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 Sitting in the center of a great stone hall�lit aglow by an abundance of torches�an old man leans back, worn and decrepit, on an upraised throne. He�s draped in elegant robes of aged purple cloth, finely embroidered with an odd, but matching, pointed cap. Cobwebs cling to him where he sits, unperturbed, and camouflage his thin white hair and beard. His sedentary posture suggests that he has not moved in a very long time. He seems more dead than alive.
 The old man stirs and wheezes, producing dry sounds not far from the rattles of death. After a moment, the harsh rasping of parched, unused vocal chords settles into a hoarse voice.
 �What if��
 While the old one slowly speaks, he centers himself in his seat and pulls himself up to stand through great effort. The creaking of old bones and ancient wood echo through the hall. The wispily-bearded man�s hunched back straightens as he meets the challenge of the stairs downward. Each step he takes seems to invigorate him. His withered body begins to grow fuller and his hair darkens by shades as he moves toward the viewer.
 At the bottom of the stairs, his body is now that of a powerful forty-something. A new glint in his eyes accompanies his mischievously upturned lips.
 �What if, at your leisure,� the man exclaims while raising his left arm with measured slowness, �you could transport yourself to another world as real as your own? A world where landscapes are breathtaking, wilds are untamed, and nothing is beyond your reach?�
 The man closes his fingers in front of him, as if grasping the very world of which he speaks. His arm is revivified�his form young and imposing. His voice is loud and bold.
 ��A world filled with mystery and adventure? A world where you can tailor your own adventure and forge your own destiny? A world where you can leave behind an old, frail body and any malady that curtails you?�
 The man casts up both of his hands and the scene of him standing in the hall erupts in a torrent of light which fades into several short glimpses of adventurous life. The man�s shadowy form, backlit by an enormous moon, stands atop a great cliffside overlooking the world beneath. Next, he is shown reading in a great library surrounded by stacks, piles, and shelves filled with hundreds of thousands of books. Then, at a celebration of insane scale, he�s drinking outside at a table of honor amid a massive feast. Finally, the man arcs electricity from his upturned left hand while hurling a ball of flame towards a crowd of charging, bloodthirsty adversaries.
 The man�s visage fills the screen again. With a wide smile he asks, �What if simply being there could give you extra time?� The vivid recording then fades starkly to black where the frosty text �Chronicle� appears in an operational link.
 The link in that advertisement would bring you to a website selling Chronicle pods. The advertisement quickly circulated through news outlets and social media networks. Within three months, everyone in the world had seen it. That advertising wildfire was thanks in no small part to heavy media attention focused on showing off the brand-new technology that hundreds of famous online personalities simultaneously beta tested for a full, 168-hour, week. One full week. All contained within the span of only 21 hours.
 Reporters, critics, streamers, and their ilk sang nothing save praises of the experience they had undertaken. Editorials, blogs, vlogs, and live streamed chats boasted of how they had stepped into a funny little pod, sat through a few diagnostics, tweaked a few character settings, and then found themselves standing in a complete and beautiful new world. The testers could do whatever they wanted. Some simply relaxed, found the spare time to read a book or two, and watched a few movies. Some drank wildly, fought vigorously, and partied continuously. Some heroically protected innocents from fiends and felons, while others robbed them and fled. The testers could act entirely without inhibitions. The one thing every tester did without fail, however, was log out after hours of playtime to discover that they had only been in the pod for minutes. That was the haymaker that would leave the testers floored and the world reeling.
 The game that would change the world was released in 2062. At the time, there was nothing particularly groundbreaking about an immersive virtual reality world or even fully fledged artificial intelligence, but what Chronicle brought to the table was technology that felt significantly more advanced and incredibly more polished. When playing in a Chron pod you felt and sensed everything. Pain was limited to certain thresholds and filters could eliminate some undesired effects�but overall, sensations seemed real and, often, better. The crippled could walk, the deaf could hear, the blind could see, and those unable to smell could experience the scent of limburger cheese, to their own boon or folly.
 A Non-Player Character, an artificially intelligent game denizen of Chronicle, was found to be indistinguishable from another player in a pod, except for a lack of name hovering above their head within a city and a complete lack of knowledge relating to the real world. NPCs had it all: ambitions, insecurities, and lineages that could be traced back generations. Alone, that was already an incredible feat for a virtual world, but Chronicle�s second biggest trick was that the world would evolve naturally on its own. The hierarchical AI of Chronicle created new content, quests, and narratives as the game was played. Content was created almost instantly and checked by a command chain of separate AI entities, just as quickly, to ensure that the additions were thematic and were not entirely game breaking.



\\\\\\


 �Today is the day! I�m getting my very own Chron pod!�
 Corbin Landrick, an exhilarated 24-year-old mischief-prone man, couldn�t have slept the night before even if he had given it a real try. He hopped out of bed and thought about his recent reversal of fortune. The best game in the world�if one could truly call it a game�was going to be delivered to and made playable for him within the next hour.
 Chronicle had been released nearly half a year ago and Corbin, living dollar-to-dollar despite an age of government-provided allowances, couldn�t dream of affording a gaming pod without taking out a loan that would ruin him. Corbin wasn�t dull, nor was he a bad judge of the state of things and, despite the state of his finances, some might even call Corbin good with money. His problem was a terrible run of misfortune.
 Corbin was ambitious within his means. He had many ideas which were certainly clever if not profitable. He worked hard, chased his ambitions when he had accumulated any sum of extra money, and played games or reread a book when he was completely exhausted of resources. For the last half year, he�d put his projects aside in order to save up enough money for a Chron pod. He was still a considerable way off from his target goal when a rare offer for a refurbished pod awoke him from a post-work nap the day before�thanks to an alert from a program he had set up to monitor second-hand retailers. The purchase had nearly drained his funds dry, but he was so happy about it that he had been jittering in anticipation through the night. Now with a brand-new toy, he�d have to dine with utmost frugality if he wanted to pay his rent on time.
 Corbin, along with the rest of the world, had had his eye on Chronicle since its announcement and wanted to play the game for fun every bit as much as he wanted the extra time and opportunities that it would provide him. At this point, the most hardcore players in game would had had nearly four years of playtime more than he had.
 �Unacceptable,� Corbin thought. His mood soured and his excited quivering ceased. It was completely unacceptable for him to have missed out on so much time. �It�s like losing four years of my life for nothing.�
 Despite sounding a bit dramatic to himself, Corbin wasn�t entirely wrong. Over the last half year, using standard time, most services had become available within the game world of Chronicle. As advertised, anyone in the game could watch full movies, read books, and even watch in-game live streamed content. Scores of businesses had transferred their operations into Chronicle for the same reason students studied there: eight times as much time just for being logged in.
 When players step into and strap themselves into pods, they�re scanned then automatically fitted with biometric sensors which not only monitor the players� conditions but allow for continuous fine tuning to ensure a seamless immersive experience. Then, the players accept that they�re ready to log in and are put into a sleep-like trance which they�ll remain in until they choose to leave or are ejected in the case of an emergency. All capsules are easily upgradable for long term use, should a player wish to remain in the game for more than the suggested maximum 12 real hours at a time. Upgrades include haptic electrodes which stimulate muscles, feeding tubes for nourishment, and a waste disposal tube for just that. There isn�t an upgrade for a standard pod which keeps the user washed, and the in-and-out tubes have earned a reputation for being a less than wholly pleasant experience to fit and remove.
 Corbin worked for a construction group as a �construction apprentice.� In short, he did all the jobs that needed doing but no one would volunteer for, and he received little pay for his trouble. The day was Friday, and he was taking a rare day off to receive and set-up his new, refurbished Chron pod.
 Corbin checked to make sure he had a beef Pacquet brand food packet connected to his Pacquet brand Print-n-Grille and said the activation phrase, �Pack it!�
 �What would you like me to cook for you? If you�d like a list of op�� the meal fabricator was cut off by Corbin.
 �Make me roast beef on a biscuit,� Corbin demanded.
 �Right away! You are currently low on Roa��
 �Just make it already,� snapped Corbin impatiently.
 �Right away! Your roast beef on biscuit will be ready in five minutes. While you wait, check out this amazing deal for��
 �Print-n-Grille volume mute,� Corbin said, silencing the upcoming advertisement, as well as the upcoming alert which would tell him precisely when his food was ready to eat.
 As Corbin waited for his food, he decided to feed his anticipation by browsing some websites for general information about Chronicle. He�d already checked various forums and wikis for information on classes, leveling guides, and exploits in the game but the information was sparse considering how much time players had had to update it.
 In Chronicle, in-game copper, silver, gold, and platinum coins could be exchanged for real world currency. Both were about as tangible as the other, but to make the exchange you�d have to visit money changers in game or install third-party software on your ChronPod. These NPCs could typically be found in banks and act as the in-game faces of various large banking conglomerates. Because players have the ability to exchange in-game currency for credits and the other way around, those who made good money in game could earn a respectable living from the virtual world.
 Before Corbin had gleaned any useful information, a delivery drone requested access into the apartment to drop off a parcel.
 �Please come in!� Corbin yelled, ecstatically.
 The drone wheeled its way into the apartment and, upon determining that the room was too cluttered for an easy delivery, opened its large, reusable shipping container and left the massive Chronicle pod right beyond the threshold before speeding off.
 �Come on!� Corbin wailed before clearing a path and pushing the massive pod toward the closest universal utility port to plug in his brand-new hardware.
 After plugging in the pod and before getting both legs in, Corbin remembered to grab his then-cold roast beef biscuit and devour it along with as much water as he could drink over a five second period. It was time for him to get in the game.
 Corbin stripped down to his boxer briefs, climbed into the upright pod, and leaned back.
 �Power on,� Corbin said with the welling excitement of a six-year-old on Christmas morning.
 The pod whirred briefly as the lid automatically slid shut and the pods orientation leaned Corbin back at a 30-degree angle.
 A dispassionate female voice filled the capsule. �Please place your hands on the acclimatization handles, if able. Since this is your first time using this Chronicle pod, you must allow a short diagnostic to take place. Please read over the terms of service while you wait.�
 The pod began whirring once again after Corbin gripped the two handles in front of his hands, which set his body in the position that the pod was waiting for. A prompt appeared in front of Corbin�s face with an incredibly long end-user agreement that Corbin skimmed only briefly then accepted with a voice command.
 The interior of the pod began to feel tighter as sturdy airbags inflated around him, lightly pinning sensors over the entirety of Corbin�s body. The experience was surprising, but once it was done the pressure turned out to be rather comfortable.
 The pod began to revolve slowly in the manner of a concrete mixer as the diagnostic came to its end.
 �To begin playing Chronicle, please say �engage,�� the voice stated, coolly.
 �Engage!� Corbin happily obliged right before a puff of air carrying some familiar sweet scent which he couldn�t quite place encouraged him to close his eyes.
 And then, about 10 seconds later, there he was� or rather wasn�t. Corbin was disembodied in a well-lit, empty space. There was nothing as far as the eye could see except for a meter-wide pedestal with the word �Create� chiseled in its stone base.
 �Create,� Corbin said, having no other method to interact.
 Then, there before him, stood his carbon copy: a somewhat small height for the era�5�8�� man, with disheveled brown hair, brown eyes, and just enough even facial stubble to avoid �babyface� comments at his work. He�d be easy to lose in a crowd.
 �You may only have one avatar. If you wish to change your avatar, you must delete your existing one and will lose all progress. Your vitals have been scanned and appropriate statistics have been determined. You may now customize this avatar to your heart�s desire. Your avatar is the way in which all other players and game residents perceive you. When you have finished customizing your avatar, say or select �Finalize.� If you choose not to customize your avatar, you will be awarded a large number of stat points that will automatically be distributed to your character based on your scanned vitals.�
 To the sides of the pedestal where his carbon copy stood, Corbin could see two plinths. One was labeled �Customize� and the other �Finalize.� Corbin knew that if he selected �Customize� he could spend hours, even days, customizing his character�s appearance and statistics down to the most minute details�but he was way more interested in the bonus stats he would receive from accepting his appearance and statistics as they were relegated by the AI.
 �Finalize,� Corbin said.
 �Please select a name for your avatar. The name you choose is how other players and game residents will address you. Names are not unique.�
 �Dakkon,� Corbin said firmly. It was a comfortable name which he had been using for years as an alias online. �D-a-k-k-o-n.�
 �Dakkon. Is this correct?� The name appeared in large floating gray letters.
 �Yes. Confirm. Affirmative�let�s get this show on the road,� Corbin said from his disembodied state.
 �Close your eyes and be reborn,� a new, powerful male voice thundered. Corbin thought he had heard the voice before, but from where he did not know.
 As the world around him faded to black, Corbin closed his eyes.










C
HAPTER 2: 
H
UMBLE 
B
EGINNINGS
 Corbin opened his eyes as Dakkon, standing in bright light, next to a grandiose fountain of a griffin�a creature with the body of a lion combined with the head, wings, and talons of an eagle�rearing back on its hind legs and spouting water majestically from its open beak. Dakkon found himself surrounded by the bustle of people buying and selling goods in a busy plaza.
 �All humans,� Dakkon noticed aloud. He was under the impression, based on his experience with other games, that he�d be swimming in elves, if not the other staple fantasy races.
 �You new here?� asked a tall, blond-haired fellow with the name �Cline� floating, translucent and blue above his head. �Humans start in their own area. I take it you didn�t look at the starting zones and just clicked on the most densely populated one?�
 Dakkon paused for a moment. Had choosing a starting location been a part of the character customization he had skipped in favor of free stat points? Well, at least he had wound up in a city instead of an area with no starting quests save for farm work. There was no reason to be upset about that.
 �Yes,� said Dakkon. �You too, then?�
 �I�ve only been here about an hour in game time. I guess that�s, what? About eight minutes in true time?� Clines dark green eyes glazed over slightly as he appeared to look through Dakkon. After a second he exclaimed, �Yup! About eight minutes.�
 Dakkon tilted his head back, somewhat perplexed by the odd display.
 �Oh. If you�ve just logged in then you probably haven�t seen the user interface yet,� Cline suggested. �Took me about fifteen minutes of gawking before I even knew to think about it.�
 �User interface?� asked Dakkon. Just then, he noticed three bars appear towards the bottom of his vision. One red, one yellow, and one blue.
 �Yeah. Looks like you�ve caught a glimpse of it now, though. Since you�ve just shown up here, I�d recommend you customize a few settings for yourself�although I�d also recommend doing so while not standing there, staring blankly in the middle of the street. People might talk.�
 �Oh. Right,� Dakkon agreed. �Then I guess I�ll spend a few minutes on that bench.�
 �Sounds like you�ve got yourself a plan,� remarked Cline. �To be honest with you I haven�t fiddled with my own settings all that much, but there are too many options. I�m a little anxious to get started.�
 Dakkon could relate to the sentiment of the tall interjector. He, too, really wanted to get started after missing so much time. Still, though, a quick look at some settings could prove fruitful. �All right. Thanks for the tip,� Dakkon nodded slightly in Cline�s direction, turned, and set off towards a bench on the side of the road.
 �Hey!� Cline exclaimed. �You open up the menu by giving it a hard thinking about. Or yell out the word if you have to.�
 Dakkon continued to walk towards the bench but extended his right arm out and offered a lazily upturned thumb, indicating he�d received Cline�s message loud and clear.
 After seating himself on the empty bench, Dakkon thought about opening the main menu with no results. Reflecting upon Cline�s words, he decided to make an effort focusing on the word �menu� instead of yelling it out loud. Dakkon shouted, in his mind, �Menu!� A translucent screen opened and Dakkon thanked the developers that he wouldn�t always have to resort to the other option.
 The first thing Dakkon noticed was the prominently displayed �Game Time� and �True Time� clocks. In game, it was an early 8:10 whereas in the real world, or true time, it was already 10:22. Next to the two clocks there were tabs which allowed players to set up messages designed to alert them when a condition had been met, such as reaching a certain time or after an amount of time had passed.
 �That�ll be useful,� Dakkon thought to himself. He supposed that option was a necessity. He doubted that anyone would be particularly comfortable transitioning between multiple clock speeds.
 Dakkon found the menu to be superbly crafted. He could manipulate tabs, scroll through options, and modify settings with relative ease�all without requiring hands or verbal cues. A mere willingness to navigate into a different page or make a change was all that the system required.
 While Dakkon browsed his translucent menu windows, seated on the public bench, a few other characters dressed in shoddy cloth garments appeared rather unceremoniously from almost exactly the spot where he had entered Chronicle for the first time. Though the spectacle was odd enough to him, passing denizens of the city didn�t seem to pay the newcomers any attention. Perhaps it was simply business as usual for them. Before getting back to his menus, Dakkon overheard a bit of conversation which caught his attention between a new arrival and someone who had been waiting to greet him.
 After having been properly teased for his threadbare appearance, the newest arrival asked, �What�s with the luck stat? Why can�t I put any points into it?� He stood a full head shorter and seemed even younger than the well-armored teenager who greeted him.
 �Mercy of the devs if you ask me,� replied the armored man. They both had blue names floating over their heads, but trying to make them out through Dakkon�s opened, translucent windows was difficult and Dakkon didn�t care enough to completely stop what he was doing.
 �Huh? The devs?� asked the recent arrival.
 �Christ, Terry, the devs. You know, the people who made Chronicle,� replied the older boy, chastising as he exaggerated the motion of rubbing his palm against his forehead. �Luck�s trash. What we really need is a healer. You should be dumping your points into INT.�
 The younger boy looked like he didn�t understand. �But isn�t it better to be lucky than smart?� he asked, using the old adage.
 �Terry, this is a game world. Trust me here. Luck is bad. If you put points into strength, you get stronger. You can hit harder and lift heavy objects. With agility, you can feel yourself moving faster. With INT, I assume you must get a lot smarter as well. It�s a really popular stat. But with luck�� he trailed off, trying to evoke a sense of anticipation from the younger boy. �It doesn�t do anything. You don�t get stronger, faster, or smarter. You get nothing-er. It�s garbage in basically every game.� The older, armored boy turned and waved the new arrival along. �Now come on, we�ve got to go meet up with Dad.�
 As the two walked away, the last thing Dakkon heard of the conversation was a new question from the younger boy. �If luck�s so bad then why is it even in the game?�
 Dakkon could relate to the boy�s sentiment at least. If it was so bad, why, indeed, have it listed as a major statistic? Still though, he�d have to cede the point to the older brother. Luck was generally useless in the other games he had played, so it wasn�t too farfetched for that to hold true in this game, too. Dakkon tweaked a few settings, allowing him to see the game time when he looked at his health, endurance, and mana bars, and then exited the menu to take in what was around him.
 It was a good idea to take a look at the map, Dakkon figured. �Map!� he exclaimed inwardly, with no effect. Again, he tried, more forcefully and again he failed. After a dozen attempts�each with greater intensity than the one preceding it�Dakkon�s patience was tested, broke, and he yelled out, �Map! Map! Damn it, Map!�
 A passing body of townsfolk stopped their conversations and stared at him, dumbfounded. One mother grabbed her young, gaping son by his once freely-swinging arm and tugged him far away from the adult dressed as a pauper yelling about maps from a public bench.
 �Odd,� Dakkon thought, feeling little shame for the scene he�d created. �Perhaps the map is an item I have to activate.� Then, by thinking the word �inventory� he pulled up a menu displaying his items along with a miniature version of his own avatar designed to let the player see what they looked like from any angle, while striking any pose. He found that thinking the word �character� allowed him to view his statistics as well.
 His equipment was all very lackluster, but that was to be expected. His shirt, pants, shoes, and bag were all made of some sort of tattered cloth which provided no real protection. He had no weapon, no map, two canteens, and twenty of some foodstuff called �Traveler�s Tack.� Before he could inspect the dubious tack, Dakkon noticed something he thought strange. His stats looked wrong.
|����
|Statistics
|����
|Strength: 10 ( ? )
|Stamina: 10
|Agility: 10
|Dexterity: 10
|Intellect: 10
|Luck:0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 0
|
|Hit Points: 50/50
|Endurance: 50/50
|Mana Points: 50/50
|Level: 1
|EXP Until Next Level:[0/300]
 �Where the hell are my stat bonuses?� Dakkon wondered, dejectedly. He knew from his periodic research while longing for the game that his base statistics would be 10s across the board, except for the luck stat, but he should have been awarded a large bonus of automatically allocated stat points for choosing not to customize his character. The bonus was introduced only a few days after the game was released, supposedly in an effort to curb the hordes of perfectly attractive people parading about.
 Noticing the question mark to the side of his statistics, Dakkon clicked on it and a more detailed, yet still unspecific, explanation of statistics was presented in the form of a floating window of text:
-Strength: Increasing Strength allows an individual to make more powerful attacks and increases their carrying capacity. This statistic is recommended for close quarter fighters. Please Note: Players with high strength will have noticeably larger muscles.

-Stamina: Increasing Stamina gives an individual more hit points, slightly reduces incoming damage, and increases one�s amount of endurance. With more hit points, an individual can withstand more damage before they are killed. With more endurance, one can perform physically demanding activities for a longer period of time. This statistic is recommended for everyone.

-Agility: Increasing Agility improves how well an individual can move their body, and slightly increases the overall speed at which they can travel. This statistic is recommended for classes that require quick and agile movements.

-Dexterity: Increasing Dexterity improves the steadiness of an individual�s hands. Dexterity is vitally important for trade skills that require the use of one�s hands and improves one�s ability to aim. This statistic is recommended for craftsmen and those who wish to attack from a distance.

-Intellect: Increasing Intellect increases the number of mana points an individual has, how quickly those points regenerate, and the potency of effect and duration a spell has. With more mana points, an individual can cast more spells or maintain spell-based effects for a longer period of time. Intellect also factors into the innovation of trade skills. This statistic is recommended for spellcasters and innovative craftsmen.

-Luck: Increasing Luck makes an individual more fortunate. This statistic has a small impact on everything. Players may not distribute free stat points into the Luck stat.
 �Typical,� thought Dakkon. �Intellect does a bit more than the other stats because of how it pigeonholes you into certain roles.�
 While looking into information on the game, Corbin had read up on characters trying to stack stat points to improve their builds. Having a high score in any stat seemed to be pretty useful, but no one could increase their luck except through the use of magical items and temporary buffs. Not being able to pour a player�s stat points into luck made it hard to have a high luck score, and because of that exclusivity many players had gone well out of their way to document the effects of the statistic.
 The players who spent large sums of money to temporarily increase their luck reported little to no change. Maybe an extra copper or silver from a monster, every once in a while, but nothing significantly outside of chance�and definitely nowhere near enough to justify buffing up one�s luck over any other statistic. It was even hypothesized that luck may affect a character�s chance to deal a critical strike, inflicting several times the damage of a normal attack, but players found that after parsing thousands of attacks the tests were inconclusive. Dakkon supposed that if luck was as useless as everyone seemed to think, then perhaps that older brother was right. Maybe the devs did everyone a favor by not allowing new players to distribute their points into it.
 �Where are my extra stat points?� Dakkon wondered again with renewed fervor. Next, he tried clicking on the box with an X on it.
 A light chiming noise sounded:� *Bhnnn*
[You have created your character without customizing it.]
[You have been awarded stat points!]
[Due to the player being under the prerequisite level of 20, you will be unable to view how these stat points have been allocated.]
 �Aha,� Dakkon mused. �So that�s it. But, if the stats are already allocated, couldn�t I just compare how I perform against another beginning player to have a rough idea of how they�re divided?�
 Dakkon closed out of the menu and looked at his arms. �Damn. They don�t seem particularly muscly. Of course the devs would have thought about that. But then, have the points really been allocated?�
 Dakkon decided it was better not to worry about it. He�d already received a message clarifying that he did, in fact, create his character in the method required to get the large stat point bonus. Come level 20, if he couldn�t see the stats, he�d just contact some form of administrator and get the problem taken care of. Maybe, if that happened, he�d even get a chance to pick where the stat points went as some form of compensation. �Nice,� Dakkon thought, and nodded his head twice.
 He had no weapon, and no idea what was around him. He�d have to see where he could find a map, or at least figure out where he was. Dakkon stood up from the bench and, ignoring the remaining few NPCs that were still snickering over his outburst, walked up to a city guardsman, who was easily identifiable thanks to his uniform plated armor, upright pose, and generally bored expression.
 �Yes, vagrant, what do you want?� the guard asked, pointedly.
 Dakkon was taken aback slightly by his aggressive reception, but still sought answers the guard should be able to supply. �Where are we now?� he asked.
 The guard�s eyes widened. �Ya don�t know where you are? Seriously? Hah!� The guard smirked. �How does one just wander into the capital city without knowing?�
 �Be more detailed and specific,� Dakkon attempted to order of the guard.
 �You�ve got some cheek on you, huh, lad?� The guardsman spat. �How about I give you a detailed account of your own arse whooping and show you to a specific jail cell where you can rot with other simpletons?�
 Realizing guards did not, as it turned out, have to give him the information that he sought, Dakkon quickly changed his method of approach. �My apologies, I didn�t mean to seem so bossy. It�s just that I�m rather confused at the moment. I was� jumped by a group of hoodlums, you see, and wound up in an alley without a coin to my name.�
 �Hoodlums?� The guard pried. Despite his sour tone before, he seemed to perk up at the mention of muggers.
 �It all happened so fast. Three men in green cloaks,� Dakkon fabricated, ��one with a gold tooth.� The details didn�t make for particularly good lies, Dakkon knew, but he didn�t care. It was an exhilarating experience to make up an on-the-fly story in the face of an authority figure. �Except for that, and my name, I really can�t remember anything else. I�m just glad to have been left with these rags for clothes and some food. It would really, truly, help me out if you could jog my memory. Where are we? I can�t remember a thing.�
 �Ah? That�s�� Despite the poor quality of Dakkon�s fib, the guard�s attitude changed from indignant to pitying. �That�s too bad. We�ve been having a rough time with cutpurses lately. All right. I�ll try and help you how I can. You now stand in Correndin, the capital city of Denmas. This here�s Griffin Square, one of the spots merchants and adventurers like to gather for trade. A fair bit of coin changes hands here, and poor blokes�not unlike yourself�get swindled every day�� The guard looked pensive. �Although an outright mugging is uncommon in this part of town.�
 �Ah, Correndin,� Dakkon repeated the name of the city while trying to conjure any information he had read about the location over the last few months. �Thank you, sir. My memory is still a bit jostled. Is Denmas part of a larger state?�
 �Larger state?� The guard chuckled. �No larger state. The kingdom of Denmas has no greater power to answer to.�
 �I see,� Dakkon said. �Where can I get a map around here?�
 �If you want a map, you can buy one off of any third street peddler. Just talk to a few and you�ll find plenty of maps. There�s a cartographer�s guild here in Correndin as well, but I wouldn�t count on you being able to afford one of their maps any time soon.� The guard gave Dakkon�s clothes a meaningful eye.
 Before asking for more information, the realization that he could pull up a web browser from within the game struck Dakkon. He had access to the collective information of the internet at his virtual fingertips and should be able to look up any location information he�d need in a starting area. He was in a game, after all.
 �Right. Thanks again. I�ll be on my way.�
 �Watch out for Hoodlums. Then again, maybe the next set can smack the wits back into ya,� The guard chided as Dakkon walked off.
 Dakkon acknowledged the guard with a sour grimace and trod along. Dakkon pondered, �Now where should I start? The basics have to be getting some food, some gear, some money, and a map. I�ve got 20 Traveler�s Tack to eat and I�ll assume I�ve started with similar portions of water. I don�t feel hungry so I suppose that�s a problem for a different day. Since I can probably get everything I need with money, that�s where I�ll start.�
 Dakkon leaned back against a wall and decided to try out a new command. �Help!� Dakkon thought.
 A loud, warning bell chimed:
 *Bonnn*
 Yellow text and the original, dispassionate, female voice from character creation said the same thing: �Warning. Your game cannot be paused. You will not receive this message again.� Then the yellow text disappeared and was replaced by a menu screen.
 �What would you like help with?� The placid voice asked.
 �How do I browse the internet?� Dakkon posed.
 The AI controlling the female voice answered him in a voice as clear as crystal, �As long as you are not in a location which prohibits such features, you may browse the internet at any time by invoking the media console. To invoke the media console, think or say, �planeshift.��
 �Odd choice of command words. Fine then. Planeshift!� Dakkon said aloud, forgetting himself.
 Unlike each other menu he had used until then which had created a floating screen that moved along with the center of his vision, invoking �planeshift� caused a fixed point in front of Dakkon to shimmer briefly then glow white. A blue splotch appeared at the white patch�s epicenter then swirled into the white, like mixing paint. The swirl expanded violently and moved away from Dakkon, revealing a large, stationary obelisk as though veiled under a thin sheet of the blue and white light. When the light receded, the stone obelisk looked much like a computer terminal. This terminal had several default, quick access options for easy navigation to commonly used services.
 The sober, and increasingly familiar, voice of the systems AI explained, �This is the media console. The media console provides players with access to the real world. Here, they can browse the internet in its fullest capacity. Users can watch movies, monitor current events, and contact others outside of Chronicle. Please be aware that due to the time difference between worlds there may be delays in communication to the game world�
 �Ouch,� thought Dakkon, �I see how communicating back and forth could be problematic.�
 Dakkon selected the very first option labeled �Browse� and the media console transformed into a large window pane, much like an augmented reality web browser.
 After 25 minutes of poking around forums and wikis in search of ways to make money in Correndin, Dakkon had found a plethora of information on how others had made some starting money, but also learned that a good portion of the time these methods weren�t repeatable. What worked for one player wouldn�t necessarily work for another. Some quests were performed once, and then they were completed. This world evolved, after all.
 One promising lead mentioned the location of a bulletin board in town where NPCs posted small jobs. There weren�t any follow up comments, which Dakkon found curious, but with a job board he would have his pick of work, be able to quickly earn some money, and then he could afford to buy a sword or bow which should open new doors for him.
 �Well, then. Random grunt work is my specialty,� Dakkon thought as he made his way to the aforementioned bulletin board.
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 There it was. A large bulletin board stood off to the side of one �Brass Badger Inn.� The inn was not at all charming, if one were to rely on its outward appearance. There were clear holes in the wall, some unceremoniously stuffed with rubbish and cloth rags. The building leaned in a way no structure should, especially considering it housed a business that aimed to attract people inside. Judging it by its surroundings, however, made The Badger out to be the shiniest penny in the pile. The area looked like it might have once been poor and shoddy, but had since become far less habitable. Nearby houses were crumbling to the point of inaccessibility; people lay�dead or drunk�on the sides of the road, and the whole area was host to a minefield of scattered trash and animal droppings.
 �Pleasant.� Dakkon thought he might have a good idea why the bulletin board hadn�t been explored thoroughly by forum goers. Nevertheless, he had to start somewhere. �A job�s a job.�
 Dakkon walked up to the bulletin board and his eyes settled on a flashy looking flyer:
[Want to make EASY money? Want to make money FAST?]

 �What�s with that formatting?� Dakkon examined the odd, fully-capitalized words written using a different, louder, color of ink.
[Why waste your time earning a few measly coppers when you could be making cold, hard PLATINUM?]
[Wait by the lamp post on Gadwick Bridge at ANY time after noon.]
[I�ll COME to YOU!!!]

 Dakkon, in a fit of inspiration, combined the off-colored words into a single sentence and was left with: �EASY FAST PLATINUM ANY COME YOU.� He sighed. �� I suppose I was expecting too much.�
 As chance would have it, Dakkon had already passed over Gadwick Bridge while making his way to the message board. The old bridge acted as a sort of barrier between the respectable and disreputable sections of the city.
 �I get a feeling this is going to be a waste of my time,� thought Dakkon. In the real world, this type of request would be, at best, a scam. Despite how odd it appeared, he reigned in his suspicions. He was in a game, after all. �This must be some sort of low level quest to get players acclimated to the environment, right?� Dakkon figured it wasn�t worth pondering over too much. If it turned out to be a waste of time he could always try another job. �Right. I�ll check it out.�
 After having waited a good 12 minutes underneath the rusted, unlit oil lamp hanging above the center of the half-story-tall, arched bridge, a gangly, beanstalk of a man swayed his way up to Dakkon.
 �Hello there, friend!� guffawed the lanky NPC�evident by his lack of nametag�with freshly slicked back hair.
 �Ehm�hi?� Dakkon tried.
 �You�re here because YOU know how to spot a GREAT DEAL, and have I got an OPPORTUNITY for YOU!� the walking stalk exclaimed.
 �Gods. He talks just like he writes. This could get tedious.�
 And so, it did.
 �I can take your WORTHLESS copper, silver, and gold and turn it into cold, hard PLATINUM.� The greasy pole continued. �All you need to do is invest your spare CHANGE with me, and in only two weeks you�ll get back over DOUBLE or even TRIPLE your money! Now how does THAT sound?�
 �Well,� Dakkon said with knitted brows, �setting aside the lack of information that you, a complete stranger, have given me regarding what you�re going to do with my money�and taking into consideration that I�m the very definition of penniless at the moment�THAT sounds GREAT.�
 The bamboo shaft replaced his friendly countenance with one of indignation. �Look here ya little pissant�� His tone had lost its feigned joviality, and he advanced a step toward Dakkon before being interrupted by two patrolling guards.
 �Barnaby, you lying bastard!� one of the metal-clad guards hollered while barreling towards Dakkon�s potential business partner from one side of the fifteen-meter-long bridge. �You won�t get away from me today!�
 By the time the guards were only a stride away from Dakkon, showing no sign of slowing their pace, Dakkon jumped back out of the way and realized that the pulled-taffy man who was just by his side had already fled.
 �Where�s my money, damn you!� one of the guards yelled as they clanked away in pursuit of the fleet-footed Barnaby.
 �What the hell was that?� Dakkon was befuddled. The scene was entirely irregular. �I�ve been in the game for about an hour, and already someone tried to scam me?� He shook his head.�No. An NPC tried to scam me! And what was with those guards? They didn�t come to lend me a helping hand. They had their own matters to settle with that swindler. Just what kind of game is this?�
 It is worth noting that coming from another game to Chronicle was, for anyone, a big leap. In other games, the guards are your sworn protectors providing you aren�t up to no good, and it is practically unheard of to have an NPC attempt to swindle a low-level player who is fresh off the boat. But Chronicle isn�t like other games. There�s no set progression. There is no main objective that everything nudges a player toward. Content is created automatically, and the game evolves. Because of that, the world is alive, and the AI have whole existences outside of player interactions. Dakkon was only beginning to realize what he was getting himself into.
 Dakkon walked slowly back towards the not-so-distant bulletin board, pushing the events that had just happened to the back of his mind. Once he had arrived, he pulled the flyer starting with �Want to make EASY money? Want to make money FAST?� off the board, crumpled it into a tight ball, and cast it amongst a heap of fresh droppings. �That�ll be my good deed for today.�
 Dakkon wanted to make some money and had learned a valuable lesson. Not just any job will do here. He�d have to be more discerning. Scanning the remaining contents of the board, he saw:
[Looking for the right help]
[Small hands and large eyes preferred]
 �Some sort of crafting gig that requires good dexterity, perhaps?� Dakkon wondered.
[Large assets are a plus]
[Pay is negotiable]
[Must be as haughty as you are naughty!!!]
 Dakkon promptly began reading a different flyer:
[Lab assistant wanted]
[No experience necessary]
[Hiring immediately]
[Inquire at Pontificus�s Potions (and salves) on Ryne Street]
 �A lab assistant sounds about as innocuous as I can hope for, I reckon,� Dakkon thought with a sigh. He had no clue where Ryne Street was, and there didn�t seem to be anyone in the vicinity who would more likely give him directions than stab him for his cloth booties, he suspected, now that he had gained some sense of caution. �I�d better head back across the bridge.�
 After a bit of wandering through safer parts of the city�with breaks here and there to ask for an update on where he was versus where he needed to go�Dakkon had traveled much further north into Correndin, the slow way, before arriving outside of a gray stone building with a large sign above the entrance engraved �Pontificus�s Potions (and salves).� From a separate, smaller building constructed of the same gray stone, a door was flung outward and an old man dressed in picture-perfect, stereotypical blue wizard�s robes walked out, coughing, trailed by a cloud of unhealthy looking green smoke.
 �Pontificus, I�d wager?� Dakkon asked.
 �Yes. And you�re here to buy salves,� the comically dressed old man barked.
 �Salves? Well, no, I��
 �Salves, salves, salves. That�s all anyone ever wants from me. I�m an alchemist, dagflabbit! I toil to advance the alchemical arts! Be a man and buy a potion, why don�t you,� Pontificus challenged.
 A player passing by, out of the old man�s field of view, locked eyes with Dakkon and shook his head meaningfully.
 �Ah. I�m�� Dakkon refocused on Pontificus and the objective at hand, �I�m here to inquire about the lab assistant work.�
 �Oh?� Pontificus�s demeanor transformed within a single syllable. �Good, Good! That�s splendid. Two in one day! Well, if you�re not some lollygagger, then let's get started!�
 The robed old man twisted his form as he fiddled with the sash on his waist and pulled out a palmable, round, glass-stoppered bottle swirling purple with the mysteries of alchemy. �Drink this,� he demanded, �and I�ll give you five copper.�
 Dakkon, remembering that pain and suffering were as real in this game as debuffs and stat penalties were in all games, looked doubtful. Gripped by sensibility, he made no motion for the potion.
 �Don�t just stand there. Take it and quaff it down, already!� Pontificus held out the bottle expectantly.
 Just then, from behind the old man, Dakkon�s undivided attention was captured by the form of a player dragging himself slowly out of the side-building which Pontificus had arrived from.
 �Huuu� Huuelp Mee� ehhhhehhhhk.� The body oozed out words just as it oozed out yellow, foul-smelling�whatever it was.
 �Oh, back inside! The potion has to run its course if we�re to learn anything of value.� Pontificus stepped towards the pudding-like man and encouraged him back inside with his foot. Then, after getting some yellow gunk on his shoes, decided instead to use the agape wooden door to leverage the player back inside.
 And with that, Dakkon decided he wasn�t cut out for the life of an alchemist.
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 After making the long trek back to the bulletin board again, Dakkon decided he�d pick up a job only if it appeared safe�and, only after playing devil�s advocate�twice.
 Postings on the board read:
[Parcel delivery]
 �Contraband that will put me in jail.�



\\\


[Feed our pet]
 �That�s a man-eating cat.�



\\\


[Rear my babe]
 �I don�t even know where to start with that one.�



\\\


[Escort me while I buy groceries]
[I�m a frail old man and the neighborhood isn�t what it used to be.]
[I can�t offer much, but I�d be grateful if you�d help me carry my bags.]
[I live right around the corner on Bridge Street, in the house with the ceramic piggy.]

 ��� Dakkon stared at the post near the bottom of the board, at a height where a frail old man could have indeed left it. ��� He had become jaded from his experiences over the day, but he couldn�t give in just yet. �Well, I can scope it out, and if anything seems suspicious I can just bail,� he reasoned.
 Dakkon walked around the corner and found the little hovel featuring a porcine statue. He walked up to the door, rapped on it three times with the back of his knuckle, and stepped back a couple of paces. After about a minute, the door opened quite slowly, and an ancient, harmless-looking, little old man, no higher than four feet tall, stood before him.
 �Hello? Can I help you?� The old man asked.
 Reassured at last, Dakkon offered his assistance, �I�m here to help. I saw the message you left on the bulletin board, and I�m here to pick you up for some grocery shopping. What do you say, would you like to head to the market?�
 The old man looked up at Dakkon and replied, �That�s swell. What a good boy you are to help an old man out. Let me just grab my bags and wallet.� The elder then slowly turned back inside the house and disappeared for a solid five minutes. When he emerged again, he asked, �Are you ready to go?�
 �Yes. Oh yes. Yes, indeed.� Dakkon was bored of the task already, but had a soft spot in his heart for the elderly which, for reasons unknown to him, didn�t waver from the knowledge that the old man before him was a simulation instead of an actual person. The old man slowly waddled out next to Dakkon and the two walked side by side, at a snail�s pace, in the general direction of the marketplace.
 After an eternity of walking, and not having yet arrived at their destination, the old man began to lead Dakkon down an alleyway, suggesting it was a short cut to save time. Dakkon was all for it. After a few steps into the remarkably well tucked away alley, however, four bandits appeared, blocking any avenue of escape for the two of them�or just for Dakkon, rather, as the old man continued walking past the barricade with a silent nod to the biggest of the four ambushers.
 �Give us yer money, boy!� The largest one spat after the old man had passed him by. �Don�t make this harder on yourself than it needs to be.�
 Something in Dakkon snapped. �What the hell is wrong with this place!� he yelled.
 The four brutes were surprised by the outburst. �Come on, your purse,� the smallest one demanded, in a higher pitched voice.
 �What purse?� Dakkon shook his head. �All I�ve done since coming here is try to make some damned money, and what do I have to show for it?� He shot a fiery glance to the two mid-sized thugs, who had been silent. �Nothing! I haven�t got a single copper to my name! Not. One.�
 The four thugs looked at each other, unsure about the unusual emotional state of their mark.
 Dakkon continued venomously, �It�s not for lack of trying, either! No. It�s not. And before you ask, no, I don�t have anything else of value unless you want these beggar threads off my back.�
 The largest thug, put his hands on his hips in a manner Dakkon would later suspect must be fairly uncharacteristic during an ambush and the thug grumbled, �Well what�s in the bag, then?�
 �Oh?� Dakkon fumed. �You want to know what�s in my bag? You want to know what�s in my bag?� He paused for a second to study the large thug�s disbelieving face. �Traveler�s Tack! All. You. Can. Eat. Get it while it�s rock hard and horrible, boys.� Dakkon pulled out a piece of tack and belligerently began offering it to each bandit in turn.
 �What the hell, man? Why don�t you have anything of value?� One of the clearly slow-witted, mid-sized bandits asked.
 �Why don�t I have more? Why did you set up an AMBUSH targeting someone who�s so goddamned poor that they�re spending hours helping an old man buy groceries for copper pieces?� Dakkon logicked angrily while making impudent and grandiose gestures with his hands. �Couldn�t you pick a better target? Maybe�I don�t know�a merchant or a noble. Someone with guaranteed wealth?�
 �You know,� the little thug said in the direction of the largest, �he�s got a point, boss.�
 �Shut up!� The thug boss snarled back. The large man lifted his foot and kicked Dakkon to the ground.
 A message flashed towards the bottom of Dakkon�s screen:
[Gettysburg has kicked you for 6 damage. Remaining HP 44/50]
 Dakkon unceremoniously landed on his backside and, as he looked up and around him he saw the thugs trod of, one muttering, �You can keep your damned tack.�
 Dakkon lay on the ground for a few minutes, frustrated. Then, after a bit of calming down, it finally dawned on him how his actions had been those of an insane person. It was a miracle they didn�t gut him in the alley and walk off with his bag and cloth booties. He�d insulted an ambush party to their faces and had gotten away with a simple kick.
 The thought cheered him up by a measure. Dakkon picked himself up and strolled out of the alley.
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 The events of his first day had not, so far, left Dakkon with a lot. What it did leave him was hungry. Not particularly wanting to chow down out in the street, and since overhearing some banter might give him a clue on how he should proceed, he headed back to the barely standing Brass Badger Inn and pushed in the door. Inside, the atmosphere was better than he had anticipated. Better by far. The bar interior felt warm and refreshing. It was lively with people having drinks after work. Dakkon seated himself on a table that was a bit out of the barmaid�s way, where he pulled out one of his two canteens and some Traveler�s Tack. After taking a bite, Dakkon knew the tack was undoubtedly the blandest and driest thing he�d ever tasted. While trying to chew the tack all of the moisture in his mouth forsook him, and he drank from the canteen greedily.
 *Bhnnn*
[You are satiated.]
[HP/EP/MP will restore itself over time.]
[You are resting in a bar.]
[Restoration speed is increased.]
 �So, if I don�t eat, I don�t regenerate,� Dakkon appraised the situation. �Fair enough.�
 The barmaid, who had been busily serving other patrons, made her way over to Dakkon.
 �Hello there, honey,� she said. �What can I get for you?� The barmaid was stunning to the point that she seemed out of place. She was tall, strong�but not thick�willowy, with blue eyes, swoopy blonde hair�
 �And she�s stacked,� Dakkon said aloud while nodding. When he realized his mistake, he stiffened and began to closely inspect the surface of the table.
 �Hah! Don�t worry yourself about it. That�s practically gentlemanly compared to the usual bunch,� the barmaid said as she flicked her hair towards her regular patrons. �Now, what will it be, Mr. Gentleman?�
 �A job, preferably.� Dakkon sighed and looked up from what he had determined was definitely a table. �I can�t seem to find anyone willing to give me a copper in this town.�
 �Hmm. Well, then, you should�ve come here sooner,� the barmaid said with a heartwarming smile. �And you should�ve said so before eating that oversized cracker. If you agree to do a job for me mam then I�ll go ahead and give you a bowl of stew, if you�d like. She�ll pay you on top of that of course.�
 Stew sounded pleasant compared to the dry tack he�d been eating. Dakkon eagerly nodded his head.
[You have accepted the quest: Of Mice and Mam]
 The stew that the barmaid brought for Dakkon turned out to be tasty, if a bit tough. After he finished eating another new message appeared.
 *Bhnnn*
[You are well fed.]
[HP/EP/MP will be restored at double the rate.]
[You are resting in a bar.]
[Restoration speed is increased.]
 Now full and reinvigorated, Dakkon was directed back into the kitchen to meet the buxom barmaid�s mam. Upon entering the kitchen, he noticed a large woman with dirty gray, straw-like hair bent away from him, in a nook, chopping away at something vigorously.
 *Wham* The cleaver fell. Dakkon approached the woman and a spattering of something wet hit the walls of the nook. Just as he was about to clear his throat to catch the round woman�s attention, she turned around with cleaver raised.
 �What the crock are you doing here?� The old woman croaked with a red-spattered, boil-covered face that threatened to haunt his nightmares.
 The abrupt spin of the large woman caused a few droplets of thick liquid to launch from the cleaver in her hand and spatter Dakkon, landing on his face and shirt. Disgusted, but trying to keep his cool, he wiped away at the viscous liquid and said, �Your daughter said you could use some help.�
 �You�re here at a good time. There are rodents in the basement. I need you to go down and cull 10 of them,� the rotund woman said.
 �A classic.� Dakkon managed a smile. Rats in the basement was one of those new-adventurer quests that had been a sort of running joke among fantasy role-playing games for about as long as the games had been around. �I�d be glad to help you out.�
 The woman eyed Dakkon appraisingly. �And how do you figure you�ll manage that? By punching and stomping on them?�
 Dakkon realized she had a point. Rats scurrying away from him in full flight would probably be near impossible to catch bare-handed. The idea of killing them one vicious stomp after another didn�t really inspire him either.
 �Bah. There�s nothing for it, then,� the ogrish woman said as she held her dripping cleaver out for Dakkon to grab. �Take this, kill 10 rats, and bring everything back to me.�
 Dakkon reached a hand out, warily, and grabbed the slick handle of the cleaver. The sensations one could feel in Chronicle were impeccable. His spine tingled with apprehension. When he held the cleaver in his own, now soiled, hands he thought to ask, �Why only 10? If you�ve got a rat problem, and I�m heading down there anyways, how about I just clean out the place?�
 �No, no. That�s too much. Just kill 10 and bring them to me,� the barkeep�s mother said quickly. �The entrance to the basement is right through that door. Take that lamp on the table.�
 �Fair enough,� Dakkon said, picking up the lamp and fiddling with it until it was alight.
 Just as Dakkon took his first step downwards into the dimly lit basement, the old woman called out after him, �Remember! Only 10!�
 Half-way down the steps, Dakkon looked at the cleaver in his hand and thought, �Inspect!�
|Name: Squeak Harvest
|Item Type: Cleaver
|Damage Type: Chopping
|Durability: 16/50
|Damage: 5
|Attributes: +15 Damage Against Rodents.
|Description: The right tool for killing rodents.
 �� she was using this to prepare food?� Dakkon�s stomach lurched, but he continued walking down the steps. The sounds of scampering and squeaking from ahead and below focused him on his immediate objective and helped him shake the thought that his recent meal may have attained its unusual consistency from rodent meat.
 �When I get down there, how am I going to corner them?� This prospect worried him. He certainly didn�t want to spend hours in a cellar hunting pests. At the bottom of the stairs, he set to the problem, �If I can corral them someho��
 Half a dozen rats descended upon him from above, like a curtain of furry claws and teeth. �EEEEEEEEEEEEEEK!� Dakkon let out a shriek unbefitting of a grown man. His dignity would not be tarnished, at least, because the patrons upstairs would be unable to connect his high-pitched wail with anyone of even mild masculinity.
[Rat has scratched you for 2 damage. Remaining HP 48/50]
[Rat has scratched you for 2 damage. Remaining HP 46/50]
[Rat has bitten you for 3 damage. Remaining HP 41/50]
[Rat has bitten you for 3 damage. Remaining HP 38/50]
[Rat has bitten you for 3 damage. Remaining HP 35/50]
[Rat has scratched you for 2 damage. Remaining HP 33/50]
[Rat has scratched you for 2 damage. Remaining HP 31/50]
 Dakkon dropped the lamp to the floor, which bounced once and then rolled, illuminating dozens of flickering eyes.
 The bottom of his screen was awash with the spam of combat messages, hindering their usefulness. �OVERLAY!� Dakkon screamed, stomping around and brushing away rat after rat from his torso. Three bars and a clock overlaid onto his vision. The red, HP, bar was draining quickly and he knew the flood of distracting messages wasn�t making matters any easier, �SYSTEM MESSAGES OFF!�
 Dakkon backed up onto the stairs, tearing away the last rat from his leg, flinging it to the ground, and descending upon it with all the savage fury of a mother gorilla defending her young.
 He cleaved the first rat in half. The powerful strike caused a panic amongst the swell of rats, which began to scramble away. Like a man possessed, Dakkon leapt towards the fleeing mass of rats.
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 Dakkon shoveled what amounted to approximately 10 rats� worth of furry, wet mass into his cloth bag. He grabbed the lamp and strode upstairs with an unwavering thousand-yard stare. He kicked open the door to the kitchen, walked up next to the old woman and poured the contents of his pack onto the table.
 A tangled, gruesome mass tumbled out onto the counter top. Dakkon tossed the cleaver and lamp to the side and held out a hand to the old woman palm up, staring through her.
 �Gods you�re filthy,� The old woman said, clearly disgusted. �Weren�t you wearing tan and off-white before you went down?�
 Dakkon refocused his stare on the woman�s eyes and, reflexively, she held her tongue in favor of pulling out 20 coppers from a box stored in the nook where she worked. After the woman handed the money over to the wild-eyed rat mangler, Dakkon picked up his ruined bag, shoved his canteens back inside, and walked into the main room of the bar where he sat in a corner. Then, he summoned a media console and began to watch soothing videos of kittens at play.
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 After an hour of rehumanizing himself, Dakkon assessed what he had gained. First, and foremost, a profound and passionate hatred of rats. Second, a better understanding of what system messages needed to be configured so that his screen did not become a wall of text�Dakkon took a moment to make the necessary changes and to toggle system messages back on. Third, a paltry 20 copper coins. And, finally, the knowledge of how it feels to be covered in biting rodents.
 Well then, what had he lost? Primarily, some chunk of his sanity had been cast deep into the void. His clothes were so covered in holes and nicks that they probably wouldn�t hold together through a sprint. His bag was now an ugly, fur-matted, splotchy red mess and would likely smell foul by morning. �Anything else?� Dakkon wondered. �Right. The Traveler�s Tack. I guess that makes acquiring more food my new number one priority.�
 Having had system messages turned off during the majority of the fight, and while turning a quest in, Dakkon had no idea what the state of his EXP looked like. �Character!� Dakkon summoned his character window and was a bit saddened to see he wouldn�t be gaining a level on his first day in the game.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ )
|����
|Strength: 10 ( ? )
|Stamina: 10
|Agility: 10
|Dexterity: 10
|Intellect: 10
|Luck: 0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 0
|
|Hit Points: 50/50
|Endurance: 50/50
|Mana Points: 50/50
|Level: 1
|EXP Until Next Level: [_______200/300__]
 Just as he was about to close the window, Dakkon noticed something that had not been there before. A new symbol next to the word �Statistics.� Dakkon selected the symbol and a new window opened before him:
|����
|Traits ( ][ )
|����
|Heroic � 1 0% []
|Hunter � 1 0% []

 Selecting �Heroic� pulled up a description of the effect:
|-Heroic: Gained from battling with reckless determination. Every rank in Heroic increases critical strike chance by 1%. Current effect: +1%.

