature was close enough to hear what the female slave, naked and chained,
    tattooed with the holy writ of Tesh’s gift and the ancient rituals of
    training, was saying. “Lord Marcus, may I assist you to stand?”



    The Dread Lords head, still with half his skull exposed to the air as his
    flesh knit itself back together, shook in the negative. The slave backed
    herself off of their lord and prostrated herself fully in front of him.
    “Whatever my lord desires, I am at his command.” A few more seconds later,
    and their lord rose of his own accord, flesh, meat, and muscle still
    knitting together in places. For the most part, his body was hale and
    whole, although his skin was pale and pink as a newborn. He draped the
    cloak around his shoulders, clothing his nakedness.



    In a raspy, choked voice their Dread Lord spoke. “I am alive again.” It was
    half a statement of fact, and half a question and exclamation of disbelief.
    A slave ran forward with a cup of water in hand and proffered it to their
    lord. Their lord took the cup and stared at its contents for a few tense
    moments before he downed it in a single gulp and handed the cup back to the
    slave.



    After another second or two of marveling at his new body, their lord’s
    attention moved to the crowd that surrounded him. His voice, now clear as
    hammer falls reached them all, powerful as the day he died. “I. Your Dread
    Lord, have arisen as I had promised! I have fought my way through the hosts
    of the Fallen, and found my way home again!” He raised his hands to
    accentuate the point and the crowd all around them cheered, roared, yelled,
    or in the case of the slaves cried with pleasure and ecstasy at the very
    sound of their master's voice. “Where,” Lord Marcus began as he looked
    around the room. “Is my Steward?” All of the people surrounding him looked
    on in silence. Finally, the Creature spoke.



    “He was foolish enough to use the sword himself, my lord. Attempted to take
    your power for his own.” Lord Marcus looked at the Creature for a few
    seconds, then reached out and grabbed an errant finger that had lodged
    itself in a fold near the Creatures face.



    “You’re telling me he insisted on doing the testing himself? The fool
    should have trusted I would return, it was as sure a thing as nightfall or
    daybreak and the spell explicitly requires such a sacrifice if I am to be
    brought back.” The Creature only nodded, as its master inspected and then
    tossed the loose finger of The Valley’s once-great Steward to the floor.



    As the crowd rejoiced, and Dread Lord Marcus was surrounded by loving
    admirers, well-wishers, and sycophants who had all bowed and scraped to the
    steward’s power, the Creature relished the fact that all of its hard work
    in protecting the sword had finally paid off. Soon, creatures of the dark;
    necromancers, liches, occultists, and far far worse, would rise from the
    slumber that they had entered into when their master had died. The long
    sleep was over, and the Dark Court’s minions would arise in all the diverse
    parts of the world once again.



    For a brief moment only, the Creature allowed itself to feel its true
    emotions, and think its true thoughts. It reveled in the fact that its plan
    was halfway to completion, and soon it would be free.



    ---



    Far to the south, a seemingly young woman awoke. Stripped of her mind due
    to the cost of the sleeping spell she had cast nearly a hundred years ago,
    she began the bloody work of reclaiming her home, then her power, and
    finally her mind.



    


Prologue 2: The Gods



    “… Since it is so likely that [children] will meet cruel enemies, let them
    at least have heard of brave knights and heroic courage. Otherwise, you are
    making their destiny not brighter but darker.” - C.S. Lewis



    Ethria, Sawtooth Mountain Range, Time Unknown, Date Unknown.









    Kiertoss, goddess of the Pervolins watched as the last full-blooded
    Pervolin died. Had she been the same goddess as she was when the Wars of
    Purity had begun some thousands of years ago, she would have wept bitterly.
    Now? The small pang of grief at the passing of the last of the true-blooded
    Pervolins was more of an echo in the cold numbness that was her soul.



    Korvus, her counterpart and once lover stood opposite Kiertoss, to her eyes
    he was nothing but an impotent imp, filled with rage and barely capable of
    coherent thought. It had not always been so, but as her people had been
    forced into war after war, and Korvus lead them into defeat after defeat,
    her once-lover had grown brutal, angry, and vengeful when once he was wise,
    gentle, and just.



    As the imp raged at the dying of the elderly Pervolin who had snapped his
    own neck tripping on ice, climbing one of the Sawtooth Mountains in a
    desperate attempt to reach a tribe of his lesser, mutated brethren,
    Kiertoss pondered their fate. Kiertoss had given the poor elderly fool the
    idea some weeks ago, hoping that the introduction of the pure line into the
    lesser might mitigate some of the genetic degradation they had experienced.
    That, and she had hoped that the elderly hermit might have reintroduced the
    tribe of neolithic Pervolin’s to the worship of their patron god and
    goddess, but that was now for naught.



    The lesser lines of the Pervolin species were numerous, and almost all
    stupid. The best of them little more than simpletons, the worst, beasts of
    burden. Those few lines that were intelligent were brutally evil or devoid
    of conscience all together, they would never invite their once gods to
    watch over them, and neither would Kiertoss or even Korvus in his fallen
    state, have anything to do with them. She had once worried that Korvus
    might have become mindless enough to enter the worst of the lesser beings
    service, but so far he showed enough of his older self to avoid that fate.



    Kiertoss thought about all of the lesser beings she and Korvus now watched
    over. Some of the tribes had found new gods and goddesses to worship,
    beings who belonged to the land, or who had found and claimed the lessers
    by conquest or ritual. In fact, almost all of the ones who seemed capable
    of at least some thought, rudimentary tool use for instance, already had
    patrons. Most that was left to her and Korvus were the bestial lines, the
    ones who were little more than the animals whose flesh they fed upon
    uncooked, and unclean.



    Their futures seemed bleak to Kiertoss. Her and Korvus would shepherd the
    most promising tribes and hope that perhaps, just perhaps, they could
    influence them enough that they might grow into some semblance of
    intelligence again. Then from there, they could rebuild their civilization.
    They had done so once, they could do it again. That would take millennia
    however, thousands of lonely, dull, wasted, and tragic years. What would
    they, and their gods, become in that time? Kiertoss had no idea.



    “Feel that?” Korvus asked in his raspy, childish voice, as he went from
    raving to standing stone still and calm.



    An odd behavior for him
    , Kiertoss thought as she watched him. He was now standing perfectly still,
    looking far to the south, as if seeing through both the stone and storm
    that now surrounded them.



    “A tug, a single string in a weave that is old, tattered, and about to
    break, being pulled by feeble hands...” His words, seemingly filled with
    insight so similar to the old Korvus that Kiertoss had known long ago, had
    stunned her. Shaking herself mentally, she closed her eyes and
    concentrated, trying to feel what Korvus felt through the icy numbness
    wrapped around her heart, but she couldn’t.



    Shaking her head Kiertoss said “I don’t feel anything. Perhaps we should go
    and see too our charges? If we begin work now, it might only take a few
    thousand years…”
    

    “No,” Korvus said, a bit of the impotent, raging child coming back into his
    voice. “We need to follow that tug!” he stomped his foot to emphasize the
    point, ruining Kiertoss’s image of him once more.



    “Fine then, I will indulge this,” Kiertoss said, impatience clear in her
    voice. “But if this turns out to be nothing, then we get right to work.
    Deal?” She extended her hand to Korvus, and the little god shook it.



    -----



    The two weakened gods stood outside a human town that seemed on the verge
    of violence. The air was tense with anger, frustration, and fear. Fear of
    the unknown, fear of the other. Fear and pain of betrayal. “What are we
    doing here Korvus?” Kiertoss asked as their ethereal selves walked unseen
    into the settlement. “This is a human town, none of them even know we even
    exist let alone worship us…” The smaller god of law, wisdom, and war raised
    a hand to silence his younger, and yet somehow bafflingly taller
    counterpart.



    “Watch” was all he said, as the large doors to the town's chapel to their
    human god of the sun opened and two crowds of people exited walking
    opposite each other. On one side stood many of the working class
    individuals of the town, the smith, barber, tradesmen, and their families.
    On the other side stood what looked primarily like farmers and herdsmen,
    those who had fewer of the finer things in life. “Look at them, read their
    descriptions. Or have you lost that power?”



    Scowling, Kiertoss did as he asked and took a careful look at the humans on
    both sides of the street. She first looked at one of the tradesmen and read
    their description as they appeared to her.




Name: Jonathan Pickle

Race: Human

Class: Smith - Lv 11

Heritage: Southern Marches, Guilds-family









    Kiertoss scowled “they’re just normal humans. Nothing special about them
    that connects them to us.” She said to Korvus, unable to keep the petulance
    she felt out of her tone.



    “Look at the others” Korvus demanded as he gestured to the other side of
    the street and the larger, poorer group that had formed there. Kiertoss,
    wanting to roll her eyes at her supposed elders instruction, did as he bid,
    choosing a younger child from the crowd.




Name: Amber Lee Schredrich

Race: Human

Class: Under level 10

Heritage: Southern Marches, From The Earth, Pervolin Bloodline (NOTE:
    recently uncovered, this person has a -1 modifier to all immaterial
    characteristic based checks for the next 3 hours due to the undermining of
    what they thought was their ingrained identity).









    Kiertoss gasped. “They… They… They’re…”
    

    “They are ours.” Korvus said, a smile as large as the distant mountains
    they had just come from plastered on his face.



    Kiertoss’s attention returned to the space between the two crowds, where a
    man sheathed in heavy plate armor stood, hammer leaning against his leg as
    he read from an unfurled parchment.



    “...Decree of the Arch-bishop of the Summer Halls in Tri-water acting as
    regent of the crown, all people found with any heritages or bloodlines not
    native to this plane are deemed unworthy of living in Tor, and are
    henceforth banished from the kingdom.” The large knight rolled up the
    parchment before he spoke again, this time addressing the farmers side of
    the village directly. “All those found with Pervolin Bloodline Heritages
    have three days to pack their belongings, and prepare to leave the
    kingdom.”



    A murmur of fear swept through the crowd on both sides of the street.
    “Consider yourselves lucky you live so close to the borderlands. The filth
    in the center of the kingdom are having a much harder time of it then you
    all are.” Said a tiny man dressed in a brown robe from behind the knight.
    The knight raised a hand to quiet the little bald-headed man, who went
    silent at the gesture. The knight looked almost apologetic.



    “I can extend that to three weeks as long as you are all working towards
    leaving. However, I will be at your disposal if any of you need assistance
    preparing for the journey.” The knight threw the parchment he had read from
    into a mud puddle in front of him. “Though the Arch-bishop has decided that
    you are not worthy of living here, the Emperor does not necessarily agree.
    Once he regains his health, or once his son attains the throne, I am sure
    things will change.”



    “Don’t count on it,” came the voice of a tiny brown-robed man directly
    behind the knight. “The Arch-bishop knows the dangers of impure bloodlines,
    and allowing outsider filth to mingle with humans. It's unnatural,
    dangerous, and must be put to an end.”



    “Oh please, friar,” said the knight, derision dripping from every word.
    “None of these people slept with, whatever the hell a Pervolin is, let
    alone demons or other outsiders. You know just as well as the rest of us,
    that most people have a little of one bloodline or another in their past,
    even if it's not enough to count as a heritage.”



    “Dominus, the God of Truth and Purity, does not want filth in his kingdom!”
    The small man nearly screamed, voice cracking on the last word.



    “And there it is.” Korvus said to Kiertoss, “Their current deity forsakes
    them. All of them.” He said with relish. “Shall we sister?”



    Kiertoss shook her head, “I don’t think so Korvus. It might be a bad idea
    to let the Church of this Dominus know that we laid claim to them. It might
    spark another war of purity here and now.” Kiertoss thought about what to
    do, as Korvus nodded assent. “But, I do have an idea.” Korvus grinned, and
    unable to help herself Kiertoss did too.



    The ice she felt deep inside her soul, began to heat up one or two degrees.
    As it did, she felt the tugs from this village, but also others. Kiertoss
    looked at Korvus, and an understanding that they would be visiting each of
    these tiny tethers passed between them. The scale of her plans was just
    amplified a hundredfold. They were going to need some help, and she knew
    just how to get it.



    


Chapter 1: The Beginning



    “No other success in life can compensate for failure in the home.” - David
    O. McKay



    Earth, United States, Utah. April 3rd, 2056









    I stood across the battlefield, dead and dying warriors festooned the
    ground around me as I watched my brother, the traitor, prepare the last of
    his troops. “Brother! Why? We were so close to victory!” I yelled, my voice
    echoing over the groans and cries of the still dying around us. The battle
    had been hard-fought, yet victory had been at hand when half our forces
    turned against our true cause. What was left of my forces stood in straight
    ranks behind me, their blue and yellow banners tattered from the fierce
    fighting. My brothers' forces stood behind him, black and red and bloodied
    and bruised just as badly as my own.



    “Because Daniel, this was…” I didn’t let him finish, I charged across the
    distance between us, blinking the last few feet directly in front of him
    and thrusting my sword deep into his belly. He laughed, a sound that sent
    shivers up my spine before the shadow clone puffed into smoke and
    disappeared.



    “Where are you, Donny!”



    “Here!” I turned my head skyward the direction I heard his voice. The sun
    blinded me as I raised my shield to block whatever strike my once loyal
    brother had prepared for me. My arm shook and thunder cracked across the
    field of the dead as his spear crashed against my shield. The force of the
    blow sent me to one knee, but undeterred, I brought my right arm forward in
    a classic attack designed to disembowel my newly minted opponent. “Close
    one!” He laughed and dashed back, as I took to both feet.



    “Well, no matter,” I said shaking my shield arm of the numbness that had
    spread through it at the impact of my brothers skyward spear attack. “I
    will finish you here, and now. Then? I will take the fortress alone!” I
    yelled, pointing towards the dark fortress formed out of blackened steel
    and obsidian stone in the distance. Donny laughed again, as six identical
    clones appeared around him, walking out of his original body as if they
    were simply stepping out of their homes and onto the street. They all
    grinned at me.



    I lifted my sword and shield, banging them together. The clones and my
    brother's eyes went red with rage as the taunting magic in my weapons
    affected their minds. An angry opponent is a foolish opponent, I
    thought as I watched the seven images of my brother dart towards me, spears
    gleaming in the sunlight and smoke. I threw my sword at the lead image,
    impaling it and turning it to smoke with a crackling of electricity from
    another enchantment embedded in the weapon. I summoned it back to my hand,
    and it flew through the air until it arrived just as the second clone came
    within striking distance.



    I parried the clones spear thrust and stepped in close, shield bashing the
    constructs face stunning it, before using its body as a shield against the
    next clone. I sidestepped both of the smoky creatures and ended their brief
    existences with a flick of my wrist and the turning of my blade. Smoke
    briefly rose from where their heads had been before their bodies
    dissipated.



    “Got you!” One of my brothers' clones yelled as it leaped on my back. I
    activated a defensive enchantment in my breastplate then, sending a
    shocking pulse of electrical energy into the clone as it touched me,
    stunning it for just a moment. I turned, knocked it prone with another
    shield bash, but before I could finish it off another clone struck me in
    the back sending me sprawling. My armor held, and retaliated against the
    clone with a harsh electrical discharge turning it back into smoke, but I
    was sent stumbling forward, off-balance.



    My brother struck then from my left, I barely had time to raise my shield
    to defend my vitals. The spear struck with such force, it sent me sprawling
    to the ground a few feet away and sent my vision to swimming as the spear
    ricochet off my shield and into my unprotected head. “You really should
    have worn that helmet, Daniel.” Donny taunted me. “Has an enchantment
    designed to prevent stuns.” He said as he walked over, standing over me. My
    vision was clearing, but slowly, far too slowly for me to do anything about
    what was going to happen next.



    All three remaining images of my brother, his true form and his two
    remaining clones, stood over me grinning the same exact surfer dude grin
    that he always wore when he got what he wanted. “Well, see ya later bro.”
    With that, Donny and his two clones all raised their spears and struck
    down. I felt the spear points enter my body, before everything was engulfed
    in fire, and then blackness.



    ---



    I emerged from the pod royally pissed off. I grabbed my clothes and went
    into the changing room, which was really just a small walk-in closet with a
    stool, that my family had off to the side of the gaming room that held our
    families three pods. Not many people could afford fully immersive gaming
    pods like these for personal use, in truth neither could we, but my mother
    had been lucky when she found a rather spectacular coupon for the things
    years ago in Western Women's Magazine.



    The coupons were meant for pod arcades as a boost to the market to help get
    it going, but somehow whatever advertisement package the game pod
    manufacturers had purchased had also included ads and coupons in random
    magazines like the one my mother read religiously, Western Womans. And so,
    we had the opportunity to take advantage of the “buy one get three free”
    deal that the coupons advertised, as well as the ability to purchase the
    first of the pods at cost.



    I pulled my shorts on as I thought about what Donny had done to me. I was
    fuming when he opened the changing rooms door and found me putting my socks
    on. “Oh come on, are you really so upset that you're not going to keep
    playing?”



    “Dude, you turned on me right at the last second! Yeah, I'm pissed off! Do
    you know how long it took for me to get enough power-ups, enough gear, and
    enough troops trained to a high enough level to be able to take on the Dark
    Fortress?”



    “Weeks?” Donny asked still smirking slightly.



    “Try about three months!” I nearly yelled as I stood to my feet. I was
    slightly taller than Donny, brouder shouldered, though I was a bit pudgier
    them him. He was a bit of an athlete with a real skateboarder surfer dude
    vibe, I just had size but right now I was angry. “Three months! All of the
    time since I graduated dude, I have spent either working out trying to lose
    a few pounds now that I'm out of school, applying for my master's program,
    or in those pods trying to get ready for that attack!” I took a deep breath
    trying to calm down.



    “Look, I'm really grateful that you helped me earlier with my admissions
    paperwork. But dude, I wanted to be the first person ever to actually get
    to the heart of the thing and kill the demon lord there. And you took that
    from me!” I accused, poking him in the chest lightly. Donny just smirked.



    “No, I didn’t dude.” I stopped and looked at him.



    “What does that mean exactly?” I asked, annoyance and anger at my older
    brothers antics finally getting to me.



    “No, I didn’t stop you from becoming the first person to defeat the
    fortress. Do you remember the last time I played with you? When we took on
    that ancient worm black dragon?”



    “Yeah, the thing was the size of a football stadium. It was kind of cool.”
    I said, my temper finally ebbing. Though my hands were still shaking from
    the adrenaline both from the fight and the anger that was finally
    subsiding.



    “Do you remember how I told you that I got a new field-wide special
    ability? And that I only needed to do one thing before I could actually use
    it?”



    “Yeah,” I said skepticism growing.



    “Do you remember what that ability was?”



    “No, you never bothered to read it to me before your wife called and you
    had to go.”



    “Oh, right. Well, the ability is a ninja commander ability called
    ‘regretful repose.’ It's the penultimate ability in the purifier subclass
    that I chose. It allows me to return everything to as it was just before
    one of my decisions within the last twenty-four in-game hours for one other
    player. Essentially, it allows me to repair the damage caused to one player
    from my mistakes or betrayals.” My eyes went wide with understanding, and
    Donny nodded, his smirk turning into a full-on grin.



    “Holy crap. Kingdoms of Ashe is amazing!” I said excitement growing.



    “Well, it is now that we can actually get character levels.” Donny said
    rolling his eyes slightly at me. “Do you remember in the early game when it
    was all settlement building, and magic was super hard to come by? Took for
    freaking ever!”



    “Well yeah, it's a large scale game. Armies, settlements, kingdoms that
    kind of thing. It is called Kingdoms after all. But you have to start out
    somewhere.”



    “Okay sure, anyway. In order to gain access to that skill though, I had to
    betray someone at exactly the right moment to have the greatest negative
    impact. The description says that the greater the betrayal, the more
    powerful my ability will be when it's unlocked.”



    “So?” I asked expectantly.



    “So, your army is fine dude, all shiny, blue and yellow. Brought them all
    back to life. Though mine is still in tatters, you know you could have held
    back a bit. Would have left me with something at least.” I thought about it
    for a minute, while I took my socks back off and started getting back into
    my workout clothes. You didn’t want to wear normal clothes like jeans or
    hiking shoes into the pods, it could damage them or leave them dirty. So
    the family has a rule requiring work out clothes while in the pods.



    “You know,” I said as I pulled my under armor shirt back on. “Why don’t we
    get in-game, and send the armies back home to recuperate? We can try
    attacking another day. That way we can take full advantage of your new
    ability. We can put you in charge, have you order my men into the meat
    grinder, and then resurrect them for another charge.” Donny nodded.



    “I like the sound of that. Though, we don’t actually need to get in-game to
    order them home. Just do it on the app.”



    “Oh right!” I pulled out my phone, opened the game app for Kingdoms of Ash,
    and sent my army marching home. The ability to control army movements live
    via the app was a new feature implemented just a few weeks ago. It was
    already proving useful.



    “So, what game do you want to play now?” Donny asked.



    “Well, I know you hate Mars Syndicate,” I said as we both walked up to our
    respective pods and began fiddling with the families game library.



    “Well no duh, I’m still surprised mom and dad even let that trash in the
    house.”



    “Look, I know you hate it, and I get your reasons why. But it's not trash.”



    “You play as gangsters running around the Mars colony stealing from people,
    breaking kneecaps, and eventually starting riots and a rebellion. How is
    that even fun? You know its not productive dude. The Mars mission is way
    more important than a stupid video game.” I rolled my eyes.



    “I had been trying to avoid the lecture, but okay. Fine. I understand the
    historic and moral significance of the Mars colonial mission alright? Its
    saving lives by giving everyone hope and a purpose. I get that. Mars
    Syndicate is just a stupid game, it's not like real gangsters could ever
    get through the vetting process the UN puts everyone through anyway.” Donny
    rolled his eyes at me. It was an old argument. In a family full of
    opinionated people, me and Donny where probably the most alike in terms of
    our political and social views, except when it came to tolerance for types
    of media.



    Growing up in a Latter-Day Saint or Mormon household, my brother and I were
    taught very young to have high standards for media. Movies, hallo-vids,
    immersive video games, music, and even the books that we read, we were
    taught to be skeptical of it all. Our parents taught us that what we choose
    to fill our minds with was what we would become. Thoughts become actions,
    actions create character, and character is the measure of a person. Or so
    my father always said.



    In this way, I was kind of the black sheep in the family. For instance, I
    didn’t mind a bit of nudity in movies, as long as it served a purpose and
    wasn’t blatant pornography. My family? Even a butt in a shower scene and
    the movie was turned off and deleted from the family library unless the
    distributors allowed for sensor programs like vid-angel to work their
    magic.



    “Okay, whatever. Let's just drop it?” I asked. Donny sighed and nodded.
    “Alright, again, what do you want to play?” We went through a list of about
    seven or eight games. All of them were fun, but none of them seemed to
    catch either of our eyes as we went through.



    “How about we just keep playing in Kingdoms of Ashe, just on the family
    account?” I asked. “It could use a little love.”



    “Hmmm. Which kingdom?” He asked. Our family currently had two kingdoms,
    Alara a very powerful and fully grown settlement, and Hilgara our ‘smurf’
    account that we used when our family wanted to play with friends.



    “How about Hilgara? A couple of days ago I found a little set of ruins on
    the far end of the settlement, it looks like it could be an actual
    dungeon.”



    “Oh cool, maybe I can find some gear like your Sparks,” Donny suggested. I
    grinned, Sparks was my sword in our Hilgarian Kingdom. At that low level,
    magic items are extremely hard to come by Sparks was a magic sword I found
    while spelunking some ruins that the game had generated in an overgrown
    area of our settlement. The ruin was uncovered when we had set our peasants
    to turning it into farming land.



    “Sounds good to me!” Donny selected the game and loaded the save. I opened
    my pod and climbed in after attaching the sensors to my shoulders, and the
    sides of my head. The pod closed and locked in place with a hiss and a pop
    of air pressure, and everything went black.



    ---



    “Initiating neural connection… please wait.” Floated above me in bright
    neon blue letters that were a stark contrast to the black empty background.



    A second later new letters appeared as the old dissolved into the void.
    “Delve neural connection established. Spawn point?” A drop-down menu
    appeared beside the prompt, and extending my hand I selected Hilgara. My
    vision blurred into a multicolored swirl of unintelligible images, and less
    then a second later I was standing in my chambers in the second tallest
    tower in the keep we had named the Dreadfort.



    Despite its name the Dreadfort wasn’t really all that impressive, Hilgara
    was the smaller of our kingdoms, and we had only been working on it at that
    point for about three or four months. The Alaran kingdom was by far more
    impressive.



    I walked out of my room, which was sparsely upholstered with little more
    than a chair beside the fireplace, and a small bed and desk off to the
    other side of the room. I had spent a few dollars of real-world cash to get
    a nice rug, red and gold, to go on the floor so as to prevent my voice from
    echoing off the stone walls, making it more difficult for eavesdroppers to
    drop eaves, so to speak. The stats on it were something like 50% eavesdrop
    failure chance to anyone attempting to listen in on conversations happening
    at a regular volume. It had, so far, proven very useful when players from
    other guilds or nearby communities had visited.



    As I walked down the tower steps, I pulled open my inventory screen and
    re-equip my armor, a set of basic gambeson armor and a heavy leather
    jerkin, and my sword and board melee setup. My sword was by far the most
    impressive piece on me, and even sported a low-level magical enchantment
    that dealt an additional 1d6+1 electricity damage. I had wanted to name the
    sword Sparky, but Aaron, my younger brother, had insisted I name it
    something more dignified. So, I went with Sparks, much better I know, but
    even that had elicited a roll of the eyes from him. There is simply no
    pleasing some people.



    As I entered the main hall, I saw a few of the NPC’s that my family had
    tasked as servants cleaning things and setting up a meal. I pulled up the
    internal game clock and realized that it was morning time in-game. “Oh
    good, breakfast!” I said as I walked into the room and took a chair in the
    center of the long table that could fit about fifteen people, right where
    one of the servants had laid out the meal.



    I sat and ate my ‘meal’ while I waited for Donny to come down, the food in
    the game tasted like real food, but you never got the feeling of being
    full. The pods were all designed that way, to promote the social experience
    of eating food together, while preventing people from getting hurt by
    spending too much time in-game thinking they were full, when in reality
    their body was wasting away.



    “Oh that's right,” Donny said, appearing on the far side of the hall from
    me. He lived in a basement room, as he was technically the head of the
    house guard which consisted of five other men-at-arms. “Living in the
    basement is a pain sometimes. It takes forever to get through all of the
    locked gates to the central hall you know.”



    “Yeah,” I said after swallowing a mouthful of some kind of potato. “But the
    stat boosts in morale to the men-at-arms are worth it. Or so you've said
    before. The game has to make it at least mildly annoying, or else it would
    just be a free buff.” Grunting Donny sat down next to me and ate his eggs
    and potatoes much faster than I did, but I was still finished first.



    While waiting for Donny, who was wolfing down his food like a madman, I
    glanced at my character sheet. Character sheets in Kingdoms were very
    sparse things, with the majority of the game mechanics focusing on town
    management early on. Things got much more complex once you had a full-scale
    kingdom and you gained access to personal character leveling and skills.


Player
    : Daniel Tear
Character Name:
    Shiz of House Tear, the Conqueror
Health Points:
    10 + 11 (due to physicality) = 21
Armor/Dodge:
    11 (Dodge from Physicality) + 2 (Armor) +1 (Shield) = 15

    




Characteristics
Physicality:
    10 + 1 (due to training) = 11
Intelligence:
    10 = 10
Wisdom:
    10 - 1 (due to age) = 9

    





    Attack Score:
    1d4 + 11 (from physicality) + 1 (from weapon) = 13-16


Weapon (Sparks):
    Short Sword. 1d6 (+ 11 physicality) damage, 1d6 electricity damage.
+1 to hit.

    



    Shield:
    Round Wooden Shield +1 Armor



    Armor:
    Leather Armor +2



    And that was it. Nothing too spectacular, or strange. Most individual
    characters were barely better than the average NPC, at least until your
    community reached the point where it attracted mages, and players could
    start getting magical skills, gear, and abilities. Alara, my families most
    powerful kingdom, was well beyond that point and had a burgeoning core of
    powerful wizards. My personal kingdom was an even higher level than that.
    Hilgara, on the other hand, had a long time until we attracted even a hedge
    witch.



    You can tell by the math that the makers of Kingdoms of Ashe were bent on
    realism, with the average NPC characteristic scores being around 9. In
    reality, a single hit or stab with a sword could kill a person, and so at
    these lower levels being one-shot by a bandit in the woods or a goblin in a
    dungeon was entirely possible, even for a supposedly noble brat as well
    kitted out as I was.



    “You done yet, Donny? I want to get out to that dungeon.” I said, annoyed
    at how long he was taking. I looked over, and the man had a second plate in
    front of him and was wolfing down that food as well. “Donny? Why the second
    plate?” I asked confused.



    Donny stopped, gulped the eggs down and then said “This food tastes waaaay
    better than my own cooking! And with the wife and kids gone, all I got is
    my own food. Sure, I ate breakfast, and lunch with you man, but all that
    was bland by comparison. This food is amazing!” He said, grinning. I got a
    small ding and looked at the prompt that was flashing in front of my eyes.





    “Congratulations! Your house servants feel appreciated by the compliments
    about their cooking. As such, your kitchen has gained 1 upgrade point, and
    all of the household servants involved in cooking the meal have gained a
    point in their cooking score!”




    
        Oh, so that was why Donny was doing this. He must have realized that
        the kitchen was close to upgrading, and he wanted to push it over the
        edge,
    
    I thought. “You jerk, you could have at least told me what you were doing.
    I’ve just been sitting here doing nothing waiting for you.” With that, I
    stood up, walked over to the head chef who was coming out of the kitchen
    just then and put my hand on her shoulder saying “Your cooking has been
    fantastic today. My brother and I are going to go study some old ruins
    along the outskirts of town, and without a good breakfast, it would have
    made today much more difficult. Thank you. Also, could you pack us a small
    lunch and have it brought out to us? You can have the men-at-arms deliver
    it.”



    I bowed slightly lifting the older woman's hands to my lips gently kissing
    her knuckles. “My house is honored to have such a dedicated and skilled
    staff working for us, know you are greatly valued by my family.” I said
    this last as my eyes moved across the small gathered crowd of servants who
    had congregated as I spoke to the leader of the machine that was the
    kitchens.



    They all beamed with joy at my words, well my words and Donny's
    proclamations of how good the food tasted. Most of them were women, but a
    few of the men in the group grinned back just as widely. “We should go now,
    thank you all again for your dedicated service.” As I turned to go I got
    another ding, and I allowed the prompt to fill my vision.





    “Congratulations! Your kind words have sparked even deeper feelings of
    loyalty in your servants, and not just in the kitchens. All of your
    household servants will get a +1 loyalty and morale bonus to all activities
    they undertake today.”




    That worked out pretty well
    , I thought to myself as I thanked them all again, turned and saw Donny had
    just finished eating and was standing. I motioned for him to join me and
    continued out of the door, Donny falling in behind me, ax in hand, as he
    swallowed the last of the muffins one of the servant girls had brought him.



    -----



    Donny and I pushed the boulder as hard as we could, the stupid thing was in
    the way of what we were sure was the last room in the small ruined outpost.
    We had already cleared out the six or seven goblins that had taken up
    residence and in hopes of finding something like Sparks, we had
    painstakingly searched through everything, and I mean everything.



    Have you ever smelled a goblin dung pile? Nasty, and even worse tasting if
    the stuff ever accidentally gets in your mouth. Anyway, we had found the
    boulder blocking a small cave in the basement of the ruin, directly behind
    where the goblins had been squatting, and so naturally we assumed that the
    goblins had taken anything of interest and hid them away behind the giant
    rock.



    “Put your back into it, Donny,” I said, as I threw my shoulder harder into
    the boulder. It moved another few inches. “At this rate, it's going to take
    us another hour just to be able to squeeze in here.” Donny braced himself
    again. “3. 2. 1.” As I said the last number we both pushed, and the boulder
    moved another foot.



    “I think I can get it,” Donny said. “I’d have to take off my armor, but I
    could do it.



    “Nah, just wait until we can go in together. Never split the party, right?”
    I said.



    “Never split the party” Donny echoed, reciting the mantra of every
    role-playing gamer that had ever experienced a party wipe by making such a
    poor tactical move. My brothers and I had taken so long to learn that
    lesson that once we did learn it, it basically became our family’s
    unofficial motto.



    It took another few minutes of effort to move the rock enough that one of
    us could squeeze through in full armor. I went first as with my short
    sword, I was better equipped to fight in close quarters. Donny's ax, while
    powerful, was often limited by the low ceiling of the ruin. Sparks crackled
    with energy, illuminating some of the darkness as I walked through, Donny
    close behind me, a more traditional lantern in hand.



    As I moved deeper into the darkness, I discovered that what we had thought
    was a room, was actually a hallway, about ten steps into the darkness
    stairs appeared. “They head down. What do you think? Should we go
    ourselves, or wait for Aaron and the rest of the family to explore it
    together ?” I asked.



    “Let's just see what's at the bottom of the stairs, if we run into anything
    dangerous, we can always head back up and wait for everyone else to come
    home.”



    Nodding, I continued down the stairs. They were steep steps as if they were
    made for someone or something that had about twice the leg length of a
    human. “With any luck, we might have actually found a real crypt or ruin,
    instead of the stupid outposts we’ve been finding the last few months.”
    Donny nodded and grunted in agreement, and we both fell back into an alert
    silence. A few more minutes of slowly walking down the stairs and into the
    darkness, eventually lead us to the end. The stairs ended, and a large,
    seemingly empty black expanse stretched out in front of us. “What do you
    think?” I asked, worriedly.



    “I think, we come back with the whole family, and the guards, and a lot
    more lanterns,” Donny said, as he shone his lantern into the far darkness,
    revealing that we now stood in what looked like a large antechamber.



    “This definitely looks like the entrance to a real ruin. Dad and mom will
    probably want to rent some time in some public pods and organize a family
    game night of it.” Donny said. His lantern finally landed on a large, and
    extremely interesting double wooden door directly opposite us, and nearly
    nine feet tall at its peak. There were no intricate designs, no runes or
    spells carved into the wood, and the handles both seemed to be plain bronze
    fixtures. But still, there was something about those doors...



    “Yeah, you’re probably right. Let's get out of here” I motioned for Donny
    to head out in front of me, and as he made his way up the stairs, I took
    one final look at the door, now obscured by the darkness. It was oddly
    intriguing, I felt almost pulled to it somehow. Before I realized it I was
    standing in front of the double doors, and stretching my hand out to touch
    its rough wooden exterior. Under my fingers, I found that there seemed to
    be words carved into the wood, obscured by the darkness. When I brought up
    Sparks to illuminate the carved words, there was nothing. I felt them, but
    they didn’t seem to exist in the light of my sword.



    I felt another strange pull to the door, I desperately wanted to see what
    was on the other side, though I couldn’t remember why. I shook my head
    trying to clear the strange sense of fog that seemed to permeate my mind,
    clouding my thoughts and preventing me from critically examining my
    actions. When I opened my eyes again however, my right hand was on the left
    doors handle, twisting the latch open. I tried to stop myself, tried to ask
    why I was doing any of the things I was doing, or feeling any of the things
    I was feeling, but the oddly overwhelming desire to know what was on the
    other side overrode every other mental process.



    That part of my mind that remained in some semblance of control fought
    whatever it was that was controlling my actions, and pushed hard. All I got
    for my trouble was a splitting headache, and about half a second
    hesitation. I watched helplessly as my hand pulled the door open, and I
    walked past the entrance and into pitch black.



    My vision swirled and blurred in shades and hues of black and gray, the
    lack of light in the pitch-black darkness was almost absolute. The only
    exception was the little light that came from Sparks, and those danced and
    fought in my vision as fantastic scenes came alive in front of me, and then
    so swiftly I couldn’t quite make them out, they blurred into
    meaninglessness. I closed my eyes and prayed it would all stop soon. After
    a few more seconds, my mind shut down, and blackness consumed me.



    ----



    I came back to consciousness and opened my eyes sometime later, and I was
    in what seemed like a police interrogation room. My hands were cuffed
    together in front of me, with the chain that ran through the restraints
    connecting to a solid metal table. My feet were also restrained, and... And
    I was wearing a pink jumpsuit, that had the acronym D.S.O.C.C emblazoned
    across the chest in golden thread. I was alone except for a black possibly
    one-way mirror directly facing me, the table I was tied too, and an empty
    chair on the other side of it.



    After a few minutes, I realized that there were a few strange things about
    this room, like the fact that there were no light fixtures, the room just
    sort of filled with a diffuse, yet powerful white light. My first thought
    was that something went wrong with the servers and the games administration
    team had initiated some kind of safeguard measure that brought me here, but
    if that were the case then where was Donny or for that matter the other
    hundreds if not thousands of players? And why was I shackled to the table?
    And why the pink prisoners uniform? And what the heck did D.S.O.C.C stand
    for?



    Voices came from outside the only metal door leading in or out of the room,
    and my heart began to pound faster. A couple of seconds later the door
    opened, and in walked two creatures that seemed to come straight out of
    some kind of mythology book. The first was a tall, green-skinned lizardman,
    with bright shimmering, multi-colored and constantly shifting feathers atop
    its head and hanging from its arms, with shiny green scales instead of
    skin. It looked like some kind of lizard god from the ancient Aztecs or
    Mayans, though I didn’t know much about those civilizations from world
    history.



    The second person to enter was a god's-honest-truth, I shit you not, real
    life freaking angel. Not the buffy the vampire slayer angel who got his own
    crappy spin-off series either. This guy had wings folded carefully behind
    him, golden breastplate, shining sword, and the whole Armor of God thing
    all worked out in fine order. Neither creature had a happy expression on
    their face, and there was definitely a feeling of strong hostility between
    the two. Strong enough that it seemed rather obvious both of them wanted to
    throw down right then and there. I had the feeling that neither the angel
    or Aztec god lizard creature really cared who they would be smiting today,
    they both just wanted to smite something. That made me, a something, a
    living something that could be smote, very nervous to be in close proximity
    to them.



    “Um, hi,” I said, but before I could get another word in a third figure
    appeared through the door and moved towards the only chair sitting opposite
    me. As the third personage sat down I took stock of it, this one wore a
    gray business suit, the type that professional business people who were not
    very far up the companies flowchart, wore. For all I could tell, he was
    nothing more than a vanilla human, just like me, and he had the distinct
    atmosphere of an all business and no play lawyer type. It was obvious he
    thought he was in complete control of the situation. Whatever that was.



    “Hi,” I said, but the man raised a hand to silence me before pulling up a
    briefcase I had not seen him carry in with him from under the table, and
    open it. He fished around for a few seconds before pulling out a stack of
    papers, setting them on the table next to the briefcase, before beginning
    to rummage through the case again. “Uh, sir?” I asked, but the man raised a
    hand again to silence me, before this time bringing out a large old
    fashioned ink well, and setting it by the papers. Half a second later his
    hand emerged from the briefcase and placed a large feather at least the
    length of my hand, gently beside the inkwell.



    “Okay…” I began but the man raised his hand yet again to silence me, but I
    was done taking orders. The least this guy could have done was introduce
    himself. “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I am really confused, and have
    no idea what is going on.” The angel that stood behind the businessman and
    next to the lizard god put his hand on the hilt of a short sword at his
    belt. The businessman looked back and glared at the angel. Slowly, the
    divine figure removed his hand, and placed it back on his belt like I had
    seen some cops do on the tv shows my mom use to watch when we were kids,
    before fully immersive hollo programs became so popular. The businessman
    turned back to me slowly, only removing his eyes from the angel at the very
    last second. He slammed his briefcase closed, and it disappeared from
    sight. I don’t mean that he moved it quickly under the table or anything so
    mundane, it literally just disappeared. One second there, the next gone.
    

    “You, Mr. Tear. Are in a delicate position. One you don’t yet fully
    understand.”



    “Uh-huh,” I said, confusion and skepticism clear.



    The businessman sighed, “Where do you think you are Mr. Tear.”



    “I think, I am in some kind of trap or prank program that the makers of
    Kingdoms of Ashe made as a cruel joke. Well, I’m not impressed with it.
    It's very immersion breaking you know. This kind of thing ruins the entire
    experience for players. I mean come on, the juxtaposition of an angel” The
    angel stiffened at my acknowledgment of his presence. “Some kind of Aztec
    god creature thing…” The lizardman flicked his tail in what seemed like
    surprise. “...and a lawyer who is trying to intimidate me just ruins the
    immersion. It would have been far more convincing had it just been you and
    me. Too late now of course, but you should change it up for the next person
    you guys try to prank.”



    The man in the suit opened his mouth to speak, but I kept going. “Wait a
    minute, there's no way you guys are actually part of the games development
    team, it seems more likely that you guys are some kind of hacker group
    trying to extort money from naive players, people who don’t know about the
    emergency manual log out. Well, I think I’m done here. See yah.” I tried to
    initiate the emergency manual log out. Closing my eyes, I pushed my tongue
    to the top of my mouth as hard as I could, my personalized trigger for the
    emergency exit. And nothing happened.



    I opened my eyes again, and all three of them were there. I closed them and
    tried a second time. Still nothing. I had no idea what was going on. Who
    were these people? Where was I and why was I here? How the hell did they
    somehow interfere with my manual override? That was literally impossible.
    The manual override was instituted specifically so that this kind of mental
    hijack couldn’t take place.



    “So, you ready to listen now?” The man's voice was a rich, mature tenor.
    The type of voice that you could listen to reading audiobooks or DJ’ing on
    the radio all day. I didn’t say anything and kept my mouth firmly shut. I
    had no idea what was going on, and I had learned a long time ago due to a
    plethora of principal office visits that the best way to get out of sticky
    situations where you had no idea what is happening is by gathering
    information. And the only way you did that in a situation like this is by
    listening and paying attention to everything that these type of people
    said. By ‘these people’ I didn’t mean E-Pirates, which is who these people
    were, as I had no experience with this type of thing before. No, what I
    meant is with people who obviously think that they are in charge. Give them
    nothing, offer no information and no help, and they will spill the beans.
    People in charge like to let other people know that they are in charge,
    why, and in what way they could screw you over. So, I listened.



    “Yes. Well, now that you are done talking I can explain your situation.”
    The lawyer lifted the first page in the small packet of papers up and read
    something on it. “What exactly did you mean when you said ‘emergency log
    out’? Log out of what exactly?”



    “Log out of my pod, stupid. I mean, you’re an E-Pirate right? One of the
    best that I’ve ever heard of, somehow being able to disable the emergency
    log-out? How did you do it? Its suppose to be impossible.” I spoke up
    because I knew that that was what this guy wanted, I wasn’t giving him
    anything that he shouldn’t already know, so I thought it was fine. Besides
    asking a question usually sent the ‘in charge’ crowed in the direction that
    you wanted to know things about. That, and I was pretty bad at keeping my
    mouth shut despite knowing better.



    “E, E-Pirate? E, as in the letter? What in the seven kingdoms of…” The
    lawyer stopped, lifted the stack of papers off of the desk and retrieved
    the one at the bottom. I got a glimpse of the title of the form before he
    lifted it off the desk. It had been read “Capture Methods and Circumstances
    of The D.S.O.C.C.”



    “Oh, Oh I see. You think you’re still in your electronic simulated
    environment. How quaint! I didn't know that your world had begun
    experimenting with mind-altering direct interface technology or magics yet.
    That, well that is fascinating. Oh, Oh this explains a lot. I can see why
    you would think that I am one of these, letter pirates.” Much to my
    amusement, the angel rolled his eyes and looked decidedly at the gray metal
    of the door, shaking his head slightly in exasperation.



    “Let me see if I can explain what is going on. You see, you, Daniel Tear,
    have been summoned to another world by a cosmic being that does not have an
    agreement with the cosmic being or beings that control your current world.
    In fact, the summoning of you should have been impossible, except for the
    strange circumstances that you found yourself in when the summoning
    occurred.”



    “Wait, wait,” I said, raising a hand in front of me confused. “What are you
    talking about? I was summoned? Like, like a wizard would summon an imp or
    elemental? That type of summoning?” The lawyers face brightened slightly.



    “Yes! Precisely. Well, maybe not exactly. From what I understand in most of
    the games that you are familiar with, the summoned creature is only there
    temporarily, there is some kind of time limit to how long that creature
    lasts in this world before it is sent back. If it dies in the summoner's
    world then its soul is sent back, and it still lives in its homeworld.
    While there is a form of lesser summoning like this, the spell that
    summoned you was more than that. It wanted to bring you to the target
    destination mind, body, and soul. Completely and totally, and most
    aggrieving to the cosmic entity or entities that control your dimension,
    permanently and without your consent.” The lizardman on the lawyers'
    left-hand side twitched his tail again, a visual cue that I was reading as
    unease.



    “Holy crap!” I nearly yelled, then I started laughing. I realized what
    these guys were and what they wanted, they were just screwing with me to
    build their reputation. A new gang of E-Pirates, wanting to simply make a
    name for themselves. “Man, you guys are really committed to this story
    aren't you.” I had had about enough of the stupid stories, I had a pile of
    paperwork at home that still needed doing, and I was worried about Donny.
    “If you guys want ransom then just say so. My family doesn’t have a lot of
    money, but I’m sure we can work something out. Just stop with the stupid
    ‘you’re a puppet in a cosmic game’ thing. If you’re really all about the
    money as the news says most e-pirates are, then just name a price and we
    can negotiate from there. How does ten untraceable E-coins sound? That's
    gotta be worth what? Like, a hundred thousand in US dollars? That's my
    life's savings, you could put a downpayment on a freaking house with that.
    Not a nice house, but still, property.



    “If you do the work yourselves it's easy to fix that kinda thing up. You
    can start a home flipping scheme, go legit, no more need for this kind of
    hostage stuff.” I looked at their faces, nearly pleading. I knew the
    frontman wouldn’t take the deal, it was his job to squeeze as much as he
    could out of their victims. But the other members of the conspiracy? Well,
    maybe they might be more sympathetic. The angel and lizardman both looked
    highly uncomfortable, the lizard man’s tail kept twitching against the side
    of his leg, while the angel wouldn’t meet my eyes. These were, what I
    thought at the time to be good signs. I was very, very wrong.



    “Or, you know, do whatever you guys want with the money, I don’t care. I
    just have to get home before the end of tomorrow. Midnight tomorrow night
    is the deadline for my master's program application, I can’t miss that or
    I’ll have to wait for another two years on the waiting list to even be able
    to apply again. If you guys do screw me over like that, you won't get a
    single e-coin fragment out of me.” I realized then, looking at the
    seemingly unmoved face of the gang's frontman in his grey business suit,
    that I had probably overplayed my hand. To people like this, if I had ten
    E-coins I most likely had more. They probably wouldn't understand that I
    had just told them the complete truth, that I had opened with my best
    offer, and that there wasn’t anything that I was hiding from them. They
    would be expecting me to try and hide something of value from them, and
    wouldn’t accept the fact that there wasn’t. In short, I should have kept my
    mouth shut.



    The lizardman chuckled and looked at the angel. “This one, are you sure you
    want to keep him? He seems, defective.”



    The angel glared at the lizard “This inquest is not about his utility. It
    is about his freedom, his agency, his ability to choose. That is one reason
    my master had laid the veil of protection over his world, to protect their
    ability to choose. Your masters have shattered that purpose, something that
    is a blasphemy that can not be forgiven!” The angel began to draw his
    sword, and the lizard man put his arm on a large wooden club with
    wicked-looking gleaming obsidian stone that jutted out from all sides that
    hung from the lizard's belt. A low growl began from deep within the lizard
    man's throat, as light in the shape of a seemingly bright fiery halo
    ignited around the angels head.



    “That's enough from both of you.” The two warriors seemed to come to
    themselves, and quickly stand back at attention, stone still and rigged.
    Turning around the lawyer looked at both of them before continuing. “Why
    don’t you two leave now? You’ve seen him, now let me do my job.” The two
    seemingly divine beings looked at each other, and then almost as one turned
    and walked out the door, chastised.



    “There, now that the riffraff is out of the room maybe we can get some real
    work done.” The lawyer put the paper back down on the pile and picked up
    another. “I understand your reluctance to believe me. It usually comes as a
    major shock to people who are in your situation. But the sooner you realize
    that I am not, in fact, one of these letter pirates from your home plane
    the sooner we can move on to the next steps. What will it take for you to
    realize that I am in fact not one of these letter pirates?” I thought about
    it.



    “Alright, I’ll play along for now. I don’t know, why don’t you tell me?
    You're supposed to be what? Some kind of cosmic lawyer? An expert in all of
    this right?” I asked snidely.



    “Well, kind of,” He said, lifting his right hand and turning it side to
    side. “I’m more of what on your world would be called a mediator. On your
    world, a mediator works by bringing two or more groups or individuals who
    are in conflict together to get to the underlying root of the issue, and
    see if a compromise can be worked out where all involved can be satisfied.
    I do something similar but with entities that have influence or power on a
    cosmic level, or in this case a multi-cosmic level. I have to admit, this
    is probably the largest contract I’ve worked on in my long career. And I
    once was a party to the great forging of the Andarian Pantheon.



    “Oh, not because of you. But the players involved in this situation. You
    see, the cosmic entity that controls your dimension is… something of a
    celebrity. They… “ The top page on the pile of papers flashed a yellow
    light on and off. The lawyer looked down and after a few seconds of reading
    said “Oh, Oh I see. Well, I apologize.” I felt like he was no longer
    talking to me, but to someone or something else. “I didn’t intend to cause
    more trouble, usually the existence of an entity is not in and of itself a
    piece of sensitive...” He trailed off for a moment. “Ah, I understand. I
    will need to speak with him about some basics however, in order to meet
    your underlying requirements.” He said this while looking at the still
    flashing paper. “I see, I’m happy to be of assistance, and thank you for
    your understanding regarding the issue.” The paper stopped flashing and the
    lawyer put it back on the pile.



    “So Mr. Tear, the cosmic entity of your home dimension is worried about
    undermining the ‘free will’ of those back home, should you ever return to
    your home dimension or interact either directly or indirectly with anyone
    still there. For this reason, they or it, has asked me to withhold any
    information not deemed vital to your ability to choose your next course of
    action. So in short, don’t ask me any questions about the nature of that
    cosmic entity. I will not be able to answer them for you.”



    I looked at him dumbfounded. “So… God doesn’t want you confirming anything
    that isn’t 100% needed then?”



    “Exactly! Well, kind of. The entity you call ‘God’ could be anything or any
    number of entities working in concert with one another.”



    “And I should just take the fact that there was literally a freaking angel
    in here earlier as no confirmation that the Judeo-Christian God isn’t the
    exact nature of this, cosmic entity” I asked, putting up air quotes. You
    would think that the confirmation that there was a God would be a massive
    revelation to me, but what really got me back then was how squirrely he was
    being. I mean, supposedly he had talked with literally hundreds of prophets
    in different eras and in different places around the world, but here, where
    his existence is being confirmed to just some joe schmoe, he refuses to
    even allow himself to be talked about in anything but the vaguest terms? It
    just seemed, a little silly to me at the time if I’m being honest.



    “Oh that. Well, that's simple. Your tiny, extremely limited mind is only
    capable of experiencing six senses. Because of this, your surprisingly
    complex brain had to fill in the blanks with a familiar image to place over
    the infinitely complex visages of the two representatives of the cosmic
    beings in question. And so, your brain, again I marvel at its complexity
    for being so limited in its input of readable stimuli, conjured familiar
    images so as to spare it from what your people would call, madness.” The
    paper flashed once, and the lawyer looked down at it.



    “Oh, it just got sadder! Only five senses? Really? Wow, I haven’t seen such
    a big fuss made over such a limited and mundane creature in nearly a
    thousand years, since my last promotion!” The paper flashed again, this
    time the yellow seemed tinged with a hint of red, but it could have been a
    figment of my imagination. The lawyer leaned over and read it, and then
    seemed to sober quickly.



    “What did it say?” I asked, amused.



    “Nothing that is meant for your consumption Mr. Tear.” The lawyer put the
    paperback on the pile off to the side. I smirked and let it go, these guys
    were really into their story and who was I to ruin it for them?



    
        They seemed to have put in a lot of time and effort to put on this
        little show, might as well go along with them and see where it all
        ends.
    



    “Now, long story short Mr. Tear, you were summoned by two cosmic beings
    from Ethria, as if that doesn’t explain everything, all so you can help
    them and their people get through a rough time.” He said the last as he
    read some details from another paper that he seemed to grab from the stack
    at his side at random.



    “It seems that their original people were all wiped out, and the remnants
    of their society are attempting to find a place on Ethria where they can
    rebuild. A common enough issue, what made the circumstances different this
    time around is that you were effectively in a different enough reality that
    the technical rules that exempted you from such as summoning did not in
    fact fully apply there. This is a loophole that your current benefactor has
    assured me they will close immediately, but they have also heard and
    understand the plight of the two other lesser cosmic entities. Effectively,
    they feel bad for them and want to help in some small way, however, they
    also do not want to impose their desire to help on you. Something about
    allowing you to be an ‘actor, free to act and not be acted upon’ or so I am
    told.”



    “So… what? God wants me to go and help two lesser gods, on a world named…
    what was it? Ether? But he doesn't want to force me, and is leaving the
    choice to go help, or come home up to me?” I asked.



    “Essentially correct. I’m surprised by your quick acceptance of the
    situation. I was worried I might have had to resort to more… drastic,
    measures to ensure that you believed me.” He said the word ‘drastic’ with
    what I thought was unnecessary drama. But who was I to critique an actor
    acting?



    “To be clear” I said interrupting him before he could move on. “I don’t
    believe you. But for now, for the sake of my sanity and because I, somehow,
    can't log out, I’m going to play along. Understand?”



    “Fair enough Mr. Tear. A sensible enough approach to the admitted oddity of
    the situation I suppose. I have also been instructed to explain a little
    more about what each option will entail. If you were to choose to go home,
    well, there might be negative consequences that derive from the magical
    effects of the spell in question going unanswered. These effects could
    include but are not limited too…” He put the previous sheet of paper down
    and picked up another one before clearing his throat and reading from a
    list.



    “Mild shock, amnesia ranging from a few seconds, to hours, to potentially
    days, weeks, months or even years, burns ranging from third-degree to first
    degree, an inability to speak either temporarily or permanent, an inability
    to control your personal motor functions either permanently or temporarily,
    an inability to control your bowels, again either permanently or
    temporarily, seizures ranging from the mild to grand maul in nature. The
    potential negative health outcomes include all of these up to and including
    death. Either permanent or temporary.”



    “How can death be temporary?!” I said exasperatedly.



    Without blinking an eye he met my gaze and said “doesn’t the cosmic being
    that you know as “god” have a track record of raising people from the dead
    on a whim?” He asked this as if I would know, as if I were some kind of
    expert in inter-deific norms and policy. I had no idea what to say, so I
    just sat there slack-jawed mouth open.



    “Oh, right. I keep forgetting the entity likes to keep things, ambiguous.”
    He pushed his glasses up onto his face. Up until this point, I hadn’t
    noticed that he was even wearing glasses. “Well, let's keep moving then,
    shall we? Essentially, returning home while not impossible, is a dangerous
    prospect for you due to the shear forces involved.” I thought about it, and
    panic nearly gripped me. I opened my mouth to ask about Donny, but the
    lawyer raised a hand and spoke first. “Your brother is fine. Your concern
    for him speaks well of you, but you should know he is alive and well and
    will in no way be affected by either choice you can make here today.” I
    eased back into my chair the tight panic in my chest easing.



    “Thank you.” I said as I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, still calming
    myself.



    “No need to thank me. As I have said, the cosmic being from your world is
    obsessed with free will. In my opinion, it's probably his one and only
    flaw, but that’s not up for discussion here today.” He pulled out a small
    sheet of paper from the center of the pile, and placed it directly in front
    of me, the paper was titled ‘Non-disclosure Agreement.’



    “Suffice it to say, that if you do choose to take the risk and return home,
    you will need to sign this NDA. It's a typical mortal NDA, your memory of
    these events is erased completely, you are returned to your homeworld, and
    should any memory of these events ever surface for any reason you will be
    bound not to speak of them as if they were real. You can of course as per
    the second page…” He flipped the paper over and there was more writing.
    “Use the memories as the impetus for fictional
    works. That's a rather common practice, and from what I understand also
    useful for therapeutic purposes.”



    “Fictional works? Like, in books or movies?” I asked confused.



    “Exactly. You don’t think that Tolkien just happened to write one of the
    most influential works of fiction, one that resounded with billions
    throughout the ages, one that had heavy religious, and moralistic, and
    symbolic significance and resonance with nearly every person on your world,
    did you?”



    “Well, I thought it was because he went to war, and the horrors he saw in
    world war one spurred him to write an allegory about industrialism and
    naturalism,” I said, I was feeling defensive for some reason.



    “Yes, well, that's what he always said. It was from the horrors of war I’ll
    give you that. But not your human wars. Though he did go through those as
    well. No, he had an experience similar to this one. Regardless he’s not why
    I’m here. You are.”



    “So, if I go home I’m likely to die or be crippled for the rest of my life.
    On top of that, I won’t remember anything about this, and if I did ever
    somehow remember then I’d have agreed to this NDA, meaning I could never
    talk about it to anyone?”



    “Precisely. I’m happy you fully understand the situation.”



    “What's the other option?” I asked, frustration growing.



    “You go to the world of Ethria, you assist the two cosmic entities that
    have forcefully requested your assistance.”



    “And after that? Do I get to go home?” I asked fearful of what the man’s
    answer would be.



    “Um…” He pulled the paper off the top of the pile and examined it for a
    minute. “According to this, that would be up to you.”



    “I could try and find a way home?”



    “Yes. Though, such transportation without direct cosmic intervention would
    be difficult. You would also be free to stay there, explore, and do pretty
    much anything else you might want to do with the remainder of your natural
    life. But that is not all. If you did choose to go to Ethria, you would be
    granted several “gifts” that would help you adjust to your new world.”



    “What about my family?”



    “If you went to Ethria, that would no longer be of concern to you,” the
    lawyer said placidly. “I have been assured that morally speaking, you would
    no longer have any obligation to them and they would have none to you. So
    if it is out of fear of not meeting an obligation or fulfilling a duty,
    don’t worry.”



    “Ok sure, but what would happen to them? Will they know I’m gone? Will you
    replace me with some kind of puppet? Will any memory of me be erased? What
    happens?”



    “Concerned about your legacy are you?” The lawyer asked, disgust tinging
    his voice slightly.



    “No,” I said frustration growing. “I’m worried about my family you
    dim-witted bureaucrat.”



    The lawyer sighed, before he pulled a third piece of paper off the top, and
    set it directly in front of him side by side with the other paper he had
    been reading from. Both papers flashed different colors, as if there was
    some kind of conversation happening. “It appears that no one can come to an
    agreement other than to delay the decision on this question until a future
    time. None of the parties involved wish to tie their hands further.”



    “What is that supposed to mean.” I was officially angry at this point. “Are
    you saying that none of them care what happens to my family? What the
    hell?!” I shouted.



    “Mr. Tear. Please calm yourself. No, that is not what either of them are
    saying. All of the parties involved fully understand your concern over
    familial ties, but none of them are in a position to give you a concrete
    answer at the moment. As you make decisions and as events unfold on Ethria,
    all parties have agreed to address the issue at a later date.”



    “So, it's the galactic version of “we’ll see” then huh?” I asked sitting
    back down with a clanking of the chains that still bound me to the table.



    “...Cosmic…”
    

    “What?” I asked.



    “You said it was the Galactic version, but that is far too limiting. More
    like Cosmic. Actually, more like Inter-Cosmic, but that's too much of a
    mouth full. So, cosmic. It’s the cosmic version of ‘we will see’.” He said
    this completely deadpan. I sighed, realizing that there was nothing I could
    do. I was trapped between a rock and a hard place.



    “Okay, you mentioned gifts? What gifts?” I asked, trying to buy time for me
    to get a grip on all of this insanity.



    “I’m glad you asked,” He said this but there was no smile on his face. “The
    cosmic entity of your current world will give you three gifts to help you
    adjust to your new home. First, they will grant you what has been known on
    your world as the “gift of tongues” essentially you will be able to speak
    and read and write almost any language you come into contact with on
    Ethria. This will allow you to hit the ground running as you humans like to
    say. Second, you will be able to perfectly retain and be able to recall
    almost all of your memories and knowledge from your old home. This is
    intended to allow you to keep your current skills and knowledge without
    losing them as you pass through several veils.”



    “Veils? What do you mean veils?”



    “Essentially they are magical protections that surround every world that
    stop very nasty things from getting in. And in some cases, getting out, but
    that's not important right now. Thirdly, you will be given a trait called
    “mysterious stranger” which will perfectly hide your true origin from
    anyone who you do not explicitly tell about it. Your guide will go over
    these things in greater detail. For now, that is all I can tell you. Now,
    you must choose. Return home and accept the risks associated with that? Or,
    go and help the two other cosmic entities that are practically begging for
    your assistance?” He pushed another piece of paper in front of me next to
    the NDA titled “Summoning Contract.” On it, I finally saw what that acronym
    from earlier meant. DSOCC or Detainee and Source of Cosmic Conflict. I
    snorted and continued to read.



    I looked at and read both documents carefully. I asked several questions,
    but the lawyer just sat there, refusing to say any more. What he said about
    not being able to give me any more information must have been real. “You
    know.” I said, almost to myself “You could still be E-Pirates.” As I looked
    at the two documents, I thought it through.
    
        Why would they offer me a way home if they were pirates? That makes no
        sense, they wouldn’t get any money. If they got a reputation for
        leaving bodies behind by simply killing those who chose the “go home”
        option, the would be bringing down a lot of heat on their little gang.
        Even if these guys were just committed to their strange act, at the
        very least their leader here seems like a reasonable and intelligent
        guy. He would know better than to cripple or kill his victims unless
        absolutely necessary.
    



    I got the strong feeling that the options in front of me were real.
    
        I will either be going home at great risk to myself, or I’ll be
        entering what? Another world? Or perhaps another virtual reality that
        they need testers for? This could be an attempt to get regular dive pod
        users to test out a new virtual world.
    
    But that didn’t track either, all a world developer would need to do was
    ask for beta testers on almost any of the online forums and they would have
    literally hundreds if not thousands of volunteers.



    After having read them both, I sat back and looked at them. If this was
    real, and it was looking more and more like it might be, one of the options
    would endanger me, and potentially make me a burden to my family. Life was
    hard as it was right now, they didn’t need a handicapped son who they would
    have to feed and bathe, and take care of for the rest of their lives, that
    was if I even lived. The other way? Most likely would mean a lot of work,
    but if I was being honest with myself it was still a bit of a mystery, and
    I like mysteries.



    “What would I be doing if I do go to Ethria?” I asked more to myself than
    to the Lawyer. To my surprise, he actually answered me.



    “The people of the two cosmic entities that attempted to summon you, named
    Pervolins, have been forced out of where they once called home and they are
    currently looking for a new place. Right now they are trekking, most of
    them across hundreds of miles of stoney ground, among people who would
    rather see them killed then so much as help them. Winter is fast
    approaching, and without supplies, a safe place for the winter, and perhaps
    a protector during the long road ahead of them as they are currently being
    hunted by other groups, many will die. They have few if any supplies, and
    in all honesty even with help most will still probably die. What the
    entities are asking you to do is gather supplies, build shelters, and help
    their people find a new home where they can make new lives. Nothing more,
    and nothing less. You, of course, will still have free will on Ethria, but
    your primary concern will be first preparing a safe winter camp for these
    people in…” He looked at a paper he pulled from the pile again. “...it
    looks like about two weeks, it will take about two weeks for the first
    groups to show up where you will enter Ethria. Have you made a decision?”



    I shook my head and the lawyer went back to staring unblinkingly at me. I
    ignored him and thought it over for a while more. It sounded like this new
    virtual world, if that was what it was, would involve the three types of
    main quests that any RPG had. Fetch quests, crafting quests, and the kind I
    personally disliked the most, escort quests. I would probably hate this new
    RPG, avoiding these kinds of stereotypical RPG tropes was why I played
    settlement building games like Kingdoms of Ashe, I hated grinding quests
    for XP with a passion. That being said, I still didn’t want to endanger
    myself or put my family in a tough spot. With that thought, and what the
    lawyer had said about the Pervolins having hit a nerve for me as a Mormon,
    their story reminding me of the Trail of Bloody Footprints in Missouri, I
    made my decision.



    Best to play it safe for now
    , I thought and reached out my hand. “Pen, I’ve made up my mind.” The
    lawyer twisted his fingers, and a pen appeared suddenly. He placed it in my
    still shackled hands, and I signed the paper. “While I would rather take
    the blue pill and go home, the threat of my potential death has me wanting
    to take the red pill and enter the matrix.”



    The lawyer gave me a slightly confused look before saying “I do not know
    what you are referencing Mr. Tear, however, I’m just glad you finally made
    a decision. Now, you will go with Co’le’thel’ka here…” The lizard man
    walked into the room followed by the angel, both scowling. “... and you
    will begin the Ethria integration process. Once that's finished, you can
    begin fulfilling your contract. As for the still open items, when your
    contract is fulfilled and when it becomes relevant to your situation, we
    will review it again. Thank you for choosing Manticore Mediations, and have
    a pleasant day.”



    “Hold on, before you go,” I said standing as the chains on my wrist
    suddenly disappeared. “I don’t think I ever got your name.” I put forward
    my right hand as if to shake. The lawyer merely looked at it and raised an
    eyebrow.



    “You do not want to shake my hand, Mr. Tear. Trust me on this. However,
    your thanks are appreciated. My name, for the sake of this conversation, is
    Mr. Rogers.”



    “Wait, Mr. Rogers, as in the guy from that old children's TV show?” I
    asked. “No way! I was going to say it had to be at least something like Mr.
    Anderson or something. I mean, it would fit with the whole “silent
    intimidation” motif you seem to be going for.”



    “Silent, intimidation?” The lawyer asked confused. “My young Mr. Tear. The
    reason I’m named Mr. Rogers, is precisely because of what you just emoted.
    Among my peers, I am by far the most, warm, of disposition.”



    “Uh, really? If that’s true you guys really need to work on your people
    skills. I’d suggest...” Was all I could say, before the large lizard man
    walked behind me, and gripped my shoulder. When he did, everything went
    black and I lost all sensation. Again.



    


Chapter 2: Welcome To Ethria



    “A smile is the universal welcome.” - Max Eastman



    North-West of the Twins, along the northern border of Tor. Frega, 23rd,
    2987 AoR









    “Wake up, you miserable mortal” came a gruff almost growling voice from
    somewhere above me. I heard the same voice say in almost a whisper, “this
    one is supposed to be intelligent? Ridiculous. He looks exactly the same as
    humans from Ethria.” I opened my eyes and found myself lying on the ground,
    the large crocodile creature from the interrogation room glowing with a
    soft purple and yellow light, stood above me in the air, looking down
    disapprovingly. As I tried to move I found that the cold from the air and
    ground that I had been sleeping on, had chilled my bones. My joints
    cracking, I tried to move.



    “Ugh!” Was all I could say, as I tried to rub feeling back into my face,
    with hands that I found where just as cold and numb. I saw a small text box
    appeared and a tiny snowflake flashed on and off in the right bottom corner
    of my vision. The box read “You are cold, you have suffered a 50% penalty
    to all physical skill checks. Find somewhere warm within 30 min or suffer
    further negative effects.” A gruff, yet young male voice read this aloud in
    my mind. The voice sounded like that of a young teenager who was trying to
    sound older then he was.



    The crocodile creature huffed annoyance, and a white light flashed, then
    suddenly my body was filled with a wonderfully warm sensation that flooded
    over my skin and through my limbs. A text box appeared in my vision
    followed by a wonderfully feminine voice that filled my ears.



    



    


        “Celestial Crocodilian has cast Powerful Protection from Elements 1 on
        you, granting you 100% immunity from negative natural elemental effects
        for 24 hours.”
   

 



    After a few more seconds in which I basked in the wonderful warmth and
    relief that washed over me, I sat up and looked around. What I saw did not
    seem to bode well, I was in the middle of nowhere.



    I was sitting along the bank of a massive river, it was at least thirty
    feet across with a swiftly moving current. To my right, in the far
    distance, I saw a great temperate forest, like those that grew at home in
    the western United States. Large aspens and spruce trees grew along the
    portion that faced me, though in the distance as I saw the forest grow into
    the mountain foothills to the south, I could see the aspens and spruces
    giving way to large fir trees and then near the top of the hills. Further
    up, the fir trees gave way to short and stubby pines that grew onto the
    side of the mountains where their larger cousins were unable to grow.



    The trees were growing unnaturally thick and close together, they seemed
    almost cultivated, yet still, the forest gave off a wild and thriving
    feeling with other vegetation and life growing around the carefully placed
    trees. This was unlike the manufactured tree farms that I had visited when
    I was younger with large trees growing in rows, with little else but grass
    growing under toe. Yet the forest still somehow maintained the obviously
    cultivated look.



    I was sure that the scene would have been beautiful during the summer,
    during deep winter with the snow piled high, or even the early fall with
    the leaves on some of the trees turning color. But just then the entire
    scene was subdued.



    The green of the grasses and bushes had been turned to gray and browns as
    the smaller vegetation of the area went dormant. Winters grip was beginning
    to take hold, and the land around me looked like it was bracing for the
    first major storms any day.



    I began to stand, yet almost fell again as I found my legs numb. A firm
    scaled hand gripped my shoulder and steadied me, as I bent over and
    gingerly rubbed at the nerves along the back of my legs that were screaming
    at me, having just regained full circulation. “Thanks,” I said, as I
    finished the task. Shooting and tingling pain still shot through the
    offending nerves, but it was lessened enough that I could bear putting my
    full weight on them. “That was very kind of you.” I said. I brushed my
    hands off on my pants and turned to face the still slightly floating
    crocodile angel thing. I extended my hand, and to my surprise, the creature
    gripped it firmly and shook.



    “You survey your surroundings adequate enough for a warrior. Perhaps I have
    misjudged you somewhat.” Another text box appeared read aloud in my ears by
    the same pleasant feminine voice from before.



    


        “Congratulations, you have gained the Survey skill. This skill allows
        you to survey the land around you, giving you a useful understanding of
        terrain and the available resources they contain. Current skill rank, 1
        Proficient.”
   

 



    “Thanks, I think. What is your name?” I asked as we released the handshake,
    and I looked him up and down.



    “My name is Co’le’thel’ka, I am a crocodilian celestial guardian of the god
    and goddess of the Pervolin race, Kiertoss Goddess of knowledge, wisdom,
    home and hearth, fertility, healing, and the frontier, and Korvus her mate
    and God of war, justice, mercy, law, construction, crafters, and cities.
    These are the beings that have summoned you to this world warrior, to help
    the descendants of the remnant of their people find safety. You have
    already accepted this obligation, however, that was in another place with
    other rules. You must accept it again here, on Ethria, so as to be bound by
    its laws. Do you accept this task?” As soon as the celestial guardian said
    the word ‘accept’ a text box appeared in my vision, and both the young male
    voice from earlier and the beautiful female voice read it in unison.



    


        “You have been offered a quest to assist the Minor Gods Korvus and
        Kiertoss in finding new homes for their people titled “A Safe Place…”.
        Reward: Your personal freedom, the potential to go home, +1 level of
        reputation with both Korvus and Kiertoss, and 1,000,000 experience
        points. Do you accept? Yes, or Yes?”
   

 



    I extended my arms and pressed both yes options at once, the text box
    disappeared and both the voices said “Thank you” at seemingly the exact
    same time. “So, this world is just like Delving huh?” I asked, voice smug.
    I was sure that these people were E-pirates running some kind of elaborate
    kidnapping, but I wasn’t sure about their angle yet.
    
        Though, the cold sure felt more real than any other Delve game I had
        ever played before.
    



    “Yes, and no.” Co’le’thel’ka said annoyed. “Ethria is unique, though you
    were chosen and summoned for your skills in such environments as well as
    the likelihood of you saying yes.”



    “And the text boxes I’ve been getting? Or the stat notifications I got when
    you used that spell on me? Come on man, this is just another elaborate
    simulation. Look, I promised to play along, I even signed your guys' stupid
    forced contract. But this is an RPG plain and simple.” Isn’t it? I
    thought. Those mountains looked awfully real, and the cold biting into me
    felt chilly.



    I’d been on long treks in the cold before, I knew what it felt like to be
    out as the temperature dropped below freezing both with and without warm
    clothes. If I was being honest with myself no virtual simulation, even the
    hyper-realistic ones, ever got it quite right. You always felt the cold on
    your skin, but almost never in your bones. Windshear? I don’t think I had
    ever experienced it in a game before, and yet, here in Ethria there it was.



    Co’le’thel’ka shook his head disappointedly. “I thought that you had
    accepted that you were no longer in one of your people's grand illusions.”
    His tail thumped rhythmically on the ground as he spoke. “Your world was
    designed to test people's willingness to work for long term rewards for
    their actions and to endure ambiguity while doing so. A noble experiment I
    suppose, but not useful for Ethria’s purpose. Ethria is designed to
    encourage its residents to strive for excellence, to grow as quickly as
    they can. Immediate rewards for brave actions taken, keeping an oath, or
    having a meaningful life experience tends to encourage people to work
    harder. That, in turn, supports Ethria’s purpose.”



    “And what purpose is that exactly?” I asked as I finished getting to my
    feet.



    “That is not a topic I can speak on. Now that you are awake, you will need
    a guide…”



    “Wait, you’re not my guide? I had just assumed because you were here that
    you would…”



    “No fool, such a task is far below one of my station. Now, quiet the
    mewlings coming from your mouth so that I might choose one for you.”



    “Shouldn’t I get a say in this? I mean, a guide sounds like an important
    job. Wouldn't it be best if I were coupled with something or someone that
    best suited me?” I said this knowing that I had no idea what I was talking
    about. The term ‘guide’ conjured images of a floating ball of blue light
    with tiny wings constantly following me around saying ‘Hey, listen!’ and
    then explaining every, single, thing, in the world to me until I wanted to
    gouge my eyes out with a screwdriver. I just wanted to avoid that fate if
    at all possible.



    “No, you know nothing about Ethria Daniel Tear, now silence yourself so
    that I might assign another to do this tedious task!” He growled the last
    and then did what I imagined was what passed for a sigh to a celestial
    crocodilian. It sounded more like an exasperated growl than a sigh, but
    then again I didn’t think that lizardmen had the right vocal equipment to
    do a proper sigh. Or maybe they did? He was right, I knew nothing, I was
    basically a John Snow in all of this.



    Nodding, I turned away from him and began stretching, trying to lessen the
    pain and aches that had seeped into my back. Before I fully turned away,
    however, Co’le’thel’ka’s eyes went glossy and he gained what I now know is
    the look of a person looking at a data screen. After a few seconds, while I
    was touching my toes trying to tease the aches out of my lower back, a soft
    purple light emanated from behind me.



    I straightened and turned, and in Co’le’thel’ka’s hand was what could have
    only been my nightmare come true. Co’le’thel’ka was holding out his hand, a
    deeply purple ball of energy with what appeared to be wingtips jutting out
    from the ball was gently bobbing up and down a few inches at a time. It was
    roughly the size of a roll of packing tape. “So help me, if that thing says
    ‘Hey Listen” even once, I'll drop-kick it into another dimension.” I said
    chuckling slightly.



    Or rather, I would have chuckled but a few different things happened then
    all at the same time. First, the lizardman looked at me and smiled in a way
    that unnerved me, then again, could the guy smile any other way? If he
    moved his lips at all it only revealed row after row of sharpened, jagged,
    brutal-looking meet cutting teeth. Then, the purple ball of energy shot
    towards me like a bullet and the next thing I knew I was airborne and then
    quickly falling to the ground.



    The last thing to happen was I hit the ground, and a small text box
    appeared in my vision.



    


        “Purple Fairy has hit you for 1 damage and knocked you prone. You are
        now on the ground. Current health, 9/10.”


    



    Thanks captain obvious
I thought to the young male voice that read the text box to me.    Super helpful. I focused my eyes by blinking a few times, and once
    things cleared up I found a tiny, beautiful woman, wreathed in purple light
    and wearing a knee-length dark blue, almost purple, fur-lined winter dress
    with fur cuffs and hood, standing over me with a nine-inch spear biting
    into my throat.



    She was roughly eight inches tall with raven black hair, pale white skin,
    purple glowing eyes, two blue wings with jet black lines tracing and
    outlining them hummed from her back like a hummingbird's, and when she
    spoke her voice was melodic, yet deep for such a tiny woman. Her natural
    alto voice filled my ears as she said “How dare you insult me, Ailsa
    Nightwing Tarnished of Pervolin, that is who I am do not forget it. I am to
    be your guide, but I will not suffer insolence. Do you understand me?” She
    punctuated the last by pushing the spear point a little deeper into my
    skin, and I felt a tiny trickle of blood flow down my neck.



    “Woh, woh!” I said as I raised my hands up in surrender. “I didn’t mean
    anything by it okay? It was a joke. Kind of.”



    “Kind of?” She asked, her voice icy.



    “I’m sorry okay? I didn’t mean to insult you, I think you’re a very pretty
    fairy.” A sound I can only compare to high pitched machinery struggling to
    do its job came from her throat. “And a very scary fairy. A very very scary
    fairy.” I said quickly trying to find something to appease her. Then,
    unexpectedly, she removed the deadly tiny spear and launched up into the
    air.



    “So, does that mean I'm forgiven?” I asked not moving for fear of what the
    little ball of purple death might do.



    “No.” She said as she stared daggers down at me. As she continued floating
    slowly upwards her image changed from that of the young beautiful if tiny
    woman back into the ball of purple light. “But it does mean that I will
    ignore your ignorance until such time as you grasp it fully, and can issue
    a proper apology. Preferably on your knees with an offering of your finest
    honey and cheese. Lots of cheese.” She said this as if she were a judge
    handing down a life sentence for a capital crime.



    Cheese and honey, huh? Odd combination
    I thought, but the more I thought about it the more it made sense. Old
    Earth fairy tales told of fairies who liked offerings of honey mead and
    sweet milk. So I guessed that fairies, and probably most Fae if the old
    tales could be trusted, liked dairy products, and had a massive sweet
    tooth.



    “That is very, magnanimous, of you.” I said in the most pleasant voice I
    could muster while still trying to calm my racing heart.



    “Yes, yes it is. Now, are you going to stand up so we can get started? Or
    are you going to lay around all day like a lazy goblin?” She demanded
    disapprovingly. I squinted my eyes and the purple ball slowly resolved into
    the tiny woman again. I had to really focus but when the image of her
    finally came clear I saw her standing in the air, tapping her foot on
    nothing with her arms crossed, and no sign of the spear she had just
    attacked me with.



    


        “Congratulations! You have gained the skill to Analyze! You have
        demonstrated the ability to analyze a situation, person, or thing
        closely. Mundane tricks and misdirections will be easier to spot, +1 to
        uncover hidden aspects of things or people you analyze. Additionally,
        you have a 5% chance to know something interesting about a person upon
        first glance while using the Analyze Ability. Current rank: 1, current
        modifier rank 1.”
   

 



    “Hey, I just got another skill.” I said a little bit of excitement easing
    into my voice.



    “Really? Which one human-meathead” The little fairy asked as she hovered
    above me. Her scowl turned a little softer as she spoke.



    “Analyze,” I said, as the female voice finished reading the text box to me
    and it disappeared.



    “Oh that. How had you not had that one before now?” She turned to the
    crocodile man and said “Are the gods sure about this one? He seems a bit,
    well, lackluster. Surely there were better options than him.”



    While I got to my feet, I heard the celestial lizardman chuckle menacingly.
    It could have been a simple chortle for all I knew, everything that guy did
    was menacing. He was a freaking crocodile man after all. “I have asked
    myself the same thing, but the Gods know what they are doing. You have your
    charge now little loyal one. Is there anything you need before I leave you
    to your work?”



    The purple fairy floated over to hover in front of the giant lizardman and
    the two whispered to each other, obviously not wanting to include me in
    their little chat. While they talked about how inadequate I was, I looked
    at what I was wearing. I had on virtually nothing except what amounted to
    medieval pajamas, my soft linen undergarment that went under my gambison
    and leather jerkin was all I had on.
    
        It looks like they took my body from the game world, not the real world
    
    . Just another sign that this is some elaborate kidnapping, I
    thought, refusing to allow myself to consider what it meant for my
    prospects of returning home if all of this was real.



    “Open menu” I whispered to myself, but nothing happened. I reached out my
    hand and used the physical motion that most games allowed players to use to
    open inventory, and nothing happened. After several attempts at accessing
    different screens, I got an error message.



    


        “Requested access is denied by your guide for your personal safety.
        Please listen to your guide and learn how the data screens work. She is
        very good at these things.”
  

  



    This time both the male and female voice read the notification together.
    The strange dissonance between the two made the thing all the more
    disconcerting. “Hey! Meathead!” Ailia yelled at me. I turned to face her
    and as I did the lizardman nodded to her, turned himself away, reached a
    hand out and ripped a hole in the air that pure silver light seemed to pour
    out of. He stepped through the hole and just as suddenly as it had
    appeared, the hole and the lizardman disappeared. “Stop fiddling with stuff
    you haven’t learned about yet!” Ailsa yelled as she sped toward me. Not as
    quickly as last time, but fast enough I had trouble following her.



    “I was only experimenting,” I said annoyed. I was tired of all of it,
    getting beaten up by a fairy, being kidnapped and brought here weather it
    was real or not, and the thing I resented most of all the crocodile man who
    had brought me here had left me alone with the murderous emo fairy ‘guide’
    that obviously had some kind of gothic complex. “Quite frankly I'm fed up
    with being the John Snow around here. Why don’t you start doing your job
    and teaching me a few things rather than beating me up?” I bit back a gulp
    of fear as she stopped on a dime in front of my face.



    Ailsa, now hovering just in front of my nose and glowing lightly purple
    wings beating in black blue blurs, sighed. Her shoulders slumped slightly
    as she said “I understand that you’re away from home and scared human. I
    know you’re worried about loved ones you left behind, and I know that you
    want to just be able to go home. Co’le’thel’ka told me all about it. He
    even told me that there might be a little bit of potential in you if I coax
    it out carefully.” She stood, squared her shoulders and brought her body up
    to its full height of eight inches. “And I intend to do just that. It
    wouldn’t do to have you die on me the first day now would it?” Her question
    more of a statement. “Now, what do you know of Ethria as it is now? What is
    your home like?”



    I thought about it for a few seconds and then began with what I did know.
    “The only thing I really know about Ethria is that according to one snarky
    lawyer guy the entire planet is basically a giant refugee camp for
    displaced people from multiple cosmoses. Cosmosi? What is the plural for
    Cosmos?” The goth fairy just stared at me. “Anyway, that and that this
    place is obviously built around some kind of role-playing game mechanics
    system. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have gotten the system notifications that I
    have.”



    “What is a role-playing game?” Ailsa asked, and I proceeded to explain all
    about RPG’s, who I was, and how I had gotten into this mess. I explained
    about Earth and that there were no system messages or text boxes in normal
    everyday life. Once she finally grasped the concept of a role-playing game
    I had to explain what Delving was.



    The entire process took about half an hour by my best guess. She didn’t
    interrupt me once during that entire time, just soaking up the information
    as she floated along beside me. As we talked, I began walking, and
    eventually found my way to the side of the river. My explanation left her
    probably as confused about Earth as I was about Ethria.



    “Let me see If I understand correctly. You’re people are some of the most
    powerful illusionists in the multiverse, that's the proper term for what
    you were trying to describe earlier by the way, and you use that power to
    create games that you all play, together, for the sole purpose of amusing
    yourselves? You don’t use it to train? Or to strengthen your minds or
    bodies?”



    “That's, not really how an immersion pod works. As I've said, my people
    don’t really have magic as I suspect you Ethrians have it here.
    

    “What?”



    “What do you mean what?” I asked.



    “What is an Ethrian? You just called ‘us’ that and I’m confused.”



    “Oh,” I said as I sat down legs dangling over the banks' edge, kicking over
    the water below. “Ethrians, you know, people from Ethria. Back on Earth we
    are all called Earthlings, though we don’t really call ourselves that very
    often. We usually go by the names of our countries. I’m an American for
    instance because I'm from the United States of America.”



    “Oh, that's interesting,” She said, though it was clear she was just being
    accommodating. “Well, we don’t have anything like that. ‘Ethrian’s’ isn’t
    really a thing. If we are anything we are known by our race or the gods we
    worship.” She said finally.
    

    I nodded my understanding and we sat for a few seconds, and I thought about
    where I was before I got sidetracked. “You know, I’m also still not sure
    that this isn’t some kind of elaborate trick, but I’m going along with it
    for now, as I can’t see any way that an e-pirate gang could turn this kind
    of kidnapping into monetary gain.”



    “Wow.” She said, “If your illusion magic, sorry technology, is so potent as
    to persist for as long as you have been awake and speaking to me, what, for
    about an hour or two now?” I nodded and she continued. “Then it must be
    truly powerful indeed. Stronger than almost any master illusionist in the
    history of Ethria.”



    I nodded again “Probably. It's not magic, and some people can stay in it
    for days, even weeks at a time. The longest a person has ever Delved for as
    far as I’m aware was almost two months, but that was in a special pod
    designed for long term immersion.”



    “That’s incredible. I can see why you are as skeptical of the reality
    around you as you are.”



    “Thanks, big mean crocodile face didn’t seem too sympathetic when I tried
    to mention my worries to him. He just glared and told me how much of a
    disappointment I am. Is that normal for him?”



    “He's not always such a grump. He just has a lot of work to do” she said
    sadly. “He is the only intelligent celestial in our gods employ you know.
    He has to make sure their safe, and ensure that their will is done
    properly, and see to a whole bunch of other stuff that I'm not allowed to
    tell you about, and others I'm not even allowed to know about.” She stopped
    talking for a few seconds before asking “How does your world’s technology
    work? It seems so powerful, it almost needs to be magic. It's hard to
    imagine even the most complex mechanisms of the dwarves doing anything even
    remotely similar to what you’re talking about.”
    

    “Yea, it's a complex thing. I only know the theory behind it, you have to
    go to school for years before they even let you test into the special
    programs that teach you the things necessary to be able to work directly on
    a pod. Even then, my buddy who works on pods for a living? He had to do a
    two-year apprenticeship before they let him work alone. Essentially your
    body is basically asleep and your mind is in a dream that the pod directly
    manipulates.”



    “So your people aren't illusionists, they are dream walkers? It sounds like
    your people are quite formidable. Dream walkers on Ethria are among the
    most powerful magic users that there are, but they are very rare.” She said
    as she hovered over me. I sat along the side of the riverbank on a small
    ridge that ran next to the large muddy shoreline below me. The ground and
    hibernating frost-covered grass under me was frozen solid though the cold
    didn’t seem to reach me, the lizardman’s spell must still have been
    working.



    “Eh, we don’t use Delving technology for fighting really. I know the
    military uses it to practice and train people at an accelerated rate, and
    doctors use the tech to help trauma patients deal with issues like PTSD by
    lowering a person's ability to feel fear while they are re-exposed to the
    trauma so they can process what they went through, and in extreme cases
    I've even heard of them directly rewiring the synapses in the brain. I’ve
    heard a rumor that some people have considered starting purely online
    virtual schools or colleges which is a really cool idea if you ask me. But
    sadly not enough people have their own pods yet to make that viable. Mostly
    we use Delving for entertainment. If you want to know what we do for war?
    Well, our style of warfare is very, very different from probably anything
    Ethria has ever seen.”



    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Ailsa said quietly. I waited for her to
    continue, when she didn’t I looked up at her. She sat hovering a bit off of
    my right shoulder, her legs hugged to her chest in a comfortable position.
    Her dress draped demurely down beside her hanging to the ground. “War here
    is quite terrible. Magic, even relatively weak human magic, is very
    destructive. I’ve seen entire city blocks Immolated by fire, and terrible
    atrocities of pain and agony brought to people who did nothing wrong. Kept
    alive by magic, as other spells slowly tore them apart.”



    I nodded. “Not to sound like I'm one-upping you on the atrocities thing,
    that's not a game I ever want to win, but my people have the ability to
    destroy entire cities in the blink of an eye with a device as small as a
    satchel. It can turn the entire place to an unlivable mess for generations
    to come, the residual radiation twists the surviving wildlife into, well
    describing them as ‘horrific mockeries of what nature intended’ would be
    putting it nicely.” Ailsa turned to regard me, horror on her face.



    “Your people can do all that without magic? There is magic, like necromancy
    that can do that, but it is rare, only the most powerful magic users can do
    such things and it takes years to lay the groundwork and store the mana
    necessary. Even then they can only do so by working in concert with many,
    many others. I do not think such a thing is possible, and if it were, I
    would hope that a people smart enough to build such an arcane and
    destructive weapon would have the wisdom to never utilize it.”



    I laughed “They did, twice.”



    She looked at me in horror. “Why? What would ever possess someone to ever
    use such a weapon? Where your ancestors cruel and evil?”



    “What you should be asking yourself is what would bring such a powerful
    people to ever need to use such a weapon? How about to save lives?” I knew
    this topic well and was more than comfortable discussing it rather than
    focusing on my current predicament.



    “How could taking the lives of hundreds or even thousands of living beings,
    be saving lives?” she asked, as she stood up, taking on an imperious air as
    if she were about to lay judgment upon me and President Truman for dropping
    Little Boy and Fat Man. I realized then that her concept of a city was
    vastly different from my own.
    
        Back on Earth cities were large when they reached over a million
        people, here? A large city must be around a hundred thousand at most.
    



    “Would forcing one side in a world-spanning conflict to surrender by using
    the weapon be worth it to save a hundred times as many lives as it would
    take?” She shook her head, but not in answer to my question, it seemed she
    disbelieved what I was saying altogether.



    “My people, the Americans, used it on two cities of an island nation called
    Japan and took over 105,000 lives with the weapons. That isn’t including
    the lives of those lost after to the lingering radioactive effects of the
    weapons. Had President Truman not used them it was thought that with the
    Japanese using the type of suicidal tactics that they were using, and
    having to fight street by street, city by city, and island by island on
    mainland Japan, it would have cost almost 500,000 American lives, and that
    is on the low end.”



    “We had already lost that many in another area of that war on the other
    side of the world fighting another great empire, and we had lost many
    soldiers fighting the Japanese at that point. It's cold math, but the
    dropping of the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki saved more Japanese and
    American lives then it took. Some say by nearly a hundredfold.” I smiled at
    her, but she just continued to look at me haughtily.



    “Lying is unbecoming, even of a meathead like you,” she said and she buzzed
    her wings a little harder, a clearly disapproving gesture.



    “I’m not lying. Believe me or not, but there is a reason I'm totally okay
    with my people mainly using Delve technology for only entertainment.” The
    thought of the kinds of things that people could do to others using
    unrestricted and unregulated Delve technology made me shiver slightly
    despite the warmth from the lingering spell.



    Ailsa kept looking at me as I stared at the fast-moving water. After a few
    seconds, she unfolded her arms and her shoulders slumped. She drew her
    knees back into her chest again, this time not for comfort, but for
    reassurance as she rested gently on my shoulder. After a few seconds more
    of quiet she said in almost a whisper, her voice sounding like the crack of
    gunfire across the empty and quiet plain were we sat “the scale of such a
    conflict is unimaginable. It spanned the whole of your world?”



    I nodded. “We called it World War Two. It was horrible, but it was very
    much worth it. The atrocities being conducted by the Axis powers needed to
    be stopped. Hitler had taken over all of continental Europe, and Japan was
    well on its way to doing the same to the pacific and China. The last two
    bastions of real power that stood against either were both part of the
    British Empire, Briton itself, and Australia, both having been weakened by
    years of colonial infighting and political unrest.



    “Anyway, you have no context for any of that, and I don’t have the time to
    give you a world history lesson before Mr. Crocodile’s spell wears off and
    I freeze to death. Suffice it to say that Germany under Adolf Hitler and
    the Japanese Empire under Hideki Tojo needed to be stopped. And so, after
    the Japanese made the biggest mistake ever by attacking Pearl Harbor and
    waking up the United States of America, we did everything we could to do
    just that. It was the closest my world has ever come to seeing total
    mechanized modern war, and it laid the groundwork for political unrest and
    upheaval for the following decade or more. Even today my people are dealing
    with its after-effects and that war was over a hundred years ago. I never,
    ever, want to see what happens when such a war erupts back home again. It
    will be, much worse, and much shorter.” I said as I kicked my legs over the
    side of the ridge.



    “You talk as if it is inevitable that such a conflict will happen again.
    Surely you’re people have learned from it, right?”



    I shook my head. “Humans have short lives and shorter memories, and there
    is no one alive today who lived through that conflict. It's like historians
    everywhere say, history repeats itself. Besides, why do you think it was
    named World War Two?” I stopped talking and read a text box that appeared
    in my vision, as the female voice read it aloud in my mind.



    

“Congratulations! You have accessed your Trait 
    Eldritch Knowledge
    
        , and have been able to flawlessly recall information from your home
        with near-perfect clarity. Continue to explore the nature of this gift
        and you will find other applications for its use other than history
        lessons and stories fit to depress faires, one of the most joy-filled
        races on all of Ethria!”
    




    “Well, you’re a ray of sunshine,” Ailsa said under her breath. Her words
    were so light I wouldn’t have been able to hear it had we not literally
    been the only two living beings for miles. “You have to promise me that
    you’re not going to bring those weapons here. Ethria has its own problems,
    we don’t need your worlds dangers on top of it.”



    I chuckled a little. “I don’t have anything like the skills needed to make
    those types of weapons. I know a little about the theory behind it, but the
    skill in math needed to even begin understanding how they work? It's all
    well beyond me.” Ailsa’s shoulders relaxed releasing a tension that I
    hadn’t noticed.



    “Why don’t you show me how to access my character sheet now?” I asked after
    a few, uncomfortably quiet seconds. “I would really like to be wearing
    something other than just my undergarments when the lizard man’s spell
    wears off.” Ailsa laughed dispelling the gloom. Her laughter was as the
    tinkling of bright sleigh bells on Christmas. I couldn't help but smile, as
    she shot into the air and swirled around me. I stood up and walked a few
    paces away from the cliff.
    
        Best to have all new experiences in this world be on a nice, flat, open
        space, away from anywhere where I might fall and break my neck.
    
    I thought as I brushed away some dirt that had clung to my knees.



    “Okay, I've given you control of your basic characteristics sheet. Go ahead
    and open it.” Ailsa said as she continued to dart around me. I squinted at
    her briefly and caught the sight of her spear flashing in her hands. She
    was practicing while she was also on ‘guiding’ duty.



    “And how am I supposed to do that?” I asked smiling.



    “Just think it, dummy.” Ailsa said derisively as she executed a nearly
    perfect spin thrust at an imaginary opponent over my head.



    I thought about my character sheet and then suddenly my vision was filled
    with,



Name: Daniel Tear
Race: Human
Class: Pre-10th Level
Level: 1
Height: 6'1
Skin Color: White
Hair: Brown
Heritage: Unknown (Earth, Western, Pioneer)
Affiliation: Unknown (United States of America)
Religion: Unknown (LDS/Mormon)
Alignment: Unknown (Lawful, Moral)
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    Now that's more like it!
    I thought excitedly. I focused on each of the attributes and descriptions
    popped up in little text boxes that went away as my attention faded on each
    attribute. I didn’t want to miss anything, so I took my time and read each
    description starting with the Material Characteristics.




    
        General: If an action does not fit the description of any specific
        characteristic, then the GENERAL score is used for purposes of
        calculation. GENERAL score is calculated as the average of all
        characteristics of the given category.
    



    



    Strength: Your bodies general physical strength.



    



    
        Dexterity: Your bodies ability to respond quickly, accomplish acrobatic
        feats, and do delicate tasks.
    



    



    
        Constitution: How much damage or hardship your body can take before
        being either damaged or exhausted.
    



    



    
        Physical Attraction: A measure of your personal physical attributes
        when measured against the beauty standards of your race and culture.
    





    Curious about the modifiers I focused on that column heading and a short
    description came up beside it as well.



    


        “MODIFIERS: A modifier is added to the final score when attempting to
        do an action that fits under the definition of the given
        characteristic.


    
     



    I continued reading the Immaterial Characteristics descriptions.




    
        General: If an action does not fit the description of any specific
        characteristic, then the GENERAL score is used for purposes of
        calculation. GENERAL score is calculated as the average of all
        characteristics of the given category.
    



    



    
        Intelligence: Your capacity to understand how the universe works, both
        physically, and interpersonally.
    



    



    
        Emotional Stability: Your ability to withstand hardship and maintain a
        stable, healthy emotional state.
    



    



    
        Sensitivity: Your ability to understand, and sense the emotional state
        of others. Also, if a person has the "psychic" trait, then this is the
        characteristic that affects all psychic skills.
    



    



    
        Perception: Your ability to be aware of your general surroundings by
        using the senses you have. Gains a base of +1 / every sense your race
        has.
    



    



    
        Luck: Your overall positive luck. Added proportionally to situations
        that have at least a small element of randomness.
    





    “Okay,” I said out loud to both Ailsa and myself “I have it up and I just
    finished reading all of the descriptions. Now what?” I asked as I looked at
    my stats. My stat lines seemed like a strange amalgamation of both my
    Kingdom of Ashe character and my real-world self. My game characters
    physical characteristics seemed represented in my material statistics. The
    immaterial characteristics reflected more of who I was back on Earth.
    Though I didn’t think I was that smart. I guess Ethria likes me, I
    thought to myself as I reveled in the fact that I had a 17 intelligence.
    “I'm guessing that the average person's characteristic score on any of
    these is around 10?” I asked.



    “No, it's actually around 12,” Ailsa said as she continued to buzz around
    me. “At least for humans. The average of 10 is a calculation that morons
    use when they measure your typical mud hovel living, going nowhere in life,
    barely better than a slave, type person. When looking at a person who has
    even a basic level of education or opportunity though, the average gets to
    around 12.” She said still darting around me. Ailsa didn’t seem the least
    bit out of breath from any of her excursions.



    “For someone with any kind of proper education near your level, I think
    that the average score is about 14 or 15. But remember that's an average,
    just because you’re slightly above that average doesn’t mean you're super
    special or anything. There is a good chunk of people that are way better
    than you. You're not very far off the center in the bell curve.”



    “Fair enough, and ouch.” I said faining stabbing myself in the heart.
    “Twist the blade why don't yah” The purple fairy zipped in front of me and
    mimed twisting the imaginary dagger straining her whole body. She was
    really getting into it when she burst into giggles sounding like a fresh
    spring, when I joined in the laughter. “Alright, that's enough ribbing from
    you little fairy, how about you show me how to access the rest of my
    character sheet?”



    She zipped back to eye level with me and said “Okay then, here try opening
    your inventory. Technically it's just a representation of the things that
    currently exist on your person and not some magical place you can store
    things you don’t want to carry like you described exist in your people's
    games.”



“It's basically a fancy list then.” I said somewhat disappointed.    Looks like I’ll have to carry around a backpack, after all, I
    thought grudgingly.



    “Essentially yeah,” she said. “I’ve unlocked it, just open it up by
    thinking about it.” I did, and a picture of my body appeared on one side of
    my vision, the other had a grid of several squares that probably
    represented the volume of things I could carry. In real life, weight isn’t
    the only thing a person needs to consider when going on a long-distance
    trek. Volume, how things stacked on top of each other, and the durability
    of items all needed to be carefully considered. As I thought about this, I
    recognized a small counter on the bottom left-hand corner under the squares
    that read “weight 1 / 150 lb”, and next to it another counter that read
    “item degradation 0%”.



    “My inventory is completely empty other than my PJ’s here. I don’t suppose
    you have gear I could use to get me started do you?” I asked hopefully.



    “As a matter of fact…” The purple fairy said bobbing up and down faster
    than usual. “I do.” As she spoke the last word a massive crashing noise
    echoed off the quiet plains around me and over the swift-moving river. I
    gasped slightly as I recognized my gear from Kingdoms. I grabbed the first
    thing I recognized, Sparks my trusty sword!



    


        “Congratulations! You have found, “Sparks”, Short Sword of Lightning.
        Damage: 1d8 physical, 1d8 electric. Attack/Damage bonus: 01. Quality:
        Good-Magical (Eldritch Lightning). Durability: 100/100. Rarity: Unique.
        Sparks was named by its original owner.”
   

 



    After about twenty minutes of me carefully packing my goods into the
    various bags I had, then putting on my clothes, gambeson, leather jerkin
    armor, sword belt, all followed by the massive travelers pack that my horse
    would normally have carried, I must have looked ridiculous. I know this
    because the tiny purple goth of a fairy that was supposed to be my guide
    couldn’t stop laughing at the sight of me. When I squinted at the otherwise
    purple ball, I realized that she was flying upside down parallel to the
    ground, holding her side as if she were wounded, laughing almost
    uncontrollably. After a while, her voice grew so that she sounded like one
    of the chipmunks at a comedy sketch after inhaling helium for two hours
    straight.



    After a few more seconds, and a few impatient eye rolls from me, she was
    able to control herself enough to say “You look like a pack mule!” This
    statement elicited another round of light airy gaffas from the tiny sprite.
    “I mean, what kind of savior warrior builder walks around carrying
    something as ridiculous as that! Particularly when he doesn’t need to!”
    After another minute or two of constant ribbing broken only by her nearly
    hysterical bits of laughter, I realized she was right. I didn’t need to
    carry any of it.



    “You know, you could have just offered to put it back into whatever kind of
    dimensional hole thing you have access too.” I said. She sobered up quickly
    as if I had slapped her in the face.



    “Wow, that took waaaaay longer than it should have for you to realize what
    I was trying to get at. And if I was just nice to you and gave you the
    answer and not mocked you mercilessly, how are you supposed to learn to not
    be such a meathead, meathead?” I only shook my head at her, mouth slightly
    agape at her antics and tortured logic. “We really need to work on our
    communication.” She said matter of factly, as she zipped above me and
    tapped on the backpack. The weight disappeared off my shoulders as it
    entered whatever kind of magical extra-dimensional space she had.



    “Okay agent A, let's get on with it okay? We don’t have all day.”



    “Agent A?” She asked as she came back to my eye level.



    “Yeah, it's from a really old movie called Men in Black. The two agents
    keep miscommunicating and agent J always says “We need to work on our
    communication skills” but actually agent K his partner is just being a
    piece of work.”



    “This agent K is a piece of worked metal? I am very confused by this idiom.
    It makes no sense in any of the languages I know, and I know virtually all
    of them, including your English. The closest one I know of that has
    anything even remotely similar is deep dwarvish, but it's a compliment.”
    She said as she zipped over to my shoulder.



    “No, it doesn’t mean he is a piece of metal. He’s a piece of work, it's
    like saying he is hard to work with, or he makes things more difficult than
    they need to be.” I said as I double-checked that my sword belt was on
    right. I never could get the thing to rig itself correctly on my own, it
    was one of the few auto features of Kingdoms I regularly used. “Kinda like
    you right now. And before, and basically any time we try to do anything.” I
    said, smiling and chuckling slightly to take the bite out of my words.



    “Eh, whatever” Ailsa said as she floated slowly around me. “Before we get
    you somewhere else, I need to show you one more aspect of your character
    sheet, and then we need to do some tests. Up until now, you’ve just seen
    the core aspects of your sheet, a quantitative representation of everything
    that makes up who you are. This is called the core of your character sheet
    and everyone on all of Ethria has access to this part of themselves.” Ailsa
    flew out in front of me and began twirling and allowing herself to lightly
    and slowly float to the ground.



    “But everyone has parts of themselves that can’t be so easily quantified,
    special abilities, weaknesses, strengths, skills, magical abilities, and
    the like that they gathered over their lifetime. This is called the
    secondary sheet, and while most people have access to this information
    about themselves, not everyone does. Pull it up by simply pulling your
    normal character sheet back up, the new information will appear there with
    everything else we’ve talked about.”



    I did as she asked,



Name: Daniel Tear
Race: Human
Class: Pre-10th Level
Level: 1
Height: 6'1
Skin Color: White
Hair: Brown
Heritage: Unknown (Earth, Western, Pioneer)
Affiliation: Unknown (United States of America)
Religion: Unknown (LDS/Mormon)
Alignment: Unknown (Lawful, Moral)
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    Traits
    



    
        Human Adaptability: Humans are by far one of the most adaptable species
        on all of Ethria. As such, every level they gain 3 characteristic
        points until 10th lvl. Upon taking a class they gain 1 free
        characteristic point, and 2 characteristic points in the primary class
        characteristic of their chosen class, and 1 point distributed randomly.
    



    



    
        Unlucky/Lucky (Agent of Change): Your life is filled with moments of
        extremes. You are both very unlucky, and very lucky in that bad things
        tend to happen to you, but they usually work out in the end. Random
        events generated at +1.5x. Other effects to be discovered.
    





    




    
        Eldritch Knowledge (1 of 3 Gifts): Having come from another plane of
        existence, and having been considered to be educated among your people,
        you have been blessed by the celestial being (s) of that foreign realm
        with the ability to perfectly recall any information you had learned on
        your old world. Be careful, however, as those who have any trait or
        affiliation that ties them strongly to this plane of existence will not
        take kindly to outsiders such as yourself. Your knowledge is power,
        hide it well. Other effects, to be discovered.
    



    



    
        Gift Of Tongues (2 of 3 Gifts): You have been blessed by the cosmic
        being (s) of your home plane to be able to speak or read any language
        that you might encounter as if you were a native speaker, though you
        might be seen as having a random accent. In order for this ability to
        activate, you must first encounter the language twice. Other effects
        and potential limitations to be discovered.
    



    



    
        Mysterious Stranger (3 of 3 Gifts): As you have been blessed by the
        cosmic being (s) of your home plane, and as you are from another place,
        certain aspects of yourself are permanently hidden from denizens of
        this new realm unless you personally reveal it to them. These aspects
        are listed as Unknown on your character sheet and will be seen by
        others as such until you learn more about yourself and claim a new
        place in Ethria. You will always have the hidden labels from your past
        home, but new public labels can be earned. Find a new home, forge a new
        heritage for yourself, and claim Ethria as your own. In addition, this
        means that you have a natural resistance to mental manipulation, as
        your experiences and thought patterns are alien. 15%+current character
        level chance of mental manipulation failure, magical or mundane. Other
        effects to be discovered.
    



    





    I focused on the word Traits at the start of the list and a small pop up
    window appeared with a useful description next to the word.



    



    


        Traits: Traits are innate, non-magical aspects of yourself that you do
        not earn, but are rather granted to you at birth, or by a being of
        great power.
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    I concentrated on the Skills title, and again a description appeared in a
    small pop up window next to the word.



    




    
        Skills: Skills are the practical, magical, mundane and any other type
        of skill that you gain throughout your life. A skill level can not
        reach above a person's current character level + number of years of
        life they have lived, divided by 2. This is also known as a person's
        Skill Cap. Because you are a Mysterious Stranger however, Skills and
        other aspects of your character might be uncovered as the magic of
        Ethria quantifies your alien experiences. These skills will be
        considered effectively at their highest possible score, until such time
        as your skill cap catches up. Skills can also be modified by the rank
        of skill that you have obtained.
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    Confused by the first description in the Skills Key, I said out loud “What
    does minus sign, ‘any’ pound sign equals sign ‘confused’ mean? I get the
    other ranks and the modifiers here, but that seems to be the only one that
    provides a modifier less than one. Also, how do these modifiers work
    mathematically? Are they simple addition or are they force multipliers?” I
    would have continued spouting questions, but Ailsa buzzed her wings at me
    again and I shut up.



    “To answer your questions in order. First, I don’t know what that means,
    the menus and character sheets of each person are tailored for that person
    individually, the magic works through your mind’s mental faculties to
    quantify the information you have listed, and presenting that information
    so as to be the most accessible to you. What it sounds like is that you are
    talking about the Confused skill rank.



    “Everyone, any time they try something for the first time, are confused
    about how to do it. And sometimes a few times after the first attempt, but
    that's only for complex skills. If you know the language of math from your
    home you should be able to concentrate on the numbers and the appropriate
    formula will appear. From what I understand your number system is a ten
    base system?” I nodded. “Well, mine is twelve, on account of having ten
    digits on my hands and two wings. All of that being said, no matter what
    base mathematical system you use, the outcome will be the same, math is
    math after all. Just because someone calls a 2 a quinton, or a flerb,
    doesn’t change the fact that it's still representing two individual units
    of, whatever its representing.”



    I nodded my understanding again and concentrated on the formula for my
    reading and writing skill, and found that the modifiers were in fact
    multipliers. That meant that the numbers in front of the equal signs were
    ranges for the base rank. As my skill in reading and writing was 8 that
    meant it was a journeyman rank, which multiplied my base rank of 8 by 1.5,
    the journeyman bonus modifier, giving me the Skill Score of 12. “What is
    the Skill Cap?” I asked.



    “Oh that, that is the maximum that your Skill Score can reach at the
    moment, and how high you can advance your base Skill Points. It works out
    to about half the total of your age and character level. It doesn’t affect
    most people on Ethria because they start here when they are born and end up
    being at around maturity, and level eight or nine, when they start really
    being concerned with advancing their skills. So, their cap keeps up with
    their growth pretty well. But for you, it's going to be a bit of a pain
    until you start really getting leveled.”



    “I see,” I said as I considered the implications. Skills in RPG’s were a
    way that developers used to balance gameplay so that players who power
    leveled didn’t completely snowball out of control, and the game developers
    could reward players who accessed more portions of gameplay then simply
    hacking, slashing, and blasting.



    Skill Caps were also a useful tool that most good game devs used to prevent
    the exact same kind of snowballing effect that skills were designed to
    prevent, this time coming from the skills-heavy gamers. It made for more
    balanced and realistic gameplay.



    In effect, a power leveler who hacked and slashed and blasted his way to
    level 100 without ever crafting, or bothering to learn proper weapon
    techniques or skills, would be equivalent in power to someone who had maxed
    out their swordsmanship and was around level 20. I suspected that that was
    going to be true here in Ethria as well.



    “Well” I said as I looked around. “I think that's good for now. I have
    access to the basic and advanced aspects of my character sheet, my
    inventory, and I have a lot to think about.” I knew I was going to need to
    sit somewhere quietly to think of as many implications of my ‘traits’ as I
    possibly could, both good and bad, so that I wouldn’t be surprised by them
    at a very inopportune time, like during a critical negotiation, or when I
    was fighting a dangerous animal or something.



    “You don’t want to talk about all of the stuff you just read?” Ailsa asked
    quizzically. “I mean, from what I understand of your homeworld this is all
    new stuff. I know you have games that simulate this kind of thing, but
    surely it's not all that familiar to you is it?” She asked as she buzzed
    past my ear and continued to do loops around me.



    “Worried that I might not need you?” I teased.



    “No.” She said defensively. “I’m just worried that a meathead like you
    might run off half baked and get himself killed. I might not think much of
    you human, but I don’t want to see you hurt. I’m not cruel.”



    I chuckled slightly “ Yeah yeah, okay. No worries. But it is getting kind
    of late in the day and I would rather be somewhere nice and comfy and warm
    when Mr. Grumpies spell wears off.”



    Ailsa giggled, a high pitched and pleasant sound that very much contrasted
    with her gothic exterior. “Mr. Grumpy. You’ve really pegged him with that
    haven’t you? It's going to be his new nickname? Oh wow, I’m going to have
    to tell him that.” She buzzed away giggling maniacally, a sound that
    matched her look well. “But don’t get all uppity meathead,” Ailsa said
    circling around back towards me. “We have one more thing to do before we go
    anywhere and do anything else.”



“What's that?” I stupidly asked.    She would have told me had I not said anything, I thought annoyed
    at my frustrating tendency towards asking questions that were going to be
    answered if I had just kept quiet.



    She grinned at me, zipped above my head and snapped her fingers. A portal
    similar to the one the lizardman had used when he left opened about ten
    feet away from me and a short, angry-looking green creature walked out
    carrying a crude-looking club about the size of a child-sized baseball bat.



    I screamed like a little school girl. I wasn’t afraid, I was just,
    startled. I startle easily. I wasn’t afraid okay? I just wasn’t prepared
    for a goblin appearing out of nowhere, that's all.



    The green creature wore virtually nothing but a thin loincloth and carried
    a wicked-looking club. The goblin looked at Ailsa who was about three feet
    above my head, which was about six feet to high for it to attack even with
    its club, then at me who didn’t have the ability to escape into the skies,
    and charged. I didn’t move, I was too, okay scared. I was too scared and I
    just stood there like a freaking moron, mind racing. Instinctively I used
    analyze on it and a screen filled half my vision.



Name: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
Race: Swamp Goblin
Class: Pre-10th Level
Level: 3
Height: 3’8
Skin Color: Green
Hair: N/A
Age: Unknown age, state Maturity
Heritage: Swamp Kin
Affiliation: Gor’gatz Clan, Necromancer
Religion: Gro’ak Goblin Lord of Mischief
Alignment: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
Disposition Towards You: Exploitative, this goblin sees you as easy
        prey.
HP: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
Defensive Characteristics: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
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    I reached my hand up to minimize the screen without really reading much of
    the information on it other than the word “Swamp Goblin” and to see the
    creatures current level. I reached my hand down to my sheath to draw out my
    sword, only to feel a searing pain arch through my right knee, and I fell
    to the ground on that side.





    “Swamp Goblin hits you with Crude Wooden Club for 4 damage, using special
    skill “Knee Cap.” Status Effects Inflicted: Prone.”




    The damned bastard just kneecapped me!
    I looked up and saw the creature raising his club above his head for
    another strike. Pain thrummed through my right knee in waves, but my left
    leg was just fine, and he was in just the right spot. I kicked my good leg
    out and hit him square in the chest, sending him flying backward.



    


        “Congratulations! You have successfully struck Unknown Lv 3 Swamp
        Goblin using an unarmed strike for 6 damage. Status Effects Inflicted:
        Broken Sternum, Cracked Ribs x 6, Broken Collarbone, and Winded.”
   

 



    I rubbed my knee for a second wincing in pain before I sat up. I looked at
    the goblin as I did, and I saw he was laid flat on the ground a couple of
feet away, his chest rising and falling in ever shallower breaths.    Well, a messed up, virtually everything will do that to you I
    thought. After a few more seconds of trying to rub the pain out, I slowly
    stood up and hobbled over to the goblin. The creature had spit up blood and
    its face, neck, and chest were soaked in it. Shaking my head in
    dissatisfaction at what I had to do next, I brought my sword down and
    severed the creatures head from its body ending its pain and its life.



    “Yay! You did it! I mean, I knew you could do it, the Gods wouldn’t have
    brought you here if you couldn’t at least defend yourself right? But, I
    mean, you actually did it and you’re only level one! That's amazing…” Ailsa
    said as she zipped up to me and then around me. I felt a slight warmth in
    my right knee, as a soft yellow glow emanated from it as Ailsa cast a
    healing spell. I minimize the notification before I could read it. The pain
    and swelling decreased to virtually a memory as she continued to spew her
    thoughts as they came to her with virtually no filter. While she frolicked
    about my victory, I thought about what I had just done. After a few
    seconds, I reached out a hand and stopped the fairy’s joyful flight.



    “This wasn’t good,” I said worriedly.



    “What?” Ailsa asked innocently, she clutched her hands in front of her only
    adding to the visage of herself as an innocent in the events that had just
    taken place.



    “This,” I said as I pointed my sword at the now headless goblin. “You can’t
    just do that. Not again.”



    “What? Kill goblins? They’re only goblins. You will have to face them
    eventually, they are an ever-present pest and danger to all of Ethria. You
    can’t expect to be effective at your job if you…” I cut her off with a wave
    of my hand.



    “No. That's not what I meant. I can kill goblins if need too, I can do
    almost anything if it's needed and there is no other way.” I looked the
    fairy directly in the eyes, or as best I could given our disparity in size.
    “What I mean is you. No more summoning creatures only for me to kill them
    for your amusement or to prove to you that I can or can’t do something.
    It's unethical and inhumane. Particularly if it is a true summons, which I
    suspect this was as the body hasn’t disappeared.” I watched her face for a
    reaction, but her innocent expression of confusion remained.



    A little softer than normal she said: “Yeah, but It was only a goblin…”
    

    “No, I can’t think that way,” I said, cutting her off again. “No one ever
    should devalue life like that. The devaluing of life is what lead to the
    abortion riots of the 2030s that nearly lead to a civil war in my home
    country, euthanasia and sterilization of countless people who were deemed
    undesirable in the early twentieth century under the evil ideology of
    Eugenics, and it was what lead to both world wars.



    When people, any people, start devaluing others lives, even the lives of
    those sapient creatures with less capacity then the average person, it
    devalues the lives of everyone. Back home I would have said every human
    life is precious, even those who are weak or sick in the mind. But here I
    would have to amend that.” I said my voice growing more contemplative then
    accusatory, speaking more for my own benefit now then hers.



    After a short pause thinking of what to say I continued “I have been sworn
    to value and protect life from when I was a very little child, and even
    though I am in a different world now” My voice had grown into a more
    educational tone, as my frustration at the actions of my little fairy
    companion melted away. “I still hold myself to that oath.”



    “I-I don’t…”



    “I know you don’t. And I'm not angry, I'm just trying to explain to you
    that while I understand that Ethria has rules that are far different than
    my home and that I will probably have to do things here that I never
    thought I would ever have to do, and will be able to do things I never
    thought I would be able to do, I want you to understand that there are
    certain things, certain principles, such as the sanctity of human life,
    though I should amend that, perhaps sapience?” I paused to think about it
    again for just a moment before continuing.



    “Yes, that fits. The sanctity of sapient life, that I can not and will not
    abandon. No life is cheap, every soul is precious, even if it is
    hate-filled and blackened like this unenviable creature.” I again looked
    down towards the headless corps where my sword pointed. Ailsa nodded, but
    her expression was still quizzical. Either she didn’t actually understand
    what I was saying, which is what I suspected was the case, or something
    else was puzzling her about me.




    “Congratulations! You have uncovered another aspect of your Mysterious
    Stranger gift named “Past Oaths.” In your previous world, the oaths you
    took were relatively easy to keep, and as such had little hold on your
    soul. Most of these were stripped away when you went through the veil.
    However, you can reclaim these oaths as part of the Mysterious Stranger
    gift, granting you both guiding principles by which to live your life, and
    certain restrictions and boons based upon these oaths and how faithfully
    you keep them. Current Oaths Reclaimed,



    1. The Sanctity Of Life: In your past life you swore to uphold the
    sanctity of the lives of other humans. You have interpreted this as to
    apply to the sanctity of all sapient life, a rare sentiment indeed on
    Ethria. While further growth and knowledge may change your specific
    understanding and application of the principles of this oath, you are bound
    to it. Oath Type: Rare. Oath Restrictions: May not willfully
    or knowingly take the life of a sapient being without just cause. Doing so
    will have severe negative effects either temporary, or permanent depending
    upon the severity of the breach. Oath Boons: +1 automatic
    relationship status upgrade to all sapient beings upon their learning of
    this Oath. Oath Status: Newly Reclaimed, Loyal 1




    “That, that is different” Was all Ailsa said about my new status. When I
    tried to ask her about it, she just zipped away from me and said “Come on
    meathead! Let's get to the road!” Annoyed, but willing to talk with her
    about it later, I did something I never thought I would do willingly in my
    life again. I followed the bobbing glowing fairy.



    


Chapter 3: Naming Conventions



    “A rose by any other name, would smell as sweet” - William Shakespeare,
    Romeo, and Juliet



    Northwest of the Twins, along the northern border of Tor. Frega, 23rd, 2987
    AoR









    I walked over the cold hard ground south-east, Ailsa on my shoulder sitting
    with her legs crossed. “You know,” I said as I walked “my shoulder might
    not be the best place for you to sit. If I turn my head too fast I might
    knock you off.” She laughed.



    “Oh, that was genuinely funny foolish human. To me, all of you big ones
    move as slow as if you were walking through-hardened honeycomb.”



    “I think the term is “like moving through molasses,” I said trying to get a
    rise out of the hotty fairy.



    “If you must put it in your crude human terms, then yes. Molasses, if the
    reference helps your tiny brain. But why would anyone, even a meathead like
    you make such a non-tasty comparison.”



    I huffed a laugh and kept walking. “Getting hungry are we?” I asked, and
    she buzzed her wings annoyedly in response. Eventually, I came to a small
    set of stones, and grooves in the ground between them that ran northeast
    and south-west. “Here meathead. This is the road.”



    “Which way should I go? North or south?” I asked.



    “Either way. You’ll find your disgusting human mud wallows in either
    direction,” she said flippantly. “You can also just wait here for the next
    person to come by and see if they’re nice enough to give you a ride.” I
    turned my head to get a good look at her, careful not to knock her off my
    shoulder. She was sitting there, legs crossed, her furry mantel and dress
    perfectly fitting to her. She was examining her nails, and picking at what
    must have been imaginary dirt with a tiny tool. I couldn’t clearly see
    through the purple hazy light.



    “Hey, you,” I said as I bumped her with my shoulder. To my satisfaction,
    she had to grab the fabric of my gambeson under the leather jerkin I wore
    to stop herself from flying off. “You forget how little I know about this
    world and you're supposed to be my guide right? So…” I gestured to the
    road. “Guide away little fairy. Where do you think would be best for me to
    start?”



    Ailsa shot off my shoulder and hovered directly in front of my face. “You
    nearly caused me to chip a nail! Do you know how long it takes for a fairy
    to regrow a nail?” She demanded.



    “Uh, no. I don’t. And I think that perfectly demonstrates what I’m talking
    about and why you’re here to help me.” I was growing just as frustrated at
    her disinterest in the decision we had to make as she was at having been
    disturbed from her grooming.



    “Oh. Well, it takes a long time! Like, hours! And the entire time the other
    fairies laugh and mock you and make you feel ugly until it grows back. Then
    they ignore you for the next week and when they do say anything to you they
    call you names like ‘Chipped Nail Nancy’ or ‘Airhead Ailsa’.” She folded
    her arms and scowled at me.



    “Well, yeah,” I said trying to reconcile. “Kids can be monsters you know? I
    was teased mercilessly when I was a little kid too.”



    “What? No, I'm not talking about as a kid, I'm talking about actual adult
    fully grown fairies! They’re the worst! They tease you, throw mud at you,
    make you cry, honestly one mistake and fairies descend on you like a school
    of man-eating piranha.”



    “What do you do with your kids?” I asked, not sure if I wanted to know the
    answer.



    “Oh, fairies mature very quickly compared to other races. Like, maybe a
    week? I can’t really remember it's been a long time since I was a kid. But
    the entire time the whole fairy community watch’s you. Fairy children can
    be a handful. I remember this one time…” She zipped in excited circles as
    she spoke. “... I set the entire forest I grew up in on fire because my
    uncle Raditss fell asleep watching me.



    “I- I liked fire as a kid. I hid for a few hours while everyone from my
    village put out the fire and then looked for me. It was a great joke
    freaking everyone out, and it also gave me time to clean all of the soot
    from the fire off of me. Or I thought I did, when I came back I found out
    that I missed a single spot on my cheek, and everyone mocked me for hours.”



    Are all fairies really that vain? 
    I asked myself, not daring to say the words out loud. If Ailsa’s response
    was anything to go by it was probably the case. “That sounds awful, I mean,
    there's teasing, and then there is psychological torture. It sounds like
    what they did more closely resembled the second rather than the first. No
    wonder you don’t live with them anymore.” I said trying to console the
    obviously angry purple ball.



    “Good decision if you ask me.” Ailsa went silent and zipped out of my
    vision, a second later I felt a lightweight land on my head, she draped
    herself over it and my shoulders, using her arms as a pillow. I was used to
    my nieces and nephews riding on my shoulders, so it didn’t bother me too
    much. “Personally? I don’t care whether you have a chipped fingernail, or
    if you were uglier than a sin to a saint. Treating someone like that is
    horrible.”



    “It's not so bad,” she said, her voice muffled slightly by my hair. “I did
    a lot of teasing too you know. It's one of a fairies favorite pastimes.” In
    an even smaller voice, she said, “and I was really good at it.” Knowing
    when I had inadvertently stumbled into a mind field, I stayed quiet. After
    a few minutes of silence, I decided to take the third option and sat down
    on the ground in the lotus position.



    While working on my undergrad I had taken several classes in stress
    management offered free through the student health center. One of the
    techniques I had learned was a mindfulness exercise that required you to
    find a comfortable spot, close your eyes, and examine every part of your
    body.



    I started with my toes, feeling them more fully than the rest of my body. I
    moved my consciousness up to my knees, then my lower back, it still felt a
    bit tight. As I started to move my thoughts to my upper back, a gruff male
    voice interrupted me. I couldn’t understand anything that was said, but I
    was sure it was angry.



    My eyes shot open and I looked towards the source of the voice. An elderly
    man wearing warm clothes and a large sun hat with furs that covered his
    neck sat atop a small rickety cart pulled by what can only be described as
    a nearly starving poney. I got to my feet but kept standing in the roadway,
    waiting for the man to speak again. When he did I got the prompt I was
    waiting for.



    


        “Congratulations! You have accessed your “Gift Of Tongues” and learned
        Torish Common! You can now speak, read, and write Torrish Common to the
        same skill level that you are able to speak, read, and write in your
        native language. Experiment further with this gifted trait to learn the
        extent of its potential.”
   

 



    Not having understood him when the old man had spoken, I thought that it
    would be smart to be the next one to speak. “I apologize, I am new to these
    lands and I am embarrassed to admit that I have gotten a little lost.
    Perhaps you can point me in the right direction?” I asked, smiling and
    turning the charm up as high as it went. The old man seemed to think about
    it for a second, and while he did I scratched under the chin of his
    emaciated pony.



    “Where are you trying to get to boy?” the man asked, it was an odd feeling
    understanding implicitly another language, it wasn’t translated into
    English exactly, more like the meaning just entered my mind as the man
    spoke. I seemed to understand him clearly enough, which meant that I had
    properly understood how Gift of Tongues worked.



    Torish Common was a brutish, guttural language, reminiscent of German if
    the speaker had a natural base voice and had a particularly bad cold
    forcing him to constantly be trying to clear his throat.



    “This road only goes to two places, Cutters Hollow” he pointed north in the
    direction he was headed, “and the Western Twin” he pointed south where he
    had come from. “Road ends at the Hollow. If you’d like a ride I’d be
    willing to give ya one, as long as you look out for bandits. This road
    isn’t known as dangerous but you can never be too careful.”



    


        “Unknown Old Man has offered you the quest “Lonely Road 1”: He has
        asked you to accompany him along his journey to Cutters Hollow in the
        north. The journey is a short one, but the old man is worried about
        bandits. Risk: Low. Reword: A ride to Cutters Hollow, 100 experience
        points, and additional unknown benefits to be discovered. Do you
        accept? Yes, or No?”
    




    I thought about it, and then accepted, it seemed like an easy enough quest,
    even with the number 1 in the name meaning it could be a chain quest.
    Still, chain quests were usually an easy way for gamers to gain experience
    points without much real risk early in RPG’s, though they were usually
    time-consuming. “Are you sure your poney here will survive the trip?” The
    old man just laughed and waved me on. I climbed aboard the back of the
    rickety cart and sat flatly in its empty bed. Another second or two and the
    old man clicked his tongue a few times and the poney began pulling.



    “Thank you for the ride, I didn’t catch your name old-timer?” I said trying
    to strike up a conversation.



    “That's because I didn’t give it. You foreign travelers must be very
    confident in your abilities, to accept rides from strangers.” The old man
    turned in his seat slightly and spoke over his shoulder. “That's alright
    though, asking a favor from someone without knowing their name isn’t an
    insult around here, but you go further south and the locals would have had
    the sheriff called on you. Prudish southern Torish don’t take kindly to
    those who aren't themselves. Though they take our silvers well enough when
    there’s enough of them to be had. The names Riggil.”



    “Nice to meet you Riggil, my name is …” Before I could finish the sentence,
    a purple light appeared and encircled the entire cart emanating from, my
    hair?



   

 
        “You have been caught in an unknown Illusion spell. Duration: Unknown.
        Effect: Riggil believes that your current conversation has ended, and
        is unable to hear anything spoken by those affected by this spell.”
    

    



    “What are you doing meathead!” Ailsa flew into view as I felt a light
    breeze on the back of my neck. “Why didn’t you wake me up when you first
    heard other people around?” I just stared at her confused. I looked back at
    Riggil, and he and the donkey kept trudging along like nothing was
    happening behind him.



    “Don’t worry about him,” Ailsa said “The spell I just cast effectively
    makes anyone looking at us unable to understand our conversation. To him
    and everyone else you’re just sitting back here all quiet by yourself, like
    a psychopath, all quiet and behaving. You should have woke me up when he
    came by.”



    “Why?” I asked confused by her outrage.



    “Because I could have walked you through accessing your gifts, I could have
    helped you avoid any oddness that might have drawn unwanted attention to
    yourself, and I could have used the opportunity as a learning experience!
    It was literally why I let myself fall asleep, because you chose to sit
    down to wait for someone to come by! I didn’t think you would be dumb
    enough not to wake me up!” She yelled at me.



    Honestly, it was kind of cute. I knew Ailsa probably had unimaginable power
    compared to myself but right then? I had to fight back the urge to either
    laugh, grin like a mad man, or hug her like people in cat videos hug
    kittens. It took a will of iron, but I succeeded. Or at least I thought I
    had. “Stop smirking and pay attention!” Apparently, not as well as I had
    hoped.



    “Another reason you should have woke me up is because of what you just
    tried to do!” Ailsa zipped directly in front of my face as she spoke.



    “What? I was just having a conversation with Riggil.” I said indignantly.



    “No, you were about to give an old man you don’t even know your true name.
    Or at least your true name as far as Ethria is concerned.”



    “My true name? What's that?” I asked.



    “A true name” Alisa began to calm down, taking a scholarly and teacherly
    tone as she floated back a little from my face, hovering just behind the
    cart as it trudged along, my feet dangling off the back. “Is the name that
    Ethria indexes you as. Everything in all of the multiverse has a true name.
    The ground, the air, the sky, from every speck of dust to every Grand Titan
    or Mythic God. Your actual true name is probably something completely
    different then what your family named you back home. However, because you
    are a summoned being, Ethria indexes or recognizes you as the name you were
    known by when you entered Ethria.”



    “It's basically the transitive property of names then? If I, here, equal my
    name from home, and my name back home means my actual true name, then the
    name by which I entered Ethria essentially has become my true name. Got it,
    it's not that complicated a concept, I think.” I said, squinting my eyes at
    the purple ball of light at the last statement and reexamining the idea for
    any holes I might have missed.



    “Kind of, if that's how you need to understand it then sure, the transitive
    property of names it is.” Ailsa said as she began to buzz in circles behind
    the cart. “Look, true names are dangerous and powerful things. If a mage,
    even a weak mage, ever learned your true name they would have a lot of
    power over you. They could do things like bypass any magical defenses, know
    your location instantly and in real-time without using any scrying magic,
    or be able to read your full character sheet no matter what your settings
    are. And that's if they were stupid and didn’t know what they could really
    do with it.”



    My eyes went big and I began really paying attention.“So, I need to keep my
    name from home a secret then.” I said. “Never reveal it to anyone for any
    reason. I can’t imagine that makes for a very trusting society.” I said
    pessimistically.



    “Well,” Ailsa said still taking on an instructors tone of voice “Most
    people don’t know their true names and never learn them, those that do are
    usually magic users of some kind. Even then most mages actively avoid
    learning their true names so as to not accidentally let it slip. However,
    learning your true name can give you power over yourself, learning someone
    else's name can help to strengthen a covenant of love or a bond of
    friendship into an unbreakable tie that could withstand entry into whatever
    lies beyond death's veil. It is a powerful, yet risky thing. In some
    smaller cultures, though they tend to be smaller in number and pretty
    fearful and distrustful of outsiders, wise and trusted leaders will help a
    young person discover their true name, and how to gain access to the
    different portions of their characteristics sheet.”



    “Like what you’re doing for me.” I said following along.



    “Precisely. Usually, these cultures make the learning of one's true name
    some kind of coming of age ritual, accompanied by the need to do some kind
    of great quest. The Torish, Green Elves, and most other civilized races and
    cultures around here look down on such practices, though for the life of me
    I can’t figure out why.”



    I nodded as she spoke, thinking of the implications for where I was now.
    “So,” I said after a few seconds of quiet contemplation. “Technically I
    know my true name right? Does that mean that I gain access to some of that
    power and knowledge you talked about?” The tiny fairy bobbed up and down
    excitedly.



    “Well of course dummy! Why do you think you have access to your full
    character sheet? Most every day people never gain the type of access you
    have. Sure they can see their statistics, skills, and maybe a trait or two,
    but you have access to the definition screens, full trait list, and even
    the mathematical calculations of your skill modifiers. Usually, only those
    who live life to the fullest, are prone to deep introspection, or who live
    into the elder years of their race ever gain that kind of access.”



    “Well, that sucks,” I said slightly taken aback. She had explained
    something similar earlier, but it never really sunk in as to exactly how
    limited most people were. “Didn't Mr. Grumpy say that Ethria was designed
    to reward people with instant gratification to encourage living life to the
    fullest? Isn’t denying access to a person's characteristic sheet
    counterproductive to that goal?” I asked.



    “That, that has to do with things that will come much later in your
    education. For now, just know that there are other forces on Ethria that
    don’t want what the Gods, or even the Titans of Ethria, want.” Ailsa began
    to fly in circles behind the cart again. I was completely dissatisfied with
    her answer, cosmic beings being in conflict? And not with each other? And
    who or what were the Titans she spoke of? What could possibly stand up to
    the power of a god, even a weak god? Over the next ten minutes, I peppered
    Ailsa with these questions, demanding to know what she was hiding and
    trying every dirty trick that I had learned to pry information from
    teachers and professors over the years.



    “Look!” She said cutting off another question. “I can’t, and won't, tell
    you okay? Just know that there is knowledge that is dangerous on Ethria.
    From the way you describe your world, knowledge is plentiful and open to
    everyone in any situation anywhere on your world, nearly instantaneously,
    which is almost impossible to even imagine. Here? Knowledge is both power
    and danger.”



    “If I were to tell you certain things it would make you responsible for
    that knowledge, and it would enter you into a contest that you are nowhere
    near prepared for. Nine rings of hell and seven high heavens, I am nowhere
    near powerful enough to have this knowledge safely, that is one of the
    reasons I’m in the direct service of my patron gods, for protection. There
    are things that if I told you, would lead to your death in a matter of days
    at most. So please, trust me on this?” She asked as she bobbed side to
    side. I squinted at her again and saw that she wasn’t even looking at me,
    she was doing the flying equivalent of pacing back and forth wringing her
    hands in frustration and worry.



    “Okay. Yeah. That's not ominous or anything.” I said “I get it. Knowledge
    is power, hide it well.”



    “Exactly!” Ailsa said excitedly, she buzzed over my head in circles going
    ever higher until she dived back down, and landed gently on my shoulder.
    “That is a great montra, please use it and apply it whenever possible!” She
    said happily kicking her feet in a mockery of what I was doing. I found
    myself caught between two conflicting emotions.



    I wanted to smile at Ailsa’s cute antics, and simultaneously, I wanted to
    run as far away from this world as I could. No world in which that saying
    was considered actual wisdom was a world I wanted to live in. Especially as
    a weakling who Ailsa thought would be challenged by a level 1 goblin with
    only around 6 health.
    
        Well, leaving isn’t feasible right now, that leaves one option. I’m
        going to have to become stronger.
    



    After another few seconds of thinking and enjoying Ailsa’s antics as she
    jumped off my shoulder and flew around, only to land right in the same
    place again several times, I said “Ailsa, can you teach me magic? Or you
    know, teach me about magic? How it works here in Ethria?” For a while when
    I was younger I had always played a mage character in high fantasy RPG’s.
    The reason? There was one thing every fantasy RPG player knew, mages
    started out weak and nearly useless at the lower levels, but at the higher
    levels? The phrase “I reject your reality and substitute my own” was a
    perfect description of what true magic users in most fantasy settings could
    do. Most other character playstyles relied on some form of magic, magic
    weapons, enchanted equipment, combat magic, or something else like Kie or
    Stamina, which was basically magic for fighters, to keep up with Mages and
    level the playing field. I eventually learned that that had made me a power
    gamer, and while power gaming was fun it could also be immersion breaking.
    Here on Ethria though? Might as well power game the crap out of all of
    this. The more powerful I was, I thought, the easier it would be to get
    home.



    Ailsa buzzed her wings again, but the sound held a pitch I had come to
    understand as communicating worry, unease, or uncertainty. “Magic on Ethria
    is, well, it's eclectic, to put it mildly. Most species when they first
    come to Ethria bring with them native magics or spells, and Ethria attempts
    to incorporate and quantify such magics into its native system in order to
    make the transition for newcomers as easy as possible.”



    “That makes sense, but what does it mean for me learning magic?” I asked.



    “I don’t know to be honest. One thing I was afraid of when Co’le’thel’ka
    told me about you was that since you don’t come from a plane with any kind
    of native magic, that you are going to be at a distinct disadvantage in
    learning it. You might not even be able to learn it at all.” I growled my
    frustration and laid down in the cart, feet dangling off the end still. “It
    could also mean,” she said hopefully. “that the basic native magic of
    Ethria might be easier for you to access and learn. We won’t know until we
    try.”



    “Before we do any of that though, you distracted me from what I was trying
    to explain to you,” Ailsa said buzzing her wings in annoyance. “You’re
    going to need to choose a new name. A name people here in Ethria can know
    you by.” I looked at her in mild shock. It made sense, I just hadn't
    thought about it that way. If I was going to keep my true name a secret
    from others, of course, I would need a new name for Ethria. “Co’le’thel’ka
    and I took the liberty of making a list of names you can choose from.
    Here.” A text box appeared in my vision.




    
        “Ailsa the fairy, and Co’le’thel’ka the celestial crocodilian, have
        presented you with a list of potential new names for your time in
        Ethria.
    




	Lyndon Hill (Southern Torish)


	Irvine Torres (Easterner)


	Bittel Terish (Northern Torish)


	Griffin Jenkins (Easterner)


	Ralph Moores (Southern Torish)




    






    
        You may choose a name on this list, or choose a different name of your
        own creation.”
    





Underneath this was another box that said    “Character Name: ” With a blinking on and off black
    cursor. I thought about it. “Each of these names has a little bit of info
    about their origins in parentheses beside them. Will that affect me as we
    go?” I asked.



    “Yes and no. You can choose to try and act like say, a southern Torish man
    if you took the first name Lyndon, but you wouldn’t be forced too.
    Northerners are sometimes names southern names, and vise-versa, though if
    someone was judging you just by your name on a list, they might assume you
    were from the place listed beside each name.”



    I thought about it again, if this was supposed to be a new start in life,
    if I was supposed to keep my old name a secret as much as possible, while
    being some kind of savior or pathfinder for a large group of people heading
    this way even now, I would need a name that stood out as different and
    wasn’t burdened by negative stereotyping. However, if I stood out too much
    what Ailsa had warned me about other powers coming to an awareness of me
    being more likely. I needed to find a good balance, something people would
    remember and see as unique, while also not being so unique as to
    immediately arouse suspicion about my origins. I also needed to choose a
    name that if someone called me by, I would respond naturally too. Something
    I was familiar with.



    I told Ailsa several of the names I thought of and together we decided no
    too Mobius, Masked Titan, The Mask, Dark, Carnage, Dark Carnage (that last
    one I thought was rather creative, but she was adamant my name actually be
    a name and not a gamer handle), and several other names I had used as
    usernames and gammer tags in the past. None of them really worked or they
    would have drawn far too much attention.



    “You know,” She said a few minutes later, her spell still active around us.
    “The ancient Pervolins use to name their children after personal traits
    they exhibited as they grew up.”



    “What's a Pervolin?” I asked.



    “Whats a...?” her voice grew in tone as her mood grew in exasperation. “A…
    a… Do you not know why you are here meathead?! Co’le’thel’ka promised me
    you had been told what your mission is, and, yeah, I just checked. You have
    the quest.”



    “Yeah, I know I’m supposed to help a bunch of people who are not fully
    human find a new home or something, but what is a Pervolin? No one has told
    me about them yet.”



    “The, the Pervolins were once a great people. I’ve never seen any Grand
    Pervolins myself, they were the pure-blooded from their original homeworld.
    But what I’ve heard about them could fill libraries. Histories of their
    wars, political struggles, religions, cults, secret combinations, the
    cataclysms they crafted, stopped, and survived, and their grandest
    successes and marvelous works of magic, architecture, and crafting were
    known by a thousand planets across a hundred creations.” As Ailsa spoke she
    spun around me in her normal loops, but in a slower more deliberate
    fashion, as if she sought to be reverent as she spoke of the Pervolins.



    “From the stories that the ancient fae mothers tell they loved nature in
    all its forms. They grew mighty cities from great trees and carved
    cathedrals to their gods out of the highest of mountain stone. They dug
    deep to find the most beautiful of gems and hung them on silver moonlight
    spun into string and melded with the most precious of metals. They built
    cities among kelp and sea salt, grew them from the coral and shale under
    their home world's oceans. And some stories say they even found a way to
    build upon the clouds themselves. Though, that is among the more fanciful
    legends about them.”



    Ailsa began to spin and fly around me faster as the story progressed. Light
    began to flow in streaks behind her, the purple light from her concealment
    spell bleeding into and mixing with the white light that seemed to trail
    her, and I thought at times, as my imagination spurred by the words of her
    story mixed with the sparks and streaks of light, that I saw tall, elegant
    humanoid figures dancing, fighting, laughing, and building. They were
    silhouettes living life in a way purer then I had ever thought possible.



    “They were a kind and benevolent people for eons. Or so the stories tell.
    They guarded their world against all incursions with the most powerful of
    spells, and their faith was the most unshakeable of any species of mortal
    beings that has ever graced any creation. Though, some might not have
    called them mortal at all, as a divine spark lay in each of their hearts.
    They warded many worlds that had not the power to protect themselves, and
    they often went to war for the freedom and security of those far lesser
    than themselves.” The white light from Ailsa’s dizzyingly fast movements
    began to dim slightly. Her movements slowed, and she was silent for a long
    moment, as if reluctant to continue with the story as she silently drifted
    around me.



    “What happened to them” I dared to ask, my voice small and filled with an
    emotion I hadn’t noticed.



    As if waiting for that very question Ailsa responded with the recitation of
    something read and memorized long ago.“They fell. They fell through
    blasphemies so black as to make the void itself weep at their sins. No one
    knows exactly why, or how, or when, but the holy and wholesome people that
    were once the Pervolins fell into darkness and gave into hate. Some say
    they saw the truth of the universe and went mad, others that some great
    leader conquered them and turned them to his own purpose. The truth is, not
    even the gods we serve really know.” Ailsa’s voice was a deeply rich alto
    and reminded me of the playing of a long and clear note from a violin, her
    words strung together like notes of a sorrowful and soulful song.



    “The hatred they embraced twisted them, broke them, and reformed them into
    something fouler than the deepest of black. It is said that in all of the
    multiverse no new thoughts are thought, that no new songs are sung as time
    is infinite and so are the many creations in it, but there, on Pervolin,
    were born new sins, sins so grave as to turn the stomach of even the
    foulest of fallen.” Ailsa slowed down and all of the light from her odd
    performance dissipated. “I don’t have time to finish the story, perhaps
    tonight before you sleep?” I just nodded, somewhat stunned from it all.



    “As I was saying, the Pervolin, the true Pervolin, not the corrupted ones
    that came later, use to name their children after attributes that they
    exhibited in youth. If you don’t like any of the names Co’le’thel’ka or I
    picked out, and you are too much of a meathead to come up with your own,
    then that might be your guide. It is a practice that some humans use in the
    western peninsula.”



    “What are those people like?” I asked giving the idea some real
    consideration.



    “Weeeell” She dragged the word out for about a second or two longer than
    needed. “They are generally thought of as barbarian types by the Torish.”



    I shook my head “no way, I can’t do that. While it would be cool to go
    around named Candor or something, I need a name that will at the very least
    be seen neutrally by the Torish, who I am assuming are going to make up the
    majority of the people I’ll be trying to guide. Right?” The fairy nodded
    and bobbed up and down as she did. Stopping myself from laughing, I
    continued “So no names that would make me seem like a backwoods hick.” I
    thought about it some more, I asked Ailsa about a few biblical names, and
    while some of them had analogs in Torish, most of them came with some kind
    of political or social stigma attached to them. I looked down at the tiny
    cart as it swayed back and forth and it clicked.



    “I got it!” I said “How about, Rayid? It means Pioneer in Arabic, that's
    another language from my home I’ve studied a little bit, and a pioneer is
    basically going to be my job for the foreseeable future. From what I
    understand from looking at the linguistics of the different regions none of
    them have anything like it, so it will be new and carry virtually no
    political or social baggage. What do you think?”



    “That actually doesn’t completely suck human,” she said, again bobbing up
    and down as she circled around me. “Not bad for a meathead like you,” I
    smirked, I knew she was impressed, she just didn’t want to show it for fear
I would get a big head. Well, too late fairy, I thought to myself     I am RAYID!  As I thought the name, it filled in the blinking
    box. A massive “ACCEPT” button appeared under it and I thought Yes
    .





    “Congratulations on this your naming day, Rayid of House Tear! Welcome to
    Ethria, may your life here be as prosperous as your life elsewhere ever
    was!”




    This prompt was different, with a gold and royal purple theme. A different
    booming voice that seemed to shake the ground under the cart read it aloud
    in my mind, it was distinctly different from the voices I had experienced
    before, and seemed magnitudes more powerful and present. “What did you do
    meathead!” came the shrill and diminutive voice of my fairy guide. I
    minimized the box, and immediately another one appeared.





    “Congratulations! As a gift upon this momentous occasion, Ethria itself
    grants your race a boon!”




    I tried minimizing the second notification as soon as I finished reading
    it, and before the announcing voice finished, but it didn’t close. Finally,
    when the voice finished reading, it minimized.





    “Congratulations! You have been granted a single Boon by the spirit of
    Ethria itself! As the first and only member of your race to come to Ethria
    you receive the Trait, Unlimited Potential as your Boon. Unlimited
    Potential: You will be able to learn any form of magic, skill, or ability
    native to Ethria. Know This: Unlimited Potential synergies with aspects of
    each of your 3 Cosmic Gifts. The full effects of which will probably never
    be fully discovered. Current synergies known for “Gift of Tongues”: None.
    Current synergies known for “Eldritch Knowledge”: None. Current synergies
    known for “Mysterious Stranger”: None. Know this: Being able to learn
    magic, and being skilled in its use and application, are different things.
    Apply yourself to learning a form of magic and you will succeed.
    Eventually. Welcome to Ethria, Earthling.”




    By the end of the tirade of powerful booming noise that filled my mind, my
    head was throbbing. I minimized the last prompt and gave myself a full two
    minutes before I felt like I could speak again without splitting my brain
    open to the air around me. Apparently, Ailsa was suffering similar effects
    to what I was going through, and she sat on my shoulder not saying a word
    and holding her head as if in pain. When the world stopped spinning long
    enough for me to look around, the purple haze of Ailsa’s spell was gone,
    and the world had returned to normal.



    “That… hurt…” Was all I heard from Ailsa as she silently crawled on top of
    my head. I winced slightly, but it looked like I was recovering faster then
    she was. I felt her cover her face in my hair, and go quickly back to sleep
    as she had before.



    I turned my thoughts back to what I was doing and turned around to look at
    the driver. “So, Riggil. I haven’t told you my name. Let me correct that.”
    The older man turned to look at me over his shoulder. “My name is Rayid.”
    The old man nodded in thanks. “So, to pick up our conversation where we
    left off, what were you doing before you ran into me? Were you picking
    something up? Or dropping something off?” Riggil smiled at me, he was
    missing a few teeth in his grin, but he didn’t seem self-conscious about
    it.



    “Well, I was dropping off some firewood for sale at the twins market. Wood
    is really the only thing that comes out of Cutters Hollow you know. The
    wood harvesters are only allowed to cut on the southern side of the river
    naturally, as the forest to the north is infested with elves. But there's
    more than enough work for us cutters on the south side of the river. And
    there should be more than enough work for a brave young traveler like
    yourself. That reminds me, I had a grandson that left home to be a
    traveler, something I had always wanted to do…” The older man turned back
    towards the road and kept talking. As Riggil’s voice droned on, I leaned my
    back on the rail, lifted my feet back into the cart, and slowly drifted off
    to sleep.



    


Chapter 4: The Barbarian And The Elves



    “He was the sort of person who stood on mountain tops during thunderstorms
    in copper armor yelling ‘All the gods are bastards.’” - Terry Pratchett



    Northeast of the Twins, along the northern border of Tor. Frega, 23rd, 2987
    AoR









    The cart jostled me awake sometime later. “Ugh” came a fairy voice from
    just above my head. “What is it?” I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and
    pulled myself back up to a sitting position.



    “Riggil, where are we?” I asked stretching. I received a satisfying pop
    along my spine in response.



    “Somewhere further west along the road, Rayid. I thought that the lack of
    buildings would have tipped you off. I guess not all travelers are the
    observant type.” He said the last under his breath, but still loud enough
    for me to hear it over the creaking of the cart. “It’s good you wake Rayid”
    he continued. “Here,” he gestured around the cart. Thick woods surrounded
    us on both sides of the road, large hills that sloped into mountains were
    still visible towering over the trees to the south. “Is where we face the
    greatest chance of running into bandits, or angry elves.”



    “Wait,” I said as I adjusted my leather harness, jerkin, and sword belt,
    which had all twisted slightly out of place as I slept. “I thought you said
    the elves were cool with the woodcutters working on the southern side of
    the river.”



    “Cool? Well, they certainly don’t have the warmest disposition towards our
    little town and the work we do, that is true. But for the most part, they
    don’t mind it too much. We have an agreement you know. Nothing as fancy as
    those southern lords and their treaties, but it's served us well over the
    years.” I thought about what he said.



    Freaking idioms,
    I thought to myself
    
        . Of course he would take it wrong. Really gotta watch those going
        forward.
    



    Riggil continued talking “Even though we have an agreement, not all of them
    pointy ears are happy with it. Sometimes some of the younger elves like to
    come over here and stir up trouble. It's usually just pranks like setting
    wood chips on fire to make it look like the forest is ablaze, stealing the
    woodcutters' axes and hiding them in the tallest trees, or covering the
    sawmills blade with mud. Usually, a good talking too by the guards, a night
    in the jail followed by a council with their parents, is enough to prevent
    further trouble from the rascals. At least for a while.” The elderly man
    chuckled at some memory I wasn’t privy to before continuing.



    “But, sometimes they take their pranks a little too far, a pair of them
    killed one of farmer Burts milking cows about a month ago, and almost
    caused a stampede into town. Could have killed someone if the sheriff
    hadn’t been along the road looking for bandits, and headed them off in
    time. The elves paid for the cow of course, but the entire affair has put
    everyone a bit on edge.”



    
        That’s perhaps, the most boring and mundane inciting event for a plot I
        have ever heard
    
    . I thought sarcastically rolling my eyes behind the elderly man’s back.
    
        At least it isn’t “wolves are infesting the forest, please kill six of
        them to make the forest safer”
    
    I thought to myself.



    “Of course” the old man continued “they’re not the only problem in the
    woods. There are bears in the forest, they usually don’t bother us much,
    but if the bandits and elves keep spooking them and invading the matriarchs
    dens when they have cubs, well, it tends to lead to a good mauling or two.
    Usually the bandits, but sometimes it's herders and farmers who weren’t
    hurting anyone, just minding their own business in The Clearing.”



    Spoke too soon
    , I chided myself.
    
        And bears? That's way worse than wolves, particularly mama bears with
        cubs, messing with those is basically suicide. Don’t do it old man,
        don’t do it...
    



    “You know, I’m sure if you go speak to the mayor he could arrange a bounty
    of bear pelts. Kill a few of the bear matriarchs, get them to go back up
    into the mountains rather than staying here, and there will probably be a
    goodly reward.” A small notification window opened with a prompt telling me
    about the potential for the quest. I minimized it without either rejecting
    or accepting and continued to listen. I got a little text box saying the
quest was added to my “quest list.”    I’ll have to look that up later.



    “I know you traveler types like that kind of thing. Don’t understand it
    myself, messing with a matriarch bear raising cubs, even one of the small
    razorbacks, is only a little better than suicide. Might as well go jump off
    a cliff, would be less painful.”



    “That would depend on how high the cliff is” I quipped back.



    The old man laughed and turned his attention back to the road, “Too true,
    too true.” he said and flicked the lead in his hand, eliciting a faster
    pace from the plodding and emaciated pony. After I finished wrestling with
    my jerkin and gear and finally got it all straightened out I sat up and
    watched the woods in front of the cart, scanning first north, then south. I
    caught my attention slipping a few times and had to shake myself in an
    effort to stay awake and alert.



    As time passed the trees grew thicker in number and taller in stature. The
    underbrush grew more and more wild, thick shrubbery bushes with large brown
    thorns seemed to crowed the road on the north side, and to the south wild
grass as thick as a lions mane rose to just above the cart's undercarriage.The old man was right, I thought to myself,    this is the perfect place for an ambush by bandits or predators.



    “Hey Riggil, how long does this thick forest last?” I asked, my voice
    breaking the oppressive hush that surrounded us. The only sound other than
    the creaking of the wheels and the breathing of Riggil, the pony, and
    myself was the soft brushing of the wind through the thick gasses or the
    creaking the same stiff breeze coaxed out of the thorny brambles.



    “Only a bit more, then it thins a little before we hit The Clearing. There
    are a few farms there where we can find succor if we don’t get to the town
    before nightfall. We don’t want to be on the road, even in the clearing,
    after nightfall.”



    “Why’s that?” I asked confused as I sat on my knees surveying the tall
    grass to the south, the thick thorny bramble bushes providing adequate
    protection to the north. I watched for changes in the pattern as the wind
    softly moved the grass, places where the grass wasn’t as high, or where the
    swaying seemed to slow or stop unexpectedly. I found nothing.



    “The clearing is safe from bears, but some of the more desperate bandits
    sometimes get that close to town. The tall grass continues on into the
    clearing and so they use that to hide in, but a watchful eye can usually
    catch 'em before they get close enough to be a real threat.”



    So this tall grass continues in the clearing?
    I thought to myself. I had originally thought that the grass needed the
    trees in some way to survive.
    
        I can see how even without the trees it could be dangerous, if I were
        to stand in it the grass it would probably come up to just above my
        waist.
    



    Our journey continued onward in silence for another few hours with no real
    change, it was one constant landscape of thickly wooded tree canopy above,
    with thick bramble bushes on one side, and tall grass that seemed to
    swallow the roots and trunks of the trees that they surrounded on the
    other. Ailsa would occasionally dart away into the thick grass zoom around
    and get some of her energy out of it. It eventually became a game of hide
    and seek between the two of us, which helped me stay alert and awake.
    Riggil, if he was bothered by the fact that a random fairy had appeared and
    begun playing hide and seek with his guard, didn’t show it. When Ailsa had
    gotten bold enough to try and hide in a beehive, and then ran for her life
    when the swarm took a decidedly negative view, Riggil simply laughed.



    “Oh, it does my heart good to see a fairy in Ethria again. It has been so
    long since they were seen. My old granddad use to tell tales of how they
    use to live in the forest with the elves just south of the twins long
    before even his great granddad was born. He use to tell of how the fairies
    were the kindest of Fae and found it possible to live among us mortals
    despite being so different.” He turned and looked at me, as my little
    purple fairy used a spell to conceal herself from the angry swarm as she
    hid in a tree up ahead of us, and the swarm slowly returned to its home,
    unable to find their quarry.



    “The fae, in most of the old stories, be dangerous creatures. They have
    alien minds, even to their cousins the elves. But the fairies see, they
    always had a liking of us mortal folk. When the fae where banished all them
    long years ago, well twas a real shame it was that the fairies got taken
    with’em.”



    What
    ? I thought, but before I could voice any one of the hundreds of questions
    this tiny bit of world lore planted in my mind, a tiny purple missile hit
    me square in the chest.



    “You didn’t help me!” Ailsa screamed indignantly. Her voice was a deep alto
    voice, for such a tiny creature, but comparatively, it was still high
    pitched and squeaky, and I had to suppress a laugh at her anger. “You saw
    those, those, beasts, attacking me and you did nothing! You sat here, and
    you laughed!”



    “Well to be fair…” I began but was quickly cut off by Riggil covering a
    laugh with a wheezing cough that quickly turned into a real one. Ailsa,
    still indigent, went to the old man and held out her hands. A gentle white
    light went from her fingertips into the still coughing elder who gently
    pulled the cart to a stop as he hacked up a lung. After a few seconds,
    Riggils coughing subsided, and silence gripped the road again. I continued
    to scan the grass to the south as Riggil recovered, and felt funnel of air
    rush past my right ear.



    


        “You have been attacked by Unknown Archer. Attack missed, damage 0.”
    




    With a thought I minimized the screen and whirled around on my knees, still
    in the bed of the cart, now facing north and ducking down as low as I
    could. “Get down!” I yelled as I tried to pull sparks from its sheath.
    Another whooshing sound came from my left, followed by a thud into the dirt
    behind me. A bright blue light appeared from my right and shot into the
    bramble-wood to the north.



    “Riggil, get down old man!” Ailsa squeaked as loudly as her voice would
    permit, as she shot forward, releasing more light blue balls from her tiny
    hands. Each crackled with soundless lightning and shouts of pain echoed
    back through the trees to meet my ears as they hit their unseen targets. I
    looked over and saw Riggil sitting slumped in his seat, but still
    breathing. I reached up and touched my ear and found a tiny trickle of
    blood there where the arrow had nicked me.



    Shit
    , I thought as I looked at the blood and felt the stinging pain as my
    fingers as I probed the wound. It isn’t bad, I thought,
    
        but damn does that hurt! If this world is some kind of VR, they have
        the pain settings set to max.
    



    “
    Rayid. Rayid where are you? Get over here!” Ailsa’s tiny voice demanded
    from too far into the wood for me to see clearly. The faint purple haze of
    her aura was visible, but she wasn’t clearly in sight. I jumped down off
    the back of the cart, naked steel in hand, sparks earning its name. I
    looked for a way through the thorny brush, but after a few seconds unable
    to find one, I used my sword to carve one. It took me a few swings before I
    was able to turn enough of the seeming wall of thorns to ash and twig, and
    when I finally stepped past it I found something I was not expecting.



    “There you are meathead!” Ailsa said “Get over here and help me. This one’s
    really hurt.” Ailsa was standing, or rather hovering over the downed body
    of a young man as skinny as the twigs underfoot, and about as sturdy as a
    stiff breeze of wind. His hair was jet black, laying on the ground it was
    difficult to gauge his height, but he must have at least been around 5’4,
    maybe a little taller. He wore a forest green tunic, and brown hose with
    matching shoes on his feet. Next to Ailsa, sitting rubbing feeling back
    into her face and wearing a worried expression and outfit to match, was a
    young woman of similar features with very feminine curves and two pointy
    ears jutting out to the sides of her head. She had tears streaming down her
    cheeks, but whether it was for the boy, or from getting electrocuted by my
    fairy guide, I wasn’t sure. “Meathead!” Ailsa yelled, her voice near
    panicked. I realized what I was looking at and shook myself mentally into
    action.



    I ran over and kneeled down on the ground as the fairy began to circle
    around us anxiously. The boy wasn’t breathing, I felt for a heartbeat and
    couldn’t find one. I opened his mouth and turned him to his side so he
    wouldn’t choke on his own tongue, then laid him flat and began pumping his
    chest. Three beats in I felt some of his ribs give way, on the fifth beat
    there was an audible snapping of one of his ribs and the girl whimpered.
    “Markel, wake up Markel. He’s going to be okay right?” She asked pleading.



    “We just wanted to scare you, that's all. We weren't going to hurt you, I
    promise!” She was an elf clear as day, but despite knowing that she was
    more than likely one of the elf children come to bother strangers on the
    road, it was still odd to see her act and sound like a child in a fully
    grown woman's body. I shook myself mentally and refocused. I put my mouth
    covering his own, pinched the young man's nose closed, and blew as hard and
    deeply as I could, filling his lungs with air, and began pumping again.



    “Try a healing spell while I keep going.” I told Ailsa who bobbed in assent
    and began glowing a soft white light, the same type of light she had just
    finished using on Riggil.



    “What's going on you two? Did you get’em bandits?” Riggils voice asked from
    the road, it was muffled by the thorn wall. I didn’t have time to respond
    before I finished the fifth beat, cracking another rib with an audible
    popping sound and enclosed the young boy's mouth with my own again.



    I was not and am not an expert in medical anything, and I wasn’t sure if I
    was doing everything right from my half-remembered EMT course as a Boy
    Scout years ago, but I was sure that if I didn’t keep his heart beating,
    and his lounges refilling, he was going to die.
    
        I sure hope that elves hearts and lungs are in the same place as humans
    
    , I thought,
    
        I might just be making everything worse. Better to do your best, and
        fail than to do nothing at all.
    
    I began humming the tune to ‘staying alive’ under my breath to keep the
    beat, and a couple of times I nearly lost it to laughter at the absurdity
    of it all.



    “Gagah!” the young boy's arm shot up and hit me in the face.



   


        “You’ve been attacked by Markel. Markel dealt 0 damage to you using an
        unarmed strike.”
    




    “Ouh! Really?” I grabbed the flailing elves arms and pinned above his head
    as he began to struggle, and hyperventilate.



    “Breath slowly and deeply. I know it’ll hurt…” I said the last in response
    to a painful grimace in the boys face. He was clearly feeling the broken
    ribs I had just given him. “But you have got to breath. Slow, deep breaths,
    okay? In, out” I kept saying this as the boy attempted to wrestle free from
    my grip, but I was much stronger then he was, and my weight of nearly
    260ish lbs helped a lot with that.



    My body was fitter then I had ever gotten it in real life, and yet somehow
    I was still about the same weight and height as I had been. Roughly 6’1,
    260 lbs. In the game Kingdoms of Ashe, my character had been a lot taller,
    but much skinnier than I was in real life. The game adjusted my experience
    to make up for the difference in body type in gameplay, but Ethria must
    have decided that was too cumbersome and so had adjusted my character to
    better fit my real-world experience rather than the other way around.



    Eventually, the boys breathing began to match my instructions until there
    was another audible popping noise, and I saw the boys' ribs mold back
    slightly into their right positions. “Agh!” The boy cried, deep wracking
    sobbing cries of pain and terror. The spell finished, the light from
    Ailsa’s hands fading. I sat him up, and the girl elf also sobbing nearly
    bawled him over in an enthusiastic embrace. As they comforted each other I
    looked at Ailsa and motioned for her to go tell Riggil what was going on,
    she bobbed consent and rushed off over the bramble thorn bushes.



    “You’re okay, you’re okay, you’re okay!” The young elf girl kept saying
    between cries of her own. I kneeled back down next to Markel and rubbed his
    back as they slowly began to chat about what they were going to tell their
    parents, and how lucky they were. It was obvious to me that the boy was
    only about ten, maybe twelve years old in terms of his maturity, and the
    girl wasn’t much different.



    Man, they remind me of Donny's kids so much
    I thought sadly. I kept rubbing the young boys back until he and who I
    assumed was his sister turned around to look at me. Before they could wipe
    away the tears fully from their eyes and start talking, I heard Riggils
    voice again.



    “Who are you? No, bad question. What are you? A Half-Giant?” Riggil cackled
    the laugh that seemed to be the special purview of every elderly person in
    any universe before I heard someone rumble a deep-throated response. I
    couldn’t make out what they were saying, but I did notice two things, it
    was assuredly a masculine voice, and it didn’t sound pleased. “Oh, they
    bothered you too did they? Well they’re in there that way, my guard went
    after them with his fairy friend, and... Wait, what are you doing?” Riggils
    voice went up an octave or two, as the sound of metal leaving a sheath rang
    over the troubled children's soft whispers to one another.



    I picked up Sparks from where I had dropped it when I was performing CPR
    and stood to my full height between the road and the two children. I wasn’t
    going to let someone out for blood over a stupid, ill-conceived, but
    probably harmless prank, undue the work I had just done saving these two
    stupid kids. Particularly after they had done much worse to me personally.
    Had they been off by even an inch, I would have an arrow through the back
    of my head instead of the opportunity to more than likely, save these two
    brats.



    A massive sword cut through the bramble thorn barrier, widening the hole I
    had made earlier. “I said, what are ya doin, ya stupid oaf!? My Guard be
    takin good care’a them knife ears ya know, no need ta…” Riggil’s words, his
    accent thicker from fear, were lost to me as the two-handed sword cut
    again, widening the passage to nearly double the size. At the angle I was
    at, I still couldn’t see the “half-giant.” I grimaced, whatever needed that
    large of a hole would probably dwarf me in size, something I was not used
    to and never was comfortable with.



    The elves might have been large enough to get into a lot of trouble, but
    they were clearly still kids, no matter what they looked like. The
    discontinuity with the elves bodies might have thrown off someone else,
    most people probably. It might have caused them to hesitate, or perhaps act
    even more harshly. But I knew better.



    When I was going through my undergrad I had worked in multiple homes for
    the developmentally disabled, people who had fully grown and sometimes very
    powerful bodies, but who were at heart and in mind only toddlers and
    children. The obvious immaturity of the elves compared to that didn’t phase
    me much. I had seen much worse discontinuity of mind and body before after
    all.



    “Guardsman!” boomed a loud bass voice filled with menace, the voice hit my
    ears like a hammer blow and was swiftly followed by a hulking man who had
    to be at least seven feet tall. I am no small person, even back home I was
    usually taller than most men at 6’1, and almost always broader of shoulder
    despite never really being very fit.



    In my new, more athletic form I was probably even more imposing. This guy?
    He made me feel like I was six years old standing in front of his father
    after having just made his mother cry by saying or doing something stupid.
    His hair was red, peppered with blond giving it the same look of a
    stereotypical Scottish man, but it grew past his shoulders. He wore furs
    and had a short cape that hung from his back, and in his hands, he held his
    massive sword, with a broad flat side as wide as both my arms. It was
    designed to cleave normal, sane sized human beings in two.



    “Guardsmen! Where are…” His voice cut off as he took in the scene, the two
    elf children on the ground, Ailsa floating around somewhere hopefully ready
    to ambush this slab of human meat and muscle, and me, standing between him
    and the kids, steel bared and sparking with, well sparking with sparks.
    That why I named the sword sparks after all. “The elves,” he said softly,
    almost to himself. His gaze shifted from the children to me “Step aside
    guardsmen. I will take the elvish with me for punishment.”



    I shook my head. “Not going to happen, big guy. I don’t know what they did
    to you, but no one touches them except me now. Got it?” We both stood there
    quietly for a moment assessing each other. Or, rather, him assessing how
much of a threat I was, and me in shock and slightly paralyzed with terror.    My mouth gets me into way too much trouble! I thought,
    
        I really need to learn to shut up and let things go instead of always
        trying to mix in!
    
    I knew better than that of course, I could and never, would never just let
    others have their way. If my oath bound me to protect life, it bound me to
    do so doubly for children.



    After a few tense seconds, the large man nodded and lunged at me with his
    sword leveled.



   


        “You have been attacked by Unknown Barbarian. Perry successful, damage
        0.”
    




    I had brought Sparks up in time to divert the blade enough to avoid getting
    skewered and stepped to one side. My body reacted before I could even think
    about it, and I found myself leveling the blade and stabbing two handedly
    towards the large man's chest. I connected solidly, and sparks flew as if I
    had struck metal rather then his exposed flesh.





    “You have successfully struck Unknown Barbarian, Perry Unsuccessful. Damage
    0 = 6 sword + 2 strength + 2 skill + 4 electric damage -40 damage
    reduction.”




    I had time to think one thought before I felt a mass as hard as stone slam
into my face and darkness consumed me,    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaand I’m dead.”



    ----



    “You almost killed him!” came a shrill voice from somewhere very far away.



    “He fought bravely, but, not well.” Came a second, much deeper voice that
    sounded like drums in the deep. It had an odd quality to it, was that worry
    I heard?



    “Wait a minute. Are you worried about him?” The first voice asked. I
    couldn’t tell which response would have placated the first voice, it was a
    place every man knew to avoid and yet somehow, we all ended up there on a
    regular basis.



    Abort, abort, danger, danger Will Robinson, danger!
    I thought sluggishly and sardonically. Still having no context to what was
    going on around me, my brain was on little more than autopilot. I tried to
    give voice to my thoughts and warn my fellow brother-in-arms of the danger
    he had so foolishly walked into, but instead of my oh so clever quip, all I
    got out was a pathetic and tragic sounding groan, ending in a squeak of
    pain as everything rushed in at once.



    My sinuses were on fire, was sure I was weeping more than just tears,
    though I couldn’t see, I couldn’t even open my eyes. My skull felt like it
    had cracked in a million places and tiny rivers of burning acid ran along
    each of the cracks. The pain was the most intense thing I’d ever felt in my
    life.



  


        “You have been struck by Unknown Barbarian with Unarmed Strike. Damage
        25 non-lethal. Penalty for doubling targets HP, damage turned to
        lethal, penalty reduction due to level by divisions of 5. 5 lethal
        damage (25/5 = 5). Status Effects: You are prone. You are stunned for 1
        hour 15 minutes, 3:26 remaining. Internal decapitation, you are
        paralyzed indefinitely. Dislocated shoulder. Shattered eye socket
        right. Shattered eye socket, left. Deviated septum, indefinite. Unable
        to breathe, you are suffocating on your own blood. Internal bleeding, 1
        lethal damage/minute. Complete sinus system collapse, you can not
        breathe through your nose, and never will again. Ruptured eye, right.
        Ruptured eye, left. You are blind indefinitely. Seek immediate medical
        attention.”
    




    I began to panic until the pain subsided slightly, and I could actually
    think. I realized I was holding my head in my hands, so I was no longer
    paralyzed. I minimized the damage window as the voices kept talking much
    more softly than before, and I read the windows that were hidden by the
    damage and status updates.




    “Ailsa used Moderate Stabilize 1, you are no longer bleeding internally.”



    “Ailsa used Moderate Heal, you have healed 7 points, current 10/10.”



    “Ailsa used Major Internal Adjustment 2, you are no longer paralyzed, all
    dislocations and their subsequent penalties have been removed.”



    “Ailsa used Mend Bone Greater 2, all bones in your body are now Mended.”



    Ailsa used Regrowth 2, you are no longer blind.”



    “Ailsa used Minor 1, Moderate 1, and Major Pain Relief 1, pain reduction is
    at 98%. -10 penalty to all physical actions requiring any level of
    coordination for the next 1 hour and 15 minutes, time remaining 14:19.
    Speech is slurred, thoughts are slowed, and judgment is compromised for the
    duration. It is suggested you do not operate heavy machinery or magic at
    this time.”





    I lay there as still as I could. Had I been able to I would have cried,
    probably more bitterly then the young elves had, but that was not something
my body thought was a good idea, and I agreed.    Ailsa has this in hand, I thought and allowed myself to drift back
    off into sleep.



    I woke up and the sun had shifted significantly, the forest around me
    seemed to be getting darker, and my head still ached badly. I could hear
    people shuffling around, and a soft rhythmic chopping sound coming from
    somewhere.



    After another few minutes, and some more hushed discussion by the voices
    around me, I began to feel much better. I tried opening one eye, and the
    light hurt, but no more then if I had just woken up from a nap. I blinked,
    and everything cleared. I moved my head slightly and while I was achy and
    bruised badly, there weren’t any shooting or stabbing pains as I had felt
    before.



    I looked around slowly and found myself in the center of a small clearing,
    I could see the blue, slightly darkening sky above me. The two elvish
    children were huddled together close to a small fire that had been dug a
    few feet away from where I lie, they looked asleep, or deep in some kind of
    meditation. I looked for Ailsa, and I couldn’t see her, what I did see was
    the large brute of a man chopping at the bramble wood with his sword,
    widening the hole I had made even further, it was almost the size of the
    horse and cart. Riggil stood just on the other side, walking and leading
    the clearly exhausted pony.



    “Oh good you’re awake, that's a good sign that my magic worked,” Ailsa said
    as she spun into sight above me in the air. I tried to speak to say hello
    but only managed a dry painful grunt. “Oh no, don’t try to talk. You’re
    really dehydrated right now. I’ll get one of the kids to bring you some
    water” she zipped away, and after a few more seconds reappeared. She saw me
    trying to get a clearer view of my attacker, and floated in my vision so as
    to keep herself in my sight.



    “His name is Tol’geth, he’s a barbarian warrior of Varidian, he was really
    sorry about…” The sound of a particularly agitated pony neighing was
    abruptly silenced as I watched Tol’geth take the reins from Riggil, and
    begin leading the beast and cart through the opening he had just finished.
    The pony was obviously more concerned about the massive creature now
    leading it then it was about the thorns poking into its legs.



    “He’s not such a bad guy once you get to know him.” I looked up at her and
    raised my eyebrows. “Okay, maybe he has a tendency to be a bit more,
    violent, than necessary, but I like him. He's a Varidian after all, they
    can’t lie. Reminds me of home.”



    I tried to say something like “he's not human?” in response but it came out
    more like “Eech hugggn?” followed by a short coughing fit before the female
    elf showed up and helped me drink. After my throat was wet and I stopped
    coughing I repeated the question.
    

    “Oh yes, they’re human alright,” she said floating above me in circles
    while fiddling with something in her hands. “They just can’t lie, it's a
    cultural thing, I guess, it's just not possible for them really. And even
    if they could lie, they wouldn't. Honesty is kind of a big deal to them.
    Can’t really remember why though…” She trailed off as the thing in her
    hands she was fiddling with took more of her concentration.



    “That punch of his didn’t feel very human. That felt like getting hit by
    Superman. I mean, what kind of human being is immune to being gutted by a
    sword?”



    Ailsa thought for a second before responding. “I can see how you might
    think that. Humans in your world are rather physically weak, even the most
    powerful human beings from your world would have a hard time keeping up
    with the likes of Tol’geth physically. He's a level 35 warrior barbarian,
    with maxed skills in hand to hand fighting, the use of that huge sword of
    his, and the bow, but not much else.”



    “Humans in this world are typically not nearly as powerful as he is, but
    they’re probably stronger, faster, and can endure more than the humans from
    your world on average primarily because of their higher levels. However
    humans, and this includes Tol’geth, usually spend time leveling skills in
    two or three similar areas by learning a craft and making a living to
    support their families. In Tol’geths case his chosen profession is
    unmitigated violence, which lends itself to more opportunities to level
    than the average human, even on Ethria.”



    “By contrast on your world most people get mediocre at virtually everything
    before finally choosing a profession, in terms of breadth of skills, and
    depth of knowledge on one or two areas due to your education, you probably
    have an overall skill advantage compared to the humans from this world,
    even Tol’geth. Though, many of your skills aren't going to be very useful
    here…” she trailed off again as whatever task she was doing while flying
    and talking to me required her full concentration again.



    “Two things,” I said as I pushed myself up into a seated position. My head
    swam for a moment, but after a few seconds the dizziness passed and I
    continued. “First, you’re starting to sound like an expert on the topic of
    my homeworld. Where did all of this knowledge about where I came from, come
    from? Second, what are you doing that is so distracting? What is that thing
    you’re fiddling with?”



    “What? This?” She asked as she stopped circling and hovered, holding out
    whatever it was. I looked closely and unconsciously used analyze. A prompt
    appeared.



    


        “You have found, Pebble of Pain Relief. Durability 3/3. Charges: 5/5.
        Description: This pebble has been enchanted with the spell Minor Pain
        Relief 1, and can be activated 5 times before depletion. Upon
        depletion, you will have the opportunity to recharge the spell, but be
        warned after days of remaining empty equal to the stones current
        durability the spell will be lost forever, and this item will revert to
        being a normal pebble once again. Minor Pain Relief 1 is a spell of air
        and water magic.
  

  



    “I take it that's for me?” I asked and she bobbed up and down slightly in
    assent. “Thank you, that’s very kind of you.” Ailsa continued her lazy
    circles around me.



    “Its nothing, just a basic little charged enchantment. Doesn’t take much,
    other than knowing the spell you want to enchant, and finding suitable
    material, like this pebble here, it has a heart of quartz crystal. Common
    true, but useful for simple things like this. Anyway, you find something
    suitable to hold the spell charges, and then, you just pour mana into the
    spell and then imbue the spell onto the object. It doesn’t cost much but
    your time.”



    “Now, a passive enchantment like your sword there? That's an entirely
    different story. Not only do you need the proper materials which are
    typically much harder to find, but you also need a spell caster that has
    reached master skill rank in that type of magic, and who has reached the
    highest level of that spell.” She finished her lesson by buzzing her wings
    in annoyance. “Dang it, now see what you’ve done. You distracted me, and
    the spell lost two charges because I didn’t fully pay their mana cost.
    Great job meathead. Why don’t you go back to sleep? You need all the rest
    you can get to fully heal anyway, and it would stop you from distracting me
    as I work.” I rolled my eyes and laid down again, closing my eyes and
    listening to my surroundings trying to do as ordered.



    The sound of the cart rolling into the clearing reached my ears, along with
    several large and heavy feat I was sure did not belong to the pony. “Hail
    brave, and terrible warrior. May I join you?” When Tol’geth said terrible,
    I was certain he didn’t mean in the biblical sense of the word.



    I opened my eyes and found the large man waiting patiently for permission
to sit down next to me.    Well can’t fault him for his honesty, it's just like Ailsa said. 
    I nodded, and the large man sat.



    Tol’geth spoke with a deep voice and if I could describe his accent I would
    say hostility. You wouldn’t think that hostility would be an accent, we all
    generally think of hostility as an emotion that can imbue the words a
    person speaks, but when it comes to Torish you, and I, would both be wrong.
    “I must offer an apology, my gratitude, and a warning little weak brave
    one.”



    Ouch, uncalled for man. 
    I thought but kept silent letting him continue.



    He looked very uncomfortable sitting there, trying desperately not to seem
    hostile despite the way he spoke. “The little fae explained to me what
    happened. I apologize for attacking you. The children.” He motioned towards
    the two elves. “... I was sent to retrieve them, and one other I have not
    yet found, by their mothers. You have my gratitude for saving the stupid
    child’s life after he attacked you, his life by rights is yours to take,
    but duty would require that I intervene if you had tried to, exercise, that
    right.” He spoke as if each word had a very specific meaning, and what I
    was hearing behind each word, what was being translated for me by my gift
    of tongues ability, was a clear American accent, that was imbued with
    menace, meaning, and anger. These seemed more like background noise to the
    man’s physical imposition then as any specific threat other than the
    promise of general violence that radiated off him, held back by nothing
    more than personal honor.



    I just kept looking at him, knowing exactly how it would have gone down had
    I tried to lay a finger on either of the two elves rather than simply got
    in his way. “I am, happy, that did not come to pass.” I nodded my agreement
    and smiled slightly trying not to laugh. “Now for my warning.” He took a
    deep breath as if bracing himself for something unpleasant. “You are only
    level 1, far too weak to be an adventurer. You are brave, true. One must be
    to stand against someone like me at your skill and level. But you are
    without any real strength, without real strength you will die. Horribly.
    Probably by a bear, but more likely by tripping over your own feet and
    skewering yourself on that shiny magic sword of yours.” I fought to keep
    the smile from my face, I really did, but I just couldn’t help it.



    “What?” Tol’geth asked me, confused and off-put by my strange reaction. “Do
    you not care for your own life? Why do you smile?”



    I broke down and laughed, I couldn’t control it, the morbidity, the
    solemnity of the man's statements, and the awkwardness that he seemed to
    feel about telling me what I had already figured out for myself cracked me
    a little. After a few seconds of staring at me bemusedly, Tol’geth joined
    the elves, Ailsa, and even Riggil eventually joined not knowing the reason
    for the mirth, but happy to indulge after such a stress-filled day.



    I wiped my eyes clear of tears, looked over and patted the large man on the
    shoulder. “Yeah, I know. But a guys gotta start somewhere, right?”



    The smile vanished from his face, as Ailsa landed on his shoulder. “That is
    true, all warriors must start by picking up their first weapon. But even
    the children of these soft living men of Tor are higher level then you by
    the age of five. Explain to me how this thing is?”



    “Don’t bother asking,” Ailsa said sitting on Tol’geths shoulder cleaning
    her nails with a tiny knife, the pebble she had been enchanting earlier
    nowhere to be seen. “He won’t even tell me, and I’m basically his guardian
    angel.” Tol’geth looked at her questioningly, then back at me, and then
    back at her before nodding knowingly.



    “He is a mysterious one then,” Tol’geth said continuing to nod slowly.



    “Perhaps he’s ashamed?” The female elf said from a few feet behind me. “He
    could have been an invalid in a poor town before a healer came along and
    finally removed the ailment.”



    “Or he could have been cursed by an evil sorcerer and reverted to level 1”
    Ailsa chimed in, I raised my eyebrows at her, she winked at me.



    “Oh! Oh I want to play!” said Markel “What if, what if he was a dirt farmer
    who did nothing but break dirt clods for years until he found a discarded
    magical sword some wizard's apprentice was working on and decided to set
    out on an adventure. You know, like what happens in all of the stories.”
    Markel looked sheepish as he said the last, his enthusiasm ebbing a bit as
    he realized all of our gazes had landed on him.



    “That one, that one was interesting,” Ailsa said as she flew over to the
    two elves a few feet away from me hiding under a tall tree for shade from
    the fading light of the sun. “You have a head for imaginative thinking,
    almost as good as a fairy I might say.” The boy perked up at Ailsa’s
    praise.



    “You think so?”



    “I know so. I’m a fairy myself after all, who better to know a fairy
    imagination than a fairy?” Both young elves nodded solemnly as if she had
    just handed down some great wisdom.



    I fought back a yawn as I let the three continue to converse and turned
    back to Tol’geth. “What I meant to say, is that I will not be deterred from
    my course, I can not be, even if it kills me.” Though, I thought,
    
        if I did die I wonder if I’ll respawn. I guess that's a good way of
        testing if this is, in fact, some kind of simulation.
    
    I discarded the idea if it wasn’t, and it was looking more and more like
    this world was real, I would be essentially committing suicide.



    Even if I respawned, which didn’t seem likely with how the mechanics of
    this world worked so far, I didn’t want to go down that existential crisis
    rabbit hole. Like the great Buddha once said, do not dwell on questions
    that do not lead to edification, committing suicide was definitely NOT
    edifying. Even if I came back, and that was a big if.



    “And what is that goal?” Tol’geth asked, shifting slightly to sit Indian
    style on the ground next to me. “Do you have a grand quest you are
    undertaking?” As he asked me, I unconsciously used analyze, and my
    awareness of him become heightened. I learned very little about his
    character sheet, he was far too high level for me to gain any useful
    information. However, I did pick up on a vague feeling that he was hoping I
    would answer yes.



    I thought about it for a moment before answering honestly. “Well, yes and
    no. Yes, in that I have a grand quest I need to accomplish, but I have no
    idea what I’m doing or how to even start going about getting it done. No,
    in that the quest I am currently on is escorting the old man over there…” I
    pointed out Riggil who was brushing down his emaciated pony on the opposite
    end of the clearing from the twins, the old man was surprisingly deft and
    swift with the brush, yet somehow gentle enough not to bother the bony
    creature. “... into town. Though, in my current state, I honestly don’t
    think I’ll be any use any time soon. I’m all bruised up, even sitting up
    like this is draining me.” I tried to stifle the yawn again, but it fought
    through.



    Tol’geth nodded. “And what is this grand quest you seek the path towards
    accomplishing?”



    I finished my yawn by stretching, getting a satisfying, and extremely
    painful pop along my spine. Pain shot through my head as blood rushed out
    of it, and It took me a few moments to compose myself. After about a
    minute, I said “There are a lot of people headed this way from Tor. I don’t
    know exactly when, but they’ll be getting here in the next little while. I
    need to find a place for them to stay up here that is safe, I need to
    stockpile resources so they can live through the winter. Winter is coming,
    you know.”



    “I see. You seek to help the… “ he hesitated a moment as if thinking how
    best to word it. “...You seek to prepare the way for the exiles from Tor?”



    “Yes.” Tol’geth seemed pleased by my answer. “The Go…”Before I could finish
    speaking Ailsa landed on my shoulder.



    “Hayya! What’cha talken bout?” She gave me a meaningful look though her
    tone was perfectly friendly, even if it was obvious, at least to me, that
    she was trying to be casual.



    “He was just explaining that he has a noble quest, to prepare the way for
    those who have been exiled from Tor by the sun gods puppets heinous decree.
    Tis truly a noble and honorable goal, but one that will prove difficult, at
    best to accomplish on one's own.” Tol’geth gave me a meaningful look and
    began to rise to his feet. “For now, our paths align. I must go into the
    human town and find the last elvish child.” He said human as if the term
    didn’t quite apply to himself. “I have heard that at times the elvish
    children have been caught by the villages law enforcer. That is my next
    step. I will travel with you until then. Do not worry young warrior Rayid,
    I will watch over your charge as you recover. It is the least I can do to
    repay your kindness in not killing the children.” He stood, and a
    notification appeared.



    


        “Attention: Tol’geth the Varidian has chosen to undertake and assist in
        your quest, “Lonely Road 1.” If he completes this quest, it will count
        as if you have done so. Tol’geth will also receive benefits unique to
        him.”
    




    “Well, thank you,” I said a little taken aback. Tol’geth nodded at me
    slightly, and then stepped over me and walked over to the two elvish
    children.



    Ailsa landed on my lap. “I hope you realize how big that was meathead.
    Taking on another persons quest, even a simple mundane quest like that one
    is a big deal for a warrior from his tribe.”



    “How so?” I asked as I began to feel the throbbing in my head increase as
    the pain relief spell wore off.



    “Normally if a person fails a quest, there are consequences. In this case
    relatively minor ones like losing reputation with Riggil. But some cultures
    and some professions even require that if a person takes on a quest that
    they see it through. If they don’t, they can lose a lot. Some times it's
    their status in their clan, the favor of their God, and in some cases, they
    can even lose levels and abilities. The Varidian barbarian tribes are one
    such honor-based society.”



    “Oh, that is kind of a big deal.” I began to wince with each throb of pain
    that pulsed through my skull.



    “Yup. I take it the headaches are back? Looks painful, here take the stone
    stupid.” She held out her hand and the pebble she had been enchanting
    appeared as if out of thin air. I grabbed it, and the pain immediately
    began to recede, though it only took the edge off enough for me to remain
    coherent. A headache rather than the skull-splitting migraine that it had
    been building up to.



    “I used a lot of magic on you. That’s going to exhaust your body, you're
    going to be basically useless for days, at least. Keep that pebble on you,
    every couple of hours I’ll come and recharge it. It should be enough to
    allow you to sleep.” Wincing still, I nodded my head slowly in assent. The
    pain was still building to a crescendo, but not nearly at the same pace
    that it had been before.



    “If it gets too bad, let me know and I’ll use a stronger spell on you. But
    I need to use as little magic as I can, we need to let your body recover.
    Biomancy spells are not only exhausting to the magic-user in terms of mana
    usage, but also to the person being healed. Your body went through a lot of
    trauma. And by that I mean, it was basically you getting a mountain smashed
    into your face, so you're going to need to take some time.”



    “Thank you,” I spoke only slightly higher than a whisper, as the pain kept
    increasing. I slowly lowered myself back down onto the makeshift bed that
    the others had laid me on earlier. Ailsa flew above me and entered my
    vision. She slowly disappeared as my eyes closed, my vision blurred, and I
    was out cold.



    ---



    I woke up to the creaking of the cart underneath me, and my head hurting
    only slightly worse than when I had fallen asleep. The sun was barely up,
    and we were moving at a slow, methodic pace. The air was cold, but not
    bitterly so. I unconsciously pulled up my character sheet, and it looked
    like the protection offered by the crocodile angel had finally worn off. I
    groaned slightly, and Ailsa spoke up. “Go back to sleep meathead, close
    your eyes and stop moaning.”



    I did just that, but oddly I found I couldn't get back to sleep no matter
    how long I quietly lay there unmoving. “I’m not going to be able to get to
    sleep like this, the pulsing is just going to keep me awake.” Ailsa flew up
    and into my vision, and I cut Ailsa off as I saw she was about to scold me
    for being stupid. “No, I'm being serious,” I whisper spoke to her, trying
    to keep the pain from overwhelming me. “I know myself, I won't be able too.
    But, maybe I could spend this time doing something useful?”



    Ailsa’s expression turned from angry nurse dealing with an unruly patient,
    to curious. Pro tip about fairies, they’re basically just balls of magic,
    light, and ADHD. They would have thrived in the internet culture of my
    parents' era.“Like what?”



    “Like, reading. Do you have any books of lore, or magic, or really anything
    useful that I might be able to read?” The purple fairy looked thoughtful
    for a moment.



    “I do have a book that I’ve been working through myself the last few
    months, trying to get a handle on it. But it's a very advanced piece of
    theoretical work, not really something that would be useful to you. Hmmm.
    Be right back.” A few seconds later she appeared in my vision, carrying a
    book about equal to her in size, it was roughly the size of a paperback
    novel, but had two wooden covers, and was bound in the back by leather
    straps. “Asked the elves if they had their homework on them, and they both
    did, though I doubt they’ve done it. Elves are really bad at doing homework
    at that age, it's impossible to keep their interest in anything that isn’t
    shiny, vibrant, or dangerously fun. They’re a lot like fairies that way…”
    She trailed off for a second before coming back to herself.



    “Anyway, this is an intermediate primer on the basic elemental magical
    theory. It's not a Magic-Book, so you won’t instantly learn anything by
    opening it, you will only get out of it what you put in, but it will at
    least distract you and keep you from moving too much.” She said this to
    herself as if deciding on whether to give me the book or not. “Alright, you
    can read this.” She said finally deciding. “But Telli is going to need it
    back at nightfall if she’s going to learn anything about elemental magical
    theory.” It took me a moment to realize that she must have been talking
    about the young female elf.



    “That’s a cute name,” I said “I should tell my brother to name his next kid
    that when I get back. He’d love it.”



    Ailsa looked at me sadly for a moment, and then gently dropped the book
    onto my lap. “Don’t drop it, okay?” She said softly. “And if you have
    questions, best save them till you feel better. Don’t fight sleep,
    alright?” I nodded softly. I knew I had to have been a piteous sight,
    barely able to nod my head without my vision blurring, or my head swooning,
    but I was determined to do something useful.



    I moved the books to the area just next to me in the cart, and slowly,
    purposefully, maneuvered myself to where I was laying on my side. I began
    to read, about two or three pages at a time, before I drowsily drifted off
    into a half-sleep, woken by the jostling of the cart as it went over the
    road, or a particularly painful throb in my head. After waking, I would go
    back to reading.



    This process happened countless times that day, but I was determined. The
    book was relatively short, only about fifty pages long, and written in
    flowing elvish script that I was able to read and understand as if it were
    English thanks to my gift of tongues. It was very simplistic writing for
elvish, I honestly felt like I was reading an elementary school textbook.    I probably am, and the thought amused me.



    Eventually, the sun rose high overhead, warming us and the path. We stopped
    briefly for lunch, and Ailsa, Tol’geth, and Rigil all came back to eat with
    me. The old man whose cart I was in didn’t act in the least bit bothered by
    the fact that Ailsa was a fairy, or Tol’geth could have probably killed him
    by breathing too hard in his general direction. After we quickly ate
    together, the two elves on lookout duty, we got back on the road.



    Ailsa came back to check on me a few times, recharging the pain relief
    enchantment before speeding off again to where I honestly didn’t know, and
    could barely concentrate enough to care. Eventually, the sun fell to just
    barely over the trees. At that point, we pulled off the road, and Ailsa
    appeared again to recharge the pebble, and retrieve the book. “Well, Rayid?
    How did things go? I didn’t hear any moaning or complaining, so I’m
    guessing that you were able to sleep?”



    “Things went well,” I said exhausted. I spoke slowly speaking every word
    deliberately and with care trying not to aggravate my headache. It had
    ebbed significantly as the day had gone by, but it was still there. “I’m
    about done, just a few more pages to go. Could Telli let me finish it and
    I’ll return it tomorrow morning? I’ve learned a lot already.”



    “Really? You’re almost done!?” Ailsa shouted, more like squeaked louder
    than usual, in excitement. “How? That book took me nearly a year to read
    from cover to cover.” She brought her voice back down to normal levels when
    she saw me wincing. Her eyes glazed over for a minute while she checked a
    screen. After a moment of reading, she whistled slowly. “Dear Gods above,
    below, and who walk among us. Your reading and writing skill levels are
    master ranked, and your skill score is in the grandmaster range.”



    “I read a lot back home. What about it?” I asked more curious than
    anything. I was far too tired to be defensive.



    “What constitutes a lot?” she asked her voice now low and conspiratorial.



    “About a book day, if they were shorter than two hundred pages. I usually
    read about two or three a week though, I'm usually pretty busy most of the
    time with school. But that's just for fun. Academic stuff? I’ll usually get
    through a textbook in about a week or two if I dedicate a few hours a day
    to it.” I was starting to drift off as I spoke. Each word coming out
    slower, and each thought more sluggish than the last. “Maybe just give this
    back to Telli, I’ll finish it tomorrow” and I was asleep before I finished
    the last word.



    


Chapter 5: The Word and the Law



    “The more that you read, the more that you know... The more that you learn,
    the more places you’ll go!” - Dr. Seuss



    Northwest of the Twins, just outside of The Clearing. Frega, 24th, 2987 AoR









    I woke up as the cart began to move, and I found myself exhausted but for
    the most part out of pain. I also found the small book I had been reading
    from the day before still beside me. With it, I found another, thicker, and
larger volume.     Ailsa left me reading materials. I have to remember to thank her,
    I thought as I turned on my side to read as the cart continued. The first
    volume was titled “Elements Of Magic: A Fundamental Primer For The
    Improvement of Young Minds” the title was burned into the wooden cover of
    the book in the flowing and heavily stylized elvish script.



    The second book, when I turned it over and inspected it was titled
    “Argumentai Materiali: A Discussion Of The Magical Properties Of Metals And
    Other Extracted Materials” but not nearly in so many words. The translation
    from elvish into English lengthened both titles by at least two or three
    words.



    I don’t really remember much from what I read yesterday
    , I thought annoyed. I flipped through some of the pages of Elements of
    Magic and looked at some of the diagrams and illustrations the book had to
    offer. They were familiar, but in the same way as a fever dream,
    half-remembered and ethereal. I decided to begin the days' readings with
    that book first.
    
        Best to get the basics down before I move on to more complex things
    
    , I thought as I turned to page one and began reading.



    The first five or so pages where just lists of definitions I would no doubt
    need to memorize at some point, so I skipped them and moved on to the first
    topic. It described the 14 native magics of Ethria and gave a small diagram
    of how they were related. They were broken up into three categories, the
    lesser powers: Water, Fire, Air, Earth, Light, Dark, and Force; the greater
    powers, Blood, Life, Spirit, and Death; and the Cosmic Energies, Time,
    Creation, Space, and Entropy. The diagram had the nine lesser powers laid
    out in an eight-pointed star with Force being at the center. Light was
    opposite Dark, which only made sense but oddly Water was opposite to Air,
    not Fire like I would have thought. And Earth was opposite to Fire, not Air
    which again went against the general theories of elemental relationships
    back home.



    The Greater Powers were laid out in a square that touched each point of the
    lesser powers star, with Blood and Life being paired together on top, and
    Spirit and Death being paired together on the bottom. The Cosmic Energies
    were arranged in a diamond that seemed to cut through all of the other
    magics with Creation at the top opposite Entropy, and Space and Time
    opposite each other horizontally. Something that I found interesting was
    that the thinner elemental lines that represented their various
    relationships between categories of powers all cut through Force magic
    which was at the very heart of the diagram.



    The book only had explanations of the Lesser Powers, starting with force,
    and ending with Dark magic. Both the first and the last entries where
    rather sparse, but all of the magics in between seemed to have rather
    detailed explanations of how the mana one used was meant to be shaped,
    along with at least two or three exercises that a new student should do in
    order to tap into what the book described as the “elemental synergy.” A
    look at the definitions in the front just described this as “the
    indefinable feeling of syncing one's own…” There was a word here that meant
    soul, essence, and will, all rolled into one “... with the …” That word
again “Of the element one is trying to manipulate.” The word was    Anima-atiumi, similar to the Latin words for both the soul and the
    will, but different. I thought about the two connections, first in the
    title, and now in this word, between elvish and old Latin. It was possible
    that they simply had a similar vocabulary, it wasn’t unheard of back on
    Earth for two languages from completely different parts of the world to
    have similar-sounding words, to have those words have similar meanings?
    That was something altogether different, and suspicious.



    Leaving the contemplation of any potential connection between the two
    languages for another day, I reread the portion on Force magic. Apparently,
    it was the first type of magic a person under formal tutelage learned, as
    it is the easiest to synergize with. After all, what is the movement of
    one's arm, but an act of will that creates force? And it was instinctual,
    almost automatic.



    The book had only one technique to try and get my Anima-atiumi in
    sync with Force magic, and it was one that I was pretty sure I was already
    familiar with. “Hey, hey Ailsa!” I called, my voice much louder in the
    relatively silent forest then I thought it would be. I winced, as the cart
    halted, and I heard large heavy footsteps walking my way.



Tol’geth came into sight with his finger over his lips shushing me.    I guess that's a universal gesture. Ailsa appeared then overhead
    and did the same. She came close before speaking directly into my ear in a
    harsh whisper.



    “There are tracks in the woods off to both sides of the road. We’re almost
    to the clearing, but if we're going to get attacked it will be here in the
    next few minutes. Be quiet so we can hear them come if they do.” Ailsa
    backed up and looked me in the eyes to make sure I understood. I nodded in
    acknowledgment, and she and Tol’geth went back to whatever they had been
    doing before.



    I turned my attention back to what I was doing and sat up in the lotus
    position I had tried meditating in before when I met Riggil along the side
    of the road. This time my back was up against the front of the cart, my
    legs under me Indian style. I was confident that if we did run into any
    trouble the two, seemingly extremely powerful beings I was traveling with,
    could handle it without my pathetic sword skills.



    I placed the book directly on my lap, closed my eyes, and started to do as
    it instructed. I cleared my mind of all major thoughts, struggling to get
    to a place where I was pure instinct or will. Not worried about the future,
    and not concerned with the past. Focused solely and wholly on the here and
    now. I took all of my grief, pain, anger, and exhaustion both emotional and
    physical, and turned it into a red, angry pulsing cloud in my mind.



    I breathed in deeply and then exhaled that red cloud. It took me several
    attempts before I was able to get rid of it all. My heart rate was even and
    slow, my mind was clear, and, perhaps it was a figment of my imagination,
    but I swear I could see stars in front of me as I was surrounded by clean,
    blue and white clouds that calmed and soothed. The clouds were not new, I
    had experienced them every time I had done this exercise in college, but
    the stars, those were. I reached my hand out to touch one, and my world
    exploded.



    I opened my eyes a few seconds later and all I could see was white. I
    blinked furiously, and slowly things came back to clarity. As my vision
    cleared, I read a prompt that appeared though I had to read it several
    times before my brain could fully comprehend what was happening.



    


        “Congratulations! You have accessed your mana pool for the first time!
        You have taken the first step on the path of a magic-user. Continue
        down this path and the whole of Ethria will one day bend to your will.
        You have learned the spell Force Bolt 1. Access your Spell Sheet to
        learn the specifics on this spell. You have gained the skill Force
        Magic. You have gained the skill Average Magic Skill. You have gained
        access to your Spell Sheet. You have gained access to your Mana
        Regulation Screen.”
   

 



    I heard someone shouting as if from far away, muffled and angry voices
    surrounded me and slowly came into focus at the same time and pace as my
    vision. “...stupidest thing I’ve ever…” “That is a big hole…” and “...
    There goes our position…” were the first things I recognized as words.
    After a few more insults and exclamations the voices went silent as they, I
    learned later, went to scout the perimeter, tend the scared pony, or other
    important tasks.
    

    My mind cleared before my senses did, and I pulled up the new screens.
    First was the Mana Manipulation screen. It was simple and easily
    understood. I had a feeling as I progressed in this world, It would become
    much more complicated.
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                    None
                

            
            	
            
        

        
            	
                
                    Mana Regen: Minute / Second
                

            
            	
                
                    9
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                    Mana Pool: Max / Current
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    The second screen I visited was the Spell Sheet, it had only one,
    forlorn-looking spell listed.
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                    5 Mana
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                    1 second
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                    1d6 + Modifiers damage. Will slightly auto-adjust to
                    target, +3 to attack.
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                    Damage: Intelligence, Emotional Stability.
                

            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    



    Interesting
    , I thought.
    
        It's similar to the old Dungeons and Dragons Magic Missile. Not as
        good, as it doesn’t automatically hit your enemy, but it does
        auto-adjust, I wonder how much that makes up for? Hmmm. With a one
        second cooldown, it is like firing one of those old bolt action rifles,
        and the damage output could kill a person at my level. So, a single
        bolt would probably not kill a grown man, but it could severely wound
        them.
    



    I thought about various ways I could utilize the spell, and how odd it was
    that I could see my screens even though my eyes were closed, and my vision
    was still a swirl of various shades of darkness and light.
    
        I guess it makes sense, these screens are not actually visual, they are
        mental magic designed to operate in my mind rather than visually. I
        guess it can directly interact with my brain
    
That was a scary, and intriguing thought.    Similar to the Delve tech in some ways.



    After a few more minutes my senses fully returned to me and I sat up. My
    head and vision swam for a second, before finally settling leaving behind a
    light headache that quickly subsided. I looked around for the others and
    didn’t find any, save Riggil who was tending the spooked pony. What I did
    find left me in awe.
    

    A massive hole, as wide as a bicycle, yet only about half a foot deep in
    the road behind the cart glared at me in the nearly noonday sun. “I did
    that?” I asked softly. “Well…” I looked at my hands, the book, and then the
    hole again.



    “Yeah meathead, that was you. You gave away our location to everyone and
    thing in the forest.” Ailsa floated gently, almost contemplatively, over
    the hole I had made examining it with a critical eye.



    “Still, that’s a big hole.” She turned around and looked at me smiling
    bemusedly. She pointed at the whole before saying “That means you have a
    lot of magical potential. You kind of just bypassed the entire ‘guided
    access meditation to interact with your mana for the first time’ thing,
    that almost every student of magic has to suffer through. Impressive, if
    unintelligent.” Motioning to the hole, she buzzed around me for a few
    seconds and then stopped in front of me as if coming to a decision.



    “I’ve come to a decision,” She said her wings buzzing behind her as she
    pretended to walk back and forth in front of me her finger in the air
    imperiously. “I will train you in the basic elements myself. Normally a
    guide wouldn’t have to do this, I'm just here to make sure you don’t get
    yourself murdered by a particularly angry chicken your first week or so,
    and teach you how to access your screens and what they all mean.”



    “But…” She stopped, turned towards me, her arms behind her and legs spread
    apart slightly as if she were at military rest. She raised her head
    affecting the same air reminiscent of drill sergeants and trainers I had
    seen from so many old TV shows and movies. “...You show promise, despite
    your obvious lack of judgment when it comes to magic. I’m sure that just
    comes from ignorance though...” She nodded almost to herself, reaffirming
    her decision. “Yup. You’re now my student in the mystical and magical
    arts.”



    “Uhhh, thank you? I think?” I found very early on that no creature on all
    of Ethria was as good at giving both genuine insult and heartfelt praise at
    the same time, then the Fae. Fairies where no exception to this rule.



    “You’re welcome. Now, I don’t know how master-apprentice relationships work
    where you come from. But here on…” She almost said Ethria, I could see it
    in the flutter stutter of her wings, but she caught herself in time. “...On
    ...the… mainland… Apprenticeships work as follows. I get to exploit your
    labor whenever I want and in whatever way I want, without feeling any guilt
    whatsoever, and in exchange, I will teach you how to cast basic elemental
    magics. Do we have a deal?” She stuck out her little hand towards me.



    “Uhhh, well, I don’t mean to be rude Ailsa, but you’re a Fae,” I said as if
    this explained my skepticism completely. She didn’t react at all. “On my
    home… “ I caught myself as well. “... Island. We don’t have very flattering
    stories about Faie, and their deals, contracts, agreements, or
    understandings.” I said the last word with air quotes. “It usually involves
    us mortals becoming your eternal slaves, or having our vision turned upside
    down for the rest of our lives, or having our entrails eaten while we are
    alive at the high table by the Fae King of the Hunt, only to be resurrected
    the next day, turned loose, then hunted, captured, and eaten alive again in
    a never-ending cycle of pure agony...”



    She reacted this time. Her eyes went wide, she retracted her hands and held
    them together at her chest, and her mouth went agape in shock. “That was….
    That was your world?” She asked almost to herself. Had the cart been
    moving, or any other noise been going on I wouldn’t have been able to hear
    her.



    “Well,” she said loudly enough that I knew she intended for me to hear.
    “I’m not saying that my elder kin have not made, mistakes, in the past. But
    I’m not them, I’m Ailsa and I'm a fairy, not some Fae Court Queen, cruel
    and dark as I am beautiful to behold. I’m just …” She shrugged and swung
    her arms out helplessly, almost playfully. “...Me. I mean I am beautiful to
    behold, but I’m not cruel and dark. Okay maybe I'm a bit dark, I mean I
    wear black and purple, they’re my favorite colors and coincidentally the
    colors of my aura, but you can’t hold a person's favorite colors or their
    aura color against them! That's prejudice.”



    I smiled “Yeah, but you’re still fae.” We stared at each other for an
    awkward few seconds. “But you do seem trustworthy, for a fae.” I tapped my
    chin with one finger contemplatively. I was having a lot of fun screwing
    with her. After a few more seconds of foe contemplation, she crossed her
    arms and glared at me tapping her foot in the air expectantly. I decided to
    ease her annoyance.



    I pushed my back up against the front of the cart and pulled up the smaller
    book. “But I do very much appreciate the offer Ailsa” She gave me a
    skeptical look. “Putting all joking aside I really do. It means a lot to me
    that you would be willing to teach me.” She softened a little at that. “I
    don’t think a contract is such a good idea, I have no idea how it would
    interact with my oaths ability, and I really don’t want to experiment with
    that right now.”



    She nodded and began bobbing up and down in the air in her usual carefree
    manner. “Okay” She said holding out the word in a question. “So, what?” She
    asked.



    “How about, you answer questions when I run into them? Maybe, if I get
    stuck, you can show me a thing or two?” I asked, trying to think of another
    way I might be able to enter into an apprenticeship without actually doing
    so.



    I really didn’t want to get caught up in some kind of weird oath binding
    thing with the Fae, even if it was by accident, and even if the Fae was
    Ailsa who had proven more then helpful and good-willed towards me. With the
    Fae being known for their binding contracts, and with my oath ability being
    in play, I was sure something strange would happen. Besides that I always
    hated contracts back home, even going so far as to purchase a monthly phone
    plan at almost double the cost rather than going for a long term
    commitment, even at half off.



    “So after my guide duties are over, we’ll be, what? Just…”



    “How about friends? Companions? Adventuring around the world in service to
    your Gods?” I asked hoping it would be something she could do. I had no
    idea what requirements and contracts she had made with the Pervolin Gods
    who had brought me here to Ethria, but I hoped that since they were betting
    on my success, they would give me, and Ailsa, a bit of latitude here.



    “Hmm, that is possible,” Ailsa said as she bobbed up and down slowly. “Let
    me think about it. In the meantime, if you have questions you can ask them,
    and I'll do my best to guide you.” She said smiling.



    I smiled back “Sure thing. Now, if you don’t mind? I need to try some of
    these other experiments?”



    “Uh, not without me here.” She said “I’ll help you through a few of the
    exercises to get your Anima-atiumi  into sync with the other
    elements tonight. Right now? Maybe, I don’t know, try and shut up a bit so
    we can catch anyone about to try and kill us all?” She asked as politely as
    possible, fluttering her eyelashes at me in a rather insincere way.



    I was about to answer in the affirmative when I heard something. I tilted
    my head concentrating on trying to make out what that sound was. As I
    strained I heard a faint “... not now. This is a bad idea, with all the
    kids gone missing. Too many guards…” I opened my mouth to call out when an
    arrow shaft appeared in the side of the cart, punching through the wood a
    couple of inches. Ailsa looked at it, then at me and before I could even
    properly figure out what direction the arrow had come from, she shot into
    the sky and began pulling magic towards her.



    I, I felt it. I had seen her cast magic before, but I had never felt the
    pressure, or rather sucking power, that a spell caused on the area around
    it.



    It wasn’t a physical sensation, but a magical one. Mana from her
    surroundings poured from the area around her and mingled with her own. This
    was something I didn’t even know was possible, the book hadn't talked about
    any way of taking in outside sources of mana.



    A light blue bubble that rippled with purple lightning appeared around us,
    the cart, Riggil, and the pony, which nearly spooked the poor creature.
    Riggil jumped down and untied it leading it away from what I now recognized
    as a hail of arrows bouncing off the shield. I need to move! I
    thought.



    Instead, I did something really stupid. “Hey Ailsa, does your shield stop
    things from going out?” She looked down and shook her head at me. She
    didn’t speak as the concentration the spell she was casting took must have
    been higher than the other spells she had cast up tell this point.



    I dropped down from my place on the cart and stood for the first time in a
    day and a half on my own two feet. It took me a few moments to steady
    myself, but when I did I looked around and saw that the hail of arrows had
    stopped. Now, around twelve angry-looking men with bows laid on the ground
    or in the process of being strapped onto their backs, with swords in hand
    or soon to be, were waiting just on the other side of the blue
    purple-sparking barrier.



    I drew Sparks, but I knew it wouldn’t really help me. Not against people
    who had grown up in this world, and who had any semblance of training with
    their weapons. Instead, I extended my hand, closed my eyes, breathed
    deeply, and was swiftly surrounded by the clouds and stars again. I opened
    my eyes a few seconds later, and while the clouds were gone, the stars
    remained.



    Acting on instinct and intuition, I grabbed one of the stars that swirled
    around me and held it in my hand. It was slightly hot, but not in an
    unpleasant way. Like holding a hot melting cookie in the palm of your hand
    fresh from the oven. I held out the palm of my hand in the direction of the
    man I thought was the scariest looking dude in the bunch and opened my
    fingers.



    A ball of white, grey force appeared and launched itself at the man,
    leaving my hand with a massive Womp! Smacking him square in the chest with
    a loud sick crunching sound.



    


        “You hit Unknown Bandit with Force Bolt 1. Dealing, [3]+7.5 modifier,
        for a total of 10.5 Force Damage. Status Effects Applied: Prone.”
  

  



    The man wasn’t dead, but he was off his feet, and in a lot of pain. His
    chest had been caved in by my attack. I analyzed him and found out he was
    only level 5, with a total of 20 HP. I had nearly halved his health, nearly
    killing him. A few of the other men hesitated, expressions of unease
    rippling through the group. One of the smaller men who I found was level 15
    when I used analyze, stepped forward, attacking the barrier. The groups
    resolve seemed to stiffen, and the rest of join in. A purple lightning
    spark lashed out when one of the bandits struck it with his sword, rippling
    through that part of the barrier. The purple energy arched into hi short
    sword turning him to blackened cinders.



    Instead of breaking and running at the sight, the men turned towards their
    level 15 leader. “Watch out for the purple sparks. Strike between then. If
    you hit them like Torva did, you’ll die.” The leader said. He was shorter
    and was wearing only slightly better gear than the rest of them, but he was
    obviously in charge. The bandits' jaws all stiffened, and began doing as
    instructed.



    After a few seconds, I heard Ailsa call down to me in English. “Hurry! I
    can’t hold this spell barrier for much longer.” She had a slight southern
    drawl to her English which I found odd, but I couldn’t focus on that just
    then. I turned my attention back to the stars that were still floating
    around me, and I grabbed another one. I held it in my hand for a few
    seconds, trying to better understand what I was doing, before pointing it
    at the leader and letting loose.



    This time instead of a simple Womp! Sound, the bolt sounded like a clap of
    thunder far away, it wasn’t overpowering, but clearly much stronger than
    the last bolt, and it struck with much more force too.



    


        “You have struck Unknown Bandit Guard for [3]+[6]+[2] + 7.5, for a
        total of 18.5 damage. You have slain Unknown Bandit Guard level 8. You
        have gained +20 XP.
    

   

 
You have leveled up! You have uncovered a new spell special effect.        Overcharge: This spell can be Overcharged for an additional cost
        of +5 mana per second, dealing an additional dice of damage per 5 mana
        to a max of 4 times.”
    




    I skimmed the message, and saw that there were three dice rolled, and the
    word Overcharge and knew roughly what it meant. “Wow! I can cook them?!” I
    said with excitement. I reached for another but the stars went wild, for
    about two seconds and I was unable to grab one until the cooldown timer ran
    out in the bottom right of my vision. Apparently, I could cook them, but
    the cooldown timer also increased by .5 seconds per overcharge. When the
    cooldown ran out I grabbed one, and looked for another target.



    The leader is still alive?
    I thought annoyed. He stood still hacking at the barrier, but another one
    of his men lay at his feet behind him chest caved it and a bloody mess.
    
        He must have used that guy as a human shield. No problem, rinse and
        repeat.
    



    I pointed and shot, again a boom and crack, and somehow despite hitting the
    leader of the group squarely in the chest, a man to his side took the
    blast, and again crumpled. The little bandit leader smirked at me and kept
    hacking. His blade cut through for a second, before the barrier reformed.
    “I’m running out of mana Rayid!” Ailsa yelled at me. “There are too many of
    them hacking at my shield. I only have about thirty seconds left!”



    Where is Tol’geth and the Elves!
    I thought, before reaching for another star, cooking it for a few seconds,
    and loosing again directly into the leader's chest. Again, another guard
    around the same level as the other two crumpled and died. The evil little
    man in a leather jerkin and wool gambeson openly smiled as his blade cut
    even deeper into the barrier this time, and the shield didn’t reform.
    Cracks and cuts from the others didn’t heal, and swiftly the barrier became
    little more than a thin sheet of cloth between us and them.



    Crap!
    I thought as I pulled another star and fired. I leveled up again after the
    fifth man died from my force bolts, but I was about halfway out of mana.
    When the first bandit got through the whole he had carved for himself, a
    rough-hewn arrow shaft blossomed in his chest, and he dropped to the
    ground, not dead, but screaming in pain and bleeding profusely as he tugged
    at the shaft. The arrows barbed hunting head caused more damage as the man
    tried to pull it out in panic.



    “You won’t take my cart!” yelled Riggil. I turned just in time to see him
    loose another arrow into the man's chest from his hunting bow. At any kind
    of range the thing wouldn’t have been nearly as effective against even
    gambeson armor, but this close? With barbed hunting heads? Well, the
    hunting bow was just as effective as any war-bow.



    I grinned at the old man, as I loosed another bolt into the bandit
    commander's face, and this time surprisingly he got hit by it. Whatever
    ability he or his guards were using, it either wore off or lacked valid
    targets to move my attacks damage over to.



    


        “You dealt Bandit Commander [6]+[5]+[3]+[1]+7.5, total of 22.5 Force
        damage.”
   

 



    The commander's face exploded with red, and I heard a sharp crunch sound.
    And that was all. My best shot and some above-average luck on my part did
    little more than break his nose. I gulped and looked to charge another as
    soon as I could.



    While I was waiting for the 2.5 seconds, another bandit cut through, and
    Riggil shot at him, but the man raised a buckler and deflected the attack
    knowing that it was coming. I interposed myself between the brute and
    Riggil, hefting Sparks, crackling with electricity. It looked menacing, I
    just hoped that the man didn’t have the analyze skill like I did or he
    would realize that while I could use Sparks, I wasn’t nearly as strong as
    even most children on this world. He could take it from me like a parent
    taking a stick from an unruly five-year-old. Easier probably.



    The bandit grinned and took a step towards me. Two things happened then
    that probably saved my life. First, the barrier failed and Ailsa fell out
    of the sky, exhausted and mana depleted, distracting the man as she landed
    on his head, and allowing me to attempt the same type of stab that had
    proven so ineffectual against Tol’geth just the day before. It was much
    more effective against a level 9 bandit, then it was against the mountain
    of stone-hard muscle that was the barbarian.



    As my blade skewered the man through the belly I let go of the blade,
    allowing Sparks to electrocute the bandit. I grabbed Ailsa and dragged her
    away, as the second thing happened. A massive hulking mountain of muscle
    and fury appeared behind the remaining six bandits and their leader.



    Tol’geth let out a bellowing battle cry and a red haze appeared around him.
    All six remaining bandits eyes went bloodshot, their demeanors filled with
    fury, as they turned and attacked the barbarian as he Taunted them.



    The subsequent slaughter was, brutal. Tol’geth skewered the first attacker
    on his sword, grabbed the second by his shirt and threw him into the third
    attacker. He let the first man, now dead, slide from his sword, as whatever
    taunt ability he had just used wore off and the remaining two bandits began
    scrambling for cover.



    Tol’geth began walking towards the two frightened young men, who were
    climbing and tripping over each other trying to escape, their weapons
    abandoned in their flight. As Tol’geth raised his sword to strike the
    slower of the two, I yelled “No! Let them run!” Tol’geth hesitated for a
    moment, and both men found their feet and ran.



    The Barbarian came over to where Riggil and I looked after our fallen fairy
    friend. “Why did you interfere in my delivery of justice?” Tol’geth asked,
    his voice stern and curious.



    “I, I don’t know really. They just, well they were not a threat anymore
    right? They didn’t actually hurt us, even if they were going to. I think
    watching their friends get slaughtered, and then running for their lives
    just before winter hits is going to be a harsh enough punishment, no need
    to take their lives too. Don't you?” Tol’geths expression eased a bit, as
    he mulled over the question I received a prompt.





    “Congratulations! You have proven your dedication to your Reclaimed Oath
    “Sanctity of Life” current state of this reclaimed oath: Reclaimed, Loyal
    2. No additional benefits are received.”




    I mentally shrugged and minimized the prompt.
    
        Kind of useless benefit, simply changing the name from Recently
        Reclaimed to Reclaimed, and the number to 2. Who knows, maybe It’ll get
        better as I level it up,
    
    I thought.



    “I suppose starving or freezing to death is a far more fitting punishment
    for degenerates like them.” Tol’geth said finally, after a few seconds of
    thought.



    
        That’s not really what I was going for, but sure. I’ll take it, big guy
    
    . My attention turned back to Ailsa who lay motionless and cold in my arms.



    “How is Ailsa?” He asked concern replacing his anger. “I saw her fall just
    as I arrived,” Tol’geth said, voice a near revenant whisper. “I was lead
    astray as three of their kind,” the last word dripped with venom.
    “Attempted to kidnap the children. I pursued, slew them, left the children
    on the other side of the brambles, and returned as quickly as I could.”



    I nodded. “She will be fine, she’s only passed out from lack of mana. I
    analyzed her, and she's already back to about an eighteenth of her total
    mana pool.” I said this as I took a small cloth that Riggil had given me
    and wrapped her in it to keep her warm, careful of her soft dew like wings
    wrapping them around her in the same way as the cloth. She was cold to the
    touch, a side effect that the book I had read warned of when someone
    depleted their mana to such a degree.



    “Though I am worried about hyperthermia. She is freezing cold, and if we
    don’t warm her soon she could die.” I said, as I opened my gambeson and
    placed the bundle directly next to my chest. “Can you get the elves to
    start a fire, and then police the weapons and armor?” I asked Tol’geth who
    nodded and walked off into the woods. “And can you grab me a full blanket?”
    I asked Riggil, who obliged me and retrieved one of the bedrolls they had
    used for my bed as we traveled. I rubbed my chest under the blanket to add
    warmth.



    When Tol’geth returned he guided me to the fire that the elves had started,
    and I sat as close as I could. I asked the elves to find anything that
    fairies might eat that had carbohydrates, a common aid in hypothermia
    recovery, and they just stared at me confused.
    
        I guess not everything translates, only those things that they have a
        concept for in their language.
    
    I thought annoyed.



    “Fine, it's okay, go find me fresh honey, and see if we have any bread we
    can soften for her to eat.” Bread has carbohydrates, particularly the
    hardtack that Riggil gave us all for lunch each day, and Honey would give
    her a boost to her sugar levels which I thought might also be low. They
    both nodded and ran off to begin their work.



    “Rayid?” Ailsa asked, her voice shivering from the cold. “What are you
    doing?” She asked confused.



    “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay. We just have to get your body temperature
    back to normal.” I said as I touched her back to see if she had begun to
    warm. Her temperature was rising, but very slowly. She nodded, sighed, and
    began to go back to sleep. “No no, stay awake if you can.” I said “I don’t
    know about fairies, but for humans, if we get hypothermia it's very
    dangerous for us to fall asleep. Stay awake okay? At least until you stop
    shivering.”



    “I… It's hard.” She said blurrily. “I am so tired…”



    “I know. Finish telling me about the Pervolins. You promised you would when
    we stopped and we had time. Well, we’re stopped and we have time.”



    “O-okay,” she said weakly. She began telling me the story of the Pervolins
    from the very beginning. A few times she almost drifted off, but I woke her
    back up with a gentle shake and promoting. The fact that she could stay
    awake, and had enough of her wits about her to tell me a story was a very
    good sign.



    Eventually, the two elves returned with the honey and bread, and I
    interrupted Ailsa’s telling to have her eat tiny pieces of bread and honey.
    “You don’t want a full belly, you want your body to start producing its own
    heat, not fill you up to the point where you get tired,” I instructed her
    as I brought the offering up to her and she took it. She nibbled on the
    food in between parts of the story. By the time Tol’geth returned a few
    minutes later she was back to where she had left off earlier. The two
    elves, Riggil, and Tol’geth all sat around the fire as the sun slowly faded
    into night listening to her tale.



    It was sad, happy, triumphant at times, and at times dark and tragic. The
    pure and high Pervolins had fallen, somehow, and their fall from grace into
    lasciviousness, idleness, and wonton violence brought them to the attention
    of other powers. Eventually, it weakened the protections their world had
    and they were invaded by those forces.



    What was left of the Pervolins, and the few races they lived with on their
    homeworld, which as I suspected included the original courts of the Fae,
    fled here to Ethria. “My people, the Faie courts, fled our original home on
    Pervolin in two groups. The majority followed the few remaining Pervolins
    here to Ethria where they built a massive civilization. Until the wars of
    purity that banished the courts from Ethria, and lead to the extinction of
    the pure-blooded Pervolin race.



    “The second group left too, another place. There they inflicted great harm
    as the people had no protection save their faith in their Gods, against
    them. Eventually, they were banished from there as well.” She must have
    been talking about Earth, but I would ask her more about that later.



    “Eventually, all of the Fae Courts reunited in the Fae Wild. A pocket
    domain of Ethria, that Ethria itself banished my kind too.” She said. She
    stretched and yawned wide as Tol’geth put another log on the fire, and the
    two elves who I suspected of having drifted off to sleep leaning against
    one another, opened their eyes blearily.



    The sun had gone down only about fifteen minutes prior, and darkness had
    not fully engulfed us yet, but I could understand their exhaustion from the
    excitement of the battle, and the fear they must have felt at being
    kidnapped.



    “Come, children, let us too bed.” Tol’geth instructed them, they protested
    only a little as he “helped” them to their feet and walked them to the
    bedrolls he had laid out for them as Ailsa said her story. The two children
    had been far to enrapt with the story to attend to their own needs.



    After they had walked away I asked: “So, If your people are banished, why
    are you allowed onto Ethria?” She was quiet for a few seconds before
    responding.



    “I am a special case. Those of us who have been “banished” by Ethria, the
    Fae are not the only such race, honestly have nowhere else to go. In
    keeping with its duties, Ethria attempts to provide us a safe haven to
    survive from extinction, and offers us the chance to do so in a pocket
    dimension that is made specifically for us, and populated by only us. It's
    a compromise.