 Selecting �Hunter� had a similar effect:
|-Hunter: Gained from slaying multiple animal-class creatures in a short period of time. Every rank in Hunter increases overall damage dealt to animal-class creatures by 1%. Current effect: +1%.
 �Awesome,� Dakkon thought, legitimately pleased for the first time since he started playing. �I guess I�d better give Traits a looking into.� He turned back to his media console and through it, scoured forums and wiki sources for information on Traits:
 In Chronicle, players gain experience in multiple ways. When a character�s main experience meter is filled to 100%, their level increases by one; they gain an amount of Hit Points, Endurance Points, and Mana Points as determined by their stat distribution; and they are awarded with five free stat points which they can distribute into strength, stamina, agility, dexterity, or intellect. Increasing a character�s level is an important part of powering up that character.
 Traits are comparable to a character�s skills. For example, someone wishing to become a better fisherman can spend time fishing. Eventually they will unlock a Trait, or even multiple Traits, related to fishing. Utilizing a Trait gains experience. When a Trait�s experience meter is filled to 100%, that Trait levels up and becomes both more powerful and more difficult to level up again.
 It is important to note that when a player character dies, they are forced to log out of the game for 11 real hours, or eight hours shy of four days in game time. A killed-off character loses a random amount of gold carried on their person, but never exceeds more than half. There�s a chance that a deceased player character will drop a random valuable item on death. The chance and number of items dropped also increases if that character is marked as a player killer. Finally, there�s the ever-looming guarantee that a felled player character will lose 20-30% experience from each and every one of their EXP bars. That means spreading oneself thin is a much riskier way to play the game. When Non-Player Characters die, they remain dead no matter how important the NPC.
 Dakkon also learned that most players made their first goal finding a trainer who would unlock for them a character class. Character classes can be changed while resting, and multiclassing was even possible with some restrictions�so it didn�t matter much what a player�s original class choice was. All that mattered was getting one. From there, it was easy to have some work commissioned for the player in the form of quests from their trainer or from a guild. Upon reading how most people easily obtained a character class and started quests by simply visiting a trainer, Dakkon was jarred away from his reading by slamming his forehead into the table he sat at.
[You have inflicted wounds upon yourself! Remaining HP 30/50]
[Trait unlocked! Thickness of skin brought about by thickness of action. You have gained the Trait: Thick]
 Dakkon rubbed his forehead and grumbled as he read the message. �I suppose it�s apt, though.�
 Dakkon pulled up the information for his new Trait:
|-Thick: Gained from causing oneself great, unnecessary strain or damage. Every rank in Thick increases damage resistance by 0.1% and thickens physical features. Special: Experience in thick is not lost on death.
 Dakkon�s eyes widened. �Inventory!� he demanded, and spent several minutes looking over the appearance of his miniature, posable avatar, ensuring his features had not become noticeably thickened.
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 It was 20:20 game time, and Dakkon had finally found a thread to grasp and follow. He needed to find a class trainer, any class trainer, and Correndin had a lot to choose from. There were common trainers that could be found everywhere: smiths, warriors, wizards, rangers, and the like; and then there were some less common and even region-exclusive trainers. Content, at first, to simply choose the first trainer he saw, Dakkon figured he might as well pick up something region exclusive. He poured over the rarest classes for the area and found what he was looking for: the thermomancer. There were just two problems. First, not too many players had managed to finish the thermomancer�s introductory training, and, those who did didn�t seem to think much about the power of the class. Second, the sole thermomancer trainer�s personality was the sort that wouldn�t stand taking on an apprentice who dressed like a tramp. And Dakkon looked, in his current state, far less appealing than your average tramp.
 Dakkon didn�t care too much about the class being slightly underpowered, he wanted something rare in his arsenal. So that meant, again, his priorities had shifted to getting himself cleaned up.
 �I�d better go to a clothier and see if I can buy something inexpensive but clean. I�d probably better visit a cordwainer, too, for a new pair of shoes. If I can�t afford what I need, then perhaps I can exchange my services for the goods.� Dakkon considered his options, �After I get clothes, I�d better take a dip in the river to clean off a bit.� Dakkon looked up the location of a clothier and decided that would be his first stop.
 Walking outside for the first time in hours, Dakkon realized that there wouldn�t be much more daylight to work with. He could try to continue playing at night, find a place to sleep in game, or logout for a bit. He had spent about 12 hours playing in game time, which amounted to less than 2 in the real world. �That�d make it around lunch time,� Dakkon thought. �I don�t feel hungry, though, or tired for that matter.�
 Dakkon walked in the direction of the clothier�s shop when he was suddenly approached by the very same city guardsman which he had talked to in the morning.
 �Damn! You look like week old shite, boy,� the guard said with a hint of amazement in his voice. �How�d you manage� whatever it is you�ve done? No. Forget all that. I�ve got some news that�ll perk you up. You�ll be pleased to know that we caught your attackers trying to rob a merchant.�
 �My, uhm, attackers?� Dakkon stammered. The cogs inside his head had been jammed a bit, but were in the process of righting themselves. Earlier in the day he had concocted a sub-par story about being mugged to explain his lack of manners and general knowledge of the area. �Oh, yes. Right. My attackers. You�ve apprehended them, then?�
 �That�s what I said, isn�t it? You didn�t actually go and get hit again did you?�
 Dakkon sighed. He�d gone so far as actually being mugged by hoodlums�well, sort of.
 �We�ve gotten back your belongings.� The guard handed Dakkon a larger and sturdier canvas bag than the bloody and horrible one he currently used. �We couldn�t, um, find any of your money, unfortunately. The bastards must have hidden it away somewhere.� The guard�s face betrayed a hint of guilt.
 Dumbstruck, Dakkon took the bag from the guard�s outstretched hand. Hiding his confusion, he gathered his wits to better navigate the unexpected situation. �No, no. That�s fine. It�s no problem at all. I�m just grateful you could return my belongings. If you do find the money, feel free to keep it as a reward for finding my things.�
 The guard looked less than pleased to hear those gracious words and cursed to himself, �Ah, damn it. Right. Here, I almost forgot about this knife we found amongst the recovered goods. We were admiring it and� I had absentmindedly tucked it into my belt.�
 The guard handed over a surprisingly ornate black dagger in an equally handsome black stone scabbard. He looked greatly relieved by the conscience-clearing act, but still clearly wanted to keep the interaction as short and sweet as he could. �Well, then, stop getting mugged, all right?� The guard said before quickly scampering off.
 �What just happened?� Dakkon tried to put together the pieces of the bizarre scene he�d just been a part of. �They caught three guys matching the ludicrous description I gave, actually mugging someone?� He had trouble wrapping his head around the situation. �And besides the bag full of who knows what, I�ve been given a dagger that looks�� Dakkon trailed off while looking down at the dagger in his hands. It wasn�t black, after all, but a blue so dark the mistake could be forgiven. All of it. The handle, the pommel�Dakkon drew the blade, forgetting about the bag temporarily as it dropped with a muffled metal slink. The grooved blade appeared to be exquisite.
 Remembering himself, Dakkon grabbed the bag off the ground, slung its strap around his shoulder, and quickly paced away in search of a safe spot to examine his windfall. �How much money did that damned guard make off with to make giving me this dagger seem reasonable?� The guard had clearly been of the incredibly honest sort. Perhaps even the act of keeping all of the money�which hadn�t been Dakkon�s in the first place�had been eating away at the man. Though Dakkon�s mind was filled with deciphering the various circumstances that led to his new bounty, his feet moved onwards and away, fueled by avarice.
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 Dakkon found himself returning to the familiar territory of Griffin Square. The area was every bit as bustling at twilight as it had been when he first arrived in Correndin. With only one thought on his mind, Dakkon sat on an open bench to look through his new goods. First, he examined the bag itself:
|Name: Wayfarer�s Canvas Bag
|Item Type: Bag � Large Capacity
|Durability: 48/50
|Attributes: Water Resistant
|Description: Wayfarer�s bags are treated to withstand harsh weather conditions and contain a variety of pockets for any assortment of small to medium sized goods.
 �Anything�s an upgrade to my bag in its current state,� Dakkon considered. �The water resistance will probably prove useful as well.� Next, he opened the bag and examined its contents:
|Name: Gentry Traveler�s Tunic
|Item Type: Armor - Cloth
|Durability: 20/20
|Armor Rating: 1
|Attributes: +4 Appearance
|Description: This tunic is made of twice layered cotton designed to look fashionable. The inner layer is soft and moves to prevent chaffing.

|Name: Gentry Traveler�s Pantaloons
|Item Type: Armor - Cloth
|Durability: 25/25
|Armor Rating: 2
|Attributes: +4 Appearance
|Description: This pair of pants is made of twice layered cotton, designed to look fashionable. The thigh regions have been reinforced with leather to provide a more comfortable experience while on horseback.

|Name: Treated Traveler�s Boots
|Item Type: Armor - Leather
|Durability: 72/75
|Armor Rating: 4
|Attributes: Water Resistant
|Description: These boots have been treated to resist the effects of rain.

|Name: Treated Traveler�s Cloak
|Item Type: Armor - Cloth
|Durability: 35/35
|Armor Rating: 0
|Attributes: Water Resistant, Cold Resistant
|Description: Traveler�s cloaks are slightly larger than most cloaks to allow space for a backpack to rest beneath them. This cloak has been treated to resist the effects of rain. The cloak may be pulled around its wearer to provide a measure of respite from the cold.

|Name: Chain Mesh Underlay
|Item Type: Armor Component - Chain
|Durability: 80/80
|Armor Rating: 7
|Attributes: None
|Description: This thin and light weight chain meshing is designed to be sewn into cloth or leather armor. It cannot be practically worn on its own.
 Dakkon was gleeful. He was just about to buy new clothes and was certain he wouldn�t have been able to afford anything nearly this nice. What�s more, some of the clothes even affected his appearance, which he hoped would help him garner the favor of the thermomancer trainer he wanted to visit next. There was even a chainmail underlay in the batch. Dakkon assumed he�d need to have it sewn into his cloak or on top of an undershirt. He didn�t like the sound of the chaffing that the tunic so graciously forewarned him about.
 �And now� the best for last�� Dakkon trailed of, building up his own sense of anticipation. �Inspect!�
|Name: Dark Stone Dagger
|Item Type: Weapon - Piercing/Slashing
|Durability: ?
|Damage: ?
|Attributes: ?
|Description: The dagger is made of dark stone that remains cool to the touch, regardless of environment. To determine more you must increase your proficiency in Identification, or visit an appraiser.

|Name: Dark Stone Scabbard
|Item Type: Scabbard - Small
|Durability: ?
|Attributes: ?
|Description: The scabbard is made of dark stone that remains cool to the touch, regardless of environment. To determine more you must increase your proficiency in Identification, or visit an appraiser.
 �Pity,� Dakkon thought. It was a shame he wouldn�t be able to find out just how good the dagger was yet, but the state of Dakkon�s excitement was largely unperturbed. He was positively mirthful, and smiled broadly as he put away his newfound treasures in his large canvas bag.
 Dakkon walked down the street, smiling merrily, and even complimenting strangers as he passed them, much to their chagrin as they denied to their acquaintances any affiliation with the walking disaster that Dakkon appeared to be. Dakkon made his way to one side of the river that flowed through Correndin, underneath Gadwick Bridge, and after ensuring there were no prying eyes to take offense, stripped down by simply dragging the rags out of his inventory and cleansed himself in the cold river water.
 After washing up, Dakkon hopped out of the water, tousled his hair to shake out the excess water, and dried off using his new cloak before outfitting himself in his new gear. He admired the little avatar of himself in his inventory window, pleased by the change in wardrobe. Next, he dumped the canteens out of his old bag of horrors, rinsed their exteriors, and placed them in his new rucksack.
 �I�m out of food in game, and I�m probably hungry in the real world,� Dakkon considered. There wasn�t a much better stopping point that he could hope for, and logging out for an hour and a half would allow Dakkon to treat himself to a celebratory lunch. The first day was a success�after a fashion, anyway.
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 Dakkon thought to himself, �Logout!�
 Instead of the disimpassioned female voice he had come to expect, a window explaining the logout procedure popped up:
|This is your first time initiating the logout sequence. Please take note:
|To safely logout, a player must be removed from combat for a minimum of 30 seconds.
|You may logout immediately by invoking the command �Logout Immediately.�
|Logging out immediately will leave your character vulnerable to attack for five minutes.
|Exiting in this manner will be a less pleasant experience.
|Are you sure you�d like to logout?
|( Yes )( No )
 Dakkon selected �Yes� and the world began to fall away from him piece by piece. The scene�bridge, buildings, water, and stones�left his vision as though plucked away like individual pieces from a chess board. A light mist covered his vision and the whole world went black.
 Corbin felt himself spinning like a slowly roasting lamb on a spit and could vaguely smell the lingering fragrance of orange and ammonia. After another two revolutions, the pod faced him upward and erected Corbin into an upright, standing posture. The air-filled bags holding him stationary deflated in seconds, and the door to the pod slid free. Corbin was a dam about to burst, and scrambled out of his pod in a mad, albeit short, dash to his restroom.
 �That seems rather dangerous,� Corbin thought to himself. �Maybe I�ll have to look into those in-and-out tubes�� Shuddering at the thought, he decided that, for now, he�d simply refrain from drinking an excess of liquids before entering the pod.
 It was a little after noon and Corbin wasn�t particularly hungry, but he knew that he was low on food supplies and would need to restock. Maybe by the time they arrived, he�d have regained his appetite.
 �Pixie!� Corbin spoke the voice activation command for his brand of AugSys, an augmented reality computer system with a built in AI assistant that was as commonplace in homes today as televisions were at the turn of the century.
 A tiny winged simulation of a woman wiggled its way out from between the cushions of Corbin�s sofa. �Would you like me to schedule a cleaning service?� The newly freed hologram inquired.
 Corbin sighed. �No thanks.� He walked over to the sofa and sat down on the cushion beside the little faerie who was launched, as if by his comparably large mass, up and over onto the armrest opposite where he was seated.
 Corbin looked up at the blank wall in front of where he sat. �Connect me to the grocery store and pull up a clock with the current time of day in Chronicle, please.� The pixie on his armrest yawned and perfunctorily flicked her wrist towards the barren wall which transformed into a massive panel displaying �Friday Super Value Sale,� courtesy of PKT Mart. With an additional nod from the pixie, an elegant clock appeared on Corbin�s coffee table displaying time that passed by at an abnormally quick pace.
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 Corbin used his break from the game to set his affairs in order for the next few days. He ordered new food, sent an apologetic message to his supervisor for missing that day of work, showered, and tuned into a couple of Chronicle-based livestreams. Corbin�s favorite of the streams was one called ChronCast. ChronCast styled itself in the manner of larger news networks and had become so popular that several copycats had already emerged. The majority of the coverage was streamed from inside the game, which�at eight times speed�would have been information overload for someone trying to follow along at home. However, the success of the original stream allowed them to launch a real-time equivalent which gave the high and low points of what was happening on the faster-paced channel.
 Since there was over a week�s worth of new content from Chronicle every single day, watching the highlights was very entertaining. Battles, quests, injustices, bounties and more tended to be covered once, then were dropped for the next story. If you weren�t watching at just the right time, or following the in-game stream, you�d simply miss the information. There was that much happening. If ChronCast harped on something for more than a short period of time, then you knew it was something big.
 Just when it was time for Corbin to log back into the game, one report piqued his interest. There was a request for help from the village of Greenburne, a little way to the west of his location in game, where some sort of unidentified monster race had been sighted and was attacking villagers. �It must be a relatively low-level area to be so close to a starting city,� thought Corbin. �If the village still needs help after I become a thermomancer, I�ll head that way to join the quest.�
 Corbin hopped back into his pod a little later than he had intended, having learned what he could about Greenburne from watching the stream, and was eager to step back into Chronicle. The door slid shut above him and he gripped the handles before he was instructed to do so. The capsule tilted back at a 30-degree angle. After the sturdy bags of air had inflated, lining his body with sensors, the pod began to revolve and, taking that as his cue, Corbin said, �Engage!�
 The cool breeze on his face smelled like a lime green popsicle.
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 When Dakkon came to, he was standing beneath Gadwick Bridge where a group of four familiar men�one large, one small, and two of medium statures�were threateningly huddled around a fifth, broomstick-shaped man with slicked back hair and a worried expression on his face. Dakkon and the four thieves�who had aimed to mug him the day before�locked eyes. After the surprise appearance of their previous day�s prey, now dressed in quality clothes that hinted of good fortune, the matryoshka doll men glanced at one another to ensure solidarity of purpose and� when they turned back to confront Dakkon he was already up the hill and gone. A quick look over his shoulder told Dakkon he had made it to safety. He could just make out the form of the four bruisers� other target fleeing over the crest of the old bridge.
 �I�ll have to be more careful about where I logout,� Dakkon noted as he breathed fully after his unexpected exertion.
 Despite having just eaten in the real world, Dakkon�s stomach growled insistently. Taking the hint, and being entirely out of food, he stopped by a merchant�s stand advertising �Everything, on a stick!� and bought dumplings boiled on a stick, chicken fried on a stick, and something approaching miniature hamburgers on a stick for one copper apiece. Had the meal not been so portable, taking him quite a distance towards his destination by the time he had finished eating, he would have kissed the merchant who sold them to him. The food was fresh, delicious, and invigorating. �Assuming the devs aren�t sadists who programmed heartburn into the game, I�m going to love it here,� Dakkon thought, contended.
 Dakkon knew where he needed to go to meet his prospective thermomancy trainer thanks to some small-scale reconnaissance carried out while he watched ChronCast in the real world, so making his way there was a simple matter of putting one foot in front of the other. When he arrived at the master�s abode, Dakkon was disheartened to see that the house was little more than a shack to the side of a busy thoroughfare. The ramshackle state of the building didn�t exude the sense of the prosperity he expected. Dakkon didn�t feel that the site was nearly impressive enough for a master of any art. Despite this misgiving, he strolled up to the front door in his fine new clothes and knocked.
 Within seconds, the door was open, and a squat, well-dressed man with a round nose looked Dakkon over eagerly. �Why, hello!� the man bellowed in a voice deeper than his countenance would suggest possible. �Hello, indeed! Tell me, traveler, what is your name?�
 �Dakkon,� Dakkon said, with a slight bow he hoped to be fitting of his attire.
 �Welcome to my humble home, Dakkon. My name is Chillwane Barthonomanius Farkaster,� the egg-like man paused briefly, weighing the impact his name had upon the visitor before continuing, �but my friends call me Chill on account of my profession, I�m sure. Please, do come in.�
 Unfazed by the complex name the master had been branded with, Dakkon obliged.
 Once inside, Dakkon began, �Master Chill, I have heard that you are a lord over flame and I�d like nothing more than to learn of your art.�
 Chillwane looked disheartened, but unsurprised. �I�m no flame lord. You seem to be confusing thermomancy with pyromancy. Pyromancers control fire while thermomancers control heat in a more general sense.�
 �So� that means� you can�t cast flaming death from your fingertips?� Dakkon asked.
 �I can�t help you there. Not without harsh spirits to light aflame and hurl, anyway,� Chillwane said while shaking his head, �This happens two or three times a day, I�m afraid.�
 �So� what you�re saying is�� Dakkon paused, �You can still light things on fire?�
 �Why, yes. I can do that,� Chillwane said. �It works in the other extreme as well. I can freeze water at a whim. It�s quite a convenient skill to have in the heat of the summer. Makes you a real champion at parties.�
 �That sounds pretty interesting,� Dakkon lied. In a world where you can open portals to far off lands, fly, and rain fire from the sky, lighting tinder and chilling drinks was entirely unremarkable. The fact remained, however, that regardless of its capabilities, he needed a class to start with. It was, in many ways from what he�d read, the first real step players took toward receiving quests and commissions �Plus, I can change my class at any time,� Dakkon thought to himself.
 �Well, I�ll be! Although you�ve come here expecting to wield the power of fire, you�re still interested in trying your hand at thermomancy?� Chillwane admired. �That�s most unusual.�
 �It may not be what I expected, exactly, but it sounds like a fine profession. I�d be pleased to learn it from you,� Dakkon said.
 �Very well. I haven�t had a new student in quite some time now. When would you like to get started?�
 �I�m eager, ready, and willing,� Dakkon said. �Would starting immediately be too hasty?�
 �Hah! I like to see some spirit in a young man.� Chillwane smiled. �There�s no time like the present, as they say. To be honest, despite your words, I still wasn�t sure you were interested. It wouldn�t be the first time someone said they�d come by the following day, never to show up. Say, I�ll knock off half of the apprenticeship fee I normally require and will only charge you 15 silver.�
 �I�m broke,� Dakkon said. There didn�t seem to be any point in denying it.
 �Well, come back when you�ve got the money, then,� Chillwane sighed. �I�ll give you the same deal since I�ve offered it already.�
 �I really need the training. Can I pay you back through the commissions offered to thermomancers� after completing the training?� Dakkon asked.
 �Thermomancer work doesn�t exactly pay all that well in this climate.� Chillwane rubbed his forehead with his fingers. �It could be months before you make that much if you account for living expenses.�
 This was opposite of the news which Dakkon wanted to hear, even if the state of Master Chillwane�s house forewarned of such. Still, he was there and ready to learn. �Would you accept something else in barter?� Dakkon suggested.
 �Well, what did you have in mind?� Chillwane shrugged.
 Dakkon produced the Chain Mesh Underlay from his bag and handed it to his potential trainer. �Would you train me in exchange for this?�
 �Deal,� Chillwane said happily, swiping the underlay from Dakkon�s hands.
 �Tch. I should have found out how much that was worth first,� Dakkon silently rebuked himself.
 �Well then, let�s get to it, shall we!� Chillwane said merrily, as he beckoned Dakkon into an even smaller room in the back of his humble home.
 Every wall of the back room looked as though it had been layered with cooked clay. Some areas were cracked, but there was no circulation of air. The area was stagnant. In the center of the room sat two stools. One looked to be made for sitting upon, while the other looked to be made for stepping on to retrieve something just out arm�s reach. Chillwane sat on the properly sized stool and motioned for Dakkon to sit on the miniature one. Dakkon squatted on it and looked up at his trainer.
 �Thermomancy is,� Chillwane began, �essentially the art of willing temperature to conform to your whim.�
 Dakkon nodded.
 �Changing the temperature of a thing or environment through sheer concentration is much easier to speak of than it is to do, but when it comes right down to it� that�s exactly what must be done,� Chillwane instructed. �Performing thermomancy is not something one can be taught by listening alone, it is something that must be felt. Something that must be craved with every fiber of one�s being. Only then will the secret to the art be unlocked.�
 Dakkon was unsure of how learning a new class would go, but supposed going through a trial was much more flavorful and interesting than simply paying some money and walking out a changed man. �I�m ready to begin,� Dakkon said when he suspected Chillwane was waiting for his affirmation.
 �Then we�ll get started. But first, do you have a canteen?� asked Chillwane.
 �I do,� Dakkon admitted.
 �Drink what you can and then hand it to me,� Chillwane commanded.
 Dakkon drank from one of his two canteens and handed it to the master thermomancer.
 The room grew warm. Very warm. Sweat began to drizzle from Dakkon�s forehead and the pits of his arms moistened.
 �You are very warm,� Chillwane stated as a matter of fact. �Wouldn�t it be nice if you could cool down?�
 Dakkon, perplexed, nodded. With no stirring of the air, the sweat grew hot on his skin and he sweltered.
 �To cool down you must will yourself to be cool. Think of a cool setting,� Chillwane suggested.
 Dakkon was too warm to think properly. He tried to think of cold environments but nothing came to mind. His mind was shutting down from the heat.
 �Follow my voice. I will guide you,� Chillwane commanded. �You are in a field of snow. There are flurries of frozen water dancing around you. You see children at play who aim to build a tower of ice and snow, but must stop because the freezing cold stings their fingers.�
 Dakkon was barely able to follow the words of the trainer, but with the mention of a freezing sting the differentiation between intense heat and extreme cold began to blur in his mind.
 �You�re strolling upon the surface of a frozen lake. The ice shatters and you plunge into the biting chill beneath. The cold is so intense it feels like the grasp of icy hands. You must get out of the water to warm yourself,� Chillwane continued his guidance.
 Dakkon actually began to feel� chilly. As though a switch had been flipped, the room didn�t feel so oppressively hot anymore. Once an icy breath escaped from between Dakkon�s lips, Chillwane exclaimed, �Yes! That�s it! You are beginning to learn.�
 Dakkon�s body began to cool itself, but his mind was still dull. He latched onto Chillwane�s words.
 �You are out of the water. You have managed to stop shivering from the cold of the lake. You look around and see that the snow has stopped falling on your head. You turn to your left, you step forward and you are walking�� Chillwane continued, �on the surface of the sun.�
 �AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!� Dakkon howled and passed out.
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 As Dakkon came to, Chillwane was splashing water over him.
 �Aw, geez,� Chillwane said, �you were doing so well during the exercise. I thought you�d have the sense to disregard that bit about the sun and all.� The thermomancer seemed to speak far less formally as he handed Dakkon his canteen. �You scared me half to death with that hollering of yours.�
 Dakkon glowered at Chillwane. The master�s cruel prank had made Dakkon feel as though he were fully submerged in boiling water, if only for an instant.
 �Ah, come now. You�re all right,� said Chillwane. �Best of all, you�ve completed your first step down the road of thermomancy. Congratulations.�
 Dakkon, rising to his feet, continued to stare down the old thermomancer.
 �Oh, fine, fine. Here. On account of your generous offer of that underlay to have me teach you, and as an apology for my poor sense of humor, allow me to split the difference with you.� Chillwane reached into his coin purse and pulled out a shining gold coin. �Here.�
 Dakkon�s eyes lit up as he took the coin.
 �Now get out there and practice your art in the world. Everything else is in your hands.� Chillwane said while ushering Dakkon out the door.
 As he walked out into the open air of the outdoors, with the breeze on his face and a gold coin in his pocket, Dakkon forgave the old man. �He really isn�t such a bad guy,� Dakkon thought.
 �BUYING �Chain Mesh Underlay!� five gold!� a player wandering through a crowd of merchants shouted.
 �I�ll pay seven gold for one!� another player upped the ante.
 �Step off, you damned poacher!� the first player challenged. �Seven gold! Not a copper more!�
 Dakkon thought he could hear a hearty chuckle coming from the closed door behind him.
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 Dakkon opened his character information to weigh the capabilities of his first class:
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 10 ( ? )
|Stamina: 10
|Agility: 10
|Dexterity: 10
|Intellect: 10
|Luck: 0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 0
|
|Hit Points: 50/50
|Endurance: 50/50
|Mana Points: 50/50
|Level: 1
|EXP Until Next Level: [_______200/300__]
 Noticing a new button available next to statistics, he clicked on it.
|����
|Classes
|����
|Primary Class: Thermomancer
|Class Level: 1
|EXP Until Next Level: [0/300]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 1� 0% []
 Selecting the skill brought up the following information:
|+Thermoregulate: This skill allows its user to change their temperature at will. Higher ranks in this skill will improve the ease with which a character can alter temperature.
 That was it. There was only one skill available to him for now. Since Dakkon had witnessed the thermomancer master heat the air around him to oven-level temperatures without burning himself up, he knew that there must be more abilities to come. Thermoregulate didn�t appear to have any combat applications, but at least he could level it up while he walked around.
 At a whim, Dakkon opened the window displaying his traits:
|����
|Traits ( ][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Heroic � 1� 0% []
|Hunter � 1� 0% []
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]
 �Grand,� Dakkon sighed. He was becoming �thick.�
 In addition to his new class and skill, he also acquired a new Trait:
|-Steadfast: Gained through enduring a harsh experience. Every rank in Steadfast increases non-physical resistance to harmful effects by 1%. Current effect: +1%.
 Dakkon had not realized the �Appearance� component of his recently acquired armor would show up in his traits. Now that he knew, he was eager to see what the ability did:
|-Appearance: Provided by equipped items: Gentry Traveler�s Tunic, Gentry Traveler�s Pantaloons. Ranks in Appearance affect how NPCs judge a character�s station at a glance. Current score: 8.
 �So, it�s some sort of�� Dakkon paused and pondered the effect of the trait, �way to pass one�s self off as a gentleman?� Perhaps he could use it to infiltrate a royal court, or take command of a regiment of troops� but Dakkon doubted he�d get any real use out of a few points.
 Putting appearances aside, Dakkon already had his plan of action. He needed to stock up on food, refill his canteens, and head towards the village called Greenburne where there was bound to be a quest waiting for him. And so, he made his way towards Correndin�s west gate, making sure to stop by the �Everything on a stick!� stand to pay his respects and buy one taquito on a stick and one cake on a stick�the combination of which proved to be abominable, but Dakkon was pleased all the same.
 Once at the west gate, Dakkon bartered with nearby traders�the result of which fully refilled his canteens and gained him 30 servings of dried meat which he was assured could stand up to the hardships of the road. Dakkon checked with the guards by the edge of the city to make sure heading due west down the road would take him straight to Greenburne and learned that, despite a well-labeled turn, it would do exactly that.
 Dakkon set off down the road by foot, mostly unaware of his surroundings due to his constant, strained exercises of imagining himself standing naked in a frozen tundra, then bundled up in layers of fur amidst hot dunes of sand. Dakkon continued alternating his thoughts between the contrasting environments until after only a few moments he found himself completely drained of mana, at which point his image training had no effect on his temperature. Dakkon moved to the side of the road, pulled up his overlay, and sat while waiting for his mana to regen.
 It is a common feature in games of this nature that sitting down increases the rate at which a player regenerates, and Chronicle was no exception. At his current strength, however, Dakkon only had enough mana to train for a few minutes before he would need to stop and rest. There was wildlife about and, as a compromise, Dakkon decided he�d fully expend his mana then would continue to walk until he encountered a monster or animal he could slay for experience. To keep himself moving, he�d only take his rest after a skirmish. As soon as he had recovered his mana, he stood up, brushed himself off, and then continued down the road, switching between hot and cold like a mantra.
 Just as Dakkon�s pool of mana had run dry, he saw a lone fawn grazing just off the main road. He had no misgivings hunting the young, virtual deer, and so chased after it. The fawn�s natural instincts proved more than a match for Dakkon at his current abilities and the deer darted away at a pace which, despite his best efforts, Dakkon was unable to match. Realizing he�d need to find a better way, he walked back toward the road. Before he had a chance to sheathe his dagger, a hungry wolf�which had likely been stalking the fawn�leapt toward him. Dakkon managed to jump aside while readying his weapon, but was too slow for the predator.
[You have been clawed for 9 damage. Remaining HP 41/50]
 Dakkon now lay on the ground attempting to set up for the wolf�s next lunge. The wolf jumped onto him, intending to bite at the vulnerable flesh of his neck but only finding Dakkon�s shoulder. During the strike, the dagger in his hands found its way into the chest of the lupine assailant.
[You have been bitten for 16 damage. Remaining HP 25/50]
[You have stabbed a wolf for 258 damage. Wolf has been slain.]
[You have gained 60 experience! EXP until next level 260/300]
 �Ah. Damn!� Dakkon cried. The pain was greater than he had expected it to be. Before Dakkon could process the information filling the bottom of his vision, two other wolves emerged from the trees and lunged toward him. Dakkon managed to get to his knees and swiped at the first wolf�s face as it clawed him.
[You have been clawed for 8 damage. Remaining HP 17/50]
[You have slashed a wolf for 242 damage. Wolf has been slain.]
[You have gained 60 experience! EXP until next level 20/710]
[You have gained a level! You have 5 free stat points to distribute!]
 The final wolf halted its assault so abruptly that it slid foward in the dirt. The beast whimpered, turned its tail, and ran.
 Shaken from the sensation of being set upon by a small pack of wolves, Dakkon took a moment to collect himself. �Those bastards almost had me,� Dakkon considered. �But they went down so easily�� The encounter felt strange to him. Trying to figure out what had happened, Dakkon tried invoking a command he hadn�t known for sure was in the game, but was a classic mechanic of online role-playing games, �Combat Log!� He thought. A scrollable window popped up.
 Dakkon�s eyes were glued to his two damage entries:
[You have stabbed a wolf for 258 damage. Wolf has been slain.]
[You have slashed a wolf for 242 damage. Wolf has been slain.]
 �What the hell?� Dakkon felt chills run up and down his spine. He looked at the dagger, somewhat bloodied in his hands. �Just how strong is this thing?�
 Without a proper reference to gauge damage by�except for how hard a rat bites compared to a wolf�Dakkon was unsure about the overwhelming display of power his weapon seemed capable of. With a quick calculation, he tried to put it into terms he could understand, �16 wolf bites. I do as much damage as 16 separate, angry wolf bites,� Dakkon thought, �But then, maybe that�s just how things work in this game. Maybe a low-level creature does poor damage compared to an armed man.�
 With no way to be sure, Dakkon shook away his thoughts on the matter and set to harvesting the wolves. The problem arose that he had no idea how to manage it and, being unsure that he even had the right tools for the job, settled for wrenching out the four enlarged canine teeth from each wolf, then pocketed them and marched back to the road. Noting his health and mana pools were both full from leveling up, Dakkon sallied forth on his way towards Greenburne.
 The remainder of Dakkon�s trek towards the village went flawlessly. He practiced his thermomancy, paused to hunt any nearby animals, and rested, each in turn. Twice, he stopped to rest for jerky and warm, metallic tasting water. By the time Dakkon could see Greenburne, he had leveled up two more times. All creatures fell before his dagger with only a single swipe or thrust, and he packed away whatever he could fit into his bag. Dakkon had acquired 13 full hares, eight wolf canines, and three brown snake carcasses. Everything else was simply too large to bring along, and was left for the scavengers. He noticed that the weight of 13 hares in his bag didn�t feel heavy�clearly a concession against realism for the players� benefit.
 Aside from his bounty of loot, Dakkon had advanced in several ways:
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 10 ( ? )
|Stamina: 10
|Agility: 10
|Dexterity: 10
|Intellect: 10
|Luck: 0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 15
|
|Hit Points: 80/80
|Endurance: 65/65
|Mana Points: 80/80
|Level: 4
|EXP Until Next Level: [______975/1,350_]


|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Heroic � 1� 10% [__]
|Hunter � 2� 15% [___]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]