    “Fae like me, the least dangerous and powerful, the most inclined to get
    along with mortals, are allowed to come into the service of greater beings
    who are trusted by Ethria. We do so in an attempt to earn the freedom of
    our race, to show Ethria that we have changed, and can be trusted now.



    “If the Fae Courts hadn’t accepted exile to a pocket dimension, well” She
    paused. “Ethria would have either sent us back to our homeworld where we
    would have been enslaved, tortured, and killed by whatever hellscape exists
    there now, or we would have issued a call for a purity crusade against us.”



    I asked the obvious question “What's a purity crusade?”



    She laughed sadly. “It's the reason you’re here really. Ethria thought that
    the Pervolins were far too dangerous to continue living here. They, the Fae
    Courts, and a few others threatened the very fabric of its existence, which
    threatened its primary purpose. The Fae less so, but as we were from the
    same world, we were all categorized as too dangerous.



    “A Purity Crusade, or a War of Purity, or whatever you want to call it, is
    where Ethria issues a worldwide quest to every being to kill the group the
    crusade is issued against, with the incentive that If you kill someone from
    that group you get an automatic level up. The quest is available even to
    members of the same group. Ethria does this all in an attempt to purify
    itself of whatever is endangering it.”



    I let out a long breath at the concept. Levels for lower-level individuals
    in games were always easy to get. Kill a few wolves or bandits as I had
    just done, and you were bound to level up once or twice before you reached
    level twenty or so. Above that? Things usually got a lot harder, with
    experience gain getting progressively more difficult with each level. In
    some of the more realistic games, as I suspected it was in Ethria, the
    experience requirements to level up were exponential.



    10 experience points or so to get to level 2. 20 experience to get to level
    3, 40 to get to level 4, and 80 to get to level 5, Etcetera Ad Nauseum
    Infinitum. Thresholds doubling, tripping, or even quadrupling with every
    new level. For a lowly mortal human, the allure of such a boon would be
    nearly irresistible.



    For the more powerful and ancient beings on Ethria that Ailsa had warned me
    about? My mind summoned images of ancient vampires, immortal liches,
    ageless krakens, and even draconic worms. Beings who had probably slept the
    last centuries away, and who I imagined during the last epoch had not
    leveled once before the crusade.



    Such beings, already powerful, could double, or even triple their level by
    attacking a single city depending on the scale of the slaughter they could
    enact. To these beings, the ones I was to fear and hide from, the prize
    would act like a drug. Who could resist when by killing a single Pervolin,
    wiping out a town, or a city you could equal or even outstrip the labor of
    your entire life up till that point. It was an effective strategy to get
    every ancient power, every slumbering monster to engage in the behavior you
    wanted.



    But for Ethria to provide the quest to Pervolins themselves? That must have
    been far too tempting for the evil among them. Why not cull the weak,
    infirm, the useless? But, why stop there? Why not breed as prolifically as
    possible so you could profit off of the deaths of even the very young? The
    justifications for truly evil acts were as easy to spot as the sun at
    midday.



    I could see it even corrupting the good. Leaders, noble and true who only
    sought to protect and serve their people. Committing such atrocities might
    have provided the levels, the power needed to protect the rest of their
    species. The idea was insidious, as much as it seemed to have been
    effective.



    “The temptation must have been, unimaginable, near the end.” I said
    quietly. She only nodded. “And this, species-wide genocide, was all to
    protect the primary purpose of Ethria’s creation. The primary purpose that
    you can’t tell me about?” She nodded again. Something I felt on my chest
    more than saw. “Why didn’t the Pervolins take the same arrangement as the
    Fae?”



    “Even after several generations of exile and reformation, the Pervolins
    were very, very prideful.” She sighed and yawned again. “It's not like they
    were fools though. They thought they were powerful enough to survive long
    enough to prove to Ethria that they could reform properly, that they could
    change. For such long-lived beings as them, the needed species-wide
    behavioral change, philosophical contemplation, and religious atonement was
    to take centuries, not months or even years as with the shorter-lived
    races.”



    Her voice was exhausted when she continued, fighting back another yawn. At
    this point, it was clear that she was warm and out of danger. “The really
    sad thing is, they did it. The very last city, at the heartland of their
    once-powerful empire, maybe a hundred souls of the third generation in all,
    were good enough. They had changed their behavior enough, they had changed
    their biology, their society, and their laws, institutions, and religions
    enough that Ethria lifted the Crusade.”



    “And still, they died off?” I asked.



    “And still humans, elves, dwarves, deep ones, centaurs and all other manner
    of creatures from every corner of Ethria, butchered them. Can’t be too
    safe, right? If they were that dangerous once, the Pervolins could become
    so again. Or at least that was the justification for the last butchery of a
    once-great people.” The conversation drifted off into silence as the coals
    of the fire slowly burned deep in the pit that Tol’geth had dug. “Though,
    they did find their Gods again, before the end.”



    “One more question, before we go to bed to melancholy dreams,” I said, half
    quoting a phrase my mother used to tell me to warn me against reading or
    watching sad things before I went to sleep. Ailsa laughed a little causing
    me to smile as I asked “What did they do? The Pervolins I mean? Was it one
    person who screwed everything up? Or, their government? What happened?”



    “That is not a story I can tell you without revealing things I can’t tell
    you,” Ailsa said exhausted. She wiggled out of the cloth that wrapped her
    up, and then out of my shirt, and began to hover in front of the fire. She
    was sluggish compared to her normal exuberance, but I knew she would be
    fine. “Though I can still feel and be made uncomfortable by them, I am
    immune to the natural elements negative effects. So you don’t have to worry
    about natural cold making me worse off. But…” She said hesitantly as I
    stood up from the fire and began laying out the bed role that I had been
    sitting on.



    “Could I, could I sleep with you? Like, in your bed role, not the other
    way…” She said as her aura flashed a slight bit more towards red. Her aura
    was subdued in general, which is probably the only reason I caught the
    subtle change.



    Is that how Faie blush?
    I thought amusedly. “Sure you can, no problem. I mean, your a fairy. I
    don't think the other thing is even possible.”



    “Oh, don’t be so sure.” She said teasing me. I raised an eyebrow
    skeptically before she burst into soft, tired, giggles.



    I rolled my eyes. “Bedtime, little fairy.” I squeezed into my bedroll, and
    she followed after me. We were both asleep before we could think of
    anything else.



    -----



    The next morning I woke up early, a few hours before the sun. I walked over
    to Tol’geth who was keeping watch and relieved him. “I’ll keep watch till
    everyone else wakes up,” I said. “It’ll only be a few hours.” When he began
    to protest I said “You’ll be less effective if you don’t. Better to get a
    few hours of sleep at least. I’ll wake you if I hear or see anything
    suspicious.” After a few seconds of thought, he nodded and then headed over
    to where the fire had died and laid down, a log for his pillow.



    I sat down on the same rock he had just vacated and began to look through
    the multiple prompts I had received from the battle that I had
    auto-minimized. After examining my Force Bolt 1’s new overcharge special
    ability more closely, I moved on excited to see what leveling was like on
    Ethria.



    


        “You have leveled up! Current level, 2. As you are less than level 10
        you gain 3 free characteristic points to distribute. Distribute these
        within the next 48 hours, or they will be randomly redistributed for
        you.”
   

 



    



    


        “You have leveled up! Current level, 3. As you are less than level 10
        you gain 3 free characteristic points to distribute. Distribute these
        within the next 48 hours, or they will be randomly redistributed for
        you.”


    



    The feminine voice began reading the green prompts as soon as I opened
    them, I thought about a mute button, and one appeared just under the
    prompt. Interesting, I thought the word Mute, and the mute button
    clicked on, stopping the voice mid rendition of the first leveling prompt.
    
        I want to make sure I could hear if something started sneaking up on
        us. Better leave these muted for now.
    
    I thought about it a little more, and when I decided I needed a break-down
    of my notification settings, a screen appeared with several options. I
    changed combat notifications to auto-minimize non-critical ones while in
    combat. I also selected the option for a more streamlined math display.
    After a few minutes, and setting the Mute to turn back off after I slept, I
    turned my attention towards the rest of my character.



I had six free characteristic points to distribute how I wanted.     My physical characteristics are abysmal, I thought as I looked
    over my character sheet again. I considered putting a few into Dexterity or
    Constitution, or perhaps increasing my Attraction which I assumed was
    similar to how Charisma worked in old fashioned Dungeons and Dragons games.
    
        But if I want to min-max as a magic-user, I’m going to have to nearly
        entirely invest in Immaterial Characteristics.
    



    I thought about the distribution for some time, before finally deciding on
    a good mix. I put one point into Intelligence as I didn’t feel like I had
    reached my intellectual limit yet, so expanding it was not really a
    priority. This brought it up to 18. I put 2 points into emotional Stability
    making it 20 because it fed into a number of immediately useful things and
    I hoped would help me deal with the stress I was under. I put 1 point into
    Perception making that 14 because perception was always useful in any game
    for any class, and I put 1 point into Luck for the same reason.



    The last point I put into Physical Attraction.
    
        At least now I don’t have a negative modifier there. I won’t be having
        to beat women off with a stick, but at least I don’t repulse them,
    
    I thought sardonically.



    My characteristic points allocated, I reviewed the fundamentals of my
    character sheet.



“Name: Rayid (Daniel) Tear
Race: Human
Heritage: Unknown (Earth, Western, Pioneer)
Class: Pre-10th Level (3)
Religion: Unknown (LDS/Mormon)
Alignment: Unknown (Lawful, Moral)
Age: 26
Hair: Brown
Skin Color: White
Height: 6'1
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    Traits



    Human Adaptability:
    Humans are by far one of the most adaptable species on all Ethria. As such,
    every level they gain 3 characteristic points until 10th lvl. Upon taking a
    class at 10th level they gain 1 free characteristic point, and 2
    characteristic points in the primary class characteristic of their chosen
    class, and 1 point distributed randomly.



    



    Unlucky / Lucky (Agent of Change):
    Your life is filled with moments of extremes. You are both very unlucky,
    and very lucky in that strange and usually bad things tend to happen to
    you, but they usually work out in the end. Random events generated at
    +1.5x. Other effects to be discovered.







    Eldritch Knowledge:
    Having come from another plane of existence, and having been considered
    highly educated among your people, you have been blessed by the celestial
    being (s) of that foreign realm with the ability to perfectly recall any
    information you had learned on your old world. Be careful, however, as
    those who have any trait or affiliation that ties them strongly to this
    plane of existence will not take kindly to outsiders such as yourself. Your
    knowledge is power, hide it well. Other effects to be discovered.



    



    Gift of Tongues:
    You have been blessed by the cosmic being (s) of your home plane to be able
    to speak or read any language that you might encounter at the level of
    Proficient as if you were a native speaker with no accent. For this ability
    to activate you must first encounter the language twice. Other effects to
    be discovered.



    



    Mysterious Stranger:
    As you are from another place, certain aspects of yourself are permanently
    hidden from denizens of this new realm you now call home unless you
    personally reveal it to them. These aspects are listed as Unknown on your
    character sheet and will be seen by others as such until you learn more
    about yourself and claim a new place in the world. You will always have the
    hidden labels from your past home, but the new labels will be revealed for
    all to see. Find a new home, forge a new heritage for yourself, and claim
    Ethria as your own. In addition, this means that you have a natural
    resistance to mental manipulation, as your experiences and thought patterns
    are alien. 15%+current level chance of mental manipulation failure,
    magical/non-magical. Other effects to be discovered.






    Mysterious Stranger Aspect “Past Oaths”:
    In your past world, the oaths you took were relatively easy to keep, and as
    such had little hold on your soul. Most of these were stripped away when
    you went through the veil. However, you can reclaim these oaths as part of
    the Mysterious Stranger gift, granting you both guiding principles by which
    to live your life, and certain restrictions and boons based upon these
    oaths.



    Oaths Reclaimed



    The Sanctity of Life:
    In your past life you swore to uphold the sanctity of the lives of other
    humans. You have interpreted this as to apply to the sanctity of all
    sapient life, a rare sentiment indeed on Ethria. While further growth and
    knowledge may change your specific understanding and application of the
    principles of this oath, you are bound to it. Oath Type: Rare. Oath
    Restrictions: May not willfully or knowingly take the life of a sapient
    being without just cause. Doing so will have severe negative effects either
    temporary, or permanent depending upon the severity of the breach. Oath
    Boons: +1 automatic relationship status upgrade to all sapient beings upon
    their learning of this Oath. Oath Status: Reclaimed, Loyal 2






    Unlimited Potential:
    Ethria itself has given your race this boon, you will be able to learn
    every type of magic native to Ethria. This boon synergizes with each of
    your cosmic gifts. Known Synergies: None.




    The Unlucky/Lucky trait still kind of bothered me, but with how my life had
    been before I got to Ethria, and the very fact I was on Ethria at all, kind
    of proved it was true. My entire family really. Random events just sort of
    happened around us, both good and bad. The bad things usually ended up in
    our favor somehow, but not before causing all kinds of stress and trouble.



    Human adaptability seemed quite useful, but without a baseline to compare
    it too, It was a bit out of context. Still, in my experience and from
    knowing what I did about history, humans were quite adaptable. Back on
    Earth, we lived on every continent, save Antarctica, with little trouble.



    Human societies, sense of self, diets, body types and colors, and even
    religions were often heavily influenced by where we lived and what things
    were like there, despite the fact that a Mediterranean climate was
    technically the ideal. All that being said, the wide range of temperature,
    atmosphere density, elevation, even scarce availability of essentials like
    food and water very rarely had any kind of major deterrent effect on us
    living wherever we wanted. We adapted, or where we couldn’t we worked
    together to adapt our surroundings to us.



    I heard giggling coming from somewhere far off. I minimized my window and
    stood up. Looking around I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary even
as false dawn began and the area around me lightened.     I swear I can hear something. It sounds familiar. It was coming
    from one distinct direction and didn’t sound very far away, so I began to
    walk in that direction suspecting a trick from a particularly keen-minded
    tiny person.



    I turned the corner around a large tree a few feet past the clearing we had
    stayed the night in, and found a large boulder, with light, and what
    sounded like the theme to That Seventies Show playing. What the… I
    walked up and slowly peered over the rock.



    “Oh! Kelso you idiot, how did you get your head stuck like that!” Ailsa
    said in an intent whisper before she began to giggle as Ashton Kutcher
    playing the childish Kelso began to fight with the cardboard box that was
    wrapped around his head. She was watching That Seventies Show on a magic
    screen set in front of her.



    “Hey,” I said trying to act nonchalant about it. The screen disappeared
    with a wave of her hand, and she shot into the sky before realizing it was
    me and floated back down. “So, how long have you had access to stuff from
    my world?” I asked.



    “Um, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She said, her purple aura
    back and flashing slightly reddish.



    Probably a color meaning embarrassed
    I thought as I fought to keep a smile from my face. “You know, that show is
    one of my brother's favorites.”



    “ I don’t know what you're talking about.” She said again, but she knew she
    was had.



    “Oh come on I caught you, you can’t just pretend I didn’t see Kelso on that
    screen just now. When did you get access to stuff from my home?”



    She sighed frustratedly. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you.” She said rubbing
    her face with both hands. “Mr. Grumpy Face gave me access to media from
    your world. It's all so I can better understand you and help you. That's
    all.” Ailsa said defensively. “Now, let's get back to camp before…”
    

    “Hold on,” I said as I put out a hand in front of her. It wouldn’t actually
    block her way if she really wanted to go, but it did have the effect I
    wanted. “You’re not getting away that easily. You have access to ALL of
    earth's media?”



    “No, don’t be dumb. You’re people produce so much content, a sentient
    magical supermatrix couldn’t sort through it given a hundred years. But, I
    do have access to the digital media from the point you came here into the
    past. So basically anything you might have experienced. Again, so I could
    better understand you. Now, can we go?” She asked as she bobbed up and down
    nervously. “The others can’t know, I really shouldn’t have even told you, I
    should have wiped your memory.”



    “What like agent J?”



    “Yeah exactly like…” she stopped herself.



    “What did you think of the movie?” I asked as I began to walk back towards
    camp.



    “Ugh.” She buzzed her wings in that familiar way I knew meant she was
    annoyed. “You know it was your agent comment that had me ask for access
    right?” I nodded having suspected something like that.



    “So? What did you think?”



    “The first one was really good.” She buzzed her wings happily this time,
    the change in the subject not phasing her at all. Again, the one thing I've
    learned about fairies, and Faie in general, riddled with ADHD, all of them.
    Though I came to find out later that Ailsa was considered a studious and
    stuffy member of her race. I was told so by her when I teased her as we
    walked along the road.



    “And?” I prodded.



    “Well, the second one was, not nearly as good.” She said deflating
    slightly. “But the third one was better, just not as good as the first.”



    “Yeah, most people think that. What about the International movie, and the
    TV show?”



    “There’s a TV show?” She looked like any uber-fan who found out that there
    was more content they never knew about, ever.



    “Yeah, but its a cartoon so a lot of people who loved the original trilogy
    were turned off by it sadly.”
    

    “What's a cartooooon?” She asked, fluttering up next to me and holding onto
    the last word too long.



    “Cartoon. Not cartooooon.” I corrected. “And it's kind of like, well, have
    you ever seen when someone take a stack of paper, draw one thing on the
    first page, and then draw nearly the exact same thing on the next page with
    only a slight difference, and how if you do that over and over again it can
    look like the drawing is moving?” She shook her head no. “Well, remind me
    to demonstrate some time, and then you’ll understand better what a cartoon
    is. Right now think of it like a drawing, but it moves.”



    “Your peoples illusionary magic, and your prosperity to use it for
    amusements and entertainment rather than to beguile one another is simply
    amazing.”



    “It's not magic.” I corrected for what felt like the millionth time.



    “Oh really?” She asked snidely. “Then why does this…” She pulled up a
    screen with the Industrial Light and Magic effects company logo on it and
    held it out in front of her for me to see. “… say otherwise? From what I
    understand this is the caller sign for an establishment that specializes in
    such things.”



    I laughed then, a full belly laugh as me and my indigent little fairy
    friend walked back into camp. She made the screen disappear as we entered
    the clearing. “I’ll explain it all later,” I said still fighting off
    laughter. “You’ll understand better when I show you how the paper thing
    works. Remind me when we have a little downtime, okay?” She bobbed up and
    down and then sped off somewhere.



    Tol’geth was already awake, as I went and rolled up my bedroll and doused
    the coals in the fire, stirring the water into the ashes to ensure it was
    out. A short time later the elves and Riggil woke up. We finished packing
    everything and set out on the road.



    Sitting in the back of the wagon I decided on the next few techniques I was
    going to try when we had some time in a safe place. The wagon was filled
    with the broken arms and armor of the bandits, who Tol’geth had buried
    after we had all gone to sleep. The man was tireless and must have been an
    incredibly powerful man to be able to go on so little sleep.



    About the time I was finished reviewing the information in the primer for
    the third time, about two hours after I was clear-headed and sitting up
    straight, we entered the giant clearing. “Impressive isn’t it,” Riggil said
    from in front of me. I watched as the trees grew taller and taller, from
    inside the canopy I couldn't really see just how tall those trees where I
    realized. The sun could still get through, as the green leaves that riddled
    the trees were small and swayed in the wind. Most of them had fallen off,
    but the ones closer to the ground had yet to fully succumb to the season
    yet.



    “That canopy must block nearly all sunlight during the summer months,” I
    said amazed as I watched the trees grow slowly smaller as the cart trundled
    on.



    “That's right, we usually have to use covered lanterns to make it safely
    through to the twins. Before the woods grow thick on both sides of the road
    the grass grows so high that it meets with the canopy. In other places, the
    tree branches are so heavy with leaves that they bow down to the ground,
    and are so thick it's hard to cut through to the grass on the other side.”
    Riggil said as he guided the cart around a particularly nasty looking
    pothole in the road that I saw as we passed by it.



    “It was once our forest,” Markel said as he walked beside us through tree
    stumps that filled the fields around us. “Some of us wish it to be again.”
    He said the last in a lower voice, almost a growl of frustration, but
    clearly meant for the group's ears.



    “That is why it grows so well,” said Telli from my other side. I turned to
    watch her as she cheerfully hopped from one stump to the next. “The magic
    that our ancestors placed on these trees, on the soil, in the rocks and
    water, are still here. It makes the trees grow thick and large, the grass
    grow tall and reedy, and the animals grow wild and strong. Even during
    winter!” She hopped down from the constant stream of tree stumps we were
    passing to walk directly behind me. Markel followed her lead and joined
    her.



    “That makes a lot of sense, it's hard to believe that trees could grow both
    as large and as thickly as that under normal circumstances. Back on…” I
    paused as I caught myself from saying ‘world’. “... my home island.” I said
    sticking with the story that Ailsa and I had come up with the other day to
    cover the same mistake. “There is little to no real magic. We use science,
    and a pure understanding of nature to do things that magic does for most of
    you.” The two elves eyes went wide and the hostility that Markel had shown
    just a minute ago was now gone as interest overcame politics.



    “Your island must be very sad.” Said Telli “Magic heals, it fixes, it
    allows things like those trees to grow, and it lets us do wonderful things
    like change shape, talk with animals and even fly! You say you can’t do any
    of that?” She asked as her emotions swung wildly from excitement at the
    prospect of talking with animals and flying; to sadness at a land of people
    who would never be able to do so.



    “That…” Markel began. “That would suck.” Telli hit him lightly on the arm.



    “You know where not suppose to say that word. It means something bad in the
    human tongue.” Telli said it as if it was something she had repeated a
    thousand times to her companion. Which I realized, she probably had.



    “Well, why should I if the adults will never tell us what it means,” Markel
    said defensively. Then they stopped their arguing and looked at me
    expectantly. “Maybe, maybe you could tell us?” Markel asked tentatively.



    I think I’m being manipulated
    I thought as a smile crossed my face. I knew what it meant, in Torish
    ‘sucking’, like back on earth in some English speaking cultures was
    essentially a reference to fellatio.
    
        I will not be explaining THAT to children, no matter how mature they
        look.
    



    “Absolutely not. Your parents know best. They will explain it one day when
    you’re old and wise enough.” I said chiding the children. Both of their
    expressions fell slightly, and their eyes went downcast. “But I will tell
    you what it means in my home tongue and culture.” The two perked up
    immediately. “Here in Torish lands it means something crude that you’re not
    old enough to know about yet. But, in my homeland, it means that something
    is bad, annoying, or sad.



    “It comes from the fact that in order to clean carpet, my people use a
    machine that uses ‘suction’...” I pronounced the English word carefully and
    then did my best to translate it into Torish, the language we were
    speaking. There was a better translation in Elvish, but I could tell these
    two needed a little practice with Torish, so I stuck to that. “...To pick
    up dust and debris off the floor. It's a force, very similar to what
    happens to air when you breathe in. It fills your lungs because your lungs
    are creating ‘suction’.



    “Occasionally, one of these machines will suck up something that is
    valuable or that has worth without the person realizing it until much later
    after the container is emptied and the valuable thing is lost.



    “So when my people say ‘suck’ it means a bad thing has happened, something
    valuable was lost. It is among the mildest of bywords, curse or cuss words
    to my people. Along with Flip, Dang, and Dang-nab-it” I said the substitute
    cuss words in English. Their faces light up with delight with each new
    word.



    Yeah sure I was lying to them, and probably going to give their parents a
    heart attack when they started using those as swear words randomly, but it
    was only a little lie, and those parents nearly let their kids kill me, so
    a little payback was in order. Besides, it wasn’t like they were going to
    be interacting with anyone else that spoke English other than me and Ailsa.



    Tol’geth appeared to the side of the children almost out of nowhere. “That
    is enough. Stop corrupting the youths.” He said glaring mildly at me as he
    shooed them back to playing on the tree stumps that amazingly even now
    still littered the ground. Well, mildly for Tol’geth, I still felt a shiver
    of instinctive fear run down my spine as he glowered at me. The children
    ran off talking amongst themselves about ‘sucking machines’ and I grinned
    from ear to ear.



    “You should not have told them those words or that story. Their parents
    will be plagued by them for years to come.” He said shaking his head
    slightly.



    “Oh, I do that to my own nieces and nephews back home all the time.
    Teaching them swear words in other languages or phrases that are totally
    innocuous in our society, but are completely inappropriate in others. Ticks
    their parents off, but it is really funny to watch my brother try to
    explain why bloody isn’t appropriate, or why screaming ‘pants’ to a British
    person is not a good thing.”



    I smiled at him and he chuckled slightly “You’re as bad as Tell’esh from
    the stories.” He said before walking off muttering “Mettling wizards.”



    Tell’esh? Wait, wizard?
    I thought surprised.
    
        Is that what I am? Hmmm. I guess I kind of am. I know that's what I
        want to become, but if Tol’geth already thinks of me in that way then
        that’s good enough for me!
    
    My grin turned into a full toothy smile as I turned my attention to the
    second book I had to read on magical theory.



    The book had a leather cover instead of a wooden one, with the title
    “Argumentai Materiali: A Discussion Of The Magical Properties Of Metals And
    Other Extracted Materials” cut and then burned into the leather on the
    front. The book was essentially an encyclopedia of various metals, with
    each entry listing the type of metal by name in Dwarvish, a description of
    the magical properties in Elvish, followed by a short paragraph or two
    discussing what those magical properties could do in forging, again in
    Dwarvish. A few of the metals had multiple entries, where different
    scholars disagreed about specific points of potential use, and what methods
    might best serve the type of metal or its various alloys.



    Most metals only had one entry that gave a brief if terse description of
    the metals uses and magical properties. A few of them had multiple, while
    only three had commentaries that disagreed with each other that went on for
    pages.



    The ones with only one or two entries were known as Common Metals, and my
    ability easily translated their names via the context, and due to the
    drawings and descriptions that were given in each of their entries. Things
    like Iron, Tin, and Copper. Once I figured out what each one was, via the
    description and listed uses, my ability translated them. For some reason,
    until I at least had a better grasp about the metals nature, and connected
    it in some way with the knowledge that I had, the translation of the name
    of the ore or metal alloy didn’t happen.



    The second group of metals, the ones a handful of different, but rarely
    contradictory entries were known as the Majestic Metals. Oddly, the only
    name I could translate immediately was the first one, Steel. These were
    supposedly magically active metals, usually purer or alloyed forms of their
    Common brothers. After reading over them I was able to figure out a couple
    of more, like Gold, Silver, and both Naturally Occurring and Alloyed
    Electrum. Supposedly naturally occurring Electrum was more powerful than
    purposefully alloyed Electrum. A couple of the entries postulated theories
    but no one really knew why this was.



    Then there where the Mythic Metals. These had entries that went on for
    pages. In fact, they took up roughly half the book and the page that
    introduced them described them as the rarest and most deadly to work with,
    as well as by far the most magically active and easiest to enchant. Those
    were Mersary, Urtasium, and Eithercite. I skimmed them, sure that they had
    to be some kind of foreign or Faie metal, but I promised myself I would
    return to them when I had a little free time.



    I looked up from my reading and saw the sun was well past noon. We were
    moving a lot more slowly due to the armor and weapons that Tol’geth had
    policed from the bandits, so I wasn’t surprised we hadn't made it to town
    yet. But I was worried that we hadn't stopped for lunch. I looked around me
    and spotted Ailsa playing with the two elven children, they were playing a
    game that looked remarkably like tag, but with shafts of light and sparks
    that had little to no real effect when they hit one another. Choosing to
    let them continue their game I turned around.



    “Hey Riggil, do you know why we haven’t stopped to eat lunch yet?”



    Riggil turned to look at me, reins in hand. “Tol’geth thought it best to
    keep pushing on until sundown if my Tammi could hold out that long. I
    thought she’d have some trouble with doin it, but she’s lookin fresh. I
    think the fairy put a spell on her, really need to thank that purple ball
    of light. She’s lookin better then she’s looked in a while” Riggil turned
    back to watching the road.



    Fair enough
    , I thought before reaching into the sack of hardtack and jerky that
    Tol’geth had stored there before we left the camp. I pulled out a couple of
    pieces of jerky, and a small biscuit of hardtack, and ate it slowly,
    allowing the water from my cantine to soften it in my mouth before I chewed
    each piece. No reason to risk breaking my teeth on this stuff.



    As I ate, I let my gaze wander over everything. We had gotten past the
    thick crop of tree stumps that festooned the outer portion of the clearing,
    and instead where now surrounded by gentle, now fallow fields ready for the
    winter. My eyes eventually wandered to the elves and Ailsa and their silly
    game of what amounted to laser tag. It was a little colder then I would
    have liked, but with the sun overhead and the lack of trees blocking its
    warmth, it wasn’t unpleasantly so.



    After I was finished eating, about an hour later, I hopped down off the
    cart, and went to where Ailsa and the children were still playing. “Maybe
    you all can teach me to play.” I called to them as I walked up. The two
    elves where practically giddy at the prospect of having another playmate,
    but Ailsa seemed a bit reserved about it. Well, as reserved as a fairy can
    be anyway. Biting, rude, inconsiderate? Yes. Reserved? Eh.



    “No offense Rayid, but you don’t have the same mana manipulation training
    that we all do. At least not yet, you might hurt someone.” Ailsa said as
    the three of them paused their game and walked along parallel to the road
    and the cart with me. The field we were in was fallow and flat, so it was
    easy to keep up with the cart.



    “Pleeeeeease” I asked holding my hands up together in front of me like she
    had done a few times, smiling wide. The children watched this interaction
    with what I thought was an odd amount of interest, but who knows, it might
    have been a perfectly normal amount of interest. I don’t, I’m not an elf.



    Ailsa rolled her body, and most likely her eyes, at me buzzing her wings
    annoyedly. “Fine,” she said as the elven children cheered. “But don’t think
    I don’t know what you’re doing. You’re just trying to get a lesson in mana
    manipulation out of me without being my apprentice.” Telli gasped as if to
    say “The Scandal!”, and Markel smirked knowingly.



    “Well,” I hesitated “Yeah,” I admitted finally. “That and to have a little
    bit of fun. I’ve been sitting and reading for more than two days now. A bit
    of exercise and a game might do my soul good. A person can have more than
    one honest motive you know.” I said the last in a mock instructional tone.
    Telli nodded her agreement with me and Markel rolled his eyes.
    
        Maybe he’s a bit older, I’m sensing a definite pre-teen vibe from him.
        Or maybe she’s just a bit more naive and earnest.
    



    “Okay, okay, you win,” Ailsa said. She spun around in a loop three times,
    on the third, she laughed delightedly before stopping right in front of me
    as I walked keeping an even distance so we didn’t crash into one another.
    “But Rayid is going to have to do a bit of studying first.” She said, as
    Telli pouted sadly, and Markel’s shoulders slumped and he huffed annoyance.



    “Actually, it's probably good for all of us to take a break from play and
    do a bit of practice.” She pronounced, both children groaned this time. I
    have to admit, watching physically grown adults groan at the prospect of
    homework was amusing. It reminded me of college.



    We went back to the cart, and all climbed aboard. It was cramped with three
    fully grown people, the arms and armor, and the swaying back and forth and
    jarring jolts as the cart bucked the grooves in the muddy road. Ailsa had
    us all sit down as best we could, close our eyes, and clear our minds. Once
    that was done, she told us to imagine sparks of light, flashing strobes,
    and wisps that fluttered through the air like confetti. How the fairy knew
    what confetti was I’d have to ask her later, but it somehow translated into
    an elvish analog well enough that the children understood.



    When she told us to open our eyes but to continue to envision what we had
    thought of, I saw a beautiful sight. What I had envisioned, strobing
    confetti, flashing blue, pink, and purple streamers of light wicked around
    us. They intermixed with what the children had envisioned and brought to
    life. There was a large dragon about the size of a small dog, chasing after
    the streamers, that had a very Telli flavor to its playfulness and serious
    lack of fire and wrath. There were large acorn-shaped balls of light that
    flashed yellow, green, orange, and red in a rhythm I couldn’t quite parse
    out.



    I looked at the bottom left of my vision where other things had appeared
    before and thought about the need to know just how much mana I was using. A
    blue bar, nearly full, appeared then, and when I looked directly at it, it
    showed the numbers 185/200. Riggil clapped and laughed, and his pony whinny
    as Telli’s dragon danced in front of it. I looked at the young elf
    meaningfully and she blushed, moving the dragon again to attack the ribbons
    of light.



    Tol’geth watched the lights dance with little to no visual reaction. When
    his gaze turned to us there was mirth and amusement in his eyes. “A good
    spectacle.” He said before turning back to the show. The dragon had finally
    caught one of the ribbons of light, and tore it to shreds, creating a
    hundred ribbons which began to spin around and fall like rain as I gave
    them conscious commands for the first time. If I’m being honest, it looked
    a lot like what going to light speed in the original, ancient star wars
    movies looked like, white and yellow light streaks filling the air.



    As we played this game, I tried more advanced constructs, deer that the
    dragon chased and played with, lions that ate Markel's acorns, one of which
    turned into a crocodile twice the lion's size and ate it to the delight of
    Tol’geth and Markel both. We made many other things, and as we did I began
    to get prompts.


“Congratulations! You have learned the skill, Mana Manipulation.
        Current skill rank, 1.”
“Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill, Mana Manipulation.
        Current skill rank, 2.”
“Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill, Mana Manipulation.
        Current skill rank, 3.”
...
“Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill, Mana Manipulation.
        Current skill rank, 7.”

    








    I finally paid attention after the seventh prompt appeared, and as I read
    it I shouted “Yatta!” and shot my hands up into the air. My portion of the
    mummer's show ended abruptly, earning a disappointed ‘ah’ from dang near
    everyone. Including I swear, Tol’geth, though not verbally. His shoulders
    simply slumped with everyone else's.



    “Why’d you stop” asked Telli sadly.



    “Yeah, we were having fun!” Accused Markel. “My Dragon had just caught
    Telli’s. Look it has gotten away now.”



    “Oh.. uh…” I began stupidly before Ailsa stepped in.



    “He nearly ran out of mana.” I looked at my mana pool, and she was right.
    It read 12/200, and the blue bar was nearly gone. “You both know how
    dangerous that can be. You saw what happened to me after all.” Ailsa
    lectured. The two looked downcast, and nodded saying in unison “Yes, Faie
    Ailsa.”



    While mana depletion to 0 itself was not dangerous, if you stopped exactly
    at the 0 mark, continuing to fund spells after that point meant that the
    spell would leech heat from your body at a dangerous and inefficient
    exchange rate. One that could easily and swiftly lead to issues like what
    Ailsa had experienced the day before. The process was called
    ‘mana-exhaustion’ and it was considered one of the most dangerous things
    about mana use.



    I looked at the sun, and it was fastly falling in the sky. “How close are
    we to Cutters Hollow?” I asked.



    “We should get there just after sundown. The guards might let us in if they
    are in a good mood, but if not then we’ll be sleeping outside the wall
    tonight.”



    “Do not worry,” Tol’geth said continuing to walk even with Riggil, beside
    the cart, giving the old man some company. “I will keep watch tonight.”



    Riggil spoke up than “The bandits that attacked us were desperate folk,
    probably runaways from the Twins who grew up in the woods and found a few
    others like’em. They had to attack us, they were probably running out of
    food already. All the professional bandits that usually plague the road
    already left for their winter holdouts. We shouldn’t be bothered tonight,
    sept maybe by bears.”



    What Riggil said was true, we arrived just after sundown, and the gates to
    the town where closed. The town must have mainly been living space, as I
    saw many mills and work sights left out in the open, outside the walls
    along the river. The wooden wall ended in two small guard towers where it
    met the river. The gatehouse was really just a single watchtower, and a
    two-door gate large enough for little more than two wagons, each slightly
    wider than Riggils cart, to pull through at the same time.



    The guards where professional but firm, we would have to wait until morning
    before we could enter. “Gates closed for a reason, we can’t let just
    anybody in whenever we want.” The large, chain shirted and plate helmed man
    said as he leaned over the wall of the watchtower. “If the mayor found out
    I opened the gates after dark, sept in an emergency, I’d be in big trouble.
    Tolls and safety checks and the like will start up again at sunrise though,
    that's a promise. We aren't no lazy town guard here, no sir. We’ll be on
    time, you can count on that. Always are.”



    The guard's name was Seventl, and though he was the night watch commander,
    meaning he was in charge of two other men outfitted exactly as he was, he
    couldn’t just let us in without a compelling reason like an injury, or if
    we were being chased by bandits. So we found a nice little brace of trees
    just outside the walls, not the hulking massive ones we had passed getting
    here, but pine trees, about twice as tall as a man, and we made camp
    between them and the walls, using them as a double windbreak.



    We made a fire and sat together around it to keep the cold wind away. Ailsa
    and the children told stories for a few hours before Tol’geth of all people
    looked at me and asked “Could we have a story from your island? You’re
    people seem very strange, wizard, I would enjoy such a tale.” The children
    were of course enthusiastically supportive and Riggil just smiled at the
    idea.



    “Alright,” I said as Ailsa shot me a worried look. I nodded to her that I
    knew what I was doing. “What story to tell? Well, what type of story do you
    want to hear?” I asked. “One of adventure? Misfortune? Danger? How about
    one of love, or tragedy?” I swept my arms over our small fire dramatically
    as I spoke. It was a move I had seen someone perform at the Timpanogos
    storytelling festival when I was little before it was shut down after a
    string of suicides tainted the event. The move sent sparks through the air
    and illuminated my face dramatically though It was rather hot. “A story of
    the Gods? Or how about a story of the common, everyday folk who showed
    uncommon bravery in the face of tyranny?”



    Eventually, after the children all gave their enthusiastic preferences,
    Telli wanting a love story, and Markel wanting one about the bravery of
    warriors, and after hearing from Tol’geth and Riggil on their preferences,
    I decided on Star Wars. The original trilogy, not the sequels, or the
    prequels, or the alternative universe stuff that came out a few years ago.



    I told them the plot to a New Hope, but instead of a space station, the
    Death Star was a powerful warship that could level a coastal town in a
    single volley from its great weapons. Instead of starfighters, the rebels
    used hang gliders and bombs, and instead of Alderaan being a planet, it was
    a peaceful coastal city that was shelled and burned into nothing but ash
    and cinders.



    After the story, they pushed for more backstory, more explanations. Who
    were the Jedi? Where did the emperor come from? And why did people just let
    themselves be taken advantage of like that? The last question came from
    Tol’geth.



    So I took my time explaining as much as I could, with some obvious changes
    to fit into this new world. The Jedi where powerful wizards and sorcerers
    that among my people are very rare, who used their power to work for peace
    in our little chain of islands. But they had been killed off years ago by
    the evil emperor when he had ascended his dark throne after a long and
    bitter war. He was a Sith! An evil counterpart to the Jedi who used
    necromantic magic to keep himself alive much longer then should have been
    possible. Darth Vader was a fallen Jedi who had joined the emperor to
    become his apprentice and another Sith Lord.



    Eventually, the questions and my responses went into spoiler territory for
    the other movies, and I had to beg off to sleep promising to tell another
    entry in the saga of Luke Skywalker, another night. As I slept I dreamt of
    spells, flashing lights, and giggling fairies and children.



    ----



    “Hail the camp!” came a voice from seemingly far away. I woke groggily and
    began by rubbing my face and eyes into wakefulness.



    “Hail, who comes?” I heard Tol’geth respond, a promise of violence in his
    voice, but not openly hostile. For Tol’geth.



    “The Sheriff of Cutters Hollow, and two deputies” responded the first
    voice, followed by the sound of feet walking over cold ground nearby.



    I sat up and saw my barbarian friend interposing himself between the rest
    of the group and the three newcomers. They wore long brimmed hats woven
    from the ubiquitous tall grass, dried out and woven together with
    thick-looking bark along the top and edges. They wore brown cotton tunics,
    and wool trousers and each wore a short blade on their hip, still sheathed.
    In their hands all three held staves a few inches longer then each man was
    tall.



    “How did your night among the pines fair, good travelers? Riggil? Is that
    you?” The sheriff asked, he was a few inches taller than the other two men,
    who both had their faces and arms covered in wraps to protect against
    sunburn and bugs.



    “Ho,” said the old man as he pulled himself out of his bedroll. The morning
    was young yet, no real light having peaked over the horizon. “Returned from
    market selling the redwood branches, and I run into these folk. They saved
    me from a bandit attack from what looked like that group of runaways from
    the twins.”



    The sheriff nodded solemnly. “How many people did you lose?” He asked
    sadly.



    “None. We killed them all.” Tol’geth said menacingly. Though before you
    grew to know the man it is admittedly difficult to tell the difference
    between menacing, and virtually anything else.



    “That is quite a feat,” The sheriff said sadly as he looked the barbarian
    up and down carefully. While that was happening I analyzed the Sheriff.



Name: Sheriff / Militia Captain Samuel Brodigan
Race: Human
Class: Sherif, Investigator
Level: 18
Height: 5’9
Skin Color: Brown
Hair: Brown
Age: 43
Heritage: Northern Tor, Wood Cutters
Affiliation: Cutters Hollow
Religion: Unknown, Skill Score too low
Alignment: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
Disposition Towards You: Inquisitive, defensive
HP: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
Defensive Characteristics: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low

    


















    I didn’t even get a general breakdown of his ability scores.
    
        I really need to get this skill up and working, I've only used it a
        handful of times
    
    . Before I could continue with that train of thought, the sheriff looked
    directly at me.



    “It's rude to analyze a person without their permission while in town. That
    is behavior I would expect from children, not a grown man.” I felt his gaze
    harden. It wasn’t like simply being scrutinized by a person, I felt his,
    self, analyze me.



    


        “You have been analyzed. Applicable skills too low, raise your skill
        levels higher to be able to tell who and how this is done, along with
        what information the analyzer has gained.”
   

 



    So that's how that feels! 
    I didn’t like it in the slightest, it felt like someone was touching me,
    feeling me without my permission. It was highly uncomfortable.



    “Please forgive him,” Ailsa said as she sped out of my bedroll and into the
    air between us. “He’s not from this part of Ethria. Where he comes from the
    Analyze ability does not exist as we have it here, they only have the
    skill. He probably didn’t even realize he was doing it.”



    Bardigan seemed astonished at the sight of the fairy, before shaking
    himself back into the moment. “Right, well in that case guide, you should
    teach him about such things. That is your duty isn’t it?” Ailsa bobbed up
    and down in acknowledgment.



    “I have only had two days with him. I have not yet covered every social
    norm you have here in Torish lands.” Bardigan bowed slightly this time.



    “In that case, all is forgiven.” He turned his attention back to me.
    “Traveler, I will leave it to your guide to teach you the specifics, but
    know this. Here, in Tor, but particularly here in Cutters Hollow, actively
    analyzing a person with the ability is considered rude. If inside the city
    walls, it would have been a citable infraction.” I nodded my understanding
    and he turned back to Riggil.



    “I came out here because the night guards said they saw your cart filled
    with weapons and armor. I take it that those are what remain from the
    bandits?” The sheriff asked pointing at the cart.



    “Right Sherif! Riggil said as he pulled the blanket fully away and pulled
    up a small leather harness that was designed to go over a gambeson. The
    gambisons were bloody and cut cleanly in a few places, and wrapped in a
    different blanket. Riggil then pulled out one of the short swords and
    handed both of them to the lawman for inspection. “Five short swords, three
    long knives, and three spears. They’re not very high quality, but usable.”



    “Good. I’ll buy them from you for the new militia members I’ve recently
    hired if your willing to sell at a fair price. The goblins in the south
    swamp by the twins are getting uppity again.” Bardigan said offhandedly as
    he examined the short sword.



    “Well, the gambeson armor is going to need repair and washing,” I said
    stepping into the situation. “If you don’t want to deal with that, we can
    do it for a little extra coin. Not too much mind you, but enough to cover
    the labor.” Everyone looked at me quietly.



    “You meathead,” Ailsa said smacking herself in the forehead. “As the only
    one in the caravan that has a cart, Riggil is the only one eligible for
    caravan leadership. As the leader of the caravan, Riggil gets to deal with
    this on his own.” I nodded making the oh with my mouth quietly and backed
    up a pace turning to roll up my bedroll before I stepped into any other
    delicate social situations I was poorly equipped for.



    “Don’t worry young adventurer,” Riggil said with a cackle in his voice.
    “I’ll take care of it.” The old man turned back to the Sheriff and the two
    began negotiating a price for the labor of repair, washing, and then
    delivery. In the end Riggil proved an astute negotiator, earning us 1 gold
    for each usable weapon, 10 silver per gambison, plus repair costs and 1
    extra silver per day of labor rounded up to the whole silver, and 1 silver
    per leather jerkin as long as they still had belt, harness, and a loop
    sheath. Half a silver if it was damaged and needed repair or was missing
    one of those things.



    As the sheriff and his two guards walked off after giving Riggil the
    information about where to deliver it all too, along with a free pass for
    us all into the town and market, the old man cackled almost evilly. “Nearly
    12 gold in total!” Riggil laughed and danced a little jig on the spot.



    “So what's the split?” My question stopped the old man's dance and he
    turned to regard me.



    “What makes you think you get a share?” he asked harshly.



    “Well, not just me, but everyone here. We all guarded you and helped you
    get here. Not to mention we killed almost all of those guys, not you.” I
    said pointing to Ailsa, Tol’geth and then myself.



    “Yes well, you were in my employ. We had a quest contract remember? You
    were paid with the ride, and once we get into the town your quest will be
    done and you’ll get your experience reward.” He said regarding me with
    skepticism and concern.



    “You’re, you are kidding me. Right? I mean really…” I was getting really
    angry, and I couldn’t believe what I was hearing from this old man, from
this pathetic weakling who was trying to exploit me and my friends!    



    I might usually be a calm, creative, nice, and a bit of a calculating
    person most of the time but I had a temper when someone tried to cheat me,
    particularly someone who I thought was a friend. It flared up and
    manifested itself in instantly hot anger, and paranoia that years of grief,
    attachment, and trust issues only exasperated. “You’re going to tell me
    that you’re going to cheat me, and them!”I yelled as I gestured at the rest
    of camp. My vision started going red with anger at the betrayal.



    I took a couple of steps towards the old man who flinched. Ailsa zoomed in
    front of me to stop me from doing something stupid.



    “Wow their big guy, she said as she strained against my steps. “Don’t hurt
    the old man.” At that moment, I had no idea what she was talking about,
    then I looked down, anger still tinting my vision, and I saw I had a star
    clenched in my fist.



    How did that get there?



    Riggil looked at me as if I had grown a third head, that was being french
    kissed by a second head that grew out of thin air. “You know what? This is
    probably a cultural thing…” I said a little desperately, trying to calm
    myself down as my fairy friend pushed against my chest making sure I didn’t
    move again.



    I clung to that thread, that thin line of reasoning that allowed me to
    climb my way back to rationality and sanity. “Yeah, that's probably what
    this is,” I told myself aloud. I looked over at Tol’geth, and I found the
    two children standing behind him wearing worried expressions on their
    faces, while he gripped his sword in front of him. An expression on his
    face that I had never seen before, worry, concern, confusion, and a little
    bit of guilt.



    I realized then that I had let the stress of the last three days build up
    into this outburst. I hadn’t seen Riggil, my friend who I had joked and
    laughed with along the way. The man who had helped take care of me when I
    had almost died. I had seen the coin he was trying to take from me unfairly
    and my anger was released when he was erased and all I saw was a
    money-grubbing old man trying to cheat me.



    Under the torrent of stress from almost being killed multiple times, being
    rendered effectively catatonic, seeing a friend nearly die, sleeping in the
    open cold, and constantly being on alert, my sanity and calm, temporarily,
    snapped like a twig. I had no idea what it looked like to the others, let
    alone Riggil.



    I took a deep, cleansing breath, and the red haze of rage and paranoia that
    had filled my mind just a minute ago, slowly ebbed. When I opened my eyes a
    few seconds later, I saw Riggil standing by Tol’geth, who was between me
    and the rest of the group, save my fairy friend who wore an expression of
    pain, fear, and sadness. Depression is a bitch sometimes. I
    thought sadly.



    I turned to Riggil “I apologize.” I said “My outburst had nothing to do
    with you. It was, all of this.” I said as I gestured around me. “This
    place, it is new, with new things. Even if I don’t let it show, I am under
    a lot of stress right now. New people, new places, new languages, new…
    magic.” I said as I spread my hands and let out a tiny mana construct I had
    crafted out of the dangerous Force Bolt I had been holding.



    The multicolored prismatic butterfly took off and began dancing to distract
    the children who laughed and created constructs of their own to play with
    it. I love mana manipulation, I thought as a smile slowly crossed
    my face and tension shed off me like water on a rock.



    “New customs, and new social etiquette and niceties that I’m having to grow
    used to. I miss my friends and …” I got a little choked up then, my eyes
    grew a little moist. “...and my family. I took all of that out on you
    Riggil, over a simple misunderstanding.



    “Will you please forgive me?” I asked as I put out my hand for Riggil to
    shake. It was a simple gesture, but at that moment it held a lot of
    meaning. Riggil took it and began to smile.



    “Aye lad, don’t worry too much about it.” He said as he pulled me into a
    surprisingly strong hug. “I’ve been right where you are.” He released me
    and looked me square in the eye. “Better to have your crisis here, among
    friends, then out there among the wolves, bears, and bandits, eh?” I
    laughed patted him on the shoulder and wiped the moisture from my eyes.



    Tol’geth for his part lowered his sword when we had embraced, and now just
    looked deeply confused. Ailsa fluttered over to him and conversed with the
    large barbarian quietly, answering his questions and helping him understand
    what had just happened. After a few exchanges, he laughed, walked over to
    me and picked me up in a massive, crushing hug. “You passed your first
    trial little wizard!” He exclaimed proudly. I had no idea what he was
    talking about.



    “You have passed the trial of the adjustment! You are now a man!” He
    explained when he put me down. I was not used to being crushed like that,
    being 6’1, I was used to doing the crushing, so it was a bit of a surreal
    experience for me.



    “A man? Um, I was already a man.” Tol’geth shook his head at my
    pronouncement. “What? I’m 26 years old, if I wasn’t a man by now then when
    would I be one?” I asked a little annoyed.



    “No, you are an adult. It's not the same as a varidian man, like me and
    mine. The trial of adjustment is the first hurdle that a young boy must
    overcome when it undertakes his Tep’tal’deen.”



    The word translated into roughly, great epic warrior journey of manhood.
    
        From the few human varidian words I’ve heard, he and his people are not
        very subtle.
    
I thought wryly,     but then again it's probably perfectly descriptive of what it is.
    I asked the question he was expecting “What is that?”



    “It is the journey a boy must take to become a man. He leaves his tribe
    with a single friend and ally, and the lands of our people, and goes to
    visit other places to learn and do service. Usually, he visits the bull
    people, then the centaurs where the mountains meet the great grass sea west
    of here. Then he meets the horse lords, probably gets in some fights, does
    some service worthy of his name, learns some things and returns home within
    two years. It is a great experience!” He proclaimed. That sounded very
    familiar. “There are five trials, you have passed the first two!” He said
    letting his joy overcome him again. He began walking and pushing me along
    with a hand on my back. I looked back and the others started packing up
    camp.



    “What are these trials? And I thought you said that I passed the first
    trial, how have I passed two? That doesn't make any sense.” He lead me to
    the far side of the few pines we had sheltered in last night.



    “The first trial is the trial of denial. Any person may choose to not go on
    a Tep’tal’deen, It is never forced. But there is great pressure to
    do so. A person who chooses to not go on to such service is never seen as a
    full warrior. Though, there are other things they can do to earn such
    status should they chose to forgo the Tep’tal’deen or are unable
    to.” This was all sounding suspiciously familiar to me.



“So, you have passed two trials, and your first trial on your    Tep’tal’deen,  we must celebrate!” With that, he pulled out a
    large flask of something and handed it to me. I protested that I didn’t
drink alcohol, and Tol’geth looked offended. “Those who are on their    Tep’tal’deen do not imbibe such things. Nor do they partake of
    women or the grasses that old men with brittle bones use to ebb their
    pain.”



    Okay, this was getting ridiculous
    . Fighting from rolling my eyes I asked “So, what is this then?”



    “It is saccharin water. Sweet, and easy to drink, but it contains many
    vitamins and minerals that a traveler needs!”



    I felt like I was sitting in on one of those essential oil pitch meetings
    where they tried to get you to buy their newest product. ‘This year's line
    is ten times more potent and healthy for you’ or something like that. Every
    time I went to the mall I got harassed by those guys. They were a strangely
    unique plague on the Utah culture that was an otherwise overly educated and
    skeptical people. Utahn’s tended to buy into their pseudo-science and
    health claims in droves.



    “You should drink deeply, your nerves need it.” He said more solemnly. I
    took the flask and drank a mouth full. It was sweet, and yet bracing, it
    was oddly reminiscent of flat coke. The familiar taste and biting feel
    steadied my nerves after a few seconds. I had no doubt it was riddled with
    caffeine. I even got a small notification telling me just as much.



    


        “You are now heavily caffeinated. Effects: +2 to all skill checks for 2
        hours. After, -2 to all skill checks until sleep. +4 hours of
        wakefulness.”
   

 



    I sighed “Thank you, you’re right I needed that.” Tol’geth grunted, and we
    stood there together for another few minutes in comfortable silence, just
    watching the empty fields that rolled on into the distance.



    “You two coming?” Called Ailsa from beyond the trees behind us. We looked
    at each other, shrugged, and walked through the pines together.



    ---



    A few minutes later the cart filled, the pony harnessed, and we walked
    through the front gates of Cutters Hollow. A prompt appeared in my vision.



    


        “You and your surrogate Tol’geth the Varidian, have completed the quest
        titled “Lonely Road 1” by safely getting Riggil, the old man and wood
        merchant, back to his home of Cutters Hollow. Reward: 100xp. Surrogate
        reword, 100 x 100 (due to level and class ability modifiers) XP. Hidden
        rewards: Improved relationship status with Riggil from friendly
        acquaintance to trusted friend. Improved local reputation, from Unknown
        “Who? Never heard of Them” to Obscure “ Uh, wait. Is that the guy
        who…?” Effects to be discovered.”
   

 



    As soon as I finished reading it I got another prompt.



    


        “You have leveled up! Current level, 4. As you are less than level 10
        you gain 3 free characteristic points to distribute. Distribute these
        within the next 48 hours, or they will be randomly redistributed for
        you.”
    




    “Hey guys,” I called out “I just reached level 4!” They all patted me on
    the back and congratulated me, but it was far more subdued a reaction then
    I had thought I would get.
    
        Then again, level 10 seems to be a major threshold. From what Ailsa’s
        told me that's the point where fully grown adults are expected to be or
        higher,
    
    I thought to myself.
    
        That's just another thing that I'm going to have to write down when I
        finally get a journal.
    



    We rolled past the gates, and immediately found ourselves in a large open
    square, that was more of a circle, with three gravel roads leading out in a
    wheel from where we were. There was a growing morning market down one
    spoke, the docks down the road directly in front of us, it was busy with
    people loading large logs onto low keeled barges with others waiting their
    turn behind. Several large barges were beached and being prepared for
    storage during the coming winter months. That gives me an idea, I
    thought before my gaze continued on. Down the west-facing street was row
    after row of longhouses made of the same wood the place produced.



    At the very end of that road, we saw a squat two-story brick building that
    seemed to tower over the small cottages and low roofed longhouses. Riggil
    turned the cart down that road, and we eventually found ourselves in front
    of the two-story building with a sign that read simply “Town Hall” above
    its double doors.



    “Everyone off” Riggil ordered and we all complied. “I’ll take this around
    back where the Sheriff instructed me to take the arms and armor. Once I get
    what is to be paid, and arranged for mending and cleaning from local
    washers and sewers, I’ll be back to finalize things with yall. Sound good?”
    We all nodded, and Riggil tapped his pony into movement.



    “Bye!” called the two elves as they waved to his back. He turned and waved
    back at them.
    

    “Well Tol’geth, you mentioned needing to find another elvish child?” The
    large man nodded. “I’d be willing to help you look in the city if you would
    like.”



    Ailsa buzzed her wings excitedly “Yeah, me too. I’d be willing to help,
    what does the rascal look like?” She asked as she began to spin in circles
    around my head.



    “This one’s name is Tim.”



    “That's, that's an odd name for an elf.” Was all I could think to say.



    “It's short for Tim’el’ek. He’s the son of one of the high elvish magi who
    accompanied the ambassador from Varidian proper, passed my home in Barisel
    at the gap. He, he has pointy ears.” There was an uncomfortable silence as
    we waited for the man to finish the description.



    “And?” I finally prompted. “What else? Anything else you can tell us that
    would help?” I looked at the two other elvish children, but they only
    shrugged.



    “There are a lot of magi that came with the ambassador, and we don’t play
    with all of their children.” Telli said irritated.



    “Yeah, they’re kind of stuck up.” Markel said. “And, my mother said they
    can be a bad influence on us. The high elves are way meaner than us
    Greatwood elves.” I sighed, apparently even elves where not above racial
    and societal prejudice.



    “Fair enough. We’ll look for, pointy ears, while you go speak with the
    Sheriff” I said.



    “What do you mean? I need to speak with the law man of this city, not the
    leader of the local military.” Tol’geth asked.



    “Yeah, in a lot of small towns like this people in leadership positions
    often have to wear multiple hats, so to speak. From what I gather the
    Sheriff is also the town militia leader.”



    “So, I could have asked him earlier at camp.” Tol’geth said irritated at
    the situation.



    “Yeah, I was wondering why you didn’t. Sheriff is a title, not a name, it
    means law-man in more rural and wild settings like this.” I explained as
    Ailsa continued to spin in the air overhead. Tol’geth growled and began
    walking into the building irritated, and I followed close at hand, the
    elves and Ailsa trailing us. I wasn’t worried about them, Ailsa could
    probably take on most of the people in the city if she really wanted to.



    The building was a simple long style city hall. As we walked in, there was
    one main connecting corridor that all of the rooms and offices in the
    building connected to directly. Tol’geth looked at all of them and growled
    in annoyance again. I looked around for a directory of some kind and was
    rewarded with a small bulletin that listed the names of the different city
    officials and what room number they where in. “ Hold on Tol’geth I found
    the directory. Let me find his office. Sheriff, sheriff, sheriff…” I said
    to myself as I went down the list. I found it near the bottom, room 210.
    “Second floor.” I said and pointed towards the wooden staircases on each
    side of the hallway opposite each other.



    “This way big guy” I said as I passed him and walked for the nearest one.
    When we finally got to the office, Tol’geth walked right in as I was about
    to Knock.



    “I must speak with your law-man. Now.” He said to a startled looking female
    clerk who worked the front desk. Scratch that, the only desk in the front
    room.



    “I’m sorry.” I said as I pushed past the Varidian. “My friend isn’t use to
    life in a town as big as this. He doesn’t mean to be rude. Right Tol’geth?”
    He stood straighter, and bowed slightly.
    
        I might not know all of the social intricacies at play here, but I do
        speak bureaucracy.
    
    “He’s looking for a missing child, so you can understand if he’s a bit
    upset.”



    “A missing child?! Oh gosh, not another one.” The woman put her hand up
    covering her mouth. She was a stout and sturdy looking older woman with
    brown hair, who wore the only splash of color in the entire building that
    wasn't brown or white, on her yellow clerical dress. “The Sheriff will want
    to be notified immediately! Thats what he told me at least, next missing
    child contact him right away, he said.” She pulled out a small wooden box
    from under the desk. The box contained only one thing, a tiny pebble that
    seemed to hum slightly.



    
        Next missing child? That reminds me of what those bandits said. I
        wonder what's going on around here. No wonder the elves sent Tol’geth
        to get their kids back. Seemed like overkill at first, but that, and
        the town watch's reluctance to let us in before morning makes more
        sense now
    
    , I thought as I watched the woman work.



    The clerk put it to her forehead and said “Sheriff” three times, which
    elicited a small buzzing from the stone. After four such buzzes, a voice,
    scratchy and staticky, came from the stone, it was the sheriff.



    “Yes Lila? What’s the emergency?”



    “We just got notified about a lost child in town sir.” She put a hand over
    the stone like people did their cell phones back on earth and spoke to us.
    “What was the child's name?” Tol’geth told her, and she relayed the
    information. “What does he look like? The Sheriff needs to know for the
    search to start properly.” She explained. When Tol’geth floundered as he
    had with me, I stepped in again.



    “Uh, ma’am, my friend here is looking for a lost elvish child, named Tim,
    which is short for Tim’el’ek. He is elvish, he will look just as old as a
    young human adult, but he is not fully mature mentally.” The next part I
    was guessing at but I thought was a safe bet. I looked at Tol’geth as I
    said it though, so he could stop me if I got anything wrong.



    “I believe he would probably speak with a different accent from the elves
    around here, as he’s a child from an ambassadors retinue currently at the
    elvish settlement across the river. Is that right Tol’geth?” I asked as the
    man just stood there. He nodded when asked, but other then that his face
    was stone sober, as Lila relaid the information to the Sheriff. While she
    did that I mouthed the words “pointy ears” and touched mine as a reminder.
    She nodded and turned her chair away as she listened intently for a
    response.



    We heard a loud crash from the hallway and I poked my head out to find the
    two elves, and Ailsa trying to play a game of tag. They had knocked over a
    small wooden framed picture that had been hanging there, and Ailsa was
    attempting to fix the shattered frame with magic. Our eyes met and I put a
    finger to my lips. Ailsa nodded, and I ducked back inside.



    Lila was putting the stone back into the box when I got back. “Well, he
    says he thinks he knows where the boy is.”
    

    “Great! Where is he? We’ll go get him no need for the Sheriff to bother
    with it.” I said excitedly smiling at Tol’geth who had a more skeptical
    look on his face.



    “See” Lila said “That's the problem. He’s in our jail for stealing fruit.”
    That stunned me a little.



    “Okay, how long is the punishment?” I asked cutting Tol’geth off before he
    could get furius and go full Hulk.



    “Three days, he’s already served it. The issue is, it gets extended for
    every day he doesn’t apologize which is part of the punishment under town
    charter. Steal food, three days in jail, a verbal apology in front of the
    entire town just before the markets open, a quarter of your earnings until
    the thing is paid off if its expensive, which isn’t going to be a problem
    in this case of course, it was just a bushel of apples. He’s already paid
    that with the small amount of cleaning labor we have inmates do around the
    office.



    “The charter is very clear on the apology part though, and both the Sheriff
    and the apple cart owner wants it. Well, actually the cart owner wants a
    written apology he can post at her stall for all to see, which is not
    covered in the charter, and the shariff already said he won’t force the boy
    to do that.”



    “The problem is the boy is refusing to give one, so I'm afraid we’re at a
    bit of an impasse.” she said sadly. “Until he is willing to apologize he’s
    not leaving that cell.” Lila pointed towards one of the two doors that lead
    from her room to adjacent ones.



    “I will retrieve him and we will leave.” Tol’geth declared and started
    walking towards the door Lila had pointed at. Before he could really move I
    put a gentle hand on his chest to stop him. The man looked down, and then
    at me with wide, slightly inquisitive eyes.



    I spoke softly, barely a whisper. And though I knew that Lila could more
    than likely hear every word, I wanted it to be as private as counsel could
    be. “There’s a right, and a wrong way to deal with this Tol’geth. You don’t
    want to cause trouble for your patrons across the river do you? From what I
    understand the tension is already high between the two groups. Am I wrong?”
    Tol’geth thought about it before nodding his head in agreement.



    “Good, give me a minute then. Let's talk to the sheriff directly when he
    gets in. Maybe see if we can talk the boy into issuing the apology, and if
    not then we can always appeal to the sheriff and the mayor directly, call
    it a, diplomatic incident or something. Yeah?” Again my friend thought
    about it, before nodding in agreement.



    I sighed in relief and turned back to Lila. I caught her quickly putting
    away what I thought was a large crossbow that had been pointing at
    Tol’geths back. My eyes went wide, as they met hers and she just smiled at
    me as if nothing had happened. Tol’geth didn’t see it of course, as it took
him a few seconds to turn around in the tight squat confines of the office.    She is not everything she seems this one.



    “Um, alright then. So. Do you think that we might be able to talk with the
    boy? Get him to apologize ourselves?” Lila thought about it for a moment,
    before nodding.



    “I think that should be alright. Though, not the big guy. Sorry shoulders,
    you’re going to have to stay out here. That rooms too small, you might get
    stuck.” Tol’geth laughed at her quib and the air of tension was thinned.



    “I often have such troubles,” he said as he took a seat on a large low
    bench opposite Lila’s desk, against the wall with the door we entered
    through. Even sitting down the man was a good head taller than the woman.



    Shaking my head and smiling at the juxtaposition of the two, I nodded to
    Lila, as I opened the door to the jailer room.



    ----



    If ever I had a murdering bone in my body that I had to restrain, it was
    with Tim the “high elf prince.” I learned later, as I had suspected, that
    every male high elf born above the level of commoner, from craftsmen up,
    was called a prince or princess. But the way this boy went on about it, I
    could have sworn he thought he actually was one! That is, when I finally
    got him to talk.



    After introducing myself, that I was here at the behest of Tol’geth a
    Varidian man of Barisel, and there to help him navigate through the local
    law system, all I got was silence. For the first five minutes he refused to
    even look at me through the bars, just sitting on the cot provided him in
    his cell, sulking.
    
        Okay, maybe he’s just got a bad attitude because he misses his mom or
        is really embarrassed. Maybe he’s scared or something.
    



    When I insinuated as much, after about five minutes of talking to myself
    and the walls by saying “You know, when I was a kid I would have been very
    scared in your situation.” The boy glared hot daggers at me as If I had
    insulted every member of his bloodline down to the adam and eve of the
    elves with the most gravest of insults.



    I forced myself to stay calm, which was helped by the fact that this elvish
    child was visibly youthful. He looked like he might have been eighteen or
    nineteen at the latest. Not much younger than the other two, but young
    enough to earn him subconscious sympathy and patience from my brain.



    When he started talking by saying “All of you are beneath my notice, and I
    am only a child. My sire’s would never have sent a lowly mortal like you to
    fetch me. Your claims of a Varidian ally from Barisel are dubious at best,
    the mongrels would never stoop to working with lesser beings like you, and
    they live in mud and pig shit.” He said this in high elvish, but thankfully
    I knew highelvish because of the books I had read. So I surprised him when
    I responded in his tongue.



    “You are an arrogant child. The Varidians of Barisel are honor bound
    protectors and guides” or so Tol’geth had told me over the fire last night,
    before my rendition of Star Wars. “They swear themselves an oath of honesty
    and loyalty to any from your fair green land, which includes you young
    one.”



    He scoffed at that “Young?! I am nearly twice your age human. What are you?
    Thirty? I am nearly seventy years of age. I have lived longer then your
    entire existence.” He wasn’t wrong, but I also knew he was still only a
    child.
    

    “Your sires will be quiet upset with you when they learned that you were
    not only captured by mere humans, but that you were so foolish that you
    didn’t know how to avoid an incident like this in a simplistic, rustic even
    by human standards, city like Cutters Hollow.” That got his attention and
    for the next ten or so minutes I had to endure a litany of abuses and rants
    about his lines purity and prestige and power. About thirty seconds into it
    I sat back, cleaned my nails, and let the boy rant.



    Once there was a pause in his angry tirade all I said was “And that
    entitles you to an apple you didn’t pay for, how?” Tim went quiet then, and
    sat back down on his cot. His eyes filled with tears, and he began to
    silently cry. A human child would have wept, cried, gone angry or
    resentful, but this quiet suffering from fear, humiliation, and no doubt at
    least a little guilt, was somehow more disturbing.



    “Hey, Tim.” I said, as I moved closer to him, sitting on the floor directly
    in front of his cell. “Why don’t you tell me what happened? No guilt
    tripping from me anymore, I promise.” After a few seconds he looked over at
    me on the floor, laid down flat on his cot, wiped the tears away and began
    to talk.



    He had just wanted to hang out with the older, cooler elf children. He
    didn’t even know their names, but he was told by his father who had brought
    him to this “sun forsaken backwater” to learn how they dealt with their
    inferior cousins the “wood elves”, not to play or hang around with them.
    Seeing as the Lo’sarian elves called themselves Green, or Greatwood elves,
    wood elf was probably a bit of a pejorative, or at least careless
    shorthand. A bit like calling an American a Yankee overseas.



    The boy had followed the two older elf children when he had overheard them
    talking about going to play pranks on the humans across the river. They
    crossed the water at night, using logs to swim over the slower moving but
    deep water, and he had followed. They had snuck through the city at night,
    and Tim, the ever enterprising tag along, had done so as well. Until that
    is, he found a very interesting store filled with books in the window.
    Books written by hands that were not high elvish, or even elves in general.
    He had stopped and read the titles, in the market daydreaming about what
    they were about, until the market started opening up and the merchants
    started bustling around.



    The two young green elves he had followed were nowhere to be found, and it
    was breakfast time. He searched through the stalls, thinking that the
    market was the communal breakfast that he had heard about in some human
    villages, and took a few apples from the basket of an old hag, who upon
    realizing he didn’t have coin to pay for the now half eaten fruits, had
    called for the law-man who had arrested him. He had been here for about
    five days now, he was scared, lonely, indigent, and worried that his father
    would leave him to rot in this wet, cold, forrest. Something that, at least
    according to Tim, his father had threatened on more than one occasion
    during this visit already.



    For my part I listened carefully, I even took notes on a small piece of
    scratch parchment using a pencil I had stepped out and asked Lila for while
    Tim had been yelling. The boy hadn’t noticed I was gone by the time I
    returned.



    When he was finished with his story, I let the silence sit there for a
    little bit before speaking. “That is a sad tale indeed” I said with as much
    gravitas as I could muster for what amounted to a ten year old wondering
    off after the cool kids in the neighborhood and getting lost in the woods.
    The entire thing I laid at the feet of an arrogant, mean spirited, absent
minded, and if I understood things correctly slightly bigoted father.    I would like to lock him in that cell with Tol’geth for an hour, I
    thought spitefuly.



    “But” I said slowly drawing out the word and infusing it with a bit of
    tantalizing hope. “I think that we can get you out of this mess, at least
    on the Human side of things.” Tim sat up a little, his eyes, and
    surprisingly enough his ears, still slightly red from the crying.



    “How?” Tim asked. “The law-man of this village hates me, he won’t even
    listen to what I have to say!” He complained.



    “Perhaps he would be more inclined to listen, if you didn’t insult him and
    his race first?” I asked as gently as I could. Seeing as I was a member of
    that race.



    Tim scoffed “I don’t think that would work.”



    “You would be surprised how genuinely honest most law-men are in human
    lands. Not all of course, some are corrupt, but most are decent folk who
    could make more money, and earn more prestige by doing other work, but who
    do their jobs as a form of service to others. I have met this law-man, and
    take a wizards advice…” I said as I leaned in and touched my nose with one
    finger, I have always wanted to do that. “... he is a good one, if
a bit of stiff.”    About as stiff as having a seven foot bean pole shoved up his…



    “You, you really think so?” I nodded.



    “I think that events spiraled out of control here due to two things.” I
    said trying to be diplomatic about it. “First, the fact that the Goodman
    Sheriff has other duties he is attending too as of late, primarily the
    Militia captainship he sees too. With the goblin clans getting antsy about
    the last few boat shipments into the twins this time of year, the poor man
    has little time to attend other issues such as hearing the pleas of a noble
    elf who was new to human customs and culture in the area, and made a
    criminal mistake, no matter how minor.” I was pulling some of this stuff
    out of my butt, true, so sue me. I was trying to get the kid out of here so
    I could get to more important things. Besides it was more like educated
    guess work then outright lies.



    “And what's the second reason” Tim asked as he fully sat up on his bed and
    paid attention.



    “Well I already somewhat mentioned it, but your ill familiarity with the
    region, customs, and culture of the wood cutters here, which lead to your
    slight, if technically” I stressed the last word. “Illegal, actions.” The
    boy was nodding along more and more with every word I said.



    “So, I have made an arrangement with the Shariff for you to resolve this
    issue by tomorrow morning.” I said as if I was wise and had worked out
    something special for the boy.



    “And what is that?” He asked perking up a bit.



    “The old woman who you ‘technically’ stole the fruit from, wants nothing
    from you but a simple apology.” The boy’s face fell slightly.



    “I can’t do that, the woman in the other room already explained that It
    would have to be public. I could now allow my family to lose face in such a
    way, particularly not when bowing to a lesser civilizations demands.” I
    nodded as if I didn’t find the issue he raised offensive, demeaning, and
    bigoted in perhaps the same fashion as his already problematic father. A
    father I would be having words with as soon as possible.



    “Ah, I understand. And so I will negotiate to have it happen in such a way
    as to satisfy all involved. Trust me, I believe you have been through too
    much already to put you through even more humiliation.” That statement was
    true, I thought he had been through far too much for one so young and
    immature. From my estimation he was maybe ten or eleven years old in his
    mental development. He was far more intelligent than any ten or
    eleven-year-old human would ever be, but he was just as immature.



    He nodded, agreed as long as I could accommodate his requirement, and I
    left. A half sleeping and board Tol’geth trailing after me.



    ---



    We met up with the rest of our party about an hour or so later, and I
    explained everything. Tol’geth only nodded and explained some of the
    politics between the High Elves, and the Green Elves from places like
    Lo’sar. It was a simple story of colonies like Lo’sar being seen as more
    rustic, backwater, and more prone to, egalitarian, mindsets. Later I
    confirmed with Ailsa about my suspicions.



    “So basically the Green Elves are the hippies of the elven world, why the
    High Elves are the highly conservative and slightly prejudice British
    Empire?” I asked her once we had found a hotel near to where Riggil lived.
    The man had taken us there and then paid for two rooms and food, one for me
    and Ailsa, and another for the two children and Tol’geth. It was the least
    he could do after not giving us a fair cut. Now that I had a bit of space
    from my overreaction to it, I still thought it was a dick move, even if it
    was technically legal since I was under quest-contract with him.



    “Essentially yeah, but High Elves aren't even really the originator group.
    There’s another place far away that is the original colony of the elves on
    Ethria named E’tarra, E’tarria, something like that. It's an island chain
    in the middle of the ocean.



    “Those guys are reeeeeeeeeally snobbish. They make High Elves seem like mud
    farming socialists by comparison.” She was surfing the old-style internet
    as she talked. Apparently, cat videos were her new favorite thing. She kept
    the volume down, and watched everything at nearly 2.5x speed, so it was
    hard to catch everything that was being said and done from my vantage
    point.



    After a few minutes passing in comfortable silence, realized there was
    something that I had to get off my mind. “Hey, Ailsa?”



    “Yeah, meathead?”



    “When do you stop being my guide, and what happens then?”



    “Oh, that again.” She minimized the screen in front of her, and flew over,
    landing next to me on the bed I had chosen as mine. “Well, usually what
    happens is after about two weeks, a guide is summoned back to their pocket
    dimension. I’m still technically a “dangerous Faie” after all.” She sounded
    bitter about that, and who could blame her? Her people were the least of
    the Fae, the most like the mortal races, and yet they had been punished
    just as harshly as the other court Fae had been.



    “Oh, I see.”



    “Yeah. But there are some options for extensions and stuff that the gods
    might be able to use, so we’ll have to see what happens. Right now don’t
    worry about it, okay? No reason too, we still have more than a week left.”



    “Right,” I said with as much confidence as I could. “So, I have another
    question.” My fairy friend let out an exasperated sigh and minimized the
    screen she had just pulled up again.



    “What is it this time?” She asked, and annoyed expression clear on her
    face.



    I smiled “I was just wondering. When you were holding that shield up when
    we were jumped by those bandits, how did you lose mana so quickly? I’ve
    seen you chain cast spell after spell and not even get phased.”



    She buzzed her wings and hovered over directly in front of me. “Ah, yeah
    about that. Well, Fae like me, lesser Faie, have massive mana pools, but
    our mana regeneration is crap even compared to you humans mana regen. It's
    a racial trait, but there's a trade-off. We can borrow ambient mana from
    the area around us up to a certain point. My healing spells nearly ran me
    dry, a few of them were second-tier spells.”



    I nodded, new understanding dawning on me. “Oh, yeah I was going to ask you
    about that. I saw you draw in mana and I was curious as to how that worked.
    So if its a racial thing I don’t suppose I can learn it then?”



    “Well, some humans have learned the trick of it, but I don’t know how they
    do it. For me, it's like I feel the things around me, it feels like they
    willingly offer a little piece of their mana to me, and I just accept the
    gift. Others can do similar things but it's more like taking.”



    “How is your mana pool looking now?” I asked returning back to the original
    topic.



    “Well I haven’t spent much since, so It's about halfway full.” I nodded and
    after a few more cursory exchanges we both let the conversation die off.
    She pulled up her screen and began watching some movie I had never heard of
    on fast forward again.



    “I don’t mean to interrupt, but have you seen Mindhunters yet?” I asked.



    “No. What's that?” I had her pull up the trailer for it on the old
    fashioned youtube. She flew next to me and we watched it together at normal
    speed. She was excited by the idea of the movie but had never watched a
    horror film before. Mindhunters was a bit intense for a first introduction
    to the genre so I made some alternative suggestions.



    “You don’t think I can do it?” She asked indignantly.



    “No, it's just that horror movies are…”



    “Well, we're watching it.” She said interrupting me. We watched the whole
    movie and she seemed to enjoy it, until the ending.



    “Wait, so it was the British guy all along? That makes no sense! How did he
    even know where the Island was before all of this happened?” She said
    annoyed.



    “Yes it does, look, he was a member of the class before this one, so he
    knew where it was.”



    “No no no, he was booted before they even got to the island right? Or
    shortly after they got there right? Who remembers exactly how to get to a
    place they had never been to before, that is super secret and you can’t
    find on a map easily if they’ve only been there once. And it's in a foreign
    country! Nope, makes no sense.”



    “Yes it does, if he’s a serial killer.”



    “How does that make it better!”



    We discussed the movie, and the Hollywood industry in general for a while.
    I explained the Industrial Lights and Magic name and was able to show her
    how cartoons worked with several pieces of parchment that I cut up and put
    together. I drew a stick figure man who bounced a ball from one side of the
    parchment to the next while we watched Mindhunters. When I finally showed
    her the finished product after the movie she was both impressed and upset
    at how stupid and easy the idea was.



    “My people don’t have magic remember? To do cool things, we have to find
    ways to do them without…” To emphasize my point I sent a small set of mana
    sparks into the air in front of us.



    “Alright, alright. Point made, what should we watch next?” Ailsa asked
    excitedly. I was growing tired, but I wanted to keep a good thing going.
    “Have you seen the Lord of the Rings yet?”



    We watched the first extended edition of the movie late into the night.



    


Chapter 6: The Elven Forest



    “Music exalts each joy, alleys each grief, expels diseases, softens every
    pain, subdues the rage of poison, and the plague” - John Armstrong



    Cutters Hollow Docks District. Frega, 27th, 2987 AoR









    The next morning we all gathered at the docks well before sunrise. While
    Riggil was negotiating the price of the ferry that would carry us to the
    other side of the river, I left and fetched the young prince. When I
    returned with the boy and a slightly annoyed looking sheriff and deputy,
    nearly everything was ready. Only partially feigning a stiff leg from the
    journey, I, and the Sheriff fell behind the prince and the deputy the
    law-man had charged with the boys care. “Thank you for coming again
    Sheriff,” I said as we walked the last stretch alone. “And thank you for
    agreeing to my offer.”



    Sheriff Samuel Bardigan, kept pace with me purely to be polite. “Yes, well.
    After you explained things, in the middle of the night” he pointed out
    accusingly “what else could I do?” I nodded sagely as we walked. “You know,
    yesterday I thought you simple when we had that exchange in front of the
    gates.”



    Ouch
    , I thought.
    
        But then again I did make an ass out of myself, and nearly killed
        Riggil without realizing it, so fair enough.
    
    I nodded, encouraging him to go on.



    “But after last night” He paused in thought as we arrived with the rest of
    the group. “Well, let's just see how today goes, shall we?” He said smiling
    sardonically. I nodded again and turned to Tim.



    “Tim,” I said and the boy turned to face me. “Are you ready?” the boy
nodded gravely, with far more gravitas then the situation warranted.    It's good he’s taking it seriously, I guess.



    Tol’geth, the mountain of muscle and intimidation, standing directly behind
    Tim as if threatening the world to try something that would piss him off,
    even a little, was both heartening to me and worrisome.
    
        Hope he goes along with this if it goes sideways. We talked about it,
        but you never know with some people.
    



    Alright, where is the old lady?
    I thought looking around.
    
        Oh, I think that's her. The only woman to have apples this far outside
        of season in the entire city if I understood correctly.
    
    The old woman was just barely starting to set up her apple cart along the
    edge of the docks district for the morning breakfast rush that was soon to
    start.



    “That's the merchant, yes?” I asked the sheriff pointing towards the woman,
    he nodded. “Could your deputy go and fetch her? I don’t think she would
    take it very lightly if a random wizard walked up and asked her to follow
    him into the darkness of the early morning. Particularly one that looks
    more like a bandit than a wizard.”



    He smiled and motioned for the deputy to fetch the woman. “You never know
    what you will get with the elderly. She might find it flattering.” The
    sheriff said grinning slightly at me. Tol’geth snorted, which woke Ailsa,
    who had been sleeping on top of his head using his large ponytail as a
    blanket.



    “What's up?” She asked blurrily, “Is it time yet?”



    “Almost, we’ll be leaving soon.” I hope. I looked around the small
    dock district, the only ones up, as it was still before sunrise proper, the
    food merchants jockeying for a good spot along the road. It was I hoped,
    private enough for high elven sensibilities.



    “What is this all about?” The woman said grumpily as the deputy helped
    steady her with an offered arm like a proper gentleman. “Is that boy,” She
    pointed an accusing finger at Tim. “Ready to apologize to me for stealing
    my livelihood?”



    I looked at the Sheriff who said “I believe so. What say you young elf?”
    His voice was stern, yet not unkind.



    All of our attention went to Tim, and he stepped forward. I couldn’t tell
    if he was pushed along by Tol’geth or if he went willingly, but in either
    case, he stood directly in front of the woman and bowed. “I, in ignorance,
    have wronged you, fair merchant. I acknowledge this, and offer my sympathy
    and request your…” He paused for a moment as if looking for the right word
    in Torish. “…forgiveness.”



    It sounds like he rehearsed it.
    I thought about it for a moment and realized he probably did. I looked at
    the Sheriff, who looked at the woman, whose grumpy old face glared at the
    still bowing boy.



    After a few awkward seconds, the old woman reached out her hand and patted
    him on the head. “Eh, its alright sonie, just pay for it first next time,
    aye?”



    Tim stood, face and ears beat red with embarrassment and clear for the
    world to see as his long hair was up in a ponytail similar in fashion to
    Tol’geth’s. For a moment I thought he was going to blow it.



    “Thank you.” He took the elderly woman's hand and kissed it. “You’re grace
    in this matter is commendable.” It was the elder merchants turn to blush,
    and she did face going furiously crimson.



    
        She took that as a romantic gesture, not just a courtly one. Crap boy,
        you walk from one fire, straight into an oven.
    



    “Oh well, I now regret making such a fuss of it at all! Such a nice boy
    like you. Young, and healthy. My names Agness, you’re welcome at my stall
    anytime!” I stepped up and put a hand on both of their shoulders to stop
    any more awkward moments that might turn into something far more
    inappropriate than anyone would have wanted had they had the full picture
    of what was happening.



    “Thank you, good lady.” I said as I looked desperately at the deputy, who
    only after a few more awkward seconds realized I was nodding at him to take
    her, held out his arm for the old crone. She took it and walked, with a
    decided pep in her step I noticed, back to her stall escorted by the
    bemused deputy.



    “Good enough?” I asked the Sheriff once she was gone far enough away not to
    hear our discussion. “Can I take this boy back to his father?”



    The Sheriff looked at our party and nodded. “But I have one request.” He
    said as he reached into a satchel and produced a letter with two seals
    imprinted on the sealing wax. One that matched his own symbol, a simple
    scale with manacles on one side, and a feather on the other, and the second
    with a tree standing tall with two stumps on each side next to it.



    “The mayor and I wrote this a couple of days ago. Can you please see it
    delivered to the elven elder council?”



    


        “Sheriff Brodigan has offered you the quest ‘Delivery Boy 1.’ He asks
        that you deliver a letter written by him and the mayor to the elven
        Elder Council. Reward 10xp, reputation increase with both the elves of
        Lo’sar and the men of Cutters Hollow. Accept Yes / No.”
   

 



    “Sure thing,” I said and handed the letter to Ailsa who made it disappear
    into whatever extra-dimensional pocket she had access too. “We can do that,
    it's no hair off my chest.” I motioned for everyone to begin boarding the
    ferry, as the Sheriff looked at me oddly. Apparently the saying didn’t
    translate very well. Dang idioms!



    “And thank you for making this so easy,” I said to Tim as he walked past.
    “You would not have liked what happened had you screwed that up,” I said
    smiling. He gave me a quizzical look as I turned and walked with him onto
    the large, flat boat made of tied together tree trunks. Or maybe it was one
    of the massive trees cut up into several pieces, whatever the case it was
    more than large enough for several wagons. “Tell me, Tim, have you ever
    heard of the human custom of ‘spanking’?”



    -----



    Tim had, of course, been appalled at the idea of possibly being publicly
    punished by Tol’geth, his technical legal guardian, in the town square.
    Circle. Whatever it was called in Cutters Hallow. A public spanking was the
    alternative course of action that the Sheriff suggested when I visited him
    late last night and explained that the young elves equivalent age was
    around that of a ten-year-old. It had been the alternative punishment set
    out in charter for juveniles caught stealing, fighting, breaking things,
    causing mischief, who refused to apologize once caught. Essentially it was
    either a public spanking or a public apology. A bit harsh, but that was
    frontier justice for you.



    When I had explained the situation to Tol’geth early that morning before we
    set out for the ferry and the dock district, he had grumbled, but agreed.
    It was obvious that he was highly uncomfortable with the situation. When I
    finished explaining it to the boy on the boat ride over, Tol’geth laughed
    and kept laughing until we reached the small dock on the opposite river
    bank.



    We disembarked, all save Riggil who wasn’t the adventuring sort and wanted
    to return home to spend his new earned fortune. Cheapskate I
    thought, but then smiled sadly. I am going to miss him.  We all
    waved at him as the ferry withdrew back to the dock district.



    When we collectively turned around, Tol’geth in the front at the end of the
    wooden dock, four elves appeared as if out of nowhere from the forest's
    edge. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, where did you all come from!” I shouted
    surprised. I startle easily, didn’t I tell you that already?



    Everyone there, including two of the elves pointing strung and knocked, but
    not drawn, bows at us smiled, snickered, or laughed. Apparently, the sight
    of a person almost falling into water and having to be saved by his fairy
    friend whom he also almost dragged into the water with him, before finally
    being saved from the teetering edge by the largest and scariest human being
    ever, was comical. Or something.



    After things calmed down a bit, and Tol’geth returned to the front of the
    group, one of the elven rangers, at least I suspected that’s what they
    were, spoke up. “Are you alright human?” She asked pointing her bow at me.



    “Uh, yeah I am. Thanks for asking. I would be a lot better if you put those
    weapons away though.” That earned another round of light laughter from the
    elven rangers, and from Ailsa who landed on my shoulder after the whole
    “nearly pulled you into the water” fiasco.



    The one who had spoken lowered her bow but didn’t put it away. “Tol’geth,
    correct?” The same elf asked. The large man only nodded. “You were charged
    with rounding up several wayward children?” Again another nodd. “Have you
    collected all of them?” He gestured to the three who were standing together
    in between Tol’geth, and myself who was at the rear of the group. “That
    didn’t take you long.” She said slightly impressed.



    “For a human.” Said another, this time male voice from the group of four
    green hooded figures. The female doffed her hood and revealed a stunningly
    beautiful angular face with long brown hair that had streaks of silver and
    blond intermixed in braids in seemingly random places.



    “Oh shove it Ste’rill. He’s also new to the region. You know that.” the
    woman said defending Tol’geth. “And he’s a sworn man of the Ambassador. You
    better be more respectful.”



    “I was just playing Li’anin.” Said the second voice as he removed his hood.
    The others swiftly followed, and I found that all of them, even the guy who
    has just spoken were drop-dead gorgeous if I were being objective about it.
    I have to admit, I felt more than a little inadequate compared to these
    stunning specimens.



    “The little human is staring.” Said the other female in the group who had
    not spoken yet as she glared daggers at me. All their eyes turned towards
    me and I could feel myself blushing involuntarily.



    I’m not afraid of being the center of attention mind you, I’ve given
    speeches in high school and college in front of hundreds of people before.
    Introducing guests, topics, presenting research papers, in competitions,
    all of that. But this was, far more intimate. With women, and men, that
    made me feel about as big as a mouse just by their sheer beauty. I took a
    deep breath and steadied myself.



    “Sorry, I've just never met fully grown elves before. Its a novel
    experience for me.” I smiled as genuinely as I could, and after a couple of
    seconds, their attention shifted back towards Tol’geth.



    The large man explained what happened in as few words as he possibly could.
    I swear it was like a game he played for the fun of it. When he was
    eventually asked why I was there he said “He helped me deal with the town's
    other humans. He needs to speak to a council member.”



    
        No context to why, no extemporaneous information, just why he cares,
        and why I am here
    
    . I sighed fearing they would send me back over the ferry.



    “Good enough,” Li’anin said. “Follow us, there are more than just us four
    with us, so do not stray or we will know of it.” She was saying this more
    for my benefit than anyone else's. Well maybe as a threat to the children
    as well, but that didn’t help my ego at all.



    ----



    The large mass that was Tol’geth the Veridian swayed in front of me as we
    walked. The man seemed to have an easy time of it in the forest, a much
    easier time of it then I did at least. It seemed like every other footfall
    I snapped a twig, or brought my foot down hard enough on a stone for the
    sound to echo through the trees.



    Each time this happened it elicited a glare from the elves I could see, and
    sometimes one from my large barbarian friend. As we moved, the elves seemed
    to disappear in and among the trees, reappearing in brief glimpses, even
    those standing in plain sight of me seemed to blend into the background
    save for when they gave me dirty looks for disturbing the silence of the
    forest.



    Eventually, after my third or fifth time falling flat on my face into a
    thorn bush, I cast around and looked for a walking stick. I found one
    covered in moss and dead vines that was about the right size, about two
    feet higher than my hip from ground up. It took me a few seconds of
    struggling with the thing, but I was able to pull it out of the
    undergrowth. Tol’geth was kind enough to wait for me as I struggled to pull
    the thing free. I used it to steady myself and to push back the branches
    and bushes as I went. It helped, a lot.



    I noticed as we went that the uniformity of the trees that I had seen from
    outside stayed true as we moved through them, though the undergrowth was
    wild and untamed, making our, well, to be honest, my, travel exceedingly
    difficult.



    About an hour later, or at least what I thought was about an hour later,
    the trees grew thicker and obscured the sun enough that telling time became
    almost as difficult as getting through the blasted brush. The plants,
    vines, and bushes that made up the undergrowth seemed to grow around
    everything, and the elves moved through as it as if it were open air.



    Eventually, we broke through into large canopied clearings, I could see on
    the far side of the clearing that it connected to another, and a set of
    stones began there in a path about fifteen feet away. The elves all
    gathered together, with Tol’geth at the rear of the group, followed closely
    by me. After about fifteen more minutes of walking on the much easier stone
    path, I grew bored and began to hum Let Her Go a song from an old sitcom I
    had never seen. My mother seemed to love the song when I was growing up
    though, so I was very familiar with it.



    By the time I reached the third or fourth cord Tol’geth rounded on me. “Do
    not pollute the air here with outside song.” His tone was not angry, at
    least for him, but it was firm. “Music here is sacred, precious. The trees
    and nature respond to it.”



    After a few seconds, an elven hand rested on the man's shoulder and a
    feminine voice from behind him said “It is alright protector. Let the human
    have his diversion of a good tune. Besides, I have not yet heard that
    particular human traveling song before, it would be nice to have something
    new fill my ears. Even if it is human in origin.” Tol’geth moved to the
    side and revealed who had spoken. It was a female elf I had not spoken with
    before and had only caught a glimpse of as we walked through the thicker
    forest. She wore the same flowing camouflage cloak as the rest of the
    elves, but underneath it she wore robes of purple and white and carried a
    staff tipped with a yellow-white crystal rather than a bow like the other
    woodsmen.



    I bowed, recognizing a magic user when I saw one. As I did, she said, “I am
    curious to hear it.” She turned her gaze from the large two-handed
    sword-wielding man who stood between us, to my eyes as I rose from the bow.
    “However human, I would require that you sing the song in its fullness, not
    just provide us with the music” she gestured around her to the entire
    forest, the trees, the grass, and even the stone path. “For the forest is a
    place of wholeness, not one for partial truths, easy oaths, or in this case
    partial songs, or so I have learned.” I nodded, then cleared my throat.
    Some of the other elves had returned to see what had happened to the rest
    of the party, and suddenly I found myself expected to give an impromptu
    performance to an audience whose vocal prowess probably outstripped
    anything I had ever done, by the time they were halfway into puberty.



    Knowing the song wouldn’t be good unaccompanied, I looked around me and
    found exactly what I was looking for. “Um, please excuse me for just a
    moment, would you?” I asked, she smiled slightly as I bent down and began
    building what I needed.



    “What are you doing meathead,” Ailsa asked me, her voice a harsh whisper
    from my shoulder as she watched me build the thing.



    “Sssh, and be patient. You’ll see in a second.” I had learned to build them
    when I was younger at a youth camp put on by my local “ward” or church
    congregation. The things never lasted long, but they were fun to make and
    by the end of the three-week trek I had become a near master at building
    the things. I just hoped that my skills hadn’t gotten too rusty. With a few
    quick blows on the wooden-leaf harmonica to test its sound I found it
    functional.



    “I don’t believe I can do justice to the song I was humming a moment ago
    with what I have here,” I said bowing slightly towards the small crowd of
    curious if slightly annoyed looking elves, and the mage who was more
    patient and curious then the others. I realized then, the annoyed-looking
    elves were more annoyed at her then at me.



    This all had the air of an elderly grandmother who stopped to do a little
    window shopping, while the adult children grew annoyed at having their
    carefully laid schedules disrupted at her every whim. Not that their mother
    cared one whit about their plans, she had her own. Every matronly woman
    did.



    I hesitated just a moment as I processed the scene before me before saying
    “However there is a song I know you have never heard before, that I am sure
    my voice and this instrument can play well enough. If you would permit?”
    The female elf mage, whom I suspected was one of the village elders, bowed
    slightly permitting me to change songs.



    I blew on the harmonica I had made lightly at first, to the tune of You Are
    My Sunshine. I pointed to Markel said, “Do you think you can play that?”
    After showing him one more time, he tried it and he did pretty well. “Just
    keep playing that same thing, but let me set the pace okay?” The elf nodded
    smiling, obviously excited to try something new.



    I put up a three count on my fingers, counted down to one, and then sang
    the first chorus of the Johnny Cash version I had grown up listening too.
    It was one of my father's favorites, and if I was being honest, I had
    always liked it too. Tinney and simple harmonica sounds wound their way
    through the nearly silent forest as I sang the soulful lyrics that were at
    once sad and yet somehow optimistic; as only songs from a certain era could
    be. The song filled the place, it seemed fragile as if even a single word
    spoken anywhere in the world could shatter it like crystal.



    Once I ended there was a silence that lasted just a few seconds before
    Telli asked me “Did she leave him?” tears brimmed in her eyes as she waited
    expectantly.



    Wow
, I thought,    I’ve never seen this song have that effect on someone before.



    “Yeah,” said Tim from behind the elder “what happened? Did she leave him?”



    I was about to answer when another asked: “Was it all just a dream?” I
    looked at this one, and I realized that most of those around me were very
    young, if not still children.



    I was getting good at telling those who were children, from the fully grown
    adults. The adults were the ones in the back, with folded arms and tapping
    feet wearing annoyed expressions.



    Most of those in the group though where old enough to get into trouble, but
    not old enough to really be accountable. I turned and saw ‘too cool for
    school’ Markel, with a few soft tears running down his cheeks as he held
    out the reed harmonica to me.



    I grabbed the young boys hands and closed them around the Harmonica. “You
    keep it, I can make another whenever I want. When this one breaks, come
    back and see me and I will teach you to make one of your own.” Markel’s
    eyes went big with awe and gratitude and he walked back to be with his
    friends.



    Elves all around started to pester me with questions again. Even some of
    the adults whose expressions had shifted from annoyed impatience to mildly
    interested impatience. “Now, now,” said the elder elf mage, that didn’t
    look so elderly. “One should never ask an artist to reveal the meaning of
    their work. One should find meaning in the work for oneself.” She said this
    in an instructional tone to the younger group of elves but obviously meant
    it for all, including the few adults who now looked a little sheepish at
    the mild rebuke. “Well, that was a very pleasant diversion, thank you
    human. Rayid was it?” I nodded, confused how she knew my name. “Yes, well,
    we should continue.” She turned and motioned for the small crowd to move
    on.



    She and Tol’geth both stayed back with me as the group passed by.
    Eventually she motioned for the large man to take the lead, and as he did
    she grabbed my arm in hers as we walked, and whispered “What I’m more
    curious about, is how you sang that song in a completely different
    language, one none of us know, and yet we all understood you.” A cold
    shiver went down my spine and I could practically hear Ailsa, who had been
    flying lazy circles around the group of elves as I sang, calling me a
    meathead.



    “I know some master bards have the skill, but somehow I don’t believe you
    are a professed bard. Well, there are odder mysteries in the world,
    stranger.” After she said this she cackled, just as I've heard almost every
    old woman in any world do. As if she knew the truth behind some great joke
    that no one else had even heard before. She dropped my arm then and picked
    up her pace, moving in front of the barbarian leaving me in the rear of the
    party again.



    Crap
    , I thought, but grew distracted as I received a notification.



    


        “Congratulations! You have discovered another aspect of your Gift of
        Tongues trait. You can communicate in your original language, and be
        understood as if speaking in the listeners first language. The listener
        will know that this is happening.”
   

 



    Cool, but I really have got to be more careful about these things.



    ---



    We walked for hours without stopping, without singing, or telling stories.
    It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, but it was odd for me. Every other time
    I had been on a long hike like this, the people I was with had been social.
    Humans by our very nature, frail yet oddly adaptable, are social creatures.
    From what I was learning about elves, they were far less so than their
    human counterparts. And Tol’geth, the only other member of my race there,
    was hardly a typical specimen.



    So I entertained myself with cleaning the bark, moss, and other detritus
    off of the thick walking stick that I had procured earlier. The wood was
    dense and heavy, despite the length of wood only being about as thick as
    two of my thumbs. It was certainly a type of hardwood, and once I was able
    to peel away the bark and moss, I found that despite that fact it was
    lighter in coloring then other hardwoods I had encountered from Earth.



    The wood itself was a light sandy, almost white coloring, but definitely on
    the denser and heavier side of hardwoods. I pulled out a small carving
    knife I had pilfered from the supplies of the bandits camp and started
    attempting to flatten the bottom of the stick, cutting away protrusions,
    and making where it would touch the stone more level. Then, I pounded the
    thing on the stones as I walked, pulping the bottom slightly, so that it
    would take a nail and metal tip easier later on.



    The elves didn’t like the disturbing sound it seemed to make when the wood
    bounced off the walkway. The noise was a ghostial sound and reminded me of
    a breaking violin string. I ignored them, as I only needed to do it a few
    times. The stones under feet were remarkably hard, and flat for a cobbled
    walkway.



    Eventually, around what I thought was noon, we stopped and ate lunch. When
    I pulled out a piece of bacon, a hardtack biscuit, and my canteen, an elf I
    was sitting next too snatched my walking stick and began examining it. “So
    this is what you have been making all that racket with?” The blond-haired
    elf said as he lifted it high into the air and looked at the pulped bottom
    of the stick.



    I abandoned my food efforts for a moment, as I was sitting cross-legged
    across a small cloth from my Ailsa who was already snacking on a piece of
    honey cake that Riggil had procured for her at the market the day before. I
    put out my hand for the elf to give it back “Please return my property.” I
    said it in as non-hostile a tone as I could conjure, which admittedly with
    my short temper, was not very amiable.



    The elf was one of the few actual adults in this group that seemed not to
    be connected with one of the myriads of children. He looked at a friend of
    his who was sitting nearby as he said “Oh look, the monkey wants his stick
    back” his comment earned him a few chuckles, but it also earned him a glare
    from Tol’geth and my fairy friend who shot up into the air. “Human, this is
    wear-wood ash. It is not yours to take.” The smug elf spoke as if I were a
    child, and my blood began to boil “Besides, you don’t have the skill or
    magical talent to turn this into a proper staff.”



    That took me by surprise.
    
        Staff? What does he mean? A magic staff? My walking stick could become
        one? I wonder what kind of enchantments I can get on it. Probably need
        to learn more spells first though. I could be like Harry Dresden from
        that awesome movie from a few years back!
    
    My mind started racing with possibilities and my anger was diverted as I
    became engrossed in thought for a moment. Fairies aren't the only ones who
    are riddled with ADD you know.



    “Besides with the racket you're making, you’re ruining everyone else's
    pleasant trip and setting a bad example for the children. I think I'll hang
    onto it. If you’re a good monkey I might be persuaded...” A purple aura
    pulsing with tinted red light shot into the elves smug face.



    “You give that back right now or so help me I’ll portal you to the Fae
    realm and you can chat with the courtiers about manors for the next
    thousand years!” Ailsa yelled the elf fell back startled by the purple ball
    of fury, off the rock onto a bed of moss between the boulder and a set of
    stones behind it. It looked rather snug. I laughed, his friends chuckled
    behind polite hands, and a few of the other elves nearby who had witnessed
    the encounter got a good laugh out of it too.



I stood up while the elf was flailing trying to get back to his feet.    Dang, even elf flailing is graceful, I thought annoyed as I ripped
    my walking stick from his hands. “Thanks, jerk-wad.” I spat as I left him
    there, and returned to my meal. Eventually, one of his friends helped him
    out of the moss-covered hole he had found himself in.



    “Thanks, Ailsa,” I said as we both sat back down to our lunch, my one-day
    staff, sitting next to me, on the opposite side of the jerk-wad.



    “No problem,” she said calmly, but I could tell she was still upset, her
    aura pulsed occasionally with small red flashes. She went back to nomming
    on her honey cake, and her aura went back to a normal gothic purple.



    “Our Fae cousins can certainly be a humbling experience.” Came the voice of
    the elder from before. I looked up and saw her just before she sat down
    with me and Ailsa, facing directly at the trouble-making elf from a few
    seconds ago. “Wouldn’t you agree Sim’ell?” The elf who had just returned to
    is perch atop the rock, as if nothing had happened, bowed his head slightly
    to the elderly mage.



    “You are correct Ambassador. I will remember the lesson learned.” He said
    outwardly contrite, but I didn’t buy it for a minute.



    “A person's disdain for another isn’t so easily overcome, particularly
    disdain born of prejudice and arrogance. Challenging an arrogant persons
    ego typically leads to them stabbing you in the back later, not changing
    their behavior.” I said as I glared at the blond-haired elf.



    “Wise words for one so young. But in my experience, Sim’ell is a good sort.
    This incident was born of annoyance, not hatred. Am I wrong Sim’ell?” The
    ambassador asked the elf.



    “No, you are not Ambassador. If you will excuse me? I will take my team on
    patrol.” The ambassador nodded and Sim’ell stood, his two friends following
    him, and left melting into the woods in a few steps.



    “Would you care to share some of the food I have?” I asked offering her a
    piece of hardtack.



    She grimaced and shook her head. “No. Human travel food does not agree with
    me,” She moved her hand over her stomach reflexively. “In my younger days I
    would not have hesitated on a long trek, but that was many years ago. Thank
    you for your willingness to share, however, I brought my own.” With a
    gesture she produced a rift of yellow and white magic in the space between
    us, the colors reflected the crystal in her staff that sat next to her. She
    reached into the rift and pulled out a sandwich that looked freshly made.



    “That is awesome!’ I said grinning from ear to ear. “I mean, you and Ailsa
    can both do something like that.” The ambassador genuinely smiled as she
    took a large bite of her sandwich.



    After she swallowed, when my mouth was full of jerky, she asked “Would you
    like to learn how to do it? It is but the weakest of spatial magic.” I
    nearly choked on my jerky.



    Me? Learn a Cosmic Energy?
    I hadn’t even learned how to synchronize with the all of the Lesser Powers,
    let alone the Greater. To skip all the way to Cosmic would be amazing! I
    nodded enthusiastically while I choked down the food with a generous swig
    from my cantine.



    I looked at Ailsa, but she only nodded encouragingly as her cheeks bulge
    with honey cake. “Yes, of course, I would love to! What do I need to do?” I
    asked eagerly.



    “You are in luck. I am a Grand Master of spatial magic, so I can teach
    spells to my students whom I deem worthy without them having to learn the
    underlying magic. Only Grandmasters of a type of magic can do this for that
    magic, but I would be willing to do it for you. All you must do is close
    your eyes, calm your mind, and give me access to your characteristics
    sheet. I will imprint the spell directly onto your spell list from there.”
    The ambassador said taking another bite of her sandwich. A screen popped up
    in front of me asking if I wanted to give her access.



    I looked at Ailsa and her eyes went wide, with her cheeks full of food she
    tried to subtly shake her head, but it was cumbersome. If the Ambassador
    noticed either my look or her response, she didn’t say anything.
    “Regretfully, I must decline your generosity,” I said the wind taken out of
    my sails. “And sadly I can not tell you my reasons. But suffice it to say
    that it is not an innate distrust of you or your people.”



    A few seconds later the ambassador swallowed and spoke. “This is a greatly
    missed opportunity. Are you sure you would not relent? I could potentially
    teach you much more than what I have offered you yet. I could help you
    bypass much of the training that I sense you must still do to grow.”



    I nodded in acknowledgment of what she was saying and gave it some more
    thought.
    
        She would see that I am not from Ethria, and if she went poking around
        in parts of my sheet she wasn’t supposed to she could learn all about
        me, and potentially do a lot of things to me that could be detrimental.
    



    “Unfortunately that is simply not an option. Though If I may ask a boon of
    you in its stead?” The Ambassador was taking another bite, her sandwich
    almost done, and raised her eyebrows inquisitively. “If you have a library
    of tombs I could read through, I would be very appreciative.” Ailsa began
    spitting and choking on what little food she had left to swallow and both
    the Ambassadors and my gazes went to her in concern.



    “You perhaps do not know what you ask.” She said as she patted Ailsa’s back
    as she choked. “Access to a Library,” she said the word as if it had
    meaning beyond a simple repository of books. “Is prized above many things
    by us magic users.”



    “I can see how having access to books on magic lore can be a prised thing,
    but surely it is not such a heavy burden to simply allow another access to
    read.” I said confused.



    “He…” Ailsa began before choking and coughing again. “Doesn’t….” More
    coughing “Understand.” My fairy guide was finally able to swallow and
    downed a mouth full of water.
    

    “Ah, I think I see the problem. Perhaps in your strange island nation, you
    do not have Libraries as we have them here. Indeed many parts of the world
    have never heard of a Library, and their use of the term is for places that
    are repositories of the printed word.



    “A Library as the term is used here on the continent of Tor’sel, is a
    powerful magical institutional building in a settlement. It takes great
    effort to construct such a building, meticulous magical work, enchantments
    that take years to craft and years more to imbue in the stones of such a
    place, along with careful architectural and material design. The selection
    of the Magical Books to be entered into such a place is also carefully
    curated, as their magics can interfere with one another. Both play an
    important role in how the magic of such a place works, and access to such
    places around the world are highly prized by masters of magic.



    “A person with proper access can enter a Library, and read a Magical Book
    nearly instantly. Having the knowledge transferred directly into their
    minds via the magic inherent in the book. The difference between reading a
    Magical Book outside of a Library, and inside one, is the fact that the
    Magical Book is not destroyed. Indeed it often becomes an even stronger
    version of itself. The problem is, that it takes an immense amount of
    money, time, dedication, and energy to not only make a Library but to
    maintain it.” I nodded along, beginning to see the picture of why access to
    such a place might be so prized.



    The ambassador took the last bite of her sandwich and Ailsa took up the
    rest of the explanation. “Magical Books are books not unlike what you have
    been reading, but that transfer the knowledge via the spells that have been
    cast on the materials that comprise them. Once they are used, however,
    there is a high likelihood that the magical matrix and enchantments in the
    pages of the book overwhelm the materials, and cause them to turn to dust,
    though sometimes you can get lucky and a Magic Book won’t. A single Magic
    Book is often more expensive then what the average human farmer makes in a
    year.”



    “So a place that saves those books, and even improves them, is extremely
    valuable.” I could see exactly what they were talking about. And such a
    place could eventually gather together a horde of useful Magical Books that
    it could rent out at exorbitant fees to imbue spells and knowledge directly
    into peoples minds. If such things worked here just like they worked in
    most games, these included skills and abilities, not just individual
    spells.



    “Exactly,” Ailsa said as she buzzed her wings excitedly.



    “And now you know why your request is beyond me I am afraid. Yes, Lo’sar
    has a Library.” I grimaced slightly. She seemed amused as to continued.
    “Perhaps Magical Library is the more appropriate term.” I nodded in
    agreement. “But to answer your question, this is not my home. I do not have
    the right to grant unrestricted access to the thousands of magical tombs
    that these elves have gathered over the lifetime of their colony. Nor if I
    had such power would I grant it, for the potential damage to the library
    that would be done for the enrichment of a single mind is not equitable in
    the big picture.



    “Even a single spell imbued into a mind can cost hundreds of gold worth of
    materials, hours of mana production by the staff of the Library, and hours
    of clean up and repair should something go wrong. The more powerful a spell
    and the less prepared a mind is for that knowledge the greater the cost,
    and the more damage that can be done.”



    “I understand,” I said as I swallowed the last of my jerky and biscuit.
    “And you would be wise to do as you say. Thank you for the education, both
    of you. However, what I was asking was not necessarily access to a Magical
    Library, not something that would lighten my workload. Instead, I am asking
    for access to the writing itself so that I may merely read them mundanely,
    and learn the information contained in them the old fashioned way.” The
    Ambassador looked at me for a long moment, eyes furrowed in concentration.
    After a few seconds, I felt a powerful will investigate me, and I realized
    I was being Analyzed by her.



    With the Sheriff, it had felt like someone was patting me down as if I was
    being searched, and someone was touching me all over in an invasive but
    harmless way. This was totally different. I could tell she was attempting
    to be gentle, but the will behind the force that searched over my body and
    mind was overwhelming and slightly painful. It grew hard to breathe. For a
    moment, I thought she was going full Vader, as I felt like I was almost
    being lifted off the ground.



    After just a moment, it was gone and done. I received another notification
    that my skill was far too low to know what information she gleaned from her
    use of Analyse, but I also knew what I was hiding was hidden more
    powerfully than any mortal. Or at least I hoped so. “Why did you do that!”
    I choked out as the force released me and I could breathe again.



    “I am sorry, I meant no offense or harm to you.” The ambassador stood as
    she spoke, using her staff to rise to her feet with grace.



    “Why” I managed to choke out between coughs and wheezes.



    “You are a stranger in a strange land my young friend. You have done the
    people of Lo’sar and my retinue a service by ensuring the children were
    safely returned. Particularly in a time where the children of the lesser
    races are being stolen away.” She looked down at me, and a mix of guilt and
    fear played across her face.



    “However, you are still a stranger to me, and I needed to know who and what
    you are.” Guilt now mixed with confusion as she continued “It is why I
    offered you the gift I did so that I could be sure you where no threat to
    us or the people here in Lo’sar.”



    “The Kingdoms of Tor are beginning to marshal for conflict, though with
    what I do not know. The disappearance of children from the horse clans, and
    from the hollow might explain why the locals marshal additional forces in
    recent months, but the far southern lords? I do not believe they even know.
    Though deep within them the Torish leadership sense, something. Like
    animals sensing a danger yet far off they prepare without even properly
    knowing what they prepare against. I fear the disappearances are only a
    shadow of what is to come.” Her voice trailed off slightly, causing the
    entire clearing to fill with an oppressive silence.



    “And in acting on that blind, primal, instinctual feeling of danger they
    harm others. It even affects the Lo’sarian’s friends across the river.
    The...” She paused as if looking for the right word. “... Cutters. Who, I
    have been informed by Tol’geth, have purchased arms and armor, and seek to
    gain possession of more. As I've said, the missing children could explain
    this behavior. However, you were part of that purchase if I understand
    correctly.” Her manner had gone from one of mild guilt over the discomfort
    she had caused me, to an air of imperious authority. “Which means the panic
    that now grips the southern lords, and our close neighbors might be
    affecting you as well.”



    Unlike the arrogant elf from before, she had justifications and power to
    back up her claims. She waited for me to fully recover and respond. She
    wasn’t openly hostile towards me, but she was certainly concerned I might
    attempt to retaliate in some way, which is why she took a few steps back.
    Tol’geth appeared, expression a mix of concern and confusion behind her.



    “But…” I said standing, using one hand on my walking stick to steady myself
    while I used the other to rub my sore neck. “That isn't me.” I let my
    confusion and hurt at her actions show plainly. “If you needed to Analyse
    me, all you needed to do was ask and explain why. You have shown nothing
    but kindness to me up until now, why would I deny you?” She looked struck,
    but only for a fleeting moment.



    “There are skills and abilities that can hide things from Analyze. The
    ability is much more effective if the subject is caught off guard. As it
    is, I am still greatly confused. I have every aspect of yourself and your
    belongings laid out bear in front of me, yet it is all so mundane, and you
    are no threat to anyone as of yet. You have but one spell, a bit of wit and
    wisdom true, and some skill with the written word. But there is nothing
    here that is worth hiding and concealing from me.” She gestured into the
    air frustrated. She must have been motioning at the screen with my
    information on it that was only visible to her.



    “So, why refuse my gift? It was that very thing, and your lack of knowledge
    about magic despite your seeming alacrity with it from what Tol’geth has
    told me, that rose my suspicion.” Her hotty, imperious defensiveness was
    slowly melting away as we talked. I looked around and noticed that every
    elf in the clearing, both adult and child, was watching the exchange.



    Ailsa for her part, I could tell from her aura’s glow, was hovering just
    behind me, watching my back. Tol’geth stood to the side of our
    conversation, but in such a way as to easily interpose himself if the need
    arose.



    I sighed deeply and leaned on my walking stick for balance. I was
    emotionally tired. It had been a long day already and it was only a little
    past noon. I had walked more than I had in years in a single day, through
    jungle so thick you couldn’t swing a toothpick without hitting some kind of
    thorny plant. “Perhaps I was too familiar with you before you knew the
    reason for my coming here. A proper and healthy suspicion of outsiders and
    their intentions is the prerogative of all leaders, no matter the race or
    species of people.



    “I learned that lesson in school long ago, and I should have known to be
    forthright and open with you about my intentions. I usually am blunt and
    upfront about such things. Forgive me for taking liberties in your forest.”
    I lifted my walking stick as an example.



    “Without telling you the reason for me to follow Tol’geth and the children
    here. After all, a man of decent intentions would have simply left the
    children with your guardian and the elves at the dock and returned home on
    the ferry. Not shown up with a rare fae guide, taking from your forest,
    singing strange songs in strange dialects with seemingly rare abilities,
    and chatting up your leaders as if everything were normal without giving a
    good reason.”



    As I spoke I realized just how suspicious the ever-watchful elves must have
    found my actions.
    
        Tacatern and terse Tol’geth was probably very little help in dispelling
        those suspicions. In fact, he probably made them worse. I’m lucky I'm
        not dead!
    



    “No doubt you saw my quest, “A Safe Place...” on my quest log. Yes?” The
    Ambassador nodded, and the tension in the air began to wane as curiosity
    waxed among the elves. So much so that Ailsa flew over and landed on my
    shoulder, and Tol’geth relaxed his stance slightly, which was an
    endorsement If I've ever seen one. “Well, it has brought me here to seek
    the wisdom of the elves on the matter. Your aid could prove invaluable.” I
    bowed deeply at first to the Ambassador, and then to the adult native Green
    elves.



    “I deeply hope that you can forgive the theatrics and my rudeness thus far.
    The second reason I have come, is relatively minor. The Sheriff of the
    human town across the river, Cutters Hollow” I was careful to pronounce it
    slowly so that the Ambassador could hear it properly from human lips. “Has
    tasked me with delivering correspondence to a member of the Lo’sar elder
    council. He did not say it was of any particular urgency, however keep in
    mind the time tables between our two races are different.



    “When we say a minor issue, it should probably be dealt within a year or
    so, something that your race might consider a dangerously hasty amount of
    time. When our respective leaderships are not using the same time table for
    terminology, things can quickly spiral out of control. Is there a member of
    the council here I might deliver it too?” I asked looking around at the
    green elves.



    Three elves stepped forward then, each as youthful as the Ambassador, each
    with children with them, and each of them was smiling. “Wizard Rayid, may I
    have the pleasure of introducing you to three of the four members of the
    Elders Council. Lisander,” The ambassador pointed to the only female, she
    wore green robes, cut off at the knees, and brown trousers. She had white
    hair that hung down below her shoulders that seemed silver as the shadows
    and sun danced together in the shade provided by the forest canopy.



    Two children stood behind her, one physically mature, the other was still
    slightly pubescent, maybe a nineteen year old. “She is the Librarian of
    Lo’sar’s Magical...” she said the word carefully emphasizing the vernacular
    change to Lisander. “Library. I believe you two should speak at some point.
    Lisander, you might be interested to know that Rayid is a Master, nigh unto
    Grand Master Literarian.”



    Lisander bowed slightly to me in respect, a gesture I returned slightly
    deeper. The woman was a city councilwoman and a librarian, two of the most
    thankless jobs in local government. She deserved some serious props. My
    esteem for the woman grew again with what she said next. “These are my two
    siblings,” Lisander said deliberately. “After our sire passed some years
    ago, their care fell to me. Say hello.” She ordered the two, who both
    bowed. The older was a boy, the younger a girl with silver blond hair that
    echoed Lisanders own. “I would love for you to visit me at my work master
    Literarian.”



    The Ambassador smiled at both of us and took a step moving my attention to
    introduce the next person. I whispered over to Ailsa “Literarian?”



    “Fancy word for reader, meathead.” She whispered back “Now pay attention,
    you're being rude.” My attention snapped back to the Ambassador.



    She gestured towards the man in the middle, a tall elf with jet black hair
    cut short, and oddly colorful tattoos on his arms that shone prismatically.
    He had a daughter whose age I couldn’t tell just by looking at her who
    stood beside him. “This is Terr’a’min. High chairmen of the council, and
    chief judge in Lo’sar.” We bowed to each other and the Ambassador
    continued.



    “And last but not least, is Sed’min’el, or as he likes to be called, Sed.”
    The man was short even for an elf, at barely 5’1, he had a slight potbelly,
    which was extremely surprising, and a smile that seemed to never waver even
    as he spoke. His son was a rather tall, broad-shouldered and fit elf, even
    by human standards. The boy was exactly Sed’s contrast. Though, lacking his
    father's confident demeanor. An early bloomer I suspect.



    “He is Chief of the master brewers of the northernmost glade, and our
    ambassador to the local region. He speaks for us at all the halls of power
    who will treat with us. Human, dwarven, and at times goblin, among many
    others.” The portly man attempted a bow, but it seemed more a standing
    crunch. I returned the gesture and noticed a whiff of alcohol on him even
    now. “Oh, and a member of the council.” The high elf ambassador said as if
    remembering the role her local counterpart was currently undertaking.



    “Yes, and that,” Sed said with a laugh, patting the high elves hand as she
    put it on his shoulder in apology.



    I looked at all three members again and bowed deeply to the council as a
    whole out of respect for their stations. “It seems, fortuitous, that you
    would all be here exactly when I needed you. Perhaps the Gods...” I said
    the word with a purposeful look at Ailsa who only shrugged. “... Had a hand
    in guiding this meeting?”



    That elicited a grin from every member of the council, even Terr’a’min who
    had been stoic until that point, despite the flashing rainbow runes on his
    arms. The four adult elves looked at each other knowingly before Sed spoke
    up. “Perhaps your arrival is guided by the Gods of man, as our time here is
    nearly routine.” I cocked my head quizzically, not realizing until after I
    had done the gesture how much like a dog it made me look. I straightened
    and waited for an explanation.



    “You see” Sed continued “this time every two years, we take our children on
    a circular trek across all of Lo’sar, to teach them about the wild forest,
    about the parts that we carefully cultivated, and to show them the realm
    that they will one day inherit, so as to instill in them a love for the
    land that our fathers and mothers founded.”



    “Ah, I see. And so the three children wandered off when you went to see
    Cutters Hollow from your side of the river.” I surmised.



    “Just so” The high elf ambassador confirmed. I realized then, I didn’t even
    know her name.



    “Excuse my rudeness Ambassador,” I said looking directly at the high elf so
    as to avoid confusion with Sed. “But, I was never properly given your name.
    May I beg it from you?”



    “You certainly might.” She said, mischief in her eyes and a smile on her
    lips. I smiled and was about to retort when Sed interrupted.



    “Oh play nice, you already scared the poor lad near to death, Salina.
    Besides, we don’t have time for much more banter, we must be getting on if
    we are to make the meetup.” Sed patted her on the arm as he spoke to take
    even the hint of a sting from his words. He looked at me than “It is there
    where we will meet with the last member of the council of elders, and we
    can hear your proposal and give it some serious thought. Now, as to that
    letter?”



    “Oh right!” I said hitting my forehead with an open palm “I almost forgot.
    I’d lose my shoes if they weren't on my feet.” I raised my hand to Ailsa
    expectantly. A half a second later the letter appeared, and I handed it
    over to the portly elf.



    The small gathering broke up then, and we all went to packing our
    belongings. Sim’el and his two buddies showed up right before we were ready
    to depart, and we nodded respectfully to each other. I took out a small
    knife and began whittling on my walking stick several dwarven runes that
    symbolized the different metals as I waited to leave.



    “Those won’t do much when carved into the wood,” Lisander said as she came
    up next to me. “Those runes hold more power, as they hold more meaning when
    carved into stone, and even more so when carved into the substance that
    they specifically represent in the dwarven native magic system, Rune
    crafting.” I nodded as I turned my attention back to the one I had just
    finished carving near the bottom of the walking stick. It was the rune for
    Steel, circled by the runes for all three Mythic metals, Mersary, Utarsium,
    and Eithercite.



    “To be honest, I wasn’t sure they had any magical significance at all, but
    I had a strong feeling that that might be the case.” She nodded, and I
    stood as the group started walking at a leisurely pace. I motioned for her
    to go ahead, and she shook her head.



    “I would prefer to speak with you as we journey if that is agreeable to
    your sensibilities. My siblings are well cared for by the others.” I perked
    up a little at that.



    “You know, you’re the first elf since we started out from that little
    wooden dock, who has asked about what I think, or feel. Up till now, it's
    only been about what I know, or why I was here, or some version of mockery
    intended to get my hackles up.” Ailsa buzzed over the group doing a fly-by
    with trails of mana streamers following after to the amusement of the
    children who laughed, and the adults who clapped as they walked.



    “Well, I am glad I could be a good host. Salina and the others from
    Varidian proper are worried about the safety of the colony, that is the
    only reason they treated you so.”



    “Why are they worried? What has happened that has them so jumpy?”



    “Do you know where Salina was stationed before she sought refuge here in
    Lo’sar?” Lisander asked tentatively.



    “No. I thought she was an ambassador to Lo’sar. Is that not the case?”



    “Oh no, not at all. Why would our kingdom require an ambassador to one of
    its colonies?” She asked. “But perhaps you are unaware of the governmental
    reality that Lo’sar and Varidian have between us. That is no matter. Salina
    was an Ambassador from Varidian to the human kingdoms of Tor. She had just
    recently arrived when the Torish purification declaration went out.



    “You are more than likely familiar with how it affects those with outsider
    heritages, but a lesser-known provision exiles all non-human inhabitants
    from the kingdom, save a handful of specifically designated regions such as
    the Iron Coast, which is ruled over by a dwarven king and is only nominally
    loyal to Torish sovereignty. But, where those with outsider blood were
    given months to vacate, those of non-human races had to leave immediately
    or face purification.” I shuddered, and not from the cold.



    “Salina’s guards were concerned that this proclamation would extend to her
    and her retinue, despite assurances from the ill king's steward to the
    contrary. They were worried that the thrones steward could not keep peace,
    and that the embassy would have been stormed by fanatics despite his best
    efforts. So they fled north.”



    “Tol’geth was among those guards if I'm not mistaken.”



    “You are correct” Lisander confirmed. As we walked we came across a small
    tributary of the river, barely large enough to have a steady stream of
    water, we stepped over it with no difficulty. All around it wildflowers of
    every kind sprouted in a riot of colors that followed the tiny stream's
    course.



    “He, he thinks himself a failure.” She said quietly, so much so that I
    might have missed her words had even the slightest sound been made just
    then. “He lost someone on their retreat north.”



    ‘Oh. who?” I asked trying to mimic her quiet, soft tone.



    “Her name was Pina, she was felled by many darts dipped in sleeping poison.
    If she survived the ordeal, she has no doubt been sent to slavery. She is a
    human, just like you, but her heritage is one of Varidian, which some might
    call ‘other’ or ‘outsider.”



    “It sounds like someone actively pursued them across country when they
    fled. Is that right?”



    “Yes. When Salina and her retinue and her two guards, feld from the Torish
    capital they were followed. Their pursuers caught them near a northern
    Torish stronghold of that nation's religion dedicated to their sun-god, in
    the name of some saint that relates to wheat. It is named Sowers Vale I
    believe.



    “Pina was a nature-speaker, a druid according to Torish custom, of some
    skill. When the attackers found themselves at a bottleneck, she and her
    animal companion decided to stay behind and hold there, while Tol’geth and
    the rest of the retinue escaped with the ambassador. In his recounting of
    the tale to the council when they first arrived, Tol’geth told us that he
    looked back only once, and saw that Pina had been struck by nearly five
    darts laced with the sleeping poison the attackers where using.”



    “So she’s a prisoner in Tor now,” I said mind racing as I thought of things
    we could do to try and resolve the situation.



    There was a silence as we walked for a few seconds before the librarian
    responded. “Well, I know that Tol’geth certainly thinks so.”



    “But that's not the opinion of the council?” I asked after she didn’t
    elaborate.



    “No. Sadly, most of us are not hopeful about the prospects of her still
    being alive, let alone being anywhere we might affect a rescue of one kind
    or another. If she did survive, she has more than likely been sold to the
    glass isles as a slave.” Lisander was being gracious about the subject and
    trying to be as discreet as possible. “In fact, a goodly portion of
    tonight's festivities involve allowing the Varidian delegation time and
    space to grieve for their lost Pina of the wildwood, and Barisel.



    “Oh, so you have all really written her off,” I said. “No offense mind you,
    if I were in the council's situation, I would probably feel the same way.
    However, Tol’geth in my experience is an excellent judge of both character
    and skill. The man is truthful to a fault at times. I doubt he would allow
    even his own heart to lie to him about anything, let alone the realities of
    a potential rescue.”



    “If you feel as he does, may I suggest you speak with him on the subject? I
    find the entire affair tragic in the extreme. Though I have not met the
    poor woman, I did know her grandmother years ago when I visited their home.
    If she was anything like the woman I knew, then it was indeed a great loss
    to all of Varidian, and the world of the wild.” I nodded my understanding
    and allowed the conversation to move on to other topics of mutual interest.



    We discussed Libraries more in-depth, how such institutions worked in my
    homeland, and how they worked here. She was fascinated by the idea of an
    entire population of people who were mathematically and literarily
    literate. I explained how the basics of public education worked, how it was
    all funded generally, and how my people relied not on magic, but technology
    for most things.



    She explained her fascination with the American school system explaining
    that while Elves where by far the most educated of peoples on the
    continent, decent comprehensive education was far away from being a
    universal thing. We discussed how such a system might work in theory in an
    elven state with me postulating ideas, and her shooting them down,
    tweaking, or adopting the ideas based on her people's unique
    idiosyncrasies.



    In exchange we discussed how a Magical Library was founded, what skills
    were required and the economics of operating and maintaining one once it
    was built. Most Magical Libraries she explained where massive, multi-story
    affairs, some with towers that reached towards the clouds, others with
    labyrinths and labs that went miles underground. Others were parked
    precariously near volcanoes, or high in the mountains where snow melted
    into runoff each year.



    This wasn’t just an aesthetic choice she explained. The more node points
    and ley lines that a Magical Library could directly tap into, the less
    expensive the upkeep, and the more grounded it would be in the case of
    magical feedback where the library might normally be damaged.



    Access to such places offers a decrease in costs, as well as an increase in
    protection. In addition Magical Libraries had a sort of leveling system
    themselves. Lisander explained that It wasn’t common, but such buildings,
once they reached a critical point in their construction, formed a    Geni Locus, or a spirit or ghost of the place. It sounded
    remarkably like a Genius Loci from Roman lore, and again I found
    myself contemplating, and then putting aside the similarities in high elven
    to Latin. At least for the moment.



That spirit was tied to the building and its grounds. The    Geni Locus grew as the structure grew, and died if the institution
    ever ceased to function. After a building had reached a critical mass of
    size, access to mana, and experience in operation, it could level up
    increasing the Geni Locus’s intelligence and awareness. This
    allowed for the building to operate far more efficiently, but could also
    lead to unfortunate side effects if the spirit of the place was not treated
    well, or some of its needs were neglected, or if tragic events had
    transpired nearby.



    According to legend such places could turn into Fell Libraries, Blood
    Covens, or Abyssal Catacombs depending on the situation. However the
    reverse was also true, and if good things happened in and around the
    library before it came into its own, it could become a Celestial Study Hall
    or an Academy of Magic. Such a thing was soon to happen to her beloved
    library, though small it was. It had been in operation for nearly three
    hundred years, about half the average elvish lifespan (though they could
    live much longer lives then that depending on a number of factors), and
    they had just connected it to a new earth node they had discovered about a
    week ago, almost directly under the structure.



    Combining that with the air ley line that it had access to being so high up
    on one of the Home Trees, what I came to understand as Lo’sar’s city
    center, and they had effectively just doubled both the amount and type of
    mana that the Library had access too. The only thing she was worried about
    was the fact that at its inception there was a murder that had taken place
    about a mile from the structure, the first and only murder in the colony,
    and it had gone unsolved.



    Noticing obvious quest bait when I saw it, I asked to visit the site when I
    visited Lo’sar proper and got the following notification.



    


        “You have found a historic quest ‘Murder Under Elven Skies.’
        Investigate for more details. Type: Historic. Difficulty: Unknown.
        Accept? Yes / No”
    




    I mentally selected Yes, and I received the following prompt.



    


        “Congratulations, you have found your first Historic Quest. Such quests
        can take lifetimes to complete. Quest has been added to your Quest Log
        for reference at a later time.”
    




    A small flashing icon on the bottom of my vision appeared in the shape of a
    scroll. I clicked on it and a list of all of my active quests appeared.
    “Say, Lisander. Do you think you might be able to show me the murder site?
    I would like to take a look around some time.



    “Did you get the historic quest? I love historical quests. So few of them
    have ever been answered. Historians of every species have traveled the
    world seeking adventures and answers. I’ve always imagined I'd be able to
    join them.” She let her voice trailed off slightly at the thought. “But,
    that can’t happen. At least not for now.” She explained smiling at me as we
    walked.



    “Your siblings?” I asked and she nodded.



    “ I have a responsibility to them. But, to answer your question, yes.
    Actually, we are headed there now. The festivities we have planned for the
    end of this trek, and for the grieving of Pina, will happen directly under
    the Young-tree.” When asked, she explained that the Young-tree was a second
    Home-tree planted a few short years after the founding of the colony due to
    concerns when the original home tree had shown signs of illness.



    The first sapling survived, and the colony ended up with two of the giant
    magical trees, which had caused some trouble early on. The common trees in
    the forest, spurred on by the magic of both of their giant cousins, grew
    like weeds so thick that traveling through the forest grew difficult, even
    for the elves.



    It was why the Cutter Hollow settlement was allowed to stay, as their
    constant need for lumber used up much of the excess magic in the soil when
    they replanted the clear cut forest acres in very early spring. By
    mid-summer, the trees grew large enough for them to harvest, and by the
    start of fall they were fully grown behemoths that would fetch a pretty
    penny each at market.



    As we walked and talked, it grew darker and darker as the sun moved first
    below the tree line, even in the largest of clearings, and then beyond the
    horizon and finally setting in truth. Once that happened, I was stumbling
    all over myself. About the third time, I accidentally ran into Lisander, I
    got fed up and compressed my mana into a small, tight ball that gave off a
    steady stream of white light. After a few minutes of sustaining the mana
    construct, and making slight improvements as I grew to understand how best
    the mana transitioned into light, I got a prompt.



    


        “Congratulations! You have learned the spell, Light Ball 1. This spell
        can be cast to create a ball of light out of pure mana, that will stick
        to any surface that you will it too. See Spell Sheet for more details.”
    




    So I pulled up the spell sheet screen and took a close look at the spell.
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                    Creates a small ball of light out of pure mana that will
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    “I just formed a new spell,” I said and described what I had done to
    Lisander after I apologized for running into her again. Walking from that
    point on became much easier, and I only bumped into others a handful of
    times the rest of the journey.



    “Ah, yes. That is a spell common to human magic users.” Lisander explained.
    “Elven light masters typically find enchantment for such things far more
    useful in our settlements as they last longer, and are typically more mana
    efficient in the long term. But such an ephemeral spell as you just
    described seems to serve your peoples needs well.” it was both a boast and
    an olive branch, something that I was coming to associate with elves of
    every stripe as simply an idiosyncrasy of the race as a whole.



    As it grew darker, true to Lisander’s words, the elves each produced a kind
    of light wand with a tiny milky white crystal at the tip that produced
    light. That's a magic flashlight, I thought amusedly. “Would you
    mind if I get a look at one of those at some point?” I asked the librarian.



    “Of course Rayid.” She pulled another from her pouch and handed it to me.



    


        “You have received Wand of Directed Light. This wand is imbued with the
        spell Directional Light 1. Light time remaining, 15 / 100 hours.”
   

 



    
        So she gave me an old one. Best not let the lowly and seemingly
        bumbling human wizard mess with any of the fancier or nicer wands.
    
I thought sarcastically.     Eh, she’s probably right. I barely know what I’m doing. I
    unraveled my light spell with a thought like I had done to the mana
    constructs on the road to Cutters Hollow, and found I had about 15 mana
    points left over, just hanging in the air, the rest having dissipated into
    the forest.



    After a few seconds of thought, I tried to imbue the magical device with
    the mana. There was enough light from the other flashlights that I could
    walk safely, while also conducting my experiment. If I broke the flashlight
then I'd just have to buy my new friend another one in recompense.     Or find a way to fashion one myself.



    As we walked I first tried to tether my little remaining free mana in the
    air to the crystal but was rebuffed and I lost nearly half of what I was
    working with. Grimacing, I felt along the rod for a sigal, writing, or some
    kind of activator rune, button, or precious stone. There wasn’t any, so I
    willed the light on as I would a spell, and it worked. “Gah!” I yelled as I
    nearly blinded myself by turning it on while I looked directly into the
    crystal that produced the light.
    
        You think knowing how to use a flashlight, and many experiences just
        like that in boy scouts, that I would have learned by now!
    



    I blinked furiously, and after a second or two, my vision was fine.
    Lisander, wore an amused expression on her face while politely and
    pointedly not say anything about the incident as we continued on. I had
    only about two or three mana points leftover from my light spell to
    experiment with, as I had lost some in both the first attempt with the
    crystal and when I lost concentration after blinding myself.



    I didn’t want to have to expend more in something that was intended to just
    be a simple essay in re-imbuement of an enchantment.
    
        That would just be embarrassing. As embarrassing as blinding myself
        with a flashlight in front of people whose children nearly tripled me
        in age and who were hotter than most supermodels back on Earth?
    
    Probably not, but my ego still got in the way. After a moment or two of
    thought, I decided to try something else and turned off my flashlight.



    I willed the mana into the device, even as I willed the device to activate
    again. My mana, tethered to my will as it activated the spell inside the
    wand, was greedily taken in by the imbued spell. I smiled, and I heard a
    slight clapping from a few of the people around me. I looked up and about
    three or four of the adult elves on the trip, including Lisander, clapped
    politely smiling at my accomplishment. My face turned to beat red I was
    sure, and they all turned their attention back to the road, their own feet,
    their children, or the beauty of the forest at night. I also earned a
    prompt!



    


        “Congratulations! You have gained a new skill, Enchantment. Current
        skill level, 1.”
   

 



    “Praise well earned, young wizard Rayid. Learning to re-imbue an
    enchantment without any formal lore training? My people value such dogged
    determination and ingenuity, as it often leads to personal growth. Praise
    by our kind is rarely given in such a fashion, however, so if we caused
    embarrassment please forgive us.” Lisander said with a slight bow in my
    direction. “Many of us Green-Elves have adopted that custom when dealing
    with humanity as it seems to be shared by most of your societies.”



    “What? Clapping?” I asked shaking off my embarrassment and getting back
    into academic mode where I felt safest.



    “Yes, applause at a great feat undertaken and succeeded is common in all of
    the Torish lands.”



    “Hmmm. Interesting. On my home, Islands.” I caught myself again. I really
    needed to actually sit down and write a formal cover story of some kind.
    “Yes, on my home islands…” I re-emphasized the word, trying to play it off
    as a hiccup of translation. “It grew out of the desire of a crowd to show
    their appreciation, agreement, and support of one political leader over
    another in the great open forum, in the Greco-roman states. It swept from
    there across our world at least that's what our historians believe…I mean
    Island chain… I beg your indulgence, this one concept is difficult to
    translate.” I felt my cheeks going red again and covered it with a yawn.



    Lisander nodded her understanding of the mix up before speaking.
    “Interesting. There have been many who have theorized a similar root origin
    for it in the Torish lands, though there it was not a signal of support as
    much as it was a sign of a willingness to obey the warrior kings that once
    brutally ruled your kind.”



    I nodded, “There are many scholars who believe that that is the true
    origin. It is an interesting debate, as they both have evidence that the
    tradition started at separate places. If I may ask before we go too far
    down an academic rabbit hole, how do elves traditionally praise another?”



    “In-person, one on one. If it is great praise, it will be publically done,
    but still is a matter between two individuals.” I began peppering her with
    questions about elven society. Our conversation shifted topics a few times
    before one of the handful of tiny moons that Ethria sported, rose high in
    the sky. Lisander explained that moon was named Essal’ia to the elves, it
    was the moon of light, and warning, and was nearly tidally locked opposite
    the sun around Ethria.



    She explained that the effects of the other moons on it shifted it in
    regular intervals in and out of the shadow of the planet, and so it
    regularly waxed and waned. S
    
        he thinks that she is plying me with information I am completely
        unequipped to handle
    
    . I smirked. I was not a physics nerd, but plenty of my friends. Actually,
    all of my friends really now that I thought about it where. I had picked up
    much from my years of hanging around them.



    I asked about the gravitational pulls of the various moons, how they all
    affect each other, and the totality of their effect on the tides. I couched
    this in the explanation that my people knew of such things, but that I
    personally was never trained beyond the very basic concepts of how such
    forces worked on one another. My explanation had the benefit of being true.



    The entire conversation took on an academic air, something that I felt very
    comfortable with. I found that I had enjoyed spending time with her, that
    our conversation was both distracting from the long hike we were taking,
    and intellectually stimulating in ways that had honestly been hard to find
    back home. With a pleasant conversation, the cool night air, and my
    tiredness from the long journey, I found myself looking at Lisander in a
    slightly different light then I had before.



    There is no way I have a chance with this woman.
    I thought as I watched her chuckle at some stupid joke I had just made
    about how the moon’s food was excellent but that they all had bad
    atmospheres.
    
        What would I do with a relationship like that? I’m planning on going
        home, right? Well yes, but there's no harm in having a little fun until
        then right?
    
    I thought. I shook the thoughts off and allowed myself to simply enjoy her
    company and the conversation as we continued our journey through the night.



    


Chapter 7: A Festival, A Meeting, and A Funeral



    Lo’sar Forest, Somewhere Outside of Lo’sar City, Frega, 27th, 2987 AoR



    “In the end, it's not the years in your life that count. It's the life in
    your years” - Abraham Lincoln









    Eventually, the conversation died down, as did my energy level and instead
    of a hike, I felt like I was trudging through the forest, barely conscious
    of where I was putting my feet. After an incident involving a thorny plant,
    a little blood, and an ambivalent shrug and “Eh” from me when asked about
    it by Lisander, I broke down and asked.



    “At the risk of sounding like an impatient child, how much longer is this
    trip going to take?” Lisander actually laughed, and my comment elicited a
    few chuckles from the elves in front of us.



    “We have been in the settlement for the last five minutes, young wizard.
    That bush you ran into was part of someone's garden.” I laughed out loud as
    tears came to my eyes. I don’t know what was so funny about the situation,
    I think it was more a releasing of tension and pent up expectation rather
    than the actual humor of the situation. The elves all shot glances back at
    me as we moved, curious what the strange, young, uneducated yet somehow
    intriguing human wizard was doing.



    Once I had control of myself again, as I wiped the tears on my cheeks away,
    I looked around shining my light in different directions from the path as
    we continued to walk. Yup, those are houses alright. I thought as
    my light bounced off of a particularly well crafted little cottage that
    seemed to be grown out of a tree, or perhaps that had a tree grown on top
    of it. I wasn’t really sure. As I continued I saw others, each unique and
    some more human than elven, others pure examples of the craft of either
    species.



    The pure elven homes where more like tree forts with buildings built onto
    and into the tree further up the trunk. When asked Lisander confirmed they
    were magically hardened and formed.
    
        Geen elves must experiment with their home designs, it's probably a
        pass time for some.
    



    Eventually, we came to a large, well-lit clearing, where hundreds, perhaps
    near a thousand elves where present. Some lining the massive clearing,
    others in the trees lounging in hammocks, others sitting on branches
    whittling with knives, or in small clumps singing songs together in the
    center. As the procession arrived a clear, single horn note was played, it
    sounded welcoming, triumphant, and celebratory, and the crowd in the center
    made room for our party to pass.



    Once the last of us, meaning me and Lisander, walked passed the tall
    armored elf guard who had blown the horn, he did it again, and then the
    real party started. Everyone in the glade erupted in a shout of welcome,
    there were hugs, pats on the back, shouts of joy, songs were sung at twice
    the volume and with thrice the alacrity and skill, despite more whine then
    I think I'd ever seen in a single place being drunk by nearly everyone in
    sight. This was a homecoming, and the only two people not being embraced by
    every elf in the glade were Tol’geth and I.



    Even Ailsa spun through the air enjoying the atmosphere of celebration,
    sending sparks and mana constructs of every kind imaginable into the air
    designed to delight and entertain. If I was being honest it was better than
    fireworks.



    Eventually, I and the large man found ourselves at one of the tables
    festooned with food that seemed to magically refill whenever someone took
    something from it. I looked at what was offered and settled on a banana, an
    apple, and what I thought was some kind of meat pie thing. Tol’geth, on the
    other hand, grabbed five of the meat pie things and a cup of what I assumed
    was honey mead, which I avoided in favor of the fountain of clear spring
    water. We sat together under a tree eating and watching the merrymaking and
    Ailsa’s antics in silence.



    “I think by now you have been told of Pina.” It was more of a statement
    than a question and I nodded. “Good. Will you help me rescue her?” I could
    feel the desperation in his words despite his stoic lack of inflection. “If
    not, I will go alone. But with help from someone who understands the
    Torish, I have a better chance of reaching her.”



    “Tol’geth, from what the others have told me she is probably dead. You now
    this yes? And if she is not dead, she is more than likely far outside of
    our reach.”



    Tol’geth nodded and then thought better of it. “She might be dead, But I do
    not feel it is true in my bones. The Earth Mother would tell me if it was
    so, Barisel clansmen have a connection that even our elven brothers do not
    recognize.”



    He’s reaching
    , I thought sadly.



    “She is not dead. As for where she is? I do not think they have sold her to
    slavery to the islands of glass as the council fears was her fate.”



    “And why is that buddy?” I asked trying not to sigh.



    “She and I did something. Together. At the court of the human king before
    we left. It angered someone.”



    I really hope he’s not saying what I think he’s saying.
    “Look, dude, whatever you two did together is your business. I don’t see
    how that affects the slavery thing though.” He looked at me confused for a
    moment before, I swear to God, he blushed.



    “That is not what I meant.” I motioned for him to go on as I finished off
    the apple or the thing that looked like an apple. It tasted a little
    sweeter than most apples from earth. “We, angered, one of the king's men. A
    man who professes to be a Wizard, when all he is, is a black sorcerer.”



    I’m going to have to find out what a wizard is to these people
    I thought before again prodding him to go on.



    “He hailed from the local religious stronghold of the Torish Sun God that
    we passed by. I think it was him that sent the attackers after us, not for
    the Ambassador, but for Pina and I, for revenge.”



    “What, what did you do to him?” I asked concerned. But before the large man
    could answer I raised my hand to stop him. “Nevermind, I don’t want to
    know. At least not right now. Do you happen to have a map so I can see
    where this all took place?” Tol’geth produced a large folded parchment from
    one of the comparatively small bags along his belt. He unfolded it and
    placed it on the ground in front of us for me to study.



    The map showed Cutters Hollow and Lo’sar clearly marked on it in the
    northernmost portion. It showed the twins, which looked like two towns on
    opposite sides of a lake that spanned a gap between the mountain range, to
    the south of where we were just then. From the twins was marked a large
    highway called the “kings road” that passed by and connected directly to
    the place that Tol’geth pointed too.



    It was a small town named Sowers Vale, and an adjacent city named the
    Cathedral of the Harvester. Well it certainly sounds imposing, a
    religious city large enough to need a peasant village next to it to feed
    and see to its maintenance wasn’t unheard of back home on earth during the
    middle ages, but those places typically developed into the largest cities
    in Europe.



    Looking at the map gave me ideas for several things as I studied it
    carefully. After a few minutes, I folded it up. “Do you mind if I keep
    this?” The large man shrugged and explained that he didn’t need it anymore.
    I made up my mind then. “I’ll help you search for that sorcerer Tol’geth,
    and see if we can find your Pina there. I can tell that you love her.”



    Tol’geth inhaled sharply, held it, and then let it out in a long breath. He
    slapped my back, and I fought not to wince. I failed, but I tried dang it.
    “That is all I ask my wizard friend. If we find not a whiff or a whisper of
    her there, once I stand on the broken stones of that sorcerer's lair, I
    will relent and pray to the Earth Mother and the Four Winds to watch over
    her in foreign lands, and carry her soul home when she finally passes. But
    you? My brave weakling wizard friend, have given a man reason to hope. That
    is all any man can ask.” I nodded at him and we went back to a comfortable
    silence.



    “Of course,” I said after a few minutes of watching the revelers. “You will
    need to ask Ambassador Salina if you can take leave of your duty to her.” I
    said breaking the silence between us.



    “Already done. When I brought her here to safety I asked leave of both her
    and the council, they agreed as long as I did them a boon first.”



    “Retrieve the children who had wandered off while they were deliberating?”
    He nodded at me, something that made his great dreadlocks, which were held
    in a ponytail by an iron band, bob up and down almost comically.



    “They thought it would give me enough time to come to my senses, but the
    more I think about it, the more I know she is alive and most likely in that
    monsters clutches.” I patted the large man on the shoulder and stood up to
    go get some more food.



    “Want anything? I’m grabbing another of those meat pies.” Tol’geth shook
    his head no and I walked to the table a few paces away from where we had
    found a spot. While I was filling a plate whittled out of bark into a
    square with intricate designs carved into it.



    As I was admiring the craftsmanship of the plates before I piled heaps of
    gravy and meat pies onto it, a hand touched my shoulder. “Agh!” I yelled,
    and the plate in my hand went flying. “What is it?!” I yelled as I turned
    around. There were five elves there, none of them I recognized. And they
    all looked frightened.



    “We-we didn’t mean to scare you, human.” The female who had touched me said
    as she gripped her hands to her chest looking at me like a viper. I
    breathed in and let out a sigh.



    “Sorry, you just startled me,” I explained, as I bent down and picked up
    the lost plate. “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting any of you yet. How
    can I help you?”



    “We heard you had songs, songs we had never heard before. We were hoping
    that you might share some of them?” A tall male elf said. He looked a lot
    like Sed’s young boy.



    “Say, are you related to Sed?” I asked pointing at him.



    He puffed out his chest with pride “Yes, Sed’min’el is my father. You
    probably met him and my younger brother on your trek.”



    I nodded “Yeah, they were both cool.” The look of confusion that swam
across their collective faces was amusing as it was alarming.    Damn idioms!



    “I mean that they were very kind to me. Cool to my people means they were
    good people.” Their faces all lit up, again in an odd collective kind of
    way. I remembered what Tol’geth had said, that here in Lo’sar the forest
    responded to music. The reactions of the elves to Johnny Cash’s version of
    the simple song ‘you are my sunshine’ was powerful, that meant that music
    held a special place in elven hearts as well. Or, at least Green-Elves
    hearts anyway.



    Feeling like I needed to earn their trust and help, I made a decision
    quickly crafting a plan. I just needed to get these elves on board with it.
    “To answer your question, yes I have a few songs I can share, but my voice
    is a little inadequate to carry them alone. Would anyone want to join me?”
    I had the feeling that the group of elves I was currently facing were young
    adults, around my age, perhaps a bit younger in terms of mental maturity.
    They all nodded enthusiastically, and after scarfing down another meat pie
    and telling Tol’geth where I was going, I wandered off with the small
    group.



    Eventually, I was able to get together a little band. We had a small
    three-person drum circle, two people on a flute looking thing, and we even
    got Merkel on the reed grass harmonica that I had made him earlier. I asked
    Ailsa if she could help me with some of the sheet music, and she did. I was
    able to copy them down onto a few pieces of bark with charcoal as a writing
    utensil. It was remarkable how fast the elves picked up on musical
    notation.



    “This is fascinating! You’re people can write, music!?”



    “I guess if you have limited access to magic, you have to be creative”
    Another this time male voice said from the back of the group.



    “Wait, they don’t have magic? What? Thats, that's sad!”



    “No, they have magic, they just don’t have a lot of magic. Something about
    Sith killing off all the Jedi.”



    “What in the world tree is a Sith? Or a Jedi?”



    Conversations about my home, and the tidbits of false information that I
    had spread around circulated around me as I worked. The first one I was
    finished copying down was another Johnny Cash favorite of my fathers,
    Wayfaring Stranger. I sang it simply for them acapella at first, and once
    they picked up on it, and understood the simple music notes that I gave
    them on bark scraps, they improvised slightly. We didn’t have any violins
    or really any stringed instruments, so instead I had to come up with a
    couple more reed harmonicas before we could move on.



    We went through the song once, still along the side of the clearing and it
    was pretty good! A few parts were still rather rough, and I had to explain
    the symbolism of the river Jordan a few times. We ran through it a couple
    more times, and by the fourth go we sounded great! “Aright!” I said raising
    my hands for them to join me. “Let's go!”



    “Go where?” The young woman who asked about the Jedi asked. “We’re having
    fun right here.” They all murmured agreements and smiled at one another.



    “Well yeah, but the purpose of music is to share with others, right?” A few
    of them cocked their heads or raised eyebrows at me in confusion. I sighed
    “Alright look. To my people, music is to be shared with others. We practice
    like this so that we can share the new skills we’ve learned for the
    enjoyment of our loved ones.” A couple of them nodded in agreement but most
    of them just stared at me uncomprehending. “If you don’t come with me now,
    I won’t teach you I Walk The Line later.” That got them moving.



    We walked as a group into the middle of the circle of folks. “Hey, Ailsa?”
    I asked the fairy as we walked. “Do you have any spells that can amplify
    sound?”



    She giggled “Do I!” And immediately started casting spells on the
    instruments and the area we had started setting up in.



    “Not too loud, we don’t want to deafen people five towns away!” I warned,
    she turned to me mid spell and winked. I got everyone organized in a rough
    semi-circle, facing the side of the clearing with the most people.
    Eventually, they all settled down, and I walked in front of them all facing
    the crowd who had only just started paying attention to the odd display in
    front of them.



    There were other musical groups but all of them were circles, music to the
    elves was an activity you did for your own pleasure, something you could do
    with friends and family, but generally it was for personal enjoyment. I
    wanted them to see how humans did it. “Ladies and gentlemen, elves and
    elvesses” I said after pointing to Ailsa to activate her spells. My voice
    boomed over the crowd, the empty forest night beyond and I winced. Ailsa
    winced as I looked at her and did the ‘turn it down’ motion, and she
    adjusted the spells. “Sorry about that.” my voice was loud enough to be
    heard clearly but not so loud as to make people's ears bleed. “ Technical
    difficulty with the spell.” A few elves laughed or nodded in understanding.



    “I wanted to share something from my homeland with you all, something
    special to my family in particular. It's a song called Wayfaring Stranger
    by a great bard known as Johnny Cash” The name didn’t translate well, so I
    spoke the foreign name in English. It was on many of their tongues before I
    had finished speaking, nodding to each other and lightly discussing the
    interesting sounding name. “And these gentle elves behind me have all
    agreed to help me do just that. So please, relax and enjoy this song. Old
    to my people, new to yours.”



    I pointed at the assembled group behind me and they all picked up from the
    start in perfect harmony. The sound they produced wasn’t overpowering, on
    the contrary, it was soulful, sad, and filled with an almost repentant,
    contemplative tone. When I and the trio of other male singers all picked up
    the song from the start with “I’m just a poor wayfaring stranger, traveling
    thru this world below…” Every elf head and ear turned to regard us.



    The strange song, and odd lyrics mixed with the soulful sad, almost
    repentive nature of the words about man's frailty, his journey to the
    promised land, how we pine for better things to come, and the homage to
    family and its importance. It all seemed to captivate them. By the end,
    when the last “I’m just going over Jordan, I’m just going over home”
    tapered off with the tinny, tragic and energetic sound from the final
    harmonica note, I heard the noise of several women and children crying. As
    I looked out, there were tears in nearly every elf eye I could see. The
sound I thought was women crying was by far majorly men.    Odd, but whatever.



    A few of the elves I recognized from the march, including the three council
    members who I had been introduced to, all began to awkwardly clap, and the
    entire group slowly, as word passed about what It meant from elf to elf,
    all joined in. It got really weird when they all started clapping in sync.



    I raised my hands then, thanked them for their attention, and allowing us
    to bother them, and told them they didn’t have to clap if they didn’t want
    to. It was a truly awkward moment, but it at least stopped the erie
    clapping. I did the cut the mic sign to Ailsa, and she broke her spell on
    our voices and the instruments.



    As I helped the others get up from a sitting position, the three elder
    councilors came over to us followed by perhaps the shortest elf I had ever
    seen. “Perhaps now is a good time for us to introduce the fourth and final
    member of the council.” Sed said as he held his hand out for me to shake.



    I did so and waited for them to begin. The fourth member of their little
    group stepped forward from behind Terr’a’min and his glowing rainbow
    tattoos. He was short, shorter even then Sed’min’el, who was the shortest
    elf I had met up till that point, but in every other way he was a perfectly
    normal elf.



    What the elf wore was a different story. Everything was green, from his
    peaked wizard's hat to his curly shoes, with the one exception his big
    black leather belt with a gold buckle on the front. He was, essentially, a
    cross between a Keebler elf, as he was a little on the pudgy side, and that
    leprechaun from that old cereal that ended up poisoning those kids in
    Alaska a few years ago. My eyes went wide and I looked over at Ailsa, who
    only shrugged.



    “This is Elmer Keeb’larich, master of the bakers guild in the far eastern
    corner of our colony. His people have great relations with the human and
    dwarven villages of that far-flung region of our lovely forest.” Lisander
    said kindly, a smile on her demure, intelligent face. Honestly, she looked
    like Galadriel from The Lord of the Rings trilogy in this light. except she
    was wearing green rather than starlight silver and white. So, basically
    Galadriel from the Peter Jackson version, not the Michael Bay films that
    came years later. I nearly shuddered at the thought but managed to keep my
    revulsion at that international travesty to myself.



    “It's a pleasure to meet you Elder Keeb’larich.” I said as I bowed, he
    returned the gesture.



    “It is a fine thing to meet you as well Mr. Tear.” He said as he gripped my
    hand and shook it in both of his. His fingers were slightly pudgy but
    gripped my hand with surprising strength. It took me a second to realize he
    had said the word ‘mister’ in English. He winked at me, goosebumps went
    wild on my arms.



    “Let us retire to the council chamber yes?”Terr’a’min said as he began
    walking away from the small group and towards one of the pair of massive
    trees, the moons overhead only now having begun to silhouette them in the
    night. We all followed him, to the base of the tree, it was at least the
    size of a Walmart, if not a Walmart supercenter. The one next to it was
    definitely the size of a supercenter, but we didn’t go there.



    The place we were headed was on the very bottom of the tree, a small
    one-person door of plain wood that blended into the bark of the tree rather
    well. In fact, I was ninety-nine percent sure that it was made of the bark
    of the tree, and it blended in so well that If I hadn’t seen Terr’a’min
    open the dang thing I would have walked right past it without ever
    suspecting a thing, and I'm pretty sure that was the point.



    Inside was a large hallway, nearly large enough for a team of oxen and a
    large covered wagon to go through with a little room to spare for people to
    walk alongside. I looked back at the door and realized it was a small door,
    recessed into a large set of double doors that could very easily be opened
    for just exactly that purpose.



    We walked down the hallway for a few minutes before we finally stopped at a
    seemingly random spot in the hallway, while Terr’a’min knocked on a
perfectly flush wall, which then promptly opened inward.    Dang this place is designed with secrecy and stealth in mind. 



    Inside was a large ornate stone table, that had four wooden, and one stone
    chair on one side, and a plethora of chairs of lesser craftsmanship on the
    other, with a small lectern in front of the table facing where the council
    would sit. The council each took their seats, with one chair on the far
right being left empty.     Looks like there’s a vacancy in the city council. But before I
could say anything, Ambassador Silvia sat with them.    Wait, did she even come with us? What?



    “Thank you for notifying me, and allowing me to sit in on this meeting,”
    Salina said as Tol’geth and I took seats in the “audience” area.



    “You are an honored guest, of course, you are welcome at our table. I am
    sad that we had the vacancy as it has proven somewhat problematic.”
    Terr’a’min said as the other members all nodded in agreement.



    “Now, to the matters at hand. If I am correct, we have three matters we
    must attend to. The matter of the communication from Cutters Hollow, the
    matter of the loss of Pina, Salina’s guard who sacrificed herself to keep
    you out of danger Ambassador” Salina nodded solemnly.



    “And lastly, a plea for aid from the Wizard Rayid Tear, a human who has
    rendered some assistance to our friend and ally Tol’geth of Varidian and
    Barisel in his quest to fetch the wayward children. Is there anything we
    have missed?” No one responded. “Good, then I hereby call this meeting of
    the Council of Lo’sar to order.”



    ---



    The letter was a simple message explaining to the Lo’sar council that the
    town of Cutters Hollow was going to need to triple its winter militia force
    in response to some minor goblin raids along the river, the only delivery
    route that the Cutters had during winter. The elves had expected for the
    force to grow in size as it regularly did for the winter season, but not
    nearly by so much.



    Such seasonal growth was expected to start not for a few more weeks, and it
    was usually a response to the need for more men too police the town's
    taverns when off duty out of town cutters, stuck until winter thawed, ended
    up spending nearly all of their time and coin on alcohol and women.



    “If the swamp goblin tribes have started harassing the barges going into
    and out of the twins again, then perhaps Sed should visit with them?”
    Suggested Lisander hopefully. “It might prevent some unfortunate
    bloodshed.” The rest of the council agreed to that, and a proposal by Sed
    to allow him to visit the Hollow so that he could reassure their neighbors
    that the council was going to reach out diplomatically, in an effort to
    soothe their “fearful dispositions” was also approved.



    I rolled my eyes when Sed of all people said that.
    
        Arrogant and oh so condescending. Elves will be elves I suppose. Even
        the jolliest among them.
    



    On the second issue, something strange happened. Terr’a’min’s tattoos began
    to glow in a dark-light, almost neon blue color and his disposition fell,
    giving him a serious-as-sin demeanor. “I hope that the commissioned ballad
    has been finished?” He asked Salina who nodded solemnly.



    “I have edited the work handed to me by my court poet. It is respectful and
    louds her accomplishments, as well as her peoples. She shall be remembered
    fondly with this work to follow her into eternity.”



    
        So odd, they’re talking as if they know for a fact that she is dead.
        Well, you can’t stop a person from believing something they have
        thoroughly convinced themselves of, besides even you think that she is
        probably dead and buried.
    
    One part of my mind said another said there is always hope, and
    yet a third part said, she’s probably a slave somewhere. I had to
    fight off the images that this last voice in my mind conjured, dark, and
    dreary, and thoroughly unhelpful.



    When finally the issue of my plea came up, I was asked to take to the stand
    directly. “Please state your full name, and then what you want from the
    Green Elves of Lo’sar.” Terr’a’min instructed, his tattoos having returned
    to an only slightly subdued version of their original hue.



    “My name is Rayid of House Tear, I am here on behalf of the Gods of the
    Pervolin peoples.” There was only a small reaction to this pronouncement,
    but it was more of interest then shock. “They have tasked me with finding
    suitable winter quarters for the many people who are traveling north as we
    speak. They will die in droves of cold, starvation, and disease if proper
    planning is not undertaken and supplies are not laid down for their
    provision.”
    

    “Do you have a plan? Or do you seek our aid in forming one, wizard?”
    Terr’a’min asked. I grinned, searched through the small bag at my waist,
    and took the map that Tol’gath had given me out, unfolding it. I walked to
    the table and laid the map out in front of all of them, and pointed to a
    place directly east of Lo’sar’s forest.



    “This land here, between your forest and the river, is empty if this map is
    to be believed. According to one of the rangers who I spoke with while we
    practiced for the musical demonstration, he told me it primarily flat, with
    a few rolling hills that could block the wind. It is along the river, but
    out of the way of the trade route between the Twins and Cutters Hollow, so
    he won't have many objections from the barge masters from the Pervolin
    refugees potentially disrupting traffic along the river



    “In point of fact, I plan on using the barges that sit idle during the deep
    winter to transport not wood, but the Pervolin people from the twins, to
    this site. What I need from you all” I said looking each one in the eyes
    individually as I spoke. “Is permission, and even assistance, in cutting
    wood for lodgings, hunting what game can be found and what food you can
    spare or grow in this forest.”



    The four leaders looked at one another, a silent conversation taking place
    between them that I was not privy to. “I believe that we should discuss
    this in private. Would you mind stepping outside while we discuss to what
    level we wish to become involved in this situation?” Elmer Keeb’larch said
    from the far left of the group of four. “You are asking for a lot Mr. Tear.
    It is only appropriate for us to debate it, yes?” The others slowly nodded
    or voiced their assent.



    “I understand. And thank you for even considering this.” I bowed slightly,
    turned on my heels and walked out of the room.



    ----



    Tol’geth shook me roughly and I snorted awake “Wah? What's happening?” I
    asked as my hand went to sparks on my hip. I stopped when I remembered
    where I was and why I was there. “Oh, it's only you Tol’geth. I seem to
    have dozed off.” I said wiping drool from the corners of my mouth.



    The tall man grunted in agreement “Yes, they have. You should return and
    speak with them.” I rose to my feet with Tol’geth’s help balancing. And
    lifting. Okay, he basically hauled me to my feet unceremoniously.
    
        Being around elves and giant men isn’t doing good things for my ego.
    



    The atmosphere in the room when I entered was one of tension. The look on
    each members face was a different variation on frustration, annoyance, or
    self-righteous indignation. When I got back to the stand, it looked like
    there was going to be an explosion of frustrated yelling from the looks on
    a couple of their faces. Lisander, Elmer, and Terr’a’min all seemed to be
    having the greatest emotional reactions. Sed’min’el just seemed board as he
    fiddled with something in his hands.



    “We have come to a conclusion” began Terr’a’min.



    “A stupid decision, that breaks the fundamental principles that this colony
    was founded upon, but sure, a decision.” Said Elmer his face flushed with
    frustration.



    “How dare you!” Lisander shouted as she took to her feet “you little half
    gnome!” The room exploded into mayhem as Lisander attempted to strangle the
    small, green covered man, who bit her arm in response. Terr’a’min sat there
    shaking his head as the two fought behind him, while Sed’min’el laughed and
    watched the fight as he took a drink from his flask.



    For my part, I was stunned. The graceful veneer of these deeply emotional,
    and in at least one case highly inebriated people, was stripped away in an
    instant and I saw that they were little better, or worse than humans.



    Once first blood was drawn Tol’geth stood and waded into the fray,
    interposing himself between the baker and librarian, lifting the short man
    by the scruff of his coat, and grabbing the book worm and hauling her to
the tips of her toes gripping her under one armpit.    Got to remember that one, armpits are sensitive.



    “ENOUGH!” The barbarians voice boomed over the squabbling struggling
    combatants who even though he held them, still tried uselessly and
    desperately to get at one another. They stopped struggling, and he placed
    them both firmly in their seats, with a growl of warning. Tol’geth then
    began to bandage Lisander’s arm where the erstwhile baker had left a bloody
    set of teeth marks, as her face went fire engine red with anger, and
    embarrassment.



    “You see Rayid the wizard,” Said Salina voice filled with laughter. “We are
    just as susceptible to the failings of mortals as your kind. We just hide
    it better.” She winked at me and took a sip from a wine glass I hadn't
    noticed before.



    “That…” I said pointing toward the bite mark. “And that…” I pointed to Sed
    who was now so tired and filled with spirits his eyes where fluttering
    closed as he fought sleep. “And that…” I pointed to Elmer who had a growing
    bruise around his throat that would probably be dark, deep, and tender
    before the night was over. “Are why I don’t drink.”



    Sed, who was half asleep roused at that. “Don’t drink! Bah, the Gods of men
    and elves banish the thought!” The sentiment seemed to be shared by all in
    the room, save Tol’geth who just stared at the council, arms folded, from
    behind them.



    “The love of wine and spirits is one of the few things that truly unit all
    of the races, men, elves, dwarves, gnomes, and even goblins though their
    tastes are far less refined than our own.” Explained Salina. “The thought
    of depriving oneself of such pleasures for an entire lifetime, even one so
    short as a humans, is … well… it's like to drive one to madness.” Her eyes
    were slightly shiny, but whether it was from the drink or mirth, or a
    mixture of both I was unsure.



    That statement seemed to mollify and unite all the parties at the table.
    “I’m starting to rethink my vote.” Said Lisander playfully, smiling at me
    as she took another drink, and wincing at the pain in her wrapped arm, the
    blood from the wound darkening the bandage.



    “Well, we all know wizards tend to have, eccentric ideas about propriety.”
    Sed said as he too took another deep draft from his flask.



    “Indeed,” said Terr’a’min as he stood and went to refill his own wine cup
    from the table along the back wall that held a golden pitcher. “Wizards,
    the arcane wonderers of the wild, the shambling shamans, and barefoot
    teller of tales and dispensers of wisdom throughout the realms, indeed. One
    can not expect them to have every virtue.” He finished as he sat back down
    in his marbled chair and took a long drink from his own cup.



    
        So that's what wizard means to these people! Well, I can live with
        that.
    
    I thought
    
        . I’ve always fancied my characters in role-playing games similarly,
        why not LARP it up!
    
    Outwardly, I simply shrugged. “So does someone want to tell me what the
    outcome was? Or are you just going to sit here all night and drink while I
    stand here and watch you?” That earned a long pause, followed by uproarious
    laughter from all of the council members. Salina choked on her wine and
    some of it spilled onto the white gown she had at some point changed into.
    Even Tol’geth chuckled, a little before he went back to dutifully glowering
    at the two trouble makers.



    “Alright, alright” Terr’a’min said, his colorful tattoos having returned to
    normal, meaning a bright and almost neon rainbow. “Perhaps we are a little
    too drunk to actually be having this conversation.” He held out a hand and
    multi-hues mana spread like light over the entire gathering to the
    protestations of everyone there, save me and Tol’geth.



    


        “Terr’a’min has cast “Cleansing Rainbow 2” all effects from
        inebriation, poison, or other intoxicants, along with exhaustion and
        other natural stat-based effects have been removed. Removed Effects:
        Tired.”
  

  



    The prompt wasn’t wrong, I felt as awake and energetic as I had when I
    first woke up. Which meant a lot, I am usually a morning person and often
    do my best work at hours that others would consider unseemly.



    “There.” Terr’a’min said as he sat up straight in his chair, the demeanor
    of self-importance having re-asserted itself. “We are all clear-headed
    now.” The other members of the council all coughed, straightened in their
    chairs, scowled at their drinks, or stains that said beverages had caused.
    “Our decision was nearly unanimous in the affirmative, with only one
    dissenter.”



    I didn’t quite understand what that meant. “So, you were all inclined to
    acquiesce to my request?” In an odd random act of the universe the words
    had direct analogs from English, using the same assonance and rhyming
    scheme. Slight smiles reappeared on all of their faces.



    “Yes.” The chairman of the council said happily.



    “My dissenting vote was not intended to be a judgment on the worthiness of
    your cause or a dismissal of your people's plight, you understand.” The
    short, odd-looking elf who had bitten Lisander a few minutes earlier said.
    “When this colony was first founded, it was meant as an experiment into the
    connection our people have with these trees. Many of us once thought them
    all holy things. Though that sentiment has waned in recent generations…”
    Elmer gave Lisander a sideways glance that she pointedly ignored. “... It
    is still one that many of us original founding members of the colony hold
    true too. To fell the trees in our forest, even for such a noble cause, was
    once unthinkable.” The short elf shook his head sadly, the peak of his
    wizard's hat flopped from one side to the other with the motion.



    “I understand and am grateful for the council's decision. If it helps at
    all ease the pain for your people Elmer, I will ensure that the refugees
    you help will assist in the replanting of young trees. While I do not know
    the disposition of these people yet, I will ensure that they know of your
    people's sacrifice.” Elmer nodded, his expression still pained, but he was
    obviously somewhat mollified.



    Terr’a’min cleared his throat before speaking. “We will work out the
    details tomorrow as those of us who can go to survey the area south of the
    Guardian Mountains, west of the river, and east of our forest home. I
    hereby consider this matter, and this council meeting closed. Now, who
    wants to go back out to the party?” Just as he asked, a loud thumping in
    the ground shook the room, but no one reacted with fear or alarm. Sed
    actually groaned, annoyed for some reason.



    Terr’a’min sighed “Well, it appears we let time slip from us as we
    indulged. It is time for the ceremony.”



    ----



    The ceremony itself was rather short. As false dawn began to fill the sky,
    everyone now stone-cold sober due to another mass Cleansing Rainbow
    released a lantern with a tiny murky white crystal shining light out of it
    and heating the air trapped inside the lantern, allowing them to float into
    the sky. “They will reach Barisel by nightfall if the winds stay the way
    they are predicted to.” Whispered Ailsa in my ear as I released my lantern.
    “And it usually does, the elves are much better at predicting weather
    patterns then your people.”



    I nodded and stayed silent as Salina and the small retinue of around twenty
    souls, including Tim, all walked into the center of the clearing and began
    to sing. The song was haunting and sad. And the words, though I understood
    them technically, were hard to understand due to my lack of cultural
    context.



    The first verse was sung by the soprano voices, and at times the notes they
    hit were so astonishingly high that I could barely hear them. The morning
    dew on the leaves shook and fell, covering all of us in the rain that made
    it seem as if the forest itself was weeping. But always could I understand
    what was being said.




Through Lo’sar in the east and across the sea of grass,
The east wind sings it's pleasant song until our news it grasps.
Oh pleasant and wild wind from the fells, have you heard the news we have
    to tell? Of Pina the shaman the Varidian, who gave her life and fell?







    The altos sang then, picking up the response from the east wind.





    “No,” says the east wind “Will you tell me of her? That I might have
    another tale to tell?”




    Again the sopranos took over, and again the forest wept, even as the sun
    began to rise behind the two massive Home-trees.





    Yes, gentle wind that brushes the grass from the eastmost swells. We shall
    tell you this, the story of how brave Pina fell. She saved one of us from a
    human dart, meant to paralyze, she gave her freedom so they might flee from
    human lies.




    The alto’s in replay,



   

 “I’ll carry her tale to her people, west so that they may truly grieve.”
    Says the east wind as it gently sails over head and fen and reed.




    Again the sopranos sang, but this time joined by the altos.





    From our home in Varidian the west wind blows, hope and growth in powerful
    storms so that the long grass may grow. “Oh west wind, powerful and strong,
    tell us of the people of Pina the shaman now lost and gone.”




    Playing the part of the west wind, the tenors sang in reply.




    “I will sing of the people of the gap, who guard fair Varidian green, they
    are wild as men were before they put stone upon stone for their every need,
    or found the gold of dwarves who dug, and then felt the deepest greeds.
    There the people of Pina live, in hovel and hunt with bow under the falls
    of Barisel that grow many a flower of gold. They are strong and true, their
    blood is pure, as the men who were brave of old,



    Warriors bred and born in a naked land of mud under an unbroken sky, no
    sophistry or guile know they who so bold will live and die. The elves of
    fair Varidian they see as their brothers as only truth they speak. So no
    lie passes the lips of those of Pina, who speak only what they mean.





    The sopranos, altos, and tenors all sang together, and just the harmony of
    their voices nearly brought tears to my eyes.





    From the south sea comes the drumbeat of war, as humans marshall and train
    steel on steel and stain on stain as blood begins to drain. But the south
    is not all made of dead men of steel and cain, for its wisdom from the sea
    it still brings in its terrible refrain. Tell us oh south wind, have you
    seen Pina fair? Has she taken to boat as slave? To the isles of glass? Or
    further still, tell us where she is found, where her feet touch grass.





    The bases sang as the south wind and brought to mind drums and war and the
    fall of hammer on anvil. Their voices, while not loud, resonated with the
    very earth underfoot, and it shook and shuddered, though no one tripped or
    fell.





    “Pina I see not, as blood and bone are pure, while living song is hidden
    from me, of this I am sure. Fair Pina lives, else I'd see the bone as white
    as snow, yet gone from my sight, I hear her no more. Slave or free, I do
    not know, pray she does not cross the sea. I have not heard fair Pina’s
    voice call across the green, nor the seas of salt and bitter guile, where
    even the seagulls feast and flee.





    All of the voices sang together in unity, and it seemed like reality itself
    shook in resonance with their song.





    From the black gate far north, the north wind ride. We do not seek its
    council, nor its aid. When the north wind rises, we endure its lies, we
    will not have memory of fair pina maligned.





    A single elf that I had not seen before, dressed in all black robes, black
    gloves, and cowled so the sun did not touch him casting shadows so he could
    not be seen by any, stepped out of seemingly nowhere. And he began to sing
    alone. His voice a deep baritone, filled with malice and hate.





    “You do not seek my council elves? And all those else in grief? Then heed
    my warning of the dead, which fair Pina shall soon meet. Pray her passing
    is one of ease and not one of pain. For if she rises from among the dead,
    the north gate will have her, we are the living’s bane.





    When it was done, I felt spent, and yet somehow cleansed of everything I
    had experienced up until then. Though, two things remained with me, a deep
    feeling that something was coming, something bad, and the dampness in my
    clothes. A prompt appeared, and I read it.



    


        “You have been witness to the Song of Calling! A Minor Divine event.
        Though the words are different with each iteration, and only loosely
        based on the words prepared by whatever poet or writer presented them
        at the ritual, the song of calling brings forth the spirits of the Four
        Winds and allows the choir to commune with them to gain knowledge,
        insight, and atonement for past wrongs, using the creative energies
        sacrificed in the poets work to manifest. Effects: Removal of demonic,
        abyssal, eldrich, or other negative curse or taint effects. 365 day
        long buff to the villages health, mana generation, population growth,
        and stability. Details reserved for civic leadership.”
   

 



    When I was done reading, I minimized it and looked over at my barbarian
    friend, he was leaned up against a tree with his eyes closed as the sun
    emerged in its full glory bathing the entire clearing in warmth and
    sunlight.



    I walked over and kicked him awake. Lightly, of course, I didn’t need to
    lose the leg to an overreaction. “It's over,” I said when he opened his
    eyes, I saw they were bloodshot from emotion, and exhaustion. I nodded and
    sat down next to him without saying another thing. I laid back and closed
    my eyes. I was out like a light.



    [End of Part 1]



    


Interlude 1: The High-Priest



    “Let [others]... believe as they wish—the wise among them will find
    goodness and solace in their faith; the fools will be fools no matter what
    they believed. - Jasnah Kholin, Stormlight Archive, Brandon Sanderson.









    Father Ruderal, formerly of the Temple of Dominus the Sun God in Eastern
    Harvest at the foothills of the Iron Peaks near the border with the dwarven
    kingdoms along the coast of the same name, looked at the broken leg of the
    young boy, and tisked.



    “You should really be more careful Sivil, this is only a minor fracture so
    you’re lucky, but no more playing around wagon wheels that are moving.” The
    boy nodded sadly, wincing in pain. He was barely seven years old, but he
    was tall for his age, and strong, and would be sorely missed by his family
    while he healed. “I’ll wrap it, and you should be right as rain in the
    summer, in a few weeks as long as you stay off of it and let it heal.”



    After tending the leg as best he could, the elderly priest stood, dusted
    off his knees, and looked at the father of the young boy who had brought
    him to Ruderal after the accident. “Here, give him these leaves to chew,
    only three at a time, and no more than six in a four hour period. Give them
    to him if the pain gets too much that he can’t sleep. If after six leaves
    he still can’t sleep, bring him back to me.” The priest handed over the
    small sack of dried bitter leaf and shook the father's hand.



    “Thank you, thank you Father Ruderal. I don’t know what we would have done
    without you. But, uh…” The father paused as if trying to not seem rude, but
    needing to approach a difficult subject.



    “Yes? Speak it, man, don’t leave it there. Dominus is a fair-spoken God it
    is true, but so is he a plain-spoken one. Do not hide your thoughts from me
    if it concerns your son's healing.”



    “Yes Father, it's just that, um, can’t you, you know, fancy up a bit of
    that magic you had when we first started out? You know mending bones and
    healing cuts?”



    The old priest sighed, “Priests of Dominus are given dominion of spells of
    light and healing, this is true. But just as Dominus is the God of such
    things, so is he a God of laws, rules, and order. Even the priesthood must
    operate within our designated spheres of responsibility, and I am far from
    mine.”



    “So…”



    “So, it means that while yes, I still have some recourse and claim to
    Dominus’s blessings, this far from my designated area of responsibility,
    those blessings and my claim to them, are diminished.” The old man patted
    the concerned father on the shoulder and bent down to help him carry his
    son back to his wagon so the caravan could get moving again.



    “Uh…” The father stammered, still confused. “What does that mean, exactly,
    Father?”



    “It means my son, that yes, I have my healing magic. But just a lot less of
    it now, than before.” The man brightened at that, finally understanding
    what the priest was saying.



    “So can you do a bit of the classy kind to heal him up quicker? I need him
    to help pull the wagon case the horse I got kicks the bucket at the first
    snowfall.”



    The priest sighed and shook his head. “No Greg, I can’t” The recourse to
    the young fathers first name stunned the man slightly. “I need to save the
    spells I do have access to for the worst cases. If your horse dies, let me
    know, I'll look at the situation then, okay?” Greg nodded and bent down to
    help with his son.



    ----



    Father Ruderal kneeled down later that night in his tent in front of the
    tiny altar he erected every time they camped. The altar was white and made
    of a single thin slab of marble about the same size as a scroll, it had the
    runes of light, life, and creation on them. The aspects of Dominus that
    Ruderal found the most appealing, and he prayed. He begged Dominus for
    guidance, for a restoration of his full power so he could bless the people
    he had been sent to shepherd. He pleaded with his God of laws, and light,
    for any help he might send. His prayers were filled with a quiet faith, the
    type that moved mountains when properly paired with the right authority,
    but here in the wilderness, he had no such authority.



    As he prayed, he felt the tether, the thin line that linked him to his God,
    slowly fade away into a grey, inactive state. It wasn’t gone per se, the
    tether had not been severed or cut, but there was nothing that ran along
    the line of communication anymore. The priest's heart broke, and he sobbed
    on top of the altar, knowing that he had been forgotten, abandoned.



    Not because his God was evil or uncaring as some in the great march north
    thought, but because of the dictates of Dominus’s own rules that his God
    could not break, even for a faithful priest like Ruderal who had been
    forced away from his home by decree of the Arch-Bishop and Grand Cardinalic
    Council.



    As Father Ruderal thought about it, he realized his God had not abandoned
    him. In truth, Ruderal had been forced to leave his God, in order to obey
    the orders of the priesthood of that very same divinity. An absolute and
    paramount ordinance of faith for members of his order.



    He wept bitterly, his tears falling to the lifeless altar whose runes had
    once held the light of faith and reinforced the tether of devotion, now
    empty, dark, meaningless.



    A hand that glowed with silver light touched his shoulder. “Ruderal” The
    voice, quiet, soft, was not the voice of thunder, but one of raindrops on a
    silver lake. “You have served Dominus faithfully, and he would reward you
    in kind if he could.”



    The elder man turned and looked, and beheld the visage of a woman bathed in
    Silverlight, skin as blue as the mountains in spring at noon Sun. Her
    feminine form was tall and slender. Her smile was for him the priest
    somehow knew. That smile shone with grace and power greater then he had
    witnessed with his own waking eyes, except maybe the day of his initiation
    into his priesthood.



    “But Dominus wars within himself, there is great wickedness that has
    wounded the heart of his priesthood. A darkness that grows ever stronger.”
    The priest had no idea what to do, so, he bowed, prostrating himself on the
    floor, still on his prayer mat, still holding to the altar with one hand
    that had once brought him such solace and deep meaning. “The light that
    once burned away the darkness, is overshadowed by fear, greed, and hate.”
    The silver figure touched his cheek, tenderly, kindly, and the priest knew
    this was a divine being.



    Ruderal knew the same way he had known that Dominus was such a being when
    he had seen the burning heart at the very center of Eastern Harvest
    Cathedral as a boy. When he had been given charge to tend the golden heart
    faithfully, it only reinforced this knowledge, the deep as bones feeling
    that he was in the presence of true divinity.



    Every time he had washed the golden heart, the effigy of Dominus in the
    eastern lands, he had felt this same divine power filled with love,
    respect, gratitude, and grace. Even for a boy like him, who was just there
    to wipe the dust from the counters, wash the dishes, and sweep the floors.
    It was that experience that spurred him on into holy orders in the first
    place. And here it was, again.



    “I can not help him, though I wish I could. Dominus was kind to me and my
    people once, long ago, when our world ended.” The divine figure stared off
    into space for a long moment before speaking again. “But, I would help you,
    if you will have me. I can do nothing for you and my people here in the
    south. But the more you travel north, out of Dominous’s domain, the greater
    my hold over you can grow. The greater aid to you I can be.”



    The priest thought rapidly, heart beating frantically. Thoughts of all of
    the people he now served, powerless, and Godless, flashed through his mind.
    If an accident, a real accident were to occur, he would have no one, and
    nothing to call upon for aid. All those people would look to him with pain,
    fear, and hope in their eyes, and he would have no way to repay that faith.



    After a long somber moment of reflection, he uttered one phrase heard by
    only Kertoss. But in the coming centuries, all of Ethria would take notice
    of. “What must I do?



    


Interlude 2: The Necromancer



    “Man produces evil like bees produce honey.” - William Golding









    The children cried as they sat in their cages. The cave was damp and cold,
    and many of them had cuts and bruises, they were hungry, and most of them
    had, either out of fear or necessity, soiled themselves. Their goblin
    captors had little care for them, barely passing them water skins to drink,
    and a piece of half-burnt bread once a day or so.



    Every time a child lost control of their bowels for whatever reason, the
    goblins chittering laughter mixed with the sound of their sobbing and
    bounced off the cave walls in a strange echo. And every time they stopped
    laughing they scrunched up their noses. Goblins hated the smell of human,
    especially the things they leaked.



    The necromancer didn’t care for the smell of human, or the smell of goblin,
    or really anything at all anymore. “Shh, child. Everything is going to be
    alright.” The necromancer said to the child it was leading away from the
    others. “Be quiet, or the goblins will hear you. I will take you to a place
    where you will be safe, warm, and clean.” The child nodded, holding back
    sobs even as large tears rolled down her cheek. This one was very young,
    maybe six or seven winters, if that.



    The necromancer lead the child through halls and corridors before entering
    a room half cave, half-cut stone, with a long cold stone slab at its center
    where the two pieces met.



    “Here” the necromancer bent down and picked the child up, setting her on
    the long slender table. “Let me look at you.” The necromancer tisked sadly
    wiping away the grime, feces, sweat, and tears on the child's face. “We
    should give you a bath, yes?” The little girl nodded.



    “Mommy always gave me baths, and I didn’t like them.”



    “And what do you think of baths now?” The necromancer asked, voice as soft
    and caring as it could make it. The child only nodded and raised its arms
    expectantly. The necromancer, having learned what this meant by trial and
    error, removed the shirt of the little girl before retrieving a washcloth
    in a water basin next to the stone altar.



    As the necromancer washed the child, it sang a song. One of the few tidbits
    it remembered from before its long hibernation, since before it's waking
    only a few months ago. It was a tune that it was sure its own mother had
    sung to it as a child. The necromancer hummed this song, and the child a
    little unexpectedly, began to hum along with it.



    The necromancer smiled. “You know this song?” It asked, and the little girl
    smiled and nodded. The necromancer removed the child's soiled trousers and
    cleaned the rest of the little girl before putting a clean white gown of
    simple wool over her head, covering her nakedness and warming her.



    “It's itchy” the little girl complained as she scratched at her body.



    The necromancer chuckled, “Yes, yes it is. But don’t worry you won’t have
    to wear it long. We’ll get you a nice cotton shirt, and trousers even, once
    we are done getting you clean. Now, lay down I need to wash your hair.” The
    girl obeyed, and the necromancer took the child's hair and laid it flat on
    the stone, some of it overhanging the altar behind the girl.



    The necromancer took first the washcloth, then comb, to the child's filthy
    hair. It took the necromancer longer than expected to finish the work of
    untangling the matted mess. This was longer than the necromancer had ever
    taken with any other child before, and the effort to hide its strange
    nature would soon fail, it was sure.



    The necromancer knew that it had once been a normal human being, it was
    still technically a human, but the things it had done, the things it had
    seen and that it knew, had changed its mind if not its body.



    The necromancer thought about the effectiveness of the kindness it had
    painstakingly learned to affect with the children in its care as it worked.
    An outside observer might think that the things it did it did reluctantly,
    that the necromancer was a tortured soul whose greed and lust for power
    overcame its humanity, but they would be wrong.



    The children knew this, or at least, the children eventually figured it out
    as they interacted with the necromancer. Normal grown adults were often
    much more easily manipulated, children somehow, saw to the heart of the
    necromancer, even through its meticulously formulated disguise.



    The truth of the matter was, the necromancer had crafted this lie of love
    for its own comfort, as it didn’t much care for the wailing of children.
    Oddly, it had discovered that its work also went much more smoothly when it
    fooled the children until they inevitably figured out the truth. Even the
    most dimwitted of the creatures always seemed to, near the end.



    The necromancer had a new trick it wanted to try that might bypass the
    screaming, fear, kicking, and biting, and all-around tedium of the next
    part of its work. “Close your eyes and cover your ears child. Something
    very loud and very bright is about to happen, and I don’t want it to hurt
    you.” The little girl's face was awash in fear, but she complied, crunching
    her eyes shut tight, which made her face do the same in a way that a normal
    human being might consider “cute,” while covering her ears with both hands
    pressing as tightly as her little arms would allow her.



    “Grahgma’tech, lie’chtek, beee’na’tech…” The necromancer began chanting the
    words to the spell as it put down the hand towel, its work cleaning the
    sacrifice completed. That same hand came back with its next tool. The
    necromancer raised the dagger above the child, whose eyes and ears were
    still shut, and she plunged the dagger down.



    The necromancer didn’t hear the cry of pain and fear from the child. No,
    its ears were filled with the rush of mana and power it received as the
    altar accepted the sacrifice, and the child's soul was released to wherever
    the souls of children go.



    Every necromancer knew to never attempt to capture the souls of children,
    or they would attract the wrath of a force greater than anything on Ethria,
    but the mana in the blood? In the bone, in the pain and suffering? Well,
    that was fair game, and potent. And intoxicating.



    She withdrew the dagger from the child's chest, ending its life, and
    freeing her to act as she pleased. She examined herself and realized that
    she had regained more of her memories from before the slumber, more of her
    knowledge about magic and the world.



    Almost more important to her was the realization that she was female and
    the knowledge of who she was. Her self awareness reemerged. Up until now
    she realized, she had been a creature of instinct, of calculated logic,
    fueled by one thought, to restore herself to what she had been before she
    had followed her master into the long slumber.



    She called in her goblin minions. The fetid swamp goblins she used as
    cannon fodder, tool fetchers, and guards, were the best thing her
    instinctive self had been able to conquer up tell know. She vowed to do
    better going forward, of course, she had once ruled much grander creatures
    than these. But for now, they would do.



    Three goblins rushed in and began to remove the body of the dead child. The
    girl had sandy brown hair, and green eyes, with deeply tanned skin.
    Physical features distinctive of the horse clans from where the girl had
    been stolen. The necromancer felt then, for just an incomprehensibly short
    moment, deep down in the very foundations of what was left of her rotted
    corpse of a soul, the tiniest connection to the child, and an echo of
    guilt.



    And then she realized that she had notifications to attend to,
    notifications about her sacrifices, about what each was doing to and for
    her, about her growing power. She laughed then, long and hard. The sound
    echoing off the halls of the ruin she now inhabited and into the deep caves
    of the world. There were hundreds of them.



    


Interlude 3: The Wildcat



    “Cats rule the world.” - Jim Davis









    The wildcat stalked the forest-that-was-not-a-forest, three silver moons
    above its head providing enough light for it to see, but not enough to
    reveal it to its prey. The forest-that-was-not-a-forest smelled of too many
    humans packed too closely, the wildcat didn’t understand why they tolerated
    the smell. She was happy for it, as it made the humans dull and masked her
    own scent from her prey.



    The wildcat licked its teeth and hunched down behind a small outcropping of
    rocks that the humans had piled on top of one another as some kind of
    shelter. The wildcat had seen other creatures, such as meerkats, do this on
    the wide-open plains, but those where small prey barely worth her notice.
    She wondered why the humans here felt they needed such things. The humans
    from her home forests never acted like this, they never put stone on stone.
    Though the wildcat had to admit, they did put tree on tree, which was odd
    enough in her mind.



    She sniffed the air again, and she caught the barest hint of the scent of
    her prey. It smelled of putrid magics, smoke, and fire. She was close, she
    had stalked it several times over the last few moon cycles, and the wildcat
    had realized that at least once every moon cycle the prey would walk by
    this particular pile of stacked stones long after the sun had fallen and
    the moons had risen. And so, the wildcat waited. Revenge, in the most
    primal of senses, her only intent.



    Her prey had stolen her human sister months ago. And though the wildcat had
    searched for her human sibling, she to her greatest shame had failed in
    that regard. If she couldn’t find her sibling, she could at least find the
    creature who had been there when she had been taken.



    The wildcat waited patiently, watching as humans slowly drained away off
    the streets. Her prey was nearby, waiting for the humans to leave. Her
    prey, the wildcat had found, was kept away by the smell of other humans.
    Something the wildcat could sympathize with. Eventually, there were no more
    beings on the streets, and her prey stepped into the open.



    The wildcat licked its teeth again, trying to keep her anticipation from
    overwhelming her hunting sense. She waited, patiently, as the human that
    was her prey, walked up to the piece of wood that blocked entrance into the
    human den. She sniffed and smelled smoke, fire, and the faintest scent of
    her sibling.



    The wildcat pounced, the prey screamed, and the moons shone down brightly
    on the crimson blood that now bathed the cobblestones.



    


Chapter 8: Learning, and Power



    “Scientia potentia est, cela bene! Knowledge is power, hide it
    well!” - Warhammer 40,000: Dawn of War, Librarian



    Lo’sar City, Lo’sar Forrest under the Home-trees. Frega, 28th, 2987 AoR









    I woke up a short time before noon, the sun beating down almost directly
    into the clearing. All around me were elves pleasantly bathing in the sun,
    sleeping, reading, or picking at the leftover food from the night before.
    The food looked just as fresh as when it was first made, and as I inspected
    it I chose a small selection of fruit that seemed like very close analogs
    to what we had on Earth. Tol’geth was already gone, probably preparing for
    the trip we would be making later in the day to the site I had proposed as
    a Winters Quarters for the Pervolins, the people I was brought to Ethria to
    help.



    As I bit down into what seemed like an apple, but that had the texture of
    something more like a banana, Ailsa drearily floated over and settled
    herself on my shoulder, leaning against my head for support as she groaned
    groggily. “Good morning to you too,” I said before cheerfully taking
    another bite of my apple-banana.



    “I hate you…” Ailsa said, her voice trailing off as she fought to stay
    awake. “... You’re far too happy in the mornings.”



    “Poor thing.” A young feminine voice said from behind me. I turned, still
    chewing, and found an elf woman I had never seen before. She was tall,
    almost as tall as me with dirty blond hair that was mostly brown in a
    ponytail. She wore a leather apron with leather workman's gloves tucked in
    her aprons belt strings. Her hands were filled with a few of the same meat
    pies I had been eating the night before. “She must be exhausted! All that
    spell work last night, and then waking up so early with so little sleep.”
    Her eyes were filled with compassion for my fairy friend.



    Her gaze landed on me and her expression became stern. “Fairies don’t have
    the mana regeneration capabilities us larger folk, even you humans. All
    those spells last night? That was not a kind thing to ask of her.
    Especially just for entertainment purposes.”



    I was about to respond that all of Ailsa’s spell work and mana constructs
    the night before where her own doing, and all I had asked her help with was
    projecting the songs. Before I could even open my mouth to say that
    however, Ailsa spoke.



    “Oh, master. I do hope I did good for you last night master. All those
    spells? It was such hard work.” She stretched her back, arms and wings to
    the sky before continuing, all the time the elf women’s expression grew
    darker and darker. “I was so happy to see your friends cheer and laugh as I
    spent my hard generated mana for their entertainment.”



    I raised both my hands in defense “Ailsa come on, stop with the master bit.
    She’s getting really mad.”



    “Oh,” She said sounding utterly dejected. “Please don’t pretend I don’t
    serve you, master…” Ailsa was interrupted as a pair of gloves smacked me in
    the face. Ailsa, laughing like a madwoman, flared her wings and made her
    escape into the air.



    “You little brat!” I said reaching for her as she kept herself just barely
    out of reach. A few seconds of me trying to catch her went by before I
    turned back to the now red-faced elf woman empty-handed. “Please excuse
    her. She doesn’t do well in the mornings. As you can see, she is in no way
    my ‘slave’ or even my servant.”



    “Then, what is she to you?” The elf asked confusion taking over where anger
    and embarrassment had just been.



    “Shes, well, at first she was my guide to this, uh, continent. But now?
    Well, she’s saved my life, and I've saved hers a number of times. I think
    it's safe to say we are friends.” I said as I glared at Ailsa as she landed
    back on my shoulder, folded her wings, and leaned against me again. I
    sighed, bent down and retrieved the workman's gloves.



    


        “You have found ‘Dwarven Workman's Gloves of Rhino Leather’ +4 to all
        skills involving the crafting of or with metal of any kind. +10 armor.
        -98% chance of metal spillage or damage taken from hot metal while
        crafting wearing these gloves. Description: These gloves were
        handcrafted by the Dwarven Grandmaster Rune Smith Dax’drin the
        Unbreakable for his one and only non-dwarven apprentice, Shil’a’kin the
        Elf, to quote the grandmaster himself, ‘To protect her dainty little
        hands from the hot fire.’”
    




    “Shil’a’kin?” I asked as I handed the gloves up to the elf.



    She nodded “Yeah, read the description did you?” She smirked slightly.
    “Master Dax was a hard case, but the fact he made these meant he actually
    cared. Or at least that's what I like to tell myself.” We stood there for a
    few seconds awkwardly.



    “So, my name is Daaaa, I mean Rayid.” I extended my hand for her to shake,
    and she grabbed my wrist in an old nordic fashion.



    “Nice to meet you, Rayid. I’m the towns smith.”



    “Ah, I was actually going to go and find you at some point today. I have a
    project I was going to ask about.” As we released each other's wrists,
    Shil’a’kin raised her eyebrows questioningly. “I found a length of wear
    wood ash I was hoping to turn into a proper wizards staff.”



    “Really? That is a really lucky find.” I nodded.



    “He’s stupid lucky sometimes. Other times? He picks fights with Tol’geth
    and almost dies.” Ailsa said from my shoulder.



    “Well, kind of,” I explained. Shil’a’kin smiled, grabbed the gloves from my
    outstretched hand, and tucked them back into her apron strings.



    “The project sounds like fun, and shouldn’t be too big. Bring it by some
    time today and I'll take a look. Right now, I have a bunch of nails and
    other building supplies that I need to go make molds for. The council said
    something about helping a bunch of people coming north, who had a young
    wizard speaking for them. I wonder who that could be?” She asked grinning.



    I watched her leave up one of the shadowed walkways that connected the
    entire town, which was made up of different canopied clearings and
    treehouses. When she was gone Ailsa asked “I heard your reasoning
    yesterday, but you seem pretty driven to help a bunch of people you have
    never even met before. I mean, I get why I'm doing this. And Tol’geth too,
    for him it's all about honor and helping those weaker than himself, and
    he’s getting your help rescuing Pina after we’re done getting things
    organized here. But why you?”



    “Because I want to go home,” I said dismissing the question as I gathered
    up the fruit I had dropped on the ground when Shil’a’kin threw her gloves
    at me.



    “Oh come on, it's more than that.” Ailsa prodded. I sighed.



    “Okay fine. There is more to it than that.” I stood and began walking in a
    random direction, just exploring the clearings around the two large
    Home-trees. “Let me start by saying that up until we reached Cutters
    Hollow, I felt swept up in events. I wasn’t really acting, I was reacting,
    and I hate that feeling. It was a lack of control, lack of initiative. Once
    we got to town, I had some time to breathe and think about things. I saw
    what was around me, and I saw those barges just sitting there empty, I
    started to have an actual plan.”



    “So it's just that you’re finally feeling back in control?” Ailsa asked.
    She wasn’t trying to shame me or to catch me. She was just genuinely
    curious.



    “Well, kind of. And not so much. Yes, I don’t like being swept up in the
    current of events.” I said as I walked. The buildings in the town that
    surrounded the Home-trees were amazing, some of them were simple and in
    that simplicity were beautiful. Others were riots of color both in their
    paint and in the flowers that grew both around the base of the trees and
    from the tree branches themselves. Some trees had multiple colors blooming
    all at once. Some in different shades, and shapes.



    “But more important than that, after hearing their situation in more detail
    from you as we traveled to the Hollow, I found a real connection between
    what they are going through now, and what my ancestors, the Mormon
    Pioneers, went through back on Earth. And I think that knowing those
    stories, and the hardships that they went through, made me want to help the
    Pervolins avoid at least some of that.”



    As I walked around I eventually found my way to where Shil’a’kin was
    working at billows. A stack of five or six large bricks of something I
    didn’t quite understand, where inside a massive furnace, and she was
    pumping air into them like a madwoman. I waved hello but she ignored me
    focused only on her task.



    I began walking around the smithy, found a large empty work table, and
    leaned my walking stick against it, out of the way with a note attached to
    it, explaining what I had done with the runes, and what I was hoping to get
    by turning it into a staff. I left it where she would see it, but it
    wouldn’t be in her way as she worked, or so I hoped.



    “You see, members of my faith had to go through a lot of really bad things
    before they were able to find somewhere that was safe for them to live.” We
    were nearly halfway finished walking around the central clearing with
    homes, and workplaces that circled it each marked by signs in clear
    scripted elvish.



    “Like what?” Ailsa asked, sounding more awake as I walked and she had time
    to wake up. As she stretched her wings again, I thought about what story to
    tell her, there were a lot of them. Though there were stories with more
    death, disease, hardship, battle, and even an extermination order during
    the early Mormon church history, Nauvoo just seemed the most unfair to me.



    “Well, take the city of Nauvoo,” I said, and Ailsa did. She pulled up the
    old-style internet interface that she had been using for the last few days
    and went to Wikipedia, the old text version my parents still sometimes
    used. As she scrolled through some images, I told the story. I explained
    how my ancestors were forced from their homes due to religious ignorance
    and violence multiple times, first from places like New York and Boston,
    then Independence Missouri and Nauvoo.



    I explained that Nauvoo had been turned from a feted swamp that nobody
    wanted, into a city of marble, stone, and brick that was once called the
    ‘pearl of the Mississippi’ as it was for a short time, one of the most
    economically important ports along the great river.



    “Eventually, after mobs killed Joseph Smith, us Mormons left west in an
    exodus that lasted months. This wasn’t fast enough for some people though,
    and nearly eight hundred militia using several large artillery pieces began
    the Siege of Nauvoo by surrounding and attacking the city. The Mormons that
    remained surrendered and were kicked out of the city they had built, with
    nothing but the clothes on their backs.” I said, finishing the story.



    “But that’s not even the half of it really, remind me some time to tell you
    about how a bunch of crazy communist types moved into the ruins of the town
    and made it a center for their cult,” I said and Ailsa smiled.



    “I’m reading about them now.” She explained. “But one thing is still
    bothering me. Why barges? They look so uncomfortable and impractical.”



    “Well, people won't have to be on them for very long. Just a day or two
    while they ride north from the Twins. That's the plan anyway. I got the
    idea because a lot of foreign Mormon converts at the time used barges and
    steamboats to…” I was cut off as a clear silver bell rang across the
    clearing, it was joined by a second bell, and as I turned around I found
    the sources of the sounds where the large Home-trees themselves.



    “I’m guessing that marks noon then?” I asked Ailsa, who nodded, now fully
    awake and kicking her feet out happily as she rode on my shoulder. “Best go
    find Tol’geth then,” I said as I set out in a random direction.



    ---



    Finding Tol’geth had proven an impossible task. As soon as I found an elf
    that had seen him, and I finally got to where the elf had described, he was
    gone on some other errand. After the seventh time this happened, I decided
    to try for less swift prey.



    Lisander was much easier to find after I asked the elf I had been talking
    to where the Magic Library was. I was pointed in the right direction, and
    given a warning that I wouldn’t be allowed in the gates without a pass. I
    thanked the kindly elf man who was visibly old, an oddity for the race, and
    left him to his gardening, headed in the direction he sent me in.



    I found the lift and the young elven man who operated it. It was one of the
    trio of elvish singers who had sung the lyrics with me the night before.
    When I described where I wanted to go he winced. “I can not take you there
    without a pass from Lisander herself good wizard.” My countenance fell, as
I tried to think of who else I might find and where.    We really should have set a rallying point and departure time, I
    thought annoyed at myself for not thinking of it the night before.



    “But, I can call her and ask if she could grant you a pass.” The young elf
    said, holding up a small stone very similar to the one the sheriff's
    secretary had used in Cutters Hollow.



    “Well, why didn’t you just say that in the first place instead of giving me
    an ulcer.” I jibed, smiling wryly to take the sting out of my words.
    “Please do. I need to speak with a member of the council and she is the
    only one I know where to find at the moment.”



    After a few buzzing noises came from the small stone, Lisanders voice came
through clearly.    Man their walkie-talkies are much better than the human-made ones.



    After a few words back and forth, the young elf elevator conductor hit a
    button and we began to climb. “Thank you,” I said and the elf nodded
    smiling. “What you did for us yesterday, the addition to our lore of such
    a…” The elf's words trailed off as if he was looking for the right word.



    “Soulful?” I suggested, mashing four words in elven together to get the
    right meaning. It wasn’t a real elven word but it seemed to fit, as it
    contained the words for soul, repentance/grief, mortality, and a word that
    meant the feeling of fullness.



    He smiled more fully and nodded. “Aye, Soulful. You humans, the few of you
    who have mastered our language, come up with some of the most interesting
    uses for it. But this one? This one fits well.” The wind slowly picked up
    as we went higher and higher until we began to slowly sway back and forth
    in the breeze. I looked at the young elf and raised my eyebrows.



    “Do not worry, there are spells that will keep us for swaying too much. You
    are not in any danger, friend Rayid.”



    I nodded my thanks for his reassurance. “A few guard rails might help
    matters…” I muttered under my breath as I watched the top of the tree grow
    closer with every heartbeat. Just before we got to the landing we were
    heading to, we slowed down to a relatively safe speed. As we came level
    with the platform I found Lisander waiting for me, arms folded in front of
    her, eyebrows raised. “Hello Lisander” I said stepping from the lift. I
    found hard sturdy wood underfoot and breathed a slight sigh of relief.



    Lisander grinned slightly at my antics before speaking. “Hello wizard, how
    can I help you?” I took her arm in mine, partially out of politeness,
    partially out of a sense of chivalric duty to make sure she didn’t fall off
    the platform as she was in a dress, and partially out of terror that I
    might fall off the platform.



    “Well,” I began as we walked off the platform and inside. “When I woke up
    this morning I realized that last night we had not set a time or place for
    us to meet up for our trek tomorrow. That is today. I was wondering, what
    the plan was for when we are to leave today.” When I finished, and we had
    reached the main door into the tree, she turned around to face me.



    She was obviously fighting back laughter over something I didn’t
    understand. I thought back to everything I had said and… dang it…
    “When we met last night, it was today.” I said realizing my mistake. We had
    met well past midnight, as the loud thumping on the ground meant an hour
    tell sunrise. She nodded and let out a slight laugh before patting my
    shoulder.



    “It is alright Wizard Rayid, mortal minds tend to get addled for a few days
    after our festivities. The fact that you have recovered your faculties
    fully with just one night's rest, is impressive. You can take the rest of
    the day off if you wish, or if you like you can tour my library.” I nodded
    enthusiastically, and Lisander began to walk again as I followed close
    behind. “I rarely get to give tours to outsiders, particularly to wizards
    and their Faie guides. It's rather exciting for me if I’m being honest.”
    Lisander said, her voice going up slightly at the thought of it all.



    “You know, I could take offense at that term.”



    “Which one?” She asked more curious than concerned.



    “Wizard. It seems patronizing.”



    We came to a door on the left of the small hallway, and she pushed it open
    with a touch of two fingers, and a little bit of classy mana manipulation.
    “Ah, but wizards are beings of extraordinary lore, not just among my people
    but in the history of all of Ethria. Particularly human wizards from
    distant lands no one has heard of, showing up with strange abilities no one
    understands.” There was a twinkle in her eye as she spoke. She turned and
    walked through the doorway she had just opened, and I followed closely
    behind.



    The room beyond was actually a balcony of sorts, this time with a guard
    rail, that overlooked what most people from Earth might call a warehouse of
    books. It was lite only partially, but what I saw was large enough to hold
    most city libraries with room to spare. Hundreds of shelves four or five
    stories tall, that went on for hundreds of feet before a person would find
    a path between them. Probably the most impressive part was that once you
    got higher than two stories, there was a small wooden walkway connected by
    ladders, and bridges connecting the stacks of books. “This is what you
    consider a small library?” I asked baffled.



    “Well, small by elven standards. You should see the Magical Library in
    Varidian proper, they hollowed out three mountains for the thing. I am not
    sure what humans might consider large, but I hope that it is sufficiently
    impressive.” There was obvious mischief in her voice as she walked up to a
    small knob of wood that protruded from the guard rail. When she touched it
    a light blue screen appeared hovering above the knob of tortured looking
    wood. “This is the libraries interface. It lists every book, on every
    shelf, and you can sort them by nearly ten different categories. Size, age,
    general topic, etcetera.” I whistled, and it echoed off the shelves below.



    “This is... “ I paused looking for the right comparison. “This is at least
    the size of the Library of Alexandria before its burning. Possibly a little
    bigger depending on how accurate my estimation for how far hat darkness
    spreads and how many floors this behemoth contains.” I said in awe.



    “I am happy you are pleased.” She said as she typed in the title of a few
    different books, selected them, and then pressed a button on the bottom of
    the screen labeled “summon.” A gentle light emanated from a table I had not
    noticed beside the door we came through. Something like twelve books
    appeared there, most about the same size as the primer I had borrowed from
    Telli on the road here. A couple of them were thicker with finer covers and
    more heavily stylized writing. “These, are for you.”



    “Uh, what?” I’m pretty sure I had on a dumb look on my face too because I
    saw a flash of annoyance and amusement cross her face at the same time. It
    was the look I had gotten from more than one woman on a date, the look that
    asked “Are you stupid or something? Did you hear what I just said?” But in
    a moment it was gone, the elven mask of propriety and grace back in its
    proper place. “Uh, I mean, those are for, me?” I asked pointing a finger at
    myself.



    Lisander let out an exasperated sigh, before nodding, grabbing one of the
    books and handing it to me for my inspection. It was a copy of the earlier
    magical primer I had borrowed from Telli. “These are all introductory or
    intermediate books on magical lore that we have multiple copies, and that I
    could reproduce by memory If I wanted too. There are also a couple I have
    already copied using one of the libraries special abilities that should
    prove useful in…” She paused as if looking for the right word. “...
    accelerating, your education.”



    She walked over to the small table and put a hand on top of the stack.
    “They are a gift to help you on your journey.” Lisander hesitated a moment
    “From a friend.” She put a hand on my shoulder, stopping me from rifling
    through and reading the covers of the other books still on the table, and
    smiled.



    I realized again how beautiful she was, and how much we had both enjoyed
    each other's company. I laughed at the absurdity of us just standing there,
    her arm on my shoulder, and pulled her into a short hug, one she returned
    after realizing what I was doing.



    When we separated, she brushed a phantom lock of hair back behind her ear
    and cleared her throat. “Yes, well. You are welcome.” She cleared
    non-existent wrinkles from her dress, more out of nervousness I thought,
    then need.



    “These will be a great help, I am sure. But…” paused for a moment trying to
    find the right way to word my request. “Are you sure there is no way that I
    could read them all here? And save the books for another person who might
    be better served long term?” I asked.



    “Long term? What do you mean?” She asked confusion written on her face.
    “Even if you return to your people, the magic you learn here on Tor’sel,
    will still be useable anywhere else on Ethria. You could be the first real
    teacher of true magical arts to your people.” Lisander said, her excitement
    growing slightly. I realized then just how thoughtful the gift she had
    given me was. It wasn’t just intended for me, but my entire non-existent
    island nation of barely magical Jedi.



    I, on the other hand, had been thinking about how my knowledge of magic
    would be wasted when I finally returned home. “Yes, of course,” I said,
    accepting her explanation. “It's hard for me to envision my home with such
    magic as you all have here in Lo’sar.” I lied, covering my mistake.



    “True, but imagine the kind of things your people could create mixing magic
    and their hard-earned knowledge of the physical universe! The wonders of
    magic and technology that your people will one day produce with the
    knowledge that you can bring them? They will rival that of the steam
    constructs of the dwarves, or the skyships of the Glass Islands. Why they
    might even rival that of Varidian itself!” Lisanders excitement peaked,
    then her expression fell.



    “What's wrong?” I asked concerned.



    “Well, historically speaking, Wizards like you Rayid, they don’t have long
    lives.” She winced as if the words were painful for her to say. “Even by
    notoriously short human life spans, statistically, you are not likely to
    live a year past when you finish gathering the heroes you will help to
    raise.”



    I gave Lisander a quizzical look “Heroes? Me? I know that Terr’a’min said
    something about Wizards raising heroes to fight great threats, or
    accomplish great deeds, but that’s not really what I'm here for.”



    Lisander took on an equally questioning expression. “Then, what are you
    here for? Surely whatever patron or patrons summoned you here to Tor’sel
    have a great deed they need accomplished.”



    “Well, yes,” I said hesitantly. “But, it's more of a ‘me’ thing. As in, I
    need to solve it. And building Winters Quarters like all of you on the
    council agreed to help me do, is a major part of it. It's the first step in
    a plan that I am going to be there for every step of the way.” I said,
    adjusting my jerkin nervously.



    Lisander smiled, either willing to indulge me, or actually reassured I’m
    not sure which, but she seemed to be in a better mood. “One second, I have
    another gift for you.” She walked over to the knob again, and after the
    screen appeared, and she hit a few of the buttons there, another
    leather-bound and new looking book appeared on top of the pile. “Go ahead,
    open it.” She told me, and I did as instructed.



    The front was just a simple leather jacket, inside were clean and crisp
    white paper pages like books back on Earth. So far, most of the books I had
    read here on Ethria had been leather-bound and burned onto either wood
    planks or rough parchment. Even the best scrolls I head read where simple
    parchment that was rough to the touch. Parchment and vellum degraded
    quickly, that's why so little of the ancient worlds written works exist
    back on Earth. Paper though, well-crafted paper can last a long time if
    properly preserved.



    “Its a journal, for you to write in and save your exploits for your people.
    It's magically enchanted so that if you die it will return either here, or
    to wherever you call home. Whichever is closer.” Lisander said as she
    walked back to me.



    “Oh wow, meathead that is awesome! Do you know what this is?” Ailsa asked
    as she hovered above the empty pages as I flipped through them.



    “Seeing as I didn’t receive an item notification when I picked it up, no. I
    don’t.” I said a little irritated with my friend's interruption into the
    conversation.



    “Everything Lisander just said is true, but it can also integrate into your
    HUD and character sheet!” She explained this all in elvish, but the acronym
    for Heads Up Display she just said as a single word, and it elicited a
    confused look from Lisander.



    “HUD means Heads Up Display in my native language,” I said it first in
    English and then again in Elvish. “It's one of the few pieces of magic my
    people have that is common. It's a combat mechanic that is tied into our
    Characteristics screens.” Lisanders eyes went a little wider with interest
    but I honestly didn’t have time to sit around and talk about this stuff all
    day. I had other things I needed to do, despite how pleasant I found her
    company.



    “So what you're saying is that it will act like a quest journal?” I asked
    Ailsa, she nodded and I as I closed the leather-bound journal I saw my name
    burn itself into the leather on the front of the book, and I got the
    following prompt.



    


        “You have received a Magical Journal. This journal is an augment to
        your characteristic screens. The magic of the screens will
        automatically write the journal entries in log format for you as events
        transpire. Alternatively, you can write the journal by hand, something
        some people find rather soothing, and relaxing. If you choose to do
        this, you will receive +2 to your emotional stability checks every day
        you write at least one entry, for a 24 hour period. Integrate? Yes /
        No”
   

 



    “This is also a wonderful gift Lisander.” I told her and gave her another
    short hug. When we pulled away I said “I would love to write in this by
    hand, by I fear I won't have the time with how much work needs to be done.
    Will you be heartbroken if I integrate it into my characteristic screens?”



    She smiled, “You human wizards are all very thoughtful, and all seem to
    think that every other being on the face of Ethria are all highly
    impractical. Of course you should integrate it, it's why I gave it to you
    in the first place. If I wanted you to have one to write by hand, I would
    have made a much better gift then this generic thing.”



    I grinned at her as I mentally and physically hit the Yes button. A small
    auto log appeared on the bottom of my HUD. I minimized it with a thought,
    and a flashing journal icon appeared in a drop-down menu to the side of my
    vision. I’ll explore that later, I thought. “Thank you again.” I began to
    walk towards the book stack when I remembered something we had talked about
    the day before.



    “Say, you don’t happen to have any books or information on the murder you
    talked to me about on our trek here do you? I would like to do a little
    snooping when I have the time.” Lisander smiled, pulled open a personal
    screen, pressed a button, and a small book appeared in her hand.



    “Its a copy of all of my notes so far.” She said adding it to the pile next
    to us. “Feel free to take a look around. I was worried that the murder
    might have affected my Library, as it's about to level up soon. But, with
    the songs sung at the base of the tree this morning? I don’t think that
    will be a problem anymore. So feel free to take your time. Many people
    treat historical quests as games or hobbies, I have to admit they can be a
    lot of fun.” With that she dismissed us.



    A few minutes later, after I packed everything up, both Ailsa and I said
    our goodbyes to Lisander and left her to watch over her warehouse of
    knowledge.



    ----



    As the elevator took us down much more slowly and steadily then it had
    taken us up, I sat with my bounty of books. Ailsa sat on my shoulder
    kicking her feet out contentedly as I examined the titles. There were
    eleven new books, aside from the primer. Books on necromancy, pyromancy,
    biomancy, metallurgy, scroll writing, and magical device theory among
    others. As I read each title and handed them to Ailsa she cheerfully put
    the books into her tiny pocket storage space, her earlier grouchiness
    banished.



    When we got to the bottom of the tower Ailsa shot off into the air on a
    mission to find us a place I could study. After a few minutes of exploring,
    she came back and told me that she had found a small cottage that the elves
    typically reserved for guests, and the caretaker of the place had said I
    was free to use it until tomorrow.



    It was small, only a single main room, with a tiny magically enchanted
    bathroom off to one side. It had a table, which is where I had Ailsa
    deposit the books, a bed with only a thin blanket and no pillow, and a tiny
    writing desk barely large enough to fit a book, a small ink well, and
    several feathers in a tiny drawer.



    There was a clock right above the bed, it was a sand clock, and it
    automatically turned itself over at every hour. When Ailsa caught me
    looking up every few minutes she grew annoyed. “You know that you have a
    built-in clock in your character sheet right?” She showed me where.



    Once I had seen the small cottage, I looked at the clock on the top of my
    character sheet and realized it had been nearly two hours. So I left to
    visit Shil’a’kin’s smithy, where I found that she had fitted my walking
    stick with metal bands at the top and bottom, with what looked like a small
    seed that appeared through the metal at the top of the staff. The shaft was
    smooth, the metal was covering the four runes I had cut into the wood
    completely. When an exhausted but smiling Shil’a’kin handed it to me I
    received a prompt.



  

  
        “You have received Wizards Traveling Staff. This weapon is dual purpose
        as both a walking stick and an arcane focus for magical spells. Weapon
        Information: 1d6 damage. Rarity: Uncommon. Quality: Good, Magical.
        Durability: 150 + 2 rune bonus = 152.
This staff has been enchanted with runes, Steel +3 damage. Mersary, 1d4
        poison damage over an equal number of seconds, does not stack.
        Urtasium, + 1 hardness, durability, and damage. Eithercite, +2 spell
        enchantment slots, +2 to the skill check of casting all spell types.”





    I thanked Shil’a’kin profusely even going so far as to take her gloved hand
    and kiss her on the knuckles before I took off. Her hand smelled like soot
    and sweat like the entire forge did. Not necessarily an unpleasant smell,
    but certainly an oppressive one.



    When I showed it to Ailsa she oohed and aahed at the wear wood staff banded
    in steel. “You know how lucky you are? Not only to find a piece of wear
    wood the right size that wasn’t taken by the foraging parties that go
    hunting for these things, but also to have a friendly elf smith nearby with
    the right skills and abilities to take advantage of the runes you carved
    into it?”



    I nodded sheepishly. I knew intellectually of course, but honestly, it just
    seemed like things were falling my way recently, and I was trying to enjoy
    it as much as possible. I guess after you almost die from getting your
    entire face caved in by a nearly wild man, the Lucky part of the
    Unlucky/Lucky trait kicked in, and hard.



    “You’ve been very lucky, and that's not even mentioning the books that the
    librarian of all people just gave you, you realize some of these are Magic
    Books don’t you? The Pyromancy one there? Magic. The Biomancy, and Force
    books? Also magic.”



    While she was ranting at my uncanny fortune, I quietly slid to the table
    and found the books she was listing off, five in total. I pulled the
    pyromancy book over first. It was barely held together by string and the
pages where nearly soiled with age and handling by others.    This is a well-read book, most of these are. I thought as I
    glanced at the others. The only one that wasn’t as hard up as this was the
    Biomancy book, and I had a feeling it was because it was a book primarily
    about human healing spells, not elven magic, so it probably wasn’t nearly
    as popular with the elven practitioners.



    


        “You have found Magical Tome of Pyromancy Mastery. Item quality:
        Masterworked. Item Durability: 5 / 5,000. Chance of success: 180% (90%
        from the book, 90% from Master ranked literacy skill).”
  

  



    I was worried I would destroy the book if I used it. From what everyone had
    said, that was the likely fate of most Magic Books when used. I was iffy
    about turning the book to dust, as it was originally a Masterworked item
    and no doubt was painstakingly crafted eons ago. Such an item had history,
    it had gravitas in and of itself. The Historian in me screamed at the
    ignominy of it all.
    
        But I was given these gifts for use. Besides, fire magic is awesome!
    
    So I thought, what the heck, let's do this.



    “Are you even listening to me?” She asked as she floated stock still in the
    middle of the room. “You should be grateful to the gods and the cosmic
    being of your home realm for, what are you doing?” I pulled open the
    pyromancy book, and a bright red light engulfed me. Magic flooded my mind
    with experiences and I learned faster than I had ever learned before.



    I felt what it was like to finally synchronize my will with the resonance
    of Fire. I experienced the excitement and power that came with creating the
    first sparks with my fingers, and to cast my first Jet of Fire spell. The
    magic ran through a handful of such experiences at first, before beginning
    to speed up, at first a couple per second, then tens, then fifty a second.
    Finally, I found myself lost in the memories.



    The experiences were devoid of specific memories, they were void of
    identity, sex, or personal ego. The persona I was experiencing these things
    through was essentially Link, an androgynous personage that it would be
    easy for the individual to project themselves onto as they experienced what
    was in the book.



    I felt and learned what it was like to study for years to earn the
    attention of a true Master Pyromancer. Then after I burned an entire gang
    of thieves alive for trying to steal from me, I became an acolyte of the
    Master. I felt what it was like when I defeated and humiliated the other
    acolytes one by one over years of service, even as I defended myself from
    their machinations, earning a coveted Apprenticeship with the man I nearly
    worshiped as a God.



    I studied under that master for years dedicating myself to him and the
    secrets of the Flame that Burned Brightly. He was harsh and demanding, but
    fair and even-handed. After all, equity was the essence of fire, before the
    most terrible of flames, what were we all but ash? Finally I felt the grief
    at my masters passing at the hands of a red wyrm, the living essence of
    fire and death. I felt what it was like to track the beast across plains,
    through valleys, and over mountain ranges, finally, I knew the pleasure of
    slaying the beast with the very thing it breathed, Fire. At that moment, I
    knew what it was to be known as a Master of Flame.



    Just as quickly as it had started it ended. And a torrent of emotions, and
    prompts assaulted my mind. I gasped for air to calm my racing heart and
    only found ash coating my lungs.



“Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Fire Magic! Current
        skill level, 1”
“Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Fire Magic! Current
        skill level, 2”
“Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Fire Magic! Current
        skill level, 3”
“Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Fire Magic! Current
        skill level, 4”
…
“Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Fire Magic! Current
        skill level, 11.”

    









    I couldn’t breathe, a strange fairy spun around me in a frenzy screaming
    about the foolishness of humans. All Fae were arrogant creatures, but that
    was just rude. I tried to speak through the coughing but only succeeded in
    getting more ash and dust into my mouth and lungs.



    I panicked, standing up and running for the door to the unfamiliar cottage,
    not knowing where I was, what I was doing in this strange place as I had
    just succeeded in killing my greatest of foes only to wind up here, and as
    I reached the door handle, I couldn’t remember, even my own true name. As I
    flailed for the door it opened with shouting, commands, and a lot of force.
    The world went red with pain, my vision went black, and I drifted in the
    void.