|����
|Classes
|����
|Primary Class: Thermomancer
|Class Level: 3
|EXP Until Next Level: [______784/1,050__]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 6� 70% [________________]
 Dakkon had made considerable progress compared to his first day, but knew that progress tends to be quick in the beginning. By the time Thermoregulate had reached level 5, Dakkon found it much easier to maintain his concentration and the skill required far less mana to use. The further along he had progressed towards Greenburne, the less frequent his breaks became. Dakkon soon found it much easier to pay attention to his surroundings while altering his body heat, but using the skill was still far from practical.
 Dakkon strolled into Greenburne with the casual attitude of someone who belonged there. The village was bigger than he had anticipated. A large well lay near the center of the town, next to a respectably clean, brick, two-story inn. Dakkon entered the inn�s common room, filled with players and NPCs alike, and a message appeared on his screen:
[You are resting in a bar.]
[Restoration speed is increased.]
 Dakkon passed by three tables of people watching him with interest, strode up to the bald, broad-shouldered man behind the bar and lobbed questions at him without having the courtesy to offer buying anything.
 �I�ve travelled here from Correndin because I heard this village was having some trouble,� Dakkon declared. He had grown confident from his trivial journey. �What exactly is happening here?�
 �Another adventurer here to try and help?� The barkeeper seemed delighted to see another new face. His business had surely surged from the influx of quest seekers. �We�re grateful for your assistance. Whether you came by horseback or foot, you must have a parched throat. Can I get you anything to drink?�
 Dakkon was not entirely unfamiliar with the concept of quid pro quo. �I�ll have some ale and a leg of something,� he tried.
 �Certainly!� the barkeeper said with delight. �Penny! Go and fetch the mutton,� he yelled towards a young, strawberry-haired girl in an apron who had been idly chatting to customers.
 Dakkon wasn�t sure, but the grin on the barkeeper�s face suggested he might be left with plenty of leftover food.
 The bald barkeeper filled a pint-sized wooden mug up to the brim with a frothy liquid and set it before Dakkon with a contented smile. �Your food will take a little time, but will be well worth the wait.�
 The tankard smelled sweet and delicious, but Dakkon�s mood soured a bit as he watched the young Penny guide a fully-grown sheep into the back.
 After a brief stop by the kitchen, the proprietor returned to Dakkon. �That�ll come to 30 silver, sir.�
 Dakkon squinted at the bartender but, with the realization that leaving or haggling would at best hurt the information he received and at worse bar him from the quest completely, he acquiesced with his shiny gold coin. �If you�d be so kind,� Dakkon began, �I�d like to know about the monsters attacking your village.�
 The bartender�s face grew somewhat sullen and he nodded. �For a while now there have been rumors that there were goats walking upright in the woods near here. No one sensible paid them any mind, of course. However, six days back, three of the damned things showed up out of the blue and dragged old Shep Finnigan off into the trees.� The bartender shook his head.
 �They just showed up and dragged him off?� Dakkon asked.
 �That they did. If it weren�t for Jane and Tenner setting off to visit the man, no one would have known what happened. He lived a little past the edge of town, you see,� the bartender relayed, �but that was just the beginning of it. Since then, every night a few of the goat bastards poke around town. Now and then they make off with supplies.�
 �Any idea where they�re coming from?� asked Dakkon.
 �No one knows. Groups of adventurers head out to try and find the damned things every day. If you ask me, I think we just need to set up a perimeter around the town, but Barrcus�the town�s head�demands that the creatures be dead or driven off,� the bartender shrugged. �He sent word to Correndin about the town�s problem, but was told that their forces were stretched too thin to help out. They did promise a bounty of 300 gold to any group that managed to solve our problem, though.�
 300 gold was quite the sum for a level 4 player. Even if he grouped up with five other players he�d make off with a tidy 50 gold. There might even be additional rewards! Since Dakkon�s game plan was to level up, the offer was just too good to refuse. �I�ll take care of the beasts,� he said.
[You have accepted the quest: Get the Goatmen]
 A few minutes later, Dakkon was brought a leg of mutton bigger than his head. Before digging into the beautiful, brown meat that smelled of seared rosemary, Dakkon had to confirm something. �Hey barkeep, this here mutton�� Dakkon paused, trying to find a way to phrase his query, �It�s not goatman meat, is it?�
 Appalled, the barkeeper spat, �That�s disgusting! What sort of savages do you take us for?�
 �Oh, no. It�s nothing like that,� Dakkon relaxed. �It�s just that I�m pretty sure someone served me rat stew under similar circumstances�� he trailed off, and muttered under his breath, �I mean, there are definitely some parallels here.�
 The insulted bartender left Dakkon to his feast, and Dakkon spent the next hour trying to think of hot and cold, without tying them to locations, while eating bite after bite of what probably wasn�t goatman.
 As twilight approached, the players in the bar began to leave in groups, and Dakkon followed suit with a new Thermoregulate rank of seven plus six percent. As he walked out into the center of town, a tall, hazel-haired man in his early 20s, with a wiry goatee and dark eyes, approached Dakkon with a faint smile.
 �Hello there, Dakkon� the stranger said Dakkon�s name in a manner that didn�t sound altogether respectful.
 Inside a town, the names of players hung suspended in the air by default in order to make interaction between them easier. It wasn�t strange for someone to know his name, but Dakkon wasn�t sure he cared to be addressed in that manner. The name �Brett� hung above the player�s head in blue.
 �Want to hunt some goatmen with us?� Brett asked, �We�re the group that found them the last two nights. We�re down one man. Interested?�
 Dakkon nodded and the two walked back towards three other players.
 �Nice to meet you all,� Dakkon said.
 �Found us a new guy, huh Brett? A player named Savior chuckled. �Well, welcome aboard.�
 �Let�s get going already,� Arden, appearing of similar age to Brett and Savior, said impatiently. �I�m tired of grinding this stupid quest. A goatman or two once a day is ridiculously slow progress and the hunting here sucks.�
 The final member of the foursome remained silent. He was an older man, with black hair that stood up above his already tall figure. Above that, his name, Suresh, floated translucent in the fading light of the evening. Suresh did not make eye contact nor acknowledge Dakkon�s presence.
|You have been invited to a group by: Brett
|Do you accept?
|Yes���� No
 As soon as Dakkon accepted the party invitation, a compact box displaying each member�s remaining and maximum health appeared. The same information could be gleaned by glancing at another member of the party, and both methods showed all members to be at full health not only numerically, but through a healthy green tone he suspected would change color depending on the severity of one�s situation. While Dakkon explored the party interface for the first time, the group turned in a common direction and headed off into the woods to the northeast of the village.
 �How�d you come to find yourself here?� Brett asked, turning backwards to face Dakkon from ahead, implying the new member should move up to his side.
 Dakkon stepped forward and answered honestly, �I heard about the quest on ChronCast.�
 �Tch!� the irritable Arden spat, �Great. This place is going to be swarming with noobs.�
 Dakkon didn�t miss the implication, but he was new after all.
 �Leaving now would be a waste,� Savior chimed in. �We must be close to completing the quest by now.�
 �Never mind our hotheaded rogue,� Brett said to Dakkon. �He�s tired of wasting away in such a low-level area. We all are.�
 Curious, Dakkon asked, �What level are you guys?�
 �Judging by your clothes and bag alone, I�d have guessed we�re around the same as you.� Savior said. �Brett�s the highest at 36 and the rest of us are between 28 and that. You must be some sort of wizard to have such a low amount of health.�
 �Some sort of wizard�� Dakkon was unsure whether or not he wanted to break their presumptions. Brett�s HP was a staggering 2,210, while Suresh totaled over 3,000. Compared to Dakkon�s paltry 80 hit points there was an ocean of difference. �I�m currently a thermomancer.�
 �Fire wizard?� Arden suggested.
 Dakkon was embarrassed about his class and didn�t really want to explain.
 �He�s no fire wizard,� Brett grinned. �I�ve talked to that class trainer. They warm and cool things.� The dark eyed man began to chuckle. �Gotta be about the most useless class I�ve ever heard of. What�s your level, then, master microwave oven?�
 The truth of the matter would have likely come up in combat. Dakkon shrugged then came clean, �Four.�
 The group exchanged glances and, just as Savior was about to say something, Brett interjected, �Hah! No worries. This area is about the right level for you. We just outclass it a bit.� He shot a glance towards Savior and Dakkon just managed to see a wink. �We�ll take good care of you, friend.�
 The rest of the group seemed to agree on the point, aside from the stoic Suresh who remained ever noncommittal.
 After a few more steps, Savior pointed out a grand panther crouching behind brush some ways off, staring at the group. Even after its location had been shown to him, Dakkon couldn�t see the cat. �His vision must be modified somehow,� Dakkon reasoned.
 �Dakkon,� Brett began, �very slowly and carefully walk forwards about halfway to where that panther is hunkering down. If it bolts, that�s fine, but if it attacks then we can drop it from a distance before it gets to you. Grand panther pelts are very valuable, and it would be a real shame for us to miss the chance.�
 Dakkon could understand the wisdom in this, a whole troop of players might scare a hungry panther away, but a single man might just tempt the beast to strike.
 �It�ll be fine, Dakkon,� Brett reassured him �Just keep your eyes low and watch out for any trouble. If the cat makes a run for you, leg it back this way.�
 Dakkon craned his neck in a nervous stretch and decided to trust in the words of the group that had taken him in. He slowly walked forward toward the oversized ambush predator concealed so well that he couldn�t see it. Dakkon moved ahead, step after step, and at about the midway point heard a rustle from above him.
 The group of men he had left cheered and hollered as a massive black feline killing machine descended upon Dakkon from a tree branch. His eyes met with the beast�s and before he had a chance to do anything he was dead.
[You have been sneak attacked for 158 damage. Remaining HP 0/80]
[You have died.]
[You will be barred from reentering Chronicle for 11 hours True Time.]
 Dakkon�s vision began to darken and fall away from him. Moments later he could smell a sharp citrus fragrance, became aware of a short-lived tumbling sensation, and knew he was back in the real world.
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Four days. Corbin was incensed. He wouldn�t be able to participate on the quest for nearly four days. He�d have lost a portion of his money, his skills that he had been cultivating would lose a large amount of experience towards their next ranks, and he may have even dropped his precious dagger.
 �When I find those bastards�� Arden, Savior, Suresh and Brett�especially Brett,� Corbin would take care to remember their names, �I�ll�� he trailed off. What would he do, exactly? �I�ll have to think of something special.�
 Corbin didn�t consider himself to be petty, but the thoughts that filled his mind were exactly that. He�d like to find exactly where they respawned and kill them over, and over, and over again. He�d love to strip the items from them one by one. He�d be thrilled if he could put them at ends with one another and find a way to orchestrate a scheme so heinous that the four would never be able to walk into an area that hinted of civilization without the collective population scrambling to collect the bounty on their heads. But he knew he couldn�t do anything like that. He was a level four thermomancer with no combat skills nor the curried favor of powerful people. It was, however, only his first day in the game�so, he could grow.
 He decided he wouldn�t waste any more time on his hatred. �Sure, they ridiculed me and set me up to be pounced on by a giant man-eating cat, but�� Corbin tried to stop his line of thought. �Keep your eyes low,� he mocked.
 Corbin was certainly frustrated. Not only had he died and been left unable to play, but this was a rare three-day-weekend of an opportunity to really get a good start in the world of Chronicle. In a game where dying meant losing four days and some amount of progress, he could feel the repercussions. �I�m going to have to keep my guard up from now on,� Corbin resolved.
 �Now, what to do?� Corbin wondered. He wasn�t even remotely tired, so sleeping was out of the question, and if he tried, he knew he�d likely just remember the events that had just unfolded. He needed a distraction.
 Corbin sat on his couch. �Pixie, pull up ChronCast for me.�
 �You got it, boss,� a melodic, female voice replied from no distinct direction. The wall in front of Corbin transformed.
 An anchor Corbin hadn�t seen before was reporting. ��rather interesting class. Bards sing or play songs that apply beneficial effects to allies, or detrimental effects to enemies. They can even perform songs that directly damage foes�� The woman was in her late 20s, with a lively bob cut of brown hair that bounced as she emphasized words. ��most interesting feature of a bard is how those effects are applied. Every fourth beat triggers a song�s effect, so, if a bard plays in double time the effects trigger twice as often.�
 �Pixie, turn off the stream,� Corbin ordered. Watching ChronCast just spurred him to want to play even more. Worst of all, learning about another class just made him feel more useless due to his current role. �Find some standup comedy I haven�t seen before.�
 �Any particular genres or topics?� his pixie AI assistant asked.
 �It doesn�t matter to me,� Corbin said before adding, �Just make sure it has an average user rating of at least 70 percent.�
 �Not a problem,� the assistant replied as the wall in front of Corbin changed again.
 It took Corbin about half an hour to begin enjoying himself. After another 40 minutes, his entertainment was interrupted by a request for entrance by a PKT Mart delivery drone.
 �Don�t bother coming in. It�s not much. Leave it out there and I�ll pick it up,� Corbin denied access to the delivery robot.



\\\\\\


 After eating a home cooked meal, courtesy of his Print-n-Grille, Corbin couldn�t help but think of the delectable hodgepodge he�d bought from the �Everything on a stick!� stand. He had calmed down considerably but still pined for the vivid world Chronicle provided. He decided he�d sleep the remainder of his downtime away, so that he�d be fresh for a full day of turning in quests, leveling up, and hopefully finding a more worthwhile class to gallivant around as.
 After showering, dutifully brushing his teeth, and neglecting to floss, Corbin crawled into his small but comfortable bed and drifted to sleep where he would sweetly dream of eating all sorts of delicacies from skewers.



\\\\\\


 Corbin woke before the sun had its chance to rise, at 3:06, as though he had spent the whole of his previous day drinking. His state of mind, however, couldn�t be any less muddled. Corbin was feeling well rested, sharp, and eager to get back to leveling up his character. The ruse that had taken him yesterday seemed to be a distant memory save for the ember of revenge he vowed to keep fanning until he could put it to purpose.
 Corbin wasted no time. He set to have his meal prepared by his printer, took a shower, then ate. He aimed to work twice as hard as he would have, in order to make up the days of playtime he had missed. After his preparations to enter the game were complete, the cool voice of the capsule greeted him with: �To begin playing Chronicle, please say �Engage.�� Corbin obliged.
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 Dakkon was standing in a corner of the Greenburne inn�s common room, which was empty aside from the bald proprietor and a few new faces sitting at a table playing cards. There was a terrible stench in the air. The crinkled facial expressions of patrons seemed to indicate that the odor was a recent development. Dakkon wanted to get out of the inn as soon as possible. If he was the source of the rancid smell, he�d see to fixing that immediately. Dakkon checked the in-game time. It was 14:15. He had about six hours until it would be time to hunt the goatmen. Dodging the offended gazes of those playing cards, Dakkon stepped out of the inn and trod with a quick efficiency toward the northeast of town. While he moved with purpose, he took the time to inspect himself and his bag to determine what exactly he�d lost.
 Around 200 experience from his character�s level progression had vanished, along with all the EXP towards new ranks for all his traits�except for the one exempt trait: Thick. While it was a setback, it was easily bearable at such an early stage in the game. His wallet was lighter, now only containing 36 silver and 14 copper pieces�but that was enough for any provisions he might need. His dagger was�Dakkon�s tension was palpable�still in his possession. All of his items were right where they belonged, including the source of the pungent bouquet which continued to turn nearby heads as he walked by�a hefty pile of several-days-dead rabbits and snakes which had grown incredibly fragrant in his absence.
 From a distance, the sight of a man no one had seen for nearly four days, if at all, walking in a manner that appeared serious and determined while casting all distractions aside caught the eyes and imaginations of players as Dakkon beelined his way out of the city to a spot where he could dispose of his foul cargo. In a town filled with adventurers who were waiting for any clue to advance their collective quest, talk begat speculation, and speculation begat rumor. The player �Dakkon� must know something about the quest. Why else would he walk so quickly and pointedly out of town? Based on the direction he was heading, the key to the quest was northeast of town. It wouldn�t take long for parties of adventurers to make their way in his direction.
 After walking about five minutes out of town, Dakkon unloaded his pack into a bush. While he was happy that there were multiple compartments, the bag would still need a thorough cleansing. Dakkon realized that, in his flight to dispose of his sack�s contents, he was foolishly walking in the familiar direction which he�d been led the night before�back into grand panther territory. He shuddered at the thought of the giant cat landing him with another 11-hour exile from the game and decided that, for the time being, he would be better off avoiding the area. Eyes wildly darting from tree branch to tree branch, Dakkon moved to the northwest in search of a stream where he could dunk and wring out his bag a few dozen times.
 Successful in finding a rill to wet his bag, if not fully submerge it, Dakkon made his bag serviceable once again. Not wanting the damp of his bag to chill and disrupt him, he equipped it on the outside of his cloak and slipped back into his thermomantic training as he walked. He moved through brush and a thickening density of trees, lost in his hot-then-cold thermomancer conditioning. As the trees thinned once again to open space, Dakkon passed by a group of players leveling up. The party had only just finished a minute-long battle with a calcaba�a fiercely territorial flightless bird which stands as tall as a man�when they spotted another calcaba charge at Dakkon from the opposite side of where they stood.
 �Watch out!� a teenage girl with pixie blonde hair screamed just as the angry green bird closed the gap to Dakkon and was cut down by an inexperienced, but deft, swipe from his dark blade.
[You have slashed a calcaba for 255 damage. Calcaba has been slain.]
[You have gained 420 experience! EXP until next level 45/1,640]
[You have gained a level! You have 5 free stat points to distribute!]
 �What the hell was that?� exclaimed another girl with crimson hair and a blade nearly as long as her body.
 �That some sort of badass high level?� asked a tall man of similar age with windswept, spiky, ashen-colored hair.
 �That�s�hey, I know that guy!� the blond, taller-by-a-head, Cline stated with surprise. �We started playing at practically the same time.�
 �But he cut that oversized bird down like it was nothing,� protested the girl with a massive sword. �Didn�t you say you started five in-game days ago?�
 Cline shrugged and walked towards Dakkon who, now seated, was looking over the calcaba trying to figure out what parts of the animal would be useful. He didn�t want to take anything that would be likely to spoil in his bag again, but didn�t know if beaks, talons, or feathers would be worth taking the time to harvest. The feathers were a lovely emerald green color, but plucking an animal as big as he was of its feathers was a daunting prospect.
 �Dakkon, was it?� Cline said, looking down at the seated man. �We meet again.�
 Realization immediately flickered across Dakkon�s face. �Hello.� His answer was short and perhaps a little guarded.
 Taking no mind, Cline continued, �What kind of hellish training have you been through since we last met?� The rest of his companions arrived at his side, waiting expectantly in case some great secret would be revealed to them.
 Dakkon considered the events that culminated in him sitting next to a large, dead bird, then loosened his guard a degree. The group had tried to help him, there was a familiar face, and he really wanted to compare his first day in the game with the others. Did everyone go through trials like he had? He wanted to know. So, without much further deliberation, he told them of the message boards, the strange tasks he had set out for, and his narrow avoidance of several sticky situations. He spoke about the rat stew and the furry hell that was the Brass Badger�s cellar. He showed them the knife and bag he had been gifted along with his clothes, before embellishing his training to become a thermomancer�carefully omitting how he had fainted from the heat of the trial�and finished with the betrayal that had kept him out of the game for days of playtime.
 The group listened in awed silence. None of them had experienced anything approaching such a rough start. None of them had even died yet, and from a cruel trick from higher leveled players of all things. Eventually, the ashen-haired man spoke up, �So then, what level are you after all of that?�
 Dakkon glared at him for a moment and then relented, �Five�after killing that bird. I just leveled.�
 �My god, man,� the crimson haired girl started, �You just killed a level 18 calcaba like it was nothing. We�re all around level 16 and it takes us a minute with healing support from Mina to finish one off.�
 Cline looked around, and realized an opportunity. �Dakkon,� he began carefully, �I know you�ve had a rough go at it, but leveling up doesn�t have to be so difficult. You should group up with us.� He looked around at the others� faces, checking to see if he had stepped on any toes. �Roth here is a good guy, if a little proud. Mina is new to healing and games in general, despite that she�s dependable and really knows her stuff. Melee has a gigantic sword so you can bet she knows how to dish out some pain. And I�m a noble, fearless leader who ra��
 The other three had a good, interjecting laugh.
 �Yeah, I�m the proud one,� the ashen-haired Roth said with a smile laden with playful sarcasm.
 �In any event,� Cline went on unruffled, �you should group up with us for a bit. We�ll all be better off for it.�
 The evident camaraderie tugged at Dakkon�s desires. Wasn�t he there to enjoy himself? The grinning faces of the four before him felt exactly like what he was looking for. He stood up, brushed grass off of his pants and cloak, then said with a half grin, �Oh, wise leader, please accept me into your ranks.�
 Cline smiled with his eyes, nodded and sent Dakkon an invite.
|You have been invited to a group by: Cline
|Do you accept?
|Yes���� No
 Dakkon accepted the invitation and, able to see the compact pane of party information, exchanged pleasantries. �It�s a pleasure to meet you all�Melee, Roth, Mina,� he nodded to each of them in turn.
 �Wow, you really are level five,� Mina said with some surprise, �90 hit points. I can almost heal that much with one spell. Melee and Roth both have over 400.�
 �With only 90 hit points�� Roth looked considerate, �I suppose you haven�t distributed any of your free stat points yet. Everyone is likely to need stamina sooner or later. It can help keep you from getting booted out of the game again for 11 more hours, and each point will give you an extra HP per level.�
 �I�ll admit I�m jealous,� chimed in Melee, �if I could kill a calcaba with a single swing I wouldn�t have to invest so many points into strength.�
 �Oh, so you�d set aside your great sword for a dagger, would you?� asked Cline slyly.
 �Well�� Melee reconsidered.
 �What I think they�re trying to say, Dakkon,� the youngest member, Mina, interjected, �is that you probably won�t need to focus on dumping your stat points into strength for a while. I would be grateful, as the healer, if two or three hits didn�t flat out kill you. This area is nearly four times your level, so I�m not sure I can heal you in time.�
 �Cline said you were new to games?� Dakkon asked, adding the right amount of inflection at the end of his sentence to make it a question. She seemed knowledgeable.
 �What can I say, I�m a prodigy,� Mina said then thrust her chin forward and grinned.
 Until Mina�s point was made, Dakkon was planning to keep his free stat points unallocated until he found out exactly what it was he wanted to do in the game. Barely having had enough play time to make any real decisions, he already suspected that he would be putting most of his points into agility. The idea of moving more swiftly and dodging attacks rapidly without breaking a sweat was very attractive to him. But, should an attack ever catch him, it would be important that he survived it.
 �Right,� Dakkon had made up his mind. At some point or another he�d put at least 15 points into his stamina, he was certain. He might as well do it now, while it would likely have a more profound effect on his performance than the other stats. He opened his character window and distributed 15 of his free stat points into stamina. His HP increased from 90 to 150 and would grow by 25 more points every level, instead of his previous 10.
 �I still don�t have enough HP to survive another attack from a grand panther,� Dakkon said with a hint of discomfort in his voice.
 �None of us would,� Roth said flatly. �Those things are supposed to be around level 35. One would probably tear us apart before we had a proper chance to scream and shit ourselves.� Mina cocked her head at Roth, reproachfully�for his choice of words, Dakkon surmised.
 The notion didn�t comfort Dakkon. He would have to keep his eyes toward the skies when the group found itself near trees.
 �And what classes are you guys?� Dakkon asked with a sudden surge of curiosity. Perhaps if one suited him, he could find their trainer and switch.
 �Melee and Roth are both warriors, although she prefers her massive swords while Roth doesn�t have any particular sentimentality,� Cline said while gesturing towards Roth who held up a cudgel and nodded. �Mina is a Druid. At lower levels like these, she�s more or less the same as any other type of healer class. As for me�� Cline trailed off.
 �He�s a ranger!� Melee offered gleefully. �Without a bow, naturally.�
 Cline shrugged. �I managed to pass my class trials well enough with the equipment at the ranger�s guild, but it turns out bows are rather expensive.�
 �So, I take it you all came this way because of the 300-gold bounty for driving off the goatmen?� Dakkon inferred.
 �Your information is a little outdated,� said Roth. �The bounty has doubled to 600 gold now. Goatmen started hitting the town harder yesterday. But�� he searched for the right words.
 �The goats are a bit too strong for us. We were at the inn together when a group of six goatmen attacked,� Mina said. �Around 15 players were killed, some were as high as level 27. Realizing we were outclassed, the lot of us decided we�d be better off leveling up together.�
 The group did not look particularly proud that they had shied away from the quest, but their reasoning was solid enough. �So, there�s been no progress on the quest, then?� Dakkon asked.
 �Not to my knowledge,� Roth said as he held out his left-hand palm upwards. �Book!� he said. A large tome materialized in his hands and he looked down at it.
 �That was� so cool!� Dakkon said as he held out his hand, imitating Roth. �Book!� he exclaimed. When nothing happened, he tried again.
 �Ah, you need to set up a voice macro to do this,� Roth said as a matter of fact. �This one just opens up my quest journal.�
 �Oh. I�ve never opened mine up, come to think of it.� Dakkon had learned a valuable trick that he would undoubtedly find a good and appropriately extravagant use for. For now, he would settle for binding his quest journal to the invocation �Book� as Roth had. He did so, and summoned his quest journal.
|����
|Active Quests � ( Completed Quests )
|����
|Get the Goatmen:
|Goatmen have been attacking Greenburne.
|The village inn�s proprietor has informed you that the goatmen must be
|killed or driven off. After this has been accomplished, you should seek
|out the village�s leader, Barrcus, to claim your reward.
|Promised rewards:
| - 300 gold
|!Update - Talking to other players with this quest has provided new
| information!
|!Reward increased to 600 gold!
 Dakkon�s first look at his quest journal taught him that he could receive quest updates simply by communicating with other players. �I wonder if that means players can give quests?� Dakkon wondered. It was something he would have to consider. He noticed the button leading to the completed quests tab, but recounting his triumph in rat hunting could wait for a later day. A much later day.
 �So now that we�re up one more, killing calcabas should be easy-peasy,� Cline said sagely.
 As part of a group now, Dakkon found it impossible to follow a conversation while practicing his Thermoregulate skill, so he decided to abandon it temporarily. He was happy to do so, though, because he was gaining experience much faster than he had hoped for. At first, the group would track down a single calcaba, then keep it occupied as Dakkon moved forward and struck it once. After a few of those encounters ended without incident, they moved on to groups of two then three calcabas with equal success. The warriors, Melee and Roth, never fell below 75 percent health, and Dakkon was hit only once over the course of 40 minutes. Feeling bolder still, they began to send off Cline and Roth to pull additional calcabas to the group as Melee, Mina, and Dakkon finished them off. In a grand total of an hour and thirty minutes of hunting with very little down time, the group had entirely run out of easily reachable calcabas to hunt.
 By the time they had exhausted the area of calcabas, Dakkon was already level 12, and the rest of the group had leveled out at 19 each. Dakkon had been receiving roughly 3 times as much experience per bird slain than any other member of the group thanks to his low level and contribution toward each fight. He may have been the lowest level, but he was doing almost all the damage.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 10 ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 10
|Dexterity: 10
|Intellect: 10
|Luck: 0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 40

|Hit Points: 325/325
|Endurance: 188/188
|Mana Points: 160/160
|Level: 12
|EXP Until Next Level: [____640/3,330]

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Heroic � 1� 12% [__]
|Hunter � 4� 55% [____________]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]
 Dakkon was much stronger. A change so large over a period so small meant that he could feel the difference. He wondered what it might feel like to allocate all of his points into one stat in a short period of time, but dismissed the idea as a passing fancy. He needed to distribute his points intelligently, and at this point the only thing he knew for sure was that he liked the feel of close combat.
 Dakkon�s Hunter trait had also improved dramatically. He had been at rank two plus zero percent experience toward the next rank upon checking, after his early death. Heroic started at zero percent too, but it had only gained 12 percent over the course of the hunt. He hadn�t been fighting recklessly or heroically, so it was somewhat of a surprise to see it had progressed at all. His other two traits remained unchanged just like his unused thermomancy.
 �Dakkon, I know I�ve said this already, but you�re a killing machine,� Roth beamed, satisfied with his gains.
 �I can hardly believe it,� Mina appeared to be calculating something. �At this rate, we�ll probably be able to fight the goatmen in a day or two. We�re going to need to step up our hunting grounds, of course.�
 �Longbow, here I come!� Cline shouted, clearly overjoyed.
 Still happy with the result of their grinding, Melee voiced her concerns, �We may be strong enough to kill goatmen already, for all I know, but that�s not really the main issue here.�
 �What are you on about?� asked Cline, still smiling from ear to ear.
 �Players have been killing off goatmen left and right for a week now, but no one has gotten half a lick closer to completing the quest,� Melee frowned. �Everyone�s missing something important.�
 �Maybe the increase in bounty is a clue,� proposed Mina. �Perhaps there�s a set condition that needs to be met. An increase in the number of goatmen attacking, an amount of casualties, a sum of money offered by the capital as a reward, or maybe even the number of players active in town at once.�
 Everyone�s moods dampened a little at that idea. The leveling was great at the moment, but the idea of having to wait an indeterminate amount of time for some unknown condition to be met wasn�t an exciting proposition.
 �Well what about their base camp?� Dakkon suggested.
 �What do you mean?� Cline asked.
 �Has anyone actually run them off or tried to kill them all at wherever it is they�re coming from?� Dakkon reiterated.
 �Nobody has found a lair,� Melee sighed. �If it�s out there, it�s too well hidden. People have been looking.�
 �Has anyone tried following a goatman back?� Dakkon asked.
 �The problem is,� Roth began with a grimace, �the goatmen always come to town, right? So that means they always get killed. If anyone wanted to follow a goatman back, they�d have to convince everyone to let the goats commit some atrocity without intervening. Then, everyone would have to trust one or two people to follow them back to their lair and report the information to the rest.�
 �So, in other words, people aren�t going to stand for it,� said Melee. �Even if you convinced them to let the goatmen make off with some supplies or townsfolk, there�s no way everyone will hold hands, smile, and trust random strangers to tell everyone else where they�ve gone.�
 �Plus,� added Roth, �there are plenty of people who think killing the goats night after night is the correct way to advance the quest. So, there�s a fair chance they�d just take the opportunity to kill the things.�
 �I get it,� Dakkon said, raising his hands palm out. �It�s not such an easy problem thanks to the human element. Still though, I�ve got a feeling in my gut that it�s the only way anyone�s going to finish this quest anytime soon.�
 �Well, we�ve got time and leveling to do before any and all of that,� said Mina with a bright smile. �Everyone good to keep at it?�
 �I�m willing to, certainly,� Roth said, �but I�d like to propose a 25-minute break. We�ve been at it for a while. Since Dakkon got here, we�ve been going at a breakneck speed, and I would be better off after watching an episode of The Mysteries of Karmen Lockette.�
 �Karmen Lockette,� Cline said with a stumped look on his face. �Isn�t that a bit� girly?�
 �Of course, it�s girly,� Roth said without a trace of awkward in his voice.
 �And� you�re comfortable with that? Being a man and all?� asked the puzzled Cline.
 �To be honest, the show�s good enough, but the girliness is the main reason I watch it,� Roth said with the beginnings of a smile on his lips.
 �Eh� explain,� said Cline.
 �Well,� Roth began, �if I like something that a girl likes, then that creates common ground. We can relate to each other�s interests, and then we can get to know each other.�
 �Hm. You know, that actually sounds fairly well thought out,� said Cline, amazed by his own words.
 �It�s just common sense. Why try to avoid girliness when trying to meet girls? That�s about as dumb as trying to swim without getting wet,� said Roth. �Plus, the show�s pretty funny.�
 �Huh,� Cline felt somewhat odd about Roth�s motivations, yet he was impressed.
 �You won�t catch me watching any of that rubbish,� said Melee.
 �It�s not so bad, Amelie,� Mina smiled at her. �The plot is actually pretty good, once you get past all of the magic cats and the cheesy dates she goes on. I�m sure you�d like it.�
 �Ugh, not you, too, Mina,� grunted Melee. �I don�t want to watch�anything�with cheesy dates and cat magic.�
 Dakkon watched the scene play out before him with a contented smile. The last hour and a half had been a blast and he was quite fond of everyone. Mina was young, but she was incredibly smart and had a bubbly disposition. Cline was a bit of a joker, but he didn�t seem spiteful so much as curious. Roth was both laid back and interesting. He was the kind of guy who seemed to have everything figured out. Melee was a firecracker. She was lively and courageous. Dakkon imagined that her hair in the real world was every bit as crimson as it appeared in the game. Dakkon felt like he had met the equal and opposite counterparts to the sinister lot who had tricked him only so recently. He was thrilled to group with them.
 �All right, all right,� Dakkon said with a chuckle. �Let�s take a break. We could all use one. And for the record, I�m not much into cat magic either.�
 �At least someone has some sense here,� Melee shook her exasperated head.
 �But I don�t like it either,� Cline said in a voice that was hushed and not altogether convincing.
 �It�s all right, Cline,� said Mina. �You can like whatever you want.� Roth shot Cline a thumbs-up.
 �But� I don�t. Really,� Cline said disheartened.
 �There now,� Dakkon said. �It�s nothing to be ashamed about.�
 �Speak for yourself,� spat Melee as she turned to Cline. �You should feel shame�s burn, you cat magic lover. Feel its fiery burn!�
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 During the party�s break, events related to their quest began to unfold without them. A large force of some 30 goatmen appeared from the western woods and attacked the village of Greenburne in broad daylight. Since the goatmen had only attacked after dusk before, players and townsfolk were caught entirely unprepared. The goatmen rolled in as freely as the tide on a beach shore, killing and plundering until they had gathered as much as they could carry back, then receded into the forest as though draining back into the sea.
 Dakkon had been browsing through forums in an attempt to find out how quickly and how meaningfully increasing agility would affect his movement and ability to dodge. After he began reading what he believed to be a particularly good post on the matter, he heard the scream of a woman. Without delaying, Dakkon backed out of the browser and thanked the developers that the massive glowing media console was visible only to him.
 Cline had also noticed the woman�s scream and the two met each other�s eyes. With a nod, they drew close behind a tree and watched a parade of goatmen carrying and dragging away what could only be the spoils of Greenburne.
 One goatman held the screaming woman by her long, brown hair, leading her onwards as though tugging the leash of an obstinate dog. �Bahahaha,� the goat bleated in a laugh that sounded to be deep and pleased. �Come,� the goat commanded in a brutal, throaty recreation of the common tongue. The goatmen were of varying sizes. Some as short as a boy, others taller than a man. Each had its own distinct curvature of horn. Some were neat and short, while others spiraled wildly outwards like a ram. Every one of them had the head of a goat which melded, like a chimeric abomination, into the torso of a man. The men torsos then each transformed back into two legs of a goat. They marched along like a war party of corrupt satyrs.
 The goat band had already passed Dakkon�s party by and were heading towards the northwest. Dakkon turned to Cline. �Listen. I know that looks pretty bad,� he said as Cline nodded with wide eyes, �but this is our best chance to follow them back. I don�t see anyone else trailing them, although that doesn�t mean we�ll be the only ones. One of us needs to follow them, and the other needs to wake up the others or�in the worst-case scenario�wait for them to tune back in and then tell them what�s going on here.�
 Cline was the picture of uncertainty, but he nodded all the same. �You look eager, so go on ahead. I�ll inform everyone. We should be able to keep in contact with this.� Cline targeted Dakkon and said, �I�d like to add Dakkon as a friend.� A window opened in front of Dakkon.
|Cline wishes to add you to his friends list.
|Accepting will allow him to communicate with you, regardless of distance.
|Would you like to accept?( Yes )( No )
 Dakkon gladly accepted, and immediately began to trail the herd of goatmen. He kept his distance, but in a forested area he found it difficult to remain completely silent. Fresh on his mind from his research during the break, Dakkon knew that increasing his agility should allow him to move more carefully and would help him keep quiet. The thought of spreading his points too thin worried Dakkon, but as he was already leaning towards agility as one of his primary stats� He went into his character window and distributed half of his 40 free stat points into agility.
 Immediately, Dakkon could feel the change it made. His movements came more easily, his sneaking pace increased, and he was far more silent. It wasn�t as though he felt particularly clumsy before, but now he couldn�t imagine how he had lived before while constantly bumbling about. Although his agility rose from a mere 10 points to 30, it wasn�t as though he had become three times as agile. Still, he felt significantly changed. He felt improved.
 Dakkon was now able to gain on the raiders while managing to carefully move through the trees. He didn�t dare to get too close, however. He knew, no matter how long it might take, he would have to follow the goats from a safe distance or, not only would he ruin his perfect opportunity to make a small fortune and save a village, not only would he be barred from the game for another grueling 11 hours in which sleep would be entirely out of the question, but he would let down the people he had just ingratiated himself with. He trailed the monsters for 15 long minutes before he was contacted by Cline.
 �Dakkon,� Dakkon was startled by the sudden address from Clines mildly-echoing, disembodied voice. It didn�t seem to come from any discernable direction, but it was there all the same.
 �Has everyone come back yet?� Dakkon said aloud in an unnecessarily quiet whisper. Then waited in silence for a few seconds.
 �Dakkon, if you�re unsure of how to reply� Think of my face and the word contact, or message, or anything of that sort. The system should take care of the rest.�
 As he followed Cline�s directions, a strange sensation overtook him as though he had completed some sort of link. A connection was established between the two players and it could be felt. �Cline? What�s the status on your end?� Dakkon thought the words.
 �Everyone is up and anxious, I assure you,� Cline�s voice filled his mind.
 �I�m still following the goats in the same direction we saw them heading before, travelling at the same speed.� Dakkon transmitted the message through the new outlet of telepathy.
 �Right, in that case we can probably get there in about 10 minutes. Maybe sooner if we hurry.�
 �Just take off towards me at about the same speed you saw us set off. If you get here too soon anything could happen,� Dakkon emphasized. �Have you seen anyone else in pursuit of them?�
 �No one else, as far as I can tell,� replied Cline. �But I�ve been trying to force these guys awake and explain things. Everyone�s anxious, but we�re gonna head your way.� And as easily as his voice had appeared, it left Dakkon. The sensation was akin to cutting a taut string with a sharp knife.
 Dakkon continued his creep in pursuit of the battle-rich monstrosities. His constant slinking was beginning to cause him stress. When he was nearly unable to bear the crouching and hiding any longer, a message appeared before him.
[Trait unlocked! Taking great care to stay out of sight, your steps begin to fall a little more softly. You have gained the Trait: Stealthy]
 That�s right. He was playing a game. Dakkon had forgotten. He didn�t feel like he was playing a game. The exhilaration of stalking the war band was a real sensation. The tension was real. Now, at least, it felt a little easier to bear. Twenty more minutes of trailing and keeping silent finally bore him fruit. The goats were walking up to a cliff face, and their ranks were thinning out quickly.
 The cliff in front of Dakkon was at least 100 meters high. The base of it was studded with large and small rocks of all different shapes that tended to smooth. Between a large, pyramid-like boulder and a smaller one that looked something like a column, the beastmen rounded a corner and disappeared from sight. �Found them.� Dakkon was relieved that he had completed the first part of his self-imposed charge.
 �Cline,� Dakkon focused on his friend�s face, and after a moment felt the tug of an invisible string. �I�ve found them. There are no lookouts as far as I can see. That�s probably helped them stay so well hidden. I�ll double back and meet up with you part way.�
 �Roger,� Cline replied simply and the tether was broken.
 After only five minutes, Dakkon had spotted the rest of his group and after he realized that they didn�t see him, allowed them to walk up close to the tree he was now hiding behind. �Greetings!� Dakkon said as he popped out, smiling. The four jumped.
 �Jesus, Dakkon. What the hell was that about?� Melee raged. The others simply took in a deep breath and let out calming sighs at each�s own pace.
 �Thought you guys might be interested in experiencing what I was going through, is all,� Dakkon said with a grin. �And how were the magical cats?�
 �Very relaxing,� said Roth. �I was, at one point, very relaxed.�
 Dakkon nodded. �Well, enough of that. It looks like the goats are holed up in the side of a massive bluff. Judging by the number of them and how quickly they got in, there�s bound to be a big cave system or something like it.�
 �So� what�s the plan?� Mina asked.
 �If you ask me,� said Dakkon, �we�re in something of a unique position. We seem to be the only ones who have found out where the goatmen headquarters are, and since they�re only just back from their conquest, it stands to reason that they won�t be expecting guests, and�if we�re really lucky�some of them may still be injured from their raid.�
 �Not to mention we will probably have to act quickly if we want to save that girl,� said Cline. He seemed more composed now that he had had some time to grapple with the situation.
 �But, if that�s a cave system like you�ve mentioned, then I�m pretty sure any sound we make will carry through the place like an alarm and pull every goatman to meet us,� Mina deduced.
 �That�s not the sort of greeting I�d like, personally,� Roth added.
 �Agreed,� Melee supported the sentiment.
 �We won�t know until we check it out at any rate,� said Dakkon. �We�re going to have to push our fears aside for now and strike while the iron�s hot.� Dakkon looked towards Mina, as though he expected some measure of dissent, but there was none.
 �Well, you�re right at any rate,� said Mina. �We won�t know until we try.�
 �At the worst-case, we�ll have a chance to see what death is like while we�re still low levels,� Roth said.
 Melee sighed. �I guess this is the right level range to try something completely stupid. Count me in.�
 Cline reluctantly nodded. �I think we should all register one another as friends. That way, if something happens, we can meet back up and find a saner way to level.� Everyone agreed and sent or accepted invitations. Afterwards, Cline added, �If only some of us die, then the others shouldn�t feel obligated to wait around on them. We can meet up later.� Everyone agreed again.
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 After ten minutes of discussion outside the realm filled with pain, certain death, and goatmen, followed by a game of rock paper scissors to decide marching order, the party was relatively content with Dakkon leading their way onwards. He snuck towards the goatman lair and, with great care, stole a glance inside. It was certainly darker than the sunny, wooded space where the group had been conversing, but not too dark to easily see. Sensing no immediate obstacle, Dakkon looked back to the others and beckoned them with a flourish of his hand. As the party stepped into the side of the cliff, their expectations of a filthy den were blown cleanly away. What they had believed to be, in the best case, a deep, dark, and perhaps dank cave turned out to be an antechamber with painted walls which progressed in sections like the pages of a storybook.
 �These paintings here,� Mina said in an excited but deliberately hushed voice, �depict stories that I�ve read about. This one here shows the legend of how the hero Adelin stumbled upon one of a few scattered relics which grant their bearer immense power.� Mina pointed at another of the large murals. �And this one must be the fall of King Feloran who made love to a beautiful temptress whom he had insulted in another form.�
 �You seem awfully well informed,� Cline said with a mixture of surprise and suspicion. �How can you tell so much from only a quick look?�
 �Those are a couple of the few surviving legends from the Valin empire.� When no one showed any sign of recognition she pressed on. �The pinnacle of strength on Validesh which reigned for a thousand years and gave the continent its name?� Despite some non-committal neck-craning from Melee, the group was still. �They�re told as bedtime stories here. Surely, you�ve heard at least one of these tales,� Mina gestured towards the walls around them.
 �I haven�t heard of them,� said Roth and the rest shook their heads in agreement. �That doesn�t mean I�m not interested. What about these?� He nodded towards a painting which depicted a massive bull bowing before a young girl who then climbed on the animal�s back. Next Roth pointed towards another of a man by the side of a river where a fish watched him for panel after panel as he ate, slept, and washed himself.
 �I haven�t got a clue,� Mina admitted. �Judging by the other two, I�m guessing they�re tall tales in which fortune plays some part.�
 �What does it matter?� snapped Melee, clearly less than pleased to be discussing a gap in her education of fairytales in enemy territory. �All I care about right now is that this is no cave system.�
 �That�s right,� said Dakkon. �We may not have to worry about echoes after all, if we�re lucky.�
 �I don�t know�� trailed off Cline. �This area seems� kind of important. What if there are traps ahead?�
 �If there are any traps, I�m guessing the goatmen would have set them off,� said Dakkon. �Since the people in these murals aren�t goats but humans, it stands to reason that the beasts just found this place before anyone else did.�
 �Fine then,� relented Cline with a look of grim resolution. �After you,� he said with an arm outstretched cordially towards the brighter, flickering light of the room beyond the antechamber.
 �Before we go,� Dakkon met with each of his party member�s eyes in turn, �if we come across one or two goatmen, we�ve got to engage and kill them as silently as possible. If you�ve got the choice between blocking an attack or covering the goat�s mouth with your arm, cover their mouth. The last thing we want is to bring that whole war band, or more, running back to us.� The silence and unease that followed served as indication that the severity of the situation was understood.
 Dakkon crept into the next room. He paused to scan the cracks and crevices, searching for enemies, but aside from piles of rubble and two massive stone columns towards the center, the room was clear. As the party approached behind him, he finally took in the magnificence of the area. It was a massive hall around 20 meters from floor to ceiling. Four pairs of horse-sized iron braziers illuminated the crumbling stonework that filled the area. Ancient, battered statues littered the place, their features wrecked, no doubt, by the vandalization of irreverent goatmen. The walls were lined with cloth tapestries so old they had mostly disintegrated; their colors indistinguishable. Mina gasped sharply upon seeing the hall, then was told off with a glare and disapproving shake of Melee�s head. Before they looked around, they�d have to deal with any squatters.
 After only a few steps into the large hallway, a message appeared for Dakkon.
[You have entered a dungeon: Lost Temple of Arstak.]
[Your group is the first to discover: Lost Temple of Arstak.]
[Experience gain is doubled within this dungeon for 24 hours.]
[The chance of finding rare loot is doubled within this dungeon for 24 hours.]
[This area may be reclaimed for the followers of Arstak.]
 �Arstak?� Melee said aloud in wide-eyed surprise before covering her mouth.
 �Who�s that?� Dakkon asked in a whisper.
 �The god of luck, good and bad,� Mina said in a volume matching Dakkon�s. �He�s something like a trickster god.�
 �He�s a popular reference for players on the forums,� added Cline. �People call him �RNG God.� They curse or praise him when something goes very wrong or very right for them.� Dakkon had read the phrase before, many times in fact, but didn�t think there was anything deeper to it than asininity for its own sake.
 �I haven�t ever heard of any temples for Arstak,� Mina said. �As far as I know, there aren�t any orders or sects that openly follow him.�
 �We�ll give it a thorough combing through after we�re done. We might be able to find some pretty valuable stuff in here,� suggested Dakkon.
 The group�s mood seemed to improve considerably, except for Cline who looked as though he might take off in full flight as soon as the situation deteriorated. Even if they failed, they had uncovered an interesting location and stumbled upon the rare opportunity to explore a dungeon with doubled EXP and drop rates, providing they didn�t die in the first few encounters. As the group stepped around a large stone pillar, Dakkon nearly kicked a goatman who lay asleep on its back, clutching a partially-drained bottle. Dakkon spread his arms, cautioning the others to not step around the pole and dropped to one knee while drawing out his dark dagger. With one hand, he reached out and clasped down firmly on the creature�s mouth, using its snout and billy goat beard to bind it. Dakkon�s other hand thrust down twice into the beast�s chest as it stirred then stilled.
[You have sneak attacked a trest for 582 damage. Trest has been slain.]
 The second strike was unnecessary. The sneak attack�s extra damage was certainly overkill. Dakkon had hoped to find out whether a single swipe from his dagger would be enough to kill the monsters, but the only useful information gleaned was what the monsters were called�trests.
[You have gained 900 experience! EXP until next level 1,540/3,330]
 Dakkon and the rest of his party members stared at the message, frozen.
 �I just got 720 experience from that,� Melee said. The others nodded. Dakkon gained more experience than the rest of the party as usual, but nowhere near the same, three-times, ratio as before.
 �Well, what�s the goat got?� Cline asked impatiently. The sleeping trest had by his side a bone cudgel which, upon further inspection, seemed to be intended to strike a large metal plate that was hanging beside where the creature slept.
 �If that goat had been awake, we would be screwed,� Roth noticed aloud. �We got lucky. Perhaps Arstak wants these guys out of his temple as much as anyone.� He bent down and picked up the bone cudgel.
|Name: Reinforced Femur
|Item Type: Weapon - Crushing
|Durability: 28/38
|Damage: 25
|Attributes: +5 Intimidation
|Description: The cudgel is made of human bone that has been reinforced through heating layers of paste, leaving a leaf�s vein pattern along the entirety of its shaft. Bone is a brittle material and cannot easily be repaired. Note: Showing this item to others may result in a lowering of the player�s standing.
 �This thing does nearly twice as much damage as my current weapon,� Roth said with some surprise.
 �Well, I don�t want it,� Mina looked a bit disgusted by the idea of holding something so grim.
 �I doubt Dakkon or Melee are interested. Cline, do you mind if I take the cudgel?� asked Roth.
 �Go ahead,� Cline responded. �I�ll soon be too busy with my new bow to care about some club. Just don�t take it out in town and get us chased off or strung up.�
 With a nod from Roth, he put his old wooden club into his bag. Melee dragged the body of the goat around to the front side of the large pillar, and faced it downwards to cover the stab wounds. The act of sliding left the goat with an outstretched arm and, as something of an afterthought, Cline placed the bottle it had been clutching near its hand. The party continued forwards at a snail�s pace behind Dakkon, who crept his way toward one of six darker and unexplored passageways that led away from the large, central hall. Taking care not to step on anything, the group walked into and within the tunnel, single file, and hugging close to the right-hand wall. As they walked, the passage wound slightly to the left and downwards.
 A light shone out from the bottom, marking the end of the tunnel, about 40 meters onwards. The distinct sounds of herded animals, bleating laughter, and a woman sobbing could be heard, but only faintly. Careful not to make any noise despite their urge to aid the woman, they moved along sure of foot. The noises grew louder as they approached and Dakkon, raising his hand to halt the progress of his group, dropped down to a crouch supported by his hands and peeked into the room. Deer, sheep, and a single horse were enclosed in a shoddily constructed pen made of wood tied to bone. One goatman knelt, prodding at a fire fed by white wood which appeared to produce no smoke when burned. Three other goatmen, seated on uneven crates, took their enjoyment from throwing carefully selected specimens from a pile of small stones at the girl who Cline and Dakkon had seen dragged away by the trest raid party.
 Sure that there were no other goatmen in the area, Dakkon returned to a proximity of his group suitable for whispering. �There are four. Three are at the far end of the small room with their backs turned to us, facing towards the girl�she seems ok for now. The other one is closer with its back half turned. It�s working on a fire, but there�s still a good chance it will see any of us who come into the room.�
 �Do you think you can take out the one at the fire by yourself?� Mina asked, apprehensive.
 Dakkon shrugged. �I can�t really see any better way to approach the situation. I�ll try to find a good time to head in. If I�m seen, I�ll run back here so you guys can jump them. If I manage to take it down, you guys slip into the room and we�ll try to sneak up behind the three seated trests.� He was ready to act. He knew dragging the situation out would only grow his feelings of stress. The group nodded their consent of the plan and Dakkon peeked back into the room.
 Seconds later, Dakkon could hear his pulse growing louder. He knew the plan was reckless, but what better choice did they have? He watched the trest tend its fire for 20 seconds� 30 seconds. He was shaking with anticipation. He was approaching his tipping point. �There�s no chance this plan�� Dakkon�s thought was cut off as the trest he watched stirred, tired of kneeling, it began to seat itself. By the time he realized it, Dakkon was already three steps into the room with wide eyes. He stepped forward twice more and nearly knocked his knee against a crate.
 The pile of small stones that one of the goatmen was pulling from toppled with a skittering sound. As the goats turned their attention to that sound, Dakkon hid behind the crate that had almost ruined his advance.
[Your carefully laid steps become more natural. You have gained a rank in Stealthy!]
 The message only served to alarm him further. �Did they get up to collect the stones? Are all of them standing now?� After a second or two passed, he heard a carefree snort and knew the truth of it. The three goats were still seated. Nothing had changed.
 Dakkon looked back towards the entrance and saw Cline�s shocked expression. �I must have just managed to hide in time.� Dakkon pointed towards the general direction of the goats from behind his box, and watched Cline intently. Six seconds later, Cline gave a nod to commence. Dakkon slid out from behind the crate and slinked towards his target. �Only four more steps� three� two�� Dakkon was behind the goat. He reached one hand around to its mouth and stabbed the unaware trest twice in its neck.
[You have sneak attacked a trest in a vulnerable location for 744 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 900 experience! EXP until next level 2,440/3,330]
 Dakkon laid the goat down gently. The stick that it had been prodding the fire with was resting to the side of the small fire. It hadn�t made a sound, so Dakkon assumed the goat hadn�t been using it. It was a small detail he had neglected. If the goat had been holding the stick, Dakkon could have forced him to drop it or, worse, throw it in surprise. Both options would have been remarkably bad for him.
 Dakkon looked back and saw his group beginning to walk towards the goats. The woman tied to a post glanced at him, then away. She sobbed louder than before, holding the attention of the three beasts antagonizing her. As the three jeered and each threw another stone, Dakkon moved to the side of the animal pen and slipped in, where he could hide among the tightly packed animals as he moved to flank the goatmen. The party members moved towards the three bullying goats and when they were about 4 meters off, Dakkon nudged the side of the single, uncomfortable mare who whinnied loudly in protest. The three goatmen turned their heads and noticed four humans attempting to get the drop on them. They let the stones fall from their hands, turned towards the foolish sneaks, and ran forward with weapons raised.
 Frightened, Dakkon�s group took a few steps back while reconfirming that their allies were still willing to engage. Melee grunted, jerked her torso forward aggressively, and bared her teeth. That confident display halted the charge of the riled trest, and Melee started to circle them counterclockwise, the rest of the group following her actions without truly realizing the situation. Dakkon was amazed. �That clever, wonderful girl.� He hopped out of the animal pen, making sure not to knock against any animal that may spoil his element of surprise. He crept towards the beasts from behind thanks to Melee�s maneuvering. As they raised their clubs and sword to menace or strike, Dakkon leapt forwards the last leg of his approach and stabbed one, then another in the small of each�s back.
[You have sneak attacked a trest for 555 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 900 experience! EXP until next level 10/3,540]
[You have gained a level! You have 25 free stat points to distribute!]
[You have sneak attacked a trest for 565 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 890 experience! EXP until next level 900/3,540]
 The goats bleated as they fell, the last one turned towards Dakkon and he was raked by its nails before the trest brought down an intimidating sword upon him.
[You have been scratched for 7 damage. Remaining HP 343/350]
[You have been slashed for 120 damage. Remaining HP 223/350]
 The blow stunned him and he fell to the ground. Mina began chanting rhythmically.
 Melee swung downwards at the goat viciously, Roth and Cline struck at its legs in an attempt to throw it off balance. The goat managed to land another swing on the downed Dakkon who tried to roll away but was clipped in the arm.
[You have been slashed for 140 damage. Remaining HP 83/350]
 For a second, Dakkon was in agony. The pain was tremendous. Then as quickly as it came, it went. His body pulsed with blue light.
[You have been healed for 75 hit points. Remaining HP 158/350]
 The furious goat turned and flailed at the three raining blows upon his back and legs. Its wild swing caught Melee in her temple. She flew to the ground from that single blow and tumbled, the green tone of her hit points replaced by an alarming shade of red. Panicked, Mina focused her attentions on her downed friend.
 A worried glance at Melee�s health stirred Dakkon to action. She wasn�t dead, but Melee had suffered a critical strike. One more blow would probably kill her, and there was no guarantee a 75 point heal would make any difference. Getting to his feet, Dakkon took two quick steps and jumped at the goatman�s back, just managing to plunge his dagger in its kidney.
[You have stabbed a trest for 240 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 820 experience! EXP until next level 1,720/3,540]
 Melee�s body coursed with light blue energy. Her health bar filled up slightly, and immediately she stirred. Mina continued to chant. Roth knelt beside the fallen redhead. Dakkon looked down at his shaking hands, and Cline went to the room�s entrance to watch for any signs of unwanted company. Soon, Melee had recovered and Dakkon managed to somewhat calm himself. He walked to the tied-up girl who was freshly bleeding from some particularly cruel stones. He cut away at her restraints and the two walked to where Melee sat. �If you don�t mind, I�m sure she could use a heal,� Dakkon said to Mina who nodded, and when Melee was back to 75% health, she began healing the girl before moving on to Dakkon.
 �Thank you,� the girl said while she cried. Upon closer inspection, the long-haired girl was older than she originally appeared. This ordeal would still, undoubtedly be the worst she had faced. �Oh, thank you. I thought� No. I knew�� the recent hostage was a flood of emotions.
 �Glad to help,� Melee said with a large grin on her face. �I assure you we�re all just as surprised as you are.�
 Roth first nodded his head to agree, then shook it in bewilderment. �I can�t believe it.� He looked Dakkon up and down. �Cline said if you�d hid yourself a half of a half second later they�d have seen you. Then you climbed in the animal pen and startled that horse��
 �Yeah,� admitted Dakkon. �If it weren�t for Cline telling me when to come out, I never would have gotten the jump on the first one, either.� Dakkon felt something like a glow of foolhardy accomplishment.
 Mina looked troubled. �That was almost a disaster. I know Dakkon pulled it off somehow, but two of us almost died. There were, what, at least 30 of them that you and Cline saw? How are we supposed to compete with that?�
 Dakkon�s glow dimmed. She was right, after all. The situation seemed unwinnable. Even more so now that he knew there was no chance two goats wouldn�t manage to kill him without the element of surprise. Cline ran back to the rest of the group.
 �Doesn�t look like any of them are coming,� Cline said as he slumped to the ground. �You just pulled that whole engagement right out of your ass. There�s no way that should have worked. You�re a madman Dakkon. You�re certifiably insane. I like you, you�re good company.� He smiled a broad, sincere smile.
 �I think we might need to throw in the towel on this one, guys,� Mina said with a frown on her face.
 �Please!� exclaimed the long-haired woman they had saved. �You can�t go yet. I overheard some of what the leader of the goatmen has planned for tonight.�
 �Those things can talk!� Melee asked, shocked.
 �To some extent they all can, but their leader is clever and he�s doubly so wicked� said the girl.
 �What�s so important that we can�t regroup and come back with a strike force?� asked Roth.
 �Now that they�ve struck the village and taken what they wanted, they plan to use the supplies they�ve gathered to salt and burn the fields.� The girl was terrified. �With most of the animals taken or slaughtered, the fields are all we have. There�s no rebuilding from salted soil.�
 �That�s awfully cheeky of them,� said Cline.
 �Since they�ve already attacked earlier today, everyone will need to focus on holding the area around the inn,� reasoned Mina. �A good portion of the players won�t be able to log in for four more days. It does seem like a bit of an urgent problem.�
 Getting to his feet, Dakkon came to his decision. �We might as well scout out the area. If we can move quickly and make plays like this one�No, more carefully than this one, we may be able to prune the force so severely that they�ll abandon their plans for the night. Plus, double experience and item drop rate isn�t something we�ll get again here if we wait.�
 �I have already gained a level,� chimed in Cline, as if conceding some ground in his internal argument to leave.
 �We all have,� said Roth with a smile. �It�s fast EXP. Perhaps even more important: it�s damned exciting. I�m on the edge of my seat. Metaphorically, anyway� capsule, full immersion, and all of that.�
 �Ok, count us in,� Melee said while wrapping her arm around Mina�s neck. �You guys sure know how to sell a suicide mission.� Mina seemed uncomfortable, but didn�t challenge the statement.
 �You know I�ll do it,� said Dakkon.
 �The thing is,� began Cline, �I don�t really want to die. I suspect I may be something of a coward. I�ll come along, but if things look particularly bad, I�m legging it.�
 �Then how about this,� Dakkon proposed, �if I go down, or there�s no way I can escape from a tough spot, you guys take off while you can. I get the feeling this would be a lot tougher down one person and without my dagger, anyways. Any objections?� There were none. �Good. Also,� Dakkon turned to the girl they had rescued, �do you want to head outside and back towards Greenburne on your own, or stay here and wait for us?�
 �You can�t be serious!� the girl came close to shouting. �There�s nothing that could make me stay down here hoping that the goats don�t come back.�
 �Fair enough,� said Dakkon. �When we�re back to the entrance you�ll slip out and head back towards town to warn your village. Be quiet and careful.� The girl nodded at his words.
 The group quickly searched the contents of the room, leaving alone anything that would be troublesome to move, take time, or make noise. Besides the pen filled with animals, they found supplies from the village and travelers. On the bodies of the four goats they found a pair of leather vambraces they decided would go to Melee, a necklace studded with clear gemstones that went to Mina, and a simple quiver that would hopefully soon be useful to their ranger, Cline. Of the goats� weapons, three more bone clubs were picked up by Roth as spares, and a low-quality sword was given to the recently rescued NPC who was instructed to take it with her on the road back to town. Dakkon didn�t feel shortchanged. In fact, he insisted that Melee get the vambraces and the sword go to the girl. It wasn�t that he didn�t want loot�he did, but he also wanted to wait for something particularly interesting to drop so that he could lay claim to it with no hard feelings. Double drops in an ancient temple for the God of Luck? He�d take his chances on missing out for now.
 The party of five plus one worked their way back to the entrance of the temple, taking care to pause and look around the main hall to ensure the downed lookout had been undisturbed. It had remained so, and if any goats saw the body, then they must have simply figured it to be a dead drunk trest. The party escorted the NPC to the forest outside and bid her farewell.
 A brief pause in the antechamber was spent on strategy. If they came across too many to take by surprise, they�d try another area before coming back. They would pick off any stragglers and hide their bodies as best they could. Setting plan into action, they entered another of the unexplored passageways that connected to the main hall, to the right of the first they had entered. This one did not curve to the left or right, but had an inclining grade. Sneaking ahead of the rest of the pack, Dakkon stealthily approached the next, darker room and looked around. Here, six goatmen slept. Dakkon was dumbfounded by the luck of it. He backed up and explained the situation to the group, then the other four party members watched on in muted fear as he delicately walked up to a sleeping goat and slashed its throat, with one hand held gently over mouth to prevent its death rattle from alarming the slumbering neighbors.
 Dakkon repeated this, goat after goat, flawlessly. For his troubles, he gained a rank in Stealthy and leveled up nearly twice.
 The work was grim, but simple. The experience was incredible. The loot was somewhat lacking. They had found a coin purse, a common straw hat which one trest had worn in its sleep, three copper coins, and seven more bone cudgels. Roth decided he was at his maximum capacity for cudgels made of human bone and opted to leave them, lest he be mistaken for a peddler of such wares when back in town. Following that logic, the remaining party members thought it was best not to bother with them at all. No one knew what sort of harm it could do to their reputation to try and sell such a thing. Who would buy it, anyway?
 When they returned down to the main hall, their guts wrenched collectively and involuntarily at the sight before them. A trest was poking with its hoof at the body of the lookout that they had killed upon entering the temple. Instead of inspecting the body further, the trest let out a chuckle and picked up the bottle by the downed lookout�s strewn out hand. As the goatman turned and began walking towards one of the four corridors they had yet to explore, everyone let out a small collective sigh and Cline received a pat on the back courtesy of Melee. Dakkon slipped up behind the goatman before it could make any real progress down its desired path, and as it tilted its head upward to take a sip, Dakkon stabbed it in the back while reaching up with his free hand to grab the dark glass bottle that would have otherwise dropped to the stone beneath their feet and shattered.
[You have sneak attacked a trest for 590 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 850 experience! EXP until next level 430/3,960]
[You have gained a level! You have 35 free stat points to distribute!]
[Your carefully laid steps become more natural. You have gained a rank in Stealthy!]
 �We�ll need to head down that path next,� said Mina as she pointed in the direction the last trest was headed. �If that guy was sent to check on the lookout, his not returning would probably cause a problem for us. The sooner we head that way, the better.�
 �Ok,� Dakkon said, obliging. �Follow me.�
 The corridor they would now be traveling down was directly opposite of the last one they had explored, and it was similar in design. It did not curve left or right, but it inclined upwards at a slight angle.
 �If we�re really lucky,� said Dakkon, �this will be another sleeping chamber.� As the group moved forwards, Dakkon in the lead, he realized that indeed they were not so fortunate. The end of the path was brightly lit and inside goatmen were standing alert. �From what I can see,� Dakkon said after he retreated back to relay intel to his party, �there are only three goatmen in there. One looks short and fat by comparison to the ones we�ve seen, though, and he�s sitting on what I can only assume is a holy throne for the God of Luck.�
 �That�s gotta be the boss,� Cline and Melee said in unison. No one suspected any differently.
 �You going to be able to take any of them out with a sneak attack?� Roth asked Dakkon.
 �I�m not so sure this time,� replied Dakkon. �Maybe we could let loose some animals around here and the two guards might get distracted or chase them out?�
 �That�s got to be one of the worst ideas I�ve ever heard, Dakkon,� said Mina. �I doubt any of us have enough time to count the number of ways that could backfire.�
 Dakkon looked thoughtful. �Well, barring any other ideas, I guess our best option is to wait for the guards to become distracted then maybe I can run up and stab one of them. The rest of the battle would have to be a fair fight�but we�re stronger now. As long as we don�t suffer any critical hits I think we can make something happen.� Dakkon was less confident about the encounter than he tried to let on.
 Mina voiced Dakkon�s concerns, �We have no idea how strong that boss is. We don�t even know if the two under him are normal guards.� Mina closed her eyes for a moment and bit her upper lip. When she opened her eyes, they were determined. �But, I think we can do it. We�ve taken out 12 of them so far, so we know at most three strikes from Dakkon�s dagger should take them down. We don�t have a whole lot of time to come up with a reasonable decision, so I say we go for it.�
 �Mina,� Melee said with an approving tone in her voice, �Is that really you?�
 �I�m game. We�ll distract them and you stick �em,� Roth said with a single nod towards Dakkon.
 �I�m less inclined, but I need money for a bow,� said Cline. Overcoming hopeless, death-defying fight after fight may have started to erode his sense of self-preservation. �Fine. Let�s all die together,� he added with exasperated sarcasm.
 �Deal,� said Dakkon. �Actually, I�d like to make it clear that I did not just agree to a suicide pact.�
 �Too late,� said Mina with a smile. �We all heard it.�
 �Wow, you really are crazy.� Roth grinned.
 Everyone had relaxed considerably from the exchange, save for Cline who even then looked ready to flee when the time came. Dakkon bowed his head and said, �It�s been a pleasure.� He turned and snuck to the end of the tunnel.
 The room was round. Either side had its own staircase that hugged the wall leading to a raised dais where the impish boss trest sat, bored and� reading? Dakkon hadn�t noticed that on his first look. The two goatmen guards stood down and in front of the stairs, roughly 12 meters from the entrance. Having the guards turn around, and being able to cover that much ground in a few seconds� it was asking for a lot. An idea struck him, and he went back to the party after finding a small stone in the passageway. �Cline,� Dakkon asked him, �what is your dexterity? Could you hit the boss with this stone from the doorway?�
 �It�s 50 right now, Dakkon,� Cline paused and thought for a moment, �I don�t know. Is that the best option we�ve got, then?�
 �I think it is. Throw a stone at him. With any luck, he�ll make a noise and the guards will turn to him. That might just give me enough time to run at one,� said Dakkon. �Agility has been very good to me today. I�ll match your 50 and hope that gives us the edge we need.� He opened his character window and distributed 20 of his 35 free stat points into agility, raising it to 50. He stepped back and forth. He felt limber and incredibly comfortable, but he didn�t know exactly how fast he could move. Dakkon nodded towards Cline. �Peek, and when the two guards have their eyes anywhere other than the doorway, lean out and peg the little bastard. Wait one second after I charge in then come in to back me up.�
 They played the waiting game once again. Cline crouched, patiently watching for any opening to act. The goatmen stretched, they yawned, they shifted their weight with discomfort. The beasts proved to be sentries of unexpected discipline. They waited five minutes before one turned towards the other and drew its attention. Cline leaned out of the doorway and hurled the little stone with all of his might.
 Like a racer waiting for the crack of a pistol to start his sprint, Dakkon gripped the ground with anticipation. A loud *whuck* noise could be heard followed by a shrill cry, �Ahhhch!� Dakkon took off without a thought for his safety. The speed at which he sprang forward from a standstill surprised him so much that he nearly slammed into the wall. He ran with steps that sounded like a skilled chef at the chopping block, and within two seconds Dakkon had stabbed the back of the left-most guard twice.
[You have sneak attacked a trest for 550 damage.]
[You have stabbed a trest for 247 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 1100 experience! EXP until next level 1,530/3,960]
 This time the trest did not succumb from his initial sneak attack. The second stab had paid off, but Dakkon didn�t like what this meant for the party. The other guard turned and swung at him with a hatchet. To Dakkon�s surprise, he dodged the attack by the breadth of a hair and struck the beast�s arm.
[You have slashed a trest for 220 damage.]
 Behind him, Dakkon could hear the approaching footsteps of his allies. From above he heard angry, imp-like chanting. The trest guard swiped at Dakkon from the side and he knew he could dodge the attack, but halfway through the beast�s motion, it grew.
[You have been slashed for 184 damage. Remaining HP 241/425]
 Dakkon was tossed backwards, but despite the biting pain he felt, he landed nimbly on his feet. At that instant, Melee arrived with a mighty cleave from her side, throwing all the momentum of the run behind her large sword. The impact jarred the beast, and it reeled backwards. As Cline and Roth began their own assaults on the bearded fiend, blue light surged over Dakkon�s body as well as the body of the goatman.
[You have been healed for 75 hit points. Remaining HP 316/425]
 The goat let out a booming, bleat of a laugh, �Bahahaha.� Larger in size than when it began the fight, and now healed, the beast was menacing. �Die,� the trest howled as it swung its axe downward at Cline but stumbled thanks to a shoulder ram from Roth.
 Dakkon knew that so long as the goat was being healed from above, his party would lose the battle of attrition. He turned and ran up the rounded staircase. At the top, he was met by the short, round, and impish leader of the trest who held ready a bearded axe in one hand and a gladius in the other. Dakkon felt another surge of vitality as he lunged towards the boss.
[You have been healed for 75 hit points. Remaining HP 391/425]
 Dakkon�s powerful thrust, spurned forth from his right leg, hit nothing. He had aimed at the boss�s stomach but the round trest spun with a flourish, turning the full momentum from dodging into two swift attacks against Dakkon�s chest followed by a kick to push him off balance.
[You have been slashed for 31 damage. Remaining HP 360/425]
[You have been hacked for 42 damage. Remaining HP 318/425]
[You have been kicked for 21 damage. Remaining HP 297/425]
 Dakkon attempted to regain his composure as he noticed the stubby trest drop his sword from his left hand, replaced by a small�but rapidly growing�ball of fire. Dakkon�s eyes grew wide, uncertain of the power that was about to be turned against him, and he waited on the balls of his feet. As soon as the boss thrust his hand forward to loose a bolt of flame, Dakkon tumbled to the side, narrowly dodging the magic bolt and stopped right before colliding with the throne. Wanting to take advantage of the boss�s dropped sword, Dakkon quickly placed his foot on a small chest at the base of the throne and launched himself from it, slashing in a wide arc towards the little goatman, who dropped to the ground, held up his glowing hot palm that had been forming another ball of fire, and shoved it into Dakkon�s face.
[You have been burned for 131 damage. Remaining HP 166/425]
 Dakkon found himself temporarily blinded, but felt the rotund trest grab him by his leg and fling him. He slammed hard into the side of the throne and the force spun him around facing the boss, lying on his belly.
[You have been slammed for 73 damage. Remaining HP 93/425]
 The little beast dropped the axe he still clutched and held his hands close together. As he began to chant, electricity arced between his outstretched fingers. Dakkon knew he was preparing the killing blow. Before the goat could finish casting his spell, Dakkon rolled behind the large throne and hid. The goatman waited for five seconds, then ten, and not wanting to waste its powerful incantation, turned to the ledge and let it loose upon the remaining members of his party. Dakkon�s last chance was here and now. He sprang from behind the throne and stabbed the boss�s back as it cast its spell down beneath him.
[You have sneak attacked a trest for 577 damage.]
 Wrenching out his dagger, he kicked the boss off the upraised platform with all the force he could muster.
[You have kicked a trest for 12 damage.]
 Last, he jumped to follow behind the beast in its fall. As the boss�s small, round body bounced off the solid, stone ground, Dakkon landed�pinning him with his knee and driving his dagger deep.
[Critical hit! You have stabbed a trest for 826 damage. Trest has been slain.]
[You have gained 1,350 experience! EXP until next level 2,880/3,960]
[Fortune favors the bold. You have gained a rank in Heroic!]
 Dakkon immediately looked at his party�s life bars. Roth and Cline were under half, but Melee was�for the second time today�easily one hit away from her end. Mina stood chanting with feverish determination. Dakkon spun his head and shoulders back around to look just in time to see Melee land a final, powerful blow that cleaved off the head of the massive goat. The head bounced and shrank back to its normal size, then its body followed suit.
[You have gained 900 experience! EXP until next level 2,780/3,960]
 Mina dropped down to her knees with exhaustion. The room was still and everyone lay dead or resting.
 After 10 minutes, Mina managed to heal the party back up to full power, and Cline expressed his eagerness to loot the monsters.
 �Before that,� said Dakkon, �there�s something I think you all might like to see. At the foot of the throne there�s a chest. I suspect the boss was using it to climb up into the throne, with those stubby little legs of his.�
 �A chest?� asked Cline.
 �The chest� after a boss battle� during an event� in an unknown temple for the God of Luck?� Mina worked the pieces together aloud, still mentally drained from the focus she displayed while keeping the party alive.
 �You�ve got it,� said Dakkon. �Who knows what�s in that thing?�
 �While I would normally say we should loot these guys first to be on the safe side,� Roth said wryly, �I�m with you. You get to make the call after that outrageous battle you had up topside.�
 �Suits me,� Melee said with a chuckle. �I about soiled myself when he shot that fireball.�
 �Well, for a definitely untrapped chest�� Cline said ruefully.
 The party walked up the stairs and Dakkon knelt before the little chest. They held their breath as he tugged at the lid and� it opened.
|Name: Blessed Idol of Daenara
|Item Type: Consumable
|Uses: 1
|Durability: 1/1
|Attributes: Resurrection
|Description: This idol made of blessed clay depicts the beautiful visage of Daenara, Goddess of Life. Breaking this relic will resurrect any dead NPC once.
 Everyone�s eyes widened. Cline gasped aloud. Greed filled their minds. A player could resurrect a long-dead emperor, a fabled creature, or a fallen loved one. NPCs died once in Chronicle. That was the rule. This item allowed one player the chance to break that rule. The item was beyond valuable. Dakkon wanted to suggest it be given to him, but knew he would have to settle by using that luxury he had acquired for something lesser. No one would accept a flippant claim to ownership for this. �Everyone� let�s roll for it,� said Dakkon.
 Though they could band together, sell the incredibly rare item, and split the proceeds amongst themselves, that path was seldom taken. If a member didn�t want to sell the item, but use it instead, it was the only way to give each person their chance. In games of this sort one item tended to go to one player, with chance as the sole arbiter.
 �I guess� that�s only fair,� said Melee. Mina and Roth nodded.
 �I think Dakkon should have it,� said Cline. �It only seems right. None of us would have dreamed of coming in here if it weren�t for his� I don�t even know what to call it.�
 �Balls of steel?� suggested Roth.
 �More like titanium,� corrected Melee.
 �I agree with the sentiment, but this is something that if used wisely could make any one of us a titan, maybe even one of the most powerful players in the game,� said Mina. �At worst, the owner could sell it off and live like a king in the real world as well as here. I�ve never heard of anything like this. It�s practically cheating.�
 �I don�t mind if you all roll for it,� said Dakkon. �I appreciate the gesture, but were I in your shoes I don�t think I could afford to pass up on this chance. I don�t expect you to either.�
 With a slightly guilty look on her face, Mina said, �Roll 1d100.� A large, virtual zocchihedron, a 100-sided die, materialized and fell to the ground. After a short tumble, the upturned number was 76.
 Following suit, Melee and Roth rolled. Melee�s result was 42, while Roth scored a 36. Next up, Dakkon rolled and the room hushed as the large virtual die seemed to bounce and spin three times as long as it had for everyone else. When it settled, the number displayed was 77.
 �I�ll pass on my roll,� said Cline.
 Retrieving the priceless idol from the throne where it had sat as they decided who would get it, Dakkon held it lovingly in his arms. This item was his ticket to a wonderful life and he knew it. Never had he dreamt of being so lucky. He felt thankful to everyone, and doubly so to Cline. Dakkon turned, taking in a fresh breath of air, and Cline slapped him celebratorily on the shoulder. Some combination of unexpected force and stepping onto the uneven surface of a bearded axe lying on the floor caused Dakkon to topple forward, throwing the idol from the raised platform. Before anyone could feel the full pain of the loss, like a train wreck before them, the idol lay shattered on the ground.
 The group tensed. Everyone wanted to scream, but none so more than Dakkon. Instead they all collectively hung their shoulders. No one was truly at fault. They had all worked hard to get to that point, and no one expected to find a relic such as that. It came into their lives and it left. Easy come, easy go.
 A stirring at the bottom of the staircase reminded the adventurers what it was the relic really did. They assumed their fighting positions, when the little goatman hopped up the stairs and picked up his gladius before waddling up to them without a trace of malice, bending down and picking up his bearded axe, then tucking the weapons away. He climbed up on his throne, and smiled. �Thanks,� he said in a voice that was far more civil than the rough sounds made by the other goats. The little trest nodded towards Dakkon.
 �What the hell is this!� Mina yelled, in a rare loss of her composure.
 Melee gently put her arms on her friend and attempted to calm her down. �Just forget about the last five minutes. We killed the boss, we finished the quest, and nothing else. Oh, look, there are bodies to loot. How lucky,� the crimson haired brawler said in a voice that was drained of emotion and far from sincere.
 Roth held out his hand, �Book!� he said. A large tome appeared and he flipped through the pages. �It still says we need to kill or drive off the goatmen. Killing the boss wasn�t enough?�
 �I think I need a break, guys,� said Cline. �Today�s been� a bit of a rollercoaster for me.�
 Dakkon looked at the squat goatman sitting on the throne before him as though he owned the world. �What�s your name?�
 �Yill,� said the little ball of man and goat parts.
 �Ok, Yill. You�re the boss of the trest, right?� asked Dakkon.
 �I�m the boss here, anyway,� replied Yill.
 �Did you have plans to burn the crops and salt the soil, Yill?� Dakkon asked.
 ��� Yill sat there without a look of shame. �Perhaps,� he replied.
 �Can you tell your subordinates to not do that, and to get the hell out of here and stay away from Greenburne?� Dakkon suggested.
 �Hmm,� Yill looked more thoughtful than one might expect the face of a goat could manage, then said, �Sure. I owe you more than that, at any rate. I have ambitions to carry out before I depart from this world.� The little goatman hopped down from the throne, walked down the stairs like a man lost in thought, and strolled down the corridor.
 Mina looked over to the group, still distraught. �What if the goat just rallies his forces and marches back here to finish us off?�
 �Hold on,� said Roth, still looking at his quest log. �It says that we�ve convinced the leader of the goatmen to have them leave. We just need to have a word with Barrcus and we�re done.�
 Cline�s stress melted away instantly, �We�re done? We actually did it? I can get my reward?�
 �Looks like our little ranger is getting a bow,� said Melee with a grin.
 The look of pure joy on Cline�s face lifted the spirits of the party, and they set to looting the two remaining bodies.
|Name: Felling Hatchet
|Item Type: Weapon � Chopping
|Durability: 40/60
|Damage: 28
|Attributes: +15 damage to plant-class creatures.
|Description: This axe was created by a renowned craftsman for a powerful noble�s son who played at being a lumberjack. It has been enchanted to greatly improve a person�s ability to cut down trees.

|Name: Chanter�s Bead Focus
|Item Type: Accessory - Stone
|Durability: 22/30
|Armor Rating: 0
|Attributes: -5% chanting time, +5% chanted spell efficacy
|Description: The wearer of these beads can focus upon them to cast spells more efficiently.

|Name: Prowler�s Boots
|Item Type: Armor - Leather
|Durability: 39/50
|Armor Rating: 9
|Attributes: +5 Agility
|Description: These boots made of thin, high-quality leather have been enchanted to make their wearer nimbler. This style of boots is particularly popular amongst thieves.

|Name: Mighty Greaves
|Item Type: Armor - Iron
|Durability: 65/90
|Armor Rating: 22
|Attributes: +5 Strength
|Description: The weight of these heavy metal boots is partially offset by their strength bestowing enchantment.

|Name: Archer�s Vambrace
|Item Type: Armor - Leather
|Durability: 35/40
|Armor Rating: 10
|Attributes: +5 Dexterity, +1 Strength
|Description: The lacings on this atypical vambrace are intended to be worn outwards, allowing the string of a bow to slide past unhindered. The vambrace has been enchanted to improve aim and helps its user to better grip their bow.

|Name: Large Shield
|Item Type: Shield - Wood
|Durability: 82/100
|Armor Rating: 30
|Damage: 4
|Attributes: May prevent some or all incoming damage.
|Description: This common shield consists of two thin layers of wood set perpendicular to one another with a hand strap and an iron band around it.
 The loot was varied, and for the first time each of the party members would be able to have their own item of uncommon rarity. Dakkon took the prowler�s boots, Mina the beads, Cline had a vambrace perfect for his calling, Melee happily put on her new heavy, iron boots, and Roth replaced his stash of human bone clubs with the hatchet and shield. The party decided that it was important to search the temple, even if only cursorily, in search of any other additional treasures that the temple might have. After twenty minutes of searching, Yill reappeared and let them know that the temple�s treasures had been almost entirely cleaned out even before the trest had arrived. They hadn�t even broken every statue.
 The players decided that they all deserved a short vacation from hunting and, after collecting their portion of the quest�s bounty, they would spend a leisurely day looking for equipment upgrades before hunting again. It was far more practical to carry gear with them than money, as dying ensured the loss of a large portion of a player�s coin. After giving their rushed goodbyes, Mina and Melee logged off together to eat and Roth tried to keep pace with Cline as he rushed ahead towards Greenburne to be the first one in the glorious spotlight, and then he�d be off to finally get his very own bow. Dakkon suspected that the entirety of Cline�s reward money would go towards the very best bow he could afford.
 Dakkon was the only player who opted to remain behind. He was happy about his new boots and completing the quest, but he still felt robbed on some level. He held a new and wonderful life in the palms of his hands and, just as unforeseen circumstances in the real world, something unfortunate stopped him from achieving his goals. He knew the sentiment didn�t do him any good, but it remained and tortured him nonetheless.
 After brooding for a bit, he thought to ask the former leader of the goatmen another question that had been brewing in his mind. �Yill,� he began, �How is it that you were able to use skills to dodge and counterattack me like some sort of duelist, buff and heal like a cleric, and cast powerful elemental spells like a wizard? You must have used skills from at least three different classes during that battle.�
 Yill thought for a moment and then motioned for Dakkon to follow him. �For my life, this again is asking too little.� The two walked into the main hall, past the heaps of battered sculptures, to a pile of rubble right at the back and center of the room. �Dig,� he commanded �I hid it.�
 Trest and man pulled apart the pile of crumbled stone, tossing aside bits of ancient art and wall alike. After thirty minutes, a hole remained that was just big enough to squeeze through. Yill wiggled himself in then held up his right hand which streamed forth radiant, cascading light in all directions. Then, Yill led the way down a long, thin passageway which opened into a cubic room with a large altar at its center. Yill set his hand on the brazier to the altar�s left side and it burst into flame. He did the same to the brazier on the other side. Dakkon looked up and saw that on the altar there lay a large stone tablet with characters that were unlike any language he�d ever seen. �Read,� Yill said.
 �Yill, I can�t read it. I�ve never seen that language,� Dakkon protested.
 �Read it anyway,� said Yill.
 Dakkon sighed and looked back up at the ancient characters chiseled in stone. �It�s impossible, Yill. I just don�t�� Dakkon�s eyes glazed over as he looked far beyond the script, the tablet of stone, and the room in which he stood.
 The foreign characters began to glow and dance before him. Images filled his mind. In an instant, he watched the story of one man as he went on adventure after adventure beyond the scope of any epic. He traveled the world performing miracles and uncovering lost lands. He was a master, unparalleled in anything he set out to do. Eventually he grew old and weary, then�again�he traveled the world, creating large stone tablets which told pieces of his story and hid his closely guarded skills before finally making his way to the great stone hall of his own construction. There, he sat atop a throne and spent his time watching the world as he withered away. Dakkon�s mind was then filled with a voice. He heard a weathered, raspy, and very old voice say to him and him alone, �This tablet holds the secret of my class, the edgemaster.� A window appeared before him.
|You have discovered a relic: Mordurin�s Class
|Would you like to make the class �Edgemaster� your primary class?
|Note: You cannot remove this class.
|Yes���� No
 A rare class that belonged to what appeared to be the most successful human to ever walk this world? Dakkon wanted it more than anything he could think of. Why, though, did it give him an option to refuse? He was aware that any player could change their class during a period of downtime. They could even have two classes at once if they didn�t mind taking a 30% loss in power for the versatility it provided them. Dakkon couldn�t think of any reason to refuse, so, of course, he accepted.
 The old man�s voice grew stronger, and younger, �Close your eyes and be reborn, edgemaster.� He closed his eyes and made the connection that had been lingering at the back of his mind. Mordurin must be the name of the unknown wizard who first revealed Chronicle to the world. He opened his eyes and the world shook.
 The ground beneath Dakkon�s feet quaked violently. He could just make out the silhouette of Yill running desperately back the way from whence they came. A rock smashed the left brazier, scattering embers and ash into the air. Dakkon coughed and watched as the whole ceiling fell in on him.
[You have been crushed by falling rock for 8,571 damage. Remaining HP 0/425]
[You have died.]
[You will be barred from reentering Chronicle for 11 hours True Time.]
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 Corbin pulled himself from his pod and checked the time. It wasn�t even 4:00 yet. Over the last real-world hour, Corbin had met a group of strangers, bonded, and formed a friendship with them. He laughed with them, hunted with them, and together, they challenged a dungeon. They overcame that dungeon, completing a quest that no others had been able to. Only moments ago, Corbin had held an object so rare and valuable that he could have sold it and never worked another day in his life. He had smashed that very object, and felt the real pain of a hard loss. He even found a rare class, one that was possibly even unique to players: edgemaster.
 �Chronicle is one hell of a game,� Corbin said aloud, despite his being alone. He didn�t feel tired in the slightest, despite both the stress and elation he had felt in game. He didn�t feel hungry, either. Not even enough time had passed for him to need to use the restroom. He felt shaken and elated. At that moment, there was nothing more Corbin wanted to do than hop right back into the game. He did, however, have another great desire that he could explore while on the outside. He pulled up the wall-spanning virtual display of his AugSys and set to work.
 Corbin scoured the internet looking for information on his new class. The first search taught him that Chronicle had hundreds of classes. New classes were created by the game to fill niches whenever the need arose. Because of this, there was no massive class database that listed what each one did. Sure, there was information, but that information almost entirely focused on the most common classes, or a smattered few that less guarded powerful players made public knowledge. The number of players who had made an impact on the world of Chronicle with an exotic class was small enough, but the ones who had done so and shared their secrets? Their ranks were few, indeed. For these reasons, Corbin believed it was possible that other edgemasters could exist, and were just too tight lipped to share what they had learned. He would likely be doing that very thing, after all.
 Exploring deeper into the subject, after deciding that searching for information on the edgemaster class was a lost cause, Corbin began to dig up any information he could on the wizard, Mordurin. Despite no plethora of information, the name did appear occasionally in stories, but nowhere did Corbin find any suggestion that the wizard might be the man who stood before the world and revealed the game for the first time. If that connection had been made over the net, he certainly would have found a reference to it.
 The unnamed wizard who introduced Chronicle to the world was the topic of seemingly endless speculation. Some believed him to be the character of the uncredited lead developer behind the game. Others believed he was merely an invention of the developers to create a commercial for their new product. Though the rumor mill turned, creating countless stories and suppositions about who the wizard was, the most common belief was that the character�be he player or NPC�was somewhere in the game world. Corbin decided that sifting through, or worse�fully reading, nothing but abundant speculation was a less-than-productive use of his time. Leaving the matter aside for now, he again changed the direction of his search toward information relating to the god whose temple he had liberated� before it all likely fell in on itself, anyhow.
 At present, no player had seen a god and provided any credible proof of their encounter, but a lot was known about them. There were 10 in all, and each coincided with a complex system�such as the growing of crops or the conjuration of a living thing�that the game�s basic system AI was in control of. If something happened outside of the normal parameters that the game�s systems expected, then the decision for what the outcome would be was handed upwards to the supervisory system. If that system couldn�t properly determine what a fitting result would be, the final authority, a god, would decide and that would be the end of it. This system, of hierarchical AI passing up difficult decisions to the next rung of authority, meant that Chronicle was very good at efficiently dealing with unexpected scenarios, and most suspected it would be a very rare for any matter to require intervention by the divines. By some accounts, this makes gods extremely weak and inconsequential parts of the average gameplay experience, but others argue that the ability for a single entity to have absolute authority over how existence itself functions is power without measure. What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object? Whatever Kuln, God of War, decides� or perhaps that question is better suited to Nokti, God of Destruction.
 Despite no direct player interactions recorded with the gods thus far, they can make a profound impact on the world through the actions of players. If a player performs an act in the service of a god, typically through uncommon quests given out by holy orders, the player is often rewarded with faith points for that deity. These faith points are an expendable resource which allow players to perform miraculous feats that would otherwise be impossible. For example, one who has earned faith points in the service of Gae`el, Goddess of Storms, may expend their points to bring restorative rain to a water-starved region, or summon up a maelstrom to sink pursuing ships.
 There is no guide, nor guarantee, with faith points, however. Despite the outcome, once faith points are spent, they are all spent�often with impotent, humorous, or disastrous results. Asking for a massive dragon as a personal mount may end up summoning a runt incapable of flight, or a spiteful creature that loathes anyone foolish enough to attempt riding it. The lack of knowledge regarding how many points are needed for a request, as well as the ambiguity as to which god is the correct one for the job, means that expending faith points in grand ways can be and usually is a perilous endeavor. No one wants to be known as the player with four additional lame legs which regrow no matter what because they wished for the wrong thing in the wrong way.
 Some gods are particularly difficult to curry favor with. In all of Corbin�s searching, he couldn�t find any religious factions openly supporting Arstak, God of Luck; Tempas, of Time; Nokti, of Destruction; or Syvil, of Death. There were rumors about hidden sects for Nokti and Syvil, but nothing at all for Arstak and Tempas. This was of odd because, on his recent escapade, Corbin had received a message informing him that he could reclaim the lost temple of Arstak for his followers. This meant to Corbin that, somewhere in the world, there must be followers of the trickster god. He expected that somewhere an avaristic merchant organization, or perhaps a guild of thieves, must worship fortune personified.
 Despite no formal church, there were many reports of players gaining faith points with Arstak in a seemingly random manner. Although there was no clear evidence, the predominant theory was that if a player did something Arstak found interesting, the deity would reward that player with his favor. Players using faith points given to them by Arstak, however, have almost always received perverse interpretations of what they requested. Cited as a cautionary tale, one top player by the name of Sline requested that �All my attacks be critical strikes� in an attempt to gain outrageous power. This was the first major wish made to Arstak, before the god was known to twist requests, otherwise Sline would have known to choose his words more carefully. From that moment onwards, all attacks made against Sline were indeed critical strikes. In his defense, another player used Sline�s failure as a building block and wished that �All of the attacks I make on other entities should hit them, exactly as I want, and produce the damage of a critical attack, preferably by being a critical attack� and Arstak answered the request by taking away the joints in his leg and quintupling the size of his head and hindquarters. The God of Mischief could have made the player�s critical strikes deal less damage than a normal attack or attempted to twist the request in some other manner, but most speculate that Arstak�s blunt approach there was because he simply doesn�t abide wiseasses.
 Corbin halted his search here. He found himself spiraling down a rabbit hole of dubiously useful information. Gods, Mordurin, and the edgemaster class� Despite all of his searching, the answers Corbin really wanted could only be found through Chronicle. �Pixie, how long has it been since I�ve left the capsule?�
 A little fae creature flew out of the screen in front of Corbin. �Five hours and 20 minutes,� the critically acclaimed voice of his AugSys rang out like harmonic birdsong.
 Corbin didn�t much care for hearing he still had almost six hours remaining even after his mostly fruitless search for information. He decided he�d have an early lunch and walked a long six paces into his connected kitchen.
 �Pack it,� Corbin used the preset voice command to initiate his Pacquet brand Print-n-Grille.
 �It�s brunch time! What can I make for you? If you�d like a list of options, I�� Corbin wasn�t particularly interested in hearing the list of options his food printer could give him ever again. He stocked the machine with packets, and therefore knew the extent of its capabilities.
 �I�ll have a green bean casserole.�
 �You got it, boss! I�ll have that green bean casserole ready for you in seven minutes. Say, while you wait, there�s a limited time offer from CaughtUp I can�t wait to tell you about.�
 A small augmented reality window opened up, hovering in the air a few feet in front of Corbin�s face. He thought it might be an interesting experiment to try staring at a wall the next time his Print-n-Grille pushed products and service at him. �An advertisement with every meal.� Dakkon sighed. He had time to wait, however, and would love the distraction of something new to hate.
 �Are you busy? Do you not have time for the hundreds of popular programs that your friends, family, and coworkers are engrossed with? Then you need CaughtUp. Our talented staff analyzes episodes from every highly popular show, cast, and many streams to break them down into bite-sized and easily digestible pieces. Why slog through a boring drama just to stay caught up when you could simply spend a few minutes with CaughtUp and learn exactly what�s happening! Our service has an enormous clip library to�� Corbin had his fill.
 �Print-n-Grille volume mute,� said Corbin. He patiently waited for his meal and ate it hot, slightly scalding the palate of his mouth. What would he do with the next five and a half hours as he waited to get back into his game? He considered going out. Weekends were typically when he explored the city or�occasionally�spent time with his ever-dwindling group of more successful friends from college. He hadn�t been invited to do anything yet, but he knew deep down that if anyone had asked, his recent acquisition of a chron pod would take precedence over his spare time. Soon after the thought had crossed his mind, Corbin had suppressed any desire to leave his apartment in favor of learning more about his newest hobby.
 Having a full, perhaps overstuffed, belly Corbin compared pricings of items on official marketplaces versus secondary markets for anything and everything one would sell within Chronicle. These sites came in the form of virtual markets and auctions alike. One could buy real estate, gear, mounts, consumables, and more providing they had the extra money to dispose of, and most sites kept logs of the most valuable items sold. It seemed to indicate that whenever a particularly advanced player found an upgrade for themselves, they would sell their older gear for a tidy profit. Apparently, many players could make their living entirely through the game. Some sold their old gear for thousands, and in rarer cases, tens of thousands of credits. After close to four years of time inside the game, the market still appeared to be growing. The right weapon or piece of armor could feasibly give a wealthy buyer an edge that would allow them to progress and accomplish more than their peers. The world is a place where those with wealth separate themselves from the masses through liberal use of their money, and Chronicle was no exception.
 Corbin�s equipment, his bag and clothes, amounted to about a credit a piece. His new boots were about five credits. Not terrible, considering how early in the game he had acquired them. His dagger�s worth was something he couldn�t figure out as easily. He didn�t know its properties, and as far as he could find there was nothing in the game that did close to 200 damage for sale. The highest damage weapon he could find for sale was a huge, two-handed magic maul which did 130 damage. The maul was selling for 8,000 credits. Upon seeing this, Dakkon�s mind raced. Just how valuable was his dagger? It possibly dealt double that and wasn�t so cumbersome. Could it be worth two times as much? Three? Five? The idea of selling his dagger for 40,000 credits made his knees weak. He decided that his very next course of action after collecting his quest reward�should the dagger still be with him when he logged back in, instead of buried deep within the side of a cliff�would be to have his dagger appraised. If the dagger was half as good as he suspected it must be, he would have an amazing source of revenue for a rainy day. Of course, until the need arose, he�d use it to progress and find even more valuable things to sell.
 Corbin needed a reality check. He knew it couldn�t be so simple to make a sum as large as 40,000 credits. With that much money, he could live for two, perhaps two and a half, years if he lived frugally�and he always had. It simply couldn�t be so. He pushed the matter to the back of his mind, and decided to watch ChronCast in hopes of finding another lead like the one that had helped him find the quest which he had just completed.
 Corbin watched ChronCast for hours and, for the bulk of it, wished he hadn�t. Hearing the happenings of the world and the accomplishments of other players did nothing to dampen his desire to play. Over the course of watching, he learned tidbits of information about the world�there were two human realms, the Kingdom of Denmas, where Corbin started, and the non-allied Falgren Empire. There was an elven kingdom, Daedwyne, and the dwarven kingdom, Fvoskard. There were skirmishes between the realms, but there hadn�t been an all-out war since before the game�s release. What came as a bit of a surprise to Corbin, was of how little the world had been properly explored. There was no map of the world. There didn�t even seem to be a rough idea of how large it was. Both human domains were near bodies of water and had access to ports, but there didn�t seem to be any information about any continent beyond Validesh, named for the old Valin empire which united the land against a foreign threat whose name and location appear to be buried in the annals of time.
 Corbin awoke some hours later, energetic, as though through force of will. He hadn�t expected he�d fall asleep, and so hadn�t set an alarm. He knew he had slept more than necessary, but it didn�t matter to him now. His exile had certainly ended. Although unsoiled, Corbin decided that the best way to keep his immersion pod clean was to treat it like freshly laundered bed linens. He took his second shower of the day, drank a pittance of water, and entered his chron pod. After the prerequisites were met, Corbin engaged his game and his lips curled into a large, expectant smile. The sweet smell of popsicles filled the air, and his eyes fell shut.
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 Dakkon opened his eyes back in Greenburne�s inn some five days after the village was raided by the trest. The common room was empty, save for the hairless proprietor who sat, sullen, on one of his stools.
 �Where can I find Barrcus?� asked Dakkon.
 �Oh?� the bald man stammered and rose to his feet. �Oh, our esteemed patron! Back for another meal by chance?�
 �Not today,� said Dakkon. �I need to know where the village leader is.�
 �That�s a shame. We may not have any more mutton, but I�ve got a stew that�s been in pot for six hours now, and will be mighty tasty I guarantee.� After Dakkon said nothing, the bartender relented, �His house is on the north corner of town. He�s currently overseeing restorations to the village, though, so he could be anywhere.�
 Dakkon nodded. The words of the bald proprietor struck him. No more meat? He had forgotten about the animals in the temple. If the others had not returned and fetched them, then the area hollowed out of the mountain really must have collapsed in full. Before stepping out into the center of town where the well lay, Dakkon made sure his items were all as they had been, less 12 silver, then he looked at his stats.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 10 ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 55 � (50 + 5 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 10
|Intellect: 10
|Luck: 0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 15

|Hit Points: 425/425
|Endurance: 238/238
|Mana Points: 200/200
|Level: 15
|EXP Until Next Level: [_____1,946/3,960]