    ----



    I dreamed of nothing for a long time, simply existing in the black void.
    Slowly flashes of my life before this world came back to me, cars, trains,
    busses and terrible mass transit systems that really needed to be reworked.
    That annoyed me, and then I remembered I had gone to school so I could fix
    all of that. My family had supported me through school and my family. Dach
    of them flashed before me, starting with my youngest sister Katherine, who
    loved My-Little-Poney and hardcore punk rock, which only frustrated my
    parents. She had a heart of gold, but she didn’t want anyone to know about
    it. She reminded me a lot of someone else. Someone I couldn’t quite recall
    yet.



    Then there was the second youngest, only about two years older than
    Katherine, Aaron. He was the soft-spoken giant of the family. The kid was
    six feet five inches tall, easily dwarfing the rest of the family by two or
    three inches save a few of our Great Uncles. In high school, people tried
    to recruit him for football, but he turned them down. The coach kept
    pestering him about it until one day he asked them to stop, or he would
    tell our mother, one of the most feared women in the school district.
    Things went well for him after that.



    Aaron loved to draw, he wanted to learn to paint, and when he had tried his
    first few times, he had proven dang good at it too! His latest painting he
    had just finished in his freshman year of college had been a panorama of
    important religious sites around the world, the Taj Mahal, Notre Dame, both
    before and after the fire and subsequent renovation, the Dome of the Rock,
    the Wailing Wall, and in the penultimate position, though tiny by
    comparison the the giant buildings of faith constructed around the world,
    barely visible as it blended in with the clouds near the top of the
    painting, was the Salt Lake City Temple, post 2020 renovation.



    Donny was there celebrating with Aaron in my memory. Oh Donny, our oldest
    brother. He was always the trouble maker. He was far too smart for his own
    good. The reason he got into so much trouble in high school and in college
    during his undergrad was that he was bored. Something we both had in common
    was our love of Delving, and video games. In fact we had been playing when…
    I remembered who I was, where I was, and why I was there.



    The rest of my family quickly flashed before my eyes, other siblings, my
    mother, and father, Donny's children, but it went by far too quickly, I
    wanted to see them all again. I began to cry as everything went by faster
    and faster until I woke up sobbing, in the arms of an elf I didn’t know,
    Tol’geth looming over us, and Ailsa hovering nervously above the scene.



    


Chapter 9: Works of a Wizard



    “It is said: Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, for they are subtle
    and quick to anger.” - Gildor, Lord of the Rings, J.R.R. Tolkien



    Lo’sar City, Lo’sar Forrest under the Home-trees. Frega, 28th, 2987 AoR









    After I had calmed down enough to speak, and coughed up enough phlegm to
    fill a river, all under the watchful gaze of a strange elf and Ailsa who
    each used healing water and biomancy magic to check on me from time to
    time, I asked Ailsa what happened.



    “I should ask you the same thing, you meathead! All I know is that you
    looked down at one of the Magic Books, activated it, there was a blinding
    red flash, you inhaled nearly the entire books worth of ash, which was the
    oddest thing in the world to see a man do on purpose, never seen that one
    before so thank you for that, then you got up and ran for the door as you,
    quite predictably, where coughing and choking. Then you got yourself
    knocked out as Tol’geth opened the door to see what all the fuss was
    about.” Tol’geth grunted his assent to the story. Ailsa got a faraway look
    in her eyes for a second as she looked at a screen. “And, and now you're a
    master Pyromancer?!”



    I wanted to laugh, but I was so tired from all the hacking and coughing I
    had been doing I don’t think I would have sat up on my own without help.
    Instead, I got a stupid grin on my face and proceed to wheeze weakly a few
    times. “What, what is he doing?” The unfamiliar elf lady in the green tunic
    with a red stripe down the middle asked.



    “I think, yeah I think he’s trying to laugh,” Ailsa said as she blasted me
    with another minor healing spell. “We can’t give you muscle relaxants, or
    use those spells on you, as we need you to be able to walk in a straight
    line tomorrow morning.”
    

    “I think I will be fine after a nap.” I turned my attention to the elf
    woman who was poking my arm trying to get a read on my pulse. “I think I'm
    alright, just a bit too much ash in the lungs.”



    “I’m not worried about that, you had a nasty bump on your head, from
    Tol’geth of all people. The fact that you’re alive at all is a minor
    miracle.”



    The large man winced, and I just nodded that I understood.
    
        How powerful is this guy if even his door opening is nearly lethal!
    
    I thought. Glad he’s on my side. 



    “You should thank whatever deities you worship, plus Tyre’lin, the elven
    goddess of luck, for that fact. She’s the one whose domain random acts like
    this typically fall under when they happen within elven lands like Lo’sar.”



    “How would I do that? Offer thanks to her?” I asked knowing that different
    gods and goddesses in this world accepted different things as thanks.
    Pyris, the Flame that Burns Bright, the female goddess of fire, spirits,
    baking, and minor magics to the eastern peoples, accepted only burnt
    barley, or boiled whiskey as one example.



    “Well, you take a coin, doesn’t matter the denomination really, as long as
    it has some meaning to you. So if you were poor for instants, a single
    copper penny would suffice, whereas if you were wealthy, and entire gold
    bar might not be sufficient, and then you drop it in a lake somewhere. Did
    I mention she’s also the elven goddess of still bodies of water?”



    “No” I croaked out. “But that's interesting…” I knew what she was doing,
    she was trying to keep me awake and talking. With the amount of trauma, I
    must have taken both from the hit on the head, and whatever the heck I had
    just experienced with that book, It was probably a good idea to stay awake
    at least for now. We talked about random things for the next half an hour
    or so, and I learned some about the elves, and why the Lo’sarian or Green
    elves, viewed themselves as ideologically different from their high elf
    cousins.



    I didn’t get an in-depth explanation but from what I gathered it had to do
    with the importance of trees, the forest, and the elven pantheon of nature
    gods. So it was partially religious, but also partly philosophical and
    historical divide.
    
        For a race as long-lived as the elves, those three things must often
        blur together often.
    



    After the elf left declaring me hale and whole, whose name I realized too
    late that I hadn’t gotten, I sat down with Ailsa and we went through what
    had happened. I explained about the flashes of experiences that I had just
    lived, I read the entire prompt I had received with the name of the book,
    and what it would do, its durability and the general plotline of the book.
    When I finally got to the slaying of the great red dragon Ailsa spoke.



    “I think what you experienced were the memories, or the knowledge of
    Parthotex, the pyromancer. He was a human mage who was known for his
    ruthful vendettas and ruthless tactics. He once burned down an entire
    village to kill a particularly annoying troll who had vexed him.”
    

    “I remember something like that, but instead of it being a troll it was
    just this giant hulking shadow. So, he was a bad guy? Because I didn’t get
    that feeling from what I experienced.” I asked as I sat back in my chair
    and sipped some pure water from a cup that Tol’geth had poured for me
    before he left with the elf earlier.



    “No, he was somewhere in between. He was ruthless, merciless to his enemies
    and the enemies of his master. After he killed the red wyrm whose bones
    were used in the construction of Tor’s capital walls, he wondered Ethria
    for a time, before finally settling here.
    

    “It is said that he lived far longer them even most human magi and that he
    had even learned the secret of the eternal mortality, one of the deepest
    secrets of the Cult of the Flame.”



    I spoke up then, remembering something from the book. “The cult has a few
    names, and it regularly changes, just like fire, or so the cult's adherents
    will tell you if you ask about contradictions in their doctrine.” Ailsa
    buzzed her wings inquisitively as she looked at the small piles of dust and
    ash that remained on the unswept floor.



    Ailsa picked up the story from there. “He must have eventually ended up
    here, and spent some time writing Magic Books pouring his knowledge into
    them. The way you describe the experience, he must have been deep into the
    craft when he wrote it.”



    She buzzed her wings again, playing with a small pile of ash as it danced
    with the wind her tiny wings created. “Usually such experiences are far
    more damaging to the mind, as a person attempts to grapple with
    experiencing the life and mind of another. That's why most magic spell
    books only convey a single spell or concept. Parthotex must have been at
    least a master level book crafter and enchanter if he was able to craft one
    without imprinting himself into the magic.”



    Ailsa looked at me suspiciously. “Are you sure you don't feel the need to,
    oh I don’t know, burn all of Lo’sar to the ground because a bug bit you?”



    I did laugh this time, “No, no, no. I would never do that. Maybe a pesky
    fairy…” I grinned, and Ailsa sighed in relief.



    “Well you should get some sleep,” she said as she flew over and turned down
    the thin sheet that passed for a blanket to the elves.



    “No, I think I am okay. Tired, but not in such a way to sleep. It's still
    early yet, only a few hours past noon. I just got a new staff, and some new
    magic skills, and I want to test them out.” I stood, downing the rest of
    the water in the cup, and grabbed my walking stick, and I was out the door,
    Ailsa protesting behind me as I walked.



    She caught up to me when I found a small pond and began rummaging around in
    my pockets for the few coins I had with me when I was snatched away from
    Kingdoms of Ashe. By the time I found one, Ailsa was there but she went
    silent when I produced the platinum coin. It was the only one I had, and
    the only one of its kind on this plane of existence.



    “Uh, what is that?” She asked as I tossed the coin into the air and caught
    it again.



    “It's a platinum piece, worth nearly a hundred gold coins in Kingdoms of
    Ash. It's my only one, and I have a debt of gratitude to the elven goddess
    of luck, and the Pervolin gods, not to mention the Big Guy Up Stairs. So,
    here it goes.” I tossed the piece into the pond, and a flash of light
    engulfed the small clearing we were in as the piece of extremely precious
    metal landed square in the center, as if guided their. I was pretty sure
    that was the case because my aim was off, and it was going to go to the
    right of center, but it somehow self-corrected mid-air, and landed as it
    did. A few elves looked on to see what new strange thing the human wizard
    was going to do.



    The light wasn’t blinding, more like the turning on of a computer screen
    then a flashbang. I thought I heard a whispered, ‘your welcome’ but I could
    have just been hearing things. The deep woods, like here in the settlement,
    sometimes does that to you. Whether or not I did, I nodded and moved on
    satisfied that my debt was paid.



    I made it to a small clearing before I sat down in the lotus position,
    waiting for Ailsa who was still oohing and aahing at the pond, which had
    gone from pond scummy green to crystal clear, with the flash of light. A
    sign I was sure, of divine favor. When she did eventually fly on over, I
    asked her “What are ways I can say thank you to the Pervolin Gods? Even if
    they didn’t have a hand in this, and this isn’t their domain, it is
    probably a smart thing to do regardless. I’ve had a lot of luck lately, an
    even split of good and bad, but it has all worked out for the better.
    That's what I want to say thank you for.”



    “Well, Kiertoss is all about home, hearth, warmth, and family. She’s the
    Goddess of the crafts, science, and music. She usually prefers sacrifices
    of artistic pieces of work or barring that a good chicken will suffice. She
    likes chicken.”



    “Really? That seems kind of random.”



    “Yeah, both of them have become a bit eclectic over the years as other
    members of their pantheon have either moved on, died, or gone into
    hibernation, forcing them to take on the duties left vacant by the others.”
    I nodded, they got left holding the bag as other people jumped ship or
    died. I’d been in that position before, It freaking sucked.



    “And the other guy? Korvus?”



    Ailsa buzzed her wings again lifting off the ground and touching back down.
    I didn’t know what that meant. “He’s, he's a bit odd now. He had to
    sacrifice a lot of himself over the years to keep things going and protect
    Kiertoss from deteriorating. He is the God of justice, war, farming,
    forests, the hunt, basically think anything masculine or muscle-based in
    general and you’d have a safe bet he’s in charge of it. He likes chickens
    too, but what would probably be best for him is a good old fashioned book
    burning on an altar. The guy needs some of his smarts back, and fast.”



    I thought about it for a moment and then asked for Ailsa to get out my bag
    from her extradimensional pocket. When she produced the massive travel
    pack, I immediately started rummaging around in it for something I had put
    in the bag for after Donny and I had finished clearing the dungeon.



    “Ha!” I said and raised my prize triumphantly.



    “What is it? It looks uncomfortable.” Ailsa said as she floated up to get a
    better look at the object.



    “Oh, it is. Reading this thing the first time was awkward as I had to do it
    with a physical copy I could take notes in. I was going to read the digital
    copy in-game because it would have been so much more convenient. I was
    going to write my entrance paper to my master's program based on some of
    the information in here.” I said thumping the cover.



    “Constitution-Making In The Region Of The Former Soviet Dominance by
    Ludwikowski.” I sighed with contentment. “I first read this beast for a
    comparative constitutionalism class, and it was, well if I said it was both
    boring and fascinating at the same time, would you believe me?” She shook
    her head indignantly. “Well, it was for me. The lessons learned from the
    history and documents discussed in it will help anyone understand human
    behavior better. But it's really dense reading, do you think he has
    faculties enough to actually read it?”



    “He's still a God meathead, he can probably hear what we’re saying about
    him right now.” Ailsa buzzed her wings at me and rested back down on the
    ground.



    “Well, either way, it will be a bit of bonus catharsis for me to watch this
    thing as it burns,” I asked Ailsa to retrieve a dead chicken from one of
    the elves, as I prepared the fire pit. While I did, I talked to the big guy
    upstairs. After opening the prayer properly I said “I hope you don’t think
    this is blasphemy. I mean, you’re the one who wanted me to come here in the
    first place to help these guys, right?



    “Anyway, thank you for letting everything work out so far. It's been fun
    getting to know these people, but, I am worried about my family back home.
    I know that guy in the suit said they were going to be safe, at least from
    any accidents with the pods, but please watch out for them if you can.” I
    thanked him and closed in the name of Christ just as I finished making the
    pit.



    I admit It wasn’t the most pious of prayers, but if the big guy upstairs
    could understand anything we insects down here went through, I’m sure he
    could understand a weak little mortal’s desire to play with fire. Not just
    any fire, but magic fire!



    Promising myself to do better with my nightly prayers, something that I
    hadn’t kept up since coming to Ethria, I put the last stone in place and
    stood. My laps was mainly because I was usually working through the night,
    passing out, or near death, but still.
    
        The inability to attain perfection is no excuse for lack of effort.
    
    That isn’t a scriptural quote or anything, just a personal motto.



    It basically means we should try, strive to improve ourselves, even if it's
    only with little things here and there. Improvement, not perfection as the
    more popular saying goes.



    Ailsa returned just as I finished with the pit, with a large plate full of
    chicken, each piece was cooked in a different style. Some marinated, some
    deep-fried, or whatever equivalent there was on Ethria, some of them were
    breaded and THEN deep-fried. I have to admit I was tempted to take one
    “Where did you get that?” I asked mouth-watering.



    “A chef was passing through, apparently the elven God of luck is pleased
    with you.” She smirked as she placed the tray of chicken into the pit on
    top of the book. “Alright, do your thing, fire mage.”



    I breathed in, and then out clearing my mind of any thought except passion.
    I poured in my frustrations, my anxieties, and the still not fully
    understood emotions I had for Lisander. When I opened my eyes again, the
    world hung in a kind of red haze. I reached out a hand and ripped a hole in
    the haze aimed directly at the pit. Suddenly all of the haze forced its way
    into that single point on my finger where I made the hole. With a thought I
    released the pent-up pressure, and a jet of flame leaped from my finger and
    covered the pit.



    It covered the pit, and the ground around the pit, and the ground past it
    out in a cone for about thirty feet. I breathed in, as my Mana bar swiftly
    drained to about half, and the fire jet stopped. A prompt filled my vision.



    

“You have successfully completed two minor religious rites for two
        different gods simultaneously. These gods reactions where, Positive,
        and Positive. Korvus is: 

‘Grudgingly Thankful, you gave me homework.’
    
        Kiertoss is: ‘Thankful, I was getting kind of hungry.’ As both deities
        are in the same pantheon, the penalty curse for mixing two sacrificial
        rituals is waved. Be more careful in the future, Earthling. One so
        weak, should not trifle with the Gods.





    The male and female voices that I had muted, read the notification
    together. When it got to the red highlighted lettering, the young teenager
    read it aloud to me, while the green and bolded text was read by the mature
    female voice alone.



    I opened my mouth to either say something sarcastic that would probably
    have gotten me in more trouble, or to ask Ailsa if the Gods could screw
    with my notification settings, and what the curse thing was all about; I
    hadn’t decided when I heard shouting from behind me.



    “HOLY SHIT!” Screamed an elf who had come to witness what we were doing,
    oddly one dressed in a chef’s hat. Oh, I thought. “You took the
    chicken from that guy, didn’t you?” Ailsa nodded and then shrugged as if it
    was of no consequence.



    In the distance, we could hear the man, and a bunch of other elves
    screaming “Fire, fire! Get the Wood Warden, get the Water Mages. Fire!” As
    they ran through the settlement.



    “Think you might have overdone it?” Ailsa asked sheepishly, as she hid
    behind me from the heat of the fire, that oddly didn’t seem to bother me
    much.



    I pulled up a prompt that informed me I had received the spell formally in
    my spell list.



    
        
            	
                
                    Fire Jet 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire
                

            
            	
                
                    30 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    Instant, variable
                

            
            	
                
                    1 min 30 sec
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects
                

            
            	
                
                    Sends a cone of fire from the caster's fingertips for
                    fifteen feet outwards, dealing 50 + 10 /second Fire damage.
                    Sets anything caught in the cone a fire (damage effects
                    already calculated). Save for 1/2 damage either Reflex or
                    Insight check.
                

            
            	
                
                    Modifiers
                

            
            	
                
                    Damage: Intelligence, Rage Effects
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
                
                    Special
                

            
            	
                
                    Can sustain the flame for up to 10 seconds, for an
                    additional cost of +30 Mana a second
                

            
        

    



    I minimized it after reading it “Yeah, probably.”



    ----



    “I can’t leave you two alone for more than an hour unsupervised, can I?”
    Asked the same mage who had treated my wounds from the door-to-head
    incident about an hour ago.



    “I’ve already apologized,” I said for the hundredth time looking on as the
    ground that had been filled with green grass and blooming winter flowers,
    was now covered in still burning coals, sizzled in the light rain the woman
    had summoned.



    “And I've already told you, we elves take fire extremely seriously. We
    literally live in trees!” She said, her voice growing louder as she
    explained, again, why what I had done was an obviously bad, stupid, thing,
    so bad it was nigh unto an unpardonable sin. “If you needed to light a
    sacrificial fire, why not use a basin? We have them literally everywhere
    for this exact reason.” She pointed at several we had ignored both going
    from the cottage to the pond, and once we had walked right by one from the
    pond to where we stood now.



    “Or better yet, light it the old fashioned way with flint and steel? You
    have both on you, I can see it in your bag there.” I winced, she had a
    point. “Either would have been acceptable, instead, you just used what is
    essentially a young dragon's breath weapon, in an uncontrolled experiment,
    because you wanted to feel powerful!”



    I sighed, she was right, and there was no way around it. The spell I had
    chosen to do was a rather powerful one. The pyromancer whose experiences I
    had learned it from had been exceptionally naturally talented and had
    skipped a lot of smaller and weaker spells that most had to learn before
    they were able to develop something like Fire Jet.



    “What I did was wrong, what can I do to fix it that isn’t already being
    done?” I asked seriously, looking at her squarely as I said it. “Tell me,
    and I'll do it. I told you this was an accident, I didn’t realize how far
    the fire would go, and I didn’t realize just how powerful the spell would
    be. I thought that I could control it like I saw in the book.” She rolled
    her eyes at the last statement.



    “You can’t believe everything you read in a book.” She said her ire coming
    down a few notches. “Alright, look. The grass will regrow, and at least you
    were smart enough to use a wide-open clearing, and at least you tried to
    build a large enough fire pit. So, I'm not going to cite you or throw you
    in jail as long as you keep your new pyromaniac tendencies in check. Got
    it?” I nodded sadly. “No more fire spells IN THE FOREST!” She erupted at
    the very thought of the stupidity of the idea, and stormed off to circle
    the fire, and cool her anger as much as let her rain spell cool the coals.



    “Well, that went well, considering,” I said to Ailsa who had hidden from
    the tiny elf woman's fury.



    “I agree” Ailsa squeaked into my ear from under my shirt on my back where
    she clung.



    “Dang it!” I said as I hit my forehead realizing my stupidity.



    “What is it?”



    “I-I didn’t get her name. Again.”



    ----



    We went back to the cottage and worked together sweeping out the ash and
    dust, the little that I hadn’t inhaled, as we desperately tried to stay out
    of trouble. It was maybe four or so hours afternoon, and getting a bit
    shadowy. My plan was to stay indoors, behave myself, and read the rest of
    the day. Maybe do a bit of classy magic with Ailsa’s help if the
    opportunity arose. That's it, I swear that's what I intended.



    A few hours into my reading marathon, the sun was firmly casting shadows
    everywhere in the forest and was surely going to set in a few hours more. I
    had learned a bit of biomancy and the spell Cure Light Wounds, which did
    exactly as you would suspect it does. I got the chance to use it, and
    thereby add it to my spell list when Ailsa accidentally got a sliver in her
    wing on the unfinished grain of the cottages wooden logs. It was barely a
    single point of damage, but it seemed enough to bother the little fairy. I
    had asked if I could try the spell, and she agreed as long as she walked me
    through every step.



    It wasn’t that hard, it mainly required that I focus on both my empathy for
    the individual in question, as well as pull in my analytical mind accessing
    the medical knowledge I had. The spell could be cast with just one or the
    other, but the syncing of my will to light magic was easier with both
    firmly in my mind. Other types of biomancy, water biomancy for instance,
    required both to operate.



    When I asked Ailsa about this, she explained that while all magic operated
    along universal rules every type of magic broke or bypassed those rules in
    unique ways. Light magic unique circumvention of the rules was the fact
    that when casting you only needed the knowledge or empathy, not both.



    “Most biomancy requires at least some knowledge of how life works, where
    organs are, what blood is, that kind of thing. The more you know, the more
    effective a biomancy spell is going to be. Even with the light magic
    exception to this rule, light magic biomancy spells will be less effective
    without both.”



    “So, I get types of magic, they are basically the fuel, or flavor of a
    spell,” I said, preparing a question.



    “Well, it's more like the medium through which you are casting a spell, but
    your analogy is fine for now.” Ailsa corrected.



    “Fine, but what is a school of magic? You mentioned that biomancy is a
    school, but what are schools?”



    Ailsa fluttered her wings slightly before speaking. “Schools of Magic are
    based on personal knowledge about the world around us. Biomancy, for
    instance, is based around a person's knowledge about how the body of their
    subject works. The more you know, the more efficient your spells use of
    mana is going to be in that given School of Magic. The more you know about
    the body and life in general, the more efficient your biomanctic spells of
    any kind are going to be.”



    “Okay, I think I got it. Can I try Cure Light Wounds now?” I asked growing
    slightly annoyed at the delay to me gaining a new spell.



    “Sure, just follow everything I've told you. You screw a biomancy spell up,
    and I could grow a third wing, or worse.”



    The light grew around my hands and then dissipated as the mana infused the
    tiny injured wing. “Ah, that feels better,” Ailsa said as she sat down on
    the table behind the book I had laid out in front of me. I had been reading
    about a theory called “etheric density” which I was just starting to wrap
    my head around when I heard shouting from outside my door.



    “What's that?” I asked Ailsa, and she hovered over to peer out the window.



    “Oh no,” Ailsa said as she peered through the top of the window. “That elf
    from earlier is fighting with someone. Looks like its getting heated.” I
    stood up to get a better look out the window. When I arrived I saw the elf
    fire marshal, water mage, and medic walking away as a tall, white-robed elf
    followed her gesturing energetically and shouting just loud enough for me
    to hear there was an argument, but not loud enough for me to understand
    what was being said from the other side of the clearing.



    Red-faced, the tall white-robed elf grabbed the fire marshal on the arm and
    spun her around harshly. “Maybe we should intervene,” I said hesitantly.
    “Looks like its getting pretty heated.”



    “Yeah, there are only a few other elves around,” Ailsa said. “Most of them
    look like their leaving or can't really see what's going on. Maybe we
    should go over and see if we can help.” As Ailsa said this, the woman
    slapped the skinny man across the face, the noise of the slap echoed across
    the clearing.



    “I left you to protect her from you, you spoiled brat!” The woman screamed,
    before raising another hand, which the male elf caught.



    “Okay time to step in.” I turned towards the door and heard a loud cracking
    noise. I turned back and saw the man had backhanded her across the jaw, and
    knocked the elf woman unconscious.



    Ailsa was out the window before I was out the door. I didn’t know what was
going on but whatever it was, it needed to de-escalate quickly.    The look that guy gave fire marshal lady was murderous, I thought
    as I bounded down the steps.



    Large guys don’t really run very well, even when we try it ends up being
    more like awkward jogging. Doesn’t matter how fit the large guy is either,
    it's always weird and never very efficient. As I lobbed along at my awkward
    top speed, Ailsa took the clear lead. A few other elves from the fringes of
    the clearing also moved to intervene in the incident, but they were much
    further away than either of us were.



    As I got closer, I could see the man had tears streaming down his face and
    was shouting at fire marshal lady as she attempted to get back to her feet,
    having just regained consciousness. “I can’t believe it, you slept with
    him, I can’t believe it, you filthy bitch!”



    He kicked her in the ribs and sent her hurdling into a nearby tree. “You
    betrayed me, you hurt me! Twice now, you have done so! The first time, I
    overlooked your betrayal and the little brat that came from it. But not
    this time. Guess what whore! You’re going to hurt now!”



    Ailsa let out a stream of small but potent electric balls from her hand,
    that slammed into a shield that protected the two and dissipated into
    nothing. Ailsa stopped short of the shield and summoned another ball of
    force, that was also eaten by it.



    I growled and put my hand on the barrier and pushed testing it, even as he
    kicked her for the third time. I heard bones crack and break. “You want his
    baby? Is that it? You want to replace me, and our son with someone new? Was
    corrupting our daughter not enough for you?! You have to have a filthy
    half-breed instead of true born high-elven blood? Well guess what?! I’m not
    going to let you!”



    I saw the few elves who were headed towards the dispute, pick up their pace
    when the man started yelling, mirroring Ailsa and I. The jilted lover was a
    high elf, more than likely a member of Salina’s retinue. “I saw you with
    him, the way you stared at him. The way you fawned over him. That filthy
    human!” I was stunned at the realization of what I was seeing.



    This elf had grown jealous of my time with his supposed sweetheart because
    she was running around cleaning up my messes all day. I felt rage boil over
    inside, as I grabbed a star and shot it at the barrier. The shield rippled
    slightly but otherwise didn’t respond. I did it again, and then again,
    every time the cooldown timer reached zero.



    “Someone get the Spell Warden! He’ll set this right!” Yelled one of the
    handfuls of elves who were just arriving on the scene. I saw a few of the
    more fleet elves take off in different directions trying to find whoever
    this Spell Warden was.



    I kept up my steady barrage of attacks, aiming them so if they broke
    through the barrier they wouldn’t hit anyone lethally. After the third or
    fourth bolt did virtually nothing, I tried changing the shape of the bolts,
    modeling them into different augmentations, but I was just too weak. I even
    gained skill levels in Force magic, but it seemed to do nothing.




“Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill Force Magic. Current
        rank, 2.

Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill Force Magic. Current rank, 3.
Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill Force Magic. Current rank, 4.
Congratulations! You have leveled up your skill Force Magic. Current rank, 5.”

    







    The cheerful female voice who read them aloud in my mind was silenced as
    quickly as I could mentally give the command. After the second
    notification, my mute setting having reset some time ago, I set them to
    auto-minimize with a frustrated thought.



    The murderous ex-lover picked the woman I had taken to thinking of as the
    fire marshal up and pushed her against the tree his bubble spell encased
    them beside, and I got my first good clean look at her since the
    altercation began. She was spitting up blood, she couldn’t stand on her
    own, and she was holding her arms around her abdomen as if trying to keep
    her shattered ribs in place.



    The handful of elves around the barrier shouted at him, attempted to
    distract him, promised to help him fix this, told him he hadn’t gone too
    far that he could turn back now and everything would be okay. What they
    were trying to do was admirable I knew somewhere back in my mind, but anger
    had outstripped purely rational thought.



    All I could think to do was hurt him. Taunt him, say things that would
    force him to turn and face me if he found me such a threat. But I knew
    better. I was the subject of this man's mad rage. If I were to taunt him,
    or even talk with him, he might escalate and kill her. I had seen it
    before, during the doldrums suicide had been the largest killer, but
    spousal abuse and murder-suicide were also major concerns. I have seen more
    than one man taunted into first killing his family, and then himself by
    online bullies, trolls, and bastards.



    I was growing far more frustrated and angry then was good for the
    situation. I needed to bring it to a close and quickly. “Everyone get back
    from the barrier!” After everyone moved away, I closed my eyes for a
    moment, and when I reopened them I saw the world in red. I reached my hand
    out, pointing at the barrier at an angle that wouldn’t hit anyone, about
    the same spot I had been shooting with my force bolts. The elves, seeing
    what I was about to do, all ran out of the line of fire, and I let loose.



    The torrent of flame that leapt from my finger struck the shield. I poured
    my mana into the fire and it continued. After nearly a minute of casting,
    the clearing began to reek of brimstone. After a few more seconds the spell
    shield flickered, and then broke. Just before It did I released the spell.
    I looked at my mana pool, it read 21,90/44,671. I was only about halfway to
    empty. Where did that mana pool come from! I stood there shocked
    for a moment, as Ailsa charged in.



    Shaking myself back to the situation I was in, I walked through the fire,
    which didn’t seem to bother me. The man was cringing away from the heat of
    my flames, huddling at the base of the tree. “Come here you little piece of
    crap!” I said as I grabbed and dragged him around the still-burning coals.
    It took me a few seconds to drag him to the other elves, but when I did
    they met him with thick rope and a gag.



    Once that was done and his crazy ass was arrested by a half dozen concerned
    citizens, I turned and saw Ailsa casting healing spells frantically, though
    not as fast as I had seen her cast on me before and that gave me some hope.



    I joined in and added my meager Cure Light Wounds to the mix, but it did
    little. I laid the fire warden on her back from where she had fallen over,
    and that allowed Ailsa’s magic to push her ribs and organs back into their
    proper places with sickening sounds. The woman let out a bone-chilling
    scream that sent chills up my spine, before going silent. “She's fainted
    from the pain again.” Was all Ailsa could say as she concentrated on her
    work.



    “The Spell Warden is here!” Shouted someone from the back of the crowd who
    where still beating on and wrestling with the offender. The crowd parted,
    and the man stood all by himself, standing between the pool of fire that
    was still burning itself out that I had just dragged him past kicking and
screaming, and an elf that exuded menace and the threat of violence. If I were him, I would take the fire, I thought.    That guy is almost as scary as Tol’geth!



    The high elf just kneeled and blubbered instead, crying and saying some
    nonsense that sounded like an attempted justification. I didn’t much care
    about the specifics. I looked back over at Ailsa, and she was starting to
    flounder. I stepped closer and put my arm on her back, I didn’t know if
    this would work, but it was worth a shot.



    I willed my mana to be at her disposal, and she gasped as I did. I gasped,
    as an alien mind touched mine through a small tether that connected us both
    to deep pools of, power?



    Is that you meathead? Did you just give me access to your mana?



    
        Yup, sure did. Don’t want you passing out on me again. We have
        somewhere to be tomorrow morning!
    



    
        Alright fine, I just hope you have a large enough mana pool to make
        this… Holy freaking toledo, how did that happen?!
    



    
        First, you really have got to stop watching That Seventies Show, you’re
        picking up all their bad lingo. Second, I have no idea, but I plan on
        looking through the math as soon as we get done with this. Now, do you
        want the giant pool of mana to play with? Or not?
    



    Yeah, sure, alright fine. Cool. Just stop talking.



    I did as instructed, and I felt a massive pull on my mana pool as Ailsa
    accessed it and drank deeply of the energy there to fuel her healing
    spells. I watched as the woman's heart was both healed, and the bone that
    had pierced it was moved and then fused back directly onto what remained of
    her intact rib cage.



    The other ribs, one by one, were moved back into position and fused. Then
    the internal organs they punctured, the lower intestine, both lungs, though
    the left one was punctured twice by different bones, and then finally an
    organ I didn’t know the purpose of, but apparently went directly between
    the lungs just on top of the first stomach chamber, where all healed as if
    new.



    An interesting thing I learned while watching Ailsa work was that elves
    have three chambers to their stomachs. Each one of those had a bone
    fragment sticking out of it in some way and had to be carefully healed to
    avoid contaminating other parts of the body.



    Lastly, once the body was structurally sound and the organs were held in
    the right places and healed, the only thing to do was to attempt to ease
    the bruising. That was by far the most tricky, though less power consuming
    portion of the process.



    Once Aila was finished with one particularly difficult ruptured ventricle,
    she told me I could let go, and I did. I immediately looked at my mana, 38
    / 44,671. I felt as drained as emotionally and intellectually as my mana
    pool, and I began to stumble away only to realize it was pitch blackout,
    the fire had gone out, the crowd had gone home. Save for a handful of
    people who looked on, and the scary auraed man who was the “Spell Warden”
    the clearing was empty.



    I stumbled in the dark, staff in hand doing little to no good to help
    steady men, and the spell warden caught me. “Don’t worry, I got you.” He
    said in a deep growling voice, that sounded like an avalanche of rock and
    snow. He lifted me up back to my feet, and set me straight, and then let me
    lean on him while I got feeling back in my feet. “You shouldn’t have locked
    your knees. Rookie mistake of long term spellcasting.”



    “That and choir.” I quipped back, I was so tired I didn’t really have a
    filter anymore. “You’re scary you now that? You put off this vibe dude, a
    really scary, I’m going to beat you with your own dismembered limb, kind of
    vibe.” To my surprise the man laughed. It sounded like the laughter of
    wolves in the middle of a hunt as its prey tries to hide from them in the
    den. Which didn’t really help with the whole “I’m going to rip off your leg
    and beat you to death” vibe. “I only know one guy who's scarier.”



    “Tol’geth?” The man asked knowingly, and I nodded.



    “Exactly. Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!” I said as blood returned to my
    legs and the feeling of stabbing knives crescendoed quickly. I honestly
    rarely swear, and when I do it's usually when I'm really tired, really
    pissed off, or very surprised.



    “You and she,” The Spell Warden said pointing at Ailsa. “Have done a kind
    thing this day. I and my people find ourselves in your debt once again.” I
    bowed or rather tried to while still leaning on him for support, my legs
    were still numb.



    “I am in your people's debt. Thanks to them, I now actually have a chance
    to do what I came here to do.” And possibly get home. “Help me
    over there, we can wait for Ailsa to finish while we talk,” I said pointing
    to a small trio of boulders that seemed to ring a particularly beautiful
    tree with white bark, that was slowly losing its pink blossom flowers as it
    prepared to hibernate for the winter.



    I sat on the rock with a sigh after the Spellwarden helped me hop over. The
    Spellwarden sat next to me as we watched Ailsa finish her work. Now that I
    had sat down and had the opportunity to really appreciate the seemingly
    random trees leaves and pink blossoms, the spot felt almost sacred.



    Like walking into an empty church late at night, with the moon and
    starlight cascading through the stained glass windows. I often got the same
    feeling when looking at a pristinely quiet forest clearing, or a crystal
    clear and perfectly still pond. Instinctively you know to be reverent, you
    know that it's a place of peace and stillness, even if you don’t agree with
    the sermons being preached there during the day.



    My attention turned to what Ailsa was doing as we sat there. The bruising
    along the woman's face and arms seemed to lessen. The bruising we could see
    on her midriff where her green and gold tunic with the red stripe down its
    center had been ripped and torn, was receiving as well. Lightning even as
    the moon began to shine more brightly overhead.



    “So, what's your name, and what exactly is a Spell Warden?” I asked, too
    tired to banter back and forth as the elves liked to do.



    He chuckled “Humans, Wizards in particular. Always so straight forward,
    cutting right to the heart of the matter. I suppose it only makes sense
    with how short your lives are.”



    “Look, I don’t mean to be rude. But I'm exhausted. Physically, mentally,
    emotionally, spiritually, and magically. I have a very important day
    tomorrow, and I would really like to get to bed before I have to leave in
    the morning. Is it alright if we skip the banter and get right to the heart
    of it? As you say?”



    The man nodded “Fair enough. My name is Sin’tell. I am the Spellwarden of
    all of the Lo’sar colony.” He said it as if it were a single word, not two
    different words as I had been thinking of it. “A Spellwarden is an elf who
    is particularly gifted at magical nullification or the mana manipulation
    arts of unraveling spells.” Sin’tell looked back at the woman, then over to
    the man who had started all of this. He was tied up and gagged next to
    another tree a few feet away. Unconscious, sleeping, or dead, I couldn’t
    tell.



    “They also have to be pretty skilled with a blade, fair and even-handed,
    and brutally forceful if needed. They are also expected to know when and
    how to employ that brute force, and when not to.”



    “So, you're the magical law-man of Lo’sar?” Sin’tell only nodded sadly at
    the thought. “Fair enough. I take it you’re not really popular with the
    rest of the elves of the colony.”
    

    “How did you come to that conclusion, wizard?” He asked, smirking sadly.



    “Well, first of all, I haven't met you yet. And I’ve damned well met nearly
    everyone in this blasted colony, at least in passing. Which means you where
    probably not at the celebrations yesterday, or the ceremony this morning.
    This means one of two things, either you where on assignment somewhere, or
    you are a social pariah. Given the disposition of these elves, and their
    distinct lack of ubiquitous martial prowess among even their leadership” I
    said thinking of the drunken catfight between Elmer Keeb’larch, and
    Lisander. “That more than likely takes a long term assignment off the
    table. I doubt any of this bunch” I motioned to the city as a whole. “Would
    cause you much trouble.”



    He nodded and smiled slightly as I raised a finger as if giving a lecture
    to no one in particular. “If you remove the impossible, then whatever is
    left, no matter how improbable, is the truth.” I motioned towards him
    “Social pariah.”



    “Wise words, even by wizard standards. And correct.”



    “Don’t be impressed, I stole it from a book I read one time.”



    “That means even more. It means you read a book or two, and that you have
    the humility to recognize the correctness in another's words. A rare trait
    among elves, though perhaps less so among the Wizards that populate our
    lore.”



    I looked back at Ailsa, her work was nearly finished. “Is there anything
    you need from me about this situation? A testimony, or deposition of some
    kind?” I asked hoping that he wouldn’t need any of that. He shook his head
    and relief filled my aching body.



    “This was a clear cut case of jealousy run amok. A common enough ailment
    among my people, but one that most of my kind have the social graces to at
    least hide. This kind of raw and public barbarity is rare, especially here
    among the Green-Elves.” The older elf shook his head sadly. As he did, I
    noticed the beginnings of grey in his hair that clearly reflected the
    silver light of the moons above us.



    “The young man has already confessed to his crime, and seeks redemption
    even now from the council.” I opened my mouth, but before I could say
    anything about how the guy needed to be boiled in hot tar, the Spellwarden
    cut me off.



    “Do not worry, he will be punished for his crimes, rest assured. The
    council will simply seek to ensure that his punishments are designed in
    such a way as to both properly convey our displeasure and lack of tolerance
    for such poor behavior, and to change his behavior to better fit within
    society. This will involve healing for both parties, the victim, and the
    perpetrator. I know many human laws involve the chopping off of valuable
    body parts, but elves have more…” He paused as if looking for the right
    words. “... delicate sensibilities, particularly the peace-loving creatures
    of Lo’sar.



    Ailsa finished her work and drifted over to me, as the woman, still
    nameless to me, curled up contentedly in the grass under her. I stood up,
    shook the Spellwardens hand and gestured towards the woman hopefully, not
    knowing if I had the strength to do anything but curl up beside her on the
    invitingly cool looking grass. “I will make sure she gets home safely.” The
    Spellwarden really smiled then shaking his head a little as he did.



    “You have done many works of both good and ill for the forest today.” The
    Spellwarden looked at the burnt patch of green grass, that was already
    turning into mud puddles as dewdrops formed all over the forest. “Though
    the balance, as is almost always with Wizards, is far in the greater for
    the good. Mayhap, in the long run, all these things shall be for the
    forests good.” He said sadly looking at first the nearly burnt patch, and
    then the field coals visible from where we stood.



    “Ah, yes the…” I hesitated for a moment. “... Product, of my earlier
religious devotions.” I winced slightly.    They were all more gestures of gratitude, really, I thought trying
    to justify it to myself. “Sorry about that.” The Spellwarden shrugged his
    shoulders, a distinctly human gesture that felt out of place here among the
    otherwise serene and at times seemingly bipolar elves of Lo’sar.



    “Oh yes, we’re all aware. That little glade you lit on fire was a rather
    popular mediation spot.” I visibly winced. “Don’t worry, the Green elves
    are very forgiving of foreigners. Give it a few weeks and the coals will be
    broken up into fertile soil for new flowers.



    “You humans are a form of destruction that paves the way for far greater
    things to come. Or so teaches Tyre’lin. She likes you all, you know. One of
    the few Elven Gods in the High Patheon who does. She is also one of the few
    that is worshiped just as faithfully by the Green as by the High elves. So,
    you have won many hearts by making that small prayer pool.”



    “Oh? Prayer pool?”



    “Yes, a prayer pool. Tyre’lin does not like typical shrines, instead, she
    prefers small clear still bonds or fountains with small water fixtures that
    people can deposit coins into. In High elven lands, it's a common practice
    to put one such pool in front of every home and to deposit a coin before
    you enter the home so you are a bringer of good luck to whomever you are
    visiting. So, by giving us one directly next too what many believe will
    become one of the most wondrous mediation glades in all of the forest, you
    have earned the affection of many an elf.”



    “That's good to hear,” I said, not really knowing what to say to the fact
    that I accidentally just created a shrine to another God I had not even met
    yet. Is this going to be a regular thing with these people? I
thought to more than just myself.    If it is, it's not my fault. Remember, you sent me here. I went
    quiet for a few seconds, fighting sleep as I stood there, leaning on my
    staff trying to keep my feet.



Shaking myself awake, I couldn’t remember what we had been talking about,    best make my escape now while I can. “I have a request before I
    go, can you tell me her name? I have interacted with her in three ways
    today, first as a patient, then as perpetrator, though an accidental one.”
    I said hastily at a glare from the magical lawman. “And then, now, as… uh…
    a deputy?” I could tell he was fighting an eye roll. “And yet” I soldiered
    on “in all those interactions I never learned her name.”



    The man laughed quietly, shoulders shaking for a good few seconds before he
    spoke again. “Her name is Telli’mier, she is the mother of the young child
    Telli, she is my daughter and my apprentice.”



    “Oh…” I said stupidly as quiet filled the air for a few seconds. “Well,
    thank you for that. She’s Telli’s mom? Well, she did a great job with your
    granddaughter. She is a kind and loving child.”



    “Yes, she is. Her half brother is far less kind and loving from what I
    hear, having been raised by the man who I just arrested. But I have a
    feeling the child's path will change, now that he will likely be staying
    with his mother, rather than returning to Varidian.” I looked at him in
    confusion for a minute as I put the puzzle together.



    “Wait, you’re Tim’s grandfather? Oh, that explains a lot.”
    

    “What does it explain Wizard?” He asked the slightest hint of accusation in
    his voice.



    “It, well it explains everything. And this? This is my fault.” I said as I
    sat back down on the rock fully awake. “You see, I had intended to report
    Tim’el’ek’s father as abusive. The boy told me stories while we were in
    Cutters Hollow that were borderline abusive behavior, and a couple that
    were downright over that line by human standards. It is probably worse
    given your people's high standards for such things.



    “I met with the council last night and into the early morning, and I didn’t
    bring up the boys suffering once with them. Perhaps had they been notified,
    they could have intervened and stopped this from happening. I am sorry for
    my inaction Spellwarden. I failed your grandson, and by doing so have
    caused harm to your daughter.”



    “If there is one thing I have learned in my years as a “magic law-man”
    around here, it is that the victim, no matter their lack of preparedness or
    wise precaution, is never at fault for the actions of the criminal.” He
    patted my back and pulled me to my feet after springing like a deer to his
    own. “Now, go home and get some sleep, and thank you for telling me about
    his father. Further investigation will be required on that front.”



    Not wanting to know what types of ‘investigation’ the man was going to put
    to his former son-in-law, Ailsa and I were leaving the Spellwardens
    daughter in his capable hands when the urge to say one last thing struck
    me. It as overwhelming, I had to say something, but I had no idea what to
    say.



    I stood there, back turned to him for a full minute before I the first word
    entered my mind. I don’t know where the words I spoke next came from, but
    it almost felt like something came over me. Just like I felt when my hand
    reached for that doorknob before this entire adventure started back in
    Kingdoms of Ashe.



    Maybe it was the elven Gods who borrowed my tongue, or the almighty himself
    speaking through me, or maybe I just had a bad case of the shakes and
    wanted to sound sage one last time before bed, I don’t know.



    I looked the Spellwarden square in the eyes, having never met this man
    before and said “You are needed on the council. It does not matter what
    others think of you, they need you. Duty calls.” And just like that the
    urge disappeared, and I, even more tired than before, walked on home to the
    cottage, on the other side of the vale. Ailsa snoozing softly on my
    shoulders.



    


Chapter 10: The Foundations of Winters Quarters



    “In one small moment... a great and marvelous work begun.” - 1st Nephi,
    14:27



    Lo’sar City, Lo’sar Forrest Under The Home-trees. Frega, 29th, 2987 AoR









    The next morning was a bit of a blur. Tol’geth fetched us just before dawn,
    and unlike most mornings I found myself still exhausted and groggy. As I
    walked out of the little cottage, Ailsa on my shoulders sleeping soundly, I
    found the procession of elves I had been expecting the day before in a line
    through the center of the clearing, waiting there.



    As I walked past them to get to where I could see Tol’geth looming over
    everyone, I found the entire council, save Elmer Keeb’larch was there. I
    waved as I passed by, still groggy and barely coherent.



    “If this is how everyone else feels in the morning, then I’d hate me too,”
    I said as I took a spot directly behind Tol’geth. I groaned, leaning
    forward I rested my forehead on Tol’geth’s back, waiting for whatever one
    else was waiting for. “Morning Tol’geth,” I said, my eyes closed as I
    leaned against him, my voice muffled by the metal chain shirt he wore over
    his leather and cotton traveling cloths.



    “Good morning Wizard. Though, it seems the night did not exactly agree with
    you.” The man chuckled slightly at my misery. The burly man turned
    slightly, picked up Ailsa off my shoulders and placed her in an open empty
    satchel that seemed almost designed for the purpose. The thing was
    basically a hammock, and I don’t think I've ever been more envious of
    another creature in my entire life.



    “If you wish to postpone, I am sure we can speak to the council.” Said
    Salina whose place in the procession was directly behind me. The shock of
    her presence and the fact that I hadn’t noticed her yet didn’t affect me in
    the slightest.



    “Noooooooooo.” I groaned my response. “This needs to happen now. The first
    caravans of people will be arriving any day now.” I groaned again, though
    this time more silently as my head pulsed with a growing headache.



    “Very well,” Salina said indulgently, and I felt her hands begin to gently
    rub my shoulders infused with healing magic of a kind I was unfamiliar
    with. It would have been awkward, but I was too tired to care. Slowly my
    grogginess eased, and the aches and pains in my joints all but disappeared.



    “Well, I feel nearly normal,” I said perking up and standing straight.
    “Thank you.” I turned and bowed slightly, a gesture she returned with a
    smile. “I feel almost new.”



    “You are very welcome, friend Rayid.”



    “What are we waiting for exactly?” I asked as politely as I could.



    “Well, for that, actually.” I looked where Salina pointed and saw two elves
    carrying a large crystal the size of a small boulder slung on a wooden beam
    they each braced against their shoulders. “You know you have a remarkable
    penchant for asking questions exactly when their answers are about to be
    provided.”



    “Actually, I'm still confused. What is that exactly?”



    “Oh, well it's a mana crystal. One of the larger ones we have in Lo’sar.
    The colony has only three that are larger. This one was deemed of
    sufficient size for our needs today, and it has a full charge, whereas the
    others are still being filled in the mana chambers among the roots of the
    Home-trees.”



    “I think there were enough context clues in there for me to grasp what you
    meant,” I said wryly smiling. “How rare are crystals of such size? Are they
    naturally formed, or do you grow them?” Salina took in a breath to answer
    me, but Terr’a’min’s voice came from the front calling her up to him.



    “Excuse me Rayid, I must attend my brother.” Salina walked through the
    muddy grass up to the front of the line. She was wearing a traveling skirt
    that went to only to knee length with trousers and a green tunic and white
    shirt underneath to signify her connection to the High elves.



    
        The fact that these elves tend to color code themselves into white for
        high elves, and green for green elves, really helps,
    
    I thought as I watched Salina nearly lose a rather dainty looking boot to
    one particularly deep rivulet of mud.



    
        Wait, brother? Terr’a’min is her brother? Wait, there’s mud here?
        There’s never mud in this forest,
    
    I thought with confusion. I looked around the clearing and found that there
    was a large swath of green space that was no longer green having turned to
    mud with the morning dew that fell from trees overhead like rain. The water
    landed on that scorched earth, turning it to blackened and charcoal-colored
mud. The mud ran through the green grass that surrounded it.    Oh, that's on me. I winced.



    “That's only one of the many reasons, fire magic is not permitted
    unsupervised, in the confines of Lo’sar forest.” Came a familiar lecturing
    voice. I turned around and found the Spellwarden, and his daughter
    Telli’mier. I bowed deeply.



    “I have learned from that incident.” I pointed at the semicircle that
    spread out into a small puddle of mud and blackened earth. “See? Not nearly
    as much area was affected as last time. You have to admit, I'm getting
    better at this!”



    “Yes, I admit that your penchant for destruction is at least more focused,
    and being put to better causes.” Her disposition slipped slightly as she
    spoke the last, and I simply nodded. “Thank you, wizard, for your
    intervention. If you had not…”



    I interrupted, putting a hand up to stop her. “No need for that. It was
    something anyone with the breadth and depth of my abilities, and the little
    wisdom I have at my disposal would have done.” Her expression went from a
    genuine yet sad smile to one of slight confusion and mischief.



    “So, you’re saying you were too weak to do anything else, and not wise
    enough to find another solution?”



    “Exactly! Now you’re getting it!” I said as I tapped the side of my nose
    with one finger, my staff in the other hand. “Also impatience, don’t forget
    about that.” She laughed, thanked me again, and continued on her way. When
    she joined the end of the procession next to a familiar ranger from my
    first day in the forest, I found I wasn’t entirely unhappy about that fact.



    “I feel like I'm at an airport, waiting to board.” I mused to myself.



    “What is an air port?” Tol’geth asked, saying it as two different words. “A
    portal?”



    “My people don’t have spatial magic Tol’geth. You know that. We use flying
    machines. Airports are, well, ports for flying ships that fly through the
    air. Air, ports. Get it?” Tol’geth opened his mouth to protest but a runner
    appeared and summoned him forward to help Salina with something.



    Alone now, without anyone nearby that I knew to talk too, and with thoughts
    of airports filling my mind, I began to sing a song that became very
    popular in my high school after the retired paratrooper that ran the ROTC
    program introduced it at a school assembly about equipment safety. The guy
    got reprimanded, but the JRTOC program found itself with sixteen new
    recruits because of it, one of my best friends among them.



    At first, I just hummed the tune to the Battle Hymn of the Republic. But
    that was far from the song I had in mind. Slowly, the words came back to
    me, and I started and then finished all seven verses of the bloody, tragic,
    and hilarious song nicknamed Gory, Gory, what-a hell-of-a way to die. The
    first verse starting,



    “He was just a rookie trooper and he surely shook with fright. He checked
    off his equipment and made sure his pack was tight. He had to sit and
    listen to those awful engines roar. You ain't gonna jump no more.”



    The last ending in,



    “There was blood upon the risers, there were brains upon the 'chute.
    Intestines were a-dangling from his paratrooper suit. He was a mess, they
    picked him up and poured him from his boots. And he ain't gonna jump no
    more.”



    When I finished the last verse, I found that Tol’geth had returned,
    grinning from ear to ear. As I looked around me I found the elves were all
    scandalized, though those I knew had a good sense of humor hid smiles and
    smirks behind hands or turned backs.



    “I am still amazed at how you can sing in a language so totally different
    than any other I have ever heard, and yet, we can understand every word as
    if you spoke it in elvish, and you were born to it,” Salina said as she
    came back to take her spot behind me.



    “Well… I…” I floundered for a response but was rescued by the same voice
    that accused me.



    “Don’t worry wizard Rayid, elves know that friends, even new ones, have
secrets. And not all such things can be revealed.” She left unspoken,    even by my analyze ability. “It must be one of those unique skills
    of your homeland, an innate ability of some kind, I am sure.” She winked at
    me smiling.



    I cleared my throat. “Yes, perhaps. In truth, I don’t fully understand it
    myself.” Just as I said this she smiled, lifted a hand above her head, and
    poured out mana in a thin wisp of a line towards something at the head of
    the gathered travelers. A great light, white, green, and gold, washed over
    everyone as a rift was opened large enough for me to see from behind my
    mountainous barbarian friend.



    “Why fly wizard, when you can walk,” Tol’geth said chuckling as the
    procession started forward into the rift.



    
        I guess what Salina said about being a master of spatial magic was
        true.
    
    I thought impressed by the display. As the line moved on, I watched many go
    through the portal until eventually, Tol’geth stepped through with no
    hesitation. I stood there for a few seconds, watching the rippling energy
    before a firm feminine hand pushed me, and I stumbled through.



    -----



    When I arrived, I emptied my stomach all over Tol’geth’s back. Someone
    pushed me out of the way as they came through. Tol’geth turned, unperturbed
    by the fountain of vomit that now covered chain shirt and leathers, and
    guided me to one side.



    Once clear of the portal, I dry heaved and after a few minutes, my stomach
    settled. As I stood and wiped my mouth of whatever was left there, Salina
    walked through and the portal disappeared. When she saw me she put a hand
    to her mouth. “I forgot to take into account human sensitivity to jarring
    movement in the spell. I am sorry Rayid.” I nodded and waved her on.



    As she left to join the rest of the group I glanced up at Tol’geth “You
    now, there’s an awful lot of ‘forgetting’ about human needs and
    sensitivities that these elves seem to be doing.” Tol’geth grunted in
    acknowledgment and chuckled slightly. “How did you not hurl chunks?” I
    asked accusingly.



    “Didn’t eat breakfast.” He said as he handed me a link of jerky. “Best to
    eat soon after, I’ve found.” We walked back to the group as I gnawed on the
    beef stick.



    Someone had produced a small table and had already placed a map of the
    surrounding hills and flat land on it, along with a basin of water. I
    looked at the map, and then at the surroundings to orient myself. Lo’sar
    was to our east, a small range of mountains that straddled a large familiar
    river was to the north, with a small human town at the base of the eastern
    bank just under the mountain ranges shadow. “Do you care to tell us the
    specifics of what you envisioned Rayid?”



    “Sure,” I said as I pulled up the log that I had taken notes in on my
    personal HUD interface. I had a number of items listed there, from sewer
    needs to winter runoff, and some hand-drawn sketches that Ailsa had shown
    me how to create using the journal Lisander had gifted me with, while we
    had been in the small cottage before the last of yesterdays ‘incidence.’



    “The greatest need is going to be keeping the place dry with all of the
    traffic. I’ve noticed that humans tend to live much more closely together
    then you elves do, and we tend to move around in the same patterns
    repeatedly throughout the day doing chores and tasks that are highly
    repetitive.”



    “Why?” Asked a young elf from the back of the group. “What's the purpose of
    that?”



    “Good question” I pointed at him “Whatever your name is…”



    “Its Der’il’min, I’m one of the builder apprentices.”



    “Der’il, right”



    “Um, no…” I waved away his correction.



    “A good example of a repetitive action that people need to do on a regular
    daily basis, fetching water. Most elves have enough ability with water
    magic to just magic up some water whenever you want, most humans? We don’t.
    We have to dig a large hole in the ground called a well, and then get water
    from that.”



    “That's unsanitary.” Der’il’min grimaced.



    “Well yeah, that's one of the things I was going to get to later. It's on
    the list.” I pointed at my screen, that I realized no one else could see. I
    turned to Ailsa, who buzzed her wings and pointed to a button labeled
    “transparency” at the bottom of the screen I had missed. “Oh, right. Here.”
    I hit the button and everyone saw what I was looking at.



    “Rayid? What language is this?” Salina asked after a few seconds of
    silence.



    I facepalmed “Crap, I wrote this in English. Ailsa? Any help?” She shook
    her head.



    “You’re going to have to just translate it.” Ailsa buzzed her wings in my
    ear, annoyed. “There are few limits to what the mystical, magical journal
    Lisander gave you can do with the information you put into it. Yet,
    somehow, a day after being given this wonderful gift, you found them.”
    Snickers rippled through the group of assembled elves.



    “It's just translating” I suggested. “Google Translate can do that,” I
    complained.



    “Google doesn’t exist here, outside your island home. Remember? Besides,
    even Google Translate can’t translate things from a language its never
    encountered before. Meathead.”



    Oh, it's going to be like that, is it?
    I thought as I breathed a deep sigh. “Alright, alright, let me start at the
    beginning. First, and I'll explain why later, I need gravel.” The group of
    elves were quiet for a few seconds before a hand was raised in question.
    “Yes, you, Darryl.”



    “Um, first, that's not my name. Second, whats gravel?”



    This is going to be a long meeting,
    I thought before I bent down and searched for a second on the ground,
    picked up a small rock, and stood back up raising it so everyone could see
    the stone. “Gravel, tiny rocks, pebbles really, that can be used in
    building roads after we place larger stones, to provide an even walkway
    that wouldn’t be easily washed away with rain. Like this.” I said waving
    the rock around slightly.



    “We use gravel to prevent the streets from being turned into muddy bogs
    that small children can get stuck in.” A few of the elves snickered, but
    quickly went quiet when I looked at them.



    “Why not just use magic to stop that from happening like we do by
    encouraging grass to grow, and by putting in walking stones?” One of the
    other elves asked.



    “Name?” I asked



    “Sig’man’sel” the young female elf with long brown hair said. She was
    standing behind Salina and was dressed similarly. “I am Ambassador Salina’s
    personal assistant while she is among us here at Lo’sar.”



    “Good question Sig’man.”



    “Please don’t call me that Wizard Rayid.” She asked, blushing slightly.



    “Do you not all shorten your names for the purposes of not taking forever
    in conversation?” A few of them shook their heads.



    “Really?” I asked myself. “Okay. Can we work on a first-name basis then? Is
    that allowed?”
    

    “That should work” Salina said.



    “Oh good, sorry about that.” I smiled good-naturedly at the group and
    looked at Der’il’min “Do you mind if we shorten your name to Der’il?” He
    shook his head vigorously and inside I sighed. “How about you Sig’man’sel?”



    “You can use my first name, Sig, that is acceptable. I fear there is a
    slight little cultural clash here, let me explain.” She said as she stepped
    forward slightly into the main circle of elves. Lisander, who was standing
    opposite Salina in the circle rolled her eyes slightly.



    “The first and second portions of an elf name, without the house name at
    the end, is reserved for more intimate partners.” She explained blushing
    slightly. I looked around the group and a few of the elves had a slight
    redness to their cheeks as well.



    “The full name is for formal occasions or new introductions. First names
    are for work-a-day activities, though in all elf cultures one should always
    introduce themselves fully first. Hence the confusion at the beginning of
    this meeting.”



    “Okay, lesson learned. Thank you.” I gestured back to the map on the table
    trying not to think about the implications of calling Der by the name I had
    suggested. “The answer to your question Sig is that we can’t rely on humans
    having that kind of magic or the kind of power to do it on the scale I’m
    thinking this settlement is going to need.”



    Another elf that I had not met yet, one from Salina’s retinue spoke up
    then. “I’m still very uncomfortable with the idea of so many humans living
    so close to our borders. Even if they are in the provinces. I mean, it's
    right on the border, literally less than half a days walk from one of the
    smaller Lo’sarian settlements.”



    Salina turned to the stately looking elf man who had spoken “Do not allow
    your prejudices to blind you to the plight of people in need kinsmen. These
    refugees will be in desperate need of succor when they arrive, and I for
    one…”



    I saw where the conversation was going and I decided to head it off before
    it got too far off-topic. I raised my voice to cut everyone off “I
    understand, this is going to be, for a time, much larger than even Cutters
    Hollow.” Several members of the group, particularly among the high elves,
    murmured worriedly amongst themselves.



    “But do not despair, this is and has only ever been seen as a temporary
    settlement. It may take a couple of years, three at the most but this” I
    gestured to the hills, and flat valleys between them “this shelter from the
    brutal winters here in the north, will eventually disappear from your
    borders, and when it does it will be gone nearly as swiftly as when it
    arose.”



    “But how can you know that?” One asked. “Humans come, and in our
    experience, unless they are burned out, they breed like rabbits.” A few
    voices around the young elf lord who had spoke chided him quietly for his
    temerity. Another said “where will they go? These, Pervolin refugees?”



    “That is a good question.” I pulled out the larger map that Tol’geth had
    given me. I looked at it for a moment and remembered what I had chosen, and
    why. Before speaking I pointed at the portion of the map that was nearly
    empty save for only a few large features. Things like The Krag, a handful
    of mountain outcroppings along the great river, and a giant empty swaths of
    land both east and west of the river with the simple labeling of Horse
    Clans. The farthest known human settlement on the map was named Hunters
    Hollow on the north side of a tiny lake named Silver Lake not far from
    where we were. “North. They will go north.”



    “But that is unknown land. Few have ventured there and even fewer have
    returned.” Terr’a’min stated.



    “True, for the most part, but that's what partially makes it an adventure.”
    I smiled. “Look, the people here will need help. I know this, there’s a
    reason I was asked to do this. My, clan? Yeah, clan, experienced much of
    what these people are going through in our past. We were driven from home
    after home, and had to experience a brutal winter in a place like this.”



    I gestured to the landscape around us. “It's why I’m looking for gravel and
    seeking to ensure proper drainage and sewage. Otherwise disease, injury,
    and illness will run ramped, those killed hundreds of people that winter
    all those years ago, and I don’t want these people to experience that.” The
    elves all around me nodded.



    “I know one place where such, gravel, as you call it, exists. At the base
    of the mountains behind lake town at the Dow’del ruin. The place is filled
    with such tiny stones, it makes finding your footing difficult.” I looked
    at who spoke and found that it was the ranger from when we first crossed
    the river from Cutters Hollow.



    “Li’anin, yes?” She nodded. “Thank you, I will go and survey it soon as I
    can. As for housing options, we don’t have much time before the first
    caravans arrive I believe.” I looked at Ailsa, who nodded as she floated
    about the working group.



    “I can confirm that.” Telli’meir said, gesturing towards the water basin. I
    raised my eyebrows at her confused. “I have scryed the roads from the
    twins, the first caravan is crossing by the Great Marsh now, between the
    river on the east side and the cutters forest. They will be here in days,
    if not sooner.”



    “How many?” I asked



    “I don’t know but there are at least ten covered wagons, pulled by oxen or
    horses, and a handful of carts being pulled by hand by the younger and
    fitter of the group.”



    “Well, we better get working then. I was thinking we could…” I laid out my
    vision for the first set of buildings, large longhouses with space for ten
    families of five each. No doors or full ceiling-high walls internally, but
    curtains for doors, and wooden barriers for walls and privacy. Large double
    doors at each end, and windows that would provide both light and
    ventilation, as well as a central fire pit of stones, that would each be
    enchanted with a simple air spell by our elvish friends, to coax the smoke
    out a shaft at the very top of the buildings. I even had several crude
    drawings that I showed everyone on my now visible journal screen.



    The elves liked the design, Tol’geth did too to my surprise. “It is like
    the halls of my fathers in Barisel.” He explained, “Save, the fire pits are
    made of stone that reaches to the ceiling, and the walls inside are
    finished with brick and mortar.”



    My first plan was a block of ten of these buildings, each with two large
    cooking pits outside, and a large public toilet, one half for men the other
    for women, and a large bath for every block. It was in-elegant but would
    serve the purpose as needed.



    When the subject of payment and cost was brought up, I sighed. “I don’t
    have much.” I motioned for Ailsa to bring out my bag. Once it appeared, I
    rifled through it for what I was looking for. Eventually I produced two
    sacks of coin. “Some of this is gold, most is silver. Maybe a total of
    fifteen pieces of gold, nearly a hundred of silver. The denominations are
    slightly larger than those used by the Torish by about a fourth so if you
    melt them it should help you fetch a better value. It's what I brought with
    me from my home. This I hope, will be enough to cover the costs of the
    first block of ten. In the meantime, I have to rely on your charity, and
    the promise of future payment.”



    Terr’a’min nodded “This was understood when the council voted, it was the
    second greatest point of contention in our discussions. But we have made
    our decision and will stick by it. What of the cost master builder?” He
    asked looking towards a large heavily built elf I recognized only from the
    party the other day.



    “Well, I have not built these structures before, but they do not seem
    overly complicated. Each one will fell perhaps, half of a grand tree, and
    each will cost us perhaps a gold piece in metalwork. The real cost is the
    labor of it. If I have to pay a crew of workers, each would easily cost
    nearly an additional gold by the end of it. If I hire cheaper labor from
    Cutters Hollow and Lake Town, I could perhaps cut that in half. But
    regardless that is still the largest hurdle we must overcome.”



    “You can take any liberties with the design you think prudent to cut costs,
    as long as it still fits the amount needed comfortably, and meets the needs
    I have mentioned.” The builder elf nodded.



    “I can already see a few things we can do to improve the efficiency of the
    space internally while cutting costs.”



    “Good. You know your craft, I won’t get in your way.”



    “How many do you think will be needed before winter fully sets in?”
    Terr’a’min asked me. I shrugged in response.



    “I honestly have no idea. I will be journeying south soon after the ground
    is broken here, to help Tol’geth with his searching. That will give me a
    better understanding of the scale of what we are looking for. For now, try
    to build a new block for every caravan of this first one's size or larger.”



    “You will be leaving?” Lisander asked. “We thought that you would be
    staying to help oversee the construction of the settlement.”



    I looked at the master builder and asked: “With these ideas, and the
    knowledge of how I envision this being laid out, do you need me to oversee
    the work?”



    “Nope, you would only get underfoot young wizard, no offense.” I smiled and
    waved it off.



    “When can construction begin?” I asked the craftsmen.



    “Now, I’ve already got elves bringing in Cutters, and felling some of the
    more sickly or elder trees that will probably not survive the winter
    anyway. As for when we finish the first building? Well, perhaps by the end
    of the day on the first building is the plan. We should have two or three
    buildings from the first block done by tomorrow afternoon if everything
    goes well. The roads will be the most tricky part, I’ve never done anything
    like them before.”



    “Wow, you all work fast. Don’t worry, I'm sure we can find humans among the
    refugees who have at least done some work on roads before. If not, well we
    will muddle through won't we.”



    “Many have come as volunteers, even if they are somewhat untrained in
    building construction they have strong backs that can be put to work.
    Everything else required for these simple structures can be easily taught.
    The hardest part is going to be the foundations. The earth is cold and
    hard, and will only get colder until it is frozen. We will need to use
    magic to break the soil, which requires skilled earth mages. We have a few
    who have volunteered but they will be sorely worked as we go.”



    “Give them my personal thanks.” The master-builder nodded and we discussed
    a few more details. He asked me about how humans typically did sewer
    systems, how we handled roadside irrigation and trash removal. I explained
    what I could, but honestly most of it I was unfamiliar with in a
    semi-medieval setting. I encouraged him to be creative with it, but to try
    and use as little magic as possible. Where magic was used, to keep the
    enchantments simple and easily re-imbued with mana. By noon we had a decent
    looking plan, and the ground on the first building was broken as we talked.



    When the sun was high, the earth and air warm, we broke for lunch, I
    discovered that I had earned 3 skill points in Survey, and 1 skill point in
    Analyze, the skill not the ability, though I was still kind of fuzzy on how
    the two interacted.



    Tol’geth, Ailsa, Lisander and I ate fruit and jerky links that Tol’geth
    produced from a large sack he carried through the portal that morning. As
    we ate we talked about a number of things, and though both Lisander and
    Ailsa both attempted to explain the difference between the Analyze skill
    and the ability, and how the two fed off one another, at the end of that
    conversation I was still highly confused.



    After lunch was over, the majority of the group ended up going back to
    Lo’sar with Salina. I ended up staying to help with the work, what little I
    could do I would do. It was also far safer to practice my magic, and learn
    new spells, particularly fire spells, here then it was back in the heart of
    the deep forest. Besides, I wanted to be here when the first caravan
    arrived so I could actually meet the people I was sent here to help.



    Tol’geth, Ailsa, Li’anin the ranger, and a hand full of others including
    the master-builder whose name I learned was In’arian, all stayed to help in
    some way. Li’anin patrolled with her entire squad of rangers who had
    followed her here, including Ste’rill, the elf who had bad-mouthed Tol’geth
    when we first met. He wasn’t such a bad guy, we had interacted a few times
    since then, mainly at the party. He had been a member of the drum circle
    who had helped me with the song.



    When asked why she patrolled the empty lands that surrounded us, she only
    said: “Salina isn’t the only one with spatial magics.” She then continued
    about her work, going out in intervals that seemed almost random, and at
    times that must have been rather inconvenient to her and her squads
    sleeping schedules.



    In’arian the builder and professed architect, built as quickly as he could.
    One building after another sprouted like wheat, and by the end of the
    second day we had nearly three buildings finished. We were well ahead of
    schedule.



    Tol’geth and Ailsa both helped me work with In’arian, and with their
    contributions, we sped the building process. When the work was finished
    each day, or when we were starting to get in the way of the more skilled
    work, my friends helped me train my magical skills, and while my mana bar
    was refilling, the sword. I had little skill with the thing, but the
    training allowed me to grow my skills 3 points in swordsmanship, 3 skill
    points in light magic, and 2 in force magic. I didn’t use much fire magic,
    though I did try out several fire spells that worked well. But once I had
    them, I left them to focus on my other forms of magic.



    When I began casting fire spells like mad into the moving water of the
    river, Ailsa stopped me worried. “Hey meathead, you need to be careful!”
    

    “Why?” I asked as the fire from my last fire jet spell fizzled off my
    hands.



    “I haven’t had the opportunity to go over this with you. And to be honest,
    I didn't think I would need to for a while longer, it usually doesn’t
    become a problem until someone begins getting into their journeyman ranks.”



    “What is the problem?” I asked getting exasperated. I felt like I needed to
    keep blasting something. Like I wanted to keep using the magic, and I
    realized then that something was a little off. So, I started listening
    closely.



    “Well, magic has multiple kinds of costs and effects. Just as your will
    needs to be synced with the type of mental state required to cast magic, so
    too can the magic effect your mental state to bring it more in line with
    the type of magic your using and the intent that you're using that magic
    for.” Ailsa explained as she danced above the water, her spear stabbing
    into the rippling current.



    “Like a river can eventually break a dam? Or…”



    “No meathead, like a self-reinforcing prophecy about you thinking about a
    prophecy, so you think about the prophecy. You thinking about the prophecy
    makes it true, so you keep thinking about whether or not its true or not
    because of the esoteric nature of it, and you fight with yourself as to the
    entire practice of prophecy and whether or not it's valid in the first
    place, and so you keep thinking about it, and it gains more power, and the
    more power the prophecy has, the more you think about it and…”



    “Wow!” I said raising my hands and voice in surrender. “Okay! I think I
    understand. My emotions allow me to tap into the magic, and the magic sends
    some kind of feedback into my emotions, making me more of that type of
    emotion or mindset or whatever, and bringing me more in sync with the
    magic. That about right?”



    “Yeah, basically.” She said as she spun just above the water like a
    ballerina, sending a spray of fresh, swiftly moving droplets over the water
    where they splashed back down in a nearly perfect circle radiating out from
    where she was hovering. “What that means is, that the more fire magic
    spells you cast, the more your Emotional Stability characteristic is
    important. And the same goes for other types of magic, but those aren’t
    really important right now.”



    “Okay, emotional stability is important. Can I get back to practice now?” I
    asked. She turned and glared at me as she hovered over the river.



    “No, you should go meditate or do something else useful for a while. We
    don’t want you going all Pyris on us and burning down those fancy new
    houses we just built. Besides, you should take a look at your mana pool and
    figure out the math there. That was something you said you wanted to do
    this morning.”



    “True, alright I’ll take a break.” I left and found a good spot atop a
    small hill to take a look and do some character exploring. After looking
    into the mystery of the mana pool for a while, I had discovered that a
    person's maximum mana was derived from their average magic skill score of
    the types of magic that they knew. It was why shorter-lived races like
    humans and goblins usually specialized in the magic type that was easiest
    for them to sync with, while longer-lived races like fairies and elves,
    often had more broad educations and would end up mastering all forms of
    magic some time near the end of their lives.



    Ailsa explained the concept when asked about it. “What you’ve figured out
    so far isn’t wrong, each person has one, or perhaps two or three elements
    that they synchronize with much easier. Some say this is an innate thing,
    others that it's based on the experience, emotions, or even philosophy of
    the magic-user.”



    “Whatever the case may be, it's usually best for a magic user, any
    magic-user, to focus on one or two types of magic. Becoming proficient in
    those that they are naturally, or that they eventually become more
    synergistic with. That is why your gift from Ethria is so powerful. It
    somehow allows your mind to be flexible enough to understand and sync
    easily with all kinds of magic.”



    She went on to explain that If a human tried to learn every type of magic,
    and only was able to get a couple of skill points in each magic skill,
    their mana pool would be drastically smaller then if they had never learned
    that magic, to begin with. Depending on how bad the disparity was between
    the new magic skill level, and the originally mastered magic was the cut
    could be huge, something that could cripple or even stall a casters growth
    in their chosen expertise.



    She also explained that not all was lost in such a case, as a person could
    allow their skill in a certain magic to atrophied over time, and if it ever
    dropped below 1 point it disappeared from their skill list, though they
    would lose access to all of the spells they had learned that contained that
    type of magic.



    It seemed Ethria wanted a check on magic users growing too powerful, and
    learning all of its secrets easily. And so, it had devised a way to
    accomplish exactly that.



    ---



    In the morning of the third day Ailsa, Tol’geth, and I were eating
    breakfast when we heard a commotion. Someone was shouting something, but I
    couldn’t really make it out. I bite down on the apple-banana thing I was
    eating for breakfast, having taken a liking to the strange things, and
    strained to hear the words on the wind. “To arms! To arms! Goblins!”



    “Did I just hear that right?” I asked the group, who were already wearing
    concerned expressions.



    “I think so…” Ailsa said dropping the piece of cheese she was eating and
    jumping into the sky like a rocket. Tol’geth was swift to his feet, and I
    stood with him. We ran, Tol’geth outpacing me by a good bit, to the ridge
    of the small hill we had made our camp on, and looked down on the worksite.



    A red and yellow rift was open just at the mouth of the shallow valley we
    had used as the building site for the first block of longhouses. Swamp
    goblins, their distinctive sickly dark green skin visible under the morning
    sun, poured out of the portal. We looked down from our small hill as dozens
    of them filled the worksite. A handful of the creatures were already
    harassing the workers.



    Further down the valley the elven workers, wielding hammers, saw blades,
    and shovels tried to form a cohesive line against the gathering horde.
    Though some of the workers had yet to make it there, and where cut down as
    the horde began advancing, still growing by the second. Behind the
    impromptu line, the rangers who had been returning from patrol let loose
    arrow after arrow into the raiding horde, all four arrows in their first
    volley hitting their marks hard enough to pin the bodies to the ground.



    “Well, it looks like the goblins had more in mind then just raiding a few
    barges this winter. Let's go.” I said stepping forward. Tol’geth put a hand
    out to stop me from joining the builders.



    “There is a shaman holding that open. We need to find him and kill him.
    Then we can deal with what's left.” I nodded but looked back at the elves,
    who were struggling to keep the green creatures at bay. One of the workers,
    a man who was particularly skilled with woodwork, went down screaming as he
    was stabbed in the shoulder by a wicked-looking spear point.



    Ailsa buzzed over the heads of the goblins, spitting force bolts in every
    direction, and cast a healing spell directly on the man's shoulder while
    she flew by. The goblins grew disoriented as three of their number now lay
    dead, the man they had just successfully attacked was standing again wound
    gone, and they had no idea what was going on. I grinned at her tactics and
    followed as Tol’geth lead the way.



    We ran to where we could see the rear portion of the portal. The portal
    disk on the reverse was pitch black, but behind there was a goblin shaman,
    who pouring mana into a wooden crate with a large crystal inside. “There.”
    He said pointing out the obvious. “That box, we need to break it, take it
    away from the shaman. It's how he is able to use such a powerful spell.”



    “Protect me, I’ll snipe him out from here,” I said and then the world
    melted around me as I allowed my mind to clear. When I opened them again,
    stars of different shapes and sizes appeared lazily swirling around me. I
    picked the one I thought I would need, and fired.



    


        “You cast Shearing Force Bolt 1, dealing 15 damage to Magic shield.
        Armor Penetration: 5. Magic Penetration: 5. Damage received by target,
        0.”


    



    The force bolt was an augmentation I had learned when attacking
    Telli’mier’s ex’s shield a few days ago back in Lo’sar. It wasn’t
    inherently more powerful than a normal force bolt, in fact, it lost some of
    its stopping power, as I redirected the energy into shaping the bolt to
    pierce armor, and then spun it so that it would be more effective against
    magical barriers. The effect was a bit like the rifling of a gun barrel.



    The bolt hit a barrier around the chanting shaman as I was expecting, and
    it flared to life in bright sparks of white and gold. The force rippled
    over the shield but other then that did little in the way of disrupting the
    shaman’s work.



    The two large goblin guards, at least twice the size of their smaller
    horde-like brethren, yelled for assistance in their guttural tongue, and
    nearly a dozen of the smaller creatures broke off from the assault and
    started making their way to protect their leader. Tol’geth looked at me
    like I was an idiot, but I just smiled and said “All according to plan.
    Cover me, dude.”



    I let the world melt away again, syncing my will to my more powerful magic
    type, fire. I blinked and the world was tinted in red. Thinking of one of
    the new spells I had at my disposal, I started channeling mana into a ball
    in the palm of my hand. Once I had enough mana, I stretched my hand with
    the ball out and touched it to the red film, absorbing it all.



    The mana exploded into heat, but I didn’t feel the searing pain that would
normally be associated with holding a ball of fire.    That clinches it, I have fire resistance. I thought. I considered
    where to best place the spell so that it hit more foes if it simply broke
    against the shaman’s spell barrier. Got it.



    I laid my hand out flat, and the ball of flames, sustained by swirling
    mana, shot clear from my palm and into the barrier. It exploded like
    napalm, the mana inside the construct gave the flame tangible stickiness
    that saw the barrier light up, hold for nearly thirty seconds, then falter.
    Sadly, the substance hadn’t gotten high enough on the barrier to land on
    the goblin mage when it finally broke.



    No problem
    , I thought as stars exploded to life around me. I grabbed one at random
    and threw it like a softball at the little green monster whose
    concentration still hadn’t broken. I didn’t need to throw it that way, but
    it did seem a lot more theatrical and cool.



    The force bolt slammed into the side of the little guys head and rocked him
    over.



    


        “You cast Force Bolt Multiplier 1, dealing Goblin Shaman 28 damage.
        Status Effects: Stunned, 3 seconds.”
 

   



    Force Bolt Multiplier was another one of the augmentations I had created.
    It tuned up force bolt’s cooldown to nearly thirty seconds but nearly
    tripled the damage the spell could do. “That wasn’t a good throw, dang it,”
    I said annoyed. 28 damage meant I had only done about 9 damage with the
base spell, only about a point or two higher than the minimum damage.     Bad rolls.



    It did have the desired effect, however. The goblin pitched over, stunned,
    and the portal flickered in and out. The sickly green creatures who were
    trapped in the portal when it flickered out, had, unfortunate things happen
    to them. They lost arms, legs, ears, toes, and in one particularly nasty
    case bisected completely, its intestines spilling onto the battlefield just
    under the flickering portal, tripping others as they came through on its
    blood and viscera.



    I wasn’t use to battle, its sounds, smells, or sights, but for the most
    part, they didn't seem to bother me. The sight of that goblins intestines
    spilling out of where his lower half had just been? Well, I tried not to
    retch as it reminded me of something rather traumatic that happened my
    senior year in high school. A second-generation Japanese-American student
    had attempted to commit seppuku outside the cafeteria before school
    started. Full-on ritual disembowelment.



    He didn’t die cleanly though, as he envisioned happening. We later learned
    he had researched and had done everything correctly about the ritual.
    Except for one detail. He had no headman to ensure him a clean, honorable
    death.



    When I and my friends arrived at school that morning we found him moaning,
    crying, and dying in a pool of his own blood, feces, and urine as we
    watched him, stunned, desperately trying to shove his ruptured intestines
    back into his body. He died on his way to the hospital.



    I looked away from the now trampled goblin and breathed for a few seconds,
    before looking over my spell list for something to cast. I had just used
    Fireball, Fire Jet wouldn’t be of any help until the goblins got right in
    my face, I had 25 seconds to go on the cool down for Force Bolt 1. Cure
    light wounds and Light Ball wouldn’t be any help.



    I had three more spells on the list, I looked at the names of each and
    decided on one. Then, the world was red again, but this time tiny stars
    dotted the red landscape. With a thought of will, the stars coalesced and
    infused the mana that I had already summoned in my hand. The mana and stars
    merged with the red haze and took the shape of 5 tiny, angry red pebbles.
    
        Flaming Stones is a spell of both fire and force types of magic, this
        should be fun to watch.
    



    I was maxing the spell out, this was costing me nearly 250 mana, and I had
    already depleted a significant portion of my mana bar earlier with
training.     Even with the exorbitant cost, this should be worth it. I hope.



    I wound up and tossed all five in the same direction as the goblin magic
    user like I had the force bolt before. The magic inherent in the spell
    corrected its course and struck an already hastily re-formed spell shield.
    When the first pebble hit the shield, it splattered like a piece of
    spaghetti and began heating up and smoking. The others followed shortly
    after, each smacking against the top of the new dome and doing a gnarly
    amount of damage to the shield.



    After a couple of seconds, the shield broke. Another second or two after
    that, the shaman screamed as the now white-hot masses rained down on him,
    and about three seconds after, the screaming stopped. The portal fluttered,
    before fully disappearing having lost its connection to the will that was
    keeping the spell structured.



    I sighed in relief and took stock of the battlefield. Nearly a hundred tiny
    green warriors had gotten through the portal before it died, of those only
    about two-thirds were still alive. Tol’geth hadn’t waited around for the
    goblins who had reversed course to protect their shaman to reach us. He had
    charged them and cut them to ribbons. Tol’geth now stood over their broken
    bodies, crushing the last living one with his bare hands. I watched as he
    dropped the body, neck now snapped, and began to charge the rear of the
    horde.



    The horde itself was in a near panic, as those in the back who had just
    witnessed Tol’geth rip apart nearly twelve of their number without taking a
    single point of damage, desperately tried to get away from the harvester of
    ripe goblin heads. Those in the front attempted to back up as the rangers
    joined the melee, swords, and daggers in hand and encouraging the workers
    to push hard.



    I for my part, I left them to their work. I was nearly depleted of mana,
    and almost all my spells, save Fire Jet and a couple of utility spells I
    still had, where on cool down. Though force bolt was about to be up soon. I
    walked down the gentle slope of the hill and saw Ailsa flying low for
    another magical bombing run. The balls of lightning and purple arcing
    electricity she spewed from her hands as she passed, devastated an entire
    row of the horde before she zipped past the elven line as I watched.



    I made my way to what was left of the goblin shaman, and his two
    bodyguards, and began policing their gear. The second of the two guards was
    still alive, though his body was half-melted from the rain of death that
    had been the Flaming Stones. I finished him off with my staff, more out of
    pity than malice, and finished my work, searching his body for any useful
    gear. The only thing not touched by the flames that still burned on the
    field that he had, was a long crudely made short sword. The same story as
    the first of the guards I had checked.



    Walking through the still-smoldering grass, I made my way to the
    crystal-in-a-crate. I picked placed my hand on it and got a prompt.



    


        “You have found a Magical Portal Stone. This stone permits two magic
        users both capable of manipulating spatial magic of any skill level, to
        create a portal from one crystal to another crystal of the same type,
        as long as mana remains in the crystal, and both users maintain the
        spell. Current Mana Stored: 557 / 10,000. Current durability: 137 /
        200.”
   

 



    I put the portal stone in a pile with the little other gear I had policed
    from the dead goblins. The short swords and a few copper coins were about
    all I had gathered there.



    When I got to looting the body of the shaman, I realized just how much
    damage Flaming Stones did to items and gear. The only usable thing I got
    off the body of the creature was the crystal that had been embedded in the
    head of its staff. The staff itself was a burned cinder, but somehow the
    crystal had survived.



    


        “You have found “Crystal of Spell Storage." This crystal, if applied to
        a magical staff, will imbue the staff with multiple spell storage
        slots. Number of spell storage slots is dependent upon staff quality,
        availability, and quality of runes, and other, as of yet unknown
        factors.”
   

 



    Tol’geth eventually found me sitting on top of the portal crystal fiddling
    with my staff and trying to get it and the crystal to merge. “It doesn’t
    work like that meathead.” Ailsa chided as she landed on my shoulder. I
    showed her the crystal and she was at least mildly impressed. “That's a
    good spell focus, and spell storage slots are really useful. They…”



    We were interrupted as another portal, this time familiar and friendly
    colors, and much smaller in size opened nearly in the same spot as the
    goblin's had been. Salina, Lisander, and Sed hot on her heels walked
    through the portal. “We have troubles” Salina said, her brow creased and
    expression stern.



    “What trouble? We just killed one of the goblin shamans and seized a portal
    crystal. That has got to be a blow to their raiding operation.” I said a
    little smugly.



    “Not so. Yes, this battle was well won.” Salina said.



    “We watched it in the scrying room in the Home Trees. But the human caravan
    has been attacked, that's why it's so late.” Lisander said helpfully.



    Salina shot her a look and then continued. “The caravan has been delayed
    yes, but the goblins don’t seem to be interested in simple river trail
    raids, as brutal as they may be on their victims.” She said placating me as
    I was about to protest. “The Goblins have laid siege to the northwestern
    twin, they have raided Cutters Hollow, and even now a battle rages in
    Laketown. Though the reports from there are, different.”



    “They even attacked a few of our minor hamlets southeast of here.” Lisander
    interrupted again, and Salina rolled her eyes at the younger elf's
    excitement.



    “We think the raids against us, as minor as they are, are designed to
    distract us while they attacked the humans in force,” Sed said taking the
    reins of the explanation from the two women. “Cutters Hollow is close
    enough we have given our support of ten of our best ranger teams. The Twins
    have enough men and mercenaries within their walls that they can defend
    themselves from even the most insistent of goblin sieges” He said ‘sieges’
    almost dismissively.



    
        Hard to blame him, goblins don’t seem that smart. I mean, even the
        shaman just walked up here with nothing more than two bodyguards and
        attempted to open a portal that would have just buried us in bodies.
        Effective against civilians sure, but hardly something anyone would
        recognize as proper warfighting strategy.
    



    “The two groups we are concerned about” Said Salina taking over the
    explanation again. “Are the caravan, which isn’t very far from here but is
    under constant harassment by wargs and the bugbear that leads them, and the
    attack on Laketown.”



    I stood up dusted myself off, checked my cool down timers where all to zero
    save for Flaming Stones which had about 20 minutes left on it. The dang
    thing had an hour-long cooldown, the longest one in my entire spell list.
    “We will take the caravan,” I said gesturing to encompass my two
    companions. “Why don’t you take the rangers, and go to Laketown. If
    something strange is going on there, its best we send our best, yeah?” The
    three looked at each other.



    “I will take the rangers and go join the forces we have already sent there.
    These two are not trained in combat, even in the slightest.” Salina said.
    When Lisander attempted to argue she raised a hand and cut the younger elf
    off. “No matter how powerful you are at magic my dear, combat magic is a
    different beast altogether. Enchantment is useful, but it takes time and
    training to weave mana and spells quickly while being threatened with a
    knife, or worse.” Lisander went quiet and nodded her assent.



    “Hmm, I actually might have a way for you to help before you leave
    Lisander.” I said and produced my staff and the crystal. Lisander got a
    gleam of mischief in her eyes and took them both from me.



    “This will only take a second.” She said as she grinned from ear to ear.



    ----



    We came through the portal into a small outcropping of loosely gathered
    trees, and we could see the wagon-train circled for defense about half a
    mile away to the north of us. I pocketed the device that Salina gave me for
    when we were done and surveyed the battle.



    Large hyena-like dogs, Wargs Salina had called them, ridden by puke green
    goblins, harassed the barricade with arrows, slung stones, and thrown
    rocks. One of the wargs every few seconds would try to dart in, bite a
    wagon and pull, trying to open the circle up for easier attack. Each time
    they were only mildly successful, pulling the wagons a couple of inches out
    of alignment before being chased off or killed by angry caravaners with
    pitchforks, cutting axes, hunting bows, and shovels.



    Leading this force was a large goblin, larger even then the two bodyguards
    that had protected the shaman back at the new settlement. I watched as he
    brandished a sword about the same size as his lesser brethren, and ordered
    another set of three wargs and their riders.



    “Any ideas about how to tackle this?” I asked.



    Tol’geth just shrugged “walk-up, kill the dog, then the goblin. Not much
    too it.”



    Why do I ask?
    I thought annoyed as I rubbed my temple.



    “I’ll distract them,” Ailsa said as she hovered over us. “You two get in
    there…” She waved a hand in the general direction of the circled wagon.
    “... and help those people.” I fought not to roll my eyes, I really did.
    “And, go!” Ailsa shouted as she took off like a bullet in the direction of
    the wargs. Tol’geth shrugged and began jogging after her.



    “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m not getting through that…” I whispered to
    myself examining the situation. There where at least ten, maybe twelve of
    the massive wargs, not including their leader. They were faster than me,
    and if any of them could get within even a few feet of me, I would die.
    Even though I was a master ranked pyromancer, and had fire at my
    fingertips, my health was still pretty low. I glanced at my spell list
    again and found a spell there that might help, but that I really didn’t
    want to try. My last use of it had been, somewhat disasters.



    Looking down at my new toy, I read the description again, hoping it might
    provide some kind of answer for me.



    
        “You have received Wizards Spell Storage Staff. This weapon is an
        arcane focus for magical spells. Weapon Information: Melee, 1d6 damage
        +4, 1d4 poison damage. Rarity: Uncommon. Quality: Good, Magical.
        Durability: 152 = 150 base materials + 2 rune bonus. Total Spell Slots:
        5 = 2 rune bonus and base materials + 3 spell storage crystal.
        Hardness: 11 = 10 base materials + 1 rune bonus.
Additional information: This staff has been enchanted with runes, Steel
        +3 damage, melee. Mersary, 1d4 poison damage over an equal number of
        seconds, does not stack, melee. Urtasium, + 1 hardness, durability, and
        melee damage. Eithercite, +2 spell enchantment slots, +2 to the skill
        check of casting all spell types. ”




    “This is going to be awesome once I get some spells stored in it, but that
    will take time. I really don’t have that right now.” I said to myself, as I
    turned back to my spell list. “Just sucks that her adding that crystal and
    upgrading my storage slots removed the spells I had.”



    Sighing, I did something I didn’t want to do. The world went into a red
    haze as I blinked, and I sat down in the lotus position. I pushed nearly
    all of the mana I had been able to recoup up to this point down into the
    earth in search of what I wanted. It took me a bit, and in that time I
heard Tol’geth and Ailsa engage the enemy, but I kept searching.    No, not it. Nope, that's an earth version, aaaaaaaaaand, yes!



    I opened my eyes, and the red haze in my vision sturred and spun into a
    single spinning disk. It was a portal into another realm “Come forth
    elemental. I have paid the price in magic, and I require your service.” I
    said in the ancient tongue of the realm of fire, a hissing popping and
    cracking sound that hurt my throat to mimic. A tiny creature made of pure
    flame with a single piece of coal at its center appeared, and I analyzed
    it.



“Name: *crack*-hsssss*crack-pop*
Race: Lesser Fire Elemental
Class: Elemental Guard
Level: 1
Height: 4’3
Skin Color: Fire
Hair: Fire
Heritage: N/A
Affiliation: Summoner, Elemental Plane of Fire
Religion: Pyros, Titan of Elemental Fire
Alignment: Lawful, Instinctive
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        Special Abilities



Fire Breath: 1d10 + summoners fire magic skill level damage in a
        15-foot cone. 1/day.

On Fire: Can set anything easily flammable aflame with only a touch.
        Touch deals 1d6 damage per second.”





    What’s a Titan? 
I thought to myself before hearing a great crash and screams.    I should focus. The creature I had summoned stood in front of me
waiting for my commands.    It's not very strong, but it is literally on fire. Before I did
    anything, I re-read the spell description.
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    I closed the screen and looked at my summoned creature square in the flame
    pits it had for eyes.



    


        “Do you want to possess your summoned creature, rather than issue one
        simple command? Yes / No”
   

 



    I selected the Yes option, and my vision went black. I couldn’t feel
    anything but burning, and fire. But, that fire, the burning, felt… good. It
    felt normal, like the soft breeze of the wind on my old bodies skin before
    I changed.



    I opened my eyes, and I understood the world as two different truths. Fire,
    and fuel. I looked over at my body and saw something different, fuel that
    was also me. Which was a strange feeling. After a moment of introspection,
    I remembered my goal was to save some fuel-creatures and to burn other
    fuel-creatures. Understanding my goals, I turned and ran after them.



    ----



    I ran on all fours, not that I had four distinct limbs, just solid fire
    that I could change the form of and manipulate with impunity. Four limbs
    was just familiar and was a form that suited my mobility needs. The first
    of the fuels that I knew I wanted to burn, was strangely chewing on another
    piece of fuel that other moving pieces of fuel where hiding behind. I
    jumped on the goal-fuel and it caught fire.



    I consumed it slowly, not fast enough. I realized that there was a hardened
    fuel that was burning slow, and stopping the fire from getting at the
    quick-to-burn fuel. I grabbed the hard not-quick-to-burn fuel and pulled.
    The goal-fuel screamed in pain, something I understood before the change
    was generally a bad thing, but that I wanted this fuel-creature to feel. I
    pulled again at the slow-burning fuel that was acting like… armor. Yes that
    was the term, armor. I burned the straps that held the thick leather armor
    together. Once those where gone, I pulled them off, and the goal-fuel
    burned a lot more easily.



    I repeated this process a number of times, and each time I left the
    goal-fuel, and the fuel that the goal-fuel was traveling on in burning
    heaps. Looking back on my work, I felt a sense of pride and satisfaction.



    Eventually, while the latest goal-fuel was burning, and I had just finished
    removing its armor, I felt a call back home. I felt myself being pulled in
    two directions. First, towards the outcropping of fuel-trees where my
    original body was sitting, and second into the oddly shaped disk that had
    just appeared next to me that felt warm. I stared into that disk, and my
    mind split apart.



    ----



    “AHG!” I screamed as my mind burned with pain. Notification after
    notification hit me and joined the few from the previous battle that I had
    yet to address. The pain swiftly subsided, but it took me longer to recover
    my faculties enough to think. Even then it was a slow and arduous process.
    I felt cold, and I looked at my mana bar, it was nearly gone, it read 3.75
    / 44,671.
    
        The few point increases I’ve gained over the last couple of days in
        light magic really helped.
    



    My body shivered, and I realized I was experiencing the beginnings of what
    Ailsa had felt just days ago, Mana Exhaustion.
    
        I must have dipped into the negative on my mana pool while holding onto
        the possession,
    
    I thought.
    
        Luckily I don’t need to do anything immediately. That should give my
        mana time to regenerate. I only get about 145 mana a minute back, but
        that should be enough to defend myself if a goblin comes calling.
    



    It took me a minute to realize that I should probably look in on the
    battle. When I finally did, I saw Ailsa, and Tol’geth walking back towards
    me, and fires raged behind them. The caravan was beginning to move on in
    their journey, now with a destination in mind, winters quarters, as I was
    sure Ailsa had told them about the place.
    
        Once we had the first couple of blocks finished, I was going to go out
        and search for people myself, after I got back from the south and
        helping Tol’geth anyway. Maybe we can use some of the people who
        arrived at Winters Quarters to do that instead.
    



    By the time my two companions got back to the trees that had sheltered my
    body, I was thinking clearly and was finally warm. My mana pool was near
    the 500 mark, and I was ready to go. “What was that?” Tol’geth asked,
    pointing at the field of fire behind him. “You almost killed me. Twice.”
    

    “Yeah” Ailsa said slowly as she landed on my shoulder. “I thought we all
    agreed that you shouldn’t do a summoning after you lit the hill overlooking
    the construction site on fire when you told your first summoned elemental
    to dance.” I rolled my eyes at my companion's complaints.



    “Look, I didn’t have anything I could have done to help you okay? I was at
    less than half my mana pool when we started that first fight, I had
    virtually nothing after this one. So when I summoned the little fire imp
    guy and thought I would try possession out. It worked like a freaking
    charm.”
    

    “What's your mana at now?” Ailsa asked, concerned.



    “A little over five hundred mana. The device requires a minimum of three
    hundred mana per person, so I'm going to have to rest a bit unless you
    think you can power it?” I said holding the pebble encased in glass and
    ringed with iron out to her.



    “No, I'm almost in the same situation as you are.” And so we sat and
    watched the fire burn down to coals. While we did that, I addressed my
    prompts.


“You have killed Warg Rider Level 5. + 50 XP.
“You have killed Warg Rider Level 3. +25 XP.
“You have killed Warg Rider Level 6. +60 XP.
“You have killed Warg, Rider Level 3. +28 XP.”

    







    Before I went any further I asked Ailsa why I got different levels of XP
    for kills of the same type, and the same level.



    “Experience is essentially a way for Ethria to reward you for doing things
    that are noteworthy, for them. Kill a goblin, or fulfill a short term or
    relatively easy contract? Less experience than doing something harder like
    surviving a ten-story fall over a deadly cliff.”



    “That's, oddly specific.”



    “Happened to a friend once, she got a thousand XP for it! Anyway, you do
    that same minor thing in a new and innovative way for you? More experience,
    greater reward.”



    “That's what I thought, thanks Ailsa,” I said and I went back to reading
    the prompts.


“You killed goblin Bodyguard, lv 7. +38 XP.”
You killed goblin Bodyguard, lv 5. +18 XP”
“You killed goblin Shaman, lv 15. Professed mage. +59 XP +12xp for
        killing a professed mage.”
“You have killed Warg, Rider Level 3. +22 XP.”
“You have killed Warg, Rider Level 7. +48 XP.”
“You have killed Warg, Level 3. +15 XP.”
“You have killed Warg, Level 3. +14 XP.”
“You have killed Warg, Level 3. +11 XP.”
“You have killed Warg, Level 4. +15 XP.”
“You have killed Warg, Level 3. +9 XP.”

    













    At the end of both fights I had gained a total of 424 experience points.
    When I told the others they both patted me on the back and congratulated
    me, but it didn’t seem that big of a deal to them. “Why does this seem so
    anti-climatic?” I asked.



    “Because you’re not level ten yet. At level ten you can take a class and a
    profession, though most people don’t take the profession until they are at
    least level fifteen or twenty. Also, at level ten it becomes more difficult
    to gain experience, double that difficulty once you take a profession.”
    Ailsa’s explanation left me both sad and intrigued about the whole thing,
    but I had more prompts to finish.



    I had leveled up four different times.
    
        It's about time I get some actual leveling done, all this skills
        grinding is nice, but until I get some real numbers I’m going to keep
        being a glass cannon.
    
    I thought about where to put the 12 points I had. I asked my friends, but
    they both told me that it was a private, deeply personal thing to choose
    where to allocate your characteristic points.



    For some people it was a sacred right, and interfering or even making kind
    suggestions was considered nigh unto blasphemy. Forcing someone's hand to
    make a certain choice was seen by many as akin to violations and crimes
    like rape, or even murder.



    “Look, if you really need help with it, I’d be willing to explain it all
    later tonight. Right now? Let's focus on getting back into the fight yeah?”
    Ailsa asked.



    “I think I'll probably just work on it now. If I have questions I'll ask.”
    Both Ailsa and Tol’geth eased slightly, much more comfortable with
answering questions than offering suggestions for my character building.    I will keep that in mind, I thought to myself as my attention
    turned back to my interface.



    I considered everything I had experienced, and what I needed most with my
    combat style so far. I needed to be able to get closer to people, to be
    able to take a little bit of a hit, and to keep on ticking, which strongly
    suggested an investment in constitution. I also needed to increase my
    ability to deal damage and stay under control, which suggested intelligence
    and emotional stability.



    Coming to a final decision, and what I thought was the best mix for how I
    was living in this world I inputted my decisions and hit the accept button.
    I had put 4 points into constitution, bringing it up to 14, and my health
    points jumped from 70, where it was after the level ups, to 84. I put 4
    points into intelligence, as that seemed to be the most highly used magical
    characteristic across all of my spells bringing it up to 22.



    I invested the next four points separately. The first one went into
    physical attraction because I'm a little vain. Second, a single point into
    emotional stability, bringing it up to 21, and the last two points I dumped
    into perception and luck.
    
        They have both proven handy so far here on Ethria, brief as it has
        been.
    



    When I was done, I looked at my mana bar, it was getting close to the 1.5k
    mark, it had taken me only about ten minutes to go through everything,
    assign the points, and discuss things with my team. I stood up, pulled the
    glass construct out of my pocket, and said to both of them “Time to go.”



    


Chapter 11: The Battle of Laketown



    “All War Is Deception.” - Sun Tzu, The Art of War



    Laketown, Frega, 33rd, 2987 AoR









    We came through the portal into a large circular plaza of white
    cobblestone, fenced in by red brick waist-high walls meant more for
    decoration then defense, two-story shops, and houses beyond them only a
    short distance. Sparks was in my hand and I held a force bolt in my hand as
    I surveyed the area. Dead goblins littered the cobblestones like scattered
    rice, in and among them I could see the occasional human corpse.



    “Looks like today was market day,” Ailsa said, hovering next to me, her
    tone worried. The portal cleared away as Tol’geth game through.



    After Tol’geth got his bearings he kneeled down to one of the human corpses
    and pushed it over. The old man had been run through with a sword as he had
    fled. “Bakers, fishmongers, wheelwrights, and docksmen. These were not
    warriors, yet they felled many a foe. There was much honor earned here by
    man, none by goblin.” I let him brood for a moment while I surveyed the now
    visible other half of the plaza.



    The main plaza ran up against the river and the docks there. The main dock
    was made of stone and brick, its smaller wooden mimics were nearly all
    ablaze on both sides running north-west, and south-east alongside the
    waterfront.



    “Tol’geth!” I said and pointed towards a small group of still-living men
    circled together in defense against a warg and six or seven of the larger
    goblin cousin. What did Salina call them? Hobgoblins? The Militia
    was comprised of fishermen, brandishing harpoons as speers. One from the
    gaggle of barely armed men wore armor, and held a proper sword in one hand,
    while the other arm rested in a sling, wrapped tightly in a bandage.



    The barbarian simply nodded at me and charged in their direction. The fight
    was taking place at the intersection of a small wooden dock, at the mouth
    of one of the smaller roads that lead away from the district to the
    north-west. The dock was one of the few that was not alight, and women and
    children desperately packed it, waiting for their turn on one of the three
    small skiffs that was sailing as many as they could as fast as they could
    across the river to the shelter of a small outcropping of rocky hills,
    where a good number of people were already gathering.



    Ailsa shot after Tol’geth casting force bolts and other spells at a larger
    than average Warg. The beast had just grabbed a man from the ragged
    defensive line. The man screamed as the beast began savaging him, ignoring
    Ailsa's spells as if they were so much rain. A few seconds later a loud
    cracking sound echoed across the nearly empty courtyard and the man's
    screams were silenced.



    I walked briskly towards the fight, releasing a standard force bolt at the
    w|Warg to accompany Ailsa’s barrage, as I pulled up my spell list.
    
        Fire’s not really an option, the fighting is too close I might set the
        dock on fire and hurt bystanders.
    
    I released another standard force bolt and kept thinking.
    
        My Cure Light Wounds spell will be helpful after the fight is over, I
        can help heal the wounded. But Light Ball is just useless right now.
    



    I let loose another force bolt into the beast as it turned towards
    Tol’geth, muzzle bloody, teeth bared. To his credit my large friend didn’t
    even flinch, raising his two-handed sword and charging the creature with a
    wordless battle cry that taunted the creature just as he had done with the
    bandits. The warg was nearly twice the size of the ones we just faced not
    half an hour ago, was it bigger now than a few seconds ago? It seemed to be
    only growing as the fight wore on.



    The Goblins turned on my friend, affected by his ability. The single
    soldier among the hastily constituted fishermen militia saw his momentary
    advantage and took it, pressing forward with the harpoon wielding lake
    folk. The sturdy and exhausted commoners bellowing their own wordless cries
    of desperation and anger felled five of the six creatures.



    The last goblin jumped atop the warg in what was an obvious attempt to
    escape. As it kicked its erstwhile mount, the creature let out a deep
    throaty growl. The goblin kept kicking the creature as it stalked towards
    my friend, still affected by his ability. Finally, the frantic hobgoblin
    stabbed the beast in its side with a small dagger as it pulled the rains
    that looped through the wargs nose.



    The warg snarled and shook trying to dislodge the Hobgoblin, after a
    moment, the rider fell. The beast turned and savaged its would-be master.
    Tol’geth took the opening and struck, chopping down in a powerful overhead
    swing. The creature ignored the pain of the sword as it bit into the wargs
    flesh, and broke several ribs as it finished off the hobgoblin. The beast,
    now, bigger somehow, lunged at my friend.



    Ailsa who had been attacking it with force bolts and other spells the
    entire time fell silent for a moment and joined me in watching, as the
    beast leaped atop Tol’geth, biting his arm and shaking our friend like a
    rag doll. Tol’geth didn’t cry, he didn’t scream like the creatures, other
    victims. After a moment of struggle he bellowed his anger and rage and
    punched the beast in the face. It did little to dissuade the best, but the
    barbarian kept up the barrage of hammer-like blows.



    I knew the force of those punches, I knew the kind of damage they could do,
    and as I watched them shatter the creature's bones, the damage was quickly
    healed. The bones reshaped after every hit with sickening sounds that
    churned my stomach. Amazed and horrified at what I was seeing, I analyzed
    the creature savaging my friend.



Name: Unknown, none given.
Race: Warp Warg
Class: Warp Warg Mount
Level: 16
Height: 6’5 +
Hair: Brown speckled with white
Age: 4 days
Affiliation: Rider, Master
Alignment: Half trained, half-tamed
Disposition Towards You: Enraged, Confused
HP: 487 / 798
Defensive Characteristics: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low
Offensive Characteristics: Unknown, Skill Score Too Low

    
















    



    “Ailsa!” I shouted, “What’s a Warp Warg?”



    “What? Why are you asking me about those now?!” Ailsa went quiet again,
    before screaming at me. “Don’t cast any more spells! We’ve been making it
    stronger! Warp Wargs eat mana!”



    I groaned, I don’t have anything else! And then a memory that had
    taken place in that strange magical experience from the book at Lo’sar,
    came to mind. Another mage, who had gone insane and who had a similar power
    to the warp warg in front of me now, had gone on some kind of rampage. The
    knowledge of the mages crime was lost to me, perhaps the myth rested even
    now in some dusty crypt deep under Lo’sar, or hidden in the back of some
    long-forgotten shelf in its grand library. The particulars of the memory
    where unimportant really.



    But the knowledge I glimpsed from this incident taught me much about the
    nature of fire and fire magic. Most other magic used substance that already
    existed. Spells added mana into that matter in order to manipulate it, form
    it, grow it, empower it and shape it. Mana that the mage, that the warg in
    front of me now, absorbed to grow more powerful.



    Each force bolt cast might have injured it, but it also infused it with the
    very mana that gave the spell form, mana the mage in the memory could put
    to any purpose, and the warg seemed to instinctively use to grow larger,
    stronger, and heal from damage sustained. That was Force magic. Fire, well,
    fire has a mind and a life all it's own. To fire, there were only two
    things in the world, fire, and fuel. And the warg was fuel. And so was the
    mana in my fire spells.



    I began pulling mana and as the world grew red around me, I felt
    light-hearted mirth at the situation in front of me.
    
        Fire, fire was powerful. This creature, that mage? They are nothing.
        Nothing but fuel! Fire will consume all!
    
    And for some reason, that thought was unbelievably funny!



    As I formed the spell I found myself laughing. My body shaking with mirth I
    positioned myself to the side of my friend as his arm became a bloody wreck
    as I stood there, working the spell. Ailsa darted in occasionally, aiming
    for the creature's eyes, trying to blind it with the spear she regularly
    trained with. Aside from the occasional snarl she elicited from the ward to
    warn her off, she had little effect. Every time she blinded the beast, its
    eyes regrew in seconds thanks to its mana glut.



    I raised my hands, blinked, and I found the world coated in a far thicker
    red haze then I had ever experienced before. “Haha, haHAhAh AhAHAha!” I
    laughed as I reveled in the passion of the magic, and I let the spell fly.



    The jets of flame sprang from my hand and directly onto the creature's side
    turning its fur, skin, and saddle, alight. While the creature's body healed
    fast enough to extinguish the flames, the beast couldn’t devour the mana
    that had produced them so hot were the flames. The mana burst quickly, and
    the jet of fire didn’t go further than a few feet from my hands before
    going out. I got two notifications then. One I auto-minimized as it was a
    combat notification and I had my settings adjusted to minimize them unless
    they were vital. The other was a spell notification that sprang to life in
    front of me.



    


        “Congratulations! You have found a Spell Augmentation to Jet of Flames
        1, named ‘Devouring Flame.’ This is a General Augmentation for all
        aerosol Fire-based spells. Devouring Flame: Can be applied to all
        aerosol fire spells. Flames are reduced to 1/3 size of any area effect
        and duration of the spell. The fire burns three times hotter. This
        prevents mana drain effects, and increased damage by *3 for the spell.”
    




    Not having time to read it all, and seeing the effect first hand as the
    fire burned hot enough to get through even my fire resistance, as sweat
    beaded my forehead, I minimized the notification. I’ll read it in full
    later, I thought to myself as the mini-inferno in front of me drained my
    mana at three times the rate of Jet of Fire 1.



    The saddle made of leather, metal rivets and thick fur carpets of different
    beasts lit aflame and stayed that way. The saddles leather straps
    restricted with the heat, hardening and hindering the wargs ability to run.



    The warg released my friend's arm, and let out a great howl that tapered
    off into a pitiful whimper. I released the spell Jet of Flames 1, and let
    it die out as the creature shook, then ran a few feet before stopping and
    falling to the stones and biting at the still burning and tightening straps
    to no avail. Whenever the goblins had made those straps out of it seemed
    resistant to warg teeth.



    After a minute or two of this, and a liberal dosing of additional
    unaugmented flame each time the saddle almost went out due to the creatures
    thrashing, the warp warg laid down and whimpered. It covered its face in a
    sad attempt to stop the fire from reaching its nose and face.



    “There is no need for this, no creature deserves this death.” Tol’geth, who
    had spent the last couple of minutes being healed by a frantic Ailsa and
    guarded by a couple of the brave but terribly overmatched militia members,
    said. He pulled his sword from the sheath at his hip and started forward.



    “Hold on, I think...” I said touching the large man's arm to stop him. “I-I
    think its shrinking.” Disbelief filled my voice at what I was watching, as
    the massive creature slowly went from the size of a small bus to the size
    of a horse. Another minute, and a dousing of more flame later, and it
    shrank to the size of a fully grown wolf, and then a dog, and then… I let
    loose a force bolt that hit the large now white-hot buckle that held the
    saddle in place and rushed to the warg.