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Heroic � 2� 2% [_]
|Hunter � 4� 22% [____]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Stealthy � 3� 0% []
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]


|-Stealthy: Gained from moving around hostile entities without detection. Every rank in Stealthy decreases the likelihood that the player will be detected by circumstances outside of his control.
 He had grown so quickly from a single session, that the loss of experience for his character level and traits felt negligible. The short time he spent looking over his stats filled him with pride, but he had bigger fish to fry. He wanted to have a look at his new class.
|����
|Classes
|����
|Primary Class: Edgemaster
|Class Level: Null
|EXP Until Next Level: [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|Skills:
|+Mastery � 1�� [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|+Edge � 1�� [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|Special: Edgemaster is locked as your primary class.
|Special: Classes may not be changed or removed.
|
|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 3
|EXP Until Next Level: [_______549/1,050]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 6� 49% [___________]
 At first glance, Dakkon thought that the skills for the class were wrong. A broken experience meter and character level must mean that the class couldn�t progress. At worst, his rare class might be glitchy and not work at all. He took a closer look at the skills.
|+Mastery: This unique skill improves the strength of all classes by 10% per rank. Further ranks in Mastery may only be achieved by advancing two classes to adept status (level 15). Current effect: +10%.
|+Edge: This unique skill allows the player to have an additional active class per rank. Ranks in Edge may only be achieved by advancing a class to mastery status (level 30). An edgemaster may not have inactive classes and should choose them carefully. Current effect: +1 active class for a total of 3 simultaneous classes.
 Dakkon worked to wrap his head around the information. His skills weren�t buggy, they were shackles. Now, he would be stuck as a thermomancer forever. Worse, he was now 20% weaker than a regular thermomancer, which was not powerful in the slightest, and would only be on par after getting four classes to level 15�and since he would be limited to only learning one more class until he could get one to level 30�that meant he was crippled to mediocrity for his immediately foreseeable future. It wasn�t even that the class was weak. It was easy to see the strength of it, given some time. After getting the first three classes to level 30 and another to 15, he would begin to grow far more powerful than the average player. If he had acquired the class at a higher level, after he had already gotten a few classes to level 30, then the skill would probably have been a blessing. For now, though, at the beginning of his journey, it would drag him down. Each class he learned would be substantially weaker than a beginner taking the class as their primary.
 Dakkon reconsidered his situation. It wasn�t ideal, but in time he had the potential to grow into an insanely powerful character. After several minutes of hovering in the door of the inn, Dakkon returned to being pleased just before the innkeeper shooed him off for scaring away any potential customers. He walked out the door and into the village�s center.
 The village center looked as expected after an assault. Some buildings lay burnt flat, as though they were the fire pits of giants. Others were scorched but stood as sturdily as they had the previous week. The center of the square held six men rebuilding the well which had collapsed, no doubt from the concerted blows of goatmen. Dakkon approached the oldest and most distinguishably not laboring of the men.
 �Do you know where I can find Barrcus,� asked Dakkon, suspecting that the old man could very well be who he sought.
 �And why exactly are you looking for me?� replied the weathered old man. �Can�t you see we�re busy?�
 �I�ve come to claim my bounty,� said Dakkon. �I was the fifth member of the group who drove away the goatmen which assaulted the village.�
 �Oh, you are, are you?� the worn Barrcus said with a hint of amusement. �And I suppose you�ll want your reward in platinum?�
 �That would be fine,� admitted Dakkon, relieved. �Or gold. I�m not sure I could carry smaller denominations.�
 �Now look here, I don�t know who the hell you are!� hollered Barrcus. �I�ve never seen you before in my life, and I�ve got a knack for remembering faces, boy.�
 Dakkon�s blood froze. Could not visiting the old man before completing the quest have ruined his chance for a reward? Nonsense. �My name is Dakkon,� he said with shaken confidence. �I tracked the goats to their lair, freed�Oh, the girl!� Dakkon had suddenly remembered there was a villager who could testify for him. �Did the lady the goats dragged off ever make it back to town?�
 Serendipitously, at that moment, he was nearly knocked off his feet from behind by an embrace that felt more akin to a tackle. �Oh gods!� the woman wailed, tearful with her thanks. �You�re all right! You didn�t come back to town with the others. I�ll tell you, I assumed the worst.�
 �You made it home?� Dakkon asked, relief clear in his voice for reasons both altruistic and self-serving. He was surprised as much by the timely appearance of the ex-captive as by her sudden hug. �Are you well?�
 �I�m no worse, thanks to you, master Dakkon,� the villager said, smiling, as she wiped away her tears with the sleeve of a conservative, but worn, blue dress.
 Dakkon felt proud of the title by which he was addressed. �I�m glad to see you�re safe.� After he was released from her grasp, he turned to face her and asked, �Would you do me the favor of introducing me to Barrcus?�
 �Mr. Barrcus?� the woman tilted her head in confusion. �But, you�re already talking to him.�
 �Right,� said Barrcus. �I get it, already. Forgive me, boy. I�m sure you understand that you weren�t the first to try and claim the 280 gold set aside for you. I was doing you a favor by not handing it out lightly.�
 The reward sounded off. By his previous count, Dakkon was only supposed to be getting 120 gold. �Is that the amount it came to, split five ways?� he asked.
 �That�s what it comes out to,� said Barrcus. �Truth be told, I thought you were dead and gone. Another day or two and I�d have used all of that money to help pay for restorations.�
 Relieved to find out that his bounty had not been spent before he had the chance to claim it, and feeling grateful for the unexpected increase in reward, Dakkon generously offered, �You may use 40 of the gold to help fund rebuilding the town.�
 �Well�� the old man started then paused, �We�ve already used 80 of it for new livestock that�ll be arriving later today� Given the circumstances, I reckon it�s only fair that you should be given your pick of them, should you want.�
 It wasn�t fair. Dakkon knew that, but he was still going to make off with nearly double the reward he had been expecting. There was no need to split hairs. It was a veritable fortune to a player of his level, anyway. �Very well,� he acquiesced.
 �I�d go and fetch the money, just myself, but I�m only one old man. Gold isn�t so light that I can toss it around all willy-nilly,� Barrcus said, turning to leave even before he had finished speaking.
 �I�ll be making my way out of the village today,� Dakkon said to the woman he had helped save. Then, as a courteous way to draw the conversation to a close he added, �If you find yourself in a sticky situation and think that I can help, reach out to me.� He wasn�t sure what he could do, but without her he never would have gotten his reward.
 �I will then, master Dakkon,� she said with a reverent bow that made the hairs on the back of Dakkon�s neck stand attentive. He was far from used to this sort of deference in the real world.
[You have pledged protection of the NPC Mary Greel. If she meets her untimely demise, it will have a negative impact on the way you are received.]
 Dakkon was unsure of the commitment he had unwittingly made, but at least he�d learned her name�even if it was in an incredibly awkward and roundabout way. He mulled over what repercussions this could hold for him while he followed the slow moving Barrcus back to his house. After three minutes of walking, the two men entered Barrcus�s house, and the village elder brought Dakkon to a sitting area.
 Dakkon sat, waiting, as Barrcus ambled into the adjacent room and brought back bag after weighty bag until eight lay in a pile at his feet. The old man was panting, �We don�t� have anything� so fancy as� platinum� in a place� like this.� With a hand on his hip and a raised hand, he took a second to catch his breath before continuing. �We don�t normally have near this much gold, neither. You�re gonna have to take it as is,� Barrcus said.
 Dakkon picked up one of the bags as though the only heft to it was the fabric itself. He realized that, in Chronicle, coins must not have much weight for players to facilitate trade. Dakkon poured the contents of the sack into a coin purse at his waist and found that the size remained the same. It dawned on him that bank robbery, in a world where neither weight nor size were considerations, must be an incredibly lucrative trade, but dismissed the thought when he remembered the words of the very first NPC he ever talked to, threatening to throw him in jail to rot. In a game where currency is transferrable to the real world with the support of banking conglomerates, there would certainly be swift and uncomfortable retribution for stealing money.
 �Let�s head back to the well, boy,� said the village elder. �The livestock are hours overdue and you�ll get yours from them.� Barrcus moved to leave without waiting for a response.
 Although Dakkon made the trek back to the center of town, he only did so because that was the way he needed to head to reach the road back to the capital city, Correndin. Dakkon didn�t want livestock. He wouldn�t know what to do with a chicken or cow following him, short of selling them undervalue at the first opportunity that presented itself. This line of thought echoed through his consciousness over and again until, when nearing the village center, he saw the herd of animals. Among them, there was a fine black horse. Dakkon believed it to be fine, at least, but truth be told he was less adequate to assume such things than any amateur. He had never ridden a horse aside from in a game, and certainly never with full immersion.
 �I�ll take the horse,� Dakkon said to Barrcus. �And� I want you to give a sheep of each gender to Mary,� he added as an afterthought. Barrcus nodded with a smile, clearly expecting worse damage to his new herd than he�d received.
 �Is there someone who makes saddles in town?� asked Dakkon of Barrcus.
 �A saddler? No. I suppose Ged might have an extra saddle or two at the inn. Folks sometimes need a new one on the road.�
 With a nod, Dakkon walked back into the common room of the inn, strode up to the table in front of the proprietor�who only a few days ago had used Dakkon�s want for information to sell him an extortionately priced meal�and slapped his hand on the table with a loud *thwap,* garnering the attention of the distracted barkeep. �Ged!� Dakkon exclaimed. �Barrcus told me you had a few saddles, and that you�d give me the best of them for a steal.� Ged looked dubious. �He said it was your duty on account of me saving the village and all�� Dakkon waited only long enough for Ged to consider a reply before adding, �and there�s the fact that I just bought animals to replace the ones you lost.�
 At that, Ged seemed to relent. After a moment�s contemplation and a nod, he walked into the back room and emerged a minute later with what appeared to Dakkon to be a very fine saddle. Dakkon didn�t know a good saddle from a bad one, but suspected that the dark leather and shiny silver trim indicated he had found a winner. Plus, it matched his horse.
 �Now, what sort of price is fitting in this sort of situation?� Unable to forget the massive leg of mutton he was unwittingly sold, Dakkon exhorted with his most calm and gentle grin.
 �Ah,� Ged began, uncomfortable. �I�ll� let it go for 15 gold. That�s what it cost me and I got it under rather fortunate circumstances.�
 The saddle seemed expensive, but with a full purse of gold, and proud of the performance he had given, Dakkon smiled, �You�ve got a deal, Ged.� He slid the 15 coins across the table in three stacks of five, and picked up his new saddle for inspection.
|Name: Forerunner�s Saddle
|Item Type: Saddle - Leather
|Durability: 120/120
|Armor Rating: 30
|Attributes: Mount speed +10%, 50% slower mount exhaustion
|Description: Forerunners� Saddles were once assigned to imperial messengers of the Valin empire. These messengers were tasked with warning about imminent attacks to villages that were too small to have a local mage who could send and receive magical communications.
 Judging by the stats alone, it must have been a very rare saddle. Dakkon was stunned. �Hell,� Dakkon thought, �at 30 armor and a speed increase, I�d wear it if I could.� Not only was it preposterous to have assumed he could get an item this good for only 15 gold, but this one sparked his curiosity. Per its description, the saddle was used by riders to warn villages of impending attacks during the reign of the Valin empire. Only recently, he�d heard on ChronCast that the Valin empire had been a total unification of the Validesh continent, resulting in its name. His gut told him that messengers wouldn�t need such a saddle for internal conflicts. It leant some credibility to the stories that Validesh had been invaded, after all. The workings of ancient empires would have to wait for Dakkon, however. He had travelling to do.
 Dakkon bought a small bag of carrots for an additional two copper pieces, then he strutted out the door and walked up to his newly acquired, beautiful, black horse. He bowed to the stallion, and it half-nodded in response. After a moment to take in the temperament of the animal, he gently placed a hand upon its neck and offered it a carrot. The horse seemed pleased enough with his offering and received a pat on the neck in addition to the treat. While Dakkon didn�t know much about horses, he had seen them spooked in movies. He wanted to avoid angering the animal and decided to play it safe by taking his time with the large equine. He showed off the saddle to his new steed. Instead of trying to saddle it immediately, he�d let the animal grow accustomed to his presence while he thought up a fitting name.
 �What shall I call you?� asked Dakkon of the horse. �You�re a beautiful beast, but I wouldn�t call you beauty, being so obviously a male.� Dakkon figured talking to the horse in a level tone would help both parties relax. It didn�t exactly matter what he said, so he�d pitch a few names to hear the sound of them. �You�re dark, but Shadow is a bit clich�. Twilight is incredibly lame; Dark One is too melodramatic. I feel like it would be a waste to give you a bland name and be done with it. How do you feel about� Slighttrot?� The beast was unimpressed or indifferent to his first suggestion, and so was Dakkon. He pulled out another carrot and fed it to his tall, strong mount which swished its tail in delight. �Perhaps� Swifthoof? You look like a brave animal, how about Gallant? No? Hmmmm�� Dakkon paused to think. He wanted his horse�s name to be something he wouldn�t be embarrassed to shout. �How about Nightshade?� At this, the horse whinnied and Dakkon took it as a sign. �Nightshade it is then.� He patted the animal on its neck and fed it another carrot.
 Now Dakkon had his horse and saddle, but had no clue how to saddle a horse properly. Since doing it wrong might result in a rather unpleasant ride, he decided to ask for assistance. Dakkon approached one of the three men who had delivered animals to the village. �Can you show me how to properly saddle a horse? I�ll give you five silver for your trouble.� The man was pleased with the offer and obliged. Dakkon found it odd how little the animal seemed to mind having a metal bit in its mouth�provided to him by his hired help. After a few minutes of work, he was the proud owner of a saddled and surprisingly pleased stallion. Next, he�d have to learn how to mount and ride.
 Dakkon placed his foot in the saddle�s black and silver stirrup hanging to Nightshade�s side and used it to pull himself atop the steed. The animal was not alarmed; it had been ridden. Dakkon gave a relieved sigh. He leaned forward to feed Nightshade another carrot for its troubles and then took the bridle in his hands. �Hyah!� Dakkon said, anticipating the burst of speed that never came.
 �You whack it with the reins you use to steer,� the man who had helped him saddle the horse said, �or nudge �em with the back of your heels. Careful, though, stallions can be a might wild.�
 �Ah, thanks,� Dakkon said, then lifted his feet outwards and let his heels fall into the sides of the horse. Nightshade took off down the only road. By the time horse and rider had reached the turn to Correndin, Dakkon already had the hang of it. Riding a horse came with surprising ease. Perhaps it was due to game mechanics, his 50 points in agility, or the animal itself, but Dakkon found riding a horse about as simple as sitting on a couch. It felt comfortable to him. �Riding a horse is simple,� Dakkon thought.
 The two blazed their way down the trail towards the capital city, and in only the time it took to halfway get there, Dakkon had already changed his mind. It seemed that every bit of him hurt. His knees were sore, his thighs stretched in new and uncomfortable ways, his back ached, his shoulders were tense, and his neck was stiff. �Isn�t this the type of thing that�s supposed to be left out of a game?� Dakkon thought. Shortly before reaching his destination a system message appeared on his screen. Once he had come to a full stop, he read the message.
[Trait unlocked! You�re beginning to get on top of things. You have gained the Trait: Rider]
 Dakkon glanced at the skill�s specifics:
|-Rider: Gained from riding a mount. Every rank in Rider reduces the fatigue of riding by 2%. Current effect: 2%.
 He hopped off Nightshade, fed the proud animal yet another carrot, and led it to the communal watering troughs which were abundant near the edge of the city. Dakkon sat beside his horse and looked at his rations. His dried meat had spoiled. �So, food spoils even if you�re dead, huh?�
 Simply sitting while Nightshade drank from the trough completely soothed his aches, no doubt a benefit of life in a virtual world. Dakkon stood and walked his mount to a stable where a boy no older than 13 years approached him at the gate, after rising from his bucket-chair. �Two copper to take your horse, sir?� the boy asked him.
 Dakkon eyed the boy with suspicion. Although handing over his horse for a time was what he had come to do, the situation felt too informal to set his mind at ease. Dakkon shook his head, and walked up to a nearby guard to alleviate his concerns. �Who�s in charge of the stables?� he asked. �It�s not that boy, is it?�
 The guard chuckled. �No. Any man who�d give his horse to a stranger so easily deserves to lose it. All stable masters and hands in Correndin are marked with a bronze badge bearing the symbol of King Raemun.�
 �Much obliged,� Dakkon said, strolling back towards the stables.
 �Changed your mind, mister?� the boy asked him with a confident smile.
 �Go on then, show me your badge,� requested Dakkon.
 The boy�s smile faded�his expression soured. �Oh, bugger off then, you bastard,� said the boy.
 �How many times do you think they�ll let me strike a horse thief?� Dakkon asked with a devious grin. �I�ve got a whip in my bag, and the guard seemed keen to watch.� The boy�s eyes grew worried and he turned to run.
 A deeply tanned man walked around from the side of the stable wearing a little bronze badge with a circle in the top left that looked to be gouged by three sharp claws. The claw marks ran down, diagonally from the circle appearing like rays of light from the sun. Believing himself to have found the correct stable master, Dakkon addressed the man, �How much to keep my horse for a day?�
 �We�ll stable your mount for a silver a day, and feed it for 20 copper. We can groom it, if you�d like, for another silver,� said the olive-skinned man.
 �Very well,� Dakkon said. �Feed and groom him. Make sure you take good care of my saddle, too. I�m particularly fond of it.�
 The heavily tanned man nodded, �It�s a fine saddle.�
 Dakkon, having thought the same thing verbatim, was pleased. He handed his reigns to the stable master and turned to walk the streets of Correndin.



\\\\\\


 Though not in desperate need of food, Dakkon�s first destination would have to be his favorite place in the city, the �Everything on a stick� stand. As he walked, he stopped to haggle with merchants for maps, but lacking a standard of price or quality to compare them with, Dakkon realized he�d need to visit the cartographer�s guild before making an overly hasty purchase.
 Once at the food stand, Dakkon bought one sweet, crunchy chicken on a stick that caught the attention of his nose as much as his eye. He pleased his palate for a mere copper piece, then tipped the cook a silver for her trouble. With over 145 gold pieces converting to 14,500 silver, as every 100 copper amounted to one silver�and every 100 silver made one gold, it was a gesture he could afford. With a �well fed� bonus affecting his regeneration, Dakkon would use the time to train. He sat on a nearby bench and began his slow journey towards thermomantic mastery.
 Dakkon filled his mind with thoughts of hot and cold landscapes, alternating between them one after the other, over and over in the public square. In just over 15 minutes, needing no time to stop and regenerate mana, he gained level seven in Thermoregulate. After another 15 minutes, he achieved thermomancer level four, refilling his mana points. Though he had only recently begun, he was already tired of the exercises. Another quarter-hour increased his skill to eight, but the following 15 minutes simply left him drained of mana. At halfway to an increase for both skill and class levels, he took some time to stretch his legs
 Dakkon walked over to the food stand for rib meat on a stick and drank water from his canteen as he ran through the numbers of the daunting task he�d given himself. It takes about an hour to level up in thermomancy, currently, and Thermoregulate took about half that amount of time. Under perfect conditions, without accounting for any downtime, that meant a bare minimum of 26 hours of constant mental tedium to achieve the mastery he needed. It sounded horrible, but doable. It also failed to take into account that each level grew progressively more difficult to achieve. Still, if it only took 30 hours in total to become a master level thermomancer, then Dakkon would have to suffer that hardship in order to open up an extra class slot through his edgemaster class skill.
 After two hours that passed more slowly than a sleepless night, Dakkon had reached level 10 in Thermoregulate and discovered a problem he hadn�t anticipated. Now, when focusing on extreme temperatures, the skill was beginning to hurt. He would have to think of gentler settings, or, perhaps his best bet was to fully detach himself from the distracting practice of focusing on places altogether. If he could replace thinking of a desert at noon with the simple desire to be hot, then perhaps he could actually focus on his surroundings while using his technique. Throwing away the crutches of imaginary terrain was no easy matter, however. It took time to learn, and the effort often ended up scalding or chilling him. He needed 10 times as many breaks to regenerate his considerably larger health pool than he did for his mana, but after another five hours he had developed the sought-after knack. His progress had suffered for it, however, and he only managed to reach Thermoregulate level 12, and halfway to thermomancer level seven.
 Despite Dakkon�s resolve to get the matter over with, he could only handle so much. He felt accomplished for weening himself off mental imagery. For now, that would have to be enough. There was still a fair amount of daytime to work with, and Dakkon had several more things to do. The time had come for him to finally learn the true capabilities of his dagger. A simple stop by a guard was all it took to point him in the right direction.
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 For the first time, Dakkon set foot in the far east end of the city. The roads here were paved with finer and newer, dark gray stones. The mesh of interweaving streets formed blocks of varying sizes, most lined with the lively commerce of vendors, shops, and guilds. As he traveled further east the area grew more densely packed with buildings dedicated to artifice, then thinned again until the guilds and skilled craftsmen were behind him. Beyond lay the area he sought: the port, filled with sailors fresh from sea; an area tailored to their fancies. Buildings here tended to be bars, bordellos, and peculiarity shops where merchants were in the business of buying goods without asking many questions while selling chemicals with strange names and euphoric effects. Dakkon wandered along the port-side streets in search of a shop that suited him. When he found one advertising the service he required, and a sign stating the establishment would be closed and barred by sunset, he was glad he dallied no longer than he had.
 Dakkon walked into Badden�s Oddities and Vend. The interior of the shop was nicer than its location suggested; being so near to worn docks and busy brothels. The building was made of sturdy stone, reinforced by large wooden beams and struts, and the interior reflected the pains of regular, methodical cleaning. A man of below-average height, with dark brown hair, and small, round-lensed glasses stood behind a wood and glass display cabinet. The man watched Dakkon�s entrance from in front of three step ladders, each a different height, resting against a large shelf of locking boxes which ran some eight meters between two, sturdy support beams in the wall.
 �You don�t look fresh off the boat,� the 40-something man, presumably Badden, began without preamble, �but don�t think about trying anything in my shop.�
 �Your regular clientele must cause you no end of trouble,� said Dakkon with a smile, despite his rude greeting.
 �The regulars are just fine,� said Badden with wary eyes. �It�s the new ones who don�t know any better what cause problems.�
 Dakkon nodded. �Well then, I�ll be brief. You�ve a sign outside suggesting you have a knack for appraisal. What would you charge to teach me?�
 �I don�t have time to waste for that,� said Badden, narrowing his eyes. After a moment of thinking, he restarted, �If you want things appraised, I�ll do it for a price befitting the goods in question. What�ve you got?�
 �A knife and scabbard I was given,� said Dakkon, controlling his voice in an attempt to downplay the value they might hold in hopes of a reasonable deal. �How much is fair for just those two items?�
 �25 gold for both,� said Badden.
 Dakkon wasn�t pleased with the number, but was prepared for an extortionate rate judging by the man behind the counter�s demeanor. �That seems like an awful lot of money to simply look over my things and tell me about them.�
 Baddens shook his head condescendingly. �Proper appraisal takes years to learn proper. If you want a better rate, go ask braggarts and peddlers who will lie for your coin, or find a fool with nothing but time to train you.�
 Dakkon relented at that. Although pleased with his diversion, he needed to get back to his training sooner rather than later, lest he abandon it altogether. �Fine,� he said and placed five stacks of five coins on the countertop out of easy reach of Badden�s arms. Doubting he�d get a better price, he handed his dagger and scabbard to the appraiser.
 Badden drew the dagger and looked at the two items for minutes before so much as turning them. Then, he ran his fingers curiously along their small yet intricate etchings, as though reading them like braille. He picked up the dagger and moved it through the air with elegant little flips of his wrist. Next, Badden brought out a chisel and mallet and, to Dakkon�s horror, etched a small groove into the tip of his dagger.
 �What the hell are you doing!� demanded Dakkon.
 �Hush now, man,� said Badden, pointing one finger to the groove he had struck before sheathing the blade back in its scabbard. �I�ve got them mostly figured out and caused no harm.� Dakkon held out his hand, insisting his precious weapon be returned to him. Badden grunted and handed it back.
 �Those two resonate,� began Badden. �The scabbard will repair small damages to the blade in little time at all. It�s powerful magic, to be sure. Very rare. But it will only repair that dagger, no others.� One corner of Badden�s lips tightened in a manner that unnerved his guest. �The problem here is�� Badden trailed off.
 �The problem is what?� Dakkon asked.
 �I don�t have a clue what the damned dagger does, and that�s a problem,� said Badden. �Tain�t nobody in this town able to do any better, neither. I�m the best there is.�
 �So, it does nothing?� asked Dakkon.
 �No, it definitely does something,� said Badden, �but damned if I know what it is. I�ve done as good a job as you�ll get, though, so don�t expect a refund.�
 Frowning, Dakkon opened up the items� information, noticing that the etched tip of his blade had almost completely been restored.
|Name: Drakestone Dagger
|Item Type: Dagger � Piercing/Slashing
|Durability: 118/120
|Damage: 8
|Attributes: ???
|Description: The dagger is made of the rare material, drakestone, which remains cool to the touch, regardless of environment. It holds a mysterious enchantment.

|Name: Drakestone Scabbard
|Item Type: Scabbard - Small
|Durability: 120/120
|Attributes: Restores durability
|Description: The scabbard is made of the rare material, drakestone, which remains cool to the touch, regardless of environment. It has been enchanted to restore the durability of itself and its sister dagger over time when sheathed.
 More information was available, but the dagger now seemed to be more of a mystery than ever before.
 �You mean you�re planning on charging me in full for services only partially rendered?� asked Dakkon with a pointed glare.
 �Bah. Services were rendered in full. If you want to have a go, you can spend 30 years studying runes for the same appraisal I just gave you,� said Badden. At that, Badden reached forward and raked in the stacks of gold.
 With a frustrated sigh, Dakkon asked, �If you can�t tell me what the dagger does, who can?�
 �No one�not that I know of. If you really want to know, keep your eyes and ears open in big cities,� said Badden. �I�m sure there�s a man or two out there who can appraise better than I, but I haven�t met �em.�
 With that, Dakkon found he had a dagger that could still be worth anything. If he couldn�t get it properly appraised, then he wouldn�t be able to sell it when that time finally came. It could be worth a veritable fortune, or it could be worth nothing at all. He felt disheartened, like he had just lost his rainy-day fund, but a small part of him burned with the idea that the weapon could possibly even be� priceless. But for now, he couldn�t afford to entertain such fancy, simply because he wanted it to be true.
 As Dakkon walked back towards the craftsman district, he used the time to clear his head and think. He was, first and foremost, handed that bag of gear with the dagger inside in a very impractical manner. �Who knows, if it really is rare maybe someone will even come to reclaim it?� Either way it didn�t matter to him now. The dagger had enabled him to pull off the impossible, completing a scenario at a low level with the help of his new companions. At any rate, he was thankful to have it.
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 Setting foot near the shops of artificers drew Dakkon away from his thoughts of fortune. The sky was dark now, but the area was aglow with gentle light from assortments of baubles dangling underneath long cords threaded back and forth above the walkways. The creations, of odd size and shape, radiated light of different colors and intensities; some flickered quickly, and others languorously. Smells of seared meat and garlic filled the air around him. The area felt rather festive, Dakkon thought, before rediscovering his unabated hunger. He hadn�t eaten in many hours despite his most recent frenzy of mental exercises and trip across the city. He�d need to seek out food.
 Dakkon let his nose guide him to a restaurant without any advertised sleeping quarters, bought a thick round of sweet glazed ham, and washed it down with a stout dark pint. He kept his respite brief, deciding it was best to get the worst of his training out of the way. As he walked down the street, he noticed a young, familiar boy with dark, dirty hair trailing slightly behind an already drunken man, swaying a step left for every two he made forward. The boy reached his hand into the man�s purse, but an awkward step snared his wrist, pulling him into the fully bearded man.
 The man was drunk, but not oblivious to the wiles of pickpockets, and so grabbed the small�now struggling�boy by his wrist and drew a knife with his other hand, placing it on the boy�s shoulder. The cold metal halted the boy�s squirming. �What you think you�re doing, you little shit?� the man blared, not stable of foot nor of blade in hand. The blade cut into the boy�s arm, and the boy cried out in fright and pain.
 Dakkon approached the two, grabbing the boy by his other wrist. �You caught the urchin,� he exclaimed, presenting a silver coin to the drunk man with his other hand. �This miscreant caused me a sore bit of trouble, and he has hell to pay for it. Take this and buy yourself some drinks for your trouble.� Dakkon thrust the silver piece forward.
 The bearded drunk looked dumbly at the coin before his sour expression blossomed into a mischievous grin. He put the knife away and happily grabbed the extended coin. �Make sure he regrets his actions proper,� the man said, back-handing the young pickpocket roughly then swerving away in the direction he had come from.
 Dakkon examined the boy while he spoke, �We meet again, little horse thief.� The cut on his arm wasn�t severe, but may need treatment�or, in this world, perhaps he simply needed food to help him regenerate. The boy was unsettled, but looked more hungry than hurt. Dakkon released the boy�s wrist. �Relax. I just didn�t feel like seeing a boy get butchered in the street. I don�t know your situation and I don�t care, but you should choose how to make money more carefully in the future.� Turning his back and beginning to walk away, Dakkon flicked another silver coin over his shoulder towards the boy which led to the clinking of metal on stone followed by a patter of footsteps.
 As he walked forward, Dakkon chastised his own softness. He had just squandered the equivalent of 200 foodstuffs-on-sticks on someone who had literally tried to rob him earlier in the day. Thinking about money in this way made his stomach knot up. A single gold could feed him for a year by his own rough estimate. He pondered just how rich he was, before setting aside the thought and conceding that standard food was likely cheap for the benefit of children and poorer players starting from scratch. Continuing back towards the east, away from the craft district, Dakkon made his way to his favorite square of the city. The vendor he frequented had already closed shop, but he was well fed and was as eager as he would ever be to continue his training.
 Instead of sitting on the bench as he had before, Dakkon began to pace while considering the nature of heat and its chilly absence. The practice didn�t come easily. His thoughts strayed to other things. He thought of his new horse, Nightshade and its marvelous saddle. He thought of how odd it seemed that he would need to have some items appraised while others were revealed to him outright. It couldn�t be a question of rarity alone. He thought about finding a relic, the idol of Daenara, and smashing it. He wondered whether the little horse thief had properly bandaged his wound. He wasn�t making any progress. With a sharp inhale and slow, steady stream of breath, Dakkon refocused on the task at hand, pushing all other thoughts out of his mind.
[Trait unlocked! Focus despite circumstance makes it easier to cast aside distractions. You have gained the Trait: Disciplined]
 Dakkon disregarded the message and focused. Pacing back and forth, he began to feel the sure seep of cold into his body, then bristling heat. Every time he changed direction, he would alter the temperature experienced and its intensity. In his concentration, Dakkon walked the length of the square the entire night taking only short breaks to regenerate his mana. When the sun rose, he finally stopped to check on his progress.
|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 12
|EXP Until Next Level: [_______1,615/3,330]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 19� 75% [________________]
|+Heat (Touch) � 1� 0% []
|+Chill (Touch) � 1� 0% []
 Over the course of the night, Dakkon grew his skills. Manipulating his own body temperature was now easy. Now that he had increased his proficiency, and knew how to lower the intensity of his temperature surges, training was less taxing on his mana reserves. He also gained two new skills when he reached thermomancer level 10, which Dakkon had successfully ignored his curious urges to check upon until his training had concluded.
|+Heat: This skill allows the caster to warm an object in close proximity. Higher ranks in this skill will increase the degree of heat.
|+Chill: This skill allows the caster to cool an object in close proximity. Higher ranks in this skill will increase the degree of cold.
 The skills were simple inverses of each other. Presumably, the �(Touch)� listed next to the skills names indicated how close he needed to be to use the abilities. Dakkon was eager to try his new skills, but�like a ravenous tube�found himself to be terribly hungry. There was also the matter of the new trait he had dismissed the previous night.
|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Disciplined � 8� 32% [_______]
|Heroic � 2� 2% [_]
|Hunter � 4� 22% [_____]
|Rider � 1� 10% [__]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Stealthy � 3� 0% []
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]


|-Disciplined: Gained from pushing distractions aside to focus on a task at hand. Every rank in Disciplined reduces the likelihood that a spellcaster will be interrupted by attacks or other sources by 1%. Current effect: +8%.
 He had gained eight points in his new trait through the course of that long night. Though it sounded like a wonderful ability to have, Dakkon didn�t spend any time thinking about the matter and, instead, found an early-rising merchant to trade with for provisions. He sat on the bench, drank water, and ate two sweet apples alongside a single bite of a stale biscuit which, unbeknownst to him, had been liberally filled with some sort of undercooked fish paste. Luckily, he had eaten both apples first, as the biscuit robbed him of any remaining appetite. Now that he had eaten, he was eager to test out his new skills.
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 After some experimentation, he realized that it would be quite some time until the skills were of any practical use. By envisioning heat pouring out of his hands, Dakkon could warm a space about two inches away with all the fury of a hot breath. Doing the same for cold was like a puff of air through pursed lips. He wouldn�t be rushing off to light fires ablaze or chilling a refreshing beverage anytime soon. With access to new, more useful skills, Dakkon readied himself to begin training them, just as soon as he finished out his level in Thermoregulate for the sake of an evenly rounded level 20. Then, he could forget about that skill, as far as he was concerned.
 Still considering how long it might take for his skills to become useful, Dakkon gently and easily changed his body temperature from warm to cool in rapid succession. Within ten minutes he had gained a whole 25% experience for Thermoregulate level 20. This rate of gained experience shocked him. Why had it been so much quicker? Complexity? Dakkon decided he would experiment with the idea.
 Dakkon placed his hands in front of him, turned inwards towards each other. With his left hand, he attempted to cool the air between his hands. Then, as though he were splitting his desires in two, with his right hand he attempted to heat the same space. Within seconds, Dakkon had gained a level in each skill. After another minute, he had gained another in both and was completely drained of mana. He could use multiple thermomancy skills at once, though it required quite a bit of concentration on top of an obscene amount of mana. Now he knew how he would master his class. The discovery was a very welcome one, but if he needed to stop to regenerate his mana after only a few minutes, he would need a change of location immediately. Dakkon set off to find a bar.
 Dakkon had seen several bars on his trip between the east and west sides of Correndin and, wanting to do better than the Brass Badger where he had gained a hatred for all rat-kind, made his way to one that caught his eye. Stonewhip looked like the sort of bar where one could be left alone to their thoughts. The exterior was plain except for a large sign with the name and a mounted whip ending in a small, stone tip. The design of the weapon was impractical. Even if one could crack it effectively, the stone would certainly shatter from the whip�s massive amount of kinetic energy. Putting that quibble aside, the bar looked perfect for his purpose.
[You are resting in a bar.]
[Restoration speed is increased.]
 When Dakkon walked into the bar, he negotiated with its tender for some dalberry juice�something he assumed to be a peculiarity of the game world�a bowl of tater crisps, which he guessed would be like chips or crisps in the real world, and the leave to do what he pleased in his own corner, providing he didn�t disturb the other customers. The dalberry juice tasted something like a cranberry juice that wasn�t particularly bitter. It was incredibly sour, however, and unpleasant. The tater crisps turned out to be shredded potato that had been mashed into a disk, fried, then salted liberally. Dakkon very much liked the crisps, but would think twice before trying a slice of dalberry pie.
 Alone in his corner, Dakkon laid his hands on the table facing each other and repeated his previous exercise, swapping the roles of each hand. His right hand now produced something resembling heat, and his left somewhat cooled the space between them. In three minutes, he had gained two levels in each skill, and a level in thermomancy.
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 For hours Dakkon practiced, motionless. The movement of air between his fingers grew in intensity and the air began to swirl. Dakkon would take a break to regain his mana, then continue. After his first break for additional food, he decided to try adding the use of Thermoregulate to his leveling cocktail alongside Heat and Chill. If he could use all three skills at once, then experience might come quicker still. It took another two hours, but eventually Dakkon learned how to compartmentalize his body�s tasks. He focused on the sensation of his right hand being buried in hot sand and his right hand now produced heat, he focused on the feeling of holding his left hand in a bucket of ice water and his left hand cooled. Unlike his previous mental exercises where he actually envisioned something hot or cold, or thought about the temperature in some abstract sense, he now felt the sensation itself and found the tasks easier to divide. Dakkon pushed the sensations from both hands into the air in front of him. Finally, he found himself able to allow the hot or cold feeling of one hand to leach into the rest of his body, then the next in turn, and found success. The task drained him of his mana almost instantly. Not wanting to upset the delicate balance he had created, he kept his eyes shut and waited a minute for his mana to return�which it did quickly thanks to the improved rate of regeneration afforded to him by being both well fed and in a bar. Then, he set to his task again, and again, and again, until he could no longer ignore his demanding hunger.
 Dakkon didn�t check how much time had passed, he simply ordered more food, ate it in silence, and set to his training again. He continued his exercises unaware of his surroundings until he eventually felt a sharp jab in his side. So engrossed was he in his work, Dakkon might have even ignored the jab, were it not immediately followed by two more in quick succession and a loud voice.
 �Oi, you!� said the voice. Dakkon realized it was the barkeeper. �You�re causing a scene. You think its funny ruining a man�s business? Now get the hell out of here or I�ll throw you out.�
 Dakkon stopped his exercises and was immediately showered by particles of dust and dirt. He blinked in confusion as he took in his surroundings, all eyes were on him. He was unsure of what had caused the commotion but could read a room well enough to know it was time for him to leave. He quickly gathered himself and walked outside into the bright sun of late morning, then perched himself atop a nearby bench. �What happened?� he thought.
 Dakkon put his hands together as he had inside the bar and used his heat and chill skills, this time with his eyes open and observant. He could feel the movement of air in between them, swirling. He knelt and clamped his fingers together in a small pile of dirt, then placed a small pinch of soil on the bench next to him. Dakkon found that, by swirling the air as he had in the bar, the resulting vortex lifted dirt into the air where it danced and spun between and directly above his hands. �I guess I could see how an hour of that from an unresponsive stranger in the back of a bar might cause a little commotion,� he thought.
 The heating and cooling effect was immensely strengthened, as well. Though he doubted that he could light a fire, Dakkon was certain he could cool a drink down to a satisfying temperature on a hot day. He checked his thermomancy skills:
|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 25
|EXP Until Next Level: [_225/6,660]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 25� 75% [________________]
|+Heat (Touch) � 18� 22% [_____]
|+Chill (Touch) � 18� 22% [_____]
|+Hotspot (Area) � 1� 0% []
|+Condense � 1�� [______________________]
 Dakkon was shocked. His Thermomancer level was already 25. He had progressed at a pace which far exceeded his expectations. Now, only five levels away from mastery, he was close to earning himself an extra class slot which he could use for combat, all while still having the safety net of a free, unallocated, slot for any particularly rare class he might chance across. What�s more, he had already unlocked two new skills:
|+Hotspot: This skill allows the caster to warm or cool a designated area. The degree to which an area�s temperature can be altered is dependent on the caster�s Heat and Chill skills. Higher ranks in this skill will increase the ease in maintenance of a heated or cooled area.
|+Condense: This skill allows the caster to focus their Heat or Chill skill on a small, fixed point creating a more intense burning or freezing temperature.
 Dakkon took out his canteen and poured a small amount of water into his hand. He closed his palm and focused on a single point in the center of it. A frosty chill bit him and he opened his hand to reveal an irregularly shaped lump of ice. That was it. Dakkon now knew how Chillwane, the master who taught him thermomancy, was able to start files and heat an entire room to sweltering temperatures. It wasn�t simply an extremely high level of skill, but different skills which allowed for an increase in effect. Dakkon melted the ice, and for the first time felt some degree of satisfaction from his first choice in classes. It wouldn�t hold him down for much longer, and it might even prove rather nice to have some mastery over the elements.
 �Dakkon?� a voice tugged at Dakkon�s mind. �It�s Roth. You�re finally back on, eh?�
 Dakkon thought about Roth and felt the strange sensation of a nontangible string pulling taut from within his mind. �Hey, Roth,� communicated Dakkon. �How are you?�
 �Great, thanks to that quest of ours last week. You ought to check your messages, the others got worried when you hadn�t logged back in after a day.�
 That�s right. He had promised to meet back up with them. Dakkon winced. �Sorry about that, I died in a cave collapse and then got a little caught up with things.�
 �We thought that might�ve been the case. Everything good on your end?� asked Roth.
 �Yeah things are going pretty smoothly for me. What happened with the group?�
 �We met back up then headed off towards Turlin to the northwest,� said Roth. �We did a few quests together, but then had to log out for one reason or another. Cline said he was going to press on and so we sort of split up.�
 �So, the party is more or less dissolved for now, huh?� Dakkon asked.
 �Well, Mina, Melee, and I are back together doing quests in the area. We�re already level 26, thanks in no small part to a windfall of gear we bought after the quest reward from driving out the goatmen was doubled.�
 �Wow. I�m still level 14,� Dakkon replied.
 �You�d better catch up some, then. With that dagger, it shouldn�t take you too long. If you make it up to Turlin soon, we�ve got a spot reserved for you,� relayed Roth.
 �Awesome. I�ve just got a few things to take care of down here first.�
 �No worries. Melee is a little cross since you never got back to her, so it couldn�t hurt to give her a few days to simmer down,� said Roth through the telepathic link.
 �Hah. Right. Thanks for the heads up,� Dakkon replied.
 �Again, no worries. We�re off to do some hunting,� said Roth.
 �Ok. Take care,� finished Dakkon before the taut string sensation vanished. �I�ll have to keep an eye out for messages.�
 Dakkon looked at his friends list and it showed that all four of his previous companions were online and that by each of their names there was a small envelope-shaped icon that both wiggled slightly and pulsed a green light from around its border. He spent a few minutes reading each one and felt a pang of shame for not looking into them sooner. Melee and Mina would be clued in by now via Roth that he was well, but Cline was separated from them.
 Dakkon thought about Cline�s visage in an attempt to contact him, and thought the words, �Cline, I�m back on. How are things on your end?� But no connection was ever formed. �He must be busy,� thought Dakkon. Playing with his �Friends� window he discovered how to send a message and wrote, �Hey Cline, I died and got forced out of the game for a few days. I�m still level 14 and have a few things to take care of down here. I�m probably going to head up towards Turlin after that. How�s the bow?� Within thirty seconds, Dakkon heard the sound of a lightly ringing bell.
[New message from Cline.]
 Dakkon opened and read:
|Sender: Cline
|Sorry, I�ve got whispers turned off. The bow is AMAZING. I�m level 31 and kicking some SERIOUS ASS. Get on my level -Cline.
 Dakkon chuckled to himself and decided he�d have to do just that.
 Though he was now equipped with the ability to make ice cubes and start fires, Dakkon wanted to get a feel for his other new skill. Hotspot sounded straightforward. He could heat or cool an area just as the thermomancer master had. Could he attach it to a moving object though? After a bit of testing he found that, yes, he could. Perhaps one day that might empower his attacks. Dakkon could attempt to heat or cool an area of any size he could see. He could even select areas not immediately within his reach, but the skill was limited by complexity. An area the size of a breadbox was trivial to him even at first level. He could maintain an area of that size for as long as he wished. Adding a second hotspot of the same size was much more difficult, however. Plus, the larger the size of his hotspot, the more it drained him. On a whim, Dakkon tried to heat the area of the entire square he was sitting in, only to find himself immediately manaless and no warmer than when he started. He even felt a slight chill which he assumed was the result of spending his mana too quickly. Dakkon looked at his thermomancer skill levels and noticed that not only had Hotspot gone up by half a level, but Heat, Chill, and Thermoregulate had increased some as well. Dakkon could use Hotspot, and Condense he assumed, to level up his older abilities.
 Dakkon created a warm Hotspot about the size of his head and walked halfway around Correndin, monitoring his mana as he did so. He found no additional strain due to distance, a tidbit that would no doubt prove invaluable. Dakkon next found an area out of the way and created one cool and another warm hotspot, each about the size of his hand, which he could maintain while walking around and set off towards the cartographer�s guild. Dakkon was long overdue for a map and it was high time he did something about that.
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 Trekking back into the easterly artisan sector of Correndin, Dakkon asked for directions to the cartographer�s guild. Once he arrived, it was a hard location to mistake. The two-story wooden building had been erected in such a way that the foremost wall, standing three meters in front of the others, was shaped like a bowed, once-rolled map that had been pulled open for some giant�s navigation. The top and center of the map-wall was crowned with a compass rose, and to either side of the wall were recessed entrances into the building itself. Dakkon walked into the cartographer�s guild and was met by a steward.
 �What can I do for you, citizen?� asked the steward.
 �I find myself in need of a map,� said Dakkon. �I�ve been told there�s no better place than here to find one.�
 �Right you are. What kind of map will you be needing?� the steward asked.
 �A map of the region. Detailed. Preferably with points of interest such as caves and dangerous areas marked. I�d like to browse your selection if at all possible,� Dakkon said.
 �I�m afraid we don�t let just anyone browse the repository at their leisure,� replied the steward. �There�s also the matter of payment. The sort of map you�re looking for doesn�t come cheap. You may be better off learning the cartography trade and creating your own than outright buying one, if you�ve got a knack for adventure.�
 Although Dakkon would have gladly accepted a cartography role before, now that he was an edgemaster, he couldn�t waste class slots on something so mundane. Who knew how long it would take to become a master cartographer. Years, possibly. �That�s quite all right,� said Dakkon. �How much would a very detailed map cost? It doesn�t need to show within Correndin to any great detail but routes should be as detailed as possible and expand well beyond Turlin.�
 �Very well then,� said the steward. �Before I hunt for your prize, how much are you willing to spend?�
 �How much would such a map cost?� asked Dakkon.
 �That entirely depends on the level of detail you desire. We have many maps from many guild cartographers. You could spend as little as five gold for a sloppy creation, or as much as 500 platinum.�
 Dakkon would have felt sick spending 50 gold on a map, but the steward was claiming they had maps worth a thousand times that. �What makes a map worth 500 platinum?� he said after steeling himself.
 �Our finest cartographers are very skillful and the information on their maps has been verified by the guild to an accuracy of 95 percent.� The steward beamed.
 �Then would you have detailed maps of that area that have yet to be verified so thoroughly?� asked Dakkon.
 Looking a bit displeased, the steward responded, �We have many. There are many fledgling map makers, many more who cannot pay the guild fee to have their maps verified, and even some who make fantastic claims which wouldn�t be verified even if they paid.�
 �How much would a map from that last category cost me?� asked Dakkon. �The maps with fantastic claims that are nonetheless detailed, that is.�
 �Please consider that their information will not be endorsed by the guild and they are likely to lead you astray, should you follow them with any seriousness,� remarked the steward.
 �That�s fine, how much?�
 �We can sell them to you for 10-20 gold. Would you like me to fetch one for you?� asked the steward.
 �Bring several,� said Dakkon. �I�d like to give them a quick look over before selecting one.�
 �Very well,� the steward said and then disappeared into a back room.
 After only five minutes, the steward returned and set twelve maps on a large, lightly-colored wooden table for inspection. Dakkon looked at the maps, examining their level of detail. A tugging sensation from somewhere in his gut drew him towards a medium-sized but very poorly drawn one, extravagantly signed in the bottom corner by its creator, Ril. For some reason he liked it, although it didn�t really tell him anything of immediate value. It appeared as though someone had traveled around and marked things they had seen, or claimed to have seen. It was of such low quality that it could easily have been made by someone who had never even left the city, and just wanted to try their hand at making a few quick gold from selling a map. Dakkon selected the most detailed map of the bunch, meticulously drawn with names of locations abundant, and laid it next to the poorly drawn one. Several key points overlapped between the maps. Dakkon made his decision.
 �How much is this one?� he held up the most detailed map. �Or this one?� Dakkon then pointed towards the crude one.
 �25 gold for the first one,� said the steward. �The second for five.�
 �I�ll give you 27 for the pair of them,� pushed Dakkon.
 �We do not barter in an institution so fine as�� the steward trailed off as he looked at the unpolished, second scroll that Dakkon had selected. �Very well, two gold for the second� map,� he spoke the word with an air of contempt, �is a fair price.�
 �Deal,� said Dakkon. He paid the steward and collected his two new maps.
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 While he was shopping in the area, Dakkon knew it would be a good idea to buy some gear. Of which, there were many choices he could make. The average character could wear a headpiece, a tunic, chest armor on top of that, leggings, vambraces, boots, gloves, a cloak, a bag, eight rings, an amulet, and an assortment of trinkets and pouches. Currently Dakkon wore boots, pants, a shirt, a bag, a cloak, and not much else. He worried that buying armor might leave him with something he�d have to replace soon. If he bought a few powerful rings however, he would have less to worry about when a better piece of armor crossed his path in the future. He scoured markets and craft halls in search or rings, stopping only once to regenerate his mana and create two new Hotspots to continue his training.
 Every second or third merchant had at least one ring to sell, and at a variety of prices Dakkon suspected were anything but a good deal. It made sense. With an item that small, a merchant could afford to hold out for a buyer who would pay their asking price. Dakkon found a plethora of rings to choose from. The most common type of ring in his price range modified stats. There was an abundance of rings for each and every stat except for luck. Dakkon found this somewhat odd, even if the stat was unpopular. His curiosity drove him to try and find out just how rare a luck item might be, and if he found a lucky item, whether or not it could be sold for a premium. No matter how hard he searched, there wasn�t a luck increasing ring to be found.
 After hours of haggling and comparing merchant�s prices for rings, Dakkon advanced his bargain hunting tactics by heading directly to crafting hubs in hopes that he could buy some rings directly from a manufacturer. After making the switch, it didn�t take long for Dakkon to find a player holed up in the back of a workshop who was in the process of casting new rings. A blue nametag identified the crafter as Denden.
 �How powerful are those silver rings you�re making?� Dakkon asked of the crafter after he�d finished a ring and dropped it into a third-full bucket near his feet.
 Looking somewhat relieved to take a break from his task, Denden wiped the sweat from his brow and replied, �These are only +3 rings. I can make them for any stat, save stamina as I haven�t learned the etchings for it yet, but it takes about 20 minutes per ring.�
 �Oh. That seems like it could get tedious. I don�t suppose you�ve made any luck rings?� Dakkon�s inflection made for an inquisitive tone.
 �Luck? I take it you�re no crafter,� Denden eyed him speculatively. �No one buys luck-based anything. I�d be losing money on my materials if I did that.�
 �That bad, huh? Then, I guess their scarcity won�t translate into value?� sighed Dakkon.
 �They�re cheap but almost nobody sells them. If you want luck rings, you�d be better off scouting around dungeons or quests for luck equipment than buying them off merchants. Even the NPCs don�t carry items that won�t sell.�
 �That makes sense to me,� said Dakkon. �I don�t suppose you�d be willing to sell some agility rings to me?�
 �I could do a custom order +3 agility ring for 30 gold if you want. Like I said, it�ll take 20 minutes per ring and you�ll have to pay me up front,� said Denden. �I�ve also got a pile of +3 strength rings I can sell you for a modest 20 gold a piece. They�re worth 30 easily, but I just want to cover the cost of materials and a bit for my time is all.�
 �If it�s not too forward, how much do materials cost you?� asked Dakkon
 �Well you have the material itself, the moldings, the etching tools, and a magical reagent that accounts for the stat bonus itself,� said Denden. �I can make the reagents as I�m something of a wizard in my own right, but all said and done it probably costs 75 gold to make your first silver ring, then 12 or so gold for every one after that.�
 �Would you need a different reagent for making agility vs strength rings?� Dakkon asked with interest.
 �Nah, that�s where the etching comes in. You need the right reagent for the right metal, and working with it is tricky business,� said Denden. �Truth be told I could probably make a ring in 10 minutes if I rushed, but if I messed up I�d have tainted silver and wasted reagents. I�d be out eight of the 12 gold and no better off for it.�
 �That actually sounds pretty interesting,� said Dakkon truthfully. �I�d love to watch you make a few rings if you wouldn�t mind us coming up with a compromise.�
 �What sort of compromise did you have in mind?� asked Denden.
 �Since stamina seems to be off the table, how about three agility rings and one of strength, dexterity, and intellect for 100 gold?� suggested Dakkon.
 �That�s about 16 gold a ring although they�re easily worth 20,� stated Denden coolly.
 �That�s true, but you�ll be paid in a nice lump sum and will have some company for the next hour or two,� Dakkon said with a grin �I bet it can get awfully boring back here alone. I�ll even make it 105 gold, but I really can�t offer you any more than that.�
 After a moment�s consideration, Denden shrugged. �Fair enough. Beats guild prices and haggling with street merchants, that�s for sure.�
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 When Dakkon walked back out onto the streets of Correndin equipped with his six new rings, he felt better. He didn�t feel bad before, but now he felt� improved. The night air, however, felt unseasonably cold by Dakkon�s estimation. It was past midnight. Dakkon had spent the promised hour with Denden, watching him work, and an additional three hours talking with and learning from the craftsman.
 Although grumbling figures passed him by on the street, clutching their cloaks tightly around themselves to ward off the chill of night, Dakkon warmed himself by merely willing it so. Aiming to make his way to the west gate, Dakkon wandered down unfamiliar roads and alleys in the general direction of his destination. About seven minutes into his walk, Dakkon heard a scraping noise that drew his attention. Were he not free to take in his environment so fully, he likely would have walked right past the little horse thief whom he had encountered twice before. The dirty boy was huddled into a ball, shrouded only by a tattered quilt that was sloppily stitched together from odds and ends no doubt scavenged from bins and piles of refuse.
 As Dakkon approached, the boy shivered violently. Dakkon drew together his forefinger, middle finger, and thumb, then slowly opened them as he formed a slightly larger than boy-sized Hotspot. After a few minutes, the boy�s shaking ceased and he lurched frantically awake, backing against the wall cowering before the looming, shrouded figure before him.
 �Easy now, boy,� said Dakkon. �I seem to be running into you an awful lot. How�s your arm?�
 The boy clutched at his properly tended to arm and looked up without speaking, his expression set in some middle ground between fear and defiance.
 �Looks like someone patched you up well enough,� Dakkon said with a smile. �Have you given any thought to looking for honest work yet?�
 �What would you know?� the boy snapped. �Think folk line up to hire boys �at smell like piss to sell sweetcakes to pretty ladies?�
 Dakkon looked thoughtful. �You make a good point. I wouldn�t hire you. So why not get cleaned up?�
 The boy just stared at him coldly.
 �There�s a river running through town and a bay nearby. If you�re in a spending mood, I�m sure that some portion of silver can purchase a bath.�
 The boy looked as though his reticence would melt away at Dakkon�s mention of the unexpected aid from earlier in the night, but he remained quiet.
 �Look,� said Dakkon, �I don�t know your story, and I have no intention of helping you find your place in the world, but I�d be a bastard if I didn�t lend you a hand after stumbling across you like this in the night.� Dakkon grabbed 20 gold and 20 silver from his coin purse and held it out to the boy. �So, here�s an offer you can�t refuse. I�ll give you this much for that raggedy patchwork of a blanket.�
 The opportunity was singular for the boy, and he offered over the rags from his back without a word of protest for how cold the night ahead promised to be to him, snatching up the coins greedily.
 Dakkon looked over the blanket. �Disgusting!� he said. Dakkon created a boy-sized Hotspot on the blanket, gave it a fold to see if the effect would hold on fabric, and when satisfied that it would, he tossed the blanket back to the boy and said, �I�ve changed my mind. The new deal is that you�ll need to dispose of this tomorrow morning. Leaving it in an alleyway would be a disservice to the city.�
 Without waiting for the boy to reply, Dakkon turned back towards his destination, and strode off boldly around the next corner, where he pulled his traveler�s cloak tightly around his body and shuffled along to keep warm amongst the newly discovered cold of the night.
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 By the dawn of the next morning, Dakkon was properly equipped to set out for adventure. He had traveling gear, maps, a horse, and�after a small amount of haggling�some trail-ready meat and a refill for his two canteens. He decided he�d like to put his meeting with that child out of his mind. It wasn�t his problem. The boy wasn�t even a real person. Still, seeing a young boy fending for himself against the elements was a vivid image he hadn�t been prepared to see. Players can respawn again and again, but NPCs are bound by a different set of rules. In other virtual worlds�though a pale comparison to the one he stood in now�he�d never been faced with considering the lives of non-player characters, but Chronicle wasn�t so black and white. In this game, every NPC has a family, and any brigand could be the sole provider for his children.
 Dakkon bought a few apples and halved one on his way to the stables where he picked up his horse, Nightshade, who he greeted with an offered half-apple. Nightshade accepted the gift, happily, and acquiesced as the stable hands saddled him. Then, man and horse walked unabated out of town, after the small matter of stabling fees were settled to mutual satisfaction.
 Although Nightshade�s mane showed all the evidence of pampered grooming from the stables, the horse was eager to discard its comeliness with a run down the dusty road. Dakkon let his steed set its own fast pace while he focused more on how he might prevent muscle ache and saddle sores, setting aside any thought of training for a later date. Only minutes on the trail, Dakkon knew there would be no hiding from the aches of travel, so, instead of worrying, he gave into the thrill of riding a powerful, fleet of foot animal. At last, Dakkon was starting off his journey as a respectable adventurer should�with travel preparations, map, horse, and gear instead of tattered clothes, no sense of bearing, and a desperate need to find work.
 After an hour of riding, Dakkon walked alongside of Nightshade, giving the animal time to rest. Dakkon really knew nothing about horses. Was he overworking Nightshade, or under working him? Dakkon didn�t know, and regretted not having the foresight to ask someone while he was at the stables. Still, he was making much better time than would have been possible only by foot, so he was happy to punctuate his ride with periodic walks. To ensure his mount's health, the safe bet was simply to rest Nightshade before the horse became too tired to continue�which helped to put Dakkon�s mind at ease. However, after several rotations on and off his mount, Dakkon began to suspect that, more so than his mount, he was the one who needed the breaks.
 Horse and rider came to and continued past the northerly road to Greenburne, riding westward on a road which would eventually let them turn north toward Turlin. Dakkon spared only a passing thought for the events that transpired in the little town he now passed�the betrayal, the quest, getting his horse, and meeting his friends who were all� nearly twice his level now. He would need to work hard just to catch up. He�d need to really struggle if he wanted to surpass them, but he would do whatever it took. He was grateful for Cline's friendly competitive rivalry. It would help to keep him focused. Dakkon set his jaw, determined. He wasn�t going to lose.
 After another three hours passed, gaining Dakkon two ranks in his �Rider� trait and without spotting a single other traveler on the road, horse and rider found themselves arrived at the expected pair of crossed roads which would guide them to their next destination. Both roads were wide and well-traveled, however there still wasn�t a person in sight. Dakkon expected that here, in Chronicle�the game where even NPCs have lives and backstories�that at least one business minded individual would have set up shop here to reap easy profits from wanting passersby. The lack of anyone made the scene feel eerie and isolated.
 A road sign lay vandalized by the side of the road. Dakkon decided now would be a good time for a more formal rest, and to double check his maps for any foresight about the trip to come. Dakkon quickly found a nearby stream which he allowed Nightshade to drink from for a few minutes, then sat beneath the partial cover of tree branches and leaves where he pulled out his maps.
 Dakkon�s more expensive and credible map showed the area drawn neatly to scale, but with limited detail. Taking a right turn to head north would lead him to Turlin, where friends awaited him with open arms. Well, it could very well be with clenched fists from Melee. Dakkon hadn�t really been able to draw a bead on her yet. If he happened to continue straight west instead, he would wind up in a much closer city named Derrum before long. Then there was another city, named Tian, about the same total distance away as Turlin. If Dakkon were to take a left turn and travel south, then he would run into several small settlements which could very easily provide him with quests to get started, but the next real city in that direction looked to be about twice as far as he�d have to travel by choosing north or west.
 Dakkon took out his cheaper, more hastily-drawn map and his eyes quickly settled on an annotation next to Tian, the second city to the west. It simply read, �Good food. Fast XP.� Dakkon looked for similar annotations next to the other cities, but could only find a tiny, barely noticeable �bandits� written several times next to the road where he rested. Bandits may explain why there was no merchant set up at the crossroads, but surely any bandit problem would have been dealt with by now. This had to be a major trade route between cities.
 Putting his concerns about the sparsity of travelers aside, Dakkon had a new choice before him. Should he travel to Turlin to meet up with his friends who were twice his strength and try to keep up with them? Or, would he gamble on the vague words written on a less-than-wholly-credible map, promising fast experience? He began to reason with himself. He wanted, no�needed, a lot of EXP so that he could be the foundation on which a group was built, rather than relying on everyone to carry his weight for him. He also had no idea what sort of experience penalty this game imposed for grouping with much higher leveled characters, but he figured there must be one. There always was in multi-player games like this. During lower levels they were negligible, as any EXP then is good EXP, but they tended to become much more hindering as levels increased. Before long, he decided that he didn�t care to find out about EXP penalties. He�d never overtake the others from the protection of their shadows. He felt he had to gamble on Tian, the city of �Good food,� and �Fast XP.�
 Dakkon patted Nightshade on his neck, and fed the black horse a half apple. �What do you say, Nightshade? Shall we head west and leave the north for another day?� Nightshade nuzzled Dakkon�s hand in a manner that was more likely a demand for more apple than the answer to his quandary. Regardless, it was the sort of insignificant push that helped to solidify Dakkon�s last-minute change of plan. �Off we go, then.�
 About two hours into the ride westward, Dakkon came across a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties, pulling a cart which was partially filled with several heads of some green leafy vegetable. As Dakkon approached, the stranger noticed a horse approaching from behind him and froze, suddenly fearful of his situation.
 �Err� Hello?� called Dakkon, �What�s the matter?�
 The cart pulling man sighed in relief. �I was worried you might be a bandit.�
 Dakkon paused to examine the situation. �You�re slowly dragging a cart down a well-traveled road. Did you not expect to see anyone?�
 �I hoped I wouldn�t,� said the older man with neat, short brown hair. There were a few hard lines on his face that looked like they might have been forged through hours and hours of worry and stress.
 �Odd,� remarked Dakkon. �Well then, I was just about to hop off my horse to walk for a bit. Would you like some company?�
 �Oh?� the man seemed unprepared for the suggestion. Without much thought, he answered honestly. �Yes, please. I�ve been bored, tired, and jumpy all day.�
 �Well,� said Dakkon as he climbed down awkwardly from Nightshade�s tall back, �if you don�t mind me asking, why are you pulling a cart filled with cabbage?�
 �Lettuce, actually,� said the man. �I was trying to sell it, but my donkey died on the road, and as I�ve recently discovered, basic ingredients are practically valueless.�
 �Why pull the cart, then?� asked Dakkon. He knew he could easily buy a ration for a copper, and that was prepared food. Dakkon wasn�t exactly sure what a copper was worth in real currency, but he knew it couldn�t be any significant amount. When no answer came, Dakkon continued, �So you�re a trader then?� he asked.
 �No, not really,� replied the man. �I�m just sort of going with the flow of things for now.�
 �I�m not entirely sure I follow, but it sounds like you�ve been having a rough time of it. My name�s Dakkon. I�d be happy to trade my tale of misfortune for yours while we walk.�
 �Hmm?� the stranger seemed distracted and a bit short with his responses, as though he were processing the conversation with an imposed delay from being mentally drained. �Oh. Fine. I�m Letis. Mine is more of a cautionary tale, if I�m being honest. I�m just sort of reeling from it all at the moment.�
 �Letis?� asked Dakkon. The name sounded a bit like the leafy green vegetable that the traveler was carting around.
 �Yeah. Letis. Sure, I know. I�ll get to that,� Letis said. �So, would you like to go first?�
 �Sure,� Dakkon said. �It might just take your mind off things. I don�t think Nightshade here would mind pulling your cart for a bit, if you�d like.�
 �No, that�s ok,� Letis said with a sigh. �It�s a light load and the pulling helps me keep my mind off the walking.�
 �Fair enough.� As the two walked in the direction of the soon-setting sun, Dakkon regaled Letis with his attempts to find work and managed to make the weary traveler howl with mirth as Dakkon relayed his ordeal in the rat cellar. The thought still sent shivers running up his spine. Filthy, horrible rats.
 Dakkon finished his tale with how he met some fine people he had gotten separated from after the other group betrayed him in the woods.
 �You�ve managed it somehow,� said Letis while wiping the moisture from his eyes. �What a truly awful start to the game. I�m surprised you�re even playing still� but then, I suppose I�m still here too.�
 �Well, what happened? How did your game start?�
 �My start was fantastic, actually. I began in Turlin and quickly found work�nothing noteworthy mind you, just this and that to get me going. Soon, I�d found a position in the order of Sheltering Leaves, a religious faction following Daenara, the Goddess of Life. Not one of those wishy-washy free love Druid sects of Daenara mind you,� Letis paused to drive the point before continuing. �Things were going well. For nearly a year, I went on missions, performed tasks, and carried out duties. I had accumulated a sizable 126 faith points with Daenara, and��
 Dakkon interrupted Letis�s tale, �What are faith points?� Dakkon vaguely remembered having read about them before, but he wanted a firsthand account.
 �Ah, that�s right. You�re fairly new to this world. Faith points are a resource which anyone can gain by doing services for any of the 10 deities. They�re a real bastard to get, too, let me assure you,� griped Letis. �A player who has accumulated any number of faith points may request a boon from the deity who awarded them� and the magic of it is, they�ll grant it,� Letis stopped to spit and shake his head. �No one knows exactly why, but most requests are horribly twisted by the gods. Players almost always get a crap interpretation of what it is they ask for. Others seem to just get cursed outright. But I have heard stories of boons working out� you see, whenever a player requests a boon from a god, all of their faith points are immediately expended, then the God �blesses� them. Spending more points means that your request is more likely to be granted as you intend, probably. That�s why I spent so much time diligently grinding more and more points. Having over 100 isn�t common. It requires constant service to the sect.�
 �So, what did you ask for?� asked a very curious Dakkon.
 �I asked to be able to heal any wound, and to regrow any damage instantly,� replied a deadpan Letis.
 �What?� asked a shocked Dakkon. �You didn�t think that was a bit too much to ask for?�
 �It was a god!� cried Letis, dropping the cart�s rung momentarily. �They can do anything, and I had a lot of points. They can grant miracles! Right? Why shouldn�t I get a little hyper-regeneration?�
 �Well, what happened?� asked Dakkon.
 Letis pointed at the wagon.
 �I�m� about half way to connecting the dots,� said Dakkon, puzzled. �What was the boon?�
 Letis crouched down, placed his hand palm-down on the center of the well-traveled road, and as he pulled his hand up, he held a fresh head of lettuce.
 �You�re� a lettucemancer?� asked Dakkon with a broad, uncontainable grin.
 �It�s not my class or anything,� answered Letis. �But I do lettuce magic, yes.�
 �So, the God used your name to twist your request? That�s really interesting!� exclaimed Dakkon.
 �No. It�s not interesting!� matched Letis. �It�s 11 months of grinding down the drain. Every last point is gone and I have nothing to show for it.�
 �You�ve got a one-of-a-kind ability that�ll prevent your party from starving in a pinch, and I�m guessing you�ve gained some reputation in religious circles that could open otherwise locked doors. You�ve probably leveled up a good bit in the church�s service, too.�
 �Let�s just say I�m done with the church,� complained Letis.
 �Look, I wasn�t planning to mention this,� said Dakkon, �But I�m unable to change my class and am stuck as a thermomancer. I can cool and heat things,� he demonstrated with a Letis sized hotspot, �and that�s it. I�m nearly a master of it, too. Nothing particularly interesting about it.�
 �What do you mean you can�t change your class?� asked Letis.
 �Well�� Dakkon waffled.
 �Oh, come on, man, out with it. You know my shame,� demanded Letis.
 �I don�t really know that much about you and I�ve got no idea what�s too much information to give away,� Dakkon said.
 �Perhaps I can help you figure that out. Look, my lips are sealed, �said Letis through lips which were unconvincingly not-sealed.
 Dakkon thought for a moment, then resolved, �Fine. I�ll ask your advice, Letis.�
 Dakkon relayed his tale about acquiring his classes, leaving out the details about where the trest were located, although he was fairly certain the temple ruins were completely caved in on top of being difficult to find.
 �Good gods, man,� said Letis, surprised.
 �I wouldn�t believe you, but you�re so new to the game that I doubt you could have made it all up. Where do I start?� Letis paused for a moment to consider. �First, you were right. Don�t tell anyone about your class. That would probably be a bad move. I�ve heard that there are unique classes in the world with extraordinary powers and insane abilities. I�ve heard only recently there is a fire wielder in this area who has magic well beyond that of any normal Evoker. I�d guess that he obtained those abilities through a special class like your own. They�re rare�so rare that there isn�t anything concrete on the matter. But there certainly are incredibly powered individuals running about.�
 Dakkon listened intently. So, his class was one of many unique classes, and he had been right to hesitate before speaking about it. He silently praised his own judgement, despite having shared his secret in the end.
 Letis continued, �That god relic you found and destroyed was probably a lot more valuable than you�ll ever know. I�ve never heard of anything like it. There are objects that do strange things, but reviving an NPC�� Letis ran his fingers through his hair in an excited, nervous gesture. �What do you imagine the richest individuals on this continent would give to have their tragically lost spouse or heir returned to them? Forget about the crap I went through, you messed up. Bad. No two ways about it.�
 Dakkon began to feel the recently smothered pain of loss rekindle again. �I know,� he said. �Believe me, I�ve given it an unhealthy amount of thought.�
 �If I were your party member on that quest when you dropped that relic, I�d crucify you,� said Letis, �That�s the score of a lifetime.�
 �Enough already, green thumb. I get it,� stressed Dakkon.
 Letis, who had apparently lost sight of his own sorrows in the midst of Dakkon�s remembered himself and sighed.
 �Is there anything else you can tell me about unique classes?� asked Dakkon, exacerbated.
 �They don�t really talk about themselves very much,� said Letis. �The only reason I know about the fire wielder is that he doesn�t go out of his way to stay hidden. I�ve heard that the power is about as far away from subtle as power can get. You�d probably get better accounts from searching the internet, though. All I know is that he�s far more powerful than he has any good reason to be.�
 Dakkon would search the Internet for clues, but a more immediate desire came from the rumbling of his belly. He turned to his impromptu travel companion and asked if he wanted to stop for lettuce wraps.
 �Have all you want, but we�ve got to keep moving on these roads. There�s a real bandit problem in the area,� Letis warned.
 �I take it you are planning to walk the road past night fall?� assumed Dakkon. �If you don�t mind, I�d like to practice my thermomancy on you�� Dakkon paused to gauge Letis�s reaction. �I could really use the practice on something alive, moving, and consenting�It�ll be warm on this cool night and I can avoid extreme temperatures.�
 �Fine, do whatever,� Letis said.
 �Grand,� Dakkon tossed Letis a dried meat ration and tore off a bit of lettuce for Nightshade, but the beast wanted no part of it and instead nuzzled him in a way that Dakkon could only interpret as, �A horse of my caliber eats apples, not lettuce.�
 After a half apple of tribute and another of apology to the proud beast, Dakkon climbed atop his horse and began to warm Letis with thermomancy. He found the task surprisingly easy, so he decided to try something new�layering; and with a rounded shape rather than a box. He placed a bubble of frosty air around Letis which was met by protest that was immediately stifled by Dakkon�s raised hand. He then drew a smaller, concentric bubble of heat around the cart-pulling man. Dakkon stuck his foot in the bubble and was displeased to find that the inner Hotspot was not particularly warm. After a bit of adjustment, Dakkon realized that the temperature of the internal bubble needed to be nearly twice as strong as the exterior bubble to have the intended effect. He also found that the heat from the interior bubble weakened the effect of the exterior one. Dakkon practiced this Layering well into the night, trying variations of strength, size, and number of hotspots. Any downtime in training was filled with tidbits of conversation with Letis.
 Dakkon�s progressed his thermomancy steadily. It wouldn�t be long before he reached the apex�for his purposes�of level 30.
|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 27
|EXP Until Next Level: [__900/7,240]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 28� 50% [___________]
|+Heat (Touch) � 24� 87% [__________________]
|+Chill (Touch) � 24� 32% [_______]
|+Hotspot (Area) � 19� 80% [_______________]
|+Condense � 1�� [______________________]
 Letis, as it turned out, was a level 42 Paladin of Daenara. He was, as he put it, �done with the gods,� however. When he left the service after his boon was bestowed upon him, he left in an incredible huff, pulling off every piece of sect-affiliated equipment he had, down to and including his tabard; and threw them onto the order�s floor before storming out. He may have burnt a few bridges.
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 When the pair finally arrived at Derrum, it was early morning. The two posted guards were surprised to see them traveling on the roads unescorted, and offered a sort of respectful half salute. The city was only beginning to stir, but they were allowed entry with no trouble. Letis expressed his intent to procure a new pack animal, however the long walk together had fostered a sort of kinship between Dakkon and the man, so the two registered each other as friends and�providing both were ready at the same time�they would travel to Tian together. More quickly this time.
 Near the entrance to the city, a group of merchants were having their wares looked over by guardsmen. Having had such an easy time walking into the city, Dakkon�s curiosity led him to discover that the guards were examining goods to account for unknown threats and hazardous materials which they could charge a higher price for before escorting a caravan to Correndin. It was, apparently, extremely rare for anyone to be on the roads without paying for a military escort to protect from the bandits who were thick in the surrounding countryside. Dakkon was also able to pick up on a sense of unrest from a few of the merchants who were having their goods examined extra closely.
 In a fleeting moment of curiosity, Dakkon asked one of the troubled merchants why the military didn�t just clear out the bandit camps, to which the merchant�dressed in extravagant purple silks�scoffed and began to let off something that he had clearly had on his mind for some time, �What, and strangle their egg-laying goose? Caravan fees make them a mint! I wouldn�t be surprised if the bandits got a cut of it all!� The tirade earned the merchant stiff glares from a few of the soldiers and other merchants which caused the emboldened man to shrink back and grow meek. Dakkon took this as a good sign to continue seeing the sights.
 From his map, he could see that the city of Derrum sprawled out in a shape vaguely reminiscent of a crescent moon, with one �end� pointing vaguely northeast�where they had arrived�and the other vaguely northwest. The clothing adorning people on the streets here was a mishmash of real world cultures. Instead of several variations of old-world European dress and armor, as was common in Correndin, there were clear Asian influences as men and ladies alike strode about draped in colorful silks woven with varying degrees of intricacy. Each piece of silk clothing showed evidence of a great deal of time and skill poured into them by the hands of patient craftsmen. Foods sold in Derrum were as varied as the clothing. There was no everything-on-a-stick stall as Dakkon had hoped, but there were plenty of other inviting options.
 �The hottest new food from Tian!� one vendor proclaimed. The words and scent of sizzling meat drew a crowd, even at this early hour. Dakkon waited a few minutes and paid an extortionate five gold pieces for what amounted to a skewer piercing an alternation of crisp, rosemary and pepper rubbed potatoes and thin, honey-crusted pieces of some undiscernible, pork-like meat�all drizzled with a thin line of rich, tan-colored sauce. It was delectable. Crunchy, peppery, sweet, and savory. Dakkon didn�t know if he could justify taste testing foods at that price, but he certainly wanted to try more.
 Shortly after finishing his meal, Dakkon checked his character information to see if the food gave him any bonuses, as is a common convention in other games he�d played. Sure enough, when he examined a small icon of the food he had just eaten, he saw that his maximum endurance had been increased by 20 points for three hours. Dakkon made a note to look up whether food and drink bonuses stack with other meal bonuses. He doubted it, but if he could double his stats from stuffing his face, then he�d gladly become a master chef and competition eater.
 As Dakkon wandered among the vendors, he noticed a trend. Vendors flocked over in droves from the nearby city of Tian to sell their wares here. Food, clothing, and even a traveling courtesan were �exotic� glimpses from a nearby city. Dakkon wasn�t sure if Tian exalted commodities from this city, Derrum, as well, but a lack of any merchants advertising local delicacies caused him to doubt it. Merchants were clearly making a killing for what must have been less than a day�s worth of travel by foot. Was this the reason there was no wayside merchant capitalizing on the needs of travelers at the major crossroads? Was the opportunity to make money here so great? Dakkon didn�t know, but he was beginning to form an idea which was, without any doubt, foolish and half baked. He sold himself by relenting that it had some small hope of turning a profit for him and his new acquaintance. Plus, it should be fun.
 Dakkon thought about Lettuce which, oddly enough, was sufficient to form a telepathic link, and thought the words, �Letis. I�ve got an idea.�
 After inquiries, a bit of ground work, and an obstinate objection that the plan was, �Just about the dumbest thing he had ever heard of,� and was �bound to fail,� Dakkon managed to convince Letis to put his skills as an actor to the test. Dakkon wanted to invest in some intricate clothing to help sell the illusion, but was persuaded that the inevitability of failure meant that sinking any money in the ruse made about as much sense as betting on the only gimped racing horse. Dakkon wasn�t convinced, but he also wasn�t going to buy the clothes with his coin alone, so he relented on the matter.
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HAPTER 16: 
C
ONSEQUENCES
 Around lunch time, Dakkon went to the finest dining establishment on the east side of town, complete with an outdoor seating area�a peculiarity in Derrum. The restaurant�s name was Appa�s Eastside, and it was known to most normal folk as �that place where the entitled youth gather.� Prices at Appa�s were guaranteed to be extortionate and the latest dishes were prepared by chefs trained in Tian, which�Dakkon discovered�had a continent-spanning reputation for being at the pinnacle of culinary excellence. Tian supposedly had the finest chefs crafting the finest foods that money can buy�and supposedly some which not even money can procure for the most devout of enthusiasts.
 Dakkon let his presence be known, seating himself in view of a wiry man with a balding pate, hungry eyes, and a tell-tale polished leather vest which, thanks to information gathered beforehand, identified him as Appa�owner of the establishment. As a serving girl approached him, Dakkon prepared his ruse with an internal mantra of, �Rude. Pompous. Entitled. Rude. Pompous. Entitled.� As the servant went to open her mouth, Dakkon fixed her with a snarl of a gaze. He felt the right side of his upper lip flare in indignation and he barked, �I�ll have your imperial leaf salad,� then he turned his head away from her as if all business had been concluded.
 The serving girl was not unfamiliar with entitled guests, but she had never been placed in this situation before. She shuffled over to the owner for advice. Appa was about to send her back to apologize for not having something neither of them had heard of, when his eyes caught the two platinum coins casually resting on the table next to Dakkon, which he had pulled out of his coin purse while the owner and server conferred. The spindly man saw an opportunity and approached Dakkon�s table.
 �Sir, I regret that I am unfamiliar with your dish of preference,� Appa began. �Our cook is the finest in the city. I am sure he will be able to make a dish meeting your expectations based on your description.�
 �Well you clearly don�t have a single head of the miraculous imperial leaf lettuce. The genius chefs in Tian have ruined me. I simply can�t bother with anything less.�
 �Imperial leaf lettuce, sir?� asked the owner.
 �It�s a sensation,� said Dakkon in his best appalled-but-still-eager-to-tell-you-all-about-what-I-know-but-you-don�t voice. If smug were an ocean, Dakkon would be its Poseidon. �It�s icy cold to the touch, even without icing it. Once cooked, the leaves unfurl and melt I your mouth like butter. As the salad cools, the leaves crisp again, growing crunchy and crystalline,� Dakkon paused briefly, looking lost. �Damn! I was certain I would be able to have some here, so close to Tian, but even the neighbors are as backwoods as the far reaches.�
 Dakkon�s uncontained voice had drawn somewhat of a crowd of spectators from the streets around them. Before Dakkon could accuse the owner that he was behind the times, a man leading a small cart filled with lettuce that was partially covered by a blanket, being pulled by a beautiful black horse passed by. Just before the extravagantly drawn cart was about to slip away unnoticed, one stranger in the crowd said, �Hey, that guy�s got cabbages.�
 All eyes turned to the passing Letis, who didn�t have to try with any great effort to look uncomfortable in the situation.
 �My god, man. Is that all imperial leaf lettuce?� proclaimed a convincingly shocked Dakkon.
 �Ah� yes. It is� sir,� said Letis. �You know of it, sir? It seems I have been misled into believing I would be the first merchant to bring them from Tian as I had forgone the safety of caravan.�
 �Merchant,� asked the owner, �I am the owner of this restaurant. May I inspect your commodity?�
 �Certainly, sir,� said Letis, �but I ask that you handle them delicately, as I have invested greatly.�
 As the owner of the establishment approached the cart, Dakkon dropped his hotspot, which had served to heavily deplete his mana reserve. The owner picked up a head of lettuce, and was stunned to find it frigid to the touch. He examined the cart, in search of some method of refrigeration or anything else amiss, but found nothing. Dakkon drew a Hotspot on the head of lettuce in the restaurant owner�s hand for good measure and cooled it as much as he could. The owner stared at the lettuce in his upturned palm as a plume of icy vapor rose from the vegetable and it pulsed with renewed chill.
 �Merchant. Would you mind if I cut this open?� asked Appa.
 �Not if that�s the final hurdle to your satisfaction, sir,� said Letis, almost too quickly considering this hadn�t been accounted for in the plan.
 The owner grinned, pulled a knife from his belt and sliced the lettuce in half. Dakkon immediately reformed his Hotspot on the two halves, sighing his relief as the owner nodded his approval after a one-fingered probe.
 Appa turned to his server, instructed her to take down the specifics of what Dakkon wanted for his meal, then pulled Letis aside to dicker over cost. The scene had generated enough interest that there would certainly be demand for the lettuce�even after the owner found out it was a ruse. While Letis made his sale, Dakkon labored over the specifics of the dish, lavished over details, retracted them entirely, then reinstated them again in a confusing blur until after the owner left and returned with two assistants. Money changed hands and the assistants gingerly picked the heads of lettuce up and transported them to the kitchen�s storeroom. As soon as Letis walked out of eyeshot, Dakkon cried out in a final tirade, �What! Do you want me to cook it for you, too!� and then stormed off, both platinum pieces securely in hand.
 Soon, after making good on his word to tip the bystander who had just barely pointed out that Letis was passing by with a cart full of lettuce, Dakkon met with Letis at their predetermined location near a man with livestock for sale on the bottom side of the town�s crescent-moon center.
 �What have we done?� asked Letis from a state like shellshock.
 �We just sold some lettuce,� said Dakkon. �Nothing to get worked up over.�
 �What if we get in trouble!�
 �For what?� Dakkon asked, genuinely curious.
 �I don�t know. Racketeering?� suggested Letis.
 �In a video game?� asked Dakkon. �I feel like we just completed a quest.�
 �I feel like we just hustled an established, wealthy member of this community with a ruse that will be uncovered in literal minutes,� said Letis.
 �That�s exactly what we did,� agreed Dakkon.
 �I don�t think you understand,� said Letis. �There will be repercussions for this. They�ll find us, drag us into a locked room, torture us until we pay up, then finish us off. If they figure out we�re players and respawn, they�ll find us and do it all over again.�
 �There�s no way that�s something that happens,� said Dakkon.
 �Well then, they�ll report us and have bounty hunters chase us down to kill us some number of times to pay our debt, or capture us to serve time which we can�t skip in a virtual cell. That definitely happens,� said Letis.
 �When you put it like that�� Dakkon paused. �You didn�t give him your name, did you?�
 �No, but as you can see, in a town, that�s public information for any player who may have been watching,� Letis said, pointing up to the blue name tag floating above his head.
 �Ah,� said Dakkon. �So, you�re saying we should go?�
 �Sooner rather than later,� said Letis.
 �Before that, how much money did we make?�
 �We sold 16 of them for 15 gold a head,� said Letis.
 �You sly dog,� whooped Dakkon. �I was expecting 10. And here you thought lettuce was unprofitable. Tsk.�
 �Let�s get out of here while we still can,� said Letis.
 �Forget your burro, buy a horse and we�ll hoof it,� said Dakkon.



\\\\\\


 On the road to Tian, Dakkon asked from swift-moving horseback, �So what�s two-plat-forty in credits?�
 �Pretty much exactly 240 credits,� said Letis, who had developed the unhelpful habit of frequently and conspicuously looking over his shoulder.
 �So, a gold is worth one credit, and a single platinum coin is worth 100?� asked Dakkon.
 �Pretty much,� said Letis. �It fluctuates a bit, but it�s never off by a lot.�
 �That was easily the fastest money I�ve ever made in my entire life,� said a contemplative Dakkon, �That�s a quarter of my rent for the month in, what, 10 minutes?�
 �Yeah,� said Letis. �That�s great, really, but now that I�m already in over my head, I think I�d probably pay 120 credits to not miss a few weeks of game time,� said Letis.
 �Hmm,� Dakkon, now beginning to weigh the risks versus the reward of his recent gambit for the first time, had his thoughts interrupted by the sudden jerk of the horse beneath him, the rush of wind, and the thump of earth that comes from being toppled forward over a crumpling horse. Dakkon�s head swam wildly.
[You have slammed into the ground for 201 damage. Remaining HP 224/425]