    I kicked the saddle off the now small creature and grabbed it pulling it
    roughly from the flames. I wasn’t burned in the slightest, but the, puppy,
    was whimpering. Its body was devoid of hair, its eyes blind, its tongue
    burned from its mouth. The little puppy was grotesque to look at, but the
    sounds it tried to make were terribly tragic.



    “It would be kinder to end the pups life,” Tol’geth said as he extended his
    hand to me.



    I shook my head. “No, wait and watch,” I said and I sent mana into the
    four-day-old creature. Just a trickle and I kept a firm grip on the thread
    as I allowed it to trickle into the warm warg. “It is only four days old,
    not old enough to be away from its mother. Let alone be fully trained and
    used as a mount by some, goblin. Poor thing needs a home...”



    “That is not how warp wargs work…” Tol’geth began but stopped when I shot
    him an angry glare.
    

    “It’s MINE!” I said with vehemence. The large barbarian looked taken aback.
    He was not used to people meeting his eyes, let alone speaking to him with
    such passion and vigor. It was probably some vestige of the magic I had
    been wielding so often that day, but honestly? Had he tried to take the
    puppy, I would have bitten him. Had he kept insisting, I would have lit the
    man on fire. And probably laughed while I did it.



    Ailsa and Tol’geth both looked at me, concern clear in their eyes. “I don't
    know why,” I said to them as I turned my gaze back to the puppy in my arms,
    and the anger that had arisen from my protective instincts ebbed. “But I
    want it. The puppy is mine now. Under my protection. Understand?” I asked
    looking back at my friends sternly.



    “Look…” Ailsa said softly as she floated up next to me and the puppy who
    was still whimpering. “It's taking your mana and healing.” And it was, over
    the next two or three minutes as we walked among the militia members,
    healing wounds and helping load cargo for the evacuation, the puppy slowly
    regained its fur, its eyes, its tongue, and then the pads of its feet.



    Behind us, the last few families began to board the skiff. I heard mothers
    calling out to their children, and fathers for their wives. One child
    attempted to make a run for it nearly getting past the line of militiamen,
    but her mother was quick as a whip, grabbing her by the arm and hauling her
    back towards the boat. The brown-haired little girl, blue ribbon in her
    hair dancing in the wind, giggled at what she thought was a game. “Come
    here Isabella, we must go!” As the woman hauled the child away, a sack of
    something tucked under her other arm, our group's attention returned to our
    discussion.



    “So, where is Salina?” I said. “That device was supposed to take us within
    a few hundred feet of her. I don’t see her anywhere.” I held the puppy and
    watched the others load large crates of food and supplies onto the last
    fishing skiff. All of the women and children had or were currently going,
    to the safe area on the other side of the river.



    “When we are done here, we should look for her.” Tol’geth proclaimed as he
    lifted the last of the massive crates on one shoulder and walked up the
    plank and onto the tiny skiff.



    “Do you mean the elf in white? The one that closed all of the portals the
    goblins were coming through?” The wounded militia captain asked. He was
    standing next to me, supervising and ostensibly guarding the dock against
    stragglers while the others worked.



    “Yeah probably,” Ailsa said as she kicked her feet back and forth sitting
    on my shoulder. Even in the middle of a battlefield, my fairy friend was
    more carefree then I think I had ever been. Or, that I could remember.



    “She saw to our defense, slew a few of the goblin shamans with spells I had
    never seen before, instructed me to organize an evacuation, and then left
    towards the lord's manor.” He pointed west, up what must have served the
    town as its main thoroughfare. In the distance, just barely peeking over
    the two-story buildings that seemed ubiquitous, was a tall tower with a
    proudly waving flag atop it. The flag was a white field, trimmed in blue,
    with a lighter blue trout breaking the surface of the water.



    “A few of the people who’ve trickled in since she left, and before these
    bastards attacked” He kicked the body of one of the dead hobgoblins. “Said
    they saw Lord Traser leading his guard in the defense of his manor. No tale
    of the elf though my lord.”



    “I am not a lord.” I protested as Tol’geth walked up behind me. “But I am a
    wizard. Thank you for your help… uh... “



    “Dazin Traser, wise one, the city lords bastard. No noble blood in me, but
    I lead the city watch. Or, use to.” His expression fell in a way it had not
    when he had acknowledged his illegitimate status, a mix of pain, guilt, and
    resignation. “As far as I can tell they were nearly wiped out when we tried
    to counter-attack the portals. The men I have left are with the refugees.”
    Dazin dropped his gaze, before looking towards the opposite shore.



    “Best go yourself Dazin, your people still have need of a capable watch
    commander. The skiff is about to leave.” I said as I leaned on my staff,
    the puppy cuddled softly in the crook of my arm.



    The brave bastard nodded at me, collected the few militia members left on
    this side of the river, and boarded the tiny skiff. The boat was loaded to
    the rafters with cargo and people, but It looked more stable than some of
    the previous trips that it had undertaken. It would make it to the other
    side safety, I decided and turned to speak with my companions.



    “Alright, let's go find us a white elf woman.” I grinned, so did Tol’geth,
    but Ailsa tisked.



    “What about the puppy?” She asked concern still evident in her eyes.
    Whether it was for the creature, or for me, I didn’t know.



    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.” I cast around me and found a
    small satchel that one of the Hobgoblins had on their body. I took it,
sized the strap for me, emptied it of the hardtack and,    are those fingers? Yeah, okay, that's cool. Dang goblins. I
    emptied it of the hardtack bread and human finger trophies it had held and
    placed the warg pup inside leaving the flap open. “Better?” I asked.



    Ailsa nodded “Yeah, but what about you?” She asked as she floated above me.
    Tol’geth, arms folded in front of him, nodded his agreement.



    “What do you mean?”



    “Remember how I said you had to be careful not to use too much magic too
    quickly? Well, you’ve been slinging spells left and right since this day
    started. First with training, then at the encampment, then the caravan with
    that insane fire elemental thing you summoned, and then just now. Dude…”
    She raised her arms into the air in frustration as she stood on Tol’geths
    shoulder. She had been picking up mannerisms from Earth, and ‘dude’ was the
    newest addition to her lexicon.



    “I’m worried you might have mana madness.”



    “What?” I asked confused, hands gripping the satchel a little tighter,
    instinctively fearing I would have to stop them from taking it for some
    reason. I shook my head, clearing it and crushing that line of thought.



    “You know, what I told you about magic influencing your mental state?
    Here.” She pulled up a screen and examined it. “Yup, I thought so. Pull up
    your auto minimized prompts.” I did as instructed. There were hundreds of
    them. I cleared out the damage dealt notifications, and the spells cast
    notifications. Finally, there where only a handful of them left. I scrolled
    through and found what I thought she was talking about.



    


        “Emotional Stability check failed. Failure: Fire, Minor. The magic you
        have summoned into the world will coat your understanding of events.
        Fire magic will not dictate your actions, but be careful as you may now
        be prone to bouts of rage, feelings of innate superiority and
        dominance, and irritability.”
  

  



    “Okay, I get it. You’re worried about me going nutso with the magic. Yeah?
    What was it, the laughing? Yeah, I failed an Emotional Stability check but
    look” I motioned to my screen as I read it knowing she could read it too.
    “It says it didn’t dictate my actions. Those were all my own, it just,
    sorta, nudged me. Right?” She nodded. Tol’geth looked very uncomfortable
    standing there with Ailsa hovering above him.



    “I do not like this” Tol’geth said. “Among my people, magic users of all
    kinds must be trained from the moment they come into their powers to
    control themselves. The stories my people tell of untrained arcanists, or
    dark druids, are” he paused as if looking for the right word. “bad.”



    Insightful one isn’t he,
    I thought with an internal roll of my eyes. “Okay look. As you say” I
    motioned to Ailsa. “I’ve been slinging spells all day. This was my first
    episode, right? I’m alright. Just, keep an eye on me okay? You see me doing
    anything, or saying anything strange during battle, just let me know
    afterward once everything died down. Sounds good?” I looked at my friends.
    Tol’geth seemed a bit more at ease with my explanation, but Ailsa still
    looked concerned.



    “Well, you’re coherent and stable now. So, it's not mana madness. Alright,
    I'll go along with this for now.”



    “Good, now let's go. The manor awaits.”



    We turned and jogged down the road leading directly away from the river and
    the now-empty docks behind us.



    ---



    “Well, crap,” I said as I looked through the shop window on my knees, as
    Tol’geth and Ailsa crouched down out of sight. “There have got to be nearly
    a hundred goblins out there.”



    “Any wargs?” Ailsa asked.



    “Yea, maybe, I don't know, fifteen? All with riders with long spears. It
    looks like they’re intended to be some kind of shock cavalry.” I took stock
    of anything else out of place. “Wait, there's a shaman. Or at least a
    goblin dressed like one.” I whispered. “He’s carrying a staff like the one
    I killed at Winters Quarters, so I'm pretty sure he’s a shaman.”



    “I could kill them myself” Tol’geth started to stand and I put my hand on
    his shoulder.



    “What are you doing?” I said, “If there are more warp wargs, like this
    one's mother.” I motioned to the puppy in the satchel that hung by my hip.
    “Then they have probably been buffed by that stupid shaman. On purpose this
    time.” Tol’geth thought about it and settled back down.



    “Then what do we do?” He asked looking to me for a plan.



    “I don’t know,” I said thinking about the situation. We were in a small
    tavern that had access to the street that lead directly to the manor. The
    manor, with the exception of the tower that was about five stories tall,
    was no more than three stories. Not much taller than the surrounding
    buildings, but sprawling with what looked like hundreds of rooms in
    multiple wings of the manor. I drew a small map of the area in the dust on
    the floor.



    “Here is where we are,” I said pointing at the tavern at the mouth of the
    courtyard in front of the manor. “Here is the manor, in the middle of this
    large semi-circle, with the town walls behind it.” I drew the line behind
    the box that I had designated the manor to denote the wall. “There are two
    other roads off to each side of the manor, that run along the wall.” I drew
    those as well, they ran directly with the wall and provided the towns guard
    and the lords soldiers the ability to get to any wall breaches quickly. It
    also meant that when the enemy was inside, they had that same access. It
    was a risky design, but one that was usable by a mid-sized town like this.



    “We’ve seen the lord's men shoot goblins that got to close, within this
    inner hedge.” I pointed at the small circle that ringed manor grounds
    proper.



    “How many men do you think this Lord has?” Ailsa asked as she examined the
    map I had drawn.



    “I don’t really know. But he has at least ten. Each armed and armored with
    steel swords and plate. I’ve seen them moving in the windows and when they
    attack the goblins from range. To me, the goblins look like they’re gearing
    up to attack. That shaman I saw couldn’t keep his eyes off the manor, and
    kept looking back at the street.”
    

    “Hoping for reinforcements? Or is he afraid of getting flanked?” Tol’geth
    asked. “Hmmm. You are wise indeed wizard. Not as stable as you should be…”
    There was no malice or accusation in his voice, it was just a statement of
    fact. A fact that he wanted me to acknowledge as he gave me a knowing look.
    I nodded slightly finding it hard to agree with him. “But, wise. We could
    try to peel part of the force off, the wargs maybe?” He suggested. I shook
    my head.



    “The only one who could do that effectively is you Tol’geth, and the wargs
    are what I'm worried about. I tried analyzing them, and I was able to
    successfully get information on several of the creatures. But, there where
    more than a handful that I couldn’t, and they’re the larger ones. If they
    caught you out in the open? Even you would be torn to pieces by that many.”



    “They are too far away for me to use my analyze as well, and I’m much
    higher level than you,” Ailsa said, and I realized I had never asked her
    what level she was.



    Before I could ask Ailsa, Tol’geth spoke up. “ I've had about as much
    success as you have Rayid,” Tol’geth confirmed, giving me a frustrated
    shake of his head.



    Nodding I said “I really want to avoid Tol’geth, or Ailsa getting ambushed
    by more mana starved Warp Wargs, or anything else nasty that they might
    have cooked up for us. Right now, we have the element of surprise, we can
    take the initiative from them, which means we can probably try and choose
    where we want to fight, or if we want to fight at all.”



    “What happens if we do run into more Warp Wargs?” Ailsa asked concerned.



    “Well, Tol’geth might have trouble if they have been buffed heavily, and
    Ailsa? Well, no offense but Warp Wargs seem designed to kill creatures like
    you.” I went quiet for a moment thinking about what we could do. Charging
    in was a terrible idea, we would surely just all get caught in the open,
    shot with arrows, and then run down by warg riders. But maybe we can get
    them to come to us, I thought as I looked at my hastily drawn map, then
    back out to the streets through the window.



    “Well, it looks like we have no other choice. Tol’geth will be our
    distraction.” The large man nodded, having known exactly what his role
    would be no matter what the rest of the plan was, and no matter how I felt
    about it. “Ailsa.”



    “Yes, sir.” She buzzed her wings so she floated off the floor a couple of
    inches and saluted with mock seriousness. “Here to help.” I have to admit
    it was a funny sight to see, a tiny purple emo-goth fairy jump into the
    air, hover, solute, all while knowing she could probably take on a good
    chunk of the bad guys outside by herself.



    They each listened attentively as I laid out my plan. They both gave useful
    suggestions that honestly helped form the thing. If it hadn't been for
    their input it would have been overly simple, or over-complicated and
    probably have gotten all of us killed.



    A wise man once told me that the wise hire good people, and then stay the
    hell out of their way while they did their jobs. I tried to apply that
    principle here.



    ---



    Fifteen minutes later I still sat in the darkened and empty tavern. The
    owners nowhere to be found. And neither were my two companions.



    Tol’geth had snuck out the back door, into an alleyway we found that
    connected all of the shops on this and the adjoining streets. Ailsa, on the
    other hand, had simply jetted out the window, shot a few spells off at the
    shaman, and took off into the sky like hell was chasing her. After her
    spells splashed harmlessly against a powerful looking shield that flared to
    life, the shaman had taken notice, and released a large bat, about the same
    size as Ailsa, to fetch the wily fairy. The creature had soon returned
    empty clawed, and bleeding from one wing where Ailsa had stabbed it clean
    through with her spear.



    I stayed quiet sitting on the floor of the abandoned tavern out of sight of
    anyone on the street. That was my job. And it's exactly where I found
    myself when all hell broke loose. The goblins, hobgoblins, and wargs all
let out a deafening war cry, and the earth shook.    I guess the shaman has finally lost patience.



    I raised myself high enough to peek through the window I had been using
    earlier. The enemy force, now nearly two hundred strong having been
    reinforced by a few columns from other parts of the town, was charging at
    the manor houses front double doors. The hedgerow got in the way of the
    goblins, but their larger cousins simply bulldozed through, clearing the
    way for the smaller creatures.



    The wargs were held back, patrolling around the back lines, acting as both
    a screening force in case someone was about to do exactly what I was about
    to do, and acting as clean up crew in case anyone from inside the Manor was
    brave or stupid enough to attempt an escape. The large hyena wolf creatures
    would be able to overtake nearly anyone on foot rather easily. And I was
    certainly included in that group.



    Once the charge was at full tilt the first part of our plan went into
    action. Tol’geth, the large barbarian who had been at my side since my
    first day on Ethria blithely walked out of the building on the northern
    side of the manor onto the long road that followed the wall and then
    activated his taunt ability. His wordless cry of rage and anger caught the
    attention of nearly every warg in the northern half of the manor clearing.



    They charged him in a mindless rage, but instead of meeting them in open
    and honorable combat, my large friend turned and fled down the road. The
    few remaining wargs unaffected by his taunt succumbed to their pact
    instincts and followed the others in charging Tol’geth.



    Just as the wargs where almost on top of him, he darted to the right and
    into a building. The wargs all tried to crawl their way in, biting and
    snapping at one another, and as they entered the house one at a time the
    barbarian began fighting back.



    Good luck dude, you’re going to need it!
    I turned my attention to the second phase of the plan and waited. After
    about sixty seconds of just sitting there, watching the goblins attempt to
    assault the manors braced, hardwood, locked doors as angry knights with
    bows and arrows sniped at them from above, while other angry soldiers with
    spears and shields stopped them from climbing through the windows, nothing
    happened.



    “Come on, come on,” I said impatiently to myself. After a few more seconds
    of watching the ensuing battle in front of me I heard a large crashing
    noise and saw purple and blue spell light flash from the southern road
    following the wall opposite to the route Tol’geth had taken. “What are you
    doing Ailsa, you’re not supposed to be there” I drew Sparks in one hand,
    and held my staff in the other, but didn’t move.



    Ailsa shot into the clearing, three bats as large as the first she had
    maimed earlier chased her, they were as fast as she was, but not nearly as
    nimble. She shot a powerful force bolt at one of them, and after only
    falling a couple of inches in the air from shying away, it resumed its
    pursuit of her. “Oh come on. Where do these freaking bats keep coming
    from!” The Shaman, who had disappeared when the fighting began, walked into
    the clearing, as Ailsa darted in and stabbed one of the bats in the face
    with her spear. The creature fell, and one of the two remaining beasts
    attacked it savagely, scavenging the kill.



    The Shaman raised his staff above his head as he spoke the words, and spent
    his mana for a spell. A brown-black disk appeared in the air just below the
    ariel duel between Ailsa and the one remaining bat, and three more of the
    beasts flew out, red bloodshot eyes and black ebony skin standing out
    clearly in the whitewashed town and clear chilly autumn sky. “Oh that's
    just not fair!” I heard Ailsa yell, as she darted at the oldest of the
    summoned creatures, and ran it through. As the bat died it sank its teeth
    deep into the flesh of Ailsa shoulder. As Ailsa and the bat fell, I could
    hear her scream in terror.



    “Damn it, that's enough!” I shouted, standing to my full height, rage and
    red washing over me and the rest of the world. I didn’t even need to blink
    to assert the fire magics view of the world, I was enraged enough on my
    own. I received a prompt then similar to the one I had gotten near the
    docks.



    


        “Emotional Stability check passed. The magic you have summoned will
        coat your understanding of the world, but it will not dictate your
        actions. Your magic will not interfere with any natural, ongoing
        emotions, feelings, thoughts, urges, or interpersonal connections from
        either mundane or other magical sources.”
    




    The prompt confused me enough that I nearly released the rage I felt and
the hold on the magic that it gave me.     I’ll ask the others about that later, I thought dismissing the
    prompt and refocusing on the issues in front of me. I compressed the mana
    for a fireball spell onto the very tip of my staff and then pointed the
    thing at my target. After a couple of seconds of aiming, not sure how
    strong the auto-adjusting feature was on any of the spells I had was, let
    alone my fireball, I unleashed the spell directly at the shaman following
    the logic of ‘kill the spellcaster and you kill the summoned monsters.’ The
    ball of fire splashed against the brown translucent shield of the shaman,
and the shield held.    Man, shaman’s must all learn their spells from the same master!



    I wasn’t done, I stretched out my staff and unleashed the spell I had saved
    in the crystal that adorned its top. It was the only spell I had been able
    to store there, as I had found through trial and error that spell storage
    slots amounted to about a hundred mana worth of storage. So, I found my
    staff devoid of spells as I watched the second ball of fiery doom strike
the shamans barrier. This time, it flickered, then buckled.    Yeah, they all learn from the same master, I'm sure of it.



    I was almost disappointed as I saw the fire break through the barrier and
    drench the shaman. The shaman’s scream cut off quickly, and the bats
    attacking Ailsa took off in different, seemingly random directions. Ailsa
    struggled desperately to arrest her descent but ultimately succeed in only
    slowing herself. She crashed into the hard cobblestones of the street below
    with a loud thwack. Wincing in sympathy, I hopped out the window in front
    of me, and ran down the street in front of the tavern, hoping she was still
    alive.



    Just as I started really moving, I heard the clicking chittering guttural
    language of the goblins and turned up the street I now found myself on. A
    column of maybe fifty of the smaller creatures, each with bows and small
    spears in hand were marching together, in nearly perfect lockstep.
    
        Whoever is in charge of these little critters knows what they’re doing.
        Marching like that is difficult to teach, especially to wild creatures
        like the goblins.
    



    Fireball was on cooldown, they were clearly out of range for my Jet spell,
    and while I could have used flaming stones, or have brought up the fire
    elemental, both of those took far too much time to cast. Force bolt would
    have hit one of them, sure, but then I would have been a sitting duck. All
    of these were the thoughts that raced through my head as I stood there,
    watching the column.



    I found myself still standing there staring at the goblins, thinking, when
    a handful of them broke off to one side and strung their bows at the
    command of a hobgoblin with a whip. “Crap, crap, crap, crap!” I yelled as I
    ran as fast I could away from the column, and towards my friend.



    Arrow shafts clacked on the stones behind me and spurred me on fueling my
    body with adrenaline and fear. My health points where much higher then they
    were a few days ago, sure, but I was nearly certain that an arrow through
    the heart would still probably kill or at least cripple me, let alone
    multiple. I didn’t want to become Boromir in all of this.



    Once I was out of bowshot, the goblins seemed to ignore me. I chanced a
    look back as I continued to run to my fallen friend, and saw the Archers
    who had been tasked with my destruction, returning to the column of
    warriors. After the goblin column re-assimilated into neat little rows, the
hobgoblin cracked his whip and it began moving again.    I’ll find a way to deal with them later, I told myself.



    After a few seconds, I got to the place I had thought I had seen Ailsa land
    with the bat. I cast my eyes around and found only the dead bat, the burnt
    corpse of the shaman, and hard whitewashed stone underfoot. Ailsa was
    nowhere to be seen. I felt panic grip me,
    
        has she been taken? What if she crawled off somewhere and dies alone?
    
    I asked myself. Then, out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of purple
    light from one of the ground floor windows of a nearby building.



    I ran for the window I saw the flash from. I gripped the windowsill and
    launched myself into the building imagining myself rolling as I landed, and
    coming to my feet in an epic example of exactly what a person can do. But,
    as I am not the most athletic person, I failed. Miserably.



    I tried to pull myself up through the window, but only managed to get
    myself nearly perfectly balanced on the edge of the wooden windowsill,
    teetering between plunging headfirst onto the dusty wooden floor in front
    of me, and falling back onto my heels looking like a failed dope.
    Particularly since from this vantage point I could see a door two feet to
    my right. I sighed and rocked back. Once on my feet again, I took two steps
    over and opened the door.



    Closing the door behind me I found Ailsa, hand covering her face and
    silently laughing as she leaned against a wall to the side of the window I
    had tried to jump through, and epically failed. “Alright, that's enough out
    of you fairy,” I said playfully my face threatening to burn with
    embarrassment. I kneeled down in front of her. “Where are you hurt? And
    what happened?” She pointed towards her neck and pulled down her purple
    gown exposing her shoulder and two deep, black, teeth marks that bubbled
    with dark silvery blood.



    “Oh shit,” I said. I took a large cloth I had in the small bag I kept at my
    waist, not the one with the now pleasantly snoozing puppy, but another one
    attached to my belt, and pressed it gently against the wound as she winced.
    “That looks bad, keep as much pressure on that piece of cloth as you can.
    I’ll do a bit of classy magic, and we’ll have you stabilized in no time.”
    she smiled at me wanly, and nodded.



    As we sat there I cast Cure Light Wounds on her several times, each time
    peeling back the now silvery soaked cloth to check the injury. After the
    third casting, the wound had stopped bleeding, but she looked exhausted. “I
    don’t think I can assassinate that shaman like you wanted me too.”



    “ Don’t worry about it, he’s dead. Got him with two simultaneous fireballs
    thanks to the spell storage in my staff.” I said as I shook my staff for
    emphasis.



    “Okay, meathead. But, weren't you supposed to ambush anyone who came to
    reinforce the goblins after the fight started, so that the defenders could
    whittle the rest of them down?” She asked worriedly.



    “Yeah, that was a bad idea anyway.” I lied as I waved her off. In truth,
    had I been able to ambush the goblin column at the right time, when they
    were in range of my Jet of Fire, and with both of my fireballs usable? They
    would have been wiped out to a goblin I was almost certain of it. But my
    friend was far more important than my stupid plan. “Besides, I got a backup
    plan.” She looked at me skeptically and raised her eyebrows questioningly.



    “You don’t have to worry about it. I’ll handle it. I just need to wait for
    my cooldowns to finish.” I pulled up my sheet and found that fireball only
    fifteen seconds left. “Aaaaaaand done. There, now I can rain death and
    destruction again.” I said cheerily, smiling trying to sound encouraging. I
    looked at my staff, and infused it with the correct mana, then shaped it,
    gave it the right spin, and left the spell in the crystal. By the time I
    got into position to actually do any fighting, my timer for fireball would
    have rundown again, I was pretty sure.



    I took a step towards the door and then thought better of it. I reached up
    and pulled the satchel with the puppy off my shoulders, and set it next to
    Ailsa. “Protect him would you? Even now he's, well I feel like he’s
    important for some reason. Even if it's only because he’s a puppy.” Ailsa
    smiled weakly, nodded, and patted the satchel that was slightly larger than
    she was.



    “I’ll take care of him,” She said indulgently as she leaned back and closed
    her eyes.



    I turned towards the door, opened it, and walked out. I looked down the
    empty street, and back towards the manor. It was still under assault, in
    desperate need of a cleaning, and the bushes looked worse for wear. That
    being said the shield and spear bearers at the ground floor windows and
    doors, and the archers above them, all seemed to be doing a methodical,
    implacable job of defending the place.



    Scores of goblin corpse, both the larger and smaller of the species,
    littered the ground. A few of the shieldmen and a couple bodies of archers
    who had been shot by the weak and short-range bows and javelins of the
    goblins peppered the carpet of goblin dead.



    The column I had intended to ambush, was lining up and about to reinforce
    the assault in a couple of places where it had faltered. But, at that
    moment they were all bunched together in their neat little goblin rows,
    with spears and shields.



    The creatures shuffled, and shoved each other, as I watched one bit his
    neighbor and earned a crack of the whip from the hobgoblin overseer. These
    were only half-trained troops. Taught to march, how to stand together, how
    to use a spear, and their teeth and their claws, but for the most part they
    were undisciplined, half-wild. Seeing an opportunity, I ran directly at the
    group. This is stupid, this is stupid, this is stupid! I kept
    telling myself.



    Why am I doing this?
    I asked myself as I ran. Because they’re clumped up stupid!
    Another part of my mind responded. Perfect for a fireball! The
first, doubting side of me, paused for a moment.    But they have archers, you moron! The first side shot back.



    Just as the more pessimistic side of myself had predicted, the goblin
    overseer, busy pulling back his whip to strike the still squabbling duo of
    goblins, saw me and began shouting orders. “Left squad, bows! Kill the
    human!” Followed by a harsh crack against goblin backs. The squad, nearly
    five of the creatures, broke off a few feet from the rest and strung their
    bows quickly, as I kept running right at them. A second later, arrow shafts
    loosed.



    I did something I hadn’t done before, but I had read about in some of the
    books back at Lo’sar that now where in Ailsa’s magic dimensional pocket. I
    held out my hand and pooled mana into it, then I compressed it with my will
    into a flat disk, hardening it as best I could and lifted the disk along
    with my hand in front of me. I minimized the spell description and
congratulations screen with a thought.    Being distracted now would be bad. Three of the arrows bounced
    harmlessly off stones behind or in front of me, the other two came right at
    me.



    The first struck the shield and was easily deflected away, and probably
    wouldn’t have hit me anyway. The second hit my shield on its left side, and
    would have hit me in the shoulder had the shield not absorbed the damage.
    Though it did something strange then, the mana bent out of shape and stayed
that way as if it were a bent piece of metal.I’m going to have to experiment with this, I thought.    But not right now. 



    I looked through my now bent but nearly translucent shield and saw the
    goblins raising their bows for another volley. I stopped in my tracks, bent
    low, and tried to get every inch of me behind that shield, as another five
    goblins had joined the firing squad. A few seconds later the arrows rained
    down, about five feet in front of me, they undershot correcting for me
    running at them, but not for when I stopped.



    I stood then, raised my staff, and let loose with the fireball I had stored
    there. As the ball of death leaped at the body of the main force, I turned
    my attention to the two squads who would possibly escape its wrath and
    fired mana bolt after mana bolt as I hid behind my shield.



    The fire exploded directly above the hoards heads, engulfing them a torrent
    of liquid fire that sprayed in every direction by the swirling mana of the
    spell. Nearly all of them were hit in some way by the napalm-like
    substance, but the center mass of the group, nearly thirty goblins were
    engulfed in it completely, dead within seconds. The others all broke and
    ran, or laid down and cried piteously as they batted at the fire uselessly.
    A few of the more enterprising and intelligent specimens took off their
    leather jerkins, or thick cloth coverings they wore as protection as they
    caught fire, and it actually worked, for two of them.



    I tried to ignore the screaming, crying, and flailing of the goblin force,
    trying to focus as I cast force bolt, let it cool down, and then cast again
    in a rhythmic dance of death with the archers who tried to flake me.
    
        These ones are properly trained, it was probably why the overseer chose
        them to come after me,
    
    I thought as I moved my shield in front of another arrow as I charged a
    force bolt in my hand. The shaft shattered against my shield, and sent a
    shiver up my arm and down my spine, it felt like getting hit by a two by
four in the back, but it was better than death.    Though not by much.



    I unleashed the force bolt into the goblins face, turned and charged the
    goblin on the furthest left of me and who had been sneaking around to my
    rear as I dealt with his friend. I struck at him with a hastily drawn
    Sparks and was blocked by a quickly raised short sword with a large guard
    on the hilt meant for just such a maneuver. The goblin spun his wrist in a
    way that reminded me of what Tol’geth and tried to teach me earlier that
    morning, and my sword went flying away from me.



   


        “You attacked Goblin Archer Scout with Sparks. Attack failed, Goblin
        Archer Scout activated skill, Parry. Status Effect: You are disarmed of
        the offending weapon.”
    




    Shit
    ! The goblin archer smiled wickedly, revealing row after row of razor-sharp
    teeth, and drove the dagger into my belly. “AAhgh!” I screamed, as the
    goblin withdrew the blade, and stabbed again, This time into my shoulder as
    I buckled to the ground. I felt a third stab into the left side of my
    unprotected back as I crumpled completely into the fetal position,
    desperately trying to protect myself. I ignored the notification windows
    that winked at me, minimized in the bottom of my vision, as I tried to
    block out the pain.



    My shield blocked the fourth stab as the puke green goblin tried to gut me
    again. The goblin was startled for a second, but the creature wised up to
    what was happening. Grabbing the shield he pulled it and my arm away from
    my body and pulled his other hand back for a fifth stab.



    I smiled then, weakly, as I unleashed the force bolt I had held in that
    hand, and obliterated the bastards face in a spray of gore at point-blank
    range. Never engage like that again, I chided myself as I cast
    Cure Light Wounds.



    I was able to get the healing spell off three times before the remaining
    handful of goblins got up the courage to attack. I didn’t blame them, and
    neither should you. I was the boogeyman who had just obliterated their
    buddies with fire from heaven, and who had just blown off one of their
    friend's heads with a word and a hand gesture.



    Once I learned a spell, and had it clearly in my mind and understood how it
    worked and how the mana could be easily manipulated, all I had to do was
    say, think, or do the keyword phrase or gesture I created as a shortcut to
    that given spell. This was all part of the magic inherent in the
    characteristics sheets and interface that every person on Ethria had. They
    were essentially a magical shortcut, operating a lot like having bound keys
    on a keyboard, each one designated for your RPG characters various skills
    or abilities.



    Of course, that was all old school RPG’s. In modern virtual reality RPG’s
    we did the same thing as here on Ethria, designating certain words,
    phrases, gestures, or combinations of them to signify to the game that we
    wanted to use the given ability or spellbound to that gesture or phrase.



    It was one of the few things that still made me skeptical of the reality of
this world from time to time,     though no game has ever felt like this! I thought as I held in my
    stomach and cast Cure Light Wounds on it for the last time gritting my
    teeth in agony. To my great relief, the wound finished closing. I barely
    had enough time to raise my shield to block a downward swung short sword
    from the bravest of the handful of remaining goblins.



    I threw the creature back, shoving it with my shield and my superior
    weight. I unleashed a normal Force Bolt at it as I struggled, leaning on my
    staff to stand. The brave goblin went prone, and as It struggled to get up,
    I brought my staff down on its head, cracking its skull against the stones.



    I looked around me and found that only four of the puke green creatures
    remained, while another handful fled into the town in panic. One of the
    creatures loosed its final arrow at me, it simply rebounded off my shield
    uselessly. I loosed a Force Bolt at the goblin and it crumpled to the
    ground. The other three looked at each other, and then broke and ran
    following their less trained brothers in arms in the route.



    I sighed as I let loose one last force bolt, killing another, just to make
sure I kept them on the run.    And to pick a bit more experience, that's always helpful. I turned
    away from the running goblins, and towards those still assaulting the
    Manor. I looked at my cooldowns. Ooooh, right. I almost forgot.



    Chuckling at what I had in mind, I patiently walked towards the nearly
    oblivious goblins desperately throwing themselves at the windows and doors
    of the manor. As I walked, I thought about how to best capitalize on what I
    was about to do.



I looked up and found myself about twenty feet behind the enemy lines,    perfect, I thought. And I began to cast. I poured my anger, my
    fear, my frustration, and my concern for my friends into the spell. I took
    longer than necessary shaping the spell, but It was something I needed to
    do if I didn’t want to damage the Manor itself.



    An arrow shot past my ear, almost knocking me out of the spell focus. I
    looked up, holding the mana in place while I did, and saw that the shaft,
    now sticking out of the ground, was not a twisted and half-formed thing
    like most goblins had. That’s one of the arrows from the Manor! I
    thought. They’re shooting at me!



    I raised my shield and mentally attached it to my right shoulder,
    elongating it to the ground as I crouched behind. More arrows from the
    human archers ricocheted off my shield, denting it, twisting it as if it
    were soft bronze, but I didn’t let that bother me. I returned my attention
    back to my spell.



    As my shield grew smaller, I worked desperately trying to ensure I would
not hurt the men and women inside.    Lord whatever his name is, is going to owe me big time after this!
    I thought tersely as another volley from the human archers, now firing in
unison for greater effect, landed home.    My shield barely held that time, I thought and I realized I was
    out of time.



    I stood, raised my staff with both hands, having still not yet retrieved
    Sparks, and yelled in the bitter goblin tongue with everything in me “Flee!
    Flee for your lives! For doom is upon you!” It was a mix of two of the most
    iconic scenes in sword and sorcery fantasy, and I like a bit of theater now
    and then. Who doesn’t?



    The fireball, more like fire triangle, sprang from my outstretched staff
    that I cast it through, and smashed into the enemy line. I could hear the
humans inside all calling for people to “Brace!” and “Heads down!”    Dang, it, I was hoping for an audience, I thought sadly as they
    all withdrew behind their walls.



    When the fire triangle reached the wall of the Manor it firmly stuck to it
    just above the large double doors leading inside, being firmly barred to
    entry. The goblins, who had just been pushed aside by the hand-sized things
    coming, looked at it quizzically, a few of them even laughed as it slowly
    began to burn a hole in the wall. Then, their humor and cheers of glee were
    silenced as massive walls of aerosolized fire lashed out from the other two
    sides, burning and consuming their flesh.



    


        “Congratulations, you have learned a new spell. Fire Trap 1. Fire Trap
        1 creates a wall of fire upon activation, that damages all within for
        1d10+fire magic skill level damage per second. Trap continues to burn
        for 10+fire magic skill level seconds. The trap produced can be
        attached to a wall and set to go off due to proximity. This will deal
        the wall ½ of the fire mages skill score in fire magic, durability
        damage per minute. Stone is immune to this traps negative effects.
        Note: Fire continues to burn until either extinguished, or there is no
        fuel left.”
    




    Yes, my spell was damaging the wall, but it was a slow burn and of little
    consequence compared to the conflagration engulfing row after row of feral
    blood lustful goblins. I had aimed for the very center of the assault,
    where my spell would have the most positive effect. But it did not cover
    the entire battlefield or every possible avenue for entrance into the
    Manor.



    Even as their brothers in the center burned and cried out in pain and
    agony, begging for swifter deaths then what they were gifted, the flanks of
    the assault, though temporarily stunned into inaction along with the human
    forces, redoubled their efforts before the defenders could fully recover.
    They were spurred on by pitiless taskmasters, with brutal whips, and I came
    to find out as a force bolt bounced off my shield and smacked me in the
    face, another shaman.



    


        “You have been struck by Unknown Shaman for 7 damage, damage reduced
        from 38 due to decreased velocity, from ricochet.”
    




    A much more powerful shaman.
    I winced as I felt at my broken nose. “Oh cooome Ooon!” I tried to say,
    though the blood and forcefully deviated septum didn’t help matters.
    “Yoooouve Gotta beee kiddin mee!” I breathed deeply, and yanked my nose
    straight with a sickening crunching noise, before casting Cure Light wounds
    on myself. My vision went black and I nearly fell to the ground in pain,
    but once I cast the spell, I quickly regained my vision and sense.



    I hope that will be enough
    , I thought as I wiped the blood from my eyes, and cast around me looking
    for my opponent.
    
        I’m so freaking lucky that spell as such a short cool down, or I’d be
        screwed! There you are you little green goblin! You're dead!
    
    I let out a force bolt of my own, this one augmented with the
    armor-piercing drill option I had invented, but I cooked it for the full
    time, providing it just as much stopping power as any of my other shots.



    The bolt went through two goblins before striking against the shaman's
    shield as he ran away, attempting to hide in the horde of his smaller
    cousins.
    
        He must have seen what I did to the other guy and doesn't want to do a
        straight confrontation. Fine by me.
    
    I waited for the cool down, standing in the dregs of the flames which still
    licked at the ground lazily, and let out another drilling arrow.



    This time the bolt struck his shield directly, but still didn’t seem to
even phase the shaman or his green and gold flaring shield as he moved.He’s going inside the Manor, I realized.    There must be a breach in the defenses! 



    Realizing I would easily be exhausted by the time I reached him if I had to
    kill all the goblins between us, I ran to the front double doors of the
    Manor. They were bounded in steel and were successfully withstanding the
    flickering and dying flames. They sported scorch marks, but little else.



    I pounded on the doors “Let me in! I’m here to help you morons!” I could
    hear whispers on the other side and rolled my eyes. I walked over to the
    large, though narrow, windowsill that use to be filled with glittering
    multi-colored stain glass, but now was boarded up, the glass removed or
    shattered, I didn’t know which.



    “Stand back from the window!” I shouted at those inside, and I heard a
    shuffling response. “I mean it, I don’t want to kill you,” I said as I
    lifted my staff, purely for the melodrama of it, I could have just thought
    the command. I let out a Hammering Force Bolt. The front of the bolt was
    shaped exactly as the name suggests, flat and broad, it was intended to
    transfer as much blunt force as possible to whatever object it struck.



    The wood splintered and shot back with the force of a hurricane, and after
    the flying pieces of wood all settled, I gently stepped inside. I brushed
    off my pants and leather jerkin and shirt from the dust the attack had
    produced, and looked around. There where civilians everywhere to both sides
    of the window wielding knives, hammers, anything really they could get
    their hands on.



    Between them and me were the spear and tower shield-wielding knights, or
    guards, or whatever they were, with the large trout of Lord Traser painted
    on the front. These men looked stern and ready to stab me If I did anything
    that looked even mildly threatening.



    They didn’t of course, I mean, what kind of hostile burns nearly half his
    own force, gives warnings about blowing things up, and then politely asks
    “Could I get directions to the kitchens? The shaman that leads these
    goblins found its way there, and I would very much like to have a word with
    him.” I pointed to my nose and the blood barely drying on my face. “We have
    things to discuss.”



    “Wizard?” Came a frail, weak voice over the crackling of the flames. “Is
    that you Rayid?” It was a familiar voice, one that I had expected to find
    eventually.



    “Salina?” I asked confused. “Is the elven ambassador here?” I asked one of
    the large men that looked slightly larger and more imposing than the
    others. He, in turn looked towards a smaller man with a fancier and
    slightly longer cape.
    
        Of course, size and strength aren’t always the prerequisites for
        leadership dummy
    
    , I chided myself as I looked at the man with the fancy cape. I rolled my
    eyes at my own stupidity, before realizing that the man was glaring at me.



    Oops, I think he thinks my eye roll was for him
    . Thankfully before I could say something that would make the situation
    even more pedantic and bothersome, Salina, aided by one of the elven
    rangers, pushed through the thin guard from my left. She looked gaunt,
    exhausted. As if she had been awake for nearly a week with no sleep and
    little food or water. Blood not her own, mixed with mud ash and soot clung
    to her robe and face.



    “Are you, are you okay?” I asked taken aback at the sight.



    ‘I am fine…” She began before wincing and holding her head in pain.



    “What is wrong?” I demanded of the ranger at her side. He was one of the
    young elves I knew from the drum circle, handsome as he was skilled with a
    bow, but he couldn’t hold a vocal tune to save his life, that's why he had
    been placed with the drums and not the choir.



    The boy's voice, his name escaped me, was a light tenor “She has been
    keeping the goblins from receiving reinforcements through their portal
    crystals. The spatial anchoring spell drains her, she has been holding it
    for nearly two hours now. Her mana wains.” I reached out to touched her
    shoulder to give her a few hundred mana from my pool to help. Before my
    hand touched her Salina’s hand gripped mine, her expression one of pain.



    “Your few thousand mana would do nothing.” She gritted out between her
    teeth. “Agh!” She cried before sweet relief crossed her face. She sighed
    and leaned into the ranger, nearly spent. “They are done trying, for now.
    At first, there were two shamans, they took turns testing me by attempting
    to use their infernal crystals whenever they were filled with mana. But,
    they have both gone silent. One was killed here by the archer's commander.
    The other though, I suppose I have you to thank for that?” I nodded.



    “Good, well. There is a new shaman, one more powerful than the others, he
    tests my wards like few have done in the past thousand years. Constantly
    beating against them, the little beast does not know who he vexes!” She
    said as she attempted to stand to her full height, but she swayed and the
    ranger caught her, propping her up and steadying Salina on her feet.



    The ranger looked at me and explained “The magic takes its toll not just
    physically but mentally as well. While fire magic makes one more
    passionate, to the point of madness and obsession, and healing magic makes
    one vulnerable and emotionally sensitive, to the point of trauma if abused,
    if overused spatial magic makes one think they are capable of anything.
    That they have no limits.” Salina smacked him in the face, hard. But to his
    credit, the young elf ranger stoically made no remark and gave no reaction.



    “I am no child whose magic tests her mental state. I have practiced nearly
    two human lifetimes in my youth to grip ahold of myself, and I still hold
    now.” She said but I could tell, the magic was beginning to affect her
    emotional state. Slowly chipping away at her ability to see others as
    anything but limited, pathetically weak creatures. The fire magic in my
    veins called out to me to crush her, to show her who the true master was. I
    crushed the thoughts more ruthlessly then I had crushed anything before. I
    was worried about my friend, and nothing would stop me from helping her,
    not even me.



    “Well that's good to know, I think I know the little shit you’re talking
    about. I was just about to go hunting. Anyone want to join me?!” I asked. A
    few people looked confused, and one yelled back simply “What?!” before
    everything went silent again.



    I rolled my eyes at them “I'm about to go into the kitchen wing, find the
    goblin that's doing that…” I pointed at Salina “To one of the most powerful
    elves in the region, kill it, and return your homes to you. Do you want to
    go hunting with me?!” I yelled.



    The crowd of commoners, deckhands, and fishermen and their wives erupted in
    excitement, and many started heading in that direction before I could take
    my first step. As the guards turned to start in that direction, I pushed
    past them, and slowly worked my way to the front of the angry mob.
    
        I’m not going to let others die to protect me, this was my idea after
        all.
    



    ----



    Twin jets of flame leaped from my hand as I bathed the hallway in fire
    turning the goblins there into ash and smoke. The guards had eventually
    found their way to the front of the mob and turned back many who were
    injured, carrying children, or who simply didn’t have weapons besides their
    bare hands. They had sent them deeper into the Manor, specifically Lord
    Traser’s personal library. The rest had followed me here, the hallway
    outside the kitchens.



    The goblin shaman had set up camp inside, sending out waves of ten to
    fifteen goblins at a time to slow us down and distract us as he desperately
    pounded on Salina’s wards trying to connect his crystal to waiting
    reinforcements. The Knight Captain, and they were knights, hedge knights
    but still, knights, who I had learned was named Tegin had sent a squad of
    spearmen and archers around back to bottleneck them in.



    The attack on the other side of the manor he had reported, had turned and
    fled. They ran when the archer's captain who had felled the shaman earlier,
    struck down the hobgoblin leading the assault on that side. The goblins,
    numbing just twenty or so after the brutal pummeling they had been
    receiving the entire time, had turned and fled at the first opportunity.



    Their hobgoblin cousins lasted a little longer he had explained, but not by
    much. As the hobs eventually broke, they had been slaughtered to a man.
    After hearing the reports and quickly surveying the dead, Knight Commander
    Tegin estimated that the shaman had at least another fifty, possibly sixty
    goblins, and a handful of hobgoblin bodyguards left. When he had said that,
    I had begun my burning walkthrough of the manor, turning anything that got
    in my way to ash, the militia of commoners, knights, and soldiers,
    following close behind.



    I walked forward through the flames I was conjuring, to the door that
    connected the kitchen wing with the rest of the house. I canceled the spell
    and opened the door. Inside where three hobgoblin warriors, spears and
    rounded shields in hand blocking me from the kitchens.



    Seeing them their, fear of the flames dancing in their eyes, I felt pity
    for the green monsters. “You’re master will let you die If you surrender I
    will ensure you are not killed. The humans might even let you return to
    your homes.” I said in their language. I was protected from their weapons
    by the flames that still flickered around me.



    “Unburnt…” One of them said “Fire-kin…” another whispered almost reverently
    to the first. Their leader, or the one I thought was their leader, tried to
    rush and stab at me through the flames, but I just kicked coals at him from
    the rugs burning underfoot, keeping them all at bay.



    “Look, I don’t want you to die. I don’t want to burn this building down,
    and I really don’t want to have to spend the next half an hour wading
    through your ashes, just so I can kill one shaman who is trying to get your
    entire clan killed.”



    “Clan? What are you saying.” Said the smallest, and ostensibly the smartest
    of the three. He certainly had the best command of the goblin language.
    “The clan is safe in the swamp. No human goes there. No elf can stand the
    stink.” The other two laughed and the largest one who had just tried to
    stab me mimed elves with long ears holding their noses.



    These are not the brightest of creatures,
    I thought with a mix of amusement, pity, and disgust. Honestly, it was a
    very elvish feeling. “Yes, now. But when the siege of the Twins is
    broken, when your shaman dies, and he will die, and when your people bend
    and then break on my fire and those peoples spears…” I pointed at a suit of
    decorative armor that was almost white-hot in the fire. “Do you think that
    they will be forgiving enough to just let you return home? No. The humans
    will ignore the swamp smell, the elves will cast their spells to protect
    their noses, and they will kill your clan to the last.”



    The three looked mystified at my words. I couldn’t blame them. I was
    standing in the freaking fire and not getting hurt, and my clothes weren't
    catching fire. And I could produce the fire out of my fingertips seemingly
    at will. From their standpoint I must have looked like some kind of
    avenging human demon God.



    Realizing I could use that, I raised fingers to my temple and closed my
    eyes “I-I have foreseen it…” I put as much mystery in my words as I
    possibly could. “Your clan burning, your, huts, drenched in fire and ice.
    Your children, dead at your feet! You three, burning in what will one day
    become known as...” I paused for dramatic effect. “... The Fire Swamp!” I
    raised my hands as if pronouncing a curse.



    The three gasped, “No! No fire swamp!” The biggest said fear in his eyes,
    as he actually began to shake from fright.



    “Please have mercy fire-kin!” The second, middle in height hobgoblin said
    falling to his knees in fear, pleading incoherently.



    “No, no, no! The clan will live, you’re trying to trick us!” The smallest
    and smartest one said. I shot him in the face with a force bolt, his brains
    smearing on the marble floor behind them as his body collapsed in a heap.



    The fire at my feet was nearly out, I hadn’t used any napalm style spells,
    just an aerosol Jet of Flame. Sure it burned tapestries and carpets, but
    the thick heavily treated hardwood that the building was made of took far
    longer to light than that. The few places it did take hold along the
    hallway were already being put out by industrious fishermen with water
    carried from wells outside.



    “Will you listen to fire-kin!” I demanded of the two, the big one kneeled
down and joined his smarter friend in obeisance.    Holy crap this is actually working?! “Good, then...” I paused, not
    really knowing where I was going with this yet. It clicked as I watched
    them sniffle in fear.



    “...then go get the others! Tell them to throw away their spears, and that
    a greater shaman then the one you guard has ordered it. That a Fire-kin has
    ordered it!” I said totally bluffing. I had no context for what the heck a
    fire-kin was, but I was gambling on my guess that it was some kind of super
    shaman or spirit, demon thing.



    To my amazement they both agreed and ran off, leaving their spears and
    shields behind. While they were gone I worked with the fishermen to put out
    the fires I had started, and then we all moved into the kitchen complex
    proper. A few minutes later, a large contingent, nearly twenty or so, a mix
    of both hobs and their lesser goblin kin filed in, hands raised to show
    they had already discarded their weapons. There was a tense moment, as I
    explained to the Knight Captain that these goblins wanted to surrender.



    I could tell he wanted to slaughter them and be done with it, but I'm sure
    the chivalric code, or whatever contrived moralistic code the knights of
    this town lived by, prevented the slaughtering of beings that were
    surrendering. Also, the look I gave him when he began to suggest they do
    just that, withered the thought on the vine.



    The group was slowly lead outside by a large portion of the fishermen
    militia, and a couple of the knight-guards I later learned where called
    Men-at-arms. “There,” I said smugly to the Knight Captain. “The enemy's
    force is cut nearly in half. You’re welcome.” I was leaning on my staff in
    the center of the kitchen as I watched the goblins file past. The entire
    enterprise, including the explanation had taken nearly fifteen minutes from
    when the two hobs, who now lead their kin outside, had left me.



    “But so are our forced halved just to watch them and make sure they don’t
    get into mischief.” The man complained.



    “True, but we didn’t lose anyone. Besides, those forces we ‘lost’ were
    comprised mainly of fishermen and women, people you are no doubt sworn and
    duty-bound to protect. At least that's how most nobility works generally.”
    I said, staring at him. He was listening, but I could tell Commander Tegin
    wanted nothing more than to kill the goblins, probably punch me in the
    face, and charge valiantly into whatever magical traps the shaman had most
    likely prepared for everyone, and promptly valiantly die doing so.



    “You know, the peasants work, and the nobility fight and protect. That's
    the exchange of labor, isn’t it? Or are you one of those knights who serve
    only when service is convenient? You expect the peasant town militia to do
    half your work for you?” I asked meaningfully. As my question hit home, I
    walked away towards where the goblins had come from.



    I knew that whatever was ahead, swords and shields could probably deal with
    it, but probably not in time. And probably not without a lot more dead. So,
    I pushed open the kitchen door and entered the next part of the kitchen
    wing alone.



    ----



    Three rooms later, after having torched another handful of hobgoblins, and
    let several larger groups of goblins get past me as I waited in a broom or
    storage closet, I made it to where I was going.
    
        I can’t fight every little fight, I have a time schedule to keep and I
        have already wasted over fifteen minutes trying to get the stupid
        creatures to surrender instead of burning to death
    
, I thought trying to justify letting the last group get past me.    No one can ever say I don't take my oaths seriously.
    
        Besides what honor would there be for those knights if I took every
        kill this battle?
    



    I listened closely at the last door on the second floor, the room was only
    a few feet past the stairs as the second floor, though large, only had a
    few rooms. This one was a storage room of some kind, or so the sign said.



    I could hear wrestling noise coming from inside, the shuffling of large
    hairy feet that probably belonged to large bulky hobgoblins. I readied
    myself, drew back from the door, and kicked it in. Or tried too, the dang
    thing just sat there.
    
        Oh come on, that would have been epic! I need to invest a few points
        into physical characteristics so this kind of thing stops happening,
    
    I thought annoyed.



    Rolling my eyes at myself, I waited for a response from the other side.
    When none came, I used the same spell from earlier, a Force Bolt with the
    Hammer augmentation, and blasted the thing.



    Splinters went flying, and so did what I thought at first where hobgoblins.
    As I blinked I realized what I was seeing and my heart fell. Right in front
    of the door where a handful of people, mostly humans in kitchen garb with
    white hats and aprons, but there was also what I assumed was a dwarf, as he
    was short and had an immaculate beard, and two elves.



    They all sported splinters or wounds from the door explosion, and one had a
    massive splinter straight through the skull, he was a tall old man with a
    fine wispy beard. And he was clearly dead.
    
        That stupid kick probably tipped the shaman off to use them as human
        shields!
    



    “No!” Screamed a woman who had been standing to the side of the door, her
    hands were chained to the wall on a hook used for hanging deer. She kicked,
    strained and tried to reach the clearly dead man, but to no avail. She was
    half-dressed, no, her clothes had been ripped, and red marks filled with
    half congealed blood covered her exposed midriff and half of her chest. The
    marks were clearly purposeful and carved deep with a knife.



    At their center of the pattern, encircling her belly button I could see a
    sigal I recognized, it was dwarvish rune that meant “flesh.” A goblin, with
    a tattered shawl hanging from his shoulders, stood on a stool. The shaman
    had a knife in hand as he ripped at the rest of the crying and screaming
    woman's blouse exposing uncut, clean flesh and the rest of her chest to the
    air.



    Several hobgoblins who had been standing on the other side of the prisoners
    drew bows and fired. Two missed me completely sticking into the wooden
    walls behind me. One of the shafts hit my shield hanging almost limp on my
    arm, covering my lower half but leaving my upper body and head exposed to
    the missiles.



    Their aim was thrown off by the disorientation my spell had caused, one of
    the creatures had been impaled against the wall with the upper portion of
    the door, the lower portion swung loosely on its one remaining hinge. The
prisoners were all on the ground, holding onto one another.    I can’t use fire here!



    I growled in frustration and rage at the sight before me and raised my
    shield just in time to block another volley of arrows. The bones in my arm
    range like a bell at the subsequent impacts, but I was alive. I grabbed the
    nearest person with my shield arm and dragged her into the hallway and to
    safety.



    “Get going, all of you, crawl! Under the shield!” I yelled, expanding the
    shield to fill the upper portions of the doorway, but leaving the lower
    free for them to crawl through. The woman I had grabbed and dragged
    screamed, but quickly realized what was happening and made her escape,
    hands still tied with heavy rope.



    As soon as she was clear I saw the timer on my Force Bolt go down, and I
    hit the hobgoblin who had nearly killed me earlier square in the chest,
    caving it in and sending him out the window he was standing in front of.
    One of the two remaining hobgoblins dropped to the floor, while the other
    reached down and dragged a young woman, a few years younger than me, to her
    feet between us. As he did, I unleashed another bolt, that struck him, and
    her, in the arm, causing her to fall and exposing him to my next attack, a
    heartbeat later.



    When I launched it, the hobgoblin was bent over groping for his human
    shield. It slammed into his hip with a loud disturbing cracking noise, and
    the body fell limp to the ground. The woman shrieked in pain, and another
    prisoner began crawling towards her to assist.



    I let down the shield and walked into the room. I let out another basic
    Force Bolt after the three-second cooldown directly into the face of the
    last hobgoblin and then surveyed the room. The Goblin Shaman was nowhere to
    be seen, the woman was another story.



    I stopped in my tracks and gaped at what I saw. The woman who had been
    screaming was dead. Her body fully exposed, half of it covered in detailed
    carefully carved runes and sigils from various forms of magic. The other
    half of her body was covered in hastily cut and far deeper wounds that were
    clearly magical in nature but were made with far less care.



    I had learned about how most societies and most races had different magical
    writing styles in the little time I had been able to read the last few
    days. And here, I saw elements of the three most common forms of magic
    writing. A few Elven sigils, a few dwarven runes, and as my eyes roamed
    over the carved flesh trying to read the purpose of the incantation, I
    found what could only have been the human signs for each of the seven basic
    elements.



    Force was bloodily and hastily carved into her forehead. Fire on her torso
    just above the belly button, the one for air was between her breasts where
    the lungs connected. Earth was carved in several places, on her hips her
    knees and elbows. Water was carved on the edges her lips, next to her eyes,
    and just above her crotch.



    Light was carved above each eye, directly on her heart was carved darkness.
    The last sign was far deeper, and there was far too much blood, I guessed
    it was how she died. As the other prisoners scrambled out, I tore my gaze
    from her naked form and examined the rest of the room.



    Beyond where most of the action took place, there were four other men and
    women, all dead with the strange mix of arcanic styles of signs, sigils,
    and runes throughout their bodies. These though, they all looked complete,
    and each sported a dagger straight through the heart.



    Beyond them on the far side of the room sat a large cauldron probably
    originally meant for large scale stews. The large cooking pot hung from the
    ceiling above a wooden platform ringed with rocks, with coal still
    smoldering underneath. I stepped onto the platform and peeked into the
    cauldron. The smell and the sight were too much, I turned and lost my
    lunch.



    I heard heavy footsteps outside the room and the Knight Captain and two of
    his guards came rushing in, short swords were drawn and their massive tower
    shields replaced with small bucklers designed for fighting in tight
    quarters. “Are you alright wizard?” The captain asked as he walked over,
    saw the people on the wall, and joined me in my misery vomiting in a corner
    he quickly turned toward.



    “If that bothers you…” I said wiping my mouth, still slightly bend over.
    “Don’t look in the cauldron.”



    One of the two guardsmen walked past it to secure the door on the opposite
    side. I saw him chance a look inside. He stopped stunned at what he saw.
    “Don’t look, watch the door.” The Knight Captain insisted. “No need to
    disturb the dead.” He said motioning towards the clearly dead bodies hung
    from the meathooks. All except the last had a black dagger piercing their
    hearts. He turned to me “Did you see the shaman?”



    I nodded as I retrieved my staff from the floor where I had thrown it while
    hurling. “Yeah, but I was attacked by three hobs and he got away during the
    fighting. Took me longer than it should have to clear them out because of
    the hostages who had to crawl to safety.”



    “Fairly fought wizard. The peasantries lives are more important than petty
    revenge against our enemies.” He said somewhat subdued. “Your words
    earlier, they were filled with wisdom. Biting though they were.”



    
        I don’t know about wisdom, these people seem to get it mixed up easily
        with cynicism.
    
    I thought but held my tongue. The man was trying to apologize, no need to
    cut him down just because I had an ego too. I nodded and looked to the
    guard at the far door. “What's that room?” I asked.



    “It's just a larder. A dead end.” The guard said as he looked back to me.
    “And it's too small and bare for him to hide anywhere inside. He must have
    gone out the window.” I ran over to it followed closely by the Knight
    Captain and looked desperately for any sign of where the shaman might have
    landed. But there was nothing, just the dead Hobgoblin from earlier and
    some bushes with fine long looking thorns that even an elf would have had a
    hard time getting through without making a racket.



    I was about to explode with frustration but the Knight Captain beat me to
    it, grabbing one of the hobgoblin bodies and hurling it out the window.
    “Damn it all to the nine hells below! By the seven heavens, and the
    infinite celestial spheres above, why is it so gods damned difficult to
    find and kill one bastard goblin shaman!”



    I straightened a little, “my sentiments exactly, commander.”



    The man looked at me askance for a moment as if he suspected that I was
    mocking him, but something about his examination changed as he looked at
    me. “W-What? Do I have some schmutz on my face?” I asked wiping at
    non-existent leftover vomit I was worried was clinging to the scraggly
    brown-blond beard I had been growing since coming to Ethria.



    His eyes shifted slowly from me to the cauldron, and then back to me. He
    got this expression on his face that spoke to connections being made, and
    gears slowly turning. “How full was the cauldron?” He asked, and I
    grimaced. I turned towards it, and before I could warn the guard, the
    little shit goblin stain stood out of the soup, it had created out of
    human, goblin, warg, and hobgoblin body parts, and hit the poor man with
    some kind of ray spell.



    The guard raised his shield, but yelped in pain and dropped the buckler as
    it frosted over. The shaman then cast his analog of force bolt, denting the
    man's armor and sending him soaring into the larder. The Knight Captain
    charged, sword extended in front of him in a style I was not familiar with
    and smacked headlong into a shield that sprang to life with a wave of the
    shaman's hand.



    My field of vision filled with stars, and I looked at the options I had
    available to penetrate the shield. I had the Hammer and Armor Penetration
    options available, but from past experience, neither one seemed very
    effective against this kind of shield. I grabbed the last of the
    augmentations I had created just days ago and unleashed it. Back then, I
    didn’t really know what I was doing with it. Now? I knew exactly how to
    shape the mana to get the effect I wanted.



    The massive blob of acidic force energy shot and then splashed against the
    shield above the Knight-Commander's head. Slowly, the acidic magic ate away
    at the shield but did not break it, only weakened it. “Back up!” I shouted
    at the commander, and he did, not far enough. I grabbed the back of his
    armor and pulled him unceremoniously out of the way, as I unleashed a jet
    of flame at the shield, weakening it further. The shield, glowing gold,
    flickered and failed at the same time as the flames burned out.



    The second guard charged in sword up in the same way that the Knight
    Commander had, sword drawn across his arm and pointed at the shaman. He
    stabbed at the goblin, who ducked into the putrid water to escape the
    attack. When he re-emerged a second later, the shaman pushed the sword away
    and placed his staff directly under the guard's chin. The man's head
    exploded outwards with a saved spell that came from the shaman's staff.



    “Mardus no!” Tegin shouted in rage. I saw him pull a dagger from his belt,
    pull back and throw it straight at the goblins head. The shaman ducked
    again and came up with a great gout of putrid liquid as he cast force bolts
    wildly in our general direction.



    The spell hit my shield, “Gah!” I yelled as the pain of the hit vibrated up
    the bones in my arm. They felt like they were going to shatter. I let loose
    a bolt of my own and elongated the shield to be taller, thinner and cover
    more of me as I did. My bolt hit the shaman square in the head, but the
    little green bastard just laughed.



    In a guttural accent, almost painful to listen to, the goblin screeched
    “Mistress will kill you all! She will end you all with the bones of your
    friends! I will bring her here! Yes, I will. I will bring her here!” He
    looked down at himself, in the center of the pot, smiled, pulled a dagger
    from the sheath along his belt, and drew it across his own throat. Blood
    mixed with the viscera putrid water in a fountain of red and putrid brown
    liquids. The shaman lifted his staff in both hands dropping the dagger into
    the cauldron and let lose the last spell saved in the weapon.



    A brown, gold and red disk of swirling magic appeared in the air on the
    opposite side of the cauldron from me and the commander, and a woman
    screamed from far below us. That sounded like Salina! Sweat sprang
    to life and ran in rivulets down my back, as the disk coalesced into a
    solid image. I found myself entranced by the disk, and almost without
    thinking about it I walked forward.



    The image solidified to show a stone grey room, filled with shadowy
    figures. In the center of the room, I could make out a single figure,
    standing in front of a large altar. The figure had a dagger in hand, and
    with a hard thrust downwards created a fountain of blood. I couldn’t hear
    screams, but I felt them in the way that the silhouette gripped the shadowy
    figure's arms in desperation, the way it convulsed, and the way it's back
    arched as it tried to squirm away. This is a sacrificial chamber,
    I thought.



    The image zoomed in on the figure who had held the knife, still, its back
    was turned to me. Its shoulders heaved, in what I thought at first where
    sobs, but then as the being threw back its head, and its hood fell away I
    realized with horror that it was silent laughter. The figures face
    revealed, I was shocked seeing it was female.



    She had raven black hair cut short in a wild and uneven pixie cut. She wore
    a crazed expression as the arterial spray continued running down her pale
    face. The entire scene had an otherworldly, almost divine power to it, but
    it wasn’t a divinity I recognized.



    After a few seconds of watching this scene, with nothing happening or
    changing I grew confused. “Huh, what was the purpose of this spell?” I
    asked looking back at the knight commander. The commander looked like he
    was about to respond, but then horror crossed his visage.



    Confused, I turned back to the disk and found the woman staring directly at
    me, face massive in the image. “Wow!” I gripped my chest and took several
    deep calming breaths as I leaned against the cauldron.



    After a few seconds of deep breathing, I felt a hand on my back and looked
    up to find the Commander staring down at me concerned. “Oh I'm fine, just
    got startled is all. Her giant evil looking face could scare blind
    children.” The commander fought back a laugh, as I stood and faced the
    image.



    The woman was looking at us unnervingly, her eyes were deeply green with
    flecks of black throughout. She reacted and followed us when we moved, it
    was like she was actually seeing us. Well, perhaps she is. I
    thought.
    
        Spells can do some interesting things like that, and it's not much more
        advanced than using an old video call app
    
    . I waved at her and elicited a smile that quickly grew from pleasant, to
    disturbing. “I think she can see us,” I said as I continued to wave, a
    painfully fake smile on my face.



    The portal dipped lower to the ground and widened into what looked like a
    doorway. “Uh, does that look like a portal?” I asked and the Knight
    Commander drew his sword in response. “Yeah, me too” I said bringing my
    staff to bear in front of me, and began storing spells in the crystal it
    contained as fast as my cool down timers would allow. I had an idea for
    something new, something non-fire based.
    
        Hopefully it will be both useful, and prevent me from accidentally
        burning down the house.
    



    The woman's face disappeared as the doorway formed out of the disk, but
    when it finally settled from floor to ceiling, she stood on the other side
    of the portal, almost as if she were standing in the room with us. The
    woman, black robes swirling around her, beckoned us to come through to her
    side of the silvery door.



    “No way lady,” I said as I grabbed the shoulder of the commander who had
    taken a step towards it, sword having gone slack in his hand. “You work
    with the goblins, we don’t trust you one wit, do we commander?” I said this
    while looking directly at the commander, who even now seemed transfixed by
    the shadowy silvery doorway.



    “That hardly seems true” the woman's voice, a pleasant soprano, came
    through as clear as if she were next to us. “Your friend certainly seems,
    enchanted, with me.” That too large to be fully sane smile came back to her
    lips, and it sent shivers down my still sweating back. I received a prompt
    then that confirmed my suspicions.



    


        “Enthralment save successful. Due to your emotional stability and
        inherent intelligence, you were able to detect and then successfully
        counter an intrusion into your emotional state by outside forces.”
    




    “Yeah, guys do stupid things for women.” I quipped, pulling the Commander
    back further and forcing him to face me. “Particularly the broody, insane,
    black-robed, blood sacrificing, goblin helping kind. Right Commander?” The
    man's head swiveled back to the shimmery pool.



    “You think I'm helping them?” Her voice echoed through the stone and wood
    complex of the kitchens. She laughed, and the sound though pleasant to the
    ear, nearly had me jumping out of my skin knowing that smile accompanied
    it. “I rule them, they are mine to do with as I please.” The Commander
    tried to walk forward again, straining hard against my grip.



    “Hey, hey moron,” I said trying to get his attention with anything I could.
    “What's your name?”



    “Huh?” He asked finally paying attention to me. “W-what was that?” He
    asked, his mind still clouded.



    “I asked you, what’s your name!” I nearly shouted in his face.



    “Uh, oh yeah. I am Knight Commander Tegin Traser, nephew to Lord Traser.”
    He said as he began to emerge from the daze. He shook his head, and the
    dull look in his eyes faded, replaced by the passionate, brave if a
    somewhat stupid young man that I had grown to somewhat know over the last
    hour or so. You can only see someone do something brave and bold so many
    times before you start to like the guy.



    
        Nothing like a little blood and death to bond you and the people you’ve
        seen it with together, right?
    
    I thought as I kept a firm grip on his upper arm. After another second or
    two, he seemed fully awake and aware again.



    I relaxed slightly and looked back at the portal. “You’re enthrallment
    failed witch!” I pointed my staff at the portal and unleashed one of the
    spells stored there. It was a simple Force Bolt, but it sped to the portal
    on my command. When it hit the silvery substance that made the thing, my
    spell disappeared along with a small portion of the pool where it had
    struck.



    The substance flowed back together, but the portal was visibly smaller now,
    diminished in some way. The woman's smile faded slightly, as I let out
    another with a similar effect.



    “Good thing I did this rather than fireball,” I said to virtually no one.



    “What?” Commander Traser asked.



    “Don’t worry about it, just thinking out loud,” I said and unleashed
    another bolt which disappeared with another chunk of the portal.



    I was about to cast more bolts until the entire pool was gone, but that's
    when the knight that had been sent flying into the larder chose to reappear
    stumbling out of the tiny storage room and nearly directly into the pool.
    “NO!” I yelled and lunged for him, but I was too late. My hand gripped the
    end of his cloak and I pulled. But the portal pulled harder, and I was
    lifted off my feet and dragged into the portal with the guard.



    ----



    Everything was black, there was no light but somehow I didn’t need it. I
    could still see everything, and hear it all, but there was nothing to see
    or hear. Even when I looked at my hand all I saw was the mater there, no
    air to breathe, no ground to walk on, it was a void. A place between
    places. As soon as I realized this I looked down and found my body was
    halfway through the portal, but slowly it crept through propelled by some
    force I didn't know. I heard two voices as if in an argument.



    “...He is mine!” The first voice said vehemently. “He chose to go through
    the portal. He is mine to do with as I see fit!”



    “No. He overcame your bewitching charms dark one. Him being here is a
    coincidence, a convergence of fates, not an act of his own will, or even
    his subverted will as was the case with the first. The spell you used from
    your master's domain demands a willing entrant even if enthralled, not an
    accidental one.”



    “And yet he is here! How can one enter my lord Tesh’s domain, MY domain,
    and not be mine!”



    “He is not there, yet.” The second female voice said sternly. It was my
    rock that voice, so different from the first, and yet just as feminine. If
    there was an antithesis to madness, a cure for the ailment of madness in
    auditory form, it was the second voice. Even as the first was the disease.



    “Only because YOU interfere where you are not welcome! Tesh, Tesh will
    destroy you and your kind! He will intercede here!”



    “The sleeping child will do no such thing. The fact that you have but a
    bare spark of the divine in you, allows you this intercession, this,
    explanation, as a courtesy. Nothing more. I will take back what is by all
    rights, mine.”



    “Ethria itself will intervene if you break the rules it has set forth
    regarding divine law!” The first voice said in a panicked, almost manic
    tone.



    “Do not quote the laws of Ethria’s founding to me darkling! I was born long
    before they were written. My divine spark saw the birthing of the first
    suns, the creation of the first stars in the sky! Though in my diminished
    state I am strained to remember it, I laid down my children's first seeds
    upon our homeworld before your child god's great grandsires were first
    conceived of in the minds of mortal beings, let alone their mother's
    wombs!”



    The void went silent a moment, as the two voices thought of what to say
    next. Finally the first spoke.



    “Fine, take him. I have the first, it is all I will need to break free of
    here. I have regained my power, I have regained my memories” The first
    voice said this smugly, pointedly as if taunting the second with this
    knowledge. “He will die in waves of the dead soon regardless of what you do
    here.”



    After a brief pause, a teenage male voice spoke. Definite, and final, as if
    sick of the games of the others. “So be it, necromancer. Warn your darkling
    masters, and let the contest be joined.



    


Chapter 12: Investigations and Preparations



    “Always be prepared.” - Boy Scout Motto



    Laketown, Frega, 33rd, 2987 AoR









    I was hurled back through the portal, unceremoniously sprawled on the cold
    stone of the room I had just left. “Holy spheres above!” The Tegin Traser
    yelled “How did you get back?!” he grabbed me and hauled me to my feet.



    I shook myself and brushed the dust and blood from the floor off my pants
    l. “I-I don’t know,” I confessed as I turned towards the portal. What I saw
    froze my heart.



    A hand pushed against the silvery film of the portal and extended out
    coated in the stuff the portal was made of. The woman, the necromancer I
    now knew, slowly pushed her hand further, until nearly her entire arm,
    still coated, was protruding from the magical doorway.



    “What?! Does the binding still hold? But the sacrifice...” The necromancers
    voice trailed off as if confused.



    “No matter! The shaman did as instructed, there are at least a few useful
    tools there. I will show you my power!” She raised her silver-coated hand
    then and released a spell, dark purple and black bolts of magic spread
    throughout the room leaping from her fingers towards the dead bodies still
    hung from the deer hooks all along the wall next to us.



    There were five of them, the bodies, and as the spell struck each one, the
    black metal daggers piercing their hearts seemed to melt into them. The
    necromancers laughter filled the room, as the bodies began to twitch.



    I turned back to the portal, extended my staff, and said: “You have no
    power here, necromancer!” Because I have a thing for melodrama. I unleashed
    the spells I had been saving in the staff. A torrent of force bolts leaped
    from the staffs top crystal and struck the portal, each one disappearing a
chunk of the silvery material. They came in a steady stream of strikes,    it's not fast enough! I thought angrily, as the woman's laughter
    grew more shrill and unhinged.



    I forced the spells faster through my staff, and the torrent became a
    deluge. Tens of bolts a second struck the portal and I had to grip my staff
    with both hands to keep the recoil from sending the spells in wild
    directions. When a bolt hit and disintegrated her silvery arm the laughing
    ceased.



    I had only stored about half the storage space full of the force spells,
    and soon the last bolt past through the golden yellow crystal, glowing hot
    with residual energy.



    The portal had been reduced to only a tiny silver sphere hanging in the
    air. I launched a force bolt from my hand this time, and the last vestiges
    of the portal disappeared with no more argument from the necromancer.



    I turned my attention to the writhing corpses on the wall. Their bodies
    were now covered in the black, tar-like metal substance the daggers had
    been made of. Their skin, eyes, hair and every distinguishing feature were
    buried and lost underneath what looked like a black, tight latex suit. If I
    had not seen what had been written on the dead, and if it didn’t come with
    the sharpening and elongating of their teeth, I might have felt as If I had
    stumbled into some kind of S&M club.



    The dead creatures pulled on their chains, their arms raised above their
    head not providing them much leverage to bring to bear their obviously
    enhanced strength. They barked and snapped at us, eyes black orbs covered
    with the latex, tar-like tight black substance that had been the daggers.



    The daggers themselves no nowhere to be found. The only one of the
    mutilated dead who had not transformed was the first woman who had screamed
at the older man's death. Her body still hung naked and limp in her chains.    The shaman must not have had time to finish the ritual, I thought
    as I took up a defensive stance next to Commander Tigan Trasser.



    I used my analyze ability on one of the glossy black undead creatures.



“Name: Unknown, none given.
Race: Human Undead, Reaver
Class: Mindless Undead
Level: 18
Height: 5’8
Hair: Black
Age: 1 minute 17 seconds
Affiliation: Necromancer
Alignment: Wild
Disposition Towards You: Hungry
HP: 150/150
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Defensive Characteristics:
Armor Defense: 15
Magic Defence: 12
Offensive Characteristics:
Claws: +15 attack
Bite: +20 attack
Damage bonuses unknown, skill score too low.”

    










    



    “Good Lord above,” I said as fascinated by what I was seeing as I was
    terrified of it. I felt a hand grip my arm tightly and pull me back.



    “Wizard, I do not think it is wise to get close enough for them to bite
    you.” Captain Traser said warningly. I looked down and realized I had let
    down my guard and had taken a few unconscious steps forward as I analyzed
    the creatures. He let go of my arm when I shook myself.



    “Right, thanks for that. I don’t think they’re going to get loose. They’re
    strong, but not as strong as the necromancer thought they were. The shaman
    must have been rushed by how hard we were pressing him, and probably didn’t
    follow whatever ritual that created these...” I gestured towards the four
    snapping, angry, mindless creatures. “Things,” I told him what my analyze
    attempt said, and he nodded agreement.



    “We should leave them for further study by the elves.” Commander Traser
    said as he cut the hamstrings of each of the creatures systematically. When
    the legs of the last one went limp, the use of its limbs all but lost to
    it, he looked at me “What? You can’t be too careful.



    “It was a good idea. Shall we go?” I asked gesturing towards the door. He
    nodded and we began walking that way. “By the way, what's your proper
    title? Knight-Commander? Knight-Captain? Captain? My internal monologue
    really would like to know” I asked confused.



    “Huh? Well, I'll respond to any of those I suppose. Knight Commander is my
    noble rank, Knight-Captain or Captain is my rank in Lord Trasers
    Men-at-arms. So, in this setting they are all appropriate.” I nodded my
    understanding before turning back to the four writing corpses as we stood
    at the entrance to the room.



    “Let me put a fire trap at the front door facing the windows if they
    somehow find a way to escape their chains we’ll have warning and perhaps
    cooked zombie,” I said smiling at the thought. “Your thought of studying
    them as we resupply and prepare to assault the necromancers compound, was a
    good instinct.”



    “Assault, that creatures lair?” He asked fear tinting his voice.



    “If we allow her to fester in her pit, her infection will spread. This?” I
    said motioning to the death around us, and out the window. “This was just
    an opening salvo of the war if we let this become one.”



    “How do you know what she is?” I motioned to the zombies desperately trying
    to get at us their blackened eyes seeing far more than they should have
    been able too. I didn’t want to tell him about my experience half in the
    portal, I didn’t know how he would take it, I didn’t know how anyone would
    really. The gods seemed far more directly involved with things in this
    world then on Earth, and I didn’t really want to get involved overly much
    with it if I could avoid it.
    
        Particularly with that last statement, that younger voice seemed like
        he was declaring war or something.
    



    “Ah.” Commander Traser said “Right. Them.” The young knight shuffled
    uneasily.



    “Come, let's leave them to their madness.” I turned and left the hellish
    landscape that was the soup room, the commander close on my heels.



    ---



    Lord Traser, the real Lord Traser of Laketown stood in front of the large
    crowd that had assembled outside the smoking, and in places still burning,
    manor house. He was a tall, handsome man, and atop his giant warhorse, he
    looked like a god of war, shiny metal plate armor, heavy lance, a banner
    with his red trout emblem flying from its tip. The dead, both human and
    goblin, where still being dragged away by work crews from the Manor.



    The man didn’t have a speck of blood or mud on him, but it wasn’t for lack
    of fighting. He had led cavalry charge that had saved Tol’geth when he had
    been cornered by three of the large warp wargs. He had personally destroyed
    one of the beasts with that very lance he now held gleaming in the
    afternoon sun. The fact that he was so clean had to do with some kind of
    magic.



    The townspeople, when they had seen the goblins running, and their Lord
    riding forth to challenge and end the foe, had come out in droves from
    their homes and hiding places. “It seems most of the town survived the
    attack,” I said wearily. I was exhausted from the fighting and could have
    used a break right then.



    “Yeah, but that just makes me wonder. Where did the people that fled to the
    other side of the mouth of the lake go? I heard that ranger Li’anin, tell
    Salina that she couldn't find any trace of them.” Ailsa said from my
    shoulder. She leaned against me, exhausted herself. Tol’geth stood behind
    us, leaning on his massive sword for support.



    “Perhaps they were taken by this necromancer of yours?” Tol’geth asked. I
    had told both of them about the incident, about the horrors of the
    bleeding-hooks, and the cauldron. They had both just nodded like I had
    described a particularly unfortunate car accident rather than horror that
    would churn the stomach of any sane living being.



    “I hope not, there were a lot of people on those skiffs. Besides, how could
    they hide the boats?” I asked hesitantly.



    “They could have sunk them. We would not know until another ship tried to
    pass by and hit the hull. I have seen this happen. On my trek north with
    the ambassador from Tor a cargo barge tipped when it ran into a tiny sunk
    fishing boat that had sunk a few days before.” Tol’geth shifted his weight
    and stood tall. “Well, you promised to show us those monsters before we
    rested, yes? Lead on.”



    I led my two companions up through the kitchens, where the surviving goblin
    forces that had surrendered where hogtied and left until the Lord Traser
    could think of what to do with them. When we met briefly with the man when
    he had brought back a wounded and bleeding Tol’geth, I had suggested
    putting them to work repairing the damaged city, but ultimately the
    decision was up to him.



    As we walked I finally began to pay attention to the host of damage and
    combat notification prompts that had auto minimized during the three
    battles we had fought. “Do you realize we fought three battles today?” I
    asked my friends. Tol’geth predictably grunted though it seemed to be a
    particularly happy and contented grunt.



    “Yeah, we did,” Ailsa said realizing what we had done. “Goddesses sweet
    toenails we did.” I laughed, it was a happy thing, but much more intense
    then the joke warranted. It was more to relieve the tension and stress I
    had been feeling. Ailsa joined me, laughing tiredly as she continued to
    lean on me. Tol’geth chuckled lightly, but the large man was more intent on
    what we were doing and where we were going.



    When we finally walked up the stairs and found ourselves at the front door,
    I walked them through everything that had happened from my perspective. The
    breaking of the door, the dead old man, the screaming woman, the hobgoblins
    using the hostages as human shields, the realization where the goblin
    shaman was hiding, and the aftermath of the ambush. When I got to the facts
    about the goblin's spell, Ailsa interrupted.



    “That's when Salina collapsed downstairs and her anchoring spell failed. We
    were lucky this was the last shaman in town, else we would have probably
    drowned in angry little green men.”



    “Sacrifice like that is often the last resort of evils minions.” Came a
    familiar voice from behind us. I turned and found Sir Traser, which I had
    been informed was the proper mode of addressing him while out of combat.
    Tol’geth grunted his agreement to the knight's words.



    “What else happened? Finish the story.” Ailsa commanded, and I did. When I
    finished by explaining what I had done to get rid of the silvery portal,
    basically shot it with enough spells until it went away, Ailsa laughed
    again. “Well, if it works it works! Not what I would have done, but not bad
    meathead.” He patted my cheek and I began to blush slightly. “So, what
    happened in the portal?” She asked fighting the pull of sleep.



    I thought about what to say, before deciding on full honesty. I
    
        ’m not going to be that guy who holds secrets that others might be able
        to help understand. Those situations are stupid and always feel
        contrived.
    
    I thought, before speaking. I explained about god's and then my mission to
    help the Pervolins, though I did keep back the fact I was from another
    world. I stuck with the “islands to the east” story Ailsa had come up with
    a few days before.



    Other than that I told the group everything. Ailsa already knew it all and
    more, and Tol’geth no doubt had known or guessed most of it. The knight
    though ate it all up, he was young, and no doubt yearned for adventure and
    harrowing deeds. And I’m not ashamed to admit, I sought to exploit the
    wanderlust in the man's eyes, and the calling of honor and great deeds to
    be done in the name of justice.



    I took the opportunity to explain everything that had happened to our
    little group up tell that point to the man, and what our plans were for the
    future. When I finally got back around to the room we were in and the
    events that took place there, I had almost forgotten why we were standing
    in a room filled with dead and rotting corpses, and others who were trying
    to eat our faces off.
    
        In retrospect, probably not the best plan to have said all of that in
        front of the undead minions of what is probably the greatest threat to
        the people I'm trying to protect. Well, what's done is done.
    



    I described the necromancer, the portal, what happened when I got sucked
    in, the argument that I had heard between the two women and the final
    statement by the young man at the end. When I told the story about the four
    black latex looking zombies with wicked sharp teeth and black latex eyes,
    my three friends didn’t say anything for a few seconds.



    “Sounds like a divine intercession. What exactly is this necromancer? She
    must be a priestess of some kind. Tesh you said was the god she
    referenced?” Ailsa asked and I nodded. After a large yawn, Ailsa continued.
    “That doesn’t sound very familiar, but gods of darkness, both good and
    evil, are a dime a dozen in some parts of Ethria. Could be from anywhere
    really.” I filed that piece of information away for later use, ignoring the
    looks of confusion that my other friends gave Ailsa at her use of the
    English idiom.



    “Though, I do remember that when the Pervolins and us Fae first came to
    Ethria, we had some trouble with another group of people…” She paused and
    thought about it for a moment before shaking her head in frustration. “I
    can’t remember who they were, but I do remember they worshiped a whole host
    of dark gods. I’ll think about it and get back to you.” She yawned again,
    and that started a chain reaction through the rest of us including our new
    knight companion.



    “So, any of you have any insights into these creatures?” I asked as I
    pointed at the four writhing undead still chained to the wall. They had
    been still as a stone until we entered, when they picked back up with their
    snarling, biting the air, and straining against their thick metal chains.



    “They look like they were meant to be stronger…” Ailsa said, her voice
    trailing off as she fought back another yawn. “Like the spell, summoning,
    or whatever it was that created them didn’t properly take.”



    “It obviously has something to do with the arcane symbols carved into the
    body. You see the dead woman there? The one on the end that wasn’t turned?
    IF you look closely, you will see all three types of basic magic writing
    here on Tor’sel. Human signs, elven sigils, and dwarven runes. I think I
    interrupted him mid…”



    I gestured to where the symbols went from deliberate, purposeful, and
    relatively shallow, hurried and slipshod. “... Well, mid carving.” I sighed
    sadly as I tore my eyes away from following the flowing script carved into
    her flesh.



    “Can I have your cape?” I asked Traser, as I held my hand out. The knight
    looked at me, then back at the body of the young woman, and nearly tore the
    short cape off his shoulders knowing what I intended with it.



    I turned and covered the young woman's nakedness with the black cape with
    gold trim, made with silk lining on the inside. One of the creatures
    strained to bite me, but I was mindful of the danger as I went about my
    work. “Once we, and then the elves have all had a chance to examine these
    creatures, I would suggest killing them quickly and giving this one a
    proper burial.” I turned and found that the body of the old man who the
    now-deceased woman had screamed at the death of, was nowhere to be found.
    “Maybe allow the burial detail to take her?”



    Commander Traser nodded sadly. “ That is Lila. She was new to the kitchens
    from what I understand. Her father was teaching her to carve meat for stew
    today. I…” The young lord's voice cracked and trailed off, filled with
    emotion. “... I once thought her beautiful. When I came to live with my
    uncle, well, we are of age with each other. Or, rather, where. Her father
    was likely the man you told us about. He was always kind to me, sneaking
    treats to me and my cousins whenever we would ask.” Traser said looking at
    me, eyes wet as tears threatened to fall.



    “Well.” The commander said as if pronouncing a sentence. He took to his
    feet from where he had been leaning against a windowsill. “You have given
    me much to think on, all of you. Thank you for your help, I need to go see
    to my uncles household. Please, if you find where this necromancer's lair
    is, or if you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to come find me.” With
    that he stood and walked out the room.



    “Dang.” I said, “ I was sure he was going to ask to join us.”



    “Why?” Tol’geth questioned.



    “It's just, that was kind of the perfect point to add another person to our
    party, you know?”



    “Party? We have not formed a party.” Tol’geth responded. Ailsa nodded
    tiredly.



    “I was wondering about that, that would have been very helpful in the
    battle, but then again I thought that you might have been worried about us
    getting captured and the information tortured out of us. I mean, look what
    happened to me, and to Tol’geth, and then to you!” she said finally. “It
    was a smart move.”



    “What? I can form a party? I didn’t know that!” I said, and I pulled up my
    character sheet. After a few seconds of searching, I found a white button
    under the section named combat statistics labeled “Party.” I hit the
    button, and a drop-down menu of five options appeared.





	Traveling Party: Form a party for the purposes of travel. Bonuses to
        detecting ambushes, to travel speed, and scouting success.


	War Party: Form a party for the purposes of fighting a war. Bonuses to
        damage and defense both mundane and magical.


	Hunting Party: Form a party for the purposes of a Hunt. Bonuses to
        tracking, and damage to unarmored foes.


	Party-Party: Throw a party!


	Other Party: Form a party for, other reasons. Bonuses to be determined.











    
        Note: You may only form a party one week after you formed your last.
        You may only be in one party at a time.
    





    Not caring to read the descriptions under any of them at the moment, far
    too tired and too excited, I mentally selected Traveling Party. A screen
    popped up asking for me to select people. I thought about Tol’geth and
    Ailsa.



    “Really?” Ailsa asked and sighed. “Fine.” She accepted with an annoyed wave
    of her hand. Tol’geth for his part just nodded, and they both appeared on
    the list. Once it was minimized, I saw symbols with health and mana bars
    underneath my own health and mana bar on the bottom left corner of my eye.
    Like always it went translucent if I didn’t need the info, but when I
    purposefully called the information up it appeared and was easily readable.



    The symbol for what I guessed was Tol’geth was a large sword tilted at an
    angle with movement lines above it showing that it was swinging down in an
    attack. The one for Ailsa was a pair of wings braced behind a spear
    pointing into the sky. “Cool, what's my symbol?” I asked and Ailsa smacked
    me in the face lightly, almost lazily from where she sat on my shoulder.



    “Dummy, don’t you remember what I said? Each person's interface, though
    filled with the same information, is experienced differently. You see our
    mana and health bars represented in the bottom right of your vision. In my
    interface, I see a picture of both Tol’geth and you flashing green, and I
    know you’re alright, other than that I allow the information to go straight
    into my mind directly, almost instinctively, as I showed you while we were
    helping build all of those longhouses. Remember?” I nodded.



    While we had been working on helping the master-builder get the first block
    up and ready for refugees, Ailsa had shown me a technique used by most
    beings on Ethria to simply allow the information into their minds without
    the need to directly acknowledge them all the time while in battle, or in
    important situations where screens might be distracting. I hadn’t mastered
    the technique yet, and so I still had to mess around with my personal
    settings.



    The closest I got to this, was tiny damage tags that appeared above
    people's heads. I had found that far too distracting, so after a few failed
    attempts at sparring with Tol’geth with that on, I promptly shut it down.



    “Point is” Ailsa continued. “It's all the same information, just
    experienced differently by each person,” Tol’geth grunted in agreement.



    “So, no symbol for me?” Tol’geth and Ailsa let out exasperated sighs.



    ---



    Later, downstairs, after giving Ailsa and Tol’geth the chance to examine
    the sigils, signs, and runes that made up the spell on the mutilated
    woman's body, we first met briefly with Commander Traser and his uncle the
    City Lord. Tegans uncle hailed us as we were passing by. We stopped for a
    few minutes at his behest. After answering a few simple questions that I
    got the feeling where meant more to confirm what the City Lord had been
    told by his nephew than to glean any new insight into the threat, we left
    the pair of nobles to their discussions and went to find Salina and the
    elves.



    Salina was laying on a matt resting when we found her and the two squads of
    rangers that had either accompanied her here from the building site, or she
    had met up with after they had arrived. One of their numbers was missing,
    hopefully out on some mission rather than lost in the fighting. Li’anin was
    there though, and she seemed to have taken charge of all of the other
    elves.



    “You can speak with her, but briefly, she needs her rest,” Li’anin informed
    me as my group and I approached. “That spell nearly broke her.” She
    whispered quietly. “When the doorway you described to me earlier was opened
    she screamed, and collapsed.”



    “We heard it all the way up there, in the middle of the fighting,” I said
    grimacing in sympathy. “We just need to get a message to some of the other
    elves, get some help here if possible.”



    “Are you afraid of another attack?” Li’anin said gripping the hilt of one
    of her sheathed daggers a little more tightly, eyes darting around for
    unseen enemies.



    “Not immediately” I soothed. “But possibly in the next day or so. I would
    prefer to go on the offensive if possible. Take the initiative away from
    the necromancer before she can do something far worse with the material she
    has just lying around.” I gestured to the dead that still littered the
    courtyard outside.



    The dead, both human and goblin, were being slowly removed by fishermen
    worker crews. The bodies where being piled and set alight to prevent them
    from being used by the enemy. It was something that the manor lord had
    ordered after his nephew had spoken with him after the incident with the
    mirror, and my subsequent explanation of the nature of the threat we faced.



    Li’anin nodded solemnly. “ Alright, just a moment. Let me wake her.”
    Li’anin knelt down and gently shook Salina awake. Salina had dark circles
    under both eyes, she had lost most of her sunny white complexion and now
    looked almost gaunt and ghostly pale. She twitched at random times, her
    head moving slightly in her sleep. “Salina, you must awake, the wizard
    needs your assistance with something. It will only take a moment.”



    The Ambassador's eyes fluttered open and eventually landed on me. “Ah” she
    whispered, her voice was cracked and horse. Li’anin put a water skin to her
    lips and Salina gratefully sipped. When she was done, Salinas words came
    out clearer, though still weak. “Thank you Li’anin. Wizard Rayid, what do
    you need? I will not be of much help I fear.” She smiled weakly at me as I
    knelt down next to her matt.



    “Can you send a message to Lisander and the others? They need to send
    reinforcements here, and we need a member of the council to coordinate with
    the Laketown folk. No offense Salina, but I don’t believe you’re in any
    shape to do that job just now.” I suggested grimacing.



    Salina nodded, tried to pull down her covers, failed, and looked over at
    Li’anin for help. “I have need of my hand at present.” The elf ranger
    gently reached over and pulled down the covers enough that Salina could
    raise a pale, weak hand. Salina summoned a tiny fraction of her mana, and
    cast a simple spell that took little effort. I felt my ears pop as the air
    pressure changed slightly in the room “There, it is done. One will come
    when they can.”



    We left Salina in Li’anin’s capable hands to rest and recuperate and went
    in search of our own quiet place. I had just the tavern in mind.



    ----



    I woke up and it was still dark outside, but the stars and several of
    Ethria’s smaller moons were out, casting silvery light on the sleeping
    town. Guards and militia members patrolled the streets, quietly reassuring
    the town's inhabitants that all was well, and the enemy had not returned.



    At times their metal and heavy leather boots were joined by the soft
    chittering of goblin workers who had surrendered and been forced into labor
    to repair the damage they had done. The lord of Laketown wasn’t a cruel
    man, and once he understood that these creatures had been stirred up by a
    hidden necromancer in the region, as explained by his nephew, he allowed
    the creatures to live on two conditions. That they not cause more trouble,
    and that they work until the town was better than when they had arrived. To
    be determined by him of course.



    I looked at my two companions, they were both still sleeping. Tol’geth
    propped up against the small door into the tavern we and a few others whose
    homes had been destroyed in the attack were using as temporary sleeping
    quarters. The owner of the tavern had been kind enough to open it up to us,
    and much to my surprise at least, it was the same tavern that we had used
    to plot our plan for the counter-attack.



    The people all around me slept, children nestled between parents, or adults
    who had taken them in if their parents had been killed in the fighting, old
    fishermen and their wives holding one another's hands as they slept, and
    young couples who quietly comforted each other whenever the other would
    startle awake from nightmares that were plaguing many. I pulled up the
    literally hundreds of prompts I still had left to deal with. First, where
    the combat prompts, the only one of any real interest was the one I had
    earned a spell from. I minimized it and pulled up the two spell entries on
    my Spell List.
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                    30-1,000 mana cost initially, 30 mana / second maintinence
                

            
            	
                
                    5 seconds / infinite with mana
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                    Creates a hand-held shield out of mana that grants an armor
                    bonus equal to your Force Magic Skill Score, and alacrity
                    with this spell. Currently, this spell will create a shield
                    as hard as Bronze, with nearly all of its characteristics.
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                    5 min
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                    A derivative of the Fireball spell, this spell creates a
                    thin triangular mana construct that will stick to any
                    surface it is affixed to on one side, while the two other
                    once activated by either the casters will or whatever
                    mechanism the caster sets during the casting of the spell,
                    will spew forth fire dealing 1d10 + fire magic skill level
                    damage per second. This will last for 10+fire magic skill
                    level, seconds. Trap does damage objects it is affixed to
                    that are not some form of stone, for 1/2 fire magic skill
                    level durability damage per second.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

    



    Next I reviewed the prompts regarding the foes I had slain. Since the
    beginning of yesterday, I had not stopped to clear them all out. It took me
    nearly twenty minutes to check each over and to receive the experience I
    had gained. I found that I had to actually recognize the prompts in order
    to get the experience points.
    
        I guess if experience is a reward from Ethria itself, that might make
        sense. You have to open a gift in order to be able to use it.
    
In total I had earned a grand total of 5329 XP.    I would whistle, but I might wake people up. 



    I leveled up twice, bringing me up to level 9! And I wasn’t very far off
    from level 10 either. To reach it my counter said I needed 5120 total
    experience, I currently had 1493 leftover from leveling up twice, and I had
    6 free characteristic points to spend. I did a jig, that bumped Ailsa, and
    made her groan and roll over, so I stopped, opting instead for throwing my
    hands up in the air in the darkroom.



    After I was done celebrating, I got back to clearing out my prompts. The
    next set was more than mildly disturbing. While I was now very much aware
    of the fact that the overuse of a type of magic could influence my
    emotional and mental state, the fact that I didn’t know that I had begun to
    be affected by it because I had auto-minimized the prompts during battle
    disturbed me.



    
        I’m going to have to sit down after this and really learn that trick
        Ailsa keeps trying to teach me. How to allow information to just enter
        my mind without the need for reading each prompt separately.
    
    She had mentioned it and even had tried to teach it to me a time or two in
    the past. While I had given it little thought until now, it seemed like a
    very powerful skill.
    
        A nearly essential one if I'm going to have to keep going into battle
        like this.
    



    Most of the prompts that I found my settings had auto-minimized concerning
    my mental state where successes, but enough had been close fails to be a
    problem. If the mechanics of it worked the way I thought they worked, those
    close fails had been close enough together to cause me real trouble.



    The entire thing seemed like a proportional sliding scale rather than an
    all or nothing. If you failed small on your emotional stability check?
    Well, your emotional and mental state where only mildly affected, and where
    often just an amplification of otherwise healthy and natural responses to
    events. If you passed spectacularly though, it didn’t seem like there was
    much benefit to it other then not getting your marbles knocked around
    upstairs.



    Reading through them it seemed like in most cases, the saves were based on
    your emotional stability, the immaterial characteristic, though sometimes
    they relied on intelligence or even luck in a couple of cases. I had
    originally thought that Emotional Stability was little more than a
    reskinned term for what old RPG’s use to call Wisdom, but it seemed to be a
    lot more than that. When I reviewed the definition, I found that it now
    read slightly different then it had before.



    


        “Emotional Stability: A person's ability to withstand hardship and
        maintain a stable, healthy emotional state. Additionally, aids in the
        protection of your emotional state and state of mind from the effects
        of magic.”
   

 



    
        I guess that definitions and information in my character sheet reflect
        a basic understanding and that as I gain more knowledge about myself
        and Ethria, their definitions will subtly change. Just like how my
        access to different parts of my character sheet has changed
        dramatically since I’ve gotten here,
    
    I thought. 



    
        The magic that generates the character sheets works at least in some
        ways like an AI assistant from Earth. It adjusts itself over time based
        on what its assigned user likes or dislikes. What they find useful and
        not, and it only displays information that you provide it.
    



    I looked back at my Characteristics Sheet again, I still had 6 points to
    spend. With the amount of magic I was throwing around I invested 2 points
    into emotional stability, knowing it would help me concentrate in battle,
    stay cool under fire, and keep me sane, while I flung spells like a
    sprinkler system did water in July. That brought my total score there to
    23. I looked my sheet over in total, and realized while I was well stacked
    in most areas, and now my HP was at 108, I still was sorely lacking in the
    physicality department.



    I invested one point into constitution, one into strength, and another into
    dexterity. That should help me overall, I thought satisfied. But I
    still had one point left to spend. Nothing I had was under 11 now, nothing
    was giving me a negative modifier which for a generally min-maxed build was
    pretty good, except I realized, I had kind of abandoned the min-maxing
    strategy. Yeah sure, I was still very heavily invested in Immaterial
    Characteristics in general, but it wasn’t technically min-maxing.
    
        Eh, whatever the heck I call it, I still have a decent build so far.
    



    I decided to put the last stat point into Intelligence, which brought that
    score up to 23, even with my Emotional Stability score. It didn’t actually
    increase my intelligence, but it did increase my capacity for taking in
    information and understanding it. Basically, it increased my potential
    intelligence growth rate by making things easier.



    I also received a few skill bumps, primarily two points in Force Magic, a
    point in Light Magic, a single point in Mana Manipulation, and three points
    in Shield: Light. That last skill was listed just under Use Weapon: Sword,
    which I had also gained a skill point in, though sadly I had lost Sparks in
    the cleanup. I had told one of the Stewards of the Manor, and he had
    promised to notify his lord and the people sifting through the rubble. The
    spindly man had said, “Perhaps we’ll have found it by morning.” I wasn’t
    very hopeful. Besides, I still had my staff.



    The thing had seen better days, like, two days ago to be exact. But, it was
    still intact. A few scorch marks, a few black flecks of burnt crystal that
    floated in the center of the amber yellow storage crystal at its head,
    things like that. I rubbed at the crystal to remove flecks of hobgoblin
    brain matter here and there, and it seemed to polish up well enough, though
    it just seemed, stressed, by the amount of energy I had been pumping
    through it.
    
        When Lisander gets here, I'll have to ask her to take a look at it.
    



    The sun had begun to rise, the stars hid their faces just minutes ago, and
    the moons seemed dim companions for the yellow star that bathed Ethria in
    its warmth. I would have let everyone sleep a little longer, even knowing
    we were strictly pressed for time needing to find the necromancers hideout,
    but just then a cryer walked through the streets ringing a loud bell and
    shouting “Attend all! Attend all! Come to the dock district and public
    square! Attend all! Attend all! Lord Traser seeks to reward the heroes of
    the Battle of Laketown!”



    “What fish brained whore monger is ringing that damned bell!” shouted one
    man from the other side of the taverns main room.



    “What? What's going on?” Another woman asked her husband who could only
    shrug in response.



    “Lord Traser,” an older man said derisively “Wants us all to show up, so he
    can prance about like he single handedly slew every goblin is now ash.”
    This elicited a chorus of grumbling and shouts and threats on the cryers
    life.



    When the bell ringer finally got to our windows, saw they were open and
    there were people inside, he thrust his arm in and rang the bell with
    special fervor. “ATTEND ALL! ATTEND A-ah!” the man's order turned into a
    shout of consternation as a chair cushion was thrown across the room,
    through the window and smacked him in the face.



    “Nice throw,” Ailsa said, she stretched to the sky and set her wings to
    buzzing like the stuttering start of a chainsaw, though not nearly as loud.
    The man walked away, ringing his bell, the only thing wounded being his
    pride.



    “Alright, time to go,” I said, getting to my feet. Tol’geth, who had been
    glaring at the bell ringer hatefully the entire time, turned and followed
    me out the door he had been guarding.



    ---



    The same Steward from the day before who had promised to do his best to
    find Sparks, intercepted us as we walked among bleary-eyed and exhausted
    people. “Lord Traser wanted to extend a personal invitation to attend him.”
    We followed the man to an improvised stage near to where we came through
    the portal.



    The scarecrow thin Steward showed us to a small area behind the hastily
    constructed stage, where he asked us to “wait for his lordship's arrival.”
    We waited for about ten minutes before I started to get fidgety.



    “We have stuff to do,” I whispered through gritted teeth as I watched the
    crowd grow larger, and change from mildly annoyed bleary-eyed townsfolk to
    annoyed townsfolk, and finally into angry townsfolk. I was about to walk
    away to find something useful to do, like check-in on Salina, or try to
    find a detailed map of the area around Laketown so we could begin searching
    for the Necromancer's lair.



    I took my first step to do just that when I heard the clopping of hooves on
    cobblestone and saw the fishermen make way for their lord on his beautiful
    white horse wearing his immaculately clean armor. I was about to start an
    angry chant, and I had time to think of a few particularly good ones about
    tardy knights, and lazy lords. Quick tip, don’t piss a wizard off in the
    morning, especially one who is a morning person with a list as long as his
    arm of things he needed to see done. When I saw that he wasn’t alone, I
    relented on the idea.



    Behind him, on beautiful grey mares, and brown rouncies that were each
    about a hand span shorter than Lord Traser’s warhorse came a procession of
    elves. Salina at their head, looking better, but still sporting deep
    shadows around her eyes. Lisander, Li’anin, Terr’a’min, and Sed’min’el all
    followed closely behind as Salina draw her grey mare up in front of us.



    “You are looking much better Salina,” Tol’geth said with a remarkably
    gracious bow for someone who would have fit right in amongst pillaging
    viking raiders. Salina gave the large man a genuine smile, handed him her
    rains and began dismounting her horse. When Tol’geth saw what she had
    planned, he reached up and plucked her from her saddle, and put her down as
    if she weighed no more than a feather.



    “Woh!” Salina let out a surprisingly girlish giggle as her feet touched the
    earth. The other elves and lords in the procession did follow suit but
    without Tol’geths aid. Salina turned to her once guard “you know, you are
    no longer in my direct service protector. You need not see to my care, more
    than you would others.” She smiled at him so as to take any bite out of the
    rebuke.



    “Yes, well. There are those you serve out of duty, and those you serve
    because they have earned your loyalty.” Tol’geth said as he took back up
    his position behind me. I don’t know why, but he had decided that that was
    his place to stand whenever there was standing to be done.



    Ailsa stretched her back arms raised above her head and yawned, before
    shooting up into the air and began lazily looping in circles around all of
    us to the delight and entertainment of the crowd. “You should really pay
    her, these people were about to tar and feather your cryer there for waking
    them up to just stand here and wait for you,” I said looking at Lord
    Traser. “As it so happens, given the time I came up with a few good chants
    I was just about to teach the crowd before you showed up.” The man's eyes
    bulged with indignation before they filled with recognition.



    “Ah, wizard Rayid, the elves, and my nephew have told me about your odd
    witticisms.” Lord Traser said as he dismounted his own warhorse, assisted
    by two sets of helping hands, one holding the horse's bridle, the other
    steadying their lord. “We have been in council together all morning, we
    missed you there. I take it you spent your night among the common folk?” I
    nodded sagely, or at least as sagely as I could. “Handing out spells and
    useful wisdom I have no doubt.”



    “Wizard Rayid is by far more powerful than any other spellcaster this town
    has access too, save perhaps your high sun-priest,” Salina said as the
    other elves filed in behind her. “I would accept his wisdom, and his
    decision to stay the night outside of your hospitality my lord, not as an
    insult but as a boon. No doubt whatever he did after he left your manor was
    a great blessing to your people.”



    “In truth, I tried to find my sword, Sparks, to no avail. Though I am
    assured by your Steward that if it is found It will be returned. For that,
    you have my thanks” I bowed respectfully, but not obsequiously. This man
    was a town lord, not a king. Even if he was a king I probably still
    wouldn’t bow lower. My egalitarian roots ran far too deep to allow that.



    “Then, my companions and I went and found a quiet piece of floor in a
    nearby tavern, and fell asleep almost the second my head hit the wooden
    floor, only waking this morning out the sound of a bell and the shrill
    voice of your cryer shouting your order for everyone to assemble here. I
    had no thought for niceties, I'm afraid. You will forgive me I beg Lord
    Traser? I fought three battles yesterday, the one here was by far the
    largest, but it was not the first.”



    “Three battles? And you did not go mad? With how much magic my men report
    that you were using yesterday, a normal mage would have been at risk for
    such a thing, or so I'm told. You must even now still be exhausted.” Lord
    Traser said, handing his helmet to one of the two squires who had assisted
    him off his horse.



    “Exactly why we found the accommodations on the floor of a dusty tavern
    acceptable. It was shady, out of the way of the workers working, and
    quiet.” In truth, I was still tired. But, my circadian rhythms are as hard
    as steel at times. When 4.30 am comes around I will wake up. Whether I go
    back to sleep? That's a completely different story. On days like today and
    nights like last night, it can be a real pain.



    “The dreams of deepest sleep can help to ease the burden that magic has on
    a strained mind,” Lisander said from behind Salina’s right shoulder. “The
    body naturally seeks for deep sleep quickly, after a fight. That urge
    doubles when magic is involved.”



    Lord Traser nodded, “Fair enough. No offense was intended, and no offense
    was received. Though you would have been welcome guests in my manors deeper
    chambers, and still are at but the uttered request.” He nodded to me and my
    companions in respect.



    With that, Lord Traser stepped up onto the small stage and lifted his arms
    to the sky to gain his folk’s attention. The stage could fit maybe two or
    three people at once and was made of nailed together wooden crates covered
    in a white tarp drawn taught over it and nailed down. They couldn’t have
    their lord giving his speech from the ground or from some box filled with
    vegetables after all.



    He began giving an impassioned speech about grief, the pain of loss, the
    mercy of their sun god Dominus, and the river goddess, Riceera, at least I
    think that was her name. She was a local goddess of fish and rivers I
    gathered before I got distracted.



    “We met in council this morning with his lordship and several of his best
    knights,” Salina whispered to me. She kept the consternation at the word
    best, that I knew she must have felt, away from her tone masterfully.



    “Yeah? How did that go?” I asked.



    “Well, we believe we have located the Necromancer's lair.”



    “Really? Where?”



    “To the south-east at the base of the guardian mountains on this side of
    the river, are some old dwarven Dow’del ruins.” I gave her a funny look.
    “Oh right, I forget you are new to this, region, of the world.” Michif
    filled her eyes as she spoke. “The Dow’del are an old clan of wood dwarves
    who use to live lives very similar to the cutters of the hollow.”



    “Except much longer.” I offered.



    “Just so. They lived all along the river banks, cutting and planting trees
    and forests. The foundations of our own Lo’sar forest came from the small
    forests they planted along the great river as it flowed west, and harvested
    with regularity. They would harvest, plant the area, then leave to the next
    spot, in a constant rotation.”



    “So…” I let the implied question sit, but she refused to take the bait.
    “What happened to them? I suppose there is a reason you are telling me all
    of this.” She gave me a particularly potent angry side-eye.



    Pro-tip, don’t piss of a cranky, millennia-old archmage with the ability to
    bend space at her whim. Particularly early in the morning after a night
    where she didn’t get enough sleep. I took my own advice and stopped
    digging.
    
        See? I can actually be wise some times, I'm not always making it up as
        I go along.
    
    I thought to myself as I fought back the urge to run far, far away.



    “They all died,” she said tersely. “Tragically, no one knows exactly why or
    really cares. No one really pays attention to this part of the world
    anymore. It's basically seen as a wasteland filled with barbarians and
    barely civilized settlers.”



    “You’re talking about Laketown and Cutters Hollow?” I asked.



    “No, I'm talking about Lo’sar and the Twins. Laketown and Cutters Hollow
    are the barbarians to most outsiders. If they only knew about the goblins,
    the horse lords, and all the other borderline psychotic groups of beings
    out there…” She trailed off shaking her head sadly.



    “Point is, the Dow’dell were seen as the last real civilization in the area
    after the burning of Ti’kal, the Kobold Kingdom of Rainbows, the fall of
    Raw’bin, the lion-man's empire, and before them the genocide of the
    Pervolins thousands of years ago.”



    “As each one of them fell, the outside world lost more and more interest.
    Anyway, the Dow’dell ruins are everywhere along the river from here to the
    Krag itself far to the north, where the river first forms. Their ruins are
    often inhabited by ancient evils, hibernating monsters, or can be found to
    be hiding ancient treasures behind deadly traps and constructs. The
    Dow’dell might have been wood dwarves, but they were still master crafters
    of the iron beasts who saw to their defense.”



    I nodded. “Anything else?” I asked.



    “Yes, the Lo’sar council has decided to send some five ranger squads to
    assist in the extermination of this creature. That's nearly half our
    forces, some forty rangers. Laketown can bring some thirty men-at-arms,
    around seventy militia that won’t be needed for the cities defense, and
    some twenty archers. All led by Knight Commander Tegan Traser, the lord's
    nephew.”



    “We’ve met. I’m trying to recruit him. But the guy is stubborn, or held
    back by duty I think.” She smiled at me. It was a tired but genuine smile,
    filled with understanding. Understanding of what, I wasn’t quite sure.



    “Already trying to bring people under your wing, are you? Tol’geth was
    right when he recognized you for what you were.” I raised my eyebrows in
    confusion. “A wizard. Wizards usually show up just before things start
    going badly. They assemble heroes from all, and strange walks of life, and
    then vanquish the great evil that plagues the land.” She said putting a
    hand on my shoulder comfortingly. “Or conversely, go mad and become or join
    the very evil they were tasked with preventing.”



    “Oh, well, that's comforting,” I said wryly. “I will be remembered in song
    and story for either totally kicking butt and saving the day, completely
    mucking it up and failing at my one job, or failing so spectacularly that I
    go insane and descend into evil dark lordship.”



    “That's about the whole of it.” Lisander agreed from behind both us. I
    turned my head and saw she was standing next to Tol’geth and had been
    listening. I felt a smile cross my lips at the sight of her and saw one tug
    at the edges of her mask of professional elven calm.



    “Well, it sounds like an adventure. Count me in. Speaking of mysteriously
    vanishing people, any sign of the civilians that crossed the river?”



    “No signs. Though the area is rocky, that many people would have left some
    trace, but the rangers are at a loss.”



    “When do we leave to attack?” I asked, eager to be about the thing.



    “As soon as this is over believe it or not. The Laketown folk are desirous
    to revenge themselves upon the foe. The knights regret not being able to
    properly fight the enemy in open combat, due to their responsibilities
    protecting the commoners during the Manor battle. Lord Traser has pledged
    to lead the calvary, some 10 lances, meaning about twenty riders, into
    battle himself. Noble of him indeed.”



    “Yes, noble.” I nodded sadly and went back to listening to the speech.



    We were eventually all called up to the stage one at a time, and in a
    ceremony that was both as rushed as it was pompous, given a medal, a
    blessing by the town's sun-priest and river-witch, the title of the
    priestess of the river goddess, and then quickly shuffled off with a
    proclamation of thanks and a quick listing of our services to the town.
    These each took maybe four or five minutes, and by the end of the speech
    and award ceremonies, and the short saber-rattling speech by Lord Traser,
    nearly an hour had passed.



    When it was all done, the townsfolk quickly dispersed back to their
    assigned tasks, body disposal, building repair, or back to the boats to
    fish to feed the town. Once they were clear, the Laketown contingent
    quickly gathered in force. Each archer had a full quiver, each knight or
    town guardsmen, what few men were left from that broken institution, where
    each armed and armored with the best the town could muster.



    They wore gleaming plate, supported by chain shirts and thick gambison that
    covered the exposed areas the plate didn’t cover. Large teardrop-shaped
    tower shields on each arm, spear in the other, and short sword or other
    melee weapons on their hips. The young Knight Commander Traser, inspected
    them, making corrections where needed in a booming voice that reminded me
    of drill sergeants back on Earth.



    Lord Traser for his part waited atop his massive horse, his heavy cavalry
    forming around him ten men strong. The lighter cavalry, the squires to the
    knights, attended each of them. According to Lisander, they would fight as
    well, but their role would not be in the initial charge, but rather mop up
    and support duty. If a knight got unseated or was beset on all sides, it
    would be the duty of their squires to rush in and save the beleaguered
    lord.



    While everyone else was mustering, Ailsa, Tol’geth and I rested. We
    conversed lightly with our elven and new townsfolk friends, and chatted
    amiably with those around us, sitting in a shady spot on the edge of the
    public “square,” that was far more like a circle. We sat together chatting
    under some trees next to the river. That’s where the steward from earlier
    found me.



    “Master Rayid?” He asked trying to get my attention. I lifted my head up, I
    was lying flat on the ground trying to get out of the growing midday heat.



    “Just Rayid,” I instructed him.



    “Well, yes, sir. Well,” the steward stammered.



    “Stop tormenting the poor man, wizard,” Salina told me, from her perch in
    the shady tree. “Let him do his job and stop being a pain in his rear end.”
    She said this in elven, to snicker's from the other elves higher in the
    tree, or laying with me in the shade.



    “Fine, you can call me whatever you want. What is it?” I asked trying to be
    polite despite the man interrupting a rather pleasant nap.



    “Well, good wizard, the repair and cleanup crews found a few items that
    might be of interest to you, and, our elven guests.” I perked up at the
    thought of loot. It was one of the few things I had regretted. The pace of
    the battle had required that I not stop and loot the bodies as I normally
    would have done.



    “You had my attention, but you now have my interest,” I said as I sat up
    with a grunt of effort. “What did you find?” The skinny man, dressed in a
    black uniform trimmed in white, which must have been blazing hot in the
    ever-warming noonday sun, laid down a bundle that clinked as he moved it.



    When it opened, I whistled. First, I found Sparks. It had been cleaned,
    sharpened, and oiled. I picked it up and quickly put it back in its sheath
    on my hip.



    “Salina? Lisander? Do either of you two want to take a gander at these?” I
    asked. Salina groaned a no, eliciting a chuckle from most of the other
    elves around, but Lisander jumped from the top of one of the trees, landed
    on her feet like superman with no ill effects whatsoever, and knelt down to
    examine the other objects with me. She smiled at me and turned her gaze
    downward at the objects laid out before me.



    Her sudden presence had startled the little Steward, but he quickly
    regained his composure. “These if they are of any use to you, are the
    fruits of combat fairly won. They are yours to do with as you want.” The
    man bowed to me. “If you need anything, please do not hesitate to yell for
    me, I will be attending the lords who are a horse at the moment.” I thanked
    the man, and he turned and left.



    “Hmmm. These are interesting. You see these two?” Lisander pointed towards
    two amber crystals similar to the one my staff still sported. “They are
    crystals just like yours, except better. They can each hold more, this one
    close to eight hundred mana, or eight spell slots, and this one nearly
    sixteen hundred mana, or the corresponding spell slots. Far more
    interesting, however, is this,” She picked up a rough red crystal that
    seemed to pulse slightly with energy. “It's an elemental node crystal.”



    “Wait, you mean like it's one of those things that in order to summon
    creatures, I have to connect too?” I asked confused.



    “No, and yes. Node Crystals are crystals that form around elemental nodes,
    which are just lakes of mana, kinks in lay-lines where mana pools and
    becomes more concentrated. A node is formed when enough concentrated mana
    is compressed into a single elemental portal that connects that lay line
    even more strongly to the elemental plain that gave it birth. Ley lines, as
    you know, or should by now if you have been reading as you should, are
    flows of energy that come from elemental sources on Ethria.”



    Lisander shifted slightly, sitting down next to me, instead of kneeling. “A
    fire elemental source could be something like a volcano, or a burning coal
    mine. Ley lines become permanent fixtures when they connect to nodes, which
    tie them to the elemental plain they are affiliated with. Now, these
    crystals form around active nodes. They are the discharge, for lack of a
    better term, of the oldest nodes, expelling impurities in the hearts of
    their mana. But these impurities are still encased in unbelievably potent
    mana. This!” She said holding out the red ruby excitedly.



    “Now, none of us” She gestured to the other elves and Salina. “Have any use
    for this particular one. It's for…” She smiled at me almost wickedly. “...
    fire magic.” Once she said that the rest of the gear, several small
    daggers, one of the shaman staffs, now crystal-less, and a few other
    nick-nacks that were probably in some way magical, held no luster for me.
    Ask any man, from teenage boy to eighty-nine years old. Fire is fun.



    It took a few minutes of convincing, and almost outright begging for me to
    convince her to fix and upgrade my staff. When she finally caved, like
    nearly everyone there knew would eventually happen, she laid my staff and
    the three new crystals out in front of herself.



    Lisander closed her eyes, and after a few seconds, she began to sing. The
    trees the other elves where resting gently swayed to the song, the grass
    seemed to grow greener, the clouds whiter, the river bluer, and my staff
    began to grow.



    First, the wooden casing that held the first storage crystal opened up, and
    Lisander gently pushed the branches aside as if she were molding clay
    instead of shaping wood, all while singing. The first of the new stones she
    put directly above and to one side of the old, the second amber crystal she
    introduced directly next to the first, this one was larger, but not by
    much. As she held them in place singing, the new growth wrapped itself
    around each, holding them tightly, the wood forming magical bonds. First to
    each crystal, and then between them.



    Lastly, she pulled the red ruby off of the small cloth in front of her and
    introduced it to the mix, at the very crown of the staff. Her singing grew
    deeper in tone, sounding more like a deep drum then the light song of birds
    as it had just a moment before. The new vines grew thicker, and deeper and
    richer in coloring, as they wrapped themselves around the last of the gems,
    and held it in place. When the last vine finished growing, she began to
    knead the entire thing like you or I might doe. She molded the wood,
    pushing the crystals together so they were touching.



    Finally, the song came to a climax, and the head of my staff ignited in a
    small flame that didn’t go out. The song and her work came to an abrupt
    halt and she held it out to me beaming. “Here! What do you think?”



    I took the staff, now with a perpetually burning head, into my hands and
    got the following prompt.



    


        “Congratulations! You have received Wizards Staff of Elemental Fire.
        Special Effects: Spell Storage Slots Available, 29. +15 damage to any
        fire magic cast using this staff as a medium. +5 fire damage to any
        damaging spell stored in staff. This staff can be used to cast Jett of
        Flame 1 at will 4/day as if at the user's fire magic skill level.”
    




    I looked at more of the details in the item description. It as the same as
    its previous incarnations in every respect, save what was listed on the
    prompt I had received. I looked at Lisander in near shock, then in a rush I
    wrapt her in a tight hug. “Thank you! This…” I didn’t really know what to
    say, so I just squeezed a little tighter before relenting.



    Lisander gently pulled away “Well,” She said a little taken aback. “You are
    most certainly welcome.” Her cheeks flushed slightly red



    I leaned back and said, “This is by far, one of the greatest treasures I
    have ever been gifted.” I checked quickly and found that the spells I had
    stored in the crystal had been eaten up in the upgrading process, but that
    didn’t dampen my spirits at all, I had plenty of time to re imbue my staff
    before we had to go into any danger. I wanted to run around and test it
    out, but I knew I needed to save the spells and the staff special abilities
    for when they were truly needed.



    “Now, I am afraid I must go attend to the spell preparations needed to send
    you all into battle and anchor the town against enemy reprisals.” She got
    up slowly, and left, walking into the mix of humans and elves who were
    amiably chatting in the center of the circular town square.



    “That was certainly interesting. Now I know how you got those books, you
    charmed them right out of her, lady killer.” Ailsa teased in a whisper as
    she hovered by my shoulder. I found a slight burning coming to my own face
    as I watched Lisander go.



    


Chapter 13: The Necromancer's Lair



    “Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and
    sometimes, they win.” - Stephen King



    Laketown, Frega, 33rd, 2987 AoR









    Two hours later, Salina and Lisander working together opened the portal. It
    was larger than any of the other such doorways I had seen, nearly the size
    of a house. It needed to be in order to accommodate the nearly two hundred
    strong force of humans and elves. On the other side, I could clearly see
    rolling hills, grey hibernating grass, and leafless trees. Winter had come
    to the southernmost slopes of the tiny mountain range, though no snowfall
    yet.



    The plan was for the force to assemble again on the other side, nearly two
    miles south of the Dow’del ruins, and then march together in force the rest
    of the way. That would provide the elves time to do their job and scout the
    area, and our men time to acclimatize to what we were told where colder
    conditions, on the other side.



    During the march, the elves would act as scouts, and ambush teams, taking
    out any goblins, or undead, who might wander too close, screening the
    larger human force from ambush and blitzkrieg attacks. The human infantry,
    made up mostly of the town's men-at-arms, would be the primary method of
    seizing the entrance to the ruins and holding it after the march. The
    infantry was the proverbial anvil.



    The cavalry would provide heavier screening protection, and once we seized
    the ruins, would assist me, my companions, and a few of the elven ranger
    squads in taking the lower levels, and in ultimately confronting the
    necromancer herself. That was the plan, anyway.



    My companions and I stood near the front of the Laketown infantry with
    Knight-Commander Traser, as we watched the elven ranger squads go first
    through the portal. Once on the other side they immediately fanned out and
    began to patrol. One squad stayed in sight, and after a few moments, raised
    a green flag on a poll. “That's the signal. All squads! Move out!”
    Commander Traser yelled. A drummer on the side of the formation began to
    beat a marching cadence, the two captains, the newly promoted infantry
    captain, and the veteran archer captain repeated Trasers orders.



    “Well? Ready to go?” I asked Ailsa and Tol’geth. Tol’geth nodded, sword
    still slung in its sheath on his back.



    Ailsa buzzed her wings nervously “Sure, okay. Let's do it.” A band of flute
    and fiddle playing peasants picked up as the troops started passing them in
    a long double wide column. I didn’t hear much of the commotion, but men and
    women from the town and the militia that was being left behind to guard
    them began to cheer when the first leather boot picked up.



    ---



    On the other side, I got blasted with a bitterly frozen wind. “Freaking
    cold!” I said as Ailsa shot into the same satchel that used to hold the
    puppy. I had left the creature in the capable care of Lisander, but had
    kept the satchel for storing loot. Ailsa had other ideas it seemed.



    “Out the way!” the new infantry captain yelled, and I realized I had slowed
    my pace to a near stop.



    “Oh crap!” I glanced around found my companions, and nearly ran to the side
    to join them. Tol’geth and Commander Tegin Traser were already standing
    along the side of the portal. The Commander carefully watched and inspected
    the troops one last time as they marched past.



    “Nearly got flattened there, wizard.” Commander Traser said amusement plain
    in his voice. “Best not to stop in front of marching men with weapons.” He
    said this as if it were the wisest counsel he could ever impart on another
    being. I rolled my eyes but kept my mouth shut.



    We stood there for about ten minutes watching, first infantry, then the
    calvary, and then finally the archers march through and begin to assemble
    in a column four ranks deep, facing the direction of the mountain range not
    far distant from us. “Don’t worry, the march will warm them, and us. By the
    time we get there, it’ll feel like a mild summers day.” Commander Traser
    said, as he patted me on the arm, and began walking in the wake of the
    archers.



    A man appeared with a horse from seemingly out of nowhere and handed it to
    him. He mounted, gave me and my companions a quick salute and then rode off
    with a “Meet me at the front of the column.”



    I grunted and began trudging. The portal had opened at the top of a small
    hill, and the march was assembling at its base, so I didn’t have far to
    walk. When I got there, the march had almost finished organizing. “Have you
    ever been on a march, wizard?” the young Commander asked from atop his
    brown mare.



    “No, I can't say I've been apart of a military march. But I have been on a
    few long treks before.”



    “Well, you’re in for a bit of a treat. The elves have reported that we’re
    clear of hostiles up tell we get to the ruins themselves.”



    “Really? To be honest, I expected to be attacked the second we walked
    through.” I said concerned. My gaze moved across the landscape, but I
    couldn’t see anything save a few groups of rangers moving through the
    countryside in the distance.



    “I had the same fear, but apparently no. The enemy must have fierce
    defenses ahead, but for now, we are safe. Don’t worry, I'll keep the scouts
    out and constantly patrolling and looking for things they might have
    missed.” I nodded my concern abated slightly. The young commander wasn’t
    being foolish, but the unwillingness for the enemy to engage us immediately
    and conduct a defense in depth when given the opportunity bothered me
    greatly.



    “Infantry Captain Bradin!” The Commander called, looking up from a missive
    that a runner had just handed him. “Call march order!”



    The large man who had shouted at me at the mouth of the portal began
    yelling orders that were repeated down the line. The man was a size with me
    in terms of height, but he was much thicker, carrying a two-handed broad ax
    slung across his back, and a shield and short sword so he could join the
    line if needed.



    After the call reached the back of the line, the Infantry Captain started
    marching in place to the beat of the drummer who had picked up again. “MOVE
    OUT!” The man's voice boomed over the column. Marching in place turned into
    at first a slow walk, and then quickly picked up the pace into a full
    march.



    “Captain Bradin, call cadence!” Traser ordered his horse keeping pace with
    the rest of the column. I followed suit and walked next to the young man's
    horse. The captain, followed by the entire unit began to sing a quick
    rhythmic, and repetitive marching song, with the captain calling out each
    verse and the units calling it back in response. I listened carefully as I
    walked, stepping to the tune, and keeping up with the rest. After a few
    minutes of slowly picking up the pace, the Archery captain a ways back
    picked up the next cadence with a much faster beat.


“Your Mama was home when you left” The captain called.
“Your Right!” The soldiers responded.
“Your Daddy was home when you left
“Your Right!
“Your Sister was home when you left
“Your Right!
“Your Brother was home when you left
“Your Right!
“Your Dog was home when you left
“Your Right!
“Your Cat was home when you left
“Your Right!
“Your Mommy, Your Daddy, Your Sister, Your Brother, The Dog, The Cat was
    home when you left!”
“Your Right!
“And That's the reason you left
“Your Right!


















    The cadence shifted slightly, slowing the beat down only marginally, with
    Captain Bradin calling out a phrase, and the column repeating it again.


“I Left My Home!
I Left My Home!



To Join The Men-At-Arms!
To Join The Men-At-Arms!



I Left My Home!
I Left My Home!



To Join The Men-At-Arms!
To Join The Men-At-Arms!



The Day I Left
The Day I Left



My Momma Cried!
My Momma Cried!



She Thought That I!
She Thought That I!



Would Surely Die!
Would Surely Die!



I Left My Wife!
I Left My Wife!



Crying At The Door!
Crying At The Door!”




    “Obstruction! Right, Step, March!” Captain Bradin, standing next to me
    beside Commander Trasers horse called as we passed by a large boulder,
    interrupting the cadence. The burly officer picked it right back up as the
    column shifted slightly getting out of the path of the boulder.


“She Knew That I!
She Knew That I!



Would Die At War!
Would Die At War!



I Left My Son!
I Left My Son!



Playin' At The Dock!
Playin' At The Dock!



To See His Daddy Leave!
To See His Daddy Leave!



Made Him Cry So Hard!
Made Him Cry So Hard!



Oowiee Oowiee!
Oowiee Oowiee!



Oowiee Oowiee!
Oowiee Oowiee!



We Joined The Men-at-arms!
We Joined The Men-at-arms!”




    The pace the song set was fast, almost a jog rather than a march, but we
    ate up the ground between us and the ruins. They were obscured by thick
    trees that dotted the landscape, but the large six-story black stone towers
    with broken roofs and missing walls in some cases were not impossible to
    make out. What concerns me is what's under them, I thought as we
    kept up the pace with another cadence.



    “Archery Captain Ugin, Call Cadence!” Commander Traser ordered as the
    column when silent. The more experienced voice from the end of the column
    came to my ears clearly through the crisp cool air.


“Follow Me
Follow Me



I Know You Can Make It
I Know You Can Make It



I Know You Can Take It
I Know You Can Take It



Follow The Elf In The Pointy Hat
Follow The Elf In The Pointy Hat”




    At this, a few of the nearby elves visibly rolled their eyes. One said
    “stupid human stereotypes. Not all of us are members of the bakers guild.”
    Which only set my mind to coming up with all kinds of mean spirited jibes
    about Santa hat-wearing north pole living short-statured pointy-eared
    elves. For the sake of diplomatic relations, I did not share them with
    anyone else. Until much later.


“Stealth Is How He Earns His Pay
Stealth Is How He Earns His Pay﻿



Trust the Dwarf Who Made Our Gear
Trust the Dwarf Who Made Our Gear



Craftin’s How He Earns His Pay
Cratin’s How He Earns His Pay



Trust The Brother Stadin Next To You
Trust The Brother Stadin Next To You



Savin Him Is How You Both Get Paid
Savin Him Is How You Both Get Paid



Follow Me
Follow Me



I Know You Can Make It
I Know You Can Make It



I Know You Can Take It
I Know You Can Take It”




    I could tell this cadence was meant to be a little slower, but the
    experienced Archery Captain kept the beat of the earlier cadence, keeping
    the column moving swiftly. The drummer had switched off with another who
    was riding, to get a bit of rest.



    “So, I hear you and your friends were the last people in the city to see my
    cousin, Dazin. Is that right wizard?” Commander Traser asked from atop his
    horse.



    “Yeah, Tol’geth, Ailsa, and I saw him down by the docks ferrying people
    across to the safety of the other side.”



    “And no one found the refugees who escaped there, did they?” It was more of
    a statement than a question.



    After a few seconds of quiet contemplation, I broke the silence. “He said
    he had lost most of his city watch during some ill-conceived counter-attack
    on the portals when they first appeared in the central marketplace.”



    “That, that sounds like Dazin alright. He always wanted to earn honor in
    the eyes of the townsfolk, to earn a noble title all his own.” Traser
    sighed sadly. “If anyone could have done it, it was him. But he always had
    more bravery than brains. I heard he was leading a militia force?” I
    nodded. “That also sounds like him. The townsfolk always loved and trusted
    that man. They’d buy him drinks while the rest of us had to spend our own
    good coin whenever we’d go out for a night of fun. He could gather a herd
    of cats to him and get them dancing a jig with how much charisma he had. A
    natural leader he was.”



    Commander Traser stopped speaking, shook his head and corrected himself.
    “Is. He is a natural leader. We must hope that he and the people he leads
    reached safety somewhere. Or that our assault on the witches stronghold
    will reveal their fate and allows us to rescue who we can.”



    “You sound very close to him.”



    “Aye, we are as close as brothers!” Traser lifted a gauntleted hand over
    his heart as he smiled at the thought. “When I first came to Laketown I was
    very young and even more naive. He showed me around, helped me learn who
    was who and what was what. I will love my cousin until the day I die, no
    matter his lack of noble blood.”



    Eventually, we marched off of the grey-green frozen rolling hills, and onto
    a type of gravel that seemed to festoon the base of the foothills that lead
    up to the ruins. This strangely located feature stopped at the forest,
    thick undergrowth grew in dense clumps at the base of the trees, but there
    were pathways clear through it if you avoided the denser parts of the
    forest. Or so the elven rangers acting as scouts reported to Commander
    Traser.



    The land here was empty, and it shifted slightly under our feet with each
    step. The march was slowed dramatically, but the two captains kept up a
    cadence of one kind or another, at times simply using the beating of the
    drums to keep people in lock-step and moving.



    Once the gravel became too loose, the cavalry had to dismount and guide
    their horses through it. About halfway through the mire of tiny stones,
    about an hour into the march and roughly the halfway point, we took a short
    break. We watered the mildly distressed horses, and quickly dehydrating
    troops who were nearly cooking in their armor despite the cold wind, the
    sun still clearly beating down. No matter how hard it seemed to try, the
    sun couldn't warm the land enough to fend off the chill. Metal, on the
    other hand, absorbed the heat of both the sun and the soldiers.



    As the others rested, I bent down to examine the gravel, looking for any
    reason It might not be suitable for road construction. I didn’t know much
    about the process, other then what I had learned reading about roman roads
    in college history classes. The top gravel needed to be fine and packed
    together with a thin layer of dirt. Under that, there needed to be larger
    gravel, followed by large stones about the size of a person's head, and
    under that even larger stones if possible.



    I was going to bypass most of that, and go with large stones, with gravel
    and dirt directly on top of it, simply to avoid mud and runoff. I was
    trying to build quickly, not to last. That being said, I still needed to
    make sure this gravel wouldn’t simply turn to dust if put under wagon
    wheels or the constant beating of human feet.



    The first handful I examined I was rather pleased with. It even survived a
    Force Bolt. When I looked at the layer under that gravel, now revealed from
    my force bolt making a good size crater in the ground, I nearly panicked.
    “Commander!” I yelled. “Commander! I have something I need to show you!” I
    yelled across the resting column to him, waving my hand still clutching the
    gravel for him to see.



    The man had been walking among his soldiers, checking on them and trying to
    raise their spirits. He waved me off saying something I couldn’t hear. “Get
    your young noble ass over here you dimwitted moron!” I screamed at the top
    of my lungs. Ailsa poked her head out from the satchel and looked down at
    the hole I had made.



    “Why is there a skeleton under those tiny rocks?” Ailsa asked confused. I
    didn’t respond, still waving and yelling for the young man to come see what
    I had found. When he started stalking back towards me his face a storm of
    anger, I sighed in relief and looked down at the fairy. “I have no idea,
    but I don’t like it,” I said and rummaged in the satchel.



    “Hey watch where your hands are going,” Ailsa complained as I gripped her
    hip by accident in my blind search.



    “Sorry, trying to find the map.”
    

    “Well I’m not a map, here stop. I’ll get it.” She ducked into the bag,
    rummaged around a bit, and lifted the object I had been looking for out of
    the opening. “Here meathead. Now you can stop groping me, and get back to
    work.” I felt heat rise in my face, as I pulled the map open and laid it on
    the gravel in front of me.



    “Sorry, I was just…”



    “Yeah, yeah, you were just using your little map as an excuse to
    cop-a-feel!”



    “No way! I swear, I would never!” She broke into giggling laughter and
    pulled the satchel flap over her body so that only her head was exposed to
    the cold air.



    “I’m just teasing you! Goddess, you are too easy.” The redness in my face
    faded as I breathed in, and out, as I unfolded the map, and looked at my
    hand-drawn notes.



    “This is the map we used a few days ago when we were laying out the plans
    for Winters Quarters.” I ran my hand along the mountain range that was
    bisected by the river and found what I was looking for.



    “Where we are now is suppose to be flat and clear, it is on the map. Just
    more grassland and rolling hills. The gravel was supposed to be in a quarry
    mine not far from here, not in the middle of nowhere, covering several
    hilltops and small valleys in a nearly even ring around the necromancers
    for...” My voice trailed off as I looked back down at my discovery, back at
    the map, and then back at Ailsa, coming to a realization.



    “You know, I've been thinking about that. We really should change the
    name.”



    “What?” I asked looking at Ailsa confused.



    “Winters Quarters? It sounds so dreary and sad, particularly when you say
    it. It has all this sad meaning for you, we should change the name to
    something happier!” She said cheerfully. I shook my head.



    “Fine, whatever. None of that matters right now.”



    “What is the meaning of demeaning me in front of my troops!” Knight
    Commander Traser said, standing over me.



    “Woh! When did you get here!” I said clutching my chest as my heart tried
    to leap out of it.



    “You are far too easily frightened for one in this profession wizard.” The
    young knight chided, his visage calming, amusement overtaking his anger.



    “I’m not afraid, you just startled me, okay! What? No, that's not
    important.” I waved both conversations and their tangents away with my
    hands as I struggled to refocus on what was important. “Look!” I said
    angrily and pointed at the half-exposed skeleton in the pit I had made.



    “Well, that is, disturbing. But what of it? I am sure there are dead bodies
    found in all sorts of unlikely places in the world.” He said with
    confidence that I knew he didn't feel. He was unsettled, it was written,
    clear as day on his face. I raised my hand and blasted a few more holes,
    and revealed a few more skeletons, some of them with bits of flesh still on
    them. “Okay, I'm listening.”



    “The elves told me about a quarry pit near the ruins when we were planning
    the layout of the temporary settlement for the Pervolins across from
    Laketown. They told me that it was filled with gravel. I had planned on
    visiting it before all of this” I gestured to the dead bodies, the soldiers
    behind me, and Tol’geth who was walking towards us, probably to investigate
    why I was blowing holes in the ground, again.



    “From their description, it sounded like a single location filled with
    gravel, not a thin, strangely placed wasteland. And look” I pointed at the
    map and the knight bent down to see it. “There’s no mark or note of this
    gravely area. There is a listing for the mine, and the ruins, and even this
    forest and the hills we have been passing over, but not this.” I lifted a
    handful of gravel and let it fall through my fingers for emphasis.



    “So, what? You think this is some kind of trap?” I blasted another two
    holes in the ground further away, this time a large warg skeleton went
    flying into the air and landed a few feet away from where we were crouched.
    “Right. Trap.”



    “She probably is going to try and raise the skeletons once we get between
    the gravel pit and the forest,” Ailsa said still bundling herself in the
    satchel.



    “We would have limited options then. We would either be stuck traveling
    through the forest in a choked off fighting retreat or fighting a pitched
    battle with our backs turned towards the forest and whatever she has hidden
    there.” Commander Traser surmised. “Hmmm. Any thoughts of what we should
    do?” He asked the group.



    I shrugged. Tol’geth grunted a no, and Ailsa shook her head. “Perhaps,
    speak with your uncle, and the sun-priest that came with us? They might
    know something about how to fight the undead, more than we do at least. I
    just burn them, something that might not be as effective against non-fleshy
    creatures.”



    “I’ll send runners to gather the others. We need to put our heads together.
    In the meantime, act casual. Like we haven't discovered anything. Like this
    is just an extended rest, and all you found are mere curiosities rather
    than portents of our imminent doom.” We all nodded our acceptance and he
    left.



    “Well, he's a cheery one. Portents of eminent doom alright. If the entire
    field is hiding bodies and skeletons? We’ll be facing hundreds when they
    rise, possibly close to a thousand.”



    “Now who's the gloomy one?” Ailsa teased.



    ----



    When the council convened, it was decided that we would press on, much to
    my consternation. Though the really galling thing was, I didn’t have
    anything better we could have done. They did take the step suggested by
    Lord Traser, the old one, not the young one, to move the archers into the
    center with the calvary, and have them equip short sword and buckler. That
    split the infantry in half but protected our most vulnerable while
    equipping them the best they could for the fight to come.



    The priest was of little help. He admitted to knowing more about the undead
    then most of us, but also admitted that he didn’t have the magical skill
    either gifted by his God or personally, to undo the spells that reanimated
    them. Though, he could prevent the still living from being turned into
    undead. So at least we wouldn’t have to fight our own fallen in battle.
    When I asked if he could prevent the dead from rising, he explained the
    problem.



    “Of course I can, but only one at a time, with a special funeral rite that
    takes several minutes. It honestly wouldn’t be that helpful in this
    situation. If I had a consecrated altar in a chapel or even a simple
    shrine, I could turn this place into a graveyard and prevent the bones from
    rising. But unless someone is carrying either of those under their armor,
    it is not possible. May the God of Sun and Light preserve us.” He bowed his
    head in silent prayer and cast the little protection he could over us.



    The spell he cast was wide-ranging and covered everyone in the caravan. It
    was meant to last for three days. It was a Greater Blessing from both the
    Sun and River god and goddess, working in harmony.



    “Mixing divine magic is a tricky business” Ailsa explained as I walked back
    to the front of the column. “But it can be done if the person has the right
    skills, or the Gods involved are personally well acquainted enough not to
    interfere with one another. Members of the same pantheon are one example.
    They know each other, and their powers derive from similar enough places,
    say the same worshipers, that they can mix without causing too much
    interference. If that happens, the blessings usually just fizzle out.”



    For my part, I did cast and stored more spells in that short time between
    when we started marching again, to when we got past the gravel to the small
    patch of grass just in front of the forest, then I had ever cast or stored
    before. A few times I caught my head swimming with stray thoughts of power,
    or my emotions beginning to riot away from my control. As I was conscious
    of what I was doing, and wasn’t being distracted by the threat of imminent
    death, Ailsa was able to guide me through controlling those negative
    effects.



    I had a few ideas of things that might help, and a few spells I had yet to
    even test that might prove useful on this larger scale. I had been hesitant
    to try them so close to Lo’sar forest, or with so much potential collateral
    damage in terms of the lives and property of the people of Laketown.



    But here? In a large scale battle, with nothing but rock and enemies to
    burn, and a forest I was planning on lighting on fire on my way out of
    those ruins anyway? Hell, I could cut loose. Though, knowing the mana drain
    would potentially kill me there were some spells I was reluctant to even
    try yet. The pyromancer when he had written that book, had been exceedingly
    powerful, with a vast arsenal of spells that I had only begun to scratch
    the surface of. Though knowledge of them implanted in my memories by the
    Pyromancy Magic Book where easily summoned to mind at need.



    I stopped there, at the edge of the large gravel pit and the forest, and
    watched as our small army marched past. When the last man, the Lord of
    Laketown himself, crossed that barrier between gravel and hard earth, it
    happened.



    A black portal opened in the swiftly darkening sky above the pit, eclipsing
    the sun momentarily, as hundreds of black spells poured out. They started
    at the now far end of the pit. As the black orbs landed and disappeared
    beneath the gravel, animated skeletons of various creatures rose from where
    they were buried. The bulk of the skeletons were clearly human, but a few
    elven, dwarven, and a goodly deal of goblin bones clacked to life in a wave
    of undeath that washed towards us.



    In the middle distance, about halfway through the gravel laden ground
    before me, a massive skeleton, easily twice the size of the trees behind
    me, pulled itself from the earth. Its bones were five times thicker than
    any man's, despite looking humanoid, or at least bipedal. It had two
    massive arms nearly as long as tree trunks that it dragged along the ground
    as it took its first steps.



    When the ground at my feet started to animate, I let loose a jet of flame
    from my staff and backed up. The first skeleton that emerged from the
    ground ignored my spell, and after a few seconds its bones grew white-hot.
    As it stood tall and began brandishing its bone carved sword at me, it and
    the one behind it, a gnome or halfling, or worse, shattered from the heat.



    

“You have killed Recently Raised Skeleton, Lv 3. x2, ”




    “Line! Form a line!” Commander Traser yelled from the other side of the
    column.



    “Archers! Knock! Loose!” I heard another voice command. A sporadic volley
    shot from behind the even more erratic line that was starting to take shape
    behind me. The arrows arched through the air and when they landed, they did
    virtually nothing against the skeleton horde.



    My staff still spouting flame, I turned it on several other nearby undead
    and watched as their bones shattered under the heat. Before the first jet
    of flame from my ever-burning staff was extinguished I destroyed nearly
    half a dozen of the creatures.



    “Push Forward The Line!” I heard the command and looked behind me as the
    once hastily construed, now professional and uniform looking line pushed
    past me, and engaged the undead horde. It wasn’t a charge really, just them
    stepping past me and into combat.



    
        I thought we’d have a little more time to get into position. I hope our
        flank is still guarded
    
    . I thought as I summoned my mana and began to compress it into a shape I
    had never used before. By the time I finished putting the mana into the
    right pattern, the matrix felt more than looked like an hourglass. The
    spell I was attempting had a very strange name, and the memory from the
    book about its origins was mirky, but the shape was deeply important for
    the spell's success.



    I pulled more mana from my pool and shoved it into the construct,
compressing it with every ounce of my will.    Go big or go home right?!



    I knew this spell could be done in a fraction of the time I was taking, but
    I also knew that the first time you cast a spell it was more likely to act
    far differently than you intended due to the ‘confused’ skill penalty. So,
    I took my time ensuring I understood every aspect of the spells function,
    structure, and shape. As I did the world around me grew more and more red.
    Eventually, when I thought my vision couldn’t get any more saturated, the
    world grew deeper in heugh, turning nearly crimson in color.



    The spell matrix and my hands were still clear to me, but the outside
    world, the fighting, and sources of the sounds of steel on bone, and the
    cries of wounded men that surrounded me were no longer visible. I pushed
    more, and more mana into the thing, and then set it spinning in my palm,
    shaping it with my fingers even as a carpenter might shape wood with a
    lathe. With each new infusion of mana, the world grew a darker and deeper
    shade of red.



    After nearly three minutes of work, with sweat running down my back in
    rivulets, I lifted the mana construct up to the thick red and black fog
    that surrounded me, and it absorbed it all in a rush. The world returned,
    and I saw the line of men-at-arms had held admirably, but they were no
    match for the giant hulking construct that was about the smash into their
    line.



    The archers aided by the elven rangers had held the thing off by pelting it
    with arrows, and turning the construct on its fellows as it tried to figure
    out what was hurting it. As I observed the scene I saw several arrows
    infused with light, either from abilities that were being used or from
    spells cast to enhance their damage dealing potential, smash into the
    creature. These each sent tiny microfractures deep into its bones with
    great force but doing little more than superficial damage to the creature.



    As the latest volley landed home the construct planted its giant feet,
    shaking the ground and crushing several of its fellow undead, and began
    charging towards our line. A second volley, a little more ragged than the
    last was sent towards it from the archers, but the undead construct didn’t
    show any signs of stopping or being distracted this time. It had figured
    out where the stinging was coming from, and it was out for blood.



    I dropped my eyes to the construct in my hands again, and shouted
    “Everyone, DUCK!” Half of the men around me complied, the other half were
    still in the midst of a swing, or a block with their shields. I waited
    another heartbeat, hesitating, not knowing exactly how powerful this spell
    would be, or in how much danger they or I would be in. Then, with a flex of
    my will, the hourglass looking construct shot out of my hand with such
    force of shotgun recoil and speed of an arrow. I winced in pain and rubbed
    my fingers, as the spell slammed into the bone constructs chest, and
    ignited.



    


        “Congratulations! You have learned the new spell “Time Lords Inferno.”
        This is a spell of Fire magic, that requires at least one rank in
        enchanting to be able to cast. This spell creates a massive explosion
        of heat and fire, that will on occasion collapse in on itself in an
        implosion dealing additional damage. There is also the unlikely
        possibility, that further effects will be manifested. Please see spell
        entry in your Spell Sheet for additional details.”
   

 



    The swirling mana in the bottom portion of the hourglass contained the
    essence of fire itself, or as near to the thing as I could produce. The top
    portion contained pure fuel in the form of condensed mana that I had given
    a gaseous form. As the two smashed together, the compressed gas exploded
    out words with the force of a hurricane in every direction. The fire
    expanded following the gas wherever it went, quick on its heels. The
    conflagration at its most potent, near its center consumed the bones of the
    giant construct in milliseconds. The smaller skeletal undead at the beast's
    feet shattered apart from the shock and heatwave before the fire could
    actually touch them.



    Fifteen feet out from the blast, the smaller skeletons survived a few
    seconds in the inferno, before cracking or shattering to pieces. Another
    fifteen feet from that line, the larger more powerful skeletons were simply
    knocked prone, while the smaller weaker ones were quickly consumed as fuel
    for the spell.



    At the forty-five feet mark, the men in the front lines were briefly
    encased in flames. Most survived with only mild burns, though some who had
    not worn gambesons to protect their skin from direct contact with their
    armor, suffered far worse. Nearly all of the men affected were hairless and
    smoking when the fire receded. The still standing skeletons who had no
    shields to hide behind were all knocked prone or set alight and quickly
    fell prey to the flickering flames left behind.



    At a certain point, the spell explosion stopped expanding. It was a moment
    of true peace, the apex of the spells expansion. Then, just as suddenly as
    it had arrived, the last, and smallest of the spheres in the hourglass
    finally cracked. It was filled with an even denser form of mana-fuel, and
    now that the fire had consumed everything in its path including the oxygen,
    and had no more mana to sustain its journey through the air, the fire
    collapsed in on itself around the tiny ball of extremely dense magic. Air
    rushed past us, and those few skeletons along the path that had not been
    killed broke apart in the gale-force winds.



    A few of our own men got taken along as well, most were saved by
    quick-witted and reflexed squadmates, who grabbed them before they went too
    far. But one man I saw, a particularly small elf ranger, got sucked into
    the center of the vortex. We never found his body, but I was sure it was
    consumed by the spell.



    The rush of wind finished with a massive clap of thunder as the vacuum the
    spell had created collapsed in a rush of purely natural wind. At the center
    of it, sat a burning bright star. It would die off over the next few hours,
    turn to dust a few hours after that, but until then it would burn bright
    and happily a few feet over the battlefield.



    “You created another Gods damned sun!” I heard Commander Traser yell at me
    from the other side of the stunned and silent battle line. I looked over
    and found him sitting atop his horse looking over the battlefield. He
    gestured in disbelief first at me, and then the fireball. I just stood
    there stunned at what I had done.



    I, I just made another freaking sun!
    I knew it was a possibility with the spell, but I had never expected to be
    able to do it on my first attempt. I stayed there looking around, trying to
    regain the strength that channeling that much mana had sapped.



    “Up! Up, on your feet, and stop gawking! It's just magic!” I looked over
    and just a few feet from me I found Tol’geth lifting men off the ground
    back onto their feet. “The dead won’t stop to stare!” His words hit home
    for me just as it did for most of our small army.



I shook myself and took stock as the infantry began reforming their line.    That took nearly a third of my mana pool! I had been almost full
    when I had cast that spell. That cost me over 36 thousand mana! It
    also only left me about 55 thousand and regaining only about 4 mana a
    second. I had a rather large mana pool, but my regeneration rate really
    needed some love. It will take me a while to get back to full.



    I gripped my staff, and readied it for use against the remainder of the
    horde, though I still felt a bit winded, I had recovered from the spells
    fatigue rather quickly. As I looked out, it seemed that my spell, and the
    fighting from before I had cast it, had left about half of the enemy
    standing. At least there aren't any giant skeletons left, I
    thought.



    As the men finished reforming, a lone man in a light blue robe I had not
    seen before, ran in front of the line. He lifted his sword and staff, one
    in each hand, above his head, and shouted words I could not hear as the
    wind began to pick up. “Ma’von! Get back here, you foolish boy!” The voice
    was that of Lord Traser, Lord of Laketown. He wasn’t angry, he was
    panicked.



    The tall and lanky blue-robed young man began to cast a spell. “Push
    forward!” I yelled and began pushing through the line in front of me. The
    skeletons at the front of the wave of untouched undead began running on the
    still brightly burning gravel. A few of them fell apart taking enough
    damage from the residual heat to break their bindings. “Give him cover!”
    Before I could get through the confused infantry line, the other mage had
    finished casting his spell.



    In front of the sun I had just created, swirled a small and skinny tornado
    about three times the height of your average human, but only about as thick
    as my arm. I analyzed it and found that it was a medium-sized Air
    Elemental. I wasn’t able to glean any other useful information before the
    spindly mage pointed at the nearly self-sustaining ball of fire I had
    created and issued his command.



    The wind that swirled around us intensified. It wasn’t as strong as the
    backdraft my spell had created, but it knocked a few of the injured
    infantrymen off their feet as they limped to the rear of the line for
    treatment by the priest and his handful of attendants.



    The skeletal undead that had been getting close enough to threaten the air
    mage, where blown back into their brethren and scattered across the still
    burning, slowly dying gravel when the boy lifted his staff and unleashed a
    gale-force wind directly into their numbers.



    I looked at the two soldiers who were holding me back from charging blindly
    into a fight I didn’t need to fight and grinned sheepishly. “Can you get
    off of us wizard?” one of them asked with more politeness then I thought my
    antics deserved.



    “Yeah, sure,” I said as I stepped back and straightened my leather jerkin.
    “Sorry about that. Who is that guy? Either of you know?”



    “The air mage? Well, that is Lord Traser’s youngest son, Ma’vone Traser,
    High Windmage of the Harbor.”



    “The only windmage of the harbor,” the second heavily scarred man said. The
    first one rolled his eyes before finishing his explanation.



    “He’s still young, true, but the boy is said to be a prodigy with air
    magic. Already a journeyman rank to hear the water witches say it. Blessed
    by the gods that boy.” Said the first man. The man still had his spear and
    a wicked-looking ax on his belt.
    

    “And a heart to match. Ma’vone saved my boy from drowning over this last
    summer he did, the river was fast-moving, being swollen by the spring rains
    and runoff. My boy had no hope of swimming to safety after he fell from my
    brothers fishin skiff, but Ma’vone? Plucked the boy right out of the
    water.” Said the second man, who carried a large mace instead of a
    shortsword. He sported a gnarly looking and still slightly bleeding gash
    across his right cheek. Despite his earlier comment about the boy's lofty
    titles, the man seemed to carry a genuine affection for the young mage
    lord.



    I looked back to examine what the young air mage was doing, and saw him
    attempting to coax his air elemental into my sun.
    
        He might be kind and smart, but he isn’t very wise. I don’t think
        that’s going to…
    
    the creature shot into the sun, and the air that had been whipping around
    us ceased entirely. The whirlwind died down to almost nothing, and the sun
blazed with renewed life.    Yeah, I didn’t think that was going to work. Good try though, I
    thought sadly.



    As I prepared to launch a fireball at a clump of skeletal warriors and one
    doggedly ferocious-looking warg with bits of fur still clinging to its
    bones, the tornado re-emerged from the fire, and a being of light and fire
    and wind emerged. It stood nearly as tall as the skeletal monstrosity that
    had been consumed in the creation of the sun had. Fire blazed and swirled
    mixing with the wind that fed it, even as the elemental gained newfound
    energy from the updraft of warm air it turned and reincorporated into its
    living form. I analyzed the creature immediately, forgetting my petty
    fireball.



“Name: Ra’thin’ax
Race: Elemental of Sun and Sky
Class: Under 10th Level
Level: 1
Height: 18’9 ~ 3’6, can change his height at will within this range.
Hair: Fire / Air
Age: 13 seconds
Affiliation: Ma’vone, You
Alignment: Unknown
Disposition Towards You: Confused, this creature was recently awakened
        from the mindless state of an air elemental summoned by Ma’vone, by
        fusing its former self with the heart of a dying mini-sun created by
        your hand. The new intelligent creation is exceedingly rare on Ethria
        and sees both you and Ma’vone as potential parental figures.
HP: 500/500

Physical and Immaterial Characteristics: Unknown, Skill Too Low

Defensive Characteristics:
Armor Defense: 10 ~ immune to all physical attacks. Magical attacks
        penetrate this immunity.
Magic Defence: 60
SPECIAL: Can restore HP by finding new fuel, or merging with a mundane
        flame.

Offensive Characteristics:
Fire Claws: N/A, skill too low
Wind Gust: N/A, skill too low
Fireball: At-Will, costs 10 HP per fireball cast this way.”

    














    




    











    



    “Looks like I just had a baby,” I said in awe at the development. Before I
    could do much more, Ma’vone said something to the large creature, pointed a
    finger at the remaining undead minions still facing us, and the massive
    elemental of fire and wind with a star for a heart leaped into action. It
    was a mad titan of brutal devastation, as it devoured the remaining undead.



    All the giant elemental had to do was touch any animated pile of bones and
    after a few seconds, they would shatter from the heat, scattering the
    remaining shrapnel over hundreds of feet due to the creatures wild winds.
    More than once the infantry line had to hide behind their shields as debris
    peppered the line.



    I admit I began to relax. I pulled out some jerky and began chowing down,
    chatting with Tol’geth and the two guards as we watched the giant creature
    riped the lines of comparatively slow skeletons apart.



    Thank God, both mine and that of Ethria, the men at our rear and the
    archers were not nearly as stupid as I was being. As I chewed and watched
    the carnage, I heard voices from behind us. After a few seconds, a shouted
    command came from Commander Traser.



    “About Face! Infantry! To The Rear!” I stayed with the two men I had been
    chatting with and stood behind them as they reformed the line fifteen feet
    back from where they had been. A thin line of archers split into four
    groups, two human and two elven, were strung out behind the line. I stood
    between them, and the infantry.



    Aside from the rampaging sun-storm elemental monster hybrid behind us,
    everything went still, and quiet. No noise came from forest. After a few
    minutes, I felt a chill ran down my spine, and I imagined it froze the
    sweat that had been accumulating all across my back because I visibly
    shivered. “Even in winter a forest as dense as this one has something
    living in it.” One of the rangers a few feet away caught my eye and nodded
    agreement with my statement.



    “It's an odd thing, I can’t hear anything but the fire and wind behind us.
    Not a squirrel, or a breaking of a branch.” She said as she nervously
    fingered her bow. Our position was facing one of the pathways that had been
    designated by the rangers as potential ways to the ruins through the
    forest.



    The pathway, it was really just a large game trail, let out slightly to my
    left. In front and to my right, maybe eighteen feet in front of me and
    twelve or so in front of the infantry was thickly overgrown forest. The
    trees had lost their leaves, but the underbrush had yet to follow suit,
    growing almost as tall as the tree branches around over five or six feet.



    Two rangers on a desperately running mare, eyes roaming wild and foaming at
    the mouth from exhaustion and fright, rounded the corner maybe thirty feet
    into the brush. “They’re coming! They’re right behi…!” The male elf on the
    rear of the horse was tackled off the exhausted mare by a black blur, that
    disappeared with its prey into the undergrowth. The elf screamed in agony
    before quickly being silenced in a wet crunching sound. The last elf
    screamed in terror as she streaked past the line through the opening the
    men-at-arms had given her.



    “Shields up! Weapons at the ready! Archers, knock! Draw! Hold!” came the
    commands of Knight-Commander Traser now at the very center of the
    formation. “Hold!” He said again, his voice booming his command over the
    silence.



    The first black-clad creature, looking like it was wearing a full-body suit
    of skin tight latex, even over its constantly shifting eyes, charged out of
    the bushes and straight towards the line, it's razor-sharp and pearl white
    teeth bared and looking like daggers in its frenzied rage. One of the
    Rangers loosed an arrow and struck the creature mid-leap at the line. The
    incident repeated itself several times down the line, and only proved to
    showcase the prowess of the elven rangers. “HOLD!” Trasers voice boomed,
    reinforcing his command with the human archers.



    The trees shook, the ground rumbled slightly underfoot, and the bushes
    began to shake, in a wave moving towards us only slightly slower then the
    horse had at full gallop.



    As the ground shook and the first beasts had leaped from the brush my inner
    voice went from a, “Oh crap this is going to be rough.” To, “Oh crap, Oh
    crap, Oh crap!” As the line was approached even faster, and we could hear
    giggling laughter, mixed with mad rambling, and angry cries of pain and
    hunger, that little voice went “Oh Shit, Oh Shit, Oh Shit!” When the
    voices, laughter, and inhuman sounds of ecstasy or pain, I was unsure
    which, went silent all at once, I lost it.



    I let loose a fireball that blasted the undergrowth just in front of me,
    turning it to ash and revealing several now burning, latex clad creatures,
    licking their lips hungrily. They began cackling madly, even as the flames
    burned their skin to charcoal and their lungs to ashes. The worst part was,
    even as they shriveled and died in the flames, they didn’t move an inch.
    Whatever, whoever was commanding them wanted to prove a point, to unnerve
    us. And I had helped.



    A few of the men began to waver, one man near me took a step back, his hand
    went slack around his spear. I walked up and put a hand on his back, and
    firmly pushed him back into line. “We need you in the line soldier. We need
    all of you. Don’t worry, your leaders are with you. My magic is with you.”
    Just at that moment heat and light blossomed behind us as my new ‘child’
    did something cool, giving my words a more tangible meaning.



    “And we have a giant three-story fire monster on our side,” I said with a
    bit of a chuckle. The man still looked shaken still, as his grip hardened
slightly on his spear and his gaze went back to the forest.    His resolve hasn’t broken, not entirely anyway.



    He was young, some lords son from the twins out on his first real posting
    more than likely.
    
        Parents probably sent him to the country so he could learn what it was
        like roughing it among the fishmongers, hoping it would instill some
        character in the boy.
    



    I smiled as confidently as I could while looking at the burning,
    unflinching creatures straight on as they died. His grip firmed, his shield
    raised slightly higher, and though it was shaking, it rejoined the line.
    Many others including the two warriors I had chatted with earlier, watched
    as I confidently strode back to my place behind them.



    “Do Not Fear Them!” Traser called. “Watch as they burn from our
    pyromancer's spells!” Seeing a chance for melodrama, just for effect I
    launched another fireball at the center of the line where a few of them
    were out in the open at the mouth of the game trail the ranger had rode in
    on. After the explosion silenced he continued “You have seen the magic our
    own lord's son first hand!” Helpfully the elemental threw a flailing
    handful of skeletal creatures over our heads and into the forest far
    beyond. The undead turned into little more than flaming shrapnel that
    ripped the underbrush apart in places as they landed.



    Couldn’t have timed that better myself.



    “You have seen what our elven allies can do in the field.” Probably picking
    up on the helpful emphasis tact we were all taking, a few of the elves shot
    arrows from bows so powerful that they pinned the still burning creatures
    to the ground as they squirmed in the liquid fire I had unleashed. “Now is
    our time to show them what we can do! Hold the line!”



    


        “Fear effects resisted. Aura of Command ability activated, all soldiers
        under Knight-Commander Trasers command are now immune to fear effects.
        All terror effects reduced to fear effects. Immunity does not apply to
        reduced effects.”
   

 



    The infantry all let out a great warcry, banging their swords and axes on
    their shields to add to the cacophony, freed from the terror effects that
    had almost broken them.



    Seeing what they imagined was a moment of lost concentration, the leading
    elements of the black-clad creatures began throwing themselves out of the
    woods and onto the waiting spears and shields of the infantry. Even as the
    first wave hit, the second started forward, creating gaps and breaking
    holes in the defensive line. As I watched these were swiftly filled by the
    handful of reserve squads Traser had placed strategically along the line.



    From atop his horse at the center of the breach Commander Traser watched
    and supported his men. I glanced over and watched as one of the creatures
    leaped from atop the back of one of its fellows directly at him. He
    decapitated it mid-leap with a swift slash of his sword. The weapon ignited
    in light as it struck, activating some kind of enchantment inherent in the
    blade. The undead creature fell at his mares feet, limp and lifeless.



    Commander Traser turned his mare around as he pointed at the now dead
    corpse. “See? They can not break you! They need to rely on magic, and
    sorcery to frighten you! I am with you! And while we stand here shoulder to
    shoulder, your will is Iron! It is Steel! It will not bend nor will it
    break! Hold the line!”



    Damn that kid can give a speech.
    I thought as I began picking off the leaping creatures with short three and
    four round bursts of force bolts from my staff. The force bolts struck and
    then lit the creatures afire due to the secondary effects my staff granted
    them. Even then most simply shrugged it off, rubbed dirt on where I had hit
    them extinguishing the flames, and began charging the line with renewed
    anger and hunger in their unseeing black eyes.



    The weapons that the men-at-arms wielded, primarily short swords, axes,
    maces, and clubs, were only marginally effective against the creatures. A
    beast could drag a man down, sink its teeth into his throat, snap his neck
    and rise for another, as quickly as a normal man could land a single blow.
    The creatures ran on all fours, acting more like rabid jungle predators
    then the people they had once been.



    That being said, the men-at-arms were far from helpless. When one of their
    brothers was brought low, the others turned their attacks on the offending
    creature, outnumbering and overwhelming it, and eventually driving it off
    before their friend could be killed. A few among the soldiers stood out as
    being able to stand toe to toe with the beasts.



    I saw the Infantry Captain, Bardin, cleave one of the creatures in two with
    his two-handed sword as it glowed bright red with some warrior ability. The
    Archer Captain, a man who I later learned was named Ugin, shot two of the
    creatures point-blank as they ran through a small breach in the lines, one
    that Bardin filled alone, pinning them to the ground. Ugin finished them
    both off with his drawn short sword, a single slash for each ended their
    miserable undeath.



    After only a minute of fighting, a large gap appeared on the far left
    flank, opposite me. The cavalry charged the breach, noble pendants
    gleaming, lances lowered, and armor shining in the waning sun of the
    afternoon. I didn’t see what that first charge looked like directly, but I
    saw its effects first hand. The creatures all turned and began racing down
    the line, opening themselves up to attack by each man as they went,
    beelining for a single target, Lord Traser of Laketown himself.



    The calvary entered the breach at full tilt and at an angle, crushing the
    handful of the creatures that had been flanking the soldiers there, and
    ripping apart the enemy. The knights continued straight down the line
    towards the end heading away from me, hoping I think to allow that section
    enough time to reconstruct and reconnect with the rest of the line, sealing
    the breach.



    As the calvary crushed the undead that had caused the breach under hoof,
    they exposed themselves to attack from all sides. The now vulnerable
    calvary, mainly high ranking knights, and commanded by Lord Traser himself,
    drew nearly the entire enemy force after them, to one end of the field.
    Seeing the opportunity to end Lord Trasers life, the enemy couldn’t pass up
    the now vulnerable and valuable target. This was both a boon and a terrible
    situation, as it put Commander Traser between a rock and a hard place.



    
        On the one hand, he could order the entire force into the enemy's rear,
        and potentially slaughter them with relative ease. However, if the
        enemy still had a wave or two of those creatures hiding in the woods?
        Well, he’d be laying the entire force open like an all you can eat
        buffet.
    



    I looked at Tol’geth, and the large man seemed disturbed by the sight. I
    turned my attention back towards the horror show I was witnessing with my
own eyes, and a runner appeared as if out of nowhere.    I really need to learn to be more observant, I chided myself.



    “Wizard Rayid! Wizard Rayid!”



    I rolled my eyes, why couldn’t these people just get on with it? “Yes,
    speak!” I urged the breathless man.



    “Commander…” The main inhaled “...Traser, bids you take command of this
    flank, and hold…” Another deep breath “... against the possibility of
    another attack, while he…” Another breath. “Takes the rangers and the
    center to flank the enemy and rescue his uncle.”



    I nodded “How many men do I get?” I asked.



    “The section of archers assigned to the northern section,” The man said
    pointing towards the handful of human archers who were milling about on the
    edge of the rear line. “...and the far flank of infantry.” He said pointing
    from roughly the man whose nerves I had steadied under the terror effects,
    over to the end of the line.



    “You’ve got to be kidding me, that's only thirty men, in total. And he
    wants us to screen and act as a rearguard?”



    “Those are the orders, sir.” He saluted, hand over heart, and stepped
    towards the line issuing orders and demarcating the line separating the men
    I would have, and the men that were going to help save their lord. Less
    than a minute passed before the infantry began swiftly marching away.



    “Tol’geth, take charge of the infantry, will you? All you have to do is
    kill anything that attacks, and stop them from getting at us” I pointed at
    myself and the archers. “While we snipe them out as best we can. Deal?”



    “I know how to fight, I’ve done this many more times then you have,
    wizard.” I was taken aback by the words. I had known he was powerful, of
    course, and I suppose logically I should have known he had been in wars or
    at least large-scale skirmishes before, but I had always assumed leading
    people and organizing battle was not really his cup of tea.



    “Tol’geth, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to insult you. Of course you know more
    than I do. To be honest, I'm stating obvious things that a five-year-old
    who plays with toy soldiers could figure out. You put the ones with the
    shields and swords in front, and the archers behind. Dude,” I looked at me
    and met his eyes. “I'm just nervous, I talk when I’m nervous, talk and…” I
    lifted my staff “...light things on fire. Or, at least now I do. Anyway,
    you get what I'm saying, right?”



    Tol’geth nodded. “You don’t mean disrespect. You speak plain, obvious
    truths to fix them in your mind. I know … someone else, that does that.” He
    said a sad look crossing his face, flashing bits of rage along with it. “I
    understand.” The large man put a hand on my shoulder. “I will take charge
    of the front line. Stay here, guard our rear, and support us. Yes?”



    I nodded, oddly comforted by the fact that the large man had laid out a
    plan. Even though it was the exact same plan I had come up with a few
    seconds before, and every medieval general in the history of the world
    since the discovery that throwing rocks could hurt people had ever used.
    Put the range people behind the melee people. Simple, yet effective.



    We took up our post, shielding our friend's flanks as they butchered the
    enemies main force. It wasn’t a glamorous job, but someone had to do it. I
    kept glancing from the unmoving forest back to the fight taking place just
    a few hundred feet away, The cavalry unit had gotten away from the mass of
    undead reavers, but they had lost nearly six of their original twenty. Most
    of those where the more lightly armored and less experienced squires.



    Eventually, as the enemy force was encircled and whittled down, by the
    cycle charges of the remaining calvary that kept them distracted, and the
    infantry who brutally cut them down in a methodical almost industrial
    display of coordinated violence, I saw the massive hulk of the wind and
    fire elemental shrink to around the size of a human, and follow Ma’vone
    Traser into the fray. The creature cast fireballs hurled the inky black
    creatures into the air on gusts of wind, and on occasion it simply held
    them down and burned them with its body until the undead stopped moving.



    Occasionally a handful of the creatures would smarten up, and start
    attacking the infantry in earnest rather than taking the occasional swipe
    in self-defense. When this happened Ma’vone stepped in and hurled them away
    from the line with powerful wind shears that emanated from his staff.



    It felt odd just sitting back and watching the forest while a battle raged
    behind me. Eventually, I got bored enough with the guard duty that I pulled
    up my Spell List and read the description of my new spell.



    
        
            	
                
                    Time Lords Inferno 2
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                    REQUIRED: At least 1 rank in Enchanting skill. This spell
                    creates a massive explosion of heat and fire dealing 100 D
                    4 damage + fire skill. Will 1/2 damage every 15-20 feet out
                    from explosion. The explosion will on occasion collapse in
                    on itself in an implosion dealing 50 D 4 damage + Force
                    magic skill. There is also the unlikely possibility, that
                    further effects will be manifested.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
                
                    ADDITIONAL EFFECTS DISCOVERED: Glowing Sun: If
                    enough material is consumed by the implosion, a small,
                    nearly self-sustaining sun will be born that will die over
                    the next 24 hours.
                

            
        

    



    “Hey, Ailsa?” The fairy poked her head out of my satchel.



    “Yeah?”



    “On the spell names in my Spell List, there are sometimes numbers after the
    spells. Up until now, they’ve always been 1. But now with Time Lords
    Inferno, I got a 2. What does that mean?” The fairies eyes glazed over as
    she read through what I was talking about. The fact that she had complete
    access to my character sheet rarely came up, but when it did it was almost
    always situations like this where I needed another set of eyes to help
    explain things.



    “Ooooh! Cool! You learned your first Tier 2 spell! That's great!” She
    sounded genuinely happy for me. “Hay! Tol’geth! Rayid just got his first,
    second-tier spell!”



    “You have ascended to the second level of power in your magic? That is
    great news!” Tol’geth yelled and raised his sword in a solute. A few of the
    other soldiers followed suit.



    “Aaaand, what does that mean?” I asked as politely as I could while biting
    back frustration.



    “Most spells are Tiered spells. Tier one spells are relatively weak, easy
    to learn, and you can generally keep casting them over and over. They are
    considered battle magic typically. Tier two spells are, well, in a war,
    they are considered something like the artillery weapons you showed me a
    few nights ago when we were watching that documentary about world war two.”



    “Ah, so the numbers I'm seeing are the magic tier the spell belongs too.
    How high do the tiers go?”



    “They don't end. Though the most powerful spell I’ve ever seen was a tier
    five spell cast by one of the court queens. It split a mountain range in
    half.” I whistled slightly.



    “Who pissed her off?”



    “The elemental lord living in the mountain ranges heart. He had promised
    her a gem if she did something, she did the thing, and he reneged.” I
    nodded knowingly.



    
        Never renege on a promise to a woman, particularly if it involves
        jewelry. Or dinner. Or, well anything really.
    
    I thought as I listened to Ailsa finish the story.



    “She could have done a lot worse with that same spell, she held it back and
    shaped it in such a way as to disperse the damage though. It was a measured
    response really.”



    “So, that was her pulling her punch?”



    “Basically, yeah. Do you remember what I said about Epic magic?” I nodded.
    “She spent nearly twenty years saving enough mana to cast that single
    spell. Tier four is where you start getting into Epic territory.”



    “So, when I get to Tier Three…”



    “It’ll be like, a battery of artillery. Or one of those massive bombs your
    people called M.O.A.B.s. At least with regards to battle magic. Remember,
    magic can be used for a lot more than burning things and causing
    destruction.” She chided. I nodded my understanding. Lisander had shown me
    that with her impressive library, and the portal magic she and Salina had
    been using.



    We continued to talk about different types of spells and spell tiers for
    the next few minutes as I continually scanned the forest, and the battle
    behind us slowly came to a conclusion.



    ---



    In the end, there was no third wave of creatures, despite numerous reports
    from rangers and soldiers to have spotted their movement in the forest. The
    battle itself ended when the last two dozen or so of the creatures seemed
    to smarten up all at once, and broke through the infantry line encircling
    them, charging back into the forest in a full retreat. They moved faster
    than our archers, or the calvary could respond, running on all fours and
    crashing through the forest.



    After Commander Trasers reorganizing of the troops into a defensive
    position, I spent about an hour tending to the wounded troops alongside the
    sun-priest applying my Cure Light Wounds spell at his direction. I learned
    a lot, and the man wasn’t nearly as pompous as I had originally thought.
    Sure, one of his gods was literally named Dominus, which sounded far too
    similar to the word dominate, for my little liberty-loving heart. But the
    man himself was remarkably humble, kind, and skilled as he moved about the
    injured, treating burns, bites, cuts, and occasionally needing to clean up
    a wound where the soldier had lost an arm or a leg.



    He had a spell for that named “Amputate,” it was simple and acted basically
    as a fire hot knife. It cauterized as it cut, stopping bleeding. Then the
    old priest would mumble another spell, or prayer, or something, that would
    encourage new growth in the limb.



    One man, who had lost his “good fishing arm” had been assured by the old
    priest that it would regrow given time and proper treatment. Whether it
    took a year, or a month depended on the man's faith, and how closely he
    followed the priest's instructions. My time working with Micheal, that was
    the sun-priests name, and the handful of water witches really hit home just
    how important people like them must have been to places like Laketown.
    Magical knowledge might be hard to come by, but faith? Well, that could be
    cultivated anywhere.



    Once we found that the work was nearly finished, and I was about to start
    peppering the theologian with questions about divine magic, a messenger
    came and summoned me. I examined what I had learned briefly, I had gained 1
    skill point in ‘mundane healing’, and 2 skill points in both biomancy and
    light magic which brought me up to novice rank at skill level 6. I pumped
    my fist in excitement at the new skill and skill level, probably confusing
    the priest, and then swiftly followed the messenger.



    We convened another impromptu council and took stock of our losses. “We
    lost nearly thirty men, mostly infantry and almost all of them from the
    militia recruits that we had taken in to pad our numbers. We also lost a
    handful of elven scouts, and almost half of our calvary, seven of the
    squires, and one knight.” Knight-Commander Traser said giving an accounting
    to us now that he had the full picture.



    “That's a sizable chunk of our forces.” His uncle commented shaking his
    head. “We might need to retreat. Fighting through that forest?” He pointed
    at the thick underbrush that at places reached above most men's heads. “The
    entire way to the ruins, being harrassed, ambushed, and led astray by false
    trails? Even with the skilled guidance of our elven allies, we would lose
    half of what remains if we are lucky.”



    “I agree,” Li’anin said, her arms crossed under her chest. “There is little
    hope of getting through to the ruins in strength sufficient to take it, and
    hold it against counter-attacks. Let alone delve into the lower parts of
    the structure to confront the witch in her lair.”



    “If her lair is even in the lower caverns. We might face her directly when
    we arrive at the base of the ruins, beaten, bloodied, and exhausted.” Lord
    Traser sighed and shook his head again, looking down at the map on the
    small traveling table we were all circled around.



    “But there are no more forces available.” The Knight-Commander explained to
    first his uncle, and then the group. “A victory here will allow us to
    relieve the siege at the north-western twin. The cutters are dealing with
    their own incursion of goblin raids, that the remainder of the elven forces
    are assisting with lest the woodsmen be overrun.”



    “We could seek help from the border forts south of the Marshwood.”
    Suggested a knight behind Lord Traser. “They could have a hundred lances,
    nearly two hundred fighters a horse, here within the fortnight.”



    “They would take far to long. By that time, Laketown would be under attack
    again. If not fallen to whatever monstrosity this necromancer can think to
    create. We must stop her before she has time to build her forces and form
    anything truly nasty. She thought us a weak target, easily taken by little
    more than goblins. She underestimated us, that's the only reason we even
    have this chance to stop her now.” The young commander explained. The
    knight nodded his understanding and stepped back behind their mutual Lord.



    “We could always seek aid from the Horse Clans.” Suggested an elf behind
    Li’anin who I recognized as Ste’rill the male elf ranger from when we had
    first crossed over into Lo’sar and the Great Wood. “I am sure they would
    look poorly on a necromancer anywhere near their summer stomping grounds.”



    “Most of them have gone north of the river early. They were having the same
    trouble the rest of us were, missing children, goblin raids, and the like.
    Laketown took their tolls over the bridge to Hunters Hollow nearly a month
    ago, where do you think my uncle's steed came from? No, there will be no
    help found there.” The commander explained. “We are on our own unless we
    seek to empty all of Laketown of men, conscript them, put spears in their
    hands and hope to use them as monster fodder.” He pounded the small table
    in frustration.



    “This witch has chosen the perfect time to send out her minions and chose
    the perfect way in which to do it. If it weren't for you wizard” he looked
    at me, and everyone's eyes followed his. “We would have been caught in that
    trap, between hammer and anvil, completely unaware, and all died. The
    entire region would be overrun with undead, and the Twins and Lo’sar itself
    would be facing not just goblins in their siege, but thousands of these
    creatures rather then the hundred or so we face now.”



    I put up a hand to stop him and any others from interrupting what I said
    next. “Uh, no. That is completely untrue. You all helped yourselves. All I
    did was a bit of classy magic that made the rest possible. If it hadn’t
    been for your cousin, Commander, we still would have been caught in that
    trap despite being prepared for it as we were, which was also due to your
    actions and the advice of your uncle.
    

    “If it hadn’t been for you yourself Sir Traser, the men would have broken
    and run, and even Tol’geth and I would have been overwhelmed. If it hadn’t
    been for your uncle's brave exploits and your quick wit to take advantage
    of the opportunity he created by his daring, the center would have broken,
    and we would have lost many more then we have.” I looked at each of them in
    turn.



    “And those are just the brave deeds I am aware of having spent my time to
    one side of the battle, or with my back turned to it. No ladies and
    gentlemen. What I did was contribute very little to the success of this
    battle. Despite the light show I put on. However, I might have a plan that
    would allow us to continue onwards towards the goal.”



    ----



    The forest burned more quickly, and far more easily, then I had
    anticipated. The cold had dehydrated many of the grasses, and plants. While
    the lack of wet snow that generally provided a protective layer for the
    underbrush from wildfires allowed the entire thing to catch light almost as
    one. The dead leaves littering the forest floor made excellent kindling,
    and dried, hibernating or dead foliage that was slowly losing its green
    kept the fire alive long enough to catch the trees alight. In short, the
    entire thing went up like a matchbox covered in kerosene, exposed to a
    flamethrower.



    The army had backed onto the gravel pit, the rocks now having cooled from
    the fiery rampage of my sun child. I and the elven rangers, supported and
    protected by squads of the fully trained men-at-arms who guarded us from
    ambush, prepared the edges of the forest. This would be a mundane fire, not
    a magical conflagration. We wanted to remove the barriers to our path, not
    ruin the area for regrowth for years to come. Though I had vague memories
    of how I might have been able to accomplish that if we wanted.



    Only once was someone ambushed while working, and it was when I was stupid
    enough to try and run into the bushes to go to the bathroom. The creature
    jumped on me, snapping its keenly sharp teeth for my neck. Before I was
    able to blast it with a force bolt, a fountain of black blood-drenched my
    armor, as one of the knights, Sir Barristan I believe his name was, cleaved
    the creatures head from its body.



    “You should be more careful lad.” The old grizzled knight said as he helped
    me to my feet. “Even a magic-user can still die if his throat gets ripped
    out, or a dagger put in the right place.” I nodded, and spat the putrid
    liquid from my mouth, trying not to wretch. The knight was kind enough to
    lead me out of the forest by hand, and then dump a large bucket of water
    over me, clearing most of the viscera away.



    “You, are by far, one of the kindest, most generous people I have ever
    met!” I said as I embraced the man, still soaking wet, with the creature's
    blood running off me in rivulets.



    “Ugh! Wizard, get off! You will ruin my armor!” He said as he pushed me
    back to arm's length. “You’re welcome. Now, can we get back to work?” I
    nodded, bent down and started building the fires.



    When finally I lit the thing with a Jet of Flame, the fire spread faster
    than a galloping horse. The heat was so intense that even I felt it nearly
    fifteen feet away. The army was ordered back another dozen yards, as I
    watched through squinting eyes, as the forest of nightmares that could have
    been, turned to ash and coals.



    ---



    Hours later, the sun was soon to set, the fires had moved on, and the coals
    between us and the ruin had cooled enough to walk over. Nothing stood in
    our way, the ruin, a tall three-story complex built into the side of the
    mountain out of stone, flanked by two large towers on either side that rose
    an additional three stories, lay bare. If I squinted hard enough, I could
    even see the entrance to the main building.



    As the fire had been burning, I met with Ma’vone. I was shocked to find
    that the boy was only 13 years old, and had taught himself nearly
    everything he knew about air magic from the few books his father could
    import from the Twins. The boy had been talking with Ra’thin’ax ever since
    the elementals awakening.



    When I asked why the air elemental had not either returned to his home
    plane once the summoning had run out, or had been consumed by the fire, I
    got a long dissertation from the boy on the mixing of magic and how air and
    fire where both ephemeral magics, lacking true physical substance, but both
    dealt directly in the case of fire, and nearly directly as in the case of
    air magic, with the energies of the elements we used. There were actually
    several useful insights that the boy discussed with me at length that
    helped in my own understanding of fire. I even gained one rank in the skill
    as we talked.



    When I looked at the now intelligent air elemental with a sun for a heart,
    it just shrugged and said, voice cracking like fire, and rumbling like
    thunder in a storm “The lord of air left it up to me. I could go back, and
    become what I was, or stay here with my creators. I chose to stay. This
    world has fire, which is part of me now. And, I find you, meat creatures,
    interesting.”



    I walked away from that encounter both enriched and knowing exactly who I
    was going to gift my books on magic lore to once I finished taking notes
    and jotting them down in my journal.



    When Commander Traser gave the order to form up and march out, I had nearly
    regained all of my lost mana, only missing a thousand or so. The sky was
    turning red as we marched over the ash and cool coals. “It's going to get
    dark, really quickly,” Ailsa said still from my satchel. “And probably
    colder too.” She whined at the realization.



    “Your right…” I trailed off in thought as she redoubled her efforts to stay
    warm in the satchel. “Alright, we’re not going to have a battle of
    Winterfell here. Let's risk a little more light than that at least.” I
    started casting Light Ball 1, scattering them as far as I could, lighting
    the entire hill leading up to the ruined buildings. A few of the more
    critical ones, along the roadway or on the ridges, I infused with extra
    mana, ensuring they would last through the night.



    By the time we reached the ruins entrance, and the first few squads of
    infantry men-at-arms had broken down the rotting door, darkness was growing
    all around us. Lord Traser set about clearing the upper levels, and by the
    time they met major resistance, the sun had effectively set.



    ---



    I heard shouting, and the clashing of steel. A man screamed, and fell out a
    third-story window, a black silhouette frantically biting into his neck and
    ripping at his armor and face with its hands, clinging to him as he fell.
    “Archer!” I said pointing at one of the rangers left outside with me to
    guard against any attacks from the rear.



    The ranger pulled and loosed before I was finished speaking, landing his
    shot and breaking the creatures back just as they both landed with a hard
    thud that ended the man’s screaming. The priest and two guards rushed
    forward, dragging the man off to one side and administering aid.



    “I hate being on the outside of these things.” Tol’geth, standing next to
    me, grunted his agreement with the sentiment. “I feel like I have an itch I
    just can't scratch.”



    “Guard duty is an honorable assignment Wizard Rayid.” Said the leader of
    the group of surviving squires who had been assigned to assist me. Other
    then the squires, two squads of rangers, and a ten-man squad of militia,
    nearly everyone was inside clearing rooms, securing the building, charging
    staircases, and killing the blasted creatures. Oh, and Ma’vone was there
    with me, but that was more out of concern that the elemental that followed
    him around like a puppy might set the entire thing afire, rather than an
    assignment.



    “I know that Squire Rithgall,” I said, remembering the boy's name. “Doesn’t
    make it easier after two days of nearly constant fighting though.” The boy
    nodded his agreement.



    “I must admit, I’d rather be in there with Sir Barristan watching his
    back,” Rithgall said. “I joined his service after a group of Horse Clan
    Bloodriders raided my village and burned it to the ground. He and the other
    knights rode out from Laketown and slew them to the last man, or so it's
    said. Then, they stayed with us until we made it back to the town.”



    Intrigued, having not heard of another village along the river I asked
    “Where was your village? How large?”



    “It was meant to be a small estate named Bridgehome, but it was more a
    hovel than a proper estate. It was designed to meet the needs of the clans
    as they passed through and went over the bridges to and from Hunters Hollow
    every year in spring and autumn. It was right at the base of the bridges,
    not very far north from Laketown. It only had a handful of families that
    built homes.” The blond-haired boy sighed as his hands nervously clenched
    and unclenched around the hilt of his sword.



    “It never would have grown into much, but the clans are skittish of us
    building anything north of Laketown on this side of the river. They think
    our walls will block them from crossing the river. Not that it stops them
    from using the bridges we built, but that's of no concern to them.”
    Rithgall trailed off for a moment staring into the darkness.



    “Well, most of them didn’t mind too much. Some of them even took to the
    idea with enthusiasm buying and trading with us in greater quantities then
    they had ever before. They don’t work metal beyond bronze very easily, the
    nomads. Too hard to build forges in new places every time you move. So,
    when they can get their hands on iron, or proper steel, they usually don’t
    mind trading with us. They give us pelts, rare herbs and plant seeds we
    sell down the river at the Twins for gold, and we give them fish and
    steel.”



    “I take it some of them didn’t take to the new buildings with the same
    enthusiasm?” I asked trying to steer the conversation back to the story.



    “Aye, they didn’t at that. Some of the smaller clans, the older ones whose
    founders rode with the Khans who broke the Lion Men to the east in the old
    days, they take any building in their path, any walls even in their sight
    as an affront to their horse Gods. They were band from using our bridges
    years ago. Instead, they go north to the great fords near the Krag every
    year. So, when they broke with the other clans and started heading north,
    and they saw the new homes we had built on this side of the bridges? They
    went mad. Sent two groups of ten led by their greatest warriors to burn our
    little hovel to ashes.” Again the boy's hands started gripping and then
    loosening on his swords handle as if eager to avenge the dead from his
    story.



    “And they succeeded. Barristan charged in as the town was still burning,
    flanked by three other knights in full plate armor. They were glorious. I
    saw Barristan single-handedly skewer two of the riders, and then a horse on
    his lance in a single charge.” Another yell split the night and broke our
    conversation. This time instead of a man flying out a window, I saw
    Barristan, the same knight we had just been discussing, yelling a great
    battle cry at the top of his lounges, toss two of the black latex covered
    creatures out of the fourth story room of the western tower.



    I looked over, but the archer had already loosed. The two arrows streaked
    through the night and in rapid succession struck both screeching creatures,
    killing one, and wounding the other just before they struck the ground.
    Neither one moved. To be sure, I set them both afire with a simple Jet of
    Flame. As I walked back, a great shout of triumph came from the top of the
    tower and quickly spread through the rest of the top side ruins in a tidal
    wave of triumph.



    “I think we just won the surface,” I said rejoining my friends.



    “Time for us to take the dungeon,” Tol’geth said as he unsheathed his
    greatsword. Before my very eyes, the thing shrank in length. It went from
    being nearly as tall as I was, to coming up to roughly my hip. It was
    shorter, squatter, and thicker, but still a deadly weapon. “Shorter weapons
    are better for fighting in tight quarters.” He explained, reiterating the
    very lesson I had tried to explain to my brother just before I came to
    Ethria.



    My voice thick with emotion from the nostalgia of the memory, and the
    lingering doubts I knew I would always carry about the reality of this
    world, I said: “Yeah, let's get to work.”



    ----



    We walked in through the front double doors, now blown off their hinges,
    and found Sir Barristan, Lord Traser, and Knight-Commander Traser all
    standing together smiling and celebrating. “We’re not done with the
    fighting yet,” I said as Tol’geth and I joined the other three in a circle.
    “We still need to find, and slay the necromancer in her own hole. Who is
    left to go with me?” I asked.



    “Sir Barristan and my uncle will lead the defense here, meanwhile you,
    Tol’geth, I and a handful of other volunteers, knights all, will descend
    those stairs,” The Commander pointed at a set of large stone steps that led
    up, before branching off into three different staircases. One that led down
    and further into the mountain which sprang directly from the center of the
    staircase, and the other two leading upwards to the various rooms of the
    ruin. “Enter the crypt, find the necromancer if she has not fled, and
    destroy the altar she foolishly let us see back in Laketown, slaying
    anything that gets in our way. Sound good enough?” He asked still smiling
    from ear to ear.



    “It sounds goo-” The ground underfoot shook, and men began to shout all
    around us.



    “Black disks my lord! In the sky, just like before!” yelled one man from a
    balcony above us.



    “Those black undead things are pouring out of them like candy at yule!”
    Yelled another. “One is a giant!”



    “Gods protect us all!” And other exclamations of terror rang through the
    air like the forest ash that still fell from the sky.



    I started towards the windows but Sir Barristan grabbed my arm. “No wizard,
    you and your company need to do your part. Descend into the crypt and find
    the bitch witch. Kill her and this nightmare ends!”



    ---



    We organized ourselves quickly, two of the knights I didn’t know were at
    the rear with me in case we got ambushed. Tol’geth and Commander Traser
    were upfront with two more knights. From what Traser had said, I was the
    hidden weapon, even if I didn't really feel like it.
    
        Fire magic? Underground? In an old mine? Generally not a good
        combination.
    



    I still had my staff, and the force spells I had saved there, so I wouldn’t
    be totally useless. I followed the group as we almost ran down the stairs.
    At the bottom, we found ourselves in a hallway with three doors. I put a
    finger to my lips to signal for quiet, while I cracked the door immediately
    in front of us open, the knights had fanned out and secured the other
    entryways into the cramped hallway.



    The door creaked on rusty hinges so loud I could have sworn it would have
    woken the dead, that is if the dead hadn’t already been up, walking around,
    and fighting my friends above us. I peered inside.



    In a rush, I pulled the door open about a foot, shoved the end of my staff
    inside, and engulfed the entire room in a Jet of Flame. The second one of
    the day from my staff's ability. “Goblins,” I said in an almost bored tone.
    “Sleeping. Didn’t want to leave them behind.” Tol’geth nodded at my
    explanation.



    “Wise” was all he said in response.



    While we let that room burn, we explored the other two, starting with the
    one on the left as we came down the stairs. As the knights charged into the
    room, all we found where boxes of foodstuffs, drying meats, and a cooking
    fire that had gone out a long time ago, though the smell of smoke still
    lingered. Whether it was from the fire pit or the still smoking room behind
    us, I didn’t know or care.



    “This rooms just a storage space.” Traser said annoyed. “The door to the
    rest of the place from here has caved in. Back to the hall, we’ll go the
    other way.” We did as ordered. When the next door opened, we were all
    stunned by what we found.



    Blackened and charred bodies littered the floor. The remains of humans,
    goblins, and wargs or what was left of them festooned nearly every inch of
    the space in charred, broken heaps. All of them were boneless. “Well, I
    think we found where they got all those bones from,” I said wryly as I
    covered my nose. The stench was almost unbearable, and one of the knights,
    even as seasoned as he was, wretched in a corner on top of a pile of
    boneless fingers that had been discarded.



    There were tables lining the left side wall, with bodies tied down and
    naked, all dead, with half-finished, almost panicked runes like the ones
    from the shaman in Laketown carved into their flesh. More than a few had
    their bones exposed to air, and the carving process had been started there
    as well.



    “Martha!” The other of my knight bodyguards screamed. He was of average
    height, and skinny, though strong and built like a runner. Locks of brown,
    almost black hair hung under his helmet, exposed to the rooms little light
    as he removed the metal bucket from his head.



    The knight ran to one of the tied down victims, looked into her eyes, and
    began sobbing. “Martha no! No, no, no, no! You can’t go. Isabell needs
    you.” I stiffened at the name. I had heard it once, at the dock as
    Tol’geth, Ailsa, and I loaded scared Townsfolk aboard skiffs leading to
    what we thought was safety. A woman had called her daughters name. That
    woman had stopped her daughter from running away. I cast my gaze around me
    as I connected the dots.



    “Wait.” The Knight said as if thinking everything through for the first
    time. “Where is Isabel? You had her.” He said this as he stroked his
    lover's hair, though it was caked in her own viscera. “Where is she?” The
    knight looked all around, first to the other tables then the floor, but
    nothing recognizable could be found in the mounds of discarded flesh and
    muscle.



    “This was quick and dirty magic, she needed to make as many minions as she
    could to trap us, to keep us in place so her real monsters could wipe us
    out. Bury us in the bones of…” I put my hand on the man's shoulder and
    squeezed. He grabbed it desperately as if holding on for his life. “Burry
    us in the bones of loved ones.” The man let out a few, heart-wrenching
    sobs, before taking a deep breath of the rancid air, wiping his eyes clear
    on the cloth of his gambison, and nodding at me, ready to go.



    “Goodman,” Traser said as he stood at the next door, ready to attack
    anything that came through at us before we were ready to move on. “Form up,
    we need to keep moving.” And we did just that.



    When Traser opened the next door it lead into a longer hallway than the one
    we had left behind us. On the right-hand side, we found the small cave-in
    that blocked our entrance through the storage room, and a cave entrance
    carved right from the basement stone walls. “Into the cave.” Traser, his
    whispered order echoed off the stone walls around us.



    “No real use sneaking around.” I said “They’d hear a Sunday church mouse
    sneaking around down there. Might as well just barge in like we own the
    place.” Traser and the others looked at me confused. “You know, shock and
    awe? Overwhelm them so they don’t know what's coming before we roll up on
    them and take them out?” My voice echoed too, but It was muffled enough by
    the bodies of the knights around me that I was sure that when it did
    eventually reach whoever was listening, they wouldn’t be able to make out
    what I was saying.



    After a couple of seconds of them just staring at me in confusion, I rolled
    my eyes and strolled past them. “Fine, I'll show you what I mean. Follow
    me.” I walked down the cave, smacking my staff on the ground. “Bring out
    your dead!” I yelled as loudly as I could. “Bring out your dead!” I let
    this continue until I came to a three-way fork.



    The knights to their credit overcame their shock at my audacity and rushed
    in to back me up. “BRING OUT YOUR DEAD!” My voice boomed, and I repeated
    the phrase in the direction of each of the passageways. I felt a metal hand
    rest on my shoulder after the last.



    “I hear something,” Traser said, withdrawing his hand from me. I sniffed
    the air in all three directions and listened closely. Down the left passage
    smelled of copper, and piss.



    Not going there
    , I thought. Probably something nasty. Directly ahead of us, was
    dusty and moldy, but comparatively not so bad. Down the right passage
    smelled of wood smoke, and cooking meat, and the gibbering guttural noises
    of excited goblins. The noises slowly grew louder and louder. I cast 3
    balls of light and stuck them above each passageway. Then, I cast three
    more and sent them rolling down each passage.



    Not seeing the goblins yet down the right, I watched the light on the
    left-hand hall roll. It illuminated a massive room and then disappeared
    underwater. It still cast a reddish hued light, but it was severely
    subdued. “Holy shit!” I screamed and almost fell backward. A massive red
    tentacle rose out of the water holding the light and threw it back in my
    direction. I analyzed the creature, and the only piece of information I got
    was its name “What the hell is a Blood Kraken?!” I asked.



    Ailsa burst from my satchel and looked at me. “Not something you want to
    meet. Ever. Don’t go that way meathead. I heavily doubt if the necromancer
    summoned that thing, more likely it found itself drawn to all the blood
    drained into that pool. The necromancer is not that way, trust me.” I
    nodded gratefully, before turning back to where the goblins were coming
    from. I saw the first few creatures round the corner towards us. They were
    all coated in the black latex of the undead.



    I sighed, raised my staff, stepped forward so the knights were out of the
    way, and blasted the thirty or so goblins with a Jet of Fire from my staff.
    The third charge I had left on the thing. Most of them quickly succumbed.
    Unlike their human counterparts, goblins, even super undead goblins, were
    still goblins. Still, some of them, around five or six, survived their wild
    dash through the conflagration.



    I felt a pain in my gut and looked down to a goblin latched on to my
    abdomen with its teeth, ripping and biting. “AAAGH!” I screamed in pain and
    lost concentration on the spell. My skull nearly split open as the mana of
    the spell was reabsorbed into the staff, a small portion of it fed back
    into my mind through my will, which had been linked to the staff's
    activation and use.



   


        “Goblin Reaver attacked you dealing 38 damage. Goblin Reaver has bitten
        you and is holding on. Ongoing damage 1d6 / second. Status Effects:
        Bleeding 1d4 damage/second.

“Concentration check failed. Spell lost. Spell feedback, 30 damage
        taken.”




    I collapsed to my knees screaming in agony.



    “This is why you stay behind us!” A voice I recognized only vaguely said,
    as I grabbed the goblins head and tried to wrench it away, causing more
    blood to spill out onto my gambison. A sword from the heavens above cut the
    goblin in half, and its jaw went slack. I could hear the sounds of
    fighting, and goblins and men dying all around me.



    “Here, drink this.” Said the familiar voice. My eyes were firmly shut to
    the pain. A rough pair of massive hands forced my fingers open and shoved
    something into them. Then, lifted whatever that was to my lips.



    My jaw was clenched against the pain. I felt the large hands force them
    open, pinching just under the joints. The pain was excruciating, I couldn’t
    think clearly until the jar of, whatever it was, went down my forcibly
    opened mouth. It tasted like pickle juice, and as the substance entered my
    body, the pain subsided and then disappeared.



    


        “You have consumed “Healing Potion” Grade: Strong. This portion is a
        mix of magical enchantment and special healing herbs and spices
        designed to both taste at least mildly edible and save your life. You
        have been healed 1d20 + 39 = 45 total health points.”
   

 



    I pushed the hands away from me and gasped for breath. “What!” Another
    breath “The hell, was, that!” I shouted. But the man who had nearly broken
    my jaw to save me had disappeared into the fighting. I wiped my mouth off
    and slowly got to my feet, knees shaking from the experience.



    I looked around, Tol’geth and the knights were all engaging the handful of
    still struggling goblins. As I watched, Tol’geth picked up one of the
    biting and struggling creatures off the ground and ripped it in half, his
    sword casually leaning against his hip. Traser ran one through on the point
    of his sword, and flung it back down the hall, it split in half mid-air.
    
        Holy crap I really need to start remembering to stand behind these
        guys. I might be a mage, but these guys are beasts!
    



    As the last of them died to Tol’geth’s bare hands, I asked: “So, which one
    of you nearly broke my jaw to save my life?” Traser stepped forward.



    “I administered the potion wizard. You were down, your bowls exposed to the
    air after I slew the creature. I will not apologize for saving your life.”



    “No need to whatsoever. My jaw doesn’t appreciate it, but the rest of me
    does. Thank you.” I said as I leaned on my staff for support, knees still
    somewhat weak.



    After the fight was finished, and while I finished healing myself to full
    health using Cure Light Wounds, Traser ordered two of the knights to
    investigate the tunnel where the goblins had come from. He accepted Ailsa’s
    warning about the Blood Kraken I had seen and avoided sending anyone down
    that passage.



    When the two knights returned, followed by Ailsa who had gone with them,
    they reported that there was nothing of interest. Just a simple goblin
    camp, a fire pit, a pot, and some rusty dagger hilts not worth keeping. By
    that time, I was steady again, and feeling ready for another fight.



    Before we moved out I cast new lights on the walls, and we moved forward.
    We came to another three-way crossing, the exact same as the last one. I
    did my whole rolling light ball thing, then tried the “Bring Out Your Dead”
    routine, but nothing showed up this time. Traser sent two knights down each
    side passage and we waited.



    “No! Gods above why?!” We heard from the passage to the right. It echoed
    off the walls and reverberated through the empty stone corridors.



    “I’m taking Tol’geth, we’ll investigate what happened on the right, while
    you all wait here for news of what happened on the left. Sound good?” I
    asked Traser, who only nodded staring off at the sounds of weeping now
    coming from the same direction.



    I raced down the corridor, Tol’geth right on my heels, but we shortly came
    to a dead end. One of the knights was on his knees, sobbing, the same one
    whose lover we had found in the storage room. The other knight was kneeling
    down, trying to convince the taller yet skinnier man to stand, and follow
    him back to Commander Trasers position.



    “What's going on?” I asked as Tol’geth and I came to a stop. The knight on
    the ground simply pointed behind him as he desperately tried to comfort his
    friend. My eyes shifted, and what I had thought was simply a pit of gravel
    or fallen stone from a cave in, was actually bones. Thousands of them, they
    went on for nearly a hundred feet back, and nearly touched the ceiling.
    They were small too, like goblin bones, but thinner, wispier, smaller. They
all had gnaw marks from what I assumed where goblin teeth.    Halflings? Did they slaughter a tribe of halflings? I thought
    quizzically.



    When the realization of what I was seeing hit me, I had to lean on my
    staff, worried I would fall like the man in front of me as my head swam
    from the sheer scale of the slaughter. “Those are…There are so… there are
    thousands.” I stammered.



    “This is a place of truest nightmare,” Tol’geth said, a slight tremble in
    his voice. It sounded like a mix of fear, and sadness. Fear not for
    himself, but for others, and sadness for the terrible things the children
    must have all gone through before death.



    Tol’geth helped the knight lead his friend back to the main group, he was
    still nearly inconsolable. When we got there, the other two from the left
    side passage had returned, with a rather small guest in their arms. She was
    small, maybe six or seven years old. She wore a white wool shirt over her
    body. Her cheeks where gaunt, and her eyes brimmed with tears. “We can’t
    get her to tell us her name.” Said the knight holding her. “But we found
    her hiding at the end of the corridor.



    “Finally, a glimmer of sunshine in all of this gloom,” Tol’geth said as he
    patted the finally sobering mans back. “Cheer up friend. One child still
    yet lives, and your sword is needed to protect her.” The man, now
    helmetless having discarded it along the way, found his feet and stood
    straight, wiping his eyes and clearing his throat.



    “What did you find Sir Trestin?” Traser asked the knight before I could
    stop him. The man did well, though is lower lip trembled slightly as he
    spoke. He explained what he had seen, the mountain of bones that we all
    suspected where the bones of children. When Sir Trestin was finished he
    held out his hand, palm open, and showed a tiny blue ribbon tied in a bow.
    One I recognized from the docks. My heart sank at the look on the man's
    face, and the realization of what had been taken from him here.



    “This was Isabella's. Her bones were added to the pile it seems. I can’t
    even tell which ones are hers.” His voice cracked, but he kept his
    composure, eyes now dry of tears.



    Traser for his part kept a stern expression, and a tight hold on his
    emotions. “We will find justice for the lost ones. That is my promise. For
    now, we must press on.”



    Casting even more lights to expel the darkness that seemed to seep into our
    souls, we walked down the central hallway. After only a few feet we found
    ourselves again at a three-way intersection.



    “Let's all stay together this time. Yes? Last time turned out, acceptable,
    but if there had been an ambush we would have lost two good men.” I said,
    and Traser nodded his acceptance of my plan. We flipped a coin, and went
    left first, leaving the knight carrying the girl, and Sir Trestin, behind
    to guard our backs and the child.



    We entered the stone, darkroom. I threw several large balls of light that
    stuck to various portions of the wall as high as I could place them. The
    light revealed a large room with ten, maybe fifteen different tables each
    with manacles for arms and legs, but no bodies. On the far portion of the
    room from where we entered, I could make out a boiling cauldron similar to
    the one we encountered in Laketown, behind that, however, right against the
    wall, where two massive cages, bars slightly bent outwards.



    “What in the realms of the Gods and Demons are those!” Yelled one of the
    knights I still didn’t know. “They, they have the heads of men!” He shouted
    in distress.



    Well, he's not wrong. 
    I thought, withdrawing into an analytical frame of mind
    
        . Five each it looks like. Seven, no eight tentacles, and a giant
        writhing black mass for a body. It's like something out of Lovecraft.
    
    I analyzed the abominations.



“Name: Unknown, none given
Race: Dark Abomination
Class: N/A
Level: 1
Height: 8’3
Hair: N/A
Age: N/A
Affiliation: Self, Hunger, Darkness
Alignment: Instinctual
Disposition Towards You: Hungry, Enraged.
HP: 832/900

    














    



    
        Physical and Immaterial Characteristics: Unknown, Skill Too Low
    



    


Defensive Characteristics: Unknown, Skill To Low
Offensive Characteristics: Unknown, Skill To Low”

    



    “Ailsa? Do you know what these things are? They’re called Dark Abominations
    according to my analyze skill, know anything about them?” Ailsa hung in the
    air almost as if she wasn’t moving, looking at the writhing creatures. They
    squirmed away from the light, trying desperately to hide their human faces
    from it, even as the still exposed black mass sizzled slightly in even the
    weak light I had cast the room in. They made no noise, but where clearly in
    distress.



    “They’re monsters created out of the blackest of acts. They are not evil in
    and of themselves, just, sad. They are dark cavern dwellers, usually living
    out their short painful lives in the Underdark beneath mountains or in
    fallen ruins where little light gets in. They are not evil so much as
    instinctively drawn to devour sapient minds. With everyone they devour,
    they become more intelligent, larger, and stronger. Once they reach
    sentience and sapience, their instincts usually drive them mad, or evil.”



    She turned around, hovered over, and let herself drop onto my shoulder,
    almost sadly. “They are, in a way, elementals of darkness. In a similar
    fashion as Ra’thin’ax, in that, they were once something different, but
    changed by mortal magic into something… else. The necromancer was probably
    feeding them, trying to turn them into far more powerful minions.”



    “In short, they’re her little mad science projects. So, we should kill
    them?” I asked, honestly at a loss for what to do about the creatures. On
    the one hand, they were little more than pets, on the other they were very
    dangerous pets born of evil.



    “Not out of malice” Her wings buzzed annoyed as she wrestled with the same
    question I did. “It would be a kindness to end them. These creatures while
    they have the potential for intelligence, are not naturally so. They are,
    as their names suggest, creatures of darkness, that have been turned into
    abominations.” I nodded sadly, casting and affixing two balls of light on
    the top of both cages.



    After a few short seconds, the creatures burst into flames. Their giant
    black tentacles tried uselessly to bend and break the metal bars that made
    up their cages. The bars were easily as thick as one of Tol’geths arms. The
    creatures human faces wordlessly, soundlessly screamed as they died. Oddly,
    the fires did not produce much smoke, just a lot of heat and light.



    “Wish we could have made that quicker.”



    “Your weapons and most magic would have been ineffective against them. It
    is lucky we destroyed them before Mcstabby lady let them loose. She
    probably had them around as a last resort weapon, as they would have been
    just as dangerous to her as to us.” Ailsa said as she landed on my
    shoulder.



    “Light is their only predator,” Tol’geth said as he put one massive hand on
    my shoulder. “Such creatures, if left to gain strength, can cause much harm
    to the countless innocents before they glut themselves and enter the
    Underdark to sleep a long slumber.”



    Ailsa buzzed her wings in a way I came to associate with agreement. “All
    life, even in the Underdark, is twisted by their very presence. Though not
    evil, such creatures are seen as a type of natural, or unnatural, disaster
    to all of Ethria. To attempt to weaponize them is seen as a great crime
    among all living beings.”



    “It is not the least, nor the greatest of this witch's crimes. But, it is
    worthy of a beheading.” Tol’geth responded as he hefted his sword almost
    eagerly.



    As the rest of the group went back to watching the fires slowly die out, I
    leaned over to my barbarian friend and whispered “I’m not sure If I just
    broke my oath. They would have become intelligent, and had not committed
    any crime that I was aware of.”



    “Ethria would have told you had you breached your oath. The land takes such
    things very seriously.” Tol’geth promised, patting my shoulder lightly.
    “Your oath speaks highly of you, but don’t be held hostage by it.” Tol’geth
    thought about it for a moment before pronouncing “You had just cause.” I
    nodded sadly and watched the last of the creatures death throws end in
    stillness.



    “This does mean one good thing,” I announced as we turned to leave.



    “What is that?” Traser asked.



    “We must be close to her, otherwise these doomsday weapons would have been
    useless.”



    “This also means she doesn’t know how close we are.” The Knight-Commander
    slapped my back, grinning at the realization.



    Down the other hallway, after passing by the little girl and her two
    knights, we found a much smaller room, with row after row of cages. Most of
    them were empty, too many of them were empty. But some of them, the ones in
    the back, where filled with children.



    “What do we do?” I asked. “There are too many to simply free them and take
    them with us. We’ll have to send someone back with them.”



    “Let's get them out of the cage's first, count them, and then we can figure
    it all out,” Traser said as he sheathed his sword. And so we did, we opened
    every cage, checked every box. Nearly thirty in all. We found seven
    children alive, many had died in their cages of malnutrition, illness, or
    exposure. We found two actual babies in one of the boxes we smashed open,
    twins we thought. One had passed away, and the other was on death's door.



    I cast cure light wounds on every child at least once, going up in a skill
    rank for my efforts, just to ensure they would survive the journey out of
    the caverns. One of the older children, a young boy maybe eight or nine
    years old, pulled on my blood-caked shirt sleeve. I looked down “Yes?”



    “Um, um, the witch lady went down the hall, sir.”



    “You’ve seen her?” I asked. “How recently?”



    “Just um, about um, maybe a few minutes before you made all the lights?”



    “Good boy, do you know how far away her, uh, table? Her magic table is?”
    The boy nodded.



    “Just down the hall a little, she’s always taking us there, but she never
    brings the other kids back. She took my sister yesterday, and I haven't
    seen her since.”



    “What's her name?” I asked curious.



    “Angelia”



    “Go join the others,” I said as I pushed the boy along. “I don’t know where
    your sister is, but I'll do my best to find her,” I promised.



    When we re-joined the other two knights, with more children in tow then
    when we left. Sir Tristen's eyes lit up with hope and a passion I had seen
    in few eyes. If a man was going to see a job done, it would be this one.
    “Sir Tristen, perhaps you should be the one to lead the expedition back to
    the surface?” I said looking at the Commander, who thought about it and
    nodded in agreement.



    “What?” Tristen asked confused. “Return to the surface? But, we have a job
    to complete.”



    “Indeed, but we have been informed by this one.” I ruffled the young boy's
    hair who had spoken to me “That the witch is most likely in the next room,
    straight ahead. We can not contend with an evil necromancer who has powers
    and horrors at her command that few can understand let alone defend
    against, with a bunch of toddlers running around underfoot. Now can we?” I
    asked. Tristen thought about it for a moment.



    “No, I suppose we can not. But, there are so many children…”The man looked
    uncertain for a moment. “Can Sir Garin assist me? I think prying that girl
    from his arms might just prove more difficult than winning a thousand
    wars.” The other knight smiled goofily as he held the now sleeping girl to
    his shoulder, rocking her gently.



    “That settles it, Sir Teegan, Sir Garin, you are both responsible for the
    care and protection of these children. Return them to the surface at your
    best speed, and safeguard them once there. The rest of us will make our way
    to the altar of this, dark god Tesh, and put an end to the creature once
    and for all.”



    We waited and watched as the two knights organized the children, and took
    off with the oddly quiet and subdued little ones in toe. Once they were
    well underway and out of earshot, I whispered to Ailsa “I have no idea how
    they’re going to get those kids past that meat shop horror show.” Ailsa
    smacked me in the nostril, hard. It's an odd place to be smacked, the
    nostril. It didn’t break my nose, just made it itch, really, really badly.



    “They can carry them one at a time, while the kids close their eyes.” Ailsa
    chided.



    “Or simply have them all hold hands, blindfold them, and guide them slowly
    through the room,” Traser said smiling next to me. “I was honestly thinking
    the same thing, and I mentioned that solution to Garin just before they
    left. It’ll be alright. Come on, let's go.”



    We walked down the corridor for a lot longer then we had any of the other
    times before we came to a set of double doors. We could see light, and hear
    voices on the other side. I put my ear to the doors and listened carefully.



    “You’re kidding me right?” Said a high pitched, and angry yet gravely voice
    in the goblin tongue. “They’ve breached every trap you’ve laid. They now
    defend the upper levels and towers from even your greatest bone constructs!
    And you want me to open a portal, and bring all of the goblins from the
    siege of the Twins there?! Just to defend your little ruin? Why not run,
    escape and come to me in the swamp, or meet me at the twins.” The voice
    sounded muffled through the door, but I could make out what was being said
    clearly enough. I whispered the words as I understood them for the group to
    hear.



    “No chieftain, I do not expect you to come through those portal crystals I
    have laid in my domain, and have given you for this exact purpose. I am
    ORDERING YOU! If you do not come, I will take your tribes next two
    spawnings as sacrifices in recompense!” The mad necromancers voice was
    shrill, tinged with fear.



    Silence gripped the other side for a few moments before the female human
    voice came back, this time much calmer than before. “The ritual to free me
    from this place failed. I am still bound to the altar of Tesh, and can not
    leave it until either I grow powerful enough, which will take more time
    than I have, or I can complete the ritual of releasing. The ritual that
    failed due to the interference of that bitch goddess and her little
    pyromancer puppet! Her presence, so close to Lord Tesh’s realm, caused
    enough etheric static to disrupt even Tesh’s blessings!” The necromancer
    sighed and took a deep breath, calming herself. “I must wait six more days
    before I can attempt it again.”



    “Then hide yourself. Surely your god of darkness can grant you concealment
    for yourself at least.” The first voice, what I thought must have been the
    goblin chieftain she was speaking to, nearly begged. He was obviously still
    frustrated, though the resolve in his words had nearly evaporated.



    “If you do not heed me, and I die here, your entire clan will be decimated.
    I have already signed contracts with, other powers in the region and they
    will see you butchered to the last for your broken oath!” There was a lot
    of shuffling of feet, and other indistinguishable noises followed by a
    piteous squeal of pain. “I have your son, chieftain. Your greatest warrior.
    If the threat against your clan is not enough motivation, then perhaps this
    will be. If you do not do as I have ordered, I will sacrifice him upon my
    altar and send his reanimated corpse back to your village in the fetid
    swamp you call home!”



    “Alright! I was not suggesting I would renege on our agreement. Release my
    son.” More shuffling of feet and a sigh of relief from something not human.
    “I will have my shamans open the portals from our end. Have the high shaman
    begin the ritual of opening in five minutes. I will personally lead the
    assault from the lower levels of your home, into the enemy's rear.” I
    continued listening at the door, but there was nothing else I could make
    out.



    When I heard the beginnings of the chanting of a spell I did not recognize,
    I backed away. “They’re connecting the portals now. We need to stop them.”
    I said.



    “Agreed. Shock and awe them, yes?” Traser asked.



    I nodded. “Yes! Let's give them hell boys.”



    Tol’geth stepped ahead of us all holding out his hands to get our
    attention. “I will be in front. I will kill the witch woman. None of you
    are a match for her, not even close. Not a necromancer who has fed off of
    such pain and suffering as I have seen here.” Tol’geth looked down at his
    weapon, and it pulsed red, green, white, yellow, purple, and a number of
    other colors I’m sure are listed somewhere in a floral catalog, but whose
    names I have never and probably will never know.



    “Wow, that's a lot of buffs,” Ailsa said as she sat on my shoulder swinging
    her legs almost childishly.



    When the light show was finished, Tol’geth looked more menacing, more
    powerful, and his muscles bulged from every part of his body, straining his
    clothes and the boots on his feet almost to their breaking point. Energy
    poured from his eyes, and rage emanated from the man in nearly physical
    waves.



    “By my ancestors, this witch will die and justice will be done, or my own
    blood will be spilt to its final accounting! So swear I, Tol’geth, blooded
    warrior of Barisel!” With that, something else happened to him. His skin
    took on an otherworldly sheen. It was the same color, but something washed
    over it, coating his body from head to toe almost like olive oil on the
    surface of a frying pan.



    Tol’geth stood tall, lifted one leg in front of him before the door and
    shouted: “Follow me!” With one powerful kick from his bulging legs, the
    door splintered into a thousand shards that shot out into the room beyond
    like shrapnel. The handful of skeletal warriors that had been standing in
    front of the double doors on the opposite side from us as guards,
    disintegrated under the force of the splintered wood fragments.



    Light flooded the dimly lit hallway, and the room beyond was lay bare
    before us. It was nearly thirty feet from right to left, with a
    fifteen-foot ceiling, all uncut stone. The floor was uneven and rough-hewn,
    save for the area just before the platform the alter rested upon. It was
    lit by two green fire brazier on either side of the room, that cast dancing
    shadows on the walls.



    Three steps lead to the top of that platform, on those steps stood two
    creatures. The first was human, half consumed by the black latex substance,
    his expression was one of pure, intelligent, insanity. The half-consumed
    man threatened us with a sword in his uncovered still human-like hand,
    while the other protected its half-human face from the shrapnel from the
    exploding door.



    The other creatures was a squat hobgoblin, barely taller than its goblin
    kin, who wore a yellow and purple shawl around its shoulders, and carried a
    long staff nearly as tall as itself. At the top of the creatures staff
    rested a massive yellow crystal, like the amber ones embedded in mine, but
    nearly as large as all of the stones that now burned with eternal fire
    combined. As I examined the creature closely, I noticed distinct feminine
    features,
    
        Is that a goblin female shaman? No, hobgoblin female. Probably the head
        shaman the chieftain had talked about.
    
    The female shaman raised her hands into the air and summoned a shield
    around herself and the others on the platform, that the wooden and metal
    shards simply bounced off.



    A tall thin, lithe feminine figure stood before the altar, a goblin lay
    atop it, his arms bound and his mouth gagged with thick leather cord. The
    woman wore black robes that brushed against the floor. Her hood was up, and
    back turned away from me as I stepped over the wreckage of our entry. Her
    hands raised in the air together clutching the sacrificial dagger that had
    claimed many innocent lives, poised to make the goblin its next sacrifice.



    Tol’geth charged straight at the altar, sword held high above his head,
    battle cry bellowing forth from his throat. A red haze filled the eyes of
    both the enemies that threatened us, turning towards the barbarian warrior
    and leaving them open to attack.



    I raised my staff and blasted the shamans shield with a constant stream of
    fire, the last Jet of Flame spell that I could cast directly from my staff
    today. Once the spell was going, I activated a few dozen of the spells I
    had saved in my staff, and a steady stream of rapid-fire force bolts
    slammed into the hobgoblins shield accompanying the steady stream of flame.



    The knights, lead by Traser, charged the half-human, half undead engaging
    it in hand to hand combat. I heard more than saw when Traser recognized the
    half-man. “Dazin? Is that you cousin?! What has this witch done to you!” My
    blood ran chill, I had no idea what had happened to him, but whatever it
    was Dazin was no longer who he had been.



    The goblin shaman regained her focus. Cackling she unleashed a torrent of
    similar force bolts, these tinted green, and splashing acid everywhere
    similarly to how mine did fire. They met with my fire bolts in the air, and
    more than half the time they simply canceled each other out. The other
    bolts sped off in random directions wildly endangering everyone in the
    room. Fire and acid scorched the stone directly under where the two streams
    of magic met, even as the Jet of Flame battered at her shield shredding
    nearly a hundred durability points in damage every few seconds.



    I heard children scream, and realized the shaman had been standing in front
    of a cage. A cage filled with two children would-be sacrifices, wearing
    white wool shirts. Losing concentration momentarily I noticed there was an
    older girl and a very young boy who was crying. The boy was being gently
    rocked by his larger cage-mate as she desperately tried to quiet him.



    My rage boiled over, the world turned to red. I continued the constant
    stream of force bolts, but I slowed them only to keep the shaman's attacks
    at bay, rather than doing as I had thought to do, and overwhelm her,
    cutting off the Jet of Flames at the same time. With the discovery of the
    children in the room, my strategy had to change.



    First, I summoned my shield and elongated it to touch the floor and cover
    as much of me as was possible. Crouching behind it, I then began
    compressing my mana into five small stones, the spell only took a few
    seconds to cast, but I took the time to ensure I had shaped the mana
    constructs that where each pebble correctly. When they were finally
    finished, I rolled them along the ground, and under the shaman’s shield.



    As soon as I let go of the tiny stones, a massive ball of green acid struck
    my shield, splashing and scorching the spell shield and the stone
    underfoot. A small amount of the acid splashed high and overcame the shield
    on its way down landing on my shoulder. “Aaagh!” I yelled as I cast Cure
    Light Wounds on the arm even as it burned. It was only a minor
    inconvenience really, but the loss of concentration had lead to a nearly
    complete miss with my own spell.



    Four of the five pebbles bounced off the ground and landed wide of their
    target, quickly turning from pebble into thermite paste and burning through
    the floor several feet before finally dying. The last one continued on as
    planned, bouncing and rolling along the floor and directly under the feet
    of the mad shaman. Thermite burned the ground, and the heat rose.



    “Eeeeeak!” the shaman screeched and she danced back, losing her
    concentration on the steady stream of my fire bolts. Several streaked past
    the petering stream from her own staff, and slammed into her, sending her
    flying back into the cage behind her. The children screamed, and I kept up
    the barrage. With each hit, the return attacks lessened, though I could see
    the fire and acid splashes was clearly getting close to the cage.



    “Noooo!” She screamed, as a bolt hit her staff and sent it flying across
    the room. I stopped my stream of force bolts for just a second, savoring
    the fear in her eyes, before I unleashed eight successful blasts, and
    turned her body to mulch.



    As the children screamed, their white clothes now covered in blood and bits
    of viscera from the goblin who had just died outside their cage, I surveyed
    the rest of the battle.