 As his senses returned, he saw behind him that two sturdy ropes had been tied to trees on the far side of the road, then pulled taut as the pair on horses approached.
 �Well, well boys. What�s the hurry for?� asked a pleased man approaching slowly on foot. �Don�t you know not to ride so recklessly? Someone could get hurt.� The man sported a grim smile. �My what a lovely horse you�ve brought me.� The man approached Nightshade. �I think we shall call you Marley.� He stopped a few feet away from the horse which was riled and unapproachable so soon after its fall.
 �Elroy, this one here�s leg�s been lamed by the fall,� called out one of the surrounding men, inspecting their bounty.
 The bandit approaching Nightshade turned to the man standing over Letis�s new horse, �Well put the poor creature out of its misery then. You know we can�t tend a wounded animal.� The man, Elroy, looked around. �Come on boys, you know the routine. Don�t get soft just �cause the boss isn�t around.� He pointed at the two grounded men with upturned palms.
 Dakkon felt the weight of an indifferent boot on his spine. Letis�s mount let out a desperate whimper as a crude iron blade robbed it of any chance to mend. The sight and sound of the horse�s demise was too much for Letis who, only somewhat recovered from his sudden collapse, sprang forward and bolted for the tree line. Seven bolts from eight eager crossbows found him, and he dropped to a motionless state then faded away.
 �Bah, they�re that sort,� said the bandit who had missed.
 �Don�t kill the other one,� Elroy, who appeared to be in charge, said while he moved towards Nightshade with an outstretched hand intended to soothe. Everything had transpired so quickly. Dakkon had gone from a triumphant ride with a new partner in crime�the first and perhaps last of that distinction in a literal sense�to laying on the ground, wounded, with a foot on his back as he waited to be divested of his prize horse and saddle.
 Dakkon considered his options. There was no chance he could escape on foot. He�d have to get to Nightshade somehow, but what could he do? He racked his brain in a vain attempt to come up with something clever. He couldn�t exactly cool them all down. Maybe he could condense a Hotspot on Nightshade�s rump�like a smoldering ember�to get the horse to kick out backward�but no one was standing there, and even if it worked they might just decide it wasn�t worth getting kicked, shoot Nightshade, and simply loot the saddle. �Damn it!� thought Dakkon. �What can I do?�
 �Elroy,� a bandit called to the surrogate leader. �More are coming.� The bandits turned their attention westward and didn�t stir otherwise as a huge man trudged towards them, moving at a respectable pace due to the size of his massive legs. The giant individual held, in each hand, separate wooden shafts which served as handles to pull an oversized flat-topped rickshaw, plush with royal blue cushions and a woman sitting atop them. The sight of their steady approach gave the bandits pause until, when the two were about 20 meters away, and showing no signs of pause or concern, Elroy stepped toward them tentatively. The woman, who had been reading by the looks of things, refocused her eyes on the world around her and scanned the scene appraisingly. For a brief instant, her eyes locked with Dakkon�s and then, at last, settled upon Elroy.
 The bandit began to speak, �Now where do you think you�re�� but was cut off when the woman raised a finger as though silencing him. Then, from the tip of her finger, there formed a small sphere of glowing red-orange. The sphere spun, at first so slowly that it was difficult to notice, but then it sped up to a fervent pace. Then, all of a sudden, the sphere turned a radiant blue-white and grew to the size of a horse.
 �Now hold on there miss, I�m sure�� began Elroy, but he was cut short by the woman who flicked her finger forward, sending the sphere of flame flying toward Elroy at frightening speed.
 When the ball of fire arrived, consuming the space where Elroy stood, there was no great explosion and no cry of pain, there was only the fireball. It came to full stop, as though it had never been in motion. It began to spin faster and faster as the woman, still seated, looked to the remaining bandits who immediately scattered; but far too slowly. With a flick of her wrist and turn of her finger, the flaming sphere engulfed them one-by-one with eradicating heat.
 The woman gave a wan smile, looked back down to her lap, and resumed her reading as the fireball slowed, turned to orange, then faded away. The cart never stopped moving, and the large man walked by with a small nod toward Dakkon.
 Dakkon was in a state of shock. What exactly did he just witness? What kind of power allowed for that nonsense? Dakkon looked around. He found his horse, Nightshade, but was unable to lead him in the direction of the traveling pair. Nightshade was afraid. He didn�t run away, thank the gods, but he would not approach that woman, no doubt.
 Dakkon quickly tied Nightshade�s reins to a nearby tree and ran to catch up to the two. �Thank you!� he exclaimed. The giant man nodded, and the girl�s eyes refocused, but the pair did not stop. Dakkon hurried alongside to speak with them.
 �You�re amazing,� he said. �I�ve never seen anything like that.�
 The woman looked pleased, but somehow annoyed.
 �You�re like some kind of fire god,� said Dakkon.
 The woman reddened a bit at the praise, and the giant man chuckled. It seemed like the woman was unaccustomed to, or disapproving of, flattery, but Dakkon had information he needed right in front of him and pressed on.
 �Where can I learn magic like that?� Dakkon asked her.
 �You can�t,� she replied, steadily. �Aren�t you forgetting your horse?� she asked as she turned back to continue what she had been doing before, finalizing the conversation.
�Damn. She�s right,� thought Dakkon. �I�ve got to get Nightshade and take off before more bandits show up.�
 Dakkon doubled-back to his horse, untied it, and inspected it for any serious damage, but remarkably there were only scratches, dirt, and certain bruises as reminders of the fast-paced face plant. Dakkon attempted to scavenge from the bandits� remains, but there was only crude metal and a single tattered shoe, so he left them there as a love letter to the next bandits who would arrive on the scene.
 Dakkon hopped onto a calmed down Nightshade, and set off in the direction of Tian. From his friends window, he checked on Letis�who was now offline�and left a simple message. �I escaped. Sorry. Keep the money, I still have your two plat anyway.�
 Immediately after sending the message, Dakkon realized how insincere it seemed. He should have waited to send a better one, but at that moment all he could think of was that woman directing the obscenely powerful blue orb. Thermomancy definitely wasn�t going to cut it.
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 As Dakkon neared Tian at a pace which he hoped would be easy for his recently battered horse, he passed by several small shrines, each only a few meters into the woods from the main road way. Each stone shrine appeared ancient, but all were well maintained. Had the ropes that hung around the shrines been originals from the time of construction, then they surely would have fallen to the elements long ago, yet these cords appeared to be sturdy and supple. Upon closer inspection of one such shrine�which was practically on the road�Dakkon found what he suspected to be little offerings of burnt incense, assorted nuts, and little wooden animal figurines�and oddly, all were squirrels. Strange shrines, however, were but the first of Tian�s eccentricities that Dakkon would discover.
 Stretching along outside the large, sturdy walls of Tian, for as far as Dakkon could see, the city was surrounded by hundreds of little stone posts. Each post stood about the height of an average man with some irregularity, and the top fourth was carved by unsigned artisans to portray an animal. The carvings were of widely varied skill, though newer pillars, relatively speaking, were of a finer make than some of earlier design. The creatures Dakkon could see without wandering off course appeared to be common field animals such as a deer, a rabbit, and a squirrel. Aside from traditional, though unevenly-spaced, decoration he had no clue what the totems might be for, but in a world of casting spells, he assumed the archaic could not be so easily discounted. �Possibly some sort of magic-based city defense?� he supposed.
 The guards standing outside of Tian were dressed impressively. They wore dark leather and iron scales, intricately layered and polished to a near-mirror sheen. The budget for the guard seemed a notch above the other cities. However, when compared to Correndin and Derrum, there didn�t seem to be as many beyond the gates. The guards here were not nearly as impressed by his arrival without caravan and stopped him duteously for a brief interrogation. They were official, but polite. When they learned that Dakkon was there looking for adventurer work, one suggested he head to the south end of town to join the krimmer hunts. Dakkon thanked him for the suggestion and with nothing more to bar his passage, continued into the city. Once inside, he expected to see a barracks area for soldiers near the gate, but instead saw a sizable queuing area and side-by-side temples, with another, smaller temple across the street.
 From the closest temple, Dakkon could hear the rhythmic shouts of devoted physical training. �Monks,� thought Dakkon. He was familiar with the class from other games. They were highly agile, often unarmed, combatants tied to a strict set of doctrines. For instance, he had never seen one with hair aside from a bit of facial stubble. Dakkon wondered if the fast-paced fighting style of a monk would be a good fit for him. He did have an open class slot, and he did need to find something combat-focused�but, no. For now, at least, he would wait until he mastered thermomancy. That way, he would have the chance to become any rare class he happened upon. Also, holding off would give him a chance to see what the classes from this region were capable of.
 From the grounds surrounding it, the smaller temple across the street from where the training shouts emanated looked to be in charge of stabling horses. Dakkon figured it best to keep Nightshade stabled while he was in town, and found that although there was no additional grooming service to pay for here, the cost would still be triple what he had been charged in Correndin. Dakkon promised Nightshade that he would visit him within the week and was advised by a none too kind monk that after a month without payment, the stables would acquire his horse and any equipment left with it. He decided to pay for the first week up front to give himself some peace of mind.
 His horse seemed pleased by the guarantee of respite that comes from seeing stables, and after a goodbye pat, Dakkon left the temple for the promised land of good food and fast experience. For once he wasn�t hungry. He had only known Letis for a short period of time, but felt responsible�in part�for his death and subsequent downtime. If they hadn�t needed to leave in such haste, any number of things could have gone differently.
 Dakkon traveled toward the south side of Tian, following the guard�s recommendation. As he walked, he took in the alluring sights of the city. The landscaping was well thought out. Everything looked planned. The route was straightforward. The design�immaculate. Tian appeared to be quite the wealthy city. The streets were lined with flowering trees, their leaves an array of reds, pinks, and white. Each tree was matched by a nearly identical sister tree of the same size and color on the opposite side of the road. The largest intersections were each home to a massive hardwood with unique leaf colors and patterns. The trees served as natural roundabouts, breaking up the flow of traffic. Dakkon was certain they couldn�t have grown naturally to look as striking as they did. The intermittent use of natural beauty to punctuate man�s design made for a flattering scene. Dakkon wondered why this wasn't the capital. Wouldn't the royal family prefer to live here instead of being so close to the slums?
 The streets were clean. The architecture was that of elaborately embellished stone and woodwork. There were no street vendors hawking their wares as far as Dakkon could see, and most passersby were dressed in silk or linen fineries. It was no great task to spot non-locals who stood out by wearing starkly contrasting traveling clothes. This all made finding his destination in the south simple. He just walked, in a straight line, to where he saw a collection of shoddily dressed individuals standing around like beggars while they formed groups. Dakkon walked up to one, asked where he should head to participate in the quest, and was pointed in the direction of a circle of wooden stalls manned by men and women wearing white suits and puffy hats. Dakkon watched as a raggedy adventurer handed a stall attendant a massive hunk of meat, receiving compensation. The hunk of meat was then immediately loaded onto a cart then hastily hauled away by an attendant.
 Dakkon approached a stall without a queue, attended by a woman in white, and asked, �I�m new to the region and am looking for work. Is there anything for me here?�
 �We�ve got enough running boys already. As for the stalls, they�re all manned by experienced cooks like myself, proving we know how to properly appraise ingredients. That�s a position you�d need to be appointed to,� said the woman with neatly tied-back black hair, holding out one hand in a sign of apology. �Sorry.�
 �Ah, I meant more on the ingredient procurement side of things,� said Dakkon.
 �The gathering business around here can be pretty dangerous. Are you sure you�re up for it?�
 �I�m sure I�d like to try,� replied Dakkon. He had a suspicion that this might be the NPC�s way of telling him he wasn�t at a high enough level to take part.
 �In that case, there�s a bit of a craze for krimmer meat and glands right now,� said the woman.
 �What�s a krimmer?� asked Dakkon.
 �A krimmer is a large black, demon-like boar. They�ve got big tusks for goring anything that threatens them. They smell worse than old milk, but at the hands of a talented chef they�re transformed into something incredible that gourmands will pay top dollar for. I won�t lie to you, it�s a tough animal to hunt. That�s why you see so many people figuring out who to group with over there,� the woman explained.
 �How much is krimmer meat worth?� asked Dakkon.
 �Hmm? That really depends on the quality. The freshness, the cut, and then not all animals are created equal. You can count on a fair price from any of these stalls, though. The competition of making good appraisals keeps us honest.�
 �Thank you for the help, ma�am,� said Dakkon.
 �No problem at all. Remember, krimmer are dangerous. Also, aside from the meat, someone from these stalls will buy the tusks, fur, and the glands too�they�re delicacies. They turn quick once they�re taken out of the body though, so some like to bring them back after only gathering a few of them. If you find yourself a seasoned group, they should know what to bring back and when.�
 �Thanks again,� said Dakkon, �and good luck with the appraisals,� then he turned to seek out a group.
 As Dakkon walked toward the other players, he felt a tug of excitement to meet new people, see new abilities, experience new fighting styles, and ultimately choose one he liked as a new �secondary� class.
 �Looking for a tank,� he heard a player call out. Dakkon watched and saw that groups of two to four players would sit together talking while another player went around asking the more standoffish individuals in the area if they wanted to group up. There were even a few NPCs sitting among the groups, differentiable thanks to their lack of blue nametags which should be visible in town.
 One player approached Dakkon. �You�re not a tank, I take it?� he asked.
 �Not even close to one. I�m a damage dealer.�
 The player sighed, �Yeah, we�re all DPS here,� then he walked away without another word.
 The strength of a damage dealer was usually attributed to their damage output�Damage Per Second, or DPS for short. It was likely that the local creatures would be of a much higher level, and since he didn�t have any abilities that were practical for combat, Dakkon didn�t know if his DPS would be any good here. He supposed he�d find out shortly after joining a group.
 Tanks and healers traditionally had the easiest time finding parties in other games Dakkon had played. That was because most groups worked best when they had someone who could take a hit and someone else who could keep them alive to continue fighting. There were, of course, other successful group compositions. Some killed enemies so quickly that they didn�t have time to do much damage, but that tactic could fall to pieces in an instant if too many enemies attacked at once, or if a few unlucky strikes got through. People preferred parties with a tank, a healer, and at least one dedicated, heavy-hitting damage dealer. The combination is so commonly sought, that gamers have affectionately dubbed it, �The Holy Trinity.�
 Dakkon was not a tank and he certainly wasn�t a healer. After hearing from the vendor at the stall that krimmer glands went bad quickly, he wondered whether he should attempt to sell himself as a novelty class which could keep the krimmer parts chilled in hopes that they would fetch a higher price. It was an extremely realistic world, after all. Perhaps something like that might actually be beneficial enough to a group to earn him his keep�but he didn�t exactly see anyone selling, buying, or carting ice around, so perhaps keeping the meat and glands cool wasn�t worth the trouble. He had never been hunting, but could recall seeing photos of proud hunters standing next to large bucks, which apparently didn�t need to be kept cold as they dangled, suspended from cords. He decided to try his hand advertising himself as a DPS class and he�d conduct his own low-profile tests on refrigeration when he had the chance to. He didn�t relish the idea of looking like an idiot, after all.
 Dakkon walked up to a group. �Need another DPS?� he asked.
 �We�ve got too many already, if you ask me. We�re just waiting on our healer,� said a man clad in chain with a battered shield.
 �All right,� said Dakkon, turning back to continue the search. Dakkon asked four groups in total, each conversation as brief as the one before it. Two turned him down because of his low level, 14, and the last also had nothing but DPS classes already�so it turned him away with no other considerations. Dakkon began to feel somewhat dispirited until he was approached by a short, dirty blond haired player named Ramses.
 �Looking for a group?� the player asked him in a casual tone.
 �I am. I�m DPS, though, if that matters,� Dakkon said.
 �Honestly, we�ve been trying to get this group up and running since morning with no luck. There are already four of us with no tank, so other players have been holding out for an ideal group,� said Ramses. �At this point we just want to get something going.�
 �That suits me fine,� said Dakkon. �Send me an invite.�
|You have been invited to a group by: Ramses
|Do you accept?
|Yes���� No
 Dakkon accepted and found himself the fifth member of the group. He followed Ramses back to the other members and exchanged pleasantries. Aside from himself, there were Ramses, a rogue, an odd choice for a party leader if one was to go by class alone; Zelle, a young, blonde shaman girl; Benton, a skinny, dark-skinned man�an aeromagus, as he�d recently taken up the art of wind magic; and Hebbeson, an older man with several blade scars peppered over his face and arms who preferred archery over fighting up close and personal. When asked what Dakkon did, he took a page from Hebbeson�s book and gave an indirect answer: �I�m pretty good with a knife.�
 The group was restless to get started. On the way to the hunting grounds which Ramses and Hebbeson had decided on, Dakkon learned that they had indeed been waiting for hours, switching out group members as other players got impatient. The group walked towards their destination, pulling along a small cart with a single large spear which had two prongs branching out beneath its point.
 While they were still familiarizing themselves with each other, Dakkon figured it would be a great opportunity to learn about some of their class strengths and abilities. Starting where he was most in the dark, he asked, �So Zelle, I�m pretty unfamiliar with shamans. How do they work here?�
 The fair skinned Zelle was happy to share, �Shamans are like mages in a sense,� she began. �We can cast all sorts of spells. Unlike mages though, we get our spells through forming pacts with ancestor spirits. You�ve probably seen a few of their shrines already. There are quite a few in the countryside around Tian.�
 �I did see a shrine with nuts and squirrel statuettes on it, on the road from Derrum,� said Dakkon.
 �Yes! That would be the shrine of Che, a squirrel spirit who is a touch on the possessive side,� said Zelle.
 �What do you mean by that?� asked Dakkon.
 �Ancestor spirits have very different�often polarized�personalities, and Che was somewhat jealous to have my affections shared with other spirits, so I decided to end my pact with it,� said Zelle.
 �So, you can only have so many spirit pacts, and that limits your spells?� Dakkon asked.
 �No and yes,� Zelle considered the best way to explain the trade-offs of playing as a shaman. �A shaman could, potentially, create a pact with every ancestor spirit. That seems unlikely though, since many spirits have conflicting personalities. If an ancestor spirit disapproves of the shaman it has formed a pact with, then the pact can grow weaker. If the pact grows too weak, the spirit may abandon the shaman in its time of need.�
 �So, shamans are like mages, without guaranteed magic?� asked Dakkon.
 �Not exactly,� interjected Benton, the aeromagus. �Mages have to hone and practice their magic. Shamans are granted the power by a spirit. For example, it would likely take years of training before I could form a tornado even though I specialize in wind magic exclusively. If Zelle were to appease an ancestor spirit capable of letting her summon tornados, she could summon a tornado today.�
 �Wow. Ancestor spirits are really powerful, then?� asked Dakkon.
 �They can be,� said Zelle �But then, like Che, they may only grant the power to do something small such as locate fallen nuts, making those contracts more� expendable.�
 �How do you know if a spirit is powerful?�
 �Some are known to be weak, and are used to teach new shamans how to go about performing a pact ceremony properly, such as in the case of Che. If a spirit is angered, it may become inconsolable by the shaman who angered it, and a pact may no longer be possible,� said Zelle. �But I have not answered your question. I do not know a way to tell for sure if a spirit is indeed powerful, but my shaman trainer told me that the greatest spirits will not enter into a pact through a simple ceremony. Some must be appeased, while others must be subjugated.�
 �Shamans sound�� Dakkon paused to find the words that properly conveyed his sentiments, �very complicated, but very interesting.�
 �I feel the same way,� said Zelle with a nod.
 �So, then the benefit of going a traditional mage is�� Dakkon was cut off by Benton.
 �Yup. It�s consistency in growth,� said Benton. �There are many classes in this game that take longer to develop�such as a military class�but then have a more consistent role. In the case of a soldier, they may be promoted to higher ranks, earn a salary, and command subordinates� Though it would take quite a bit of time to get to that point, and you�d need be in constant service to your superiors.�
 �So then do mages just keep getting stronger and stronger?� asked Dakkon, curious. �If so, then after a few years, would a hardworking mage be unstoppable?�
 �That really remains to be seen,� Benton said. �The world is still fairly new to us after all, and this game is a lot deeper than anything else I�ve ever played. If I had to guess, though, there is no hard limit to a mage�s power.�
 �Could a shaman do everything a mage can do, if they had made the right pacts?� asked Dakkon.
 �Maybe,� said Zelle, �but shamans do have access to some of the magics exclusive to faith based casters, too. And some shamans even specialize in imbuing spirits into themselves or others to increase combat capabilities.�
 �Shamans do sound really interesting,� said Dakkon.
 �That�s true,� said Benton. �But they are fairly unconventional to level up. I read a guide and couldn�t make heads or tails of it.�
 Zelle looked like she was considering something, then shrugged. �I don�t understand it very well, either. Raising one�s character level is easy, but getting my shaman level up has been inconsistent at best.�
 Dakkon knew he couldn�t afford to get tied down to a class he had no idea how to level up. After hearing that it wasn�t straightforward, he�d have to get some solid details on how to progress before he�d even consider becoming a shaman.
 �Ramses, how do you like playing a rogue?� asked Dakkon.
 �Oh, it�s great,� said Ramses. �Sure, I don�t control the powers of dead animals or the winds or whatever, but I can stick a dagger in someone and there are several�� he cleared his throat, �opportunities if one is keen to look for �em.�
 �Does it pay well?� asked Dakkon.
 �I figured you�d know with that dagger strapped to your hip,� said Ramses. �But, the class itself doesn�t get you anything. A clever rogue will, however, always manage to make enough to keep playing at the very least.�
 �How about you, Hebbeson?� asked Dakkon. �How�s archery in Chronicle?�
 �You aim at something, then you shoot,� said Hebbeson. �There�s not a whole lot else to it.�
 �Fair enough, I guess,� said Dakkon. The terseness of Hebbeson�s reply put a temporary damper on the conversation, but soon it was rekindled with discussion of their roles for the upcoming battles.
 �Zelle can heal and summon a small swarm of bees, but that�s about the extent of her combat prowess at the moment,� said Ramses. �Truth be told, I�d rather not be covered in bees, so I�d prefer you just stuck to healing.�
 Zelle nodded. If she was offended, she didn�t let it show.
 �Benton will use sharp gales to slash at the eye and snout area,� Ramses said. �If we�re lucky, that�ll cause the oversized boar to flinch instead of rampaging and trampling us.�
 Benton spoke up, �If we�re in dire straits I can expend the rest of my mana to push the krimmer away as we try to run.�
 �We�ll hope it doesn�t come to that, but good thinking,� said Ramses. �I�m going to sneak up behind it and poke it in the rump�or the underbelly if it�s not thrashing about too much. That leaves the position of acting meat shield to go to one of you two.� Ramses looked between Dakkon and Hebbeson.
 Hebbeson touched his bow and began to open his mouth, but before he could say a word, Dakkon spoke up, �I�m unreasonably squishy right now but I do good damage. I�ll try to flank with you, Ramses, so if one turns on either of us, the other can still get him.�
 Hebbeson sighed, let go of his bow, and grabbed the lone spear that the party had been hauling along from the cart. �Fine,� he said. �But you�d better be quick about killing the damned thing.�
 It wasn�t much longer until the group of five was at their destination. There, Dakkon saw a krimmer in its full glory for the first time, gnashing at and rolling over a fallen tree with some sort of green and brown fungus growing on its side. The beast was large. Several times the size of a man. �That thing must weigh a ton,� Dakkon thought. It had large yellowed tusks, black matted fur, and could be smelled from where they now stood, downwind a good hundred meters away. And gods, did it ever smell. Dakkon decided the scent smelled like a concoction made from burnt hair, stale urine, and raw chicken left to spoil. It was decidedly foul.
 �People eat that?� asked Dakkon as they moved in towards their quarry.
 �Try to keep quiet,� said Ramses. �As soon as that pig notices us he�ll charge. We want to be as close as possible, so he doesn�t have a chance to build any speed or he�ll tear right through us.�
 The five approached with Dakkon and Ramses farthest forward, each off to a side and moving silently in an attempt to flank the powerful black beast. Next in line came Hebbeson, spear ready to be braced against the ground should the creature draw on him. Behind him trailed Zelle and Benton, moving cautiously forward, holding any further action until they were discovered.
 Dakkon and Ramses passed by the boar without notice. Hebbeson, despite or perhaps because of his building anticipation of the fight, failed to notice a particularly dry twig in his path�which snapped loudly�causing the beast to whirl and face him. Hebbeson was about 15 meters from the beast, which would surely charge him, so Dakkon made a decision.
 Dakkon shouted, causing the krimmer to spin once again. Despite stepping on the twig, Hebbeson was unfazed by the near calamity, and used the distraction that Dakkon provided him to run forward and stab the boar in its backside. Hebbeson used only enough force to break the skin, pulling back his spear, lest it be caught in the krimmer and wrenched from his hands as the beast twirled to face him once again.
 As Dakkon and Ramses rushed forward to capitalize on the situation, the krimmer threw Hebbeson to the ground tumbling with a mighty whip of its head�Hebbeson�s spear had been set, butt into the ground, to meet the creature�s assault. The krimmer impaled itself on the spear which, remarkably, held together in one piece, but was lodged irrecoverably inside the gigantic hog.
 The krimmer staggered, but was resilient. It moved to gnash at the downed Hebbeson, but a blade of air cut at its eyes, courtesy of their wind mage, Benton. Just then, a translucent blue, flittering, and luminous butterfly landed on the downed Hebbeson, giving him the strength to pull himself to his feet�a heal thanks to Zelle, their shaman.
 Ramses arrived at the boar a second before Dakkon, striking twice in rapid succession at the beast�s hind legs to hamper its mobility. Dakkon imitated the motion of Ramses�s two strikes, but aimed his for the creature�s underbelly.
[You have slashed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 522 damage.]
[You have slashed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 440 damage. Krimmer has been slain.]
[You have gained 520 experience! EXP until next level 2,466/3,960]

 The krimmer dropped right beside Dakkon, nearly crushing him. The party looked from member to member, confused by what had just happened.
 �Did we find an injured one?� asked Benton.
 �It didn�t look injured,� said Ramses. �Do animals get sick in this game?�
 �Not that I�ve seen,� said Benton.
 Dakkon was sure that the krimmer was a higher level than the goat men he had fought during the quest in Greenburne, but he didn�t receive nearly as much experience. Before, his group had been receiving double experience gain from being the first to discover that particular dungeon, but he was still hoping for more from the krimmer than what he received. It was possible that he was losing some experience due to a level difference between himself and his group members as well.
 �� Dakkon?� asked Ramses.
 �Ah, what�s that?� replied Dakkon. �I was a bit lost in thought.�
 �I could see that,� said Ramses. �Did you see anything particularly odd about that krimmer? They don�t usually go down that fast.�
 �First time I�ve seen one,� said Dakkon. �Maybe we just got the drop on it?�
 �Thanks for the distraction, Dakkon,� said Hebbeson. �And the wind and heal were a nice touch, too. Honestly, I thought we would be run over the second the pig saw us from that far away.�
 �If this thing weighs so much, do we only kill one before heading back to town?� asked Dakkon, looking a bit disappointed.
 �Haven�t done any gathering, I take it?� asked Benton. �In Chronicle, tasks such as skinning and butchering an animal, picking herbs, mining ores and gemstones, and the like have an assist mode just like melee skills do.�
 Dakkon�s form of gathering had been to wrench fangs from wolves and stuff full animal carcasses in his bag. He had no intention of mentioning that. Furthermore, he wasn�t aware that attack skills had any sort of combat assist. He didn�t want to reveal that he had no real combat-ready class skills in his arsenal, as he didn�t want to draw any attention to the fact that all of his damage was coming from his precious and covetable dagger.
 �When you go to harvest parts from an animal�or rather when Hebbeson does it for us, since he actually has some class skill dedicated to harvesting which will yield better results�the game will determine and generate the quality and amount that is harvestable,� explained Benton. �Supposedly you can actually butcher an animal yourself and can get much greater yields for doing so, but it takes a lot of time and skill to get anything at all, so almost everyone prefers the auto-assist harvesting skills.�

 �Neat,� said Dakkon. Maybe his previous methods weren�t that odd after all. �But even then, that carcass has to weigh as much as a car. Won�t we get a full cart-load from just one?�
 �Unfortunately,� shrugged Benton, �the creature may have that much meat, but the auto-harvesting won�t get us a whole lot. Don�t worry, the meat is nice, but the real money comes from selling the glands.�
 Dakkon decided to hold off, for now, on trying to keep the harvested krimmer parts cool. He needed a control, after all. He wanted to know what the haul would be worth as-is so that he could compare it to one which he tried to preserve with a little magic. He could also do without more people knowing that his class excelled at heating and cooling things, but not a whole lot else.
 Dakkon watched as Hebbeson quickly swiped a small dagger through the krimmer�s massive body. In a flash of light and practically no time at all, the harvester had�laid out before him�a pile consisting of neatly assorted meat, tusks, glands, and some amount of dark fur where the boar had once been.
 �That�s about three times as much fur as I�ve harvested from one of these,� remarked Hebbeson.
 �Most I�ve seen too,� agreed Ramses. �Must be because it went down so quickly, we didn�t get a chance to mess it all up.�
 Hebbeson walked the spoils over to the cart and dropped them in, barely filling a twelfth of the space, without accounting for any attempt to stack future materials on top.
 �All right,� said Dakkon. �Let�s do that again.�
 The group found and killed another krimmer as quickly as the first. Then, after the third krimmer went down in much the same way�immediately after getting hit twice on the underside by Dakkon�Ramses had questions he wanted answered.
 �Pretty good with a knife, huh?� remarked Hebbeson with a smirk.
 �Just what was it you said that your class was?� asked Ramses, eyeing Dakkon up and down. �And your level?�
 �I can�t talk about it,� Dakkon lied. �Sorry.� He kept his words short�he really needed get in the habit of not giving out important information.
 �And is there any particular reason why not?� pried Ramses.
 �Yes,� Dakkon stated bluntly. �But I can�t really talk about that either.�
 Ramses looked a little taken aback at first, but seemed to come to the realization that alienating his newly found golden goose wouldn�t be in his best interests, and so relented. �Fine, whatever,� he said.
 �Perhaps he just can�t tell us, Ram,� said Zelle. �There are all sorts of weird classes with restrictions in this game.�
 Dakkon smiled at Zelle. It was timely and, from a shaman who appeared to be a class with weird restrictions, seemed believable enough. Dakkon simply hadn�t considered the friction that could arise from keeping his class a secret while doing loads of damage for his level.
 �Back to hunting, then?� asked Benton.
 The group continued killing krimmer until, after about an hour and a half, the party had a close call where one kicked Dakkon away and was completely uncontainable by Hebbeson, despite his efforts. Benton and Ramses managed to slow the creature down, giving Dakkon enough time to rejoin the fight, but Hebbeson and Ramses both nearly died in the process. No one was prepared to lose several days of game time to a random boar, so it was clear that they needed a tank first and foremost to keep attention as far away from Dakkon as possible. They decided to try their luck in town once more, this time bringing back a cart filled with krimmer bits to advertise their success in the field.
 The advertisement worked. When the ragtag group returned with cart in tow, every person who had turned down Ramses�s initial request came up to him asking if the group was planning to go back out, and if they needed an extra member. Ramses made sure to look extra thoughtful as he said the group �wasn�t sure quite yet,� and �we�ll get back to you,� which worked to brighten up his temperament tremendously. Zelle chuckled at the little acts and Hebbeson simply snorted ambiguously.
 After selling their collection of parts, the group made just shy of 12 gold in total, which divided evenly into two gold and 40 silver per member. Now that Dakkon knew about what a gold was worth, he wasn�t very impressed with the haul. After a moment of consideration, however, he realized that a higher-level character could probably do that all by themselves in that amount of time, earning around 20 gold in two hours. That converts to 10 credits per hour, which isn�t much at all�but when one considers that there are eight hours in game time for every one in real time, that 10 credits per game hour can amount to 80 credits per real hour. That�s a good rate of accrual, or would be if it wasn�t actually tied to eight full hours of in-game labor. Still, Dakkon was sure that there would be plenty of people working full time in-game to make money, even if that meant 320 hours of in-game work over the course of one real time week. The thought of working for a real-world company inside the game sent a shiver down his spine and he dismissed the topic.
 From only that much time, Dakkon had gained nearly 10,000 experience�enough to level himself twice, and just short of what he�d need for his eighteenth level.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped) ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 64 � (50 + 14 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Intellect: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Luck: 0 ( X )
|Free Stat Points: 25

|Hit Points: 475/475
|Endurance: 262/262
|Mana Points: 258/258
|Level: 17
|EXP Until Next Level: [_____3,939/4,370____]

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Disciplined � 12� 62% [______________]
|Heroic � 2� 2% [_]
|Hunter � 7� 61% [______________]
|Rider � 2� 15% [___]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Stealthy � 4� 50% [__________]
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]
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 Before the group could begin their search for a tank in earnest, Benton received a summon from his �betters.� The wind mage was a local of Tian, where an order of aeromagi had a strong political presence and it simply wouldn�t do for an initiate such as Benton to keep a superior waiting. He explained that, throughout the city, when influential members beckoned, other members dropped what they were doing and came. With as little as that, the group was down their wind mage.
 It didn�t take long for the group to refill its ranks, however. Within 10 minutes, the party had gained two new members�hand selected by Ramses to ensure they were not among the 20 or so that originally turned his group invites down. One was a shorter-than-average and abnormally stout warrior by the name of Damak, who greeted the others with a devilish grin. The other, a red headed and freakishly slender bard called Finnegan.
 The two new members received a very warm welcome from Ramses, Zelle, and Hebbeson due to their classes. Dakkon agreed that they needed a tank, but he wasn�t sure how a bard playing music and alerting another krimmer while they hunted would benefit the group�granted, he was eager to find out what the others clearly already knew.
 The party of six walked back into the forest and Ramses updated their battle plans to account for the new additions. Zelle was to distract the boars with bees if needed. Hebbeson would make a pincushion of the boars with his arrows. Damak was in charge of threatening their target, which would cause it to focus on him. Ramses and Dakkon�s roles remained unchanged and, lastly, Finnegan was given the role of soothing each krimmer as they approached. Instead of asking for an explanation of the bard�s task, Dakkon decided to wait and see how the musician would perform.
 When the new group came across the first krimmer of their hunt, Finnegan casually strolled in front of the others in the party, even before Dakkon and Ramses had a chance to start moving in to flank. As Finnegan moved towards the tusked beast, he casually slipped the lute hanging from his left shoulder into his eager hands and began to pluck at it. The boar turned to face the approaching bard, but stood still�listening to the harmonious notes he played�while the rest of the party members closed in, surrounding the porcine creature. The krimmer stood, transfixed, as the group raised their weapons in unison. The bard played a strange, discordant note, ending the beast�s brief serenity. The party struck together as one and felled the krimmer in a quick, but mighty, display of burst damage.
[You have slashed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 487 damage.]
[You have slashed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 497 damage. Krimmer has been slain.]
[You have gained a level! You have 30 free stat points to distribute!]
[You have gained 490 experience! EXP until next level 59/4,570]
 �That song was incredible,� said Dakkon to Finnegan. The bard looked just as shocked as Dakkon did.
 �What�s incredible is how quickly the swine dropped,� said Finnegan. �I was just switching to a battle hymn and the fight ended.�
 �I did say you�d just be soothing the monsters as we walked up to them,� said Ramses with a smirk.
 �That you did,� said Finnegan. �Still, I did not expect this.�
 Damak looked confused as well. �I thought you lot needed a tank,� he said. �Not that I�m complaining about an easy job, but I don�t really think I�ll be of much help if what I�m tanking never has a chance to strike back at me.�
 �Dakkon�s some sort of hush-hush assassin class,� said Ramses. �He�ll drop mobs in an instant, but we need you around to make sure the pigs don�t get him first.�
 While the others conversed, Hebbeson harvested the krimmer in a flash of light and deposited its remains in the cart. Dakkon discreetly used hit Hotspot skill to draw a small, cold bubble over the materials to see if they could be better preserved.
 In the following battle, Finnegan never dropped his soothing song in favor of a secondary tune. The group simply walked up and slew the krimmer.
�What an insane ability,� thought Dakkon. �Can he just completely pacify an enemy?� He turned to Finnegan once again, who had been watching him as their prey dropped. �That song,� said Dakkon, �seems incredibly powerful.�
 �The song does?� said a surprised Finnegan. �Not the instant coup de grace, but my song?�
 �Being able to soothe anything like that w�� Dakkon was cut short.
 �It only works on animals and creatures with particularly low intelligence,� said Finnegan. �It�s far from useful in most situations. The song can�t even calm an already startled animal. The way we�re using it now is really as good as it gets.�
 �I see,� said Dakkon. �I suppose it�s not as overpowered as it first appeared.�
 The group continued defeating krimmer after krimmer and harvesting their parts. As they did so, Dakkon ensured they were kept cool. If Hebbeson ever noticed while adding fresh harvests to the cart, he didn�t let on. At two points, the group challenged and defeated an additional krimmer, giving both the tank and healer their first opportunities to feel helpful. At no point was there any member who was placed in a perilous situation, and when the alternative is a shot at missing days of gameplay, an easy grind is typically how players preferred leveling to go. Dakkon was pleased with the progress, but couldn�t help feeling that things would be better if the EXP and gold weren�t being split six ways.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped) ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 64 � (50 + 14 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Intellect: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Luck: 0 ( ! )
|Free Stat Points: 40

|Hit Points: 550/550
|Endurance: 300/300
|Mana Points: 310/310
|Level: 20
|EXP Until Next Level: [_____4,479/5,130___]

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Disciplined � 12� 62% [______________]
|Heroic � 2� 2% [_]
|Hunter � 8� 23% [____]
|Rider � 2� 15% [___]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Stealthy � 4� 60% [_____________]
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]
 Before he knew it, he was level 20. He had almost forgotten about the initial, randomized allocation of stat points he had been granted for choosing not to customize his character at the start of the game, but he noticed that the little �X�-marked bubble next to his statistics had changed into an exclamation mark. Eager to find out where his stats were distributed, Dakkon clicked on the new button and a message displayed for him:
[You have created your character without customizing it.]
[Now that you have reached level 20, your hidden statistics will be revealed.]
 Dakkon went as far as holding his breath. He knew that, ultimately, nothing was changing. He had had the stats all along, so he wouldn�t really be gaining anything new. But now at least he�d know if he had been blessed with talent in the arcane arts which he should be pursuing. He was feeling rather intelligent, after all. Dakkon looked back at his statistics in anticipation:
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|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped) ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 64 � (50 + 14 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Intellect: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Luck: 50
 �What the�luck! Only luck?� Dakkon nearly hyperventilated as he struggled to keep his shock internalized. He didn�t need to randomly lose face in front of the other group members. As far as he was concerned, he had been shafted. The exchanged words of two brothers on his first day bubbled up to the surface of his thoughts:
 �Luck�s trash� if you put points into strength, you get stronger. With agility, you can feel yourself moving faster� but with luck, it doesn�t do anything. You don�t get stronger, faster, or smarter. You get nothing-er. It�s garbage in basically every game.� He remembered agreeing with the older brother�s sentiment at the time. It seemed that, instead of a boon of great strength or importance, he�d been given some sort of booby prize.
 Though it hadn�t been the wonderful surprise he had expected it to be, he�d simply have to shrug it off. It didn�t harm his development. At worst, luck was still better than nothing, and Dakkon didn�t feel particularly cheated by defaulting his appearance to his own instead of spending hours crafting a visage. Still, it sucked to learn that he wouldn�t be able to pick up a mage class and start off leaps and bounds ahead of everyone else.
 The newly entered, younger brother�s response to that initial conversation came to mind once again: �If luck�s so bad then why is it even in the game?� Now, he�d have the opportunity to find out. Considering the things that had happened to him so far� had he been particularly lucky? He recounted some of his earlier experiences:
 Nearly scammed, experimented on, and attacked by bandits on his first day? Not lucky. Rat stew and a swarm of rats? Also not lucky. Bag of incredible loot? Insanely lucky. Getting lured into the forest to die? Definitely not lucky. Finding the goatmen? Arguably lucky. Making it through the goatmen? Probably very lucky. Finding the resurrection relic? Beyond lucky. Dropping and crushing the priceless relic? As far from lucky is imaginable�though it did sort of lead to his special edgemaster class.
 �Bah,� Dakkon scratched his head as he thought, �As far as I can tell it all just sort of evens out in the end.� He decided that, for now, he�d dismiss the matter. Dakkon knew he�d have plenty of opportunities to see just how lucky he was in the future.
 When the group finally made their way back to town to sell their cart load of parts�containing approximately double what they had sold before�the material appraisers were surprised to find that so much of the glands were untainted. Before, the group received 12 gold in total. Selling double that amount without taking the effects of Dakkon�s refrigeration into account, ought to yield around 24 gold�but the group�s jaws collectively dropped when they were offered 120 gold for the pile. Taking it gladly, each player received an equal share amounting to 20 gold.
 �Which one of you brilliant bastards chilled the pork?� asked Ramses. �That was a top-notch move. I don�t see any ice, though. Zelle, did you have a spirit that can cool things?� The shaman shook her head. Ramses looked from person to person. Dakkon reacted to the inquisition by looking away, betraying himself to Ramses�s sharp eye.
 �No way,� said Ramses. �You can do that too?�
 Dakkon simply shrugged. Explaining that his damage came entirely from an item and that he was a glorified mobile ice chest wasn�t high on his list of priorities.
 �Well, pat yourself on the back my friend. You�ve just changed the way things are done around here. Once the word gets out, every group will pay to bring a cart load of ice if that means five times the profit,� said Ramses. �We should see if we can buy some ice and set up a stall�unless of course you can make ice, too.� Ramses looked at Dakkon with a grin that suggested he wasn�t serious, but held the gaze for a length of time that showed he wasn�t really sure what to expect.
 �Not much,� Dakkon said. �Probably.�
 Ramses shook his head in a cocktail of exasperation and bewilderment. �You�re kidding! Set up a damned stall! Tell you what,� he said. �If you want a business partner, I�m sure I can find some folks to build you a stand�and someone else to sit there and sell it for a cut of the profit. How much ice can you make by morning?�
 �I think it would be better if we didn�t spread the word so soon,� interjected Finnegan. �People will find out about this eventually since we�ll continue hunting, but if the profitability of hunting krimmer quintuples overnight then we may find ourselves with a shortage of boars to hunt. Plus, more hunters turning in higher quality materials may end up leading to a decreased demand for the ingredients, and that would mean lower profits.�
 Damak also chimed in on the matter, �The people who buy krimmer meat and glands are the hoity-toity sort. If krimmer becomes easy to come by, I bet they�d abandon it altogether in favor of something more exclusive.�
 �Good point,� said Finnegan, nodding to show he was of the same opinion.
 �How about we just keep our lips sealed for now,� agreed Dakkon. �While we can grind these boars for reasonable experience, I think we should keep at it.� Ramses huffed a bit at the general group-refusal of his proposition, but it appeared that he could appreciate the others� concerns.
 Zelle, who looked as though she had been waiting for the right moment to say something and failed, took this time to interject herself, saying she wouldn�t be sticking around.
 �I simply want to level up my shaman skills,� Zelle said. �The way we currently hunt isn�t doing much for me on that front, I�m afraid.�
 �I�m a little over-leveled for the area, truth be told,� said Hebbeson, �so I�m going to head out as well. Feel free to look me up in the future.�
 Dakkon thanked the two for showing him the ropes, and after a quick round of farewells, the pair was off�leaving Dakkon, Ramses the rogue, Finnegan the bard, and Damak the warrior.
 �I�m pretty sure the four of us can handle this,� said Dakkon.
 �Yeah,� agreed Damak in his gruff voice. �I have no doubt we can, but these stalls will be closed soon after dark, and since soldiers like myself have to report for morning training, a little rest is a must.�
 �Well then, we may need to put this on hold for a few days,� said Dakkon. �Monday is here already, and I really ought to eat and shower before I head to work.�
 The others understood all too well. An eight-hour shift pulled players out of the game for a little over two and a half in-game days, but jobs were a necessity and seemed to grow increasingly more difficult to find each day.
 �So, what?� said Ramses. �You can�t expect us to just sit on this information without putting it to use for three days.�
 �I think he can,� said Damak. �The krimmer don�t seem to be going anywhere.�
 �It�s a rather lively town,� said Finnegan. �I�m sure we can find something else to do in the meantime.�
 �Hunt or wait, tell people about the ice, or don�t,� said Dakkon as he verified the time. �It�s just about 23:00 right now. I�ll return in a little over three days. If you want, I can make some ice for you when I�m back and even have a friend who might be interested in manning a stall, but I, personally, have no intention of stirring up any more trouble by doing something so asinine as trying to sell people ice. I�ll contact the three of you when I�m back on and we can head out to hunt then, but right now, I�ve got to get moving.�
 Dakkon ignored their responses and quickly registered them as friends. He added Zelle, Hebbeson, and Benton for good measure since he had recently grouped with them, and composed a quick message to Letis who, he assumed, may very well log back in before he had a chance to. The message read:
|To: Letis
| I�m at work, but when I log back in I�ll be in the south end of Tian. There might be some money in setting up a stall near there. If you�re interested, try to bring some large troughs filled with water. I�ll explain what�s going on in better detail later, but need to run. -D
 Dakkon waved to the others and thought to himself, �Now, what was that quick logout phrase? Logout now!�
|You may logout immediately by invoking the command �Logout Immediately�.
|Logging out immediately will leave your character vulnerable to attack for five minutes.
|Exiting in this manner will be a less pleasant experience.
 �Logout immediately!� thought Dakkon.
 Dakkon did not experience the sensation of bits of the world being yanked away from him bit by bit as he had before. Instead, this time it felt like he was being yanked. The sensation was intense and sudden, as though he had slammed the accelerator to the floor in a high-performance dragster. The world began to spin.
 Corbin felt like he was choking on the scent of ammonia. He was spinning, dizzy, disoriented, and he was almost certain he was going to pee himself despite barely drinking any water before he logged in. He�d never spent so long in the capsule, and his decision to drink less before entering the pod left him dehydrated. The confusion of sensations might have overwhelmed him in other circumstances, but underneath it all he had a driving goal keeping him on track: he had to get to work as soon as he could manage.
 Corbin pulled himself from the upright, stopped pod and smelled himself�an experience which he found to be undesirable. As he ran to his bathing chamber to relieve himself and freshen up, he called out, �Pixie! Have a cab pick me up in five minutes!�
 �You�ve got it, boss,� said the artificially intelligent assistant. Though often playful or even a bit snarky, assistant programs such as Corbin�s pixie tended not to act anything short of efficient when they detect urgency or anger in their owner�s voice.
 After one of the quickest showers of his life, Corbin threw on his clothing, grabbed an individually wrapped jerky stick, and ran out the front door of his apartment, still soaking. Corbin�s cab had been waiting on him for a minute, but there was no impatient driver to express a hint of displeasure. What awaited him was an unblemished, black and red, gleaming and beautiful duplicate of a year 2000-something model supercar. Corbin was in a rush and wouldn�t be heading very far, so it didn�t matter to him much today, but almost everyone preferred the more modern, dome-shaped vehicles since they provided more room and tended to have nicer seats, better interior stabilization, excellent noise cancellation, and robust internet connections. Some of the earlier self-driving cabs, such as the one before him, had attempted to catch the eyes and ears of their customers, but modern cabs focus on the market-tested perks that would best satisfy the average commuter.
 Corbin climbed into what would have once been the driver�s seat, still dripping a bit from his shower. As soon as he was inside and closed the door, a voice rang out.
 �Where ya headed, stud?� asked a suggestive, husky, and disembodied female voice.
 Corbin sighed and gave the address to his place of work. There was no use in telling an autocab to speed up in the event of a perceived emergency. They went as fast as they could unless directed to cruise at a leisurely pace.
 The already-running car played the sound of an engine starting up and revving, then the female voice said, �Hang on tight.�
 Corbin�s thoughts raced as he recalled the events of his three-day weekend while he sped off towards work. Despite his newest hobby�s incredible ability to turn one hour into eight, he was confident this was going to be the longest shift he would ever work.