    One of the knights had been felled, either dead or dying I wasn't sure. The
    others kept fighting, though both the other knight and Traser sported some
    kind of injury. The creature that had been Dazin was frantically, almost
    ludicrously fast as he darted in among them, stabbed at unprotected knee
    joints, or the backs of arms and legs, before darting back out again.



    Dazin he was far from untouched, I could see deep bloody cuts all along his
    arms, torso, and shoulders. The creature that had been Dazin was bleeding
    profusely but didn’t seem to show any signs of stopping its relentless
    assault on the two standing knights.



    I looked to the main fight, Tol’geth had engaged the witch, battering at
    her shield with his sword. Every two or three hits the shield would buckle,
    and the Necromancer would be interrupted in her spell and block the attack
    with her own staff. She met him with nearly the same amount of strength the
    buffed barbarian, and he was level 35! I had no idea what level she had to
    be to be both a spell caster and physically strong enough to go toe to toe
    with a roided out Tol’geth.



    “Oh, come on!” I said in frustration, as I aimed my staff for her head and
    let loose a short five-bolt burst. The fire and force simply rippled on a
    shield she had at some point summoned. The merger distraction I had created
    allowed Tol’geth to break the shield in a single blow rather than several
    as he had been doing up till that point. When the shield dropped, he
    reached for her neck with hands more than capable of snapping it like a
    twig but was rebuffed as the necromancers shield reemerged. I raised my
    staff again to strike, but the young boy screamed in terror again.



    “Ailsa, can you guard the kids please?” I asked the fairy who had been
    hiding behind my shield from the acidic force bolts that were flying around
    the room almost randomly.



    “Sure thing!” She said cheerily, and then shot into their cage, and raised
    her purple shield with blue lightning streaks in a bubble around the cage.
    It was the same spell she had used on the road to Cutters Hollow, just
    smaller, and seemingly denser. Knowing the two kids were in good and
    powerful if ADHD riddled, hands, I turned back to the fight.



    Tol’geth looks like he's at least holding his own,
    I thought and raced towards the fight with the half-consumed Dazin, after
    shooting off a couple of more force spells at the necromancer out of
    nothing more than spite. I took stock of how many spells I had left in the
    staff, It was almost halfway to empty, leaving me a little less than 290
    bolts, with no other spells stored in the staff.



    I flicked my eyes back to the battle I was running towards and watched as
    Dazin stabbed the second knight who had accompanied us clean through the
    chest. The screeching of the steel as it bent inwards and then finally gave
    was unsettling in its own right, but to see Dazin then lift him up, and
    toss him aside like nothing, was almost too much. I stopped and shook
    myself.
    
        Come on man keep it together! Kill this jerk, and then you can all help
        Tol’geth take out queen mcstabby!
    



    I took a deep breath, and let it out settling my nerves, all while Traser
    continued to fight the creature alone. I moved then, towards the injured
    men. I checked each for a pulse, one of them, the one just tossed aside,
    was still alive groaning in pain. I turned him over, undid the straps on
    his armor and threw it aside. I placed my hand directly over the whole and
    cast Cure Minor Wounds several times.



    In between the 5 second cooldowns, I peppered Dazin with force bolts from
    my hand, not my staff, sending him skitting a few feet each time, and one
    time igniting the few scraps of pant leg that still clung to his body.
    While he was ripping the clothes off, I turned back to my patient.



    The flesh had knitted back together, but I wasn’t sure about any internal
    damage.
    
        I’m not skilled enough to deal with that, maybe he has a potion on him?
    
    The man was still groggy, but he was coming too. “Do you have any potions?”
    I asked him but all I got in response was a moan as he raised his hands to
    his helmet and pulled it off. I riffled through the satchel at the man's
    hip. “Notepad, pencil, pencils? Plural? Where did you think we were, and to
    do what exactly, take a sketch of the battle?” I asked the guy as I pulled
    the handful of items he had stuffed in the small bag out and laid them next
    to him.



    “Ah, here we go!” I said excitedly as I found a small red vial, pulsing
    lightly with golden energy.





    “You have found Potion of “Cure Moderate Wounds”...” 




    I didn’t bother reading the rest of the prompt, I uncorked the thing and
    put it to the man's lips. “Drink you Buckethead, open your mouth.” The
    man's jaw went slack at the order, and I poured the entire concoction down
    his throat. “There's a good man, now rest. When you’re clear-headed, get
    back in the fight!” I ordered him as I put his sword in his hands across
    his chest. I got to remember to get a sack full of those things! 
    The man nodded, and I left him to check the other knight. I didn’t find a
pulse and had to move on.    Traser cant take Dazin alone for too long.



    I turned and found Dazin, a sword through his chest. Only Traser stood
    against him, round steel shield held high, and short sword he had retrieved
    from its sheath at his belt, after leaving the longer weapon in Dazin’s
    chest, tucked in tight in a defensive stance. That stance I knew, it was as
    fundamental to sword and shield fighting as breathing was to living. It
    would allow him to strike or block whatever blow his mad bastard half
    undead cousin would try to land next.



    I realized something then, with Traser having sidestepped after impaling
    the undead monster, I had a clear line of attack on the mad, undead
    lordling. Grinning, almost without thinking, I raised my staff and
    unleashed a steady stream of force bolts right into his chest. Dazin
    withstood the barrage for a few seconds, pulling the sword from his chest
    in a sickening motion that sent blood and ichor across the room. The new
    damage was healed over as the black substance consumed more of Dazin’s
    body. I kept up the stream of attacks and Dazin was lifted off his feet and
    sent hurtling into the far wall.



    I kept up the barrage and walked forward, I stopped just on the other side
    of Traser. The Knight-Commander gave me a long, almost awed look. I nodded
    towards Dazin, and the knight just continued to look slightly stunned at my
    intervention. “Well? Get ready to stab him, dude!”



    “Necromancer! Help me!” Dazen shouted, “You promised me power! Give it to
    me now!” I glanced over at the fight between her and Tol’geth. The large
    barbarian was bloodied and bruised, but not anywhere near out of the fight.
    A purple haze surrounded him, as he struggled with the much smaller,
    frail-looking woman. The purple haze seemed to battle a black miasma that
    emanated from her skin as they struggled against one another.



    The necromancer had one of Tol’geth’s arms stretched across the altar, she
    was pinning it there with both of her own. As I watched, she tried to lift
    one hand to her belt, but as she did Tol’geth nearly broke free and she
    quickly returned it to pinning the Barbarian. They were in a kind of
    stalemate, but Tol’geth had a free arm.



    He raised it above his head and tried to stab the woman with his sword,
    wielding it one-handed. I never got to see the consequences of his actions,
    as my staff shuddered slightly. I stopped the barrage, worried the staff
    was going to break apart from the constant stream of energy.



    Dust rained down from the ceiling and obscured the outcome of my attack.
    Keeping my shield up, I quickly sidestepped towards Traser. “Traser, form
    up?” I asked. The next thing I knew the man's shield was locked with min on
    the left. “Advance?” I asked, and I felt more than saw him nodded his
    approval. We advanced quickly together. I cast the occasional force bolt
    through the staff in the dead man's direction.



    Just before we reached sword striking distance, another shield locked with
    ours, the knight I had rescued joined the line. “Good man!” Traser praised,
    and together as one we walked through the obscuring dust.



    As it settled and cleared slightly, Dazin, or what has once been Dazin, sat
    leaning bodily against the wall. His bodies natural fluids, mixing with the
    white dust from the ceiling, and the black ichor from the undead half of
    himself. “Kill me… before it takes me fully” he begged quietly. I did not
    know how he was able to even speak, his face and head where nearly mulch. I
    looked at the others, who all nodded. We obliged the traitor and struck.



    

“You have slain Dazin, the Half Dead….” 




    I minimized the box without finishing reading it, turning my back on the
    sad scene. “DIE WITCH!” Tol’geth’s voice hit my ears and we all turned
    towards the last battle. Tol’geth had one of his massive hands wrapped
    around the woman's throat and was lifting her into the air. Tol’geth wasn’t
    untouched, he had cuts and bruises all over his body. Blood coated nearly
    every inch of his exposed flesh, his ponytail was soaked in it, the other
    arm hung limply to one side. The limp arm was charred black, and it looked
    remarkably feeble compared to the rest of the hulking warrior. Black miasma
    swirled around the shriveled limb as if puffs of smoke.



    What the hell did I miss!
    I thought. That must have been a hell of a fight! The necromancer
    weakly beat at his hand with her fists, trying to escape. Her pixie-cut
    black hair gave her a crazed look as the robe dropped away off her
    shoulders. Underneath she wore a suit of the latex skin from some of her
    unknown victims that clung to her surprisingly young feminine form. Only
    her hands, feet, and head were exposed to the air. One of the necromancers
    legs was broken, it falling at a strange angle as she feebly struggled
    against my large friend.



    I began to stalk towards the duo to heal Tol’geth, and help him finish off
    the barely human witch. As I took the first step, and the knights began to
    follow, she dropped her hands below Tol’geths and brought them together.



    I realized then that she wore a set of two rings, one on each of her hands.
    She removed both in one fluid motion, imbuing them with mana. As they
    slipped from her fingers both pieces began to glow with a powerful yellow
    light, when they slammed together between the two high-level combatants,
    they exploded in fire and light.



    


        “You are deafened, you are prone, you were knocked back 15 feet. You
        are dazed for 15 seconds. You are stunned for 3 seconds. You are
        blinded for 3 seconds.”
    




    I waited patiently for the pain in my head to stop, and for the timers to
    finish counting down. I blinked and my vision returned, I rubbed my face,
    and slowly I got feeling back. A few seconds later my motor functions
    returned.



    I slowly got to my feet, leaning heavily on the staff I had somehow held
    onto. My belt had been ripped from me, and my armored jerkin and gambeson
    were in shreds. I took them off, exposing myself from the waist up, as the
    free-floating fabric would only have gotten in my way.



    When I was finally free of the tattered armor, I looked around. Tol’geth
    was a ruined bloody mess at the base of the stairs leading to the
    still-standing altar. I sighed in relief when I saw his chest rise and fall
    in long yet shallow breaths. The necromancer was opposite him, struggling
    to her own feet. The knight and Commander Traser had been flung back nearby
    where I had been, the dead body of Dazin was the only thing between us.
    Both of them were clearly unconscious, or worse, the heavyweight of their
    armor increasing the force with which they hit the wall, yet shielding them
    from the blasts direct force. It was not a tradeoff I would have personally
    made.



    “Bitch!” I screamed, my pure frustration fueling my profanity filters
    destruction. “Fucking Die Already!” I yelled as I pointed my staff at the
    still struggling woman, and unleashed the remaining Force Bolts I had
    stored in it in a stream so fast that it made the previous attacks look
    pathetic and slow compared to this nearly solid stream of punitive energy.



    A translucent black shield flared to life around her and began to sputter
    under the assault as she dragged herself the rest of the way to her feet.
    She stood tall and heaving a great sigh reinvested in her shield. The
    translucent black turned solid, only barely rippling at my assault as it
    solidified.



    “You come into my home! Assault me, and my creations!” With each
    accusation, she took another step up towards the altar. “Kill my allies,
    and steal my fairly captured prizes, insult me to my face!” She screamed
    the last word and pointed at herself with a bloody hand. “In one of the
    very seats of my God's Power, and expect me, ME!” She pointed to her chest
    to emphasis her words as she rose to her full height in front of the altar.



    She spread her arms out wide to encompass the whole of the room. “To die!?
    I think not mortal!” When she said this, the stream of aggressive energy
    that had been spewing from my staff ceased, I was out of saved spells. I
    began to cast a fireball, my concern for the people in the room overdone by
    the need to kill this monster for the benefit of the entire region.



    As I began to compress the mana to cast the spell, I felt a powerful force
    seized my body, and I found myself unable to move, or finish the spell.
    Even my will seemed frozen, and after a couple of seconds, the mana
    construct I had begun weaving unraveled, sending pain shooting through my
    mind.



    


        “Your spell Fireball 1, has failed. Spell feedback: 17 damage.”
   

 



    I found myself lifted off the ground, still unable to move, and slowly
    pulled towards the madwoman. She brought me close, close enough to see her
    eyes were a deep-sea blue, and filled with hate, confusion, and real pain.
    This woman, who would have seen every man woman and child in the region
    turned into undead for her armies, and further conquest was a broken, mad,
    and pitiable person, not some caricaturized dark lord.



    I didn't know what madness, choice, compulsion or tragedy had sent her down
    this path, but I knew that at one point, she had been someone's daughter.
    Perhaps, someone's lover. In essence, I saw the dark necromancer of the
    Dow’del ruins as a human being despite all of the efforts she put into
    stripping herself of her own humanity.



    “I will flay your skin from your body, drench you in salt, feed your meat
    to my pets while you watch, and then, only then in the height of agony will
    I sacrifice you to Tesh! No matter what pathetic divines have given you
    their favor!”



    Aaaand there goes the moment,
    I thought.



    With a wave of her hand, my body was forced straight, arms spread out like
    Da Vinci's diagram of the perfect man. I felt a searing pain along the side
    of my body, starting near my lower ribs and slowly, painfully, it rose up
    towards my armpit. I would have screamed, had I been allowed the use of my
    vocal cords. All I could do was take in light shallow breaths, and move my
    eyes. Blinking was almost beyond me.



    Through the pain, the tears that were blurring my vision and streaming down
    my face, I saw a flicker of shadow behind the necromancer, but I couldn’t
    follow it. As the searing hotline began down my arm, I saw flaps of my skin
being seared and cut away. A similar spell to what the priest showed me earlier, I thought.    Magic isn’t good or bad, it's how you use it I suppose.



    I knew what I was doing, distracting myself with analytical and
    philosophical ideas. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop this madwoman
    from doing everything she had promised to do to me and more. So why not
    distract myself?



    The shadow flickered again, for just a moment I saw movement behind the
    altar. Even as the searing pain began its work on my fingers and wrist, a
    new kind of hell I had never experienced, I kept my eyes averted from the
    insane woman and fixated on where I had seen the shadow flicker.



    A few seconds more, when she had moved the burning to my shoulders, and the
    smell of burning hair mixed with that of cooked meat and coppery blood that
    I could feel running down my body in large rivulets, I saw it. A hand,
    green and small, snaked out from the darkness and grabbed a bucket, filled
    with blackened daggers, and moved it closer before snatching back and
    hiding again.



    When the pain began crawling up the side of my face, past my ears and to my
    scalp, I nearly passed out. Tisking, she stopped the burning spell, and
    brought me lower, to almost eye level as I hovered above the steps in front
    of her. “I can’t have you passing out so soon into the party my dear, no,
    no, that won’t do at all.” A purple light encased me for just a moment, and
    suddenly the world became more of itself.



    The lights brighter, the floor a deeper shade of grey, the black of the
    skinsuit she was wearing was darker and deeper, drawing my eyes to it as it
    devoured the light that touched it. But so too did the pain. Nearly
    everything intensified, the searing, the feeling of the blood dripping down
    my body, the smells and even the tastes of the torture in the air became
    almost painful themselves.



    She raised her hand and started the process again. I would have passed out
    many times, my mind reeled with the pain of it, but the spell wouldn’t let
    me. My heartbeat so fast it hurt, I felt and heard blood in my ears, I
    wasn’t sure if it was rivulets that had filled them or if it was from the
    blood vessels about to burst in my head.



    Then, I saw it. The goblin, probably the chieftain's son from earlier,
    pulled himself onto the altar, one of the black daggers from the bucket
    that the necromancer had used to create her latex monstrosities in hand.
    His little green hand, large for a normal goblin, reached out and grabbed a
    fist full of the short cut necromancers hair, and yanked her back off her
    feet with all the weight and strength his little 4’6 body could muster.



    I fell to the ground, released from the necromancer's spell, and started to
    scream. As the purple haze released its hold on my mind now that it was no
    longer being sustained by the witch, I was able to think long enough to lay
    my hands on my chest and ease the pain with Cure Light Wounds.



    “What are you doing!” The woman screamed in terror. The young goblin
    warrior plunged the dagger into the witches eye. The black substance of the
    dagger melted into the screaming woman's skin, activated by the runes under
    the substance in the skin she wore as armor.



    “You won’t turn my people into these monsters!” The goblin shrieked in rage
    as he held her down. “We will rule north of the twins! Not you! We will
    conquer the humans and elves! Not you!” With every word he lifted her head
    and slammed it against the marble table.



    I left them to their struggle and crawled over to Tol’geth, his breathing
    was slowed, almost gone. I sat next to him, and cast Cure Light Wounds,
    every time the 5-second cooldown elapsed. As I waited I watched the goblin
rage against the necromancer. The black substance slowly oozing over her.    She’s dead, the goblin just doesn’t realize it.



    After eleven or twelve of the spells, I felt a massive hand on my shoulder,
    and I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. “Did we win, wizard?”



    “No, but the goblin won for us,” I said and pointed at the little imp as he
    brutalized the corpse he had created.



    “Help me up wizard, I want to see her dead.” I grabbed the man's hand and
    pulled him to a sitting position. We sat there, watching. I kept healing
    him than myself, then him again.



    “I’ll take your body back, and my father will watch as it bu- AH!” The
    reanimated, fully consumed corpse, sank its teeth deep into the goblin's
    throat. The blood of both of our enemies mixed on the altar, and it began
    to glow with a dark purple light that quickly faded.



    “Help me to my feet,” I asked, and Tol’geth obliged. Once standing, I began
    walking up the stairs to the altar, the black corpse its latex-like eyes
    rabid with hunger, continued to devour the corpse before it. Without the
    necromancers will, the creature was feral, barely capable of the most basic
    instincts, hunting, eating, staying alive. I raised my hand to hover
    directly above the beasts head, and cast one final Force Bolt. At such
    close range, it blasted the once necromancers head clean off its shoulders.



    I leaned on the altar for support and found my staff abandon on one of the
    steps. I picked it up and used it to help me descend the steps as I went to
    help treat the others.



The battle was over, we had won.     I just hope our victory didn’t take to long.



    


Chapter 14: Journey South



    “Take the Journey, even if it means taking it alone.” -
    Unknown



    Necromancer's Lair, Frega, 34th, 2987 AoR









    Over the next few minutes, I healed the others. Bringing them back to
    consciousness and full health. I grew frustrated more than once with how
    little my Cure Light Wounds actually did, and promised myself that I would
    learn more healing magic whenever I had the opportunity.



    We had lost one of the knights we had brought into the fight against the
    necromancer. He had been an older man, and according to Traser was well
    respected by the Laketown leadership.



    Once everyone was up on their feet again, I turned to Ailsa and the two
    children, who had at some point found their way out of the room shortly
    after I finished off the shaman. They had reentered when I had been
    checking the knight's corpse for a pulse.



    “The children are malnourished, but uninjured for the most part” Ailsa
    explained as we walked into the far corner of the room so the children
    couldn’t hear us. As we talked, the last remaining knight took charge of
    them and began playing a game that sounded similar to eye spy back on
    Earth. “The girl hasn’t been touched by the goblins, thank the Goddess, but
    she is the worse off of the two int terms of health.”



    “What is her name?” I asked, hopeful.



    “Angelia. She might be the older sister of that boy you told me about.”
    Ailsa said buzzing her wings happily as I leaned against the stone wall. I
    felt the pull of a smile at her words.



    “Well, that brings a bit of sunshine down here, yeah?”



    “That and the fact that we killed the witch,” Ailsa said spinning her spear
    lazily in her hands.



    “I don’t think we had much to do with her death, not really.” We both went
    silent for a moment, and my eyes wandered over to the dead necromancer.



    “That's often the way with evil,” I said, remembering a lecture on ancient
    greek literature where the theme was prevalent. “It often destroys itself
    through the consequences of its own actions, rather than by the might of
    any good that seeks to oppose it.” I shook my head trying to clear the
    melancholy of the moment. “So, what can we do for the children?”



    “The type of trauma they experienced down here will have lifelong effects,”
    Ailsa said. “But, the sun priest is the one to talk too. He and the water
    witches from earlier are probably the best suited to figure out what to do
    with and for those kids.” I nodded and walked over to the remaining knight.



    “Why don’t you take the kids and play with them where there aren't dead
    bodies lying around?” I suggested. The young man, who was a height with me,
    looked sheepish for a moment at not thinking of the issue. He began
    ushering the children out of the room when I put out a hand to stop him.



    “Tol’geth, could you go with them? I’m sure your company would be welcome
    if something comes out of the dark.” Tol’geth, who had been resting on the
    steps leading up to the altar, grunted agreement, stood and began walking
    over.



    “What's wrong with your arm?!” Ailsa nearly shouted as she buzzed over his
    head, and began circling the barbarian.



    “The witch, she cursed me.”



    “But, your ancestors protect you from such curses!” Ailsa said,
    incredulous. “That's what that last ability you activated before we stormed
    in here was all about!”



    “My ancestors are only as powerful as the honor I earn for them. My honor
    was not sufficient to protect against such a powerful malady.” Tol’geth
    didn’t sound upset, he was merely acknowledging the fact. “She was a grand
    foe indeed, and our battle was well fought.” He lifted up the arm in
    question.



    It was blackened, withered, and thinner than an anorexic models ankles. In
    other words, totally useless. And while I knew the warrior could still be
    deadly, losing an arm had to make him less effective. “Much honor will be
    had if such a malady can be overcome!” He proclaimed with eagerness.



    “Can’t we just amputate the arm, and have the sun priest grow you a new
    one?” Tol’geth’s face fell into a stern expression.



    “The regrowth of a limb can take up to a year,” Ailsa said.



    “Too long.” Tol’geth proclaimed.



    “Even then, there's a chance that the curse if it's powerful enough, has
    made a mental imprint on his mind. Meaning, if it regrew, it would only
    wither again.” Ailsa explained.



    “So, how do you overcome curses?” I asked concern growing.



    “There are many ways, none of them are easily done. Let us leave that
    conversation for another time when we are rested. Yes?” Tol’geth asked. I
    nodded my acceptance, but Ailsa had other plans.



    “Let me try one thing first…” Ailsa’s voice dropped off as she began
    summoning mana to her. After a few seconds of casting, she had so much mana
    at her fingertips that I could almost feel the ebbs and flows of it on my
    skin. Once the feeling began to be slightly oppressive, Ailsa let out a
    sharp gasp and released a bright purple spell that encased the arm in a
    purple flowing liquid. The arm quickly began regaining some of its vigor.
    About when it started to look slightly human again, the healing slowed and
    came to a crawl.



    “There, it should heal, at least a little,” Ailsa said, her wings dropping
    as she landed on Tol’geths shoulder and let out a deep sigh of relief. The
    pressure from the spell was gone now, and all of us could breathe easier.
    “I used a good portion of my mana reserves and much of what was in the
    surrounding area. There is a surprisingly large amount of mana nodes that
    surround these ruins.”



    “Well, it was the center of a necromancers power and a minor shrine to a
    god. So, it makes some sense.” I said as I took my eyes from Tol’geth’s
    arm, “Maybe you two should take the children out of the room now?”



    “Uh, yes Wizard Rayid.” The knight who had been transfixed by the spell,
    said as he turned his attention back to the children and began showing them
    out of the sacrificial chamber. As they left, Tol’geth followed them,
    flexing and testing his slightly rejuvenated arm.



    “Some people” I whispered as I turned to the rest of the room.



    “Says the guy who blasted a hobgoblin to bloody ruin on top of children.”
    Chided Ailsa as she spun through the room and examined it.



    I cracked my knuckles and winked at Commander Traser who had been leaning
    against the wall resting and watching. “Time to do some looting!” I started
    where I had begun the fight, with the hobgoblin shaman.



    The only piece thing I found of any use was the shaman’s cowl, which was
    imbued with a type of acid magic very similar to how my staff was with
    fire.



    


        “You have found Cowl of Acid Magic. Created for a Head Shaman of a
        powerful goblin clan, this cowl acts as both a magic enhancement and as
        a vestment of official authority among the goblins. Effects: +3 Acid
        damage to all offensive spells cast by the wearer.”
   

 



    I put that in my satchel for safekeeping, hoping that it might be useful
    later. I also found her staff, or rather what was left of it. The wood was
    burnt to a crisp, the crystal that topped it shattered, the larger pieces
    burned out from all the magic we had both been throwing around. It was
    essentially useless.



    After dragging the burnt, brutalized corpse of the shaman off to one side
    of the room, I continued to follow my path through the battle.



    Traser was standing over Dazin’s naked corpse, shaking his head. “He only
    had his sword. My uncle gifted this to him upon his recognition on his
    twelfth birthday. My uncle made Dazin legitimate in the eyes of society,
    but not a member of his noble household.” The sword was a piece of fine
    craftsmanship, and Traser held it out sadly in his hand for me to examine.
    I waved him off, it was his and his families to deal with, not me.



    Nodding his thanks, Traser continued. “His mother had been a townswoman
    Lord Traser had loved before his marriage, so there was little scandal when
    he was born. Everyone knew from the beginning who the boy belonged to and
    his origin. Not that it made his step-mother any more pleased about the
    fact when my uncle had him brought into the household, given a proper
    education, and then a commission in the towns guard when Dazins mother
    died.” Traser sheathed the weapon and slung it across his back.



    “Not that she hated Dazin, she cared for him in her own way. Just, not the
    same as her own children. More like, as if he were one of us cousins,
    rather then a son. Dazin never let it show, I never suspected that it
    bothered him he was not in line to inherit. But, apparently, it did. For
    him to turn on us, just for power…”



    I helped him carry the now fully human corpse over to where I had placed
    the shaman’s looted body. “Care to join me?” I asked as I pointed towards
    the necromancer's corpse. When we finally got to searching the robes and
    person of the necromancer herself, a contingent from the upper floors
    arrived.



    Ma’vone and Sir Barristan guarded by four rangers wielding knives as long
    as short swords entered the room, and began helping us set things to right.
    As the rangers and Sir Barristan began taking our dead from the place, and
    two of the rangers took the children promising sweats if they were good.



    “When you left, there was only a handful of the black covered undead,
    accompanied by maybe thirty-odd skeletons and one of the bone giants. The
    skeletons and the giant had simply walked out of a portal summoned, the
    priest thinks, by the fact that the place had become a sort of shrine to
    this dark god, Desh.” Ma’vone said, answering my question about what had
    happened above.



    “Tesh.” I corrected. “The god's name was Tesh.”
    

    “Right, well the priest thought they had been summoned directly from the
    Dark Lands, that's the elemental plane of dark magic, where necromancy and
    death magic is commonplace. Though not all dark magic is necromancy, it's
    just a common form of the element.” He explained hurriedly as if I might
    chide him for his lack of knowledge.



    “Anyway, so they came out of those portals and just waited around. Over the
    next few minutes, we started realizing that more of the black ones had
    begun congregating behind the skeletons. My father ordered a sally by the
    knights and rangers, supported by the archers from every window in both
    towers and the main complex.” The boy went quiet in contemplation.



    “I take it, it didn't go well?” I asked putting my hand on the boy's
    shoulder.



    “It was a mixed catch, half fish, half eals.” I gave Ma’vone a quizzical
    look before he continued. “Sorry Master Tear, it's a common saying among
    the fishermen of the town. It means the sally forth that my father ordered
    was successful but at great cost. Some might say too great a cost.” The boy
    air mage shook his head sadly.



    “The knights and rangers charged out, hit the undead lines, and before
    either the black creatures or the bone giant could respond they disengaged.
    The enemy had been bloodied, so to speak. I mean, they don’t have blood
    they’re made entirely out of bone and undead flesh.” I rolled my eyes and
    motioned for the boy to continue, as we piled anything that looked even
    remotely useful into the center of the room.



    There was a surprisingly good amount of loot that had not come directly
    from our enemies corpses.
    
        That's at least one thing that video games mislead me on. I mean, who
        carries all of their valuables on their person?
    
    I thought before focusing on the boy's words.



    “My father's charge angered them and caused them to attack. It gave us the
    opportunity to slaughter them through the windows, and doors. Whatever had
    given them such coordination before, seemed to have left them, as the
    undead acted in what seemed like mere instinct.”



    “And? The cost?”



    “Well, in total we lost nearly half our force.” I stood straight in shock,
    looking at the boy slack-jawed.



    “The undead, though instinctive, proved far deadlier than most of us
    realized. Beyond that, as soon as we dispatched the first wave of skeletal
    undead, reinforcements arrived. Another portal, more enemies then had been
    there before, and in the second attack? The black-clad creatures joined
    in.” I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.



    “Both of the captains, the brothers Bardin and Ugin, held the towers. A
    giant menace each, and threatened to bring them down on top of the central
    keep where my father was holding with the majority of the men. Ra’thin’ax
    attacked and destroyed one of them, but the northeastern tower was left
    vulnerable.”



    “Wait, archery and infantry captains, they were brothers?” Ma’vone nodded.



    “They joined up about two years apart from one another. Ugin was the elder,
    he got Bradin the position in the men-at-arms under the previous captain.
    When he passed at the Battle of Laketown yesterday, no, two days ago now as
    we have passed the midpoint of the night, Bradin was the under captain and
    took over.”



    “Ah, okay. Please continue.” I said as I lifted a sack of something from
    behind the altar, and put it on my shoulder heading towards the growing
    pile of loot in the center of the room.



    “The brothers, they took down the third giant. Ugin blinded it with some
    special ability of his, and Bradin taunted it as he ran out the tower from
    one of the main floor windows. He lead it away, so the archers, Including
    Ugin, could pelt it with volley after volley. It was enough to weaken the
    creature, but not kill it. Bradin died taking out one of the beasts legs.
    Ugin, once he realized what his brother was doing, ran after him and kept
    Bradin from being overwhelmed by the lesser undead. Eventually, he was
    surrounded and slaughtered.”
    

    “So, how did you guys finish it off?” I asked, letting down the sack of
    what felt like mushrooms.



    “We let Ra’thin’ax take care of it,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders,
    as he placed a handful of incense sticks from a table off to one side I
    hadn’t seen during the battle, on top of the slowly growing pile of loot.
    “He sent a fireball sailing right over our heads and impacted the still
    blinded thing. It was perfectly timed too, you should have seen it! The
    ball went right into the bone giants open mouth, and exploded! Bone
    fragments everywhere it was awesome!” Ma’vone pumped his fist as only I had
    done since coming to Ethria.



    Looks like some of my mannerisms are catching on, cool! 
    I thought.
    
        Also, have to remember, he's a boy, and quite impressionable. Best
        behavior Rayid.
    
    I thought as I went to find something else to steal.



    “How did the center fair? How is your father?” I asked as I picked up the
    large bucket of enchanted black daggers. It was the same bucket that the
    goblin had taken a dagger from to finish off the witch.



    “He held the front door single-handedly, while Sir Barristan kept the line
    steady and plugged holes that sprouted up in our defensive line.
    Unfortunately, if a little predictably, my father was injured..” Ma’vone
    said the last through gritted and frustrated teeth. “ Dagger, right through
    the shoulder. It was made of bone, yet somehow was harder than metal. I
    told him you know? He’s older now, can’t move like he used to. I was
    worried the entire time he would be knocked down and dragged out the door
    never to be seen again.”



    “But that didn’t happen,” I said trying to lighten the boy's mood.



    “True, but…” Ma’vones voice trailed off for a moment, and he stopped in his
    looting and wiped at wet eyes with his dirty blue robes sleeve. “... but we
    lost Rithgall.” After a moments pause, and thinking I didn’t know who the
    boy had been he said “My best friend, he was squire to Sir Barristan. Even
    if he was common-born, Barristan was going to raise him to knighthood soon.
    He had worked so hard, learned all the lore, he even taught himself how to
    read! Something most knights, particularly out here, never learn to do!”



    I felt like someone had just punched me in the gut. The young man had been
    not much younger than me, and he had seemed so competent and kind.



    I went over to Ma’vone and put a hand on his shoulder. “The world is far
    poorer for his loss than most people will ever know. We talked for a bit, I
    grew to know him somewhat, you know? Rithgall?” We stood there for a full
    minute while Ma’vone struggled with the grief.



    “Well, at least I still have Ra’thin’ax, right?” Ma’vone said as his he
    regained his composure.



    “Ah! Where is our baby fire-air elemental?” I asked the young air mage.



    “He’s upstairs, outside, playing with piles of ash, actually. He finds the
    mix of expended fuel that is so easily manipulated by wind fascinating.
    Speaking of your involvement in his birthing process...” I held up a hand
    to stop him.



    “Don’t call it that. Just, just don’t. Let's call it his, awakening.”



    “I had the same thought, but I didn’t want to stop the whole ‘we’re his
    parents’ thing you had going. Anyway about that. I explained what both of
    our contributions to his, awakening, had been, and he seemed intrigued by
    you. Though he seems more attached to me as his actual summoner. I hope
    that doesn’t bother you Master Tear…” he said hesitantly.



    Master? Where did, oh, I see.
    “Is my technical mastery of fire magic why you seem like your tiptoeing
    around me?” I asked.



    “Uh, well sort of. Masters of Magic, any magic really, are held in high
    regard. They are rare, and most are, easy to anger.” I let out an
    exasperated sigh and rolled my eyes to the ceiling visibly. “Though you
    seem much more at ease around students like me!” He said hastily trying to
    stave off my anger.



    “Look, kid, I learned pyromancy by accident. I think. Unless this girl I
    know slipped me a powerful magical tomb on purpose. Which I suppose could
    be the case, but I don’t know.” I paused for a moment, lost in the tangent.



    I shook my head and tried again. “What I’m trying to say is, right now?
    With regards to the magic I've earned on my own through study and practice,
    without looking at the outcomes of this battle, I am a journeyman with 10
    ranks in Force and 8 ranks in Light magic, that's it. That's the highest
    I've gotten. As far as I’m concerned? You’ve outstripped me by far! If
    anyone should be the respected one around here, it's you.” Ma’vone blushed
    and bent down to pick up something I couldn’t see behind the incense table
    he had been stripping.



    “You’re close to mastery in Force Magic. That's pretty rare, most people
    abandon Force Magic early on, as it's seen as nearly useless on its own in
    most magical pursuits other than some obscure aspects of enchanting and
    low-level war magic. So, any thought as to what you’re going to do to earn
    your Mastery rank?” He asked as he emerged from behind the table with what
    looked like a rug of some kind, walked over and tossed it onto the pile.



    “What do you mean, what am I going to do?”



    “Um. I don’t mean to pry Wizard Rayid, but, have you had any formal
    training, like, at all around magic?”



    I laughed something that at first seemed to disturb him. “Look, kid! I’ve
    had magic for like, a week! At most! I’ve read five books on the matter,
    that's it. And one of those books? Was the magic book that gave me the
    pyromancy mastery. Long and short of it? No. I don't!” I laughed again, and
    this time Ma’vone Traser the youngest son of Lord Traser of Laketown,
    laughed with me.



    When we had sobered, Ma’vone looked at me with different eyes. His demeanor
    was still respectful but instead of looking at me like I was some kind of
    Master and he was a student, it was the look of respect one had for a peer.
    “Well, in that case, allow me to enlighten you somewhat Wizard Rayid.”
    Ma’vone picked up what looked like jewelry from one of the many small
    alcoves that dotted the room as he spoke.



    “To gain a Masters rank naturally, that is through training and not through
    magical means as with a Magical Book or a Godly Boon, one must complete a
    great feat of magic in the given magic type. If Ethria acknowledges the
    feat of magic as one worthy of recognition, it will grant you Master
    status. The same is true for Grand Master, though there are other
    requirements, or so the legends say.”



    “Does that extend to Magic Schools as well?” I asked picking through some
    more debris.



    “No, Magic Schools are about your personal knowledge, not your strength in
    a type of magic. I was taught to think of Schools as one's mind or
    knowledge, and magic Types as one's magical muscle. A mage may know how to
    do something but might not have the strength necessary to do that thing.
    Or, a mage might have the strength to do it, but not the knowledge.”



    “That makes a lot more sense then what Ailsa was trying to teach me.” I
    stopped and thought for a moment before asking. “You seem like a smart kid,
    could you try and explain how the Analyze skill and the Analyze ability are
    different? Ailsa and a few of the elves have attempted to explain it to me,
    but I don’t seem to understand it, so I've been avoiding using either
    unless I'm in combat or about to face an enemy.” Ma’vone looked shocked at
    the question.



    “That, that is not normally a question asked by adults.” The boy went quiet
    for a moment, then rummaged around in the satchel before producing a small
    book that looked remarkably like the book I had borrowed from the elven
    children on our trek to Cutters Hollow.



    “This book helped me understand the difference early on in my education.”
    He flipped through the pages and found a small description that he read
    aloud, the words appeared in a notification window, added to my journal as
    he read them aloud.



    


        “Journal Entry Added: ‘...The Analyze Skill is often confused by
        foreign species. These species often have similar skills that operate
        mechanically differently then Analyze does for the average Torish
        Human. NOTE: Analyze is often confused with the Analyze Ability by
        children who have yet to learn the difference between active skills,
        and active abilities, usually toddlers. It is recommended in such cases
        that parents deny access to the use of active abilities for their
        children until an appropriate age, thus avoiding awkward public
        outings, and offensive accidental use of the ability on unwilling
        passersbys. Additionally adults with remedial education, severe
        intellectual and cognitive infirmities, or who suffer from severe head
        injury, may also experience difficulty with understanding this key
        difference, leading to awkward breaches in social trust. To clarify
        this, a description of both is provided below for remedial children,
        and foreign illiterates ...”
    




    Ma’vone winced at me. “Sorry, this wasn’t written with the kindest world
    view of foreigners such as yourself.” Annoyed I had essentially just been
    called a dolt and or retard by whoever authored that book, but still
    interested, I made the circular ‘get one with it’ motion. The motion seemed
    universal in human cultures, and Ma’vone continued.



    

    


        “The active Skill Analyze has more to do with an individual's ability
        to see, hear, taste, touch, smell, and understand those outward stimuli
        with their own minds then it does with the manipulation of the life
        force. Whereas the Analyze Ability actively uses an individual's life
        force, sometimes referred to as kie by foreigners and degenerate
        eastern worshipers who should be avoided…”
    




    “This goes on for a bit…” He flipped a page or two. “I’ll just skip his
    ramblings and get to the salient points. Here.”



    


        “The Ability known as Analyze is the most fundamental and most commonly
        utilized form of life force manipulation among the Torish. Though
        manipulation of the life force is also common among those who use
        skills and abilities requiring increased strength, speed, dexterity, or
        any other physical trait, such as knights and soldiers. The Analyze
        ability extends an individual's life force out to touch another beings
        life force, soaking up information about that individual and presenting
        it in understandable form to the user of the ability. It should be
        noted that lack of knowledge of the difference between the two is a key
        indicator of foreign origin with regards to either species or cultural
        and is often used by inquisitors to...”
   

 



    He snapped the book shut, slightly embarrassed. “Does that help?” Ma’vone
    asked.



    “Extremely, thanks! I’ll take a look at it again later to make sure I got
    it. By the way who wrote that book?”



    “Um, my original master did. He’s been dead for two years now of a heart
    attack. The book is actually rather popular among the northern nobility.”



    I grunted and turned back to the work at hand, muttering under my breath
    about noble xenophobes. Though I had to admit, in a world so different from
    Earth, filled with so much more danger and from so many different places, a
    little xenophobia might just be what most people needed to stay safe. To be
    honest, I was a little surprised that humanity wasn’t extinct on Ethria
    with how many dangers, but from within and without they seemed to face.
    Filing the argument away for another time, I stopped and realized that we
    were essentially done with stripping the room of all of its valuables.



    It was just Ma’vone and I in the room, the others all having left to either
    help the children, make sure the rest of the place was safe, or take a nap
    in a quiet corner while we worked. Though, two men-at-arms stood guard at
    the entrance to the room. “Well, let's get started looking through it all,”
    I said as I sat down on one side of the large pile we had made. Ma’vone
    took a seat opposite me.



    We began by picking up each item and reading the descriptions we out loud
    to one another. After about ten minutes of it, and having only gotten
    useful descriptions on a handful of items, Ma’vone sighed.



    “This would be more fruitful if we had someone trained in item
    identification. That skill would give us more information about what each
    of these things can be used for.” Ma’vone explained after he tossed the
    last of the black daggers back into the bucket after it said “Black Magic
    Dagger” for the twelfth time in a row.



    “True, but do you know anyone with us with that skill?” I asked. He shook
    his head no and we continued. Most of the items were fairly mundane.
    Eventually, Ailsa joined us after having helped escort the children back up
    to the main camp that was being set up for the night. When she saw what we
    were doing she buzzed her wings angrily at me.



    “You realize I have a spell for this, right?” I opened my mouth to reply
    that no, I, in fact, didn’t know that and that we really needed to sit down
    and have a long team conversation about our abilities and skills before the
    next big fight, but she began casting. With a flash of purple-blue light,
    her expression went far away and she began reading descriptions as they
    appeared to her.



    “Most of this is just mundane junk” She said using her finger like a touch
    screen pad, a habit she picked up from me whenever I examined my
    notifications after battle. Technically you didn’t need to do that, all you
    needed to do was think it and the interface would shift down, but old
    habits die hard and are apparently infectious.



    “But there are four or five things in this pile of junk that are kind of
    useful…” She flew up and dived directly into the pile in a move I was sure
    was nearly impossible for a corporeal being to do without breaking nearly
    every bone in their body.



    She emerged a few seconds later with six items and handed them over to me.
    “What about those?” I asked nodding towards the daggers in the bucket.



    “Oh, those. Yeah don’t mess with those, those are part of the altar.” She
    explained as she extricated herself from the jumble and walked over to the
    bucket that was almost as tall as she was. She looked at them for a long
    moment and then turned to me. “They were her, rewards, for sacrificing
    children on that blasted thing.” Ailsa pointed towards the altar. “Anyone
    under 12, who hadn’t been, violated.” She spat the term, and I knew exactly
    what she meant.



    I nodded and turned my attention to the six items in hand. One was the
    ritual dagger the necromancer had used, description now available to me
    thanks to Ailsa’s spell.



    


        “You have found “Ritual Dagger of Innocent Blood.” When using this
        dagger to meet the requirements of a sacrifice it will double the
        reward if the sacrifice is “innocent.” Rarity: Rare. Durability: 10/10.
        Quality: Masterworked-Magical. Please see item details for further
        information.”
   

 



    “She used this double the number of daggers she got with each life take,” I
    explained and tossed it in the same bucket with the black daggers. The
    daggers in the bucket would never be used again for their intended purpose.
    I picked up the next item, a small blue quartz set into a fine silver
    locket.



    


        “You have found “Locket of Radiant Water.” This locket gives the wearer
        a +2 concentration bonus when casting water spells, and +1 to all
        effects of water spells cast by the wearer. Rarity: Uncommon.
        Durability: 8/10. Quality: Good-Magical Please see item description to
        again review these details. ”
   

 



    “Where did you find this one?” I asked Ma’vone. He thought about it as I
    held it out for him to examine.



    “Oh, I found it over there.” He pointed at a small alcove next to the
    incense table. It wasn’t very large, maybe the size of a human torso, and
    was set in the stone at about hip level. “It looked like some kind of
    shrine to the river goddess the townspeople worship. Though, in her
    marshlands aspect that the goblins reaver.”



    “Would you mind if I keep it? I have a book on water magic back in town,
    and I'd like to start practicing and expanding my knowledge base soon. This
    will help with that.”



    “I don’t see any problem with that. As far as I'm concerned this is all you
    and your companions, as fair payment for assisting us and our allies the
    elves in a dark time. I’m sure my father would agree with me.” Ma’vone
    said. “Though, I'd appreciate it if you didn’t go showing it off to the
    militia? They may start asking questions about why they didn’t get a cut of
    the loot. Not that there is much here, to begin with” he said cautiously.



    “Actually.” Ailsa interrupted. “You remember that Blood Kracken you guys
    saw earlier?”



    “Blood Kraken?! Here?” Ma’vone’s eyes went nearly wild, looking around as
    if a big tentacle was going to shoot out of nowhere and drag him away to
    certain doom.



    “Hold your horse's lordling” she soothed. “It was a baby. When the
    necromancer died, it got board, opened a portal and left. It's not like
    this was a natural place of dark magic after all. We can keep it away
    forever when we dismantle that altar.” She pointed at the stone slab a few
    feet away.



    “Well, behind the Blood Krakens pool, was a massive treasury. Nearly six
    chests of gold. Ser Barristan and Tol’geth are guarding the men as they
    cart it all upstairs.”
    

    “That will be a huge help in rebuilding and caring for the families who
    lost everything in the fighting.” A tension I had not noticed before,
    seemed to release from Ma’vone’s shoulders.



    “Well before we get to looking through what's there after your father's men
    get done with the place, let's finish looking here, shall we?” I asked as I
    reached for the third item Ailsa had mentioned. It was a grey and black
    counterpart to the robe that the Necromancer had been wearing. When we
    looted her corpse, the robe was in complete tatters, the skinsuit was gone,
    the only thing of any use we had found on her was the dagger.



    “It was in the same alcove as the gem. It looks like they were planning on
    turning this entire cave system and ruin into a proper temple to their god.
    There are stone chisel marks that outline areas for more alcoves that the
    goblin workers you set aflame before getting down here, must have been
    tasked with carving out.” Ailsa explained as I picked up the black and grey
    robe and read the prompt.



    


        “You have found “Magic Robe of True Casting.” When a magic-user wears
        this robe, it decreases the chance of magical feedback from ritual
        magic to 0%. Reduces the chance of magical feedback from failed
        castings for any other form of magic by 50% from the current level of
        risk. Grants the wearer a +1 Armor Bonus for each type of magic that
        the wearer has reached Journeyman Rank in. Rarity: Uncommon.
        Durability: 48/50. Quality: Good-Magical. Please see item description
        to again review these details.”
  

  



    “If you will excuse me,” I said, as I stood and pulled the robe over my
    head. I was never a fan of running around without a shirt on, and to be
    honest it felt kind of awkward having the kid stare at me without one. I
    sat back down and grabbed the second to last item. It was a ring with small
    inset amber gems, cut and shaped with care by a craftsmen, that ringed the
    metal band completely. The gems looked remarkably familiar.



    


        “You have found “Ring of Spell Storage, Unsynced.” The wearer is
        granted access to 10 additional spell storage slots. Spell effects of
        this ring can be synced to mimic the spell storage effects of one other
        item. Once this is done, it can not be undone. To maintain sync
        effects, the ring and the synced items must remain within 100 ft of
        each other or the ring will temporarily lose the synced effects.
        Rarity: Rare. Durability 50/50. Quality: Good-Magical. Please see item
        description to again review these details.”
   

 



    I put it on immediately and got a prompt asking if I wanted to sync the
    ring to my staff that I had laid across my lap. I mentally selected yes,
    and the ring set fire to itself, in mimicry of my staff. “Oh yeah! Look at
    that!” I said admiring the ring.



    “Yes, it is wonderful,” Ailsa said rolling her eyes. “There’s one more item
    dude, take a look.”



    I reached down and picked up the small book that was the last item of note.



    


        “You have found “Magic Book of Dark Magic, Unfinished.” This book will
        grant you knowledge of Dark Magic and will allow you to live the
        experiences of the author up until the point the author had finished
        writing. As the book is unfinished, there might be some negative side
        effects. Rarity: Rare. Quality: Good-Magical Item Durability: 37/100.
        Please see item description to again review these details.”
   

 



    I stared at the book, not knowing who the author had been. I knew that not
    all Dark Magic was evil, indeed on Ethria there had been quite a few Dark
    Magi who had done good works, and left lasting legacies of hope, the curing
    of illnesses both magical and non-magical, science, and understanding. I
    read about a few of them and been told about more of them by Ailsa when I
    had been studying back before the goblin raids.



    
        But if this book's author is who I believe it to be, I should burn it.
    
    I thought as I ran my hand over the leather front cover, contemplating its
    future.
    
        On the other hand, understanding someone so evil as this necromancer,
        and how someone can turn that way, might help me avoid the same
        mistakes she made.
    



    “You, uh, you cut a menacing figure, Master Rayid,” Ma’vone said as he
    stood. “I, uh. I will send soldiers in to retrieve the rest of these
    things. Perhaps they can be sold for a few extra silvers to help the town
    recover. Perhaps you should, uh, take a moment to recover, from the last
    few days cares.” He looked meaningfully at Ailsa, who smiled wickedly and
    nodded. I put the book in my satchel, as my gaze moved between the two of
    them.



    “What?” I asked as Ma’vone stood up, and began walking away. “No really,
    what's wrong?”



    “Look at yourself meathead.” Ailsa chided, and she held up a magically
    conjured mirror. My face was drenched in blood, I had a nasty scar that ran
    from my ear down under my chin. It disappeared under new robes I had on,
    but I knew it would continue and follow the path from earlier. I stood, and
    the mirror expanded.



    I wore a black robe with grey trim, my face was covered in blood, my hair
    matted with different kinds of viscera, most of it mine, some of it others.
    My staff and the index finger on my left hand both glowed with fire. I
sported a deep black beard that was finally growing in thick.    The boy was right, I did cut a menacing figure.



    A bucket or something filled with water was emptied over my head. “AH!” I
    screamed nearly as high pitched as a soprano trying for high C. “AH!” I
    screamed again flicking my now heavy robed arms. The frigid ice bone-cold
    water washed over me again, and Ailsa giggled madly from overhead. She
    floated wisely just out of reach.



    “You’ve needed a cold shower ever since you and Lisander started getting it
    on in front of everyone.” She teased her voice sing-song. “All that gore
    and sweat, and mud, you’ve gotten all over yourself, just gave me the
    excuse!” She shouted triumphantly and began darting around the room
    giggling in glee. I tried to throw, first a pillow, then an incense stick,
    and then other random assorted items at the madly cackling fairy who dodged
    it all with the ease of a trained dancer.



    “Not cool! Not coo-ggaergha!” Another bucket of water drenched me. And this
    time I started laughing. “Alright! Alright, can you help me out, for real
    this time? Do you have a shower spell? Or something?”



    “Thought you’d never ask!” Ailsa giggled. “Give me a few minutes to get it
    ready over here. Meanwhile your soaked to the bone self can go figure out
    how to break that!” she pointed meaningfully at the altar.



    As she cast spells to hold up curtains, summoned rain clouds and made soap
    appear out of almost nowhere, I walked up to the steps and examined the
    altar. There were runes on the thing, carved into the stone, in intricate
    looping script. As I looked closer it seemed that there was actually an
    older nature to the thing. One that had been defaced by time and the
    machinations of the necromancer and her minions. The looping script, if one
    squinted sideways, where actually vines, the deep cut sigils, and runes
    that lay plainly on the surface, where overlaying large carved leaves,
    dancing deer, and other depictions of nature.



    Around behind the altar when I kneeled down, I found what I was guessing
    had been an intricately carved head and antlers of a buck. The deer head
    had also been defaced to look more like a dead deer's skull than a living
    creature.



    When I went to stand up, I put my hand on the altar and got the following
    prompt.



    


        “You have found “Corrupted Altar of the Forest Gods of Dow’del.”
        Current deific affiliation of the altar: Tesh, Child God of Darkness.
        Do you wish to attempt to claim this alter? Alternatively, you can
        attempt to restore the altar to its original deities. Claim the altar?
        Yes / No”
   
 




    I selected, yes.



    


        “Unable to claim altar. You do not have the requisite deific
        affiliation, of clerical appointment to claim this altar on Ethria. Do
        you wish to attempt to restore the altar to its original patrons? Yes /
        No”
   

 



    Can’t have too many gods happy with you right? 
    I selected yes again. 



    


        “Unable to restore Corrupted Altar of the Forest Gods of Dow’del, to
        the Dow’del forest god, the Great Stag. You do not have the requisite
        deific affiliation, required skills, and/or the target of the
        restoration is unavailable to be selected. Alternatively you can
        deconstruct the altar. Deconstruct the Corrupted Altar of the Forest
        Gods of Dow’del? Yes / No”
   

 



    Still curious, and getting somewhat frustrated, I selected yes for the
    third time. The altar crumbled, the runes and sigils placed there by the
    servants of Tesh fell away, restoring the surface of the altar. It was
    beautiful, filled with scenes of nature and nature's bounty, with such
    craftsmanship it almost looked like the deer were moving, the leaping fish
    would fall back into the water at any second, and the trees and leaves
    would grow anew every year.



    Then, after that bright moment of glorious restoration, the altar crumpled
    again, into a pile of old stones and marble. A golden globe, glistening
    with raw energy, appeared above the ruble and hung in the air. It was
    carved of gold and crackled with raw mana. I reached my hand out, and once
    it was directly under the thing, it fell into my hand. It wasn't heavy, but
    it had real heft to it.



    


        “You have found Mana Core! A Mana Core is an item of extreme age, from
        the time before the Age of Reconstruction, when the ancient
        civilizations of power and grace walked Ethria and conversed with the
        Gods themselves as near equals. The uses of a Mana Core are nearly
        endless, as is the mana and energy that it can generate. Be wary
        however! Ancient tales are told across all of Ethria of friends
        betraying one another, of brother turning on sister, of mothers
        strangling their children as they slept, of nations savagely warring
        with one another until both are emptied of people, and all that was
        left were the bones of the dead and the laughter of vindictive gods!
        All for the mere whisper of a Mana Core. Item Rarity: Limited,
        Neigh-Unique. Item Durability: 100,000,000/ 100,000,000.”
   

 



    “Holy Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” Ailsa looked over at me as she put the
    finishing touches on my shower, and shot directly at me.



    “Put that thing away! Now! Never tell another soul you have it! You must
    keep it a secret! Keep it out of the wrong hands, or even good hands! Do
    you know what people will do if they know you have one of those things?!”
    She hovered directly in front of my face, wings buzzing wildly with
    anxiety.



    “Yeah,” I said slightly stunned both at what I had in my hand just then,
    what I had read, and her vehement reaction. I put the thing in my satchel
    with the acidic cowl and closed it tightly.



    “Oh, I should tell Co’le’thel’ka about this. No, he can’t be trusted. I
    will have to tell the Goddess herself!” She buzzed her wings as she talked
    to herself, then returned her gaze to mine with an intensity I had rarely
    seen in her. “Don’t lose it, don’t even let it touch sunlight if you can
    help it.”



    “Keep it secret, keep it safe?” I asked stupidly and she nodded slowly,
    never breaking eye contact with me.



    “Never let another soul know you have it until you are ready to actually
    use it. Do you understand? The fae courts, the last time they went to war
    with one another, which never happens, and the reason we were locked away,
    was over one of those damned things. Probably THAT damned thing. Never,
    ever, even under the type of torture you just endured, never tell a single
    soul about it. Do you understand?!” She yelled at me.



    “Yes, I do. Will you please calm down? It's not the end of the world.”



    “But it could be” she whispered. “Fine, okay. We have to deal with this
    reality as it is, not as we wish it to be.” She flicked her wings and made
    a snapping noise that I hadn’t heard before and didn’t really know how to
    interpret. “Now, go take your shower, you need it desperately.”



    ---



    A few minutes later she was calm, and I was in the shower. “So what are
    some of the uses of these things? The ‘item’ you don’t want me showing
    anyone else?” I asked, as Ailsa sat on the curtin bar above me and watched
    for people coming.



    She sighed. “A lot of things. You can do practically anything. Even kill a
    God and ascend if you really wanted. Though, some might say that's a poor
    use of such a thing. The last one that was used, was used to raise the
    glass islands out of the sea, just a few years after the Pervolins finally
    fell. It was rumored that it was looted off the last Pervolin queen's dead
    corpse.”



    I stepped out of the shower and dried myself off as Ailsa politely turned
    her back. I donned my robe, the ring, and my satchel again, the book, core,
    and map giving real weight to the bag as it rested on my shoulder.



    “Are you sure you know the gravity of this situation?” Ailsa asked, wings
    fluttering in a tissy.



    “Yeah, I do. You need to take a deep breath. I understand the significance,
    okay?”



    “The significance of what?” A deep, loud voice asked. It was Tol’geth,
    returning from helping remove the bodies, his arm still immersed in the
    purple healing liquid mana that was Ailsa’s spell.



I looked at Ailsa and found real fear in her eyes.    She doesn’t want me even telling Tol’geth. “Uh, how important the
    destruction of this altar was,” I said, covering. “She is worried I’m
    taking the possibility of repercussions and reprisals too lightly.”



    “She is right to worry,” Tol’geth said nodding sagely. “This god Tesh, does
    not sound like a civil soul.”



    “Well, actually the altar was corrupted by Tesh.” I spent the next few
    minutes explaining everything I had just learned about the altar and the
    ancient ruins. “So, I was thinking this was probably the settlements chapel
    altar,” I said wrapping it all up.



    “We should leave this place. We searched all of the rooms, and recovered
    much gold and foodstuffs that will be useful for Laketown, but very little
    in the way of useful tools for our trip south.” Tol’geth said. He turned to
    leave, and I followed close behind, Ailsa sitting squarely on my shoulder
    over the satchel.



    ---



    The former treasure room was a disappointment. I stood there, watching my
    friends search every nook and cranny of the tiny room.
    
        It can barely be called a room, it's more like a glorified walk-in
        closet. Tol’geth can’t even really fit in there.
    
    I thought to myself as I watched, Tol’geth standing behind me facing the
    blood pool where the baby Kraken had once called home.



    I decided to try and do something that I had stopped myself from doing for
    proprieties sake over the last week or so. I analyzed the room. First, I
    used the skill looking at every nook and cranny myself, but from a larger
    perspective than my friends were doing. I found nothing of note, save that
    I did think that Tol’geth could fit, but probably not easily get back out
    again. I smiled at the thought of my friend getting stuck in the entryway
    into the room.



    Still bored, and annoyed that we hadn’t found anything of any real merit
    yet, I decided to hell with social customs and used my Analyzes
    Ability. As before, I didn't actually feel myself do anything different,
    instead, it felt like I just knew more about eh room I was in. Salina could
    actively control her use of the ability, I wonder when you get that, I
    thought as information about the composition of the stone, it's color, the
    lines in the room and the shadows all seemed to simply flow into my mind
    and form a single notification.



    


        “You have successfully used your Analyze ability. There is one thing
        special about the room you have Analyzed that you have found. See
        Interesting Feature, marked in red.”
   

 



    I minimized the prompt and found a small corner at the very back of the
    tiny room outlined in red. It was shadowed and looked more like flat stone
    cave wall than anything else. I walked past my now glowering friends, who
    had probably felt my use of the ability as it filled the room. “Sorry guys,
    but look I found something.” I reached my hand into the tiny space and
    found a three by three alcove carved into the stone.



    I felt around and found what felt like a small woolen sack. I yanked and it
    appeared in the room with us. I opened the small brown sack and found a set
    of four scrolls. I produced them and let my friends see.



    “Oh, this one is interesting.” Ailsa pulled open one of the scrolls labeled
    “Ritual of Calling” but let out a disappointed sigh. “The center of this
    one is ruined by water damage. Who hides scrolls in a bottom alcove?” She
    asked disgusted by the audacity and stupidity.



    I opened one of the scrolls labeled “Summon Creature 1” and found it too
    was destroyed. Tol’geth found the third was likewise damaged, to the point
    the name title wasn’t even legible.



    I reached for the last scroll, the title on the outside was illegible from
    water damage, so I didn’t hold out much hope. When I opened it, I got the
    following prompt.



    


        “You have found “Scroll of True Familiar Summoning 2!” With the use of
        this scroll by a master of Spatial Magic, or with one's aid, a spell
        caster can summon forth their souls True Familiar. Most Familiars are
        creatures that a caster forms a temporary bond with to gain and give
        power. A True Familiar spell reaches across the multiverse and summons
        a creature of magic that matches as closely with the caster's soul as
        can be found in the multiverse. Such creatures provide power, insight,
        guidance, and strength to their masters, and are always from minor
        sapient species. Examples include Dolphins, Ravens, and Intelligent
        Fungi. Requirements: 1,000,000 Mana; Spatial Magic Mastery (or a
        Masters assistance); 2 days casting time. Quality: Exquisitely
        Masterworked. Durability: 593 / 800.”
   

 



    Wow! Now that is cool!” I passed the scroll around so everyone could read
    the description for themselves. It was my first Exquisitely Masterworked
    anything, and simply holding the thing in my hand seemed to be a privilege.
    “Imagine me with an intelligent talking Ravin on my shoulder.”



    “You’d be more annoying then you are now.” Commander Tegan said from where
    he stood with Tol’geth at the entrance.



    “Need some ointment for that burn?” Ailsa asked me in a whisper. She flew
    away giggling as I playfully swatted at her.



    “Yeah, yeah. Har, har very funny. But really, do you think it's worth it?
    It seems like a lot of work for little more than an annoying talking pet.”



    “Mayhap you should receive a familiar first before you judge their
    usefulness. Pina had her sabertooth with her, and it saved her from many a
    hard trial in our time. I have been told by others that a familiar can be
    just as useful, and a true one doubly so.” We all looked at the hulking man
    who nearly blocked the entranceway by himself, in a mixture of disbelief,
    or confusion. When I realized what he was talking about I sputtered.



    “W-w-wait. You’re telling me that this druid lady has a sab, a sab, a
    sabertooth tiger? As an animal companion?!” Tol’geth nodded once. “Those
    things are the size of horses!” When I was a kid, I remember going to a
    museum first live 3d holographic display opening. The sabertooth had been
    as large as a horse and had haunted my nightmares for months. So, I had my
    reasons for being scared of the things.



    “Her’s was not so big. The runt of the litter I think.” He said shrugging
    his massive shoulders.



    “Alright then, well,” I said standing up from where I had been kneeling,
    leaning on my staff slightly for support. “I think we found everything
    there is to be found.” We left together, all four of us, Ma’vone having
    already left for the surface. It felt good to finally be leaving the place
    of death and misery behind.



    ----



    When the moonlight finally touched my face, it was a palpable feeling of
    relief. I let out a deep sigh. “Let's find a spot, and sleep for the next
    month.”



    “Agreed,” Ailsa said, and we were joined by Tol’geths grunt of agreement.



    “I think I will visit my uncle first. From what I hear his wound is deep,
    though not threatening. Priest Micheal even now attends to him. I should be
    by his side. My cousins will need me if anything goes tragic.” We all said
    our goodbyes to Traser as he left for his uncle's tent, which I suspected
    was the large red one right in the middle of still lightly falling ash from
    the forest fire I had set hours earlier.



    The first camp we came across had a handful of militia, including three
    women in tattered ripped armor, huddled around a small fire. None of them
    looked like they would be sleeping that night, and I didn’t blame them.



    “Hail the camp,” I said as I walked into the firelight. “Care if we join
    your fire?”



    “Aye,” said one of the women, she was large and tending the stew pot over
    another, even smaller fire on the opposite side to us. “There’s even a bit
    o’stew in it for those who went below.” She smiled, as much of a smile as
    anyone could amid the falling ash, and with the day's memories plaguing
    them.



    The militiamen and women made room for us around the fire. It was close,
    but it was also warm and comfortable. My robe was dry, and my staff and
    ring stopped emitting fire at my command. “Oh cool, didn’t know I could
    turn it off.”



    “Really wouldn’t be very practical if you couldn’t,” Ailsa said as she
    settled herself into my bedroll without me. I nodded as it shoveled another
    spoon full of stew into my mouth.



    “Hilda, thank you again for the food. It's really good.” Tol’geth grunted
    agreement, and Ailsa sighed contentedly.



    “You’re welcome, wizard. You're one of them who went below. I heard some
    tales about what you all faced down there.” I nodded as I chewed on the
    pieces of unknown meat that tasted like chicken. “As bad as things were up
    here, I don’t know if I coulda done or saw the things yall saw and did.” A
    few of the group nodded along with her words, most of the others simply
    stared into the fire or tried to fight the nightmares for sleep.



    I finished the bowl of stew, and then crawled into my sleeping roll with
    Ailsa next to me. Her little body was warm, but more of a nuisance than a
    comfort. I didn’t think I would be able to sleep, to be honest, but as soon
    as my head hit the bedroll, I was out like a light.



    ---



    I was in a black void, dark and filled with terror. But somehow, none of
    that touched me. A blue, almost white light surrounded and infused me, as I
    watched the void roil and convulse in heaving motions. My mind had trouble
    conceiving of much of what I saw then, but all I remember now is that it
    was bad. It was alive, and it hungered.



    Then, a voice as deep as the earth, and as dark as midnight on an overcast
    and moonless night, spoke and shook my mind to nearly breaking. “You, I
    have noticed you, you insect. You have taken, something, something precious
    from me, though I know not what it was my parents left for me in that
    place.” The voice was sexless, wordless, and yet, somehow both at the same
    time. It wasn’t madness like the necromancer had been, it wasn’t hatred or
    fear, it was just hunger and blackness.



    The desire for more, the desire for, for everything. Everything that had
    been taken from the voice, and everything else that ever was and is.
    Maddening hunger was what I faced, and it had been denied something it
    wanted.



    “Leave this place child!” A voice called out. I recognized the voice, it
    was the woman from before. The sanity that had saved me from the
    necromancer. “He is mine, and I will not share him with you!” A force of
    silver-blue light radiated from somewhere behind me and pushed the void
    back.



    “He is ours, sister.” Came a third, masculine voice. It sounded familiar
    too, though far less so. It was the voice of a young man, by contrast to
    the mature female voice. “Let me assist you.”



    Yellow light, as pure and bright as the sun joined the silver, and the void
    was driven back, and then as quickly as the sun bursts from the clouds, the
    void was no longer there. Silver and golden light surrounded me, and two
    figures appeared before me, one female the other male.



    “You have cost us much, wizard.” The male accused.



    “But,” The woman's silver hand reached out and touched the male on the
    shoulder. “You have given much more in return. Our people have a haven,
    even if it is small and reliant on others. And you brother,” The female
    said, her voice filled with more than just familial affection for the
    golden figure. “Are more, because of the wizard's gift.” She looked
    directly at me then “That book you burned days ago, helped my brother to
    regain some of himself.”



    The golden figure bowed slightly before he began staring off into the
    distance. “We must be finished here soon. This indecision has cost us much,
    even if it was allowed by the laws of Ethria. The darkness that is Tesh,
    does not know you yet. Neither can it gain that knowledge without you
    willing it so, as the protection your patron has cast on you is far
    stronger than even Ethria itself could contend with.” The male said
    gesturing to the white glow around me, that had protected me from the void.



    “But be warned, you are now known by your chosen name here on this world.
    Your patron is, unwilling or somehow unable, to intervene directly unless
    Ethria itself, or your free will on matters of eternal significance, is in
    jeopardy. Use caution wizard.” The female said as she raised her hand to
    point it at me.



    “And thank you.” They said in unison as her male counterpart joined her,
    and a string of light hit me square in the chest.



    ---



    “Aaaagh!”



    “Rayid! What is the matter?!”



    I didn't know who was speaking, but my chest was burning. I opened my eyes
    and somehow my robe had caught fire.



    “Quick get water to put it out!” Someone else yelled as people began to run
    around in panic. I slapped at the fire with both hands, but that only
    spread the fire to my arms. The bedroll caught fire next, and somehow I
    felt all of it, the heat, the pain, it engulfed me totally.



    “The waters not working!” Another voice called out. “I don’t know what to
    do!”



    “He’s not losing any health! What on Ethria is going on!?”



    As time passed, I gave myself to the pain. I lay there not moving, not even
    really thinking, just letting the pain go through me. Then, just as quickly
    as it had come, it was gone. And I slept.



    ---



    I woke gasping for air from some nightmare I forgot as quickly as I sat up
    straight. The sun was well overhead, and the fire, and camp were gone.
    People scurried about me, but the camp had been broken down and packed up
    for travel. “Wah!? What? Where? Wha…?” My voice trailed off as I blinked
    madly against the light.



    “He’s awake!” Tol’geth shouted from next to me. “Ailsa, come! The wizard
    wakes!” Strong powerful hands grabbed me and lifted me off the ground.



    “Tol’geth? What's going on?” I asked as my vision regained focus.



    “I am taking you to Ailsa. Now, hush.” And I did so. As my friend carried
    me like a sleeping child, I looked around me.



    I saw the camp was all packed up and the men and women of the military
    force we had brought with us, the roughly half who had survived, looked
    bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. They went about their work with smiles on
    their faces. Some even laughed and joked together as they went about their
work. I wasn’t expecting to see that this morning, I thought.    But I suppose it's better than gloomy and sleepless.



    “Okay, why is everyone so happy Tol’geth?” I asked, breaking his moratorium
    on talking. The large man grumbled but answered anyway.



    “Why wouldn’t they be happy? Last night was feast night! Everyone loves
    feast night after a victory, everyone! Too bad you were asleep, you missed
    it.”



    It was my turn to grumble slightly.
    
        I wanted a feast too, dang it! Wait, that means I was asleep for what?
        a day, a night, and…
    
I looked up and saw the sun was just passing noon    … another half day?! What the heck happened to me?!



    We eventually got to a large tent, one of only three that were still
    standing at the center of the camp. We entered, and the air was thick with
    the smell of incense burning desperately trying to cover the smell of
antiseptic and death.    Well, this is a medical tent if I had to guess.



    A man in a large white robe, and two women in blue aprons with strange blue
    feathers sticking out of their hair that both had their hair up in a bun,
    turned almost as one to face us. “He is awake, where is Ailsa the fae? She
    said she would be here.” Tol’geth put me down gently on my feet. My head
    swam for a moment, and I held onto him as I regained my feet.



    “She just left for a moment, she will be right back,” one of the two water
    witches said. “She has been most helpful with the injured.”



    “As to our patient here,” the priest Micheal gently turned me to face him
    and steadied me by gripping my shoulders. He looked me up and down, and I
    felt the odd sensation of his awareness moving along with his eyes through
    an Analyze.



    “Well, despite what he went through, he is right rain on a sunny day, oddly
    enough he's slightly better actually. His robes, however” I felt another
    Analyze, but this time instead of going over my skin, it felt like someone
    was touching the fabric of my clothes. The process took nearly two full
    minutes of just standing there, letting my clothes be examined.



    “Ah, I think I know what happened. Or, rather I suspect I do.” The old man
    said as he turned towards the two witches. They were rather nice, looked
    rather matronly and helpful for witches, at least to me. He pulled out a
    large tomb, from under the standing desk he had been working on, and began
    to flip through the pages. “Do you think it's on page 398? Or was it 689?”
    He asked the older of the two witches.



    “Oh let me see it.” She said, taking the large book from the old man,
    licking her finger, grabbing a large chunk of the book, and flipping right
    the page she knew he needed.



    “Oh, yes. Thank you Girdi, very kind of you.” Girdi beamed lovingly at the
    old priest, as she handed him back the book. “Right, yes here it is. Holy
    symbols, holy symbols. Right. Holy symbol changes, changes, rituals, ah
    here we go blessings and curses!” He turned around, holding the large book
    with both hands, only with the help of both of the women at his sides.



    “Here you go, it looks like the robe you took had a holy symbol embedded
    just over the heart. That symbol was one for Tesh, look here.” He removed
    one hand from holding the book up and pointed at the picture of a circle
    with a single sprew coming off the top left side. The younger of the two
    witches, she had to be no older than thirty, huffed as she ducked under the
    large book and propped it up on her shoulder.



    The older woman shook her head slightly, and let out an exasperated sigh.
    This was obviously a common occurrence, and the women, instead of letting
    the priceless book be damaged, or chide the old priest in front of others
    had decided to simply help him.



    “It looks like it changed to a rather old, some thought long gone holy
    symbol. The god who uses it is not really remembered anymore, but it is
    thought to be a benevolent spirit of some kind. My thinking is, this Tesh
    character was using the holy symbol in that robe to attack you. The spirit
    or slumbering god of whatever long-dead civilization that used to call this
    place home stirred just long enough to protect you. Unfortunately, that
    protection came in the form of mixing of theurgic powers, which can cause a
    lot of discomfort of us mortal beings.”



    I was about to reply that ‘discomfort’ was the greatest understatement of
    the old man's life! But one glare from the older witch, as the priest
    turned around and placed the book back on his desk, to the relief of the
    younger witch, froze me still.



    “I suspect that whatever spirit or god that protected you is no longer
    capable of interacting with this plane, your life being saved must have
    cost it greatly! Tell me, boy, did you see any visions while you slept? Or
    perhaps while you…” The old man hesitated looking for the right word.
    “Burned?”



    As I thought about what to say, Ailsa burst into the room a riot of colors
    and energy. She cast spell after spell on me examining me from every
    medical angle she could think of before finally, blissfully, she stopped
    and hovered just before my face. “What. Happened.”



    “I believe he just answered that question.” I pointed at the priest who
    nodded solemnly. Ailsa turned to him, and the priest repeated everything
    that he had just told me. Then, repeated the question.



    “I don't really remember. There were a lot of lights, and I had nightmares
    that I think intermixed with whatever was going on.” I said, for the most
    part, I was being honest. My recollection of the events, other than being
    set on fire and having something bad attack me and then being saved by
    something or things good, was getting muddied by the nightmares that had
    woken me up.



    After some more back and forth between Ailsa and the priest discussing some
    finer details regarding the mixing of different theurgic magics, we three
    left the tent and found Tegin and Ma’vone Traser waiting for us just
    outside.



    “Fae Ailsa, thank you for helping my father,” Ma’vone said bowing towards
    Ailsa who was happily swinging her feet together on my shoulder.



    “Yes, thank you for helping my uncle. He was badly hurt, and now it looks
    like he will make it.”



    “How was he injured?” I asked.



    “Bone sword, straight through the plate armor he was wearing. Still have no
    idea how it overcame the magic in that armor though, must have just been an
    unlucky blow.” Ailsa said and she began humming softly and happily to
    herself. “That's where I was when you woke up.”



    “Yes, we are both glad to see you are alive and well,” Ma’vone said, again
    bowing towards me. Which meant he just bowed in the same direction twice in
    a row. We all stood there awkwardly for a moment.



    “How are those children we rescued doing?”



    “They are doing alright, your concern for them wizard speaks highly of you.
    The knights Sir Trestin and Sir Garin are still looking after them. It
    seems there will be at least a few happy endings for families in the
    region.” Tegan pointed towards the far end of camp. “They are over on the
    far side of camp should you wish to visit them.”



    I did, I really did. We said our goodbyes and went in search of the
    children and the knights who looked after them. They were all packing up
    around a small, hastily constructed handcart with two barrel braces for
    wheels. Sir Trestin and Garin were happy to see us, and we all exchanged
    embraces.



    When I asked about the young boy and the girl I suspected was his older
    sister, Garin beamed even more. “They are doing great! Angelia has been a
    huge help in getting the other children organized and in looking after
    them. She’s the oldest one among the bunch.”



    “She can do a bit of magic too!” Sir Trestin chimed in happily. “A little
    bit of dark and light magic, but nothing as powerful as a wizard, like
    yourself. With proper training she might be though, one day.”



    I immediately grew suspicious as to the reason the necromancer had started
    writing the book in my satchel. When I had asked about my bag, Ailsa had
    made it appear with a wave of her hand, she had somehow saved it while I
    was on fire.



    “Ailsa? How common is it for a necromancer to take on an apprentice?” I
    asked quietly once we had begun moving among the children and away from the
    two knights.



    “Um, I honestly don’t know. Why?”



    “Remember that Magic Book that you identified for us?”



    “Yeah?”



    “It was an unfinished Magic Book of Dark Magic.”



    “Oh. And you suspect she was preparing this young girl, Angelia, to be her
    new apprentice?”



    “Or slave, or body host, or anything really. I have no idea how dark magic
    works and what it can do. But you understand what I’m saying right?”



    “She can’t be trusted fully?” I nodded. “Agreed, but let's not jump to
    conclusions. I’ll analyze her first thing when we meet her. See if she has
    any affiliations listed.”



    “Isn’t that an invasion of privacy? Particularly on a young girl? Like, the
    hanging type of invasion of privacy?” Ailsa nodded.



    “But it's needed. No one, once we explained it to them, would bat an eye.
    Besides, I’m a fae, we do strange things all the time.” She giggled, stood
    to her full eight-inch height, and took off flying in circles above as I
    walked.



    We found the girl, Angelia, helping a young boy into a pair of shoes that
    were obviously a little too big for his feet. She couldn’t be older than
    eleven or twelve. Thirteen would be pushing it. She had black hair with
    bright streaks of blond, something I hadn’t seen before. Her skin was a
    light sandy color, and she barely came up to my chest when she stood full
    height to greet us.



    When I shook the girl's hand, Ailsa hit her with analyze. The girl went
    rigid, every muscle in her body tensed and the veins in her neck and
    forehead began to bulge as she fought the Analyze. “Don’t fight it. It's
    okay, it's a medical thing. We’re not sure if you’ve been cursed by the
    necromancer. A few others have, so we're just checking everyone we think
    might have been, out again.”



    


        “Deceive check, verbal passed. Moderate success. The subject believes
        you, but still feels the natural emotions of the drastic actions you
        have taken against her. Subjects current attitude of you: Aggressive
    .”




    The girl relaxed slightly as she stopped fighting. After a second or two
    she was able to take shallow breaths. The redness in her face lapsed, and
    her brothers growing worry for his sister subsided slightly. The analyze
    took another fifteen seconds before Ailsa released her.



    “She’s clean. Affiliations are to her clan, family, and brother.” I sighed
    in relief and the girl hurled herself at me, biting, scratching, and
    kicking me. Ailsa cackled as she floated above me in the air. I was able to
    eventually grab the girls arms, and hold her steady.



    “Relax, please! Ouch, that bite hurt! Right on the nipple too! Who taught
    you that? That's just dirty!” I complained as I took both of her wrists and
    held them together with one hand, while I rubbed at my left nipple where
    she had bitten me with the other. Ailsa laughed even harder as my face went
    beat red.



    “What's going on here!” Garin demanded as he came up behind us. I turned
    letting go of the girl's wrists, which was a big mistake.



    “Ouch! Really with the biting again?!” I yelled as I tried desperately to
    pull her off my back. Her teeth had dug deep into my back right shoulder
    and would certainly leave a scar. Strong hands pulled the woman off me, and
    someone else knocked me to the ground, yanked my staff from my hands, and
    threw it to the side and pinned my arms behind my back.



    “I said, what is going on here?!” Garin demanded. The man was royally
    pissed off. “Why does one of my charges attack the wizard who saved her?!”
    My face was firmly planted in the ground and I was unable to see anything.



    “He had his little fairy lady analyze me! It hurt so bad!” She yelled and
    began to cry. My head was pushed even harder into the dirt.



    “You better have a good explanation for this wizard! Or so help me, it's
    the headsman's ax! I don’t care what you’ve done!”



    ---



    Ten minutes later, after Ailsa and I both gave lengthy explanations as to
    what was going on and why we had to do what we did, along with lengthy and
    full-blown apologize from both me and Ailsa to the girl, and Angelia to us,
    we were free again.



    Sir Trestin and Garin were still angry, but not about our actions. They
    were upset we had not brought our concerns about their charges to them
    first.



    “I fully admit,” I said as I rubbed feeling back into my wrists and
    shoulders. “It was a mistake. I apologize. However, in our defense, we
    needed to know quickly, and leave her no opportunity to cover her tracks or
    escape if she did have any proper training.”



    “Sir Garin is a fully trained Crosarian knight,” Tristen said as if that
    explained anything. When I gave him a blank stare for a good thirty seconds
    the man's composure broke and he gave me a sheepish look.



    “Oh, right. I forget you’re not from anywhere close to here. Crosarian
    knights are anti-magic users. They are essentially immune from most magic.
    It means they will never be able to wield the forces of ethria like you do
    Rayid, but it means they are also protected from all but the worst and most
    direct of spells.”



    
        We could have really used him fighting that nightmare instead of on
        babysitter duty,
    
    I thought annoyed. “Alright, well I didn’t know that. Though it makes more
    sense why you were able to stop me from casting my spells so effectively.”
    I bowed slightly at the man who nodded back to me. “Well, it is noted for
    the future.”



    I looked over at Tol’geth who was grinning from ear to ear. “And where pray
    tell, were you this entire time?” I asked accusation dripping from my
    words. Tol’geth just shook his head and visibly tried not to laugh.



    “You knew this was going to happen, and just watched didn’t you?!” He
    nodded and couldn’t hold it back anymore.



    In between laughing fits I made out the words “Every mage needs humbling
    from time to time.” Ailsa began laughing along with the giant oaf, then the
    knights, and the children. Finally, a smile crossed my face.



    After saying our goodbyes, and setting things right with Angelia by
    allowing Ailsa to cast a spell to perfectly size the shoes of all of the
    children in the group, we all went looking after our own gear.



    ---



    The next few days, where a bit of a blur of activity as we marched all the
    way back to Laketown. On the first day of the march, I addressed my prompts
    and experience that I gained from the battle as I rode one of the now
    fallen knights horses. There where so many that my screens abbreviated
    everything down so it was by far more understandable.



“You have slain,
291 lvl 2 New and Weak Skeletons. 291*12 exp= 3492 exp gained.
39 lvl 3 New and Weak Skeletons. 39*17 exp = 663 exp gained.
35 lvl 4 New and Weak Skeletons. 35*24 exp = 840 exp gained.
21 lvl 5 New and Weak Skeletons. 21*29 exp = 609 exp gained.
01 lvl 1 Giant, New, and Weak Skeleton. 52*1 = 52 exp gained.
07 lvl 3-5 Black Undead. 7*51 exp = 357 exp gained.
15 lvl 3 Goblin Workers. 15*5 exp = 75 exp gained.
1 lvl 13 Professed Goblin Shaman. 1*157 +( 140 exp bonus for slaying a
        Professional Enemy) = 397 exp gained.
2 lvl 1 Dark Abominations. 2*1,237exp = 2,474 exp gained.
7 lvl 5 Black Goblin Undead. 7*42exp =297 exp gained
Total Experience Gain: 9,573

    















    I whistled softly. “ You know Ailsa, we killed a lot of things in that
    fight back there,” Ailsa grunted and nestled deeper into my satchel. She
    was completely spent after having cast so many spells in such a short
    period of time.



    


        “You have leveled up! Current level, 10. As you are now level 10 you
        gain access to a Profession! You may choose a Class and a Profession.
        You can select your Class under the Class tab, and a Profession under
        the Profession tab of your Characteristics Sheet. You must select a
        Class before you will be can grow to level 11. However, the longer you
        wait to enter your Profession the better rewards await. Your profession
        grants bonuses and strengths that will enhance your abilities greatly.
        Choosing when to take your Profession will be one of the greatest
        decisions of your life. Choose wisely! As you are level 10 and are
        currently Classless, you gain 1 randomly selected characteristic point
        (randomly selected characteristic: LUCK), and 1 free characteristic
        point to spend as you please. Additionally, you gain 2 characteristic
        points put into the characteristic that is most useful for your Class
        and/or Profession. As you have not yet selected a Class and a
        Profession, you may now choose how to use them without penalty. This
        grace period ends at level 15, where they will begin to be randomly
        selected for you. Experience points needed to next level, 10,240.
        Current Experience, 5,946.”
   

 



    I was halfway to level 11 already! Also, I had access to my profession,
    whatever that was.
    
        I will have to ask Ailsa about that and ask her thoughts on the
        situation before I decide what to do. Screw not giving advice, I need
        it now more than ever.
    



    But that wasn’t all. I also gained another level in my Healing skill,
    bringing me up to level 3, and another point in Fire Magic, bringing me up
    to level 13.
    
        My help in creating Ra’thin’ax must have tipped the scale on that one,
    
    I thought as I read over the prompts.



    I gained two skill levels in Shields: Light, and Armor: Light, as well as
    one level in my swords skill. Then I received one that I found frustrating
    as it was understandable.



    


        “Attention: As your current magic skill level in Light Magic is a
        mid-level journeyman rank, and you only know two light spells, you must
        learn more Light Magic spells in order to further increase your Light
        Magic level. An inability to do so will stagnate this skill at its
        current level.”
   

 



    That is kind of understandable
    , I thought with a mental shrug. Y
    
        ou shouldn’t be able to progress by just spamming one spell over and
        over again, even if you think of new ways to apply that spell.
    
    I opened my characteristics sheet, I had three free points to spend however
    I pleased!



    I immediately put one of them into Dexterity and another into Constitution.
    I had neglected my physical characteristics for far too long. That brought
    up my defensive scores and bumped up my HP to 130 from where it had been at
    112.



    The level up and the increase in my Constitution helped, but I still felt
far too vulnerable, which is why I chose to increase my Dexterity.    If I can’t take a hit, might as well try to dodge more of them.



    There where other things that I needed to get to with regards to character
    matinence, such as equipment, and understanding, practicing and learning
    more spells. But those things could wait for another time. I was both
    physically, spiritually, and mentally exhausted. I used the remaining time
    on the trip to relax, reflect on what had happened, get myself right with
    the old guy upstairs, and get to know my friends better.



    That four-day trek back to Laketown saw us really bond. We finally showed
    Tol’geth “movies” on Ailsa’s screens, and told him it was all entertainment
    magic that my people created, which wasn’t far from the truth. I explained
    them like plays and showed them the original Star Wars trilogy. Tol’geth
    was amazed by all of it, and by the third day he wouldn’t stop talking
    about what would happen next in the saga. He had more fan theories then
    kids in the 70s and 80s.



    Though every time the love story between Luke, Leia, and Han came up, the
    big guy got quiet and melancholy for a while. I was sure he was missing
    Pina something fierce.



    Eventually, we got to town, and were received as only returning heroes from
    the war could be. The party the townspeople held in our honor lasted nearly
three days! Sadly, we were only able to stay for one.    Friends come before parties every time, I told myself as we
    prepared to leave the morning of the second day.



    A group of Pervolin refugees from Winters Rest showed up just as we were
    preparing to leave, hoping to trade. They had not realized that the town
    had just survived an attack, and then a war against the undead. They knew
    the goblins had been causing some trouble but didn’t know the full story.



    I met with them briefly in passing. They all seemed like perfectly normal
    folk. Hard-working, and rugged, perfectly suited to life in the outdoors
    tilling good land, and working hard to pay for their keep. I was sure they
    would be successful no matter what happened to them out here on the
    frontier.



    Most of them were farmers, but one of their numbers was a Priest of
    Kiertoss named Father Ruderal. I hadn’t even known that Kiertoss has
    started recruiting a priesthood, but I suppose a goddess has gotta start
    somewhere.



    We didn’t have long to talk before I and my companions had to leave, but he
    told me that a few caravans had made it to the settlement. He told me that
    there were plenty of places for the caravan travelers to rest their heads,
    for now. And that new longhouses and blocks were springing from the ground
    almost like “weeds at high summer.” Whatever that meant.



    He also told me that the people there were trying to figure out a name for
    the place, and I gave him the one that Ailsa had suggested, “Winters Rest.”
    The priest, a good man by all accounts, if a bit grey-haired and long in
    the tooth, promised he would take it under advisement. I don’t think he
    realized exactly who I was until Ailsa appeared, but at that point I was
    nearly dragged away by Tol’geth, who was eager to get on with what we had
    to do.



    As we were leaving we were stopped by Sir Tegin Traser, who rode up to us
    on his uncles massive, pure-white steed. “Hail!” he called as we were
    making our way to the docks to take a skiff over to Winters Rest. According
    to Ailsa Winters Quarters was far too “emotionally charged” for me. I
    didn’t see it but Tol’geth seemed to agree.



    We were going to meet up with Lisander, and Salina there, before Salina did
    us a major favor we had practically begged her for via the magical
    communication stones that the Elves had left with Laketown. She agreed to
    send us right to the very doorstep of the Twins. From there, we would make
    our way south to Harvesters Bounty, and find wherever this sorcerer was,
    kill him, and save Tol’geths lady love. Or colleague he had a crush on. I
    still wasn’t very sure about what their relationship was exactly.



    “Hail!” I said in response, as our group slowed our pace so the dismounting
    knight could catch up to us. “Come to see us off?” I asked, smiling at a
    group of militiamen singing very poorly, clearly drunk, on the other side
    of the street. A smaller group of Pervolin farmers looked on longingly at
    the drinking from our side of the street.



    “Well actually, I was hoping I might join you. I and Laketown owe you and
    your friends a deep debt. One we have only just begun to repay. My uncle
    has given me leave to accompany you south, to resolve what he called a
    diplomatic issue? I’m lost on the details, but what I understood was that
    there is a woman you seek to rescue from the clutches of a vile sorcerer.
    Is this true?” I looked at Tol’geth.



    “She is a shaman of my people, an earth speaker, wood talker, wolf
    whisperer. Your people might call her a druid. She was, my companion, and
    she was lost as we protected our charge the Varidian Ambassador to Tor.”
    Tol’geths voice was somber, despite the jovial atmosphere around us.



    His cursed arm was in a sling, wrapped in healing bandages with magical
    runes on them. Ailsa’s purple spell still encased the arm, but the holy
    magic of the priest worked to help Ailsa’s spell, not hinder it. Or so I
    had been told.



    “Oh! That's even better! A beautiful warrior maiden, trapped by an evil
    sorcerer, who sacrificed her own freedom to keep her charge and friends
    protected. There is no woman more worthy of rescue, be her maiden, dame, or
    crone.” Tol’geth grunted in agreement and annoyance.



    “So, can I come?” The over-eager commander of the what was now known as the
    three-day war asked. Practically pleading for the opportunity to save a
    helpless damsel in distress. I rolled my eyes.



    “I see no problem with it, do either of you?”



    “Another blade, even if a talkative one, is always welcome,” Tol’geth said.



    “I like his armor, it's shiny.” Ailsa played giggling as she twirled,
    looped, and revealed in the light and jubilant atmosphere around us.



    “Well, that settles it then. On the sage advice of one fairy, who thinks
    your armor is most shiny, you are now part of the team.” I pronounced with
    the utmost solemnity.



    “Speaking of which,” Ailsa said landing on Tol’geth’s back and looking at
    the two of us. “Shouldn’t our team have a name? And shouldn’t we form a
    proper party? Not just a travelers party?”



    “Sure, do you have any suggestions?” I asked her and looked to each member
    of the group as we strode onto the pier.



    “How about the Warriors of Light?” Traser asked. We looked at each other,
    even Tol’geth, and all burst out laughing. After a few seconds even Traser
    joined in the mirth. We were still laughing as the skiff pulled away from
    the dock, and we began our trek south.



    [THE END]



    



    


Epilogue 1: The Creature



    “Success is the sole earthly judge of what is right and wrong” - Adolf
    Hitler



    The Dark Valley, a few days after the demise of the necromancer.









    The Creature sat next to the throne, its bulbous snail-like body jostling
    at random intervals and for seemingly incomprehensible reasons. Its lower,
    smaller, weaker arms gripped nothing, but its larger arms held to a box
    filled with scrolls, messages from the court's minions all across Ethria.



    “Creature, come forth and report.” The Creatures Master, now restored to
    his throne after centuries of death, ordered. The Creature complied, its
    legs and front arms levering its great bulk into motion. It stopped in
    front of the throne and handed the Herald the box of written missives.



    The Herald pulled from the box, that he handed to a slave, a seemingly
    random piece of parchment, read it, and then retrieved another. There were
    hundreds of them, but the court was expected to stay, to hear each one.
    They were the outcomes of their minion's actions across all of Ethria.



    For some in the Court, it was a game they played for their lords favor, for
    others it was the best entertainment available. For most, however, it was a
    nail-biting experience where their actions and the actions of their
    subordinates would be judged openly.



    Some of the scrolls had contained messages for the court from these lesser
    lords and minions, the best of them merely hedge knights of the dark court,
    praising the return of their dread lord. Most stopped there, but a few
    asked a boon or provided a gift of some kind. Usually measly and pathetic,
    but each was added to the treasury and accounted for nonetheless.



    After each scroll was read aloud, The Creatures Master would either nod at
    the news and motion for The Herald to move on, pronounce judgment upon a
    minion of some note, usually a punishment for begging aid or for lackluster
    performance, but at times a boon for greater service than expected. In
    either case, dark agents of the court, usually succubi or incubi, were sent
    forth to deal out punishment or reward.



    Only three of the scrolls contained news of truly negative outcomes. Of out
    and out failures on the part of the court's minions. The Herald read the
    first, and least damning of these three, and some members of the court
    laughed, even their Dreadlord chuckled slightly at the absurdity.



    A lich lord who had been in deep hibernation waiting for the Return, awoke
    when the signal was sent, only to find that his once stronghold in the deep
    dark of the Iron Coast mountain range, had been turned into a temple to the
    honored dead of a, particularly pious dwarf clan.



    The clan's priests had swiftly beat the litch to death with holy and light
    aligned weapons before it was able to summon aid from its nearby buried
    minions. “Nothing could have been done there, if the lich returns, which
    seems unlikely from the missive, help him find new accommodations.” The
    Master proclaimed fighting laughter as he did so.



    Eventually, after several more positive reports, the second such scroll was
    read. This time the court didn’t laugh, and the Master fumed. The work of
    the Dark Courts minions to infiltrate the clergy and courts of Tor, the
    powerful human kingdom to the far south, had been frustrated when the
    Arch-Bishop and the Cardinalic Council discovered an old divine spell that
    would uncover a person's true heritage.



    When done as a curiosity to members of his personal staff, the Arch-Bishop
    discovered that one person had been related to a long-gone abyssal lord.
    When the churches investigators discovered that that man had been a member
    of a hidden cult to Tesh, things had changed. Tragically, nearly the entire
    cult of Tesh in Tor’s capital had been caught in the wide net of suspicion
    that the prolific use of such a spell cast.



    The Arch-Bishop, in a fear-filled and agitating speech to the Cardinalic
    Council, had explained that he had discovered nearly five such high placed
    brothers in the clergy. Of course only two of them had been actual
    cultists, but the clergy never let a little thing like ‘truth’ get in the
    way of them making the most of a real crisis to remove political enemies.



    The Arch-Bishop, taking advantage of the youth of the prince, as the boy's
    father the king was on his deathbed, and the inability of the child's royal
    steward to interfere in religious affairs, proclaimed what he promised
    would be a passive, “peaceful” purge of the entire kingdom. It was sold as
    an effort to purify the kingdom of infiltrators, and to the consternation
    of the Dark Court, it was working.



    The good news was that the ensuing chaos that this ‘purification’ was
    causing could potentially create many opportunities for new agents to
    arise. Though recruiting, no matter the era or location was always
    troublesome.



    After some discussion by the court of ways to best take advantage of the
    situation, and who might be put in charge of recruiting for the area, The
    Herald continued reading the scrolls. There was one that pleased nearly
    everyone, involving the Glass Islands and the slave trade there.



    Apparently one of the slave markets had had mass executions after an
    attempted slave revolt and the local cult to Tesh had successfully
    infiltrated the slavers guild as the executioners, turning each death into
    a blood sacrifice. They had successfully filled nearly a thousand mana
    crystals and were looking for a way to transport them to the Dark Valley.



    In the air of that jubilant atmosphere, the creature winced as the last of
    the three bad news scrolled was chosen and read next. “The necromancer of
    the ruins of the Dow’del among the Shield Mountain range has been slain,
    and the swamp goblin tribes she had dominated have been routed. The twins
    are free from siege, and the elves of Lo’sar have secured the region, your
    grace.” The Herald said as he handed the king the scroll he had just read
    aloud, as he had all the other ones before.



    The Master of the Dark Valley took the scroll, read it again, and then
    tossed it into the fire braiser he had next to him for just such a purpose.
    “It is a small matter, the region north of Tor is sparsely populated, and
    the elf colony there is weak and filled with pacifists.” The court
    collectively, and silently, sighed in relief.



    “The necromancer was one of our weakest servants in that area in eras past,
    I only vaguely remember him, no her, that's right it was a female?
    Remarkable only because of her sex really, so few women choose that path.”
    The Master seemed more contemplative then upset, and The Creature
    internally relaxed. “The area will be conquered by whoever we send to
    undermine the larger southern region. Continue with the reading of the
    reports.”



    


Epilogue 2: The Gods



    “When I despair, I remember that all through history the way of truth and
    love have always won. There have been tyrants and murderers, and for a
    time, they can seem invincible. But in the end, they always fall. Think of
    it-always.” ― Mahatma Gandhi



    Location unknown, a few days after the demise of the necromancer.









    Kiertoss watched high above the world, as her people made their way closer
    to the land that she was considering naming as her domain. Her lover,
    Korvus, was among them, now older and wiser and she admitted to herself,
    more handsome, then he had been only months before. He guarded the roads
    north, working with caravan guards, elected captains, and the few nobles
    who had been removed from power and exiled by Dominus’s priesthood.



    Kiertoss, on the other hand, had begun her work more subtly, moving among
    the handful of clergy who had been exiled, and whose souls had not been
    blackened by, other, powers. She watched as her new High-Priest worked to
    organize them from their gathering point at Winters Rest, the name of the
    settlement that the wizard they had summoned had founded for their safe
    haven.



    The work was not finished, it had only just begun, but she felt in herself,
    a growth. Where the last few thousand years she had only diminished in
    strength, wisdom, beauty, and authority, now her domain was growing, her
    influence spreading. Even if it was to only a few small groups of followers
    who had converted away from the sun god, it was a beginning.



    Humans, even those with Pervolin bloodlines, were far different,
    shorter-lived creatures than their original charges. And so much of her and
    Korvus’s moral philosophy and code had to adapt to those differences. Her
    clergy where hard at work helping her do just that.



    Her attention shifted then, away from the hardworking clergy who prayed for
    guidance as they scribbled furiously writing down her moral codes even as
    she formulated them. Her attention ended on Dominus, the God was fighting
    she could see, wrestling with the contradictions that his clergy had
    introduced into his domain. Kiertoss had no idea what would come of the
    internal turmoil of her once friend, but she desperately hoped it would be
    a positive change.



    Perhaps I should seek guidance?
    She thought as she looked away from Ethria, and towards distant stars and
    cosmoses that swirled far away, where she knew there lived a being she
    could seek it from.
    
        That one has offered aid before when we summoned the wizard. Perhaps
        they would do so again?
    



    No, that being was far too powerful to be concerned with what even she, a
    God, if a lesser one, was doing. That being formed the cosmoses, spun them
    on their axis, and had dictated the very nature of natural law at the first
    founding of the first creation cycles and cycles ago. That being would have
    no time for her and Korvus, and their little problem, adjusting to serving
    humans of all creatures.



    But who knew? That one had thought it worth their time to ensure the rights
    of the summoned wizard. Perhaps, just perhaps, they would find an interest
    in her?
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    Human Adaptability:
    Humans are by far one of the most adaptable species on all Ethria. As such,
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    characteristic points in the primary class characteristic of their chosen
    class, and 1 point distributed randomly.



    Unlucky / Lucky (Agent of Change):
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    information you had learned on your old world. Be careful, however, as
    those who have any trait or affiliation that ties them strongly to this
    plane of existence will not take kindly to outsiders such as yourself. Your
    knowledge is power, hide it well. Other effects to be discovered.



    Gift of Tongues:
    You have been blessed by the cosmic being (s) of your home plane to be able
    to speak or read any language that you might encounter at the level of
    Proficient as if you were a native speaker with no accent. For this ability
    to activate you must first encounter the language twice. Other effects to
    be discovered.



    Mysterious Stranger:
    As you are from another place, certain aspects of yourself are permanently
    hidden from denizens of this new realm you now call home unless you
    personally reveal it to them. These aspects are listed as Unknown on your
    character sheet and will be seen by others as such until you learn more
    about yourself and claim a new place in the world. You will always have the
    hidden labels from your past home, but the new labels will be revealed to
    all that see. Find a new home, forge a new heritage for yourself, and claim
    Ethria as your own. In addition, this means that you have a natural
    resistance to mental manipulation, as your experiences and thought patterns
    are alien. 15%+current level chance of mental manipulation failure,
    magical/non-magical. Other effects to be discovered.






    Mysterious Stranger Aspect “Past Oaths”:
    In your past world, the oaths you took were relatively easy to keep, and as
    such had little hold on your soul. Most of these were stripped away when
    you went through the veil. However, you can reclaim these oaths as part of
    the Mysterious Stranger gift, granting you both guiding principles by which
    to live your life, and certain restrictions and boons based upon these
    oaths.



    Oaths Reclaimed:


    The Sanctity of Life:
    In your past life you swore to uphold the sanctity of the lives of other
    humans. You have interpreted this as to apply to the sanctity of all
    sapient life, a rare sentiment indeed on Ethria. While further growth and
    knowledge may change your specific understanding and application of the
    principles of this oath, you are bound to it. Oath Type: Rare. Oath
    Restrictions: May not willfully or knowingly take the life of a sapient
    being without just cause. Doing so will have severe negative effects either
    temporary, or permanent depending upon the severity of the breach. Oath
    Boons: +1 automatic relationship status upgrade to all sapient beings upon
    their learning of this Oath. Oath Status: Newly Reclaimed, Loyal 1





    Unlimited Potential:
    Ethria itself has given your race this boon, you will be able to learn
    every type of magic native to Ethria. This boon synergizes with each of
    your cosmic gifts. Known Synergies: None.




    Special Abilities





    Analyze:
    Using more than your still to view and read a situation, you extend your
    life force over an object, creature, or person to gather more information.




    Magical Attributes


    
        
            	
                
                    Mana Regen: Minute / Second
                

            
            	
                
                    253
                

            
            	
                
                    4.2
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Mana Pool: Max / Current
                

            
            	
                
                    104642
                

            
            	
                
                    N/A
                

            
        

    



    Skills


    
        
            	
                
                    Skills
                

            
            	
                
                    Skill Points
                

            
            	
                
                    Skill Scores
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Read/Write (English)
                

            
            	
                
                    17.5
                

            
            	
                
                    35.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Research
                

            
            	
                
                    5.0
                

            
            	
                
                    5.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Statistical Analysis
                

            
            	
                
                    4.0
                

            
            	
                
                    4.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Deceive (any format)
                

            
            	
                
                    8.0
                

            
            	
                
                    12.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Basic House Cleaning / Maintenance
                

            
            	
                
                    2.0
                

            
            	
                
                    2.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Basic Cooking
                

            
            	
                
                    0.0
                

            
            	
                
                    0.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Singing
                

            
            	
                
                    5.0
                

            
            	
                
                    5.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Use Weapon: Sword
                

            
            	
                
                    6.0
                

            
            	
                
                    6.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Armor: Light
                

            
            	
                
                    4.0
                

            
            	
                
                    4.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Shield: Light
                

            
            	
                
                    6.0
                

            
            	
                
                    9.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Survey
                

            
            	
                
                    4.0
                

            
            	
                
                    4.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Analyze
                

            
            	
                
                    2.0
                

            
            	
                
                    2.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Mana Manipulation
                

            
            	
                
                    8.0
                

            
            	
                
                    12.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Force Magic
                

            
            	
                
                    10.0
                

            
            	
                
                    15.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Fire Magic
                

            
            	
                
                    13.0
                

            
            	
                
                    26.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Light Magic
                

            
            	
                
                    8.0
                

            
            	
                
                    8.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Average Magic Skill
                

            
            	
                
                    10.3
                

            
            	
                
                    16.3
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Enchantment
                

            
            	
                
                    1.0
                

            
            	
                
                    1.0
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Healing
                

            
            	
                
                    3.0
                

            
            	
                
                    3.0
                

            
        

    



    Spell List


    
        
            	
                
                    Spells Known
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Cure Light Wounds
                

            
            	
                
                    Type: Light, School: Biomancy.
                

            
            	
                
                    5 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    1 second / Instant
                

            
            	
                
                    5 seconds
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects
                

            
            	
                
                    Causes a healing aura to appear around the subject within
                    the given range. Healing that subject for, 1d6+luck mod
                    Healing + Higher Prof, Biomancy/Light
                

            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Light Ball 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    School / Type: Light
                

            
            	
                
                    1 mana / 60 seconds. 30 mana at time of casting.
                

            
            	
                
                    3 seconds / 28 minutes before needing new mana source.
                

            
            	
                
                    3 seconds
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects:
                

            
            	
                
                    Creates a small ball of light out of pure mana that will
                    stick to any surface you will it too, illuminating 30 feet
                    around itself.
                

            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Force Bolt 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Force
                

            
            	
                
                    5 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    Instant
                

            
            	
                
                    1 second
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects
                

            
            	
                
                    1d6 + Modifiers damage. Will slightly auto-adjust to
                    target, +3 to attack.
                

            
            	
                
                    Modifiers
                

            
            	
                
                    Damage: Intelligence, Emotional Stability.
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Augmentations Available
                

            
            	
            
            	
                
                    Special
                

            
            	
                
                    Can overcharge bolt for +5 mana per second, dealing an
                    additional dice of damage / 5 mana, max 4.
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    Acidic Augmentation
                

            
            	
                
                    Hammer Augmentation
                

            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
                
                    Drill Augmentation
                

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Force Shield
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Force
                

            
            	
                
                    30-1,000 mana cost initially, 30 mana / second maintenance
                

            
            	
                
                    5 seconds / infinite with mana
                

            
            	
                
                    1 min
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects:
                

            
            	
                
                    Creates a handheld shield out of mana that grants an armor
                    bonus equal to your Force Magic Skill Score, and alacrity
                    with this spell. Currently this spell will create a shield
                    as hard as Bronze, with nearly all of its characteristics.
                

            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Fire Jet 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire
                

            
            	
                
                    30 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    Instant, variable
                

            
            	
                
                    1 min 30 sec
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects
                

            
            	
                
                    Sends a cone of fire from the caster's fingertips for
                    fifteen feet outwards, dealing 50 + 10 /second Fire damage.
                    Sets anything caught in the cone a fire (damage effects
                    already calculated). Save for 1/2 damage either Reflex or
                    Insight check.
                

            
            	
                
                    Modifiers
                

            
            	
                
                    Damage: Intelligence, Rage Effects
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
                
                    Special
                

            
            	
                
                    Can sustain the flame for up to 10 seconds, for an
                    additional cost of +30 Mana a second
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Fire Ball 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire.
                

            
            	
                
                    500 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    15 seconds / max 30 min (fire persists) Instant explosion
                    upon impact
                

            
            	
                
                    5 minutes
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effects
                

            
            	
                
                    Sends a ball of sticky fire, fueled by mana, at your enemy.
                    Explodes upon contact with any solid object, dealing 50+ 50
                    damage per second until the mana is expired (mana lasts
                    1d10 + fire magic skill score seconds). Lights subject a
                    fire dealing 1d10 damage per second after mana expires
                    until the fire is extinguished.
                

            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Flaming Stones 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire, Force
                

            
            	
                
                    50 mana / stone
                

            
            	
                
                    15 seconds per stone / Until used or 30 min expires
                

            
            	
                
                    1 hour
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effect
                

            
            	
                
                    Creates up to 5 tiny red pebbles, that upon command will be
                    launched in a single direction. upon contact with anything
                    solid, will activate, melting touched subjects for 1d20 +
                    fire skill level fire damage, and any objects for the same
                    in damage to durability.
                

            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Summon Lesser Fire Elemental
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire. School, Summoning.
                

            
            	
                
                    500 mana summon, + 15 mana per minute of possession
                

            
            	
                
                    30 seconds / 15 min
                

            
            	
                
                    30 min
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effect
                

            
            	
                
                    REQUIRED: Access to an elemental fire lay line or node.
                    Summons 1 Lesser Fire Elemental from the elemental plane of
                    fire that you can give 1 simple command. You can choose
                    instead to "possess" the creature, allowing you to do much
                    more complex actions.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Fire Trap 1
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire,
                

            
            	
                
                    500 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    1 min / Indefinite
                

            
            	
                
                    5 min
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effect
                

            
            	
                
                    A derivative of the FireBall spell, this spell creates a
                    thin triangular mana construct that will stick to any
                    surface it is affixed to on one side, while the two other
                    once activated by either the casters will or whatever
                    mechanism the caster sets during the casting of the spell,
                    will spew forth fire dealing 1d10 + fire magic skill level
                    damage per second. This will last for 10+fire magic skill
                    level, seconds. Trap does damage objects it is affixed to
                    that are not some form of stone, for 1/2 fire magic skill
                    level durability damage per second.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    Time Lords Inferno 2
                

            
            	
                
                    School/Type
                

            
            	
                
                    Cost
                

            
            	
                
                    Casting Time / Duration
                

            
            	
                
                    Cool Down
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Type: Fire,
                

            
            	
                
                    36,000 Mana
                

            
            	
                
                    5 Min / Instant
                

            
            	
                
                    1 week, will lesson with higher-ranked Enchanting skill.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Effect
                

            
            	
                
                    REQUIRED: At least 1 rank in Enchanting skill. This spell
                    creates a massive explosion of heat and fire dealing 100 D
                    4 damage + fire skill. Will 1/2 damage every 15-20 feet out
                    from the explosion. The explosion will on occasion collapse
                    in on itself in an implosion dealing 50 D 4 damage + Force
                    magic skill.There is also the unlikely possibility that
                    further effects will be manifested.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
            	
                
                    ADDITIONAL EFFECTS DISCOVERED: Glowing Sun: If
                    enough material is consumed by the implosion, a small,
                    nearly self-sustaining SUN will be born that will die over
                    the next 24 hours.
                

            
        

    


    
        
            	
                
                    General Augmentations
                

            
        

        
            	
                
                    FIRE Augmentations
                

            
            	
            
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
                
                    Devouring Flame
                

            
            	
                
                    Devouring Flame: Can be applied to all aerosol fire spells.
                    Flames are reduced to 1/3 size of any area effect and
                    duration of the spell. The fire burns three times hotter.
                    This prevents mana drain effects and increased damage by *3
                    for the spell.
                

            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

        
            	
            
            	
            
        

    



    



    Note From The Author



    There are a lot of new authors in LitRPG and GameLIT. This makes sense as
    it’s a new and growing genre that crossovers with a lot of other genres,
    Post Apocalypse, Science Fiction, and my personal favorite Fantasy (and all
    the sub-genres that exist in each of those). So, to help my readers, and
    potential future authors connect with others I have listed several
    resources and places below that might prove useful.



    



    Fan Resources



    MeWe Group Page: 
    I founded this group over at MeWe, an alternative social media site. If you
    hate Facebook and want to hang out with other fans/authors? Join here!



    https://mewe.come/join/litrpg1



    LitRPG Facebook Page:
    This page is run by Aleron Kong, the author of “The Land.” He has geared it
    towards fans and has rather strict behavioral standards for other authors.
    If you want to just chill with fans? Totally the place to go!



    
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/?ref=bookmarks
    



    LitRPG Rebels:
    This page is run by several awesome writers. This is a bit of a rough and
    tumble group, but still very fun! Go give it a look see if you’re
    interested in “dank memes.”



    
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGRebels/?ref=bookmarks
    



    LitRPG Books:
    Probably the most family friendly group where both authors and fans can
    freely interact. If you are interested in learning about new book releases
    directly from authors, or interacting with authors and/or other fans, then
    this page is for you!



    
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/?ref=bookmarks
    
    



    LitRPG Forum:
    If you're interested in chatting about virtually anything revolving around
    games, LitRPG, GameLIT or anything else really, I would head here. It’s a
    very chill environment over at the Forum.



    
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/?ref=bookmarks
    



    



    Author Resources



    LitRPG Authors Guild:
    This page is specifically meant for authors of LitRPG, or those who are
    working to become authors. Fans are typically welcome, but the vast
    majority of the posts have questions about the more technical details
    surrounding the publishing/business side of things. If you are looking to
    publish soon, this is the place you will want to field your technical
    questions.



    
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/176420686596977/?ref=bookmarks
    
    



    Literature Devil:
    This is a YouTube channel that discusses and deconstructs stories in modern
    and classical literature. It does have some political videos, but you could
    watch his writing and story videos without getting too much into that if
    you like. His video titled “Can A Racist Character Be Heroic?” Is perhaps
    the best one on his channel.



    
        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k6kqYrztWU8
    
    



    Hello Future Me:
    This Youtuber makes videos on the regular about narrative, story, and every
    aspect of writing a good story. His favorite story is Avatar: The Last
    Airbender, so expect a lot of references to that. This is probably the most
    useful for writers who are pre-publication, as it will help you understand
    exactly what you should be looking for in your work.



    
        https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCFQMO-YL87u-6Rt8hIVsRjA
    
    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    

















"To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just
    have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group."



    
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/?ref=bookmarks
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