\\\\\\


 Corbin arrived on site with a minute to spare and scanned his employee identification badge at the door, which acted as both a keycard and his time punch. He then set himself to working diligently, doing both odd jobs and moving hand trucks of materials between coworkers who made double his wage for half the effort. He always put forward effort. In truth, he valued his job highly. Sure, it didn�t pay the best, nor was he often thanked for the careful considerations he made, but it was something he could apply himself to. An hour into his shift, Corbin�s supervisor stopped by.
 �Decided to show up today, did you?� the man, Melvin, asked with a smirk. Despite the ambiguous smile, his eyes were cold and unsympathetic.
 Corbin was, perhaps, the perfect employee for a supervisor like this. He always completed his work dutifully. He never did anything on the job that could be misconstrued as not being work related. In other words, he stayed focused and kept his head low�ensuring he�d always have a place. He had never done anything that could earn himself a negative review. He needed the stability that the work provided him. Now, the very first opportunity to receive criticism was upon him since he had called off his shift on Friday, and he was prepared to hear all about it.
 �Yes sir,� said Corbin. �I�m sorry to have missed Friday.� He kept his answers brief to avoid any complications and to show an air of deference to his supervisor. His meekness at work was not something innate, but a learned behavior. Corbin found, as twisted as it may seem, that the longer he acted spineless at a job, the longer he was able to keep it and therefore keep his own place and set his own terms outside of the workplace.
 �I want you to work twice as hard today to make up for the missed work,� said Melvin. �Make sure you come by to see me before you leave.�
 �I will, sir,� said Corbin, adding a subservient nod and smile to assuage any doubts his supervisor may have.
 The supervisor did not return the gesture and instead walked onwards. Before he was fully out of eyeshot, Melvin smiled and cracked some inside joke with another person on the floor.
 �It�s fine,� Corbin told himself. �Just another day at work.�
 By the end of the day, Corbin felt ragged with exhaustion. It was a true blessing for him that the sleep-like state induced by Chronicle seemed to be about as restorative as sleep. He could certainly see himself binge-playing the game for quite some time while the vivid, digital world remained fresh and wonderful to him. Corbin made sure every task set before him was handled promptly. He hastily transferred pallets with a hand truck, loaded and unloaded materials, and used any second of downtime to meticulously clean and service the tools of his coworkers. The drudgery of work did not matter to Corbin, though. Nor did the aches and pains he acquired from constant activity. Sooner or later, one of his devises would take off and bring him some small fortune to work with. Then, and only then, could he afford the luxury of figuring out where his pride and comfort fit into the picture.
 Corbin reported to supervisor Melvin�s cubicle desk. He always found it odd that his coworkers�with some experience in their trade skills�reported to other tradesmen who were out and working, but he reported to someone sitting behind a desk.
 Corbin walked up and waited until Melvin was through with his phone call before saying, �You wanted to see me?�
 �Ah, yes,� said the supervisor. �You really caused us quite a few problems by not showing up on Friday.�
 No one he worked with had mentioned any difficulty caused by his absence. In fact, it was common for a few of the others to not show up on a somewhat regular basis. It didn�t matter, however. He would nod and smile to keep things flowing smoothly.
 �I�m terribly sorry about that,� said Corbin. �It won�t happen again.�
 �It certainly won�t,� said Melvin. �Do you know how hard it is to find a job these days? There is a waitlist of people vying for your position.�
 �I understand,� said Corbin, contorting his face to express his shame. �I know how important my role is here. If something doesn�t make it from point A to point B, a bottleneck will slow down production. I take my job very seriously.�
 �I�m not sure you do understand,� said Melvin, �but I�m sure you will learn to. I�ve already had you taken off the schedule. We can�t have someone prone to flaking out whenever they feel like taking a three-day weekend. This is a business, after all.�
 Corbin was speechless. He had kept his head so low to the ground this time that he was certain he wouldn�t be fired. He worked so hard for such a small amount of money. What more could his supervisor hope for? Corbin closed his eyes and inhaled slowly and deeply; as he did, he thought about the people waiting for him in another, nearby world. He thought about the backbreaking effort he put into his job on a daily basis. He thought about how Melvin had asked him to work twice as hard knowing full well that the man intended to have him fired. For the first time in what felt like years, Corbin found the weight of responsibility flutter off his shoulders. As though a switch had been flipped, he found that he simply didn�t care.
 This was not the first job Corbin had been fired from, but in those few instances, he had learned from his mistakes and felt as though he had become a savvier employee for his next position. This time there was nothing to be gained. He was being told he lost his job for missing a single day of work which he had given notice for. It didn�t make any sense.
 �Yeah� I�m really lucky,� Corbin thought to himself mocking his own situation. The game had it wrong, Corbin was not lucky. He never had been. But then, maybe he needed to rely less on luck and take matters into his own hands.
 �So, then you�re firing me?� asked Corbin.
 �You�ve only got yourself to blame,� said Melvin. Corbin thought, for the first time, that the supervisor looked awfully small despite his round frame.
 �Because I missed a day of work?� Corbin sought clarification.
 �With an attitude like that, it�s a surprise you�ve been here this long,� said Melvin.
 Corbin couldn�t help but grin. He chuckled. The chuckle and grin merged and transformed into a full, mouth-agape, hearty, and unnerving laugh.
 �What�re you lau�� started Melvin, but he was cut off as Corbin ceased his laughing, locked a serious gaze on the ex-supervisor, and raised one finger abruptly as he had seen the cart riding sorceress do, so recently. Corbin stared past his upraised finger at the surprised man, then, after a moment cracked a smile once again.
 Corbin turned his back on the situation. He shook his head as he walked out the door, leaving the unsettled Melvin in his wake. He wasn�t entirely sure why he had put up with that weasel of a man for so long. Today�s autocab ride home would feature a stop to pick up a big, juicy hamburger, he decided.
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 With his eyes closed, Dakkon could hear the sounds of players pursuing one another for groups and the clinks of bustling commerce. He could also, with no great effort, smell the increasingly-familiar aroma of harvested krimmer glands. Despite the foul scent, Dakkon was excited to be back in the world of Chronicle. He opened his eyes and was greeted by the busy southern end of Tian. After accounting for his detour to get a delectable double-stacked burger, his commute time, and his time spent working, he had been out of the game for a little over 10 real world hours. That amounted to about three and a half days in the game that he�d missed. He had messages waiting for him.
|1st message � Sender: Ramses
| Get on already, you bastard. What�re you just deciding to work a surprise double or something?

|2nd message � Sender: Letis
| For facksake, Dakkon. I respawned in Appa�s Eastside. You know, that place we SCAMMED? I appeared right in the middle of the caf� area as the morning staff was setting things up and I legged it. I don�t rightly know what�s possessing me to do it, but I�m heading towards Tian. There just so happened to be a timely military escort heading in that direction. I�m going to let you split my travel fees. -Letis

�Letis,� thought Dakkon. �Where are you?� He waited for the tug of the invisible, mental, line he�d cast. Like a fish on the hook, the line pulled taut.
�I�ve been getting a stall thrown together just south of Tian on some lunatic�s recommendation,� replied Letis. �If you want a reason or explanation, then I�m not sure I can provide you with one.�
�You�ve already got the stall and troughs?� asked Dakkon telepathically.
�I�m still setting the stall up. There�s some city ordinance that won�t let me do it inside of town,� Letis transmitted. �I�m not sure why those cooks can get away with it, and I�m honestly surprised it�s okay for us to set up right outside of town. The troughs of water would have been easier to grab if I�d had my cart.�
�Ah,� thought Dakkon, somewhat ashamed. �I� didn�t bring that with me to Tian.�
�I know you didn�t,� replied Letis. �I was just giving you a hard time. I had to pick up a new cart to get the supplies down here. You can�t really have expected me to lug wood, nails, and liters upon liters of water south of the city without a cart, can you? That�s sadistic.�
�I forgot to tell you to bring a chisel?� asked Dakkon. �No matter, I�ll fetch one and bring it down for you.�
�And what exactly will we be doing with a chisel?� responded Letis.
�Don�t worry about that yet,� thought Dakkon. �How long until you get the stand set up?�
�I could probably get it done by some time tonight,� replied Letis. �But I�m not feeling particularly motivated since I�m entirely in the dark here.�
 At that moment, having no source of income, Dakkon made a firm decision. Though he had wanted to distance himself from the ridiculous operation, what he needed right now was money. If selling ice could make him a portion of what he�d need to pay his rent, then he�d embrace it fully, whatever the reputation it garnered him.
�We�re going to sell ice, you and I,� Dakkon telepathically transmitted to Letis. �Trust me.�
�You�re kidding. First lettuce, now ice? Are you trying to make a name for yourself as some sort of criminal junk peddler?�
�Hear me out first,� thought Dakkon. He explained the situation with his groups and the krimmer. He didn�t bother the higher-leveled player with an invitation to fight boars.
�You know, Dakkon,� said Letis telepathically, �As dumb as it sounds, I think that could just about work.�
�I did say to trust me,� Dakkon commented.
 As though ignoring the comment, Letis continued, �Look, I�m gonna see about a better way to get water down here than just carting it back and leaving the stall unattended whenever I need to resupply. While I�m at it, you should take some time to spread the rumor that cooling down goods will increase profits.�
�I�m planning on grouping with three others to get EXP and harvest some krimmers,� thought Dakkon. �We�re gonna return to sell the cart load over and over until some players see us receiving a much higher than normal reward for our efforts. At that point, I�ll let you know to start advertising and I�ll come freeze your supplies. I�ll let you figure out how much to charge since you did a fine job of haggling in Derrum. Just know that it made what should have been worth 24 gold worth 120 gold. You should be able to push for quite a bit.�
�Sure, leave that up to me,� replied Letis. �Now get to work so I feel less insane for building a water stall outside of a wealthy city like Tian.�
 The communication between the two fell away, and Dakkon similarly contacted the three he planned to party with�Ramses, Finnegan, and Damak�who would be able to meet up within the hour to begin hunting. Hebbeson had been the one to supply the cart on their previous outing, so along with the promised chisel for Letis, Dakkon bought a cart of average size and layered its bottom with ice.
 As Dakkon walked back towards the south gate of town, a couple of players pointed in his direction and turned back to talk with their acquaintances. �What�s all that about?� Dakkon wondered. He could see another player fanning his hand as though to dismiss something untrue. Before long, Dakkon found his way to the large, rounded, half-buried rock near the edge of the city at which the four had decided to meet. Ramses was already waiting on site.
 �About bloody time,� said the short, dirty blond rogue. �It�s not a good habit to make others wait for you, you know.�
 �Sorry about that,� said Dakkon with a grin. �Did you ever get around to selling any ice on your own?�
 �Nah,� replied Ramses. �As it turns out, the thieves� guild would rather its members didn�t attempt to destabilize the economy here�even if it�s a long shot. I ran the idea by a senior member who told me not to bother.�
 Dakkon looked pensive. �I think I�m going to give it a go.�
 �Oh really, changed your mind?� Ramses asked with a grin. �Well, the thieves� guild telling me no shouldn�t stop you.� He waved his hand dismissively. �You�re not tied into any politics here and don�t need to play by the same set of rules.�
 �It seems odd that thieves would have stricter rules than visitors to the city,� said Dakkon.
 �Not really,� said Ramses. �Most people living in Tian range from the moderately rich to the insanely rich. That�s not how things tend to work in other places. Everyone is wealthier here because the most powerful people in the city have cultivated the social dynamics and shaped its rules. Where there�s money to be made, there are thieves�but the thieves who didn�t play along with the rules just disappeared over and over �til the ones who followed them were the only ones left with any sort of influence.�
 �So, the thieves� guild in Tian takes orders from the mayor or someone like that?� asked Dakkon, happy to learn a little secret information about the city.
 �No,� said Ramses. �Well, not really. Everyone follows a set of rules for their walk of life which in turn brings them wealth from outside of the city. Thieves, craftsmen, guards�everyone. Plus, the heads of the city are more of a council as far as I understand.�
 Dakkon was surprised. �You don�t know who the heads of Tian are?�
 �No, do you?� asked Ramses. �It�s not public information because it doesn�t need to be public information. No one asks because nobody needs to ask. If the system works then it�s best not to rock the boat,� Ramses shrugged.
 The little ball of muscle and beard named Damak strolled up to the two, who had been waiting seated on the rock, from the side. They turned as he said, �My boys, I see you�ve found us a new cart.�
 �Hey Damak,� said Dakkon. �Good to have you with us.�
 �Yup,� agreed Ramses. �Always a pleasure to have a sturdy meat shield to keep them guessing while I work.�
 Damak grinned fiercely. �Just see that you drop �em like you did last week and you won�t have to worry about it.�
 �Now we�re only down one prim, proper, and persnickety bard,� said Ramses shaking his head.
 �Ah he�s not so bad,� Damak explained how they had spent a bit of time together. He talked about how Finnegan did, however, manage to find himself in the middle of quite a bit of trouble. Then, after Finnegan had not shown up in another 15 minutes, Damak admitted that Finnegan didn�t seem particularly punctual. Just as Ramses began to send the bard a piece of his mind, Finnegan strolled up.
 �Oh, you�re all here?� said Finnegan with a look of somewhat disinterested surprise.
 �We�ve all been waiting on your sorry hide,� snapped Ramses.
 �Ah,� said Finnegan, still clearly disinterested. �Well, I figured you�d be trapped under a bottle somewhere, so I�d have plenty of time to finish up and head this way at a leisurely pace.�
 �A bottle?� asked Ramses. �I don�t drink.�
 �Is that so?� said Finnegan. �I thought all rogues drank.�
 �No, I�m straight-edge,� said Ramses.
 �Straight-edge?� asked Finnegan, now showing a bit more interest than he had before. Damak and Dakkon looked confused about what he meant as well.
 �Yes, straight-edge,� Ramses said in a practiced tone, then sighed. �Just like in the real world. My body is an unblemished, unbent, and honed instrument.�
 �You�re saying�� Finnegan paused for a moment while a grin spread across his lips, �you�re a tool?�
 �What?� snapped Ramses. �No. I�m a blade not-dulled by substances.�
 �So, you�re�� Finnegan nodded his smiling mug in appreciation, �an exceptional tool?�
 Damak shook his head and Dakkon cracked a smile. It was clear that Finnegan had a talent for pressing other people�s buttons.
 �Oh, shut up already,� barked Ramses. �You�re the one who showed up late. You�re the tool, tool.� Ramses was not holding his own very well in the situation.
 Dakkon spoke up early to make sure nothing got out of hand, �Now, now, now. No need to get bent out of shape. The wait isn�t a big deal.� Dakkon turned to look at the bard. �Finnegan, would you give it a rest. We�re only just getting started.� Finnegan halfway rolled his eyes and Ramses shook his head in consternation. Damak simply shrugged.
 Despite the group�s rocky reunion, once they were back out and working like a well-oiled machine, tensions alleviated. Their teamwork spoke volumes for each player�s ability. Finnegan pacified their krimmer target and the other three finished it off. Experimenting with their methods, they found that Dakkon alone was insufficient to instantly fell a krimmer. Only when both he and Ramses struck the beasts� underbellies did they fall so quickly since they had lost the damage output of Hebbeson and Benton.
 The only reason anyone felt comfortable varying the routine to find out what worked best was because Damak never allowed the boars to turn away from him for an instant. If they tried, he would immediately bash them in their nose with his shield, using a skill which caused them to be stunned briefly, giving the rogue and edgemaster enough time to finish their job.
 The group no longer had Hebbeson with them, so Ramses auto-harvested the krimmer after each fight, yielding less than they had received before. Still, that only meant that the group needed to find another half dozen boars to fill up a cart load, which meant more experience on each outing. The smaller party number and the absence of the higher-leveled Hebbeson meant Dakkon was gaining experience at a pace which gave him hope for overtaking his friends.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped) ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 64 � (50 + 14 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Intellect: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Luck: 50
|Free Stat Points: 60

|Hit Points: 625/625
|Endurance: 338/338
|Mana Points: 362/362
|Level: 24
|EXP Until Next Level: [_____2,647/6,380]

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Disciplined � 8� 12� 62% [______________]
|Heroic � 2� 2% [_]
|Hunter � 9� 42% [________]
|Rider � 2� 15% [___]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Stealthy � 4� 80% [_________________]
|Thick � 1� 20% [_____]

 When they went back into town to report, they, four players�clearly devoid of any magic user and therefore with no healer�wheeling in a full cart load of krimmer drew attention from everyone. A player who had pointed toward Dakkon from earlier in the day did so again, and around a dozen players followed the four to ask for tips and invitations while they went to sell their bounty. When the krimmer meat, furs, tusks, and glands sold for 112 gold, the crowd surged.
 �What?� a member of the crowd asked. �How come they got so much?�
 �The meat and glands they brought are fresher than most and their furs are less tattered than average pelts brought before us,� replied the apprentice chef tasked with appraising materials whom the member of the crowd had directed his query.
 �So, we just need to kill them quickly and not mess up the furs?� asked another from the crowd. Without anyone speaking up to correct the idea, the crowd erupted into a restructuring of groups, aiming to finish off krimmers as quickly and cleanly as possible. Healers, counter to usual overwhelming demand, would be neglected in some sort of twisted image of Dakkon�s group.
 The four said nothing. They had no intention of giving up the information yet. They were succeeding in sowing the seeds, but the longer they had exclusive access to the higher rate of pay, the better, as far as they were concerned. They walked back out into the forest and continued grinding, repeating this process until night fell and the stalls closed down for the day.
 The four agreed to meet up again early in the morning, when the appraisal stalls re-opened, but for the night they would go their own ways. Dakkon walked down to Letis�s stall location and, although it was unpainted and unadorned, it already had six large troughs each filled over half way with water.
 Letis wasn�t around, but Dakkon decided he should give freezing a trough a try. Until now he had never attempted to freeze more than a palm-full of water. Would it even be possible? He wasn�t entirely certain.
 Dakkon utilized his Condense and Hotspot skills to create a small point of intense cold in the center of one of the troughs. He concentrated on the point, pouring in his mana and transforming it into frost. The expanse was rapid. In seconds, freezing water bowed the center of the trough�s wood, cracking it, and spilling the remaining water on the ground. By the time Dakkon had realized what was going wrong, it was too late to stop. One receptacle was out of commission, and he had only managed to freeze about a fourth of the trough�s water.
�Wow,� thought Dakkon. His ability to turn water into ice was quite a bit more advanced than he had suspected. He stared at the broken trough and contemplated what this could do for him. �I can definitely find a use for this in combat,� he thought. If he could do the same with heat, causing someone to erupt in fire would be one hell of a nasty surprise.
 Dakkon decided he�d give his skill, Condense, a more thorough evaluation soon, but for now he needed to figure out how to freeze the water without breaking every trough. He experimented with a few different methods and decided that the easiest way, which didn�t immediately drain him of his mana, was simply to create three small, condensed hotspots along the bottom of a trough and supply them with much less mana than on his initial attempt. Dakkon found that the more mana he poured into a cold, condensed hotspot, the more fiercely it froze, and he assumed that a similar effect would happen for a fiery one. There didn�t seem to be a cap on the amount of mana he spent, either. He suspected he could just dump it all in, if he wanted to. At the end of Dakkon�s experiments, he was left with five large troughs filled with ice plus one which he had broken.
 The curiosity of what he would be capable of when using heat instead of frost overtook him. Dakkon regenerated his mana to full, walked a safe distance away from Letis�s stall, found the stump of a tree, and designated a small area in the center to be the focus of his heat-based hotspot. Then, he held his breath and�all at once�poured every bit of mana he could into it. The sensation of using all his mana at once left him feeling thoroughly chilled, even though he was creating heat. The stump�s center glowed red like an ember, then a single, piddly flame rose no higher or wider than his pinky finger from the wood.
 Dakkon was displeased. Had anyone been nearby to see the thermomancer�s abject disgust painted so clearly on his face, they would have felt a tug of empathy for his woes�or they�d laugh. Dakkon gazed upon the miniscule flame which he had created and disavowed it. He couldn�t be seen trying to defend himself with that, or he�d become a laughing stock. Dakkon wouldn�t abide by that. It was too early to completely disregard the ability, though. Once condensed, the utility of his freezing hotspot had surprised him. He was sure that the fiery version could be applied practically. It must be difficult to focus, for instance, with a red-hot iron in the eye, and who wouldn�t turn to face a sudden, sharp burning sensation on the back of their shoulder?
 The thought of a hot coal anywhere on his body sent a shiver down Dakkon�s spine. It would be a cruel trick, but it ought to be effective. The real challenge would be figuring out how much of his mana reserves it would take to be an effective distraction. It was something he would have to devote some time to figuring out.
 Dakkon decided he would sit around and wait for Letis to show up on his own, providing him with the time he needed to test how to best use his condensed hotspots. First thing first, he�d need to know exactly how damaging and distracting his fully-powered miniature, remote fire poker could be. In the absence of any nearby test subjects, Dakkon gritted his teeth, placed a hotspot on his arm, and condensed it�pouring in all his mana.
[You have burned yourself for 30 damage. Remaining HP 620/650]
[Like a moth to the flame, you seek a goal no matter the price. You have gained a rank in Thick!]
 �Y�ouch, damn it!� Dakkon exclaimed unwittingly even though he had been anticipating the experience. Despite the low damage dealt for the amount of mana he spent, the pain was extraordinary. It felt as though he had driven a nail into his arm, salted the wound, then cauterized it closed all in an instant.
 It was clear that he wouldn�t need to exhaust his full mana reserve in the future to mete out a painful distraction. Dakkon decided that now, since he knew the approximate peak conditions of his skill for the moment, he would work up in intensity until he found a difficult to bear strength. Once he knew that, he could adjust the intensity for his intended target. After a couple hours of regenerating mana, then expending it in various tests, Dakkon found that the optimal size was about the same as the cherry ember of a lit cigarette. At that size, Dakkon only needed to spend about a sixth of his mana to create a sensation so unpleasant that his target would, without a doubt, try and tend to it immediately. Still, he decided that he�d use a fourth of his mana in a real fight to be certain of the effect.
 The frost version of his condensed hotspot, by contrast, didn�t seem even remotely practical for combat. Since it could freeze water rapidly, he assumed he could freeze wet ground to create a slick surface, but when he tried using it on the skin, it proved to be surprisingly ineffective. Dakkon had no idea why something which could freeze enough water to splinter wood in the blink of an eye wasn�t able to cause more than mild discomfort to his skin. He wondered what would happen if he tried using the ability on his wet eyeballs, but decided to save that particular experiment for a later date, when he had a different lab rat to experiment with. It was when this grim thought was passing through Dakkon�s mind that he heard a banging noise from the direction of Letis�s stall.
 Dakkon headed back toward the stall and saw Letis bent over and working on the broken trough with a hammer in his hand.
 �Hey there, Letis. What�s cracking?� asked Dakkon.
 �Cute,� said Letis. �If you want to break my stuff, it may be more discreet if you didn�t use your funky cold magic to bust things open with giant ice cubes.�
 �Yeah, sorry about that,� said Dakkon. �But you seem handy enough with a hammer.�
 �I just built a wooden stall,� said Letis pointing to the somewhat shoddy construction with his hammer. �That�s about as far as I�ll get with woodworking. There�s no way I�ll be able to make this trough hold water again, but we can put crushed ice in it.�
 �Speaking of which,� Dakkon pulled the promised chisel out of his bag and held it out to Letis, �here�s your chisel.�
 �Just what I�ve always wanted,� Letis said glibly as he snatched the offered tool, shaking his head.
 �There�s a silver lining to that broken trough. I now know how to quickly prepare our ice for sale,� said Dakkon.
 �Let me guess,� said Letis, with a sarcastic tone, �you freeze, I chisel.� Dakkon was beginning to think that the construction of a stall may have been somewhat of an undertaking for Letis, but that couldn�t be helped now that it was built and done.
 �I meant how I should go about freezing the water,� said Dakkon. �But, yes. You chisel,� Dakkon grinned.
 �You know,� began Letis reluctantly, �there�s bound to be a merchant in town who will sell ice at a price that will make this whole endeavor meaningless.�
 �Ah,� said Dakkon. �But when the players see our successful group paying top dollar for your special, deluxe, and indeed�premium�ice, I�m sure they�ll follow suit.� Dakkon�s grin broadened mischievously.
 �Your avarice knows no bounds,� said Letis with a sigh. �The worst part is, you�re probably right.�
 �Of course I�m right,� said Dakkon. �I�d pay for it too, if I were in their position. Why gamble hours of time away with cheap, regular ice when you know the premium stuff will work?�
 �Any idea how much we should sell it for?� asked Letis. �The ice, that is.�
 �Let�s try selling based on cart capacity,� said Dakkon. �For a cart of about this size,� Dakkon gestured to his small-to-medium-sized cart, �we got about 120 gold for a load of krimmer goodies. That�s something like five times what they were otherwise worth. Even if you charged 60 gold, we�d have made a profit of about two and a half times what we would have otherwise made, right?� Dakkon waited for Letis�s nod of agreement before he continued. �When we show up to purchase ice, offer us a price of 60 gold. We�ll make a show of handing the money over gratefully.�
 �That�s asking a bit too much for ice, don�t you think? No matter how premium��
 �That�s the idea,� said Dakkon. �We�ll pay, satisfied, and the others will feel accomplished when they haggle you down to a reasonable 40 gold�or whatever you can take for it. Just don�t go too low in front of more potential buyers. This is high-quality product we�re moving here.�
 �I can see how we stand to earn a good amount of money from this, but how will we be dividing the spoils exactly? I understand you have a group who is helping us sell this illusion. How much for their cooperation?� Letis asked, reasonably.
 �You and I will split 66% and the other three will take 33%,� said Dakkon. �That�s only 11% per person for each of the others, yet their success and eagerness ought to be a valuable advertisement. Feel free to take out the material expenses for the troughs and stall before divvying up the proceeds.� Dakkon knew that Letis would be taking most of the risk in this operation. Even if Dakkon had been the one to clue Letis in on the operation, it was bold to assume he should take the same level of reward for far less risk. Having just lost his job in the real world however, Dakkon needed the money and�from earlier conversations�he wasn�t sure that Letis really did.
 �This should be enough ice for around 15 cart loads, if they cover up the meat and glands and rotate them occasionally,� stated Letis. �We can�t sell that much ice, can we?�
 �Tomorrow?� asked Dakkon pensively. �I doubt it. I imagine business will really only pick up after those who buy the ice tomorrow are proven to be successful. After that, I imagine there will be a huge spike in buyers. The average wagon will probably need a refill or two after the first one partially melts, depending on when they start.
 �We�d better not skimp on the ice, Dakkon,� said Letis. �If they�re throwing warm boar meat on it, it�s bound to melt pretty quickly.�
 �Hmm,� Dakkon considered his partner�s words. �Good point. Give them double what you think they�ll need. In that case, we�ll need several more troughs full of water� I�d help you fetch them, but if someone saw me and connected the dots, that might not bode well for the operation�� Dakkon let the words of intent to shirk his duties linger in the air.
 �Yeah, yeah,� said Letis. �I know. But that means you can get a head start on crushing up the ice for me.� Letis tossed his newly acquired chisel onto frozen water and smirked as he turned to go collect several more troughs.
 Dakkon shrugged and set to work chiseling and refreezing the water until the bulk of it could be easily spread over the surface of a cart. He kept his hands warm during the process with his thermoregualte skill and any spare mana went to training his other thermomancer abilities.
 As Dakkon looked over the mess of ice, he figured he could probably pack layers of slush against the bottom of the broken trough and refreeze it to create easy-to-vend ice sheets. But, as Dakkon considered the arm strain he�d already accumulated from breaking up the ice, he lost any enthusiasm to give himself additional, unnecessary duties. This was an old habit of his that he needed to kick. He knew from experience that improving things simply because they could be improved wasn�t a skill that was monetizable of its own accord.
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 Letis made three trips to town and back, each time bringing water in three new troughs. On his final return trip, Letis brought with him two large barrels, a couple of sturdy scoops, and a shovel which he figured would save himself some trouble throughout the day. Dakkon froze the last of the ice and had to leave the remaining chisel duty to his partner so that he could maximize the odds of not being seen around the stall. It was likely some groups got an early start hunting krimmers, and Dakkon didn�t want any testimonies that he was anything short of an upstanding adventurer who just so happened to be among the first group to start refrigerating their spoils.
 Dakkon�s night had been one of work and preparation. With the sun due to rise in short order, Dakkon moved back into the city and watched the crowd of players hoping to find groups reform. A few of them apparently recognized him, although he had never seen them. They invited him to join their group, but Dakkon politely declined. When he asked how they knew he could �kill a krimmer in one keen strike,� as they had put it they told him a minstrel had been singing a song about him.
�What exactly is that damned bard up to?� Dakkon wondered.
 After another half-hour, Dakkon�s party of four had been reunited, and made a show of setting off, out of the city. Their presence did not go unnoticed, and a few players followed them, likely curious to see about their hunting grounds and methods since they had been the ones to earn such a bounty the day before. The group acted as though this didn�t concern them, but, in fact, it was exactly what they were hoping would happen. Dakkon wished there were more than five followers, but he couldn�t exactly advertise their departure without drawing suspicion.
 The group of four worked their way to Letis�s new stall and were happy to see that the mid-thirties shopkeeper was open for business. The four graciously accepted the merchant�s offer to buy ice for an extortionate 60 gold, and sat back as the merchant scooped a layer of ice into their cart then smoothed it out. The group�s leader-apparent, Ramses, shook the merchant�s hand gratefully, then they set off to hunt. After the exchange, only two of the five who had been trailing the group earlier remained following. The other three had clearly run off, satisfied with the information which they had gathered. �Letis ought to be doing decent business soon enough,� thought Dakkon.
 After the morning�s charade, the group fell into normal stride. Finnegan held overgrown boars captive as the slayers-three drew upon the beasts and felled them quickly. After two hours of good results, the group doubled back to sell their cartload of monster parts.
 Dakkon thought about Letis to establish a telepathic link on the trip back to Tian. �Letis. How�s the shaved ice business treating you?� Dakkon asked.
 �I�ve sold two cart loads since yours,� replied Letis. �We�re going to need a better way to keep all of this ice frozen. If you just pop by and refreeze it occasionally, I�m pretty sure we�ll have to chisel it loose again.�
 �Hopefully sales will pick up when the word spreads,� thought Dakkon. �Did you give the purchasers extra ice?�
 �I sure did,� replied Letis. �I even let them know it was extra, since business was slow.�
 �Good man. We�re heading back to sell, so you may see some new buyers show up soon.�
 Dakkon severed the mental connection to his business partner, and his group walked into town. They sold their bounty for 102 gold, drawing a new round of questions which Ramses turned aside, saying simply that they had a deadline to maintain. It was plain to see the group was pulling a cart filled with red-tinted and sloshy ice, however. When someone asked the skinny, approachable-looking Finnegan where they got the ice, he told them they were just going to top off their ice now. Then, as the small crowd followed the group, Finnegan embellished their success with the frozen product.
 When the crowd arrived at Letis�s stand, Dakkon stepped up before Ramses had a chance.
 �We only want half�to top us off,� Dakkon said loudly enough to be heard and made an odd gesture that served to cast two re-freezing hotspots on the bottom of the two large barrels. His mana left him rapidly.
 Letis sold the group half the amount of ice. The group paid him 30 gold, then before they set off, Finnegan took the opportunity to tell the onlookers that although Letis�s ice was special, it still had a time limit, and that they absolutely had to get the most out of their money. Dakkon marveled that Finnegan might end up advertising the ice far better than he had hoped. They�d probably need to ramp up production for the next day.
 The group took off and repeated the process of hunting, selling, and re-filling their ice, growing the number of in-the-know passersby just as they grew their EXP and rewards. By the end of the day, Letis had nearly sold all of his ice stockpile. In total, the ice had profited them an incredible 880 gold. �Letis must have been able to sway several on-the-fence purchasers,� Dakkon thought. When Finnegan, Ramses, and Damak learned that they would each receive an extra hundred gold on top of their party split of 175 per person, they were ecstatic. Even Damak, who had been less than enthusiastic about misleading players before, was eager to prepare for the anticipated to be much busier second day of sales.
 After a bit of discussion, the five decided to prepare for one high volume day of sales, sell as much as they could, split the profits an even five ways, then disappear for a while, on to other things. Once the customers found out that they were paying 50 credits for plain ice, there would be a reckoning for Letis if he were foolish enough to stay. A single day would allow for a reasonable pillow of doubt, but after that, Letis would likely have a large target placed on his head. Since he was forced to set up shop outside of the city, there would be no guards to intervene no matter how bad the situation got.
 Each was assigned his task, befitting their individual talents. Finnegan would spread the word about the miraculous ice for sale, Dakkon would freeze water, Letis would break the ice up, and Damak would go into town to get refills for the water since there would almost certainly be prying eyes attempting to follow Letis back to his supplier. There would likely be eyes on Letis�s stall tonight, also, which is why Ramses would be out, trying his hardest to keep people away from the area using every means at his disposal. The likelihood that their work wouldn�t go unnoticed was simply another reason for Letis to get out of town.
 The five worked industriously through most of the night, acquiring and filling 12 large barrels with crushed ice, which could be tilted at a 45-degree angle and rolled by one man despite their great weight.
 The extra hands resulted in six times the ice to sell. If luck was on their side, Letis would have one hell of a busy day tomorrow.
 An hour before sunrise, Ramses showed back up to the stall with a red skull on his left cheek.
 �You boys done yet?� asked the rogue.
 �What�s with the skull?� asked Dakkon.
 �Just going above and beyond the call of duty,� said Ramses.
 �Nokti�s mark. You get that skull on your cheek from killing a player,� said an unperturbed Damak. �For a day, others can attack our rogue without receiving a red skull themselves. If they manage to kill him, he�s all but guaranteed to drop some gear. Even if he�s grinding away in a full group, there�s a fair chance of him getting jumped in the middle of a fight. The group can�t really come to his aid, either.�
 �It�s a good thing our fights are so short, then,� said Ramses. �After a fortune seeker sees us down one of those overgrown pigs in a second, I doubt they�d have the balls to try something.� Ramses accentuated his statement by holding out his upturned palms as though weighing two hefty, rounded objects.
 �Or,� said Damak, �Maybe they�ll think you have extremely valuable gear and that the reward of taking you out is worth any risk.�
 The rogue dropped his still outstretched arms and huffed.
 �Ah, never mind that,� said Ramses. �I�m not laying low for a whole day. Not when it�s our last day with the pigs.�
 Ramses�s concern was reasonable. Dakkon was under-leveled and several days� worth of hunting behind the other three, and even he was beginning to notice diminishing returns from the boars. The levels of the four players weren�t particularly high, so it followed that they probably didn�t need to grind the same enemies for long amounts of time simply to progress. For all Dakkon knew, it could be entirely unnecessary to grind in this game. Perhaps players were simply reverting to an old, familiar method of progression which they learned from other games that they had played before.
 �With Finnegan out advertising for us, the hunting grounds may end up being highly contested,� said Dakkon. �On top of the rumors spread by the other players, I doubt we�ll be able to fill the cart as quickly as we managed before.�
 The expression on the others� faces showed that they agreed with Dakkon�s assessment.
 �Speaking of the bard, shall we go meet up with him?� asked Damak. �Ramses should stay here, though. He ought to stay away from town while he�s marked.�
 �Can players attack a marked player in town?� asked Dakkon.
 �Sure, if they�re careful not to be seen by the guard or anyone who would report them,� said Damak. �But, it�s best we avoid advertising that he�s ripe for harvest.�
 �Bah, it�s not my first mark,� said Ramses. �A good cloak�s sufficient enough to hide from prying eyes when you know what you�re doing.�
 �Still,� said Dakkon. �Letis may have some more unwanted company before he opens up shop. It would kill two birds with one stone if you watched his back until then.�
 �I�d like that,� said Letis quickly. The talk of a large target being on his back and that he might have unwanted company seemed to be getting to Letis, now that his hands were finally idle.
 �Fine, fine,� said Ramses. �You are the martyr for our misdeeds, after all.�
 Ramses grinned at Letis and the makeshift merchant�s skin blanched despite the darker-ness of night. Nights in Chronicle simply weren�t as oppressively dark as they were in the real world.
 Damak and Dakkon took the longer route around the outside of town to the east-side entrance of Tian, where Finnegan said they could find him. Along the way they passed totem-like post after totem-like post, which Dakkon had initially assumed were used for some sort of city-wide detection or defense magic�but if they were skirting around the edge of the city early in the morning, then they were doing exactly what he imagined might trip some sort of magical alarm. Some were grouped in twos and threes, while others stood alone. Each stone post was topped with a carving of an animal which, to Dakkon, appeared to be chosen at random.
 �What�s with all the animal�� Dakkon wasn�t sure what to call them, �totems?�
 �Those are way-markers to shrines,� answered Damak. The stout warrior eyed Dakkon curiously. �You haven�t spent much time in Tian, I take it.�
 Dakkon shrugged.
 �The residents of Tian venerate what they call ancestor spirits,� said Damak. �As far as I can tell, they�re all animals. Each spirit has a shrine it is bound to. When you put your back to the city wall and look out to a way-marker, it will point you in the direction of the shrine for that spirit.�
 �Ok,� said Dakkon. �So, they�re for the benefit of fledgling shamans?� ��Like Zelle,� Dakkon thought.
 �I guess,� said Damak. �I�m not really an expert on the matter. I know that certain factions in the city keep the shrines tidy�like the exorcists.�
 �There are exorcists in Chronicle?� asked Dakkon. �Does that mean there are possessions and whatnot?�
 �Honestly, I�m not sure. If a shrine is allowed to fall into disrepair, the ancestor spirit may start lashing out,� said Damak. �Exorcists, among others, are sent to eliminate rogue spirits. Beyond that, who knows. I certainly wouldn�t doubt possession could be a thing in a world with magic.�
 �Guess the only way to find out is to kick over a shrine,� said Dakkon in an attempt to be lighthearted.
 Damak leveled his gaze on Dakkon once again, a serious look in his eyes. �I�d avoid joking about harming the shrines. The people of Tian take the matter seriously. I wouldn�t be surprised if someone were to disappear for a comment like that. Disappearances� happen here.�
 �That�s a bit unnerving,� observed Dakkon. �Any reason why?�
 �I suspect it has something to do with the mob presence in the city; but again, I really don�t know. I�d wager the sort of questions that lead to that answer are the same sort that cause someone to go missing in the first place.�
 �Care to run that by me again?� asked Dakkon.
 �I mean, I don�t think asking about how or why people go missing is a healthy habit,� said Damak.
 �Fair enough,� said Dakkon. �Still, it�s interesting that such a clean and clearly prosperous city would have a criminal underground.�
 �Maybe it�s so nice here because of that,� suggested Damak.
 Dakkon simply couldn�t see it. From his frame of reference, criminals lived in dirty, seedy parts of town where their actions could go mostly unnoticed or unobstructed by the law. He considered how alien the idea was that a mafia-like group would be able to create such an obvious paradise for the wealthy. He turned the idea over in his mind to the sound of their feet plodding along in the damp grass until they reached the eastern entrance to the city.
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 It was still a bit too early for the sun, meaning the pair still had time before they needed to meet up with, and drag Finnegan away from, the tavern. It had been a while since Dakkon stabled his horse�Nightshade�at the temple in eastern Tian. While in the area with a little extra time, Dakkon couldn�t miss an opportunity to see how the proud horse was faring. Though Nightshade seemed to like him well enough, aside from traveling, Dakkon hadn�t spent much time with his mount. The last time they were together, Nightshade had been injured and scared half to death. He worried that, in the eyes of his horse, he might have grown estranged.
 Dakkon and Damak arrived at the temple. After only a bit of fussing with the monk on duty, the helper fetched the older stable master, whom Dakkon had passed the horse along to, and they were taken to see the black horse. Though they had arrived without a treat to offer, Nightshade was still clearly pleased to see Dakkon�though the steed initially snorted at Damak. Despite Nightshade�s ill-temper toward the stubbly warrior, Damak managed to pat the black horse on its neck which it accepted without resistance.
 It was cathartic to see Nightshade once again, even for a brief time. With the knowledge that his horse was doing well, Dakkon made sure to pay for another week�s stabling fees in advance. When the two adventurers set out, Dakkon was a little saddened to leave Nightshade cooped up once again, but he could be damned if he�d let a krimmer rush his horse.
 It only took a few minutes of searching along the streets to find the tavern Finnegan was holed up in. The bard sat drunk, on a stool in front of a wooden bar top, arguing loudly with some other patron about who the better lutist was. Before the situation had a chance to escalate into a time-draining throw down between the two, Dakkon and Damak stepped in and dragged their companion off.
 �Finnegan,� said Dakkon. �Weren�t you supposed to be�I don�t know�spreading rumors for the plan?�
 Finnegan walked on his own down the road, waving away the supporting arm of Damak. �Don�t bother yourself getting worked up,� the bard said with a fading slur. �The message got out�loud and clear. I assure you.�
 There wasn�t much to be done about it. If Finnegan had played around the entire night, they couldn�t fix the problem now, and by the following day enough people would have figured out the ruse to stir up a king-sized ruckus that they�d all rather avoid. They would have to proceed as they had planned. There wouldn�t be another opportunity.
 As they neared the south side of Tian, the streets began to feel awfully lively for an early morning such as it was. A few extra people turned into packs of them. By the time the collection stalls were in view, they could see the truth of the situation. The south end was packed. Hundreds of players moved about in a swarming mass, surging this way and that as they attempted to cobble together hunting parties.
 �Holy shit,� the words slipped from Dakkon�s mouth. He wore a dumbfounded expression plastered on his face. �Sorry to have doubted you, Finnegan. Good work.�
 Damak nodded with a sort of respectful awe and patted the bard�s back. If the rapidly sobering Finnegan was pleased by his work or the praise, he played it off coolly.
 �I guess we had better get to it,� said Dakkon. Despite the spectacle before them, they had hunting to get to.
 The three hurried towards Letis�s stall to reclaim their cart. When they arrived, no fewer than 50 people were queued with carts ready, waiting as Letis scrambled to accommodate them. The three recovered their own cart, sent word to Ramses, then headed to their rogue�s location.
 Ramses was waiting only about 60 meters from the commotion around Letis�s stall, hidden by the shroud of brush and trees. He still had the red player killer�s mark on his cheek and, reasonably, didn�t want to draw unnecessary attention to himself.
 �We�ll have to go deeper into the forest,� said Ramses. �The stragglers on the edge that we�ve been hunting are all gone.�
 �And the day�s only just begun,� said Dakkon, shaking his head.
 �It�s much more dangerous deeper inward,� cautioned Damak. �Krimmer are mostly grouped up. Besides the pigs, there are some other nasty creatures out and about, and it�s not impossible that we even run into the Tribe.�
 �The Tribe?� asked Dakkon.
 �They�re kind of like Tian�s angry neighbors,� said Ramses.
 �They�re mean little bastards is what they are,� said Damak. �I�ve seen one kill a group of five.�
 A more detailed explanation of �the Tribe� would probably need to wait. The competition for hunting krimmer would soon push out deeper into the forest much as the party planned to do. If they wanted to hunt boars while they still could, they�d have to get started. �What about bandits?� asked Dakkon.
 �This area is too dangerous for bandits,� said Ramses, who waved his hand dismissively.
 �All right, so then we�ll be careful about everything else,� said Dakkon dryly. �Onwards toward adventure.� He began to walk.
 �If we eat it, I�ll compose an excellent ballad about your poor judgement and pervasive foul odor that�s certain to be a hit,� said the now fully sober Finnegan in a tone which could very possibly have been a joke. Uncertain why exactly he deserved the gibe, but suspecting that on some level this was all his doing, Dakkon covertly sniffed himself. Perhaps the bard was upset by his previous lack of faith?
 �Well then, you�d better add a few lines about my slow wit and tendency to faint during a confrontation,� added Dakkon with a similar delivery.
 �Noted,� said Finnegan without cracking a smile. Damak grinned.
 �Damn, we�d better stay alive,� thought Dakkon. �I�m literally asking for it otherwise.� Dakkon shook his head and the group set off.
 Wading into deeper forest was, indeed, wading into deeper danger. The first krimmer that they encountered brought along another big boar to the fight. To everyone�s credit, even with the secondary creature�s unexpected arrival, not one faltered. Damak managed to take several glancing blows from the additional krimmer by bracing his shield at a 45-degree angle from the incoming charges, then jumping out of the way right as the monster connected with his battered shield�spinning the warrior but ensuring he absorbed little of the beast�s assault head-on.
 Ramses and Dakkon were strong enough now that they, without the help of others, could fell a boar with their coordinated strikes. They finished their work in an instant and turned to strike at Damak�s beast. Finnegan even managed a few beginning notes of the battle hymn he had been itching to perform, but sighed as the second krimmer quickly dropped.
 �Maybe next time,� said Ramses, placing a heavy hand on the bard�s back.
 The group of four pushed onwards. Their next encounter could be two boars or more, though it was difficult to be certain in the intermittently thick clumps of forest surrounding them. Like clockwork, Finnegan began to pacify one krimmer as Damak charged toward the second before it had a chance to build any real momentum. This time, however, before Dakkon and Ramses were close enough to strike, Finnegan�s tune ended with a twang and an, �Urk!� The krimmer, only a step away, shook off the music�s effect and with a twist of its mighty head, flailed wildly.
[Krimmer has struck you for 140 damage. Remaining HP 510/650]
 Dakkon tumbled backwards, taken off guard by the beast�s sudden shift to hostility. Ramses had been thrown backwards, too, though he managed to sprawl to stop his roll sooner than Dakkon. This may have not been to his advantage, however, as he became the closest target for the massive boar�s rage.
 Dakkon recovered to his knees some 20 paces backward. He wasn�t used to taking hits like that�or at all, really. His head rang with dull pain.
 Dakkon looked towards Finnegan to figure out what happened, but only managed to see one of the bard�s legs for a brief instant before it disappeared into the obfuscation of the tree tops. Dakkon knew that Finnegan needed help, but the two angry krimmer would likely kill Ramses and Damak if he went after the bard now. Dakkon gritted his teeth and charged toward the boar that had sent him flying.
 The krimmer had not wasted any time in pursuing the nearby rogue, and was nearly upon him. Not one to idle either, Ramses threw a hand-full of dirt at the beast�s face. The krimmer huffed and shook violently, clearly surprised by the assault on its senses. Dakkon used the opening to strike at the beast�s backside with two, practiced swipes�
[You have slashed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 500 damage.]
[You have slashed a krimmer for 233 damage.]
 �but this krimmer was not caught unaware and used the force of a several-hundred kilo rump to bat Dakkon away.
[Krimmer has kicked you for 352 damage. Remaining HP 298/650]
 Another kick from the boar would prove fatal. Dakkon�s head swam from the force of being knocked ass over teakettle twice in half a minute. Through some force of will, Dakkon focused on the opponent before him. Ramses struck out at the boar�s backside, much in the same way Dakkon had just done. He wisely attempted only a single strike, however, then pulled back to avoid any recourse. Dakkon moved to flank the krimmer, but as soon as the beast lost sight of Dakkon, it charged at Ramses to avoid another painful swipe at its hind.
 The loud thud of a solid strike rang out as the second krimmer finally caught Damak�s shield squarely, splintering its wood and warping the iron bands which held it together. Damak was thrown backwards�his arms, which had both been bracing the shield, were blown aside, twisted, bloodied, and broken. Somehow, perhaps thanks to the superhuman endurance that the game granted him, he landed on his feet. The sight was shocking, but Dakkon knew he had little time to act.
 �Attack now!� Dakkon ran at the boar they had been engaged with as he yelled to Ramses. He marked a tender portion of the boar�s rump which had been previously struck and created a condensed hotspot. The two close-range combatants were almost upon the beast when it flailed frantically then turned away from his assailants, a burning ember visible on its backside. Rogue and edgemaster plunged their daggers into the krimmer�s back with desperate fervor.
[You have stabbed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 512 damage. A krimmer has been slain.]
[You have gained 620 experience! EXP until next level 3,086/6,380]
 The two backstabbers turned on their heels and sprinted toward their companion�s boar without so much as reading the confirmation of their kill. As they reached the boar, they struck at its exposed underbelly with precision honed from repetition as the stubborn warrior kicked the boar square in its nose.
[You have slashed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 499 damage.]
[You have stabbed a krimmer in a vulnerable location for 530 damage. A krimmer has been slain.]
[You have gained 620 experience! EXP until next level 3,706/6,380]
 �Damn man,� said Dakkon to the mangled Damak, �are you ok?�
 �Never mind me,� said Damak. �Finn needs help and I�m not climbing any trees like this.�
 Eyes wide from the sight of human arms bent at new angles, Dakkon nodded, then Ramses and he ran toward the approximate location of where Finnegan had disappeared and they set to climbing separate trees.
 Dakkon found climbing to be easier than he had expected. The trunk of the tree before him was too wide to get his arms fully around it, and there were no low-hanging branches to assist him. Still, by gripping with his thighs and calves then with his arms, one after the other, he was surprised to find that he could climb the thick trunk. Despite the initial ease, after only about three meters of progress, Dakkon�s body ached from the effort. He had used all of his mana to be sure his earlier hotspot had worked on the thick-skinned krimmer, and now he suspected that he might be low or out of endurance.
[Trait unlocked! You treat the world as your ladder. You have gained the Trait: Climber]

 Dakkon painfully climbed the final meter to the bottom of the canopy where he hoped to find any relief to recover. Struggling for every bit of height he gained, the weary edgemaster finally grabbed the perpendicular purchase of a sturdy limb. Then, though no simple feat, he pulled himself up and onto the branch.
[Through struggle, you manage to elevate yourself. You have gained a rank in Climber!]
 Dakkon heaved desperately. Each breath replenished his reserves a little, but he had no time to wait. The canopy was thick and he couldn�t see or hear Finnegan. Dakkon clawed upward and between trees to where branches crossed and there he saw it.
 What had grabbed Finnegan�and likely gripped him still�was a snake easily over 10 meters long. It was fatter towards its head which fanned out in a similar manner to a cobra, though the shape was more like a miter or arrowhead. The head of the snake was wider than Dakkon�s torso, and the rest of its body slowly tapered in size. Only certain sections of the creature were visible as it was coiled around and squeezing something�Finnegan being the smart bet.
 The creature was overgrown and far too big for Dakkon to handle, and he knew it. The snake eyed him with cold eyes, unthreatened and unconcerned that the tiny challenger might try to take his meal. Rustling could be heard from the direction of another tree and the vibrations caused the snake to look around warily. In an instant, Dakkon made up his mind. He lunged at the snake�s head, stabbing the coil of scales and muscle as he gripped onto it with his thighs and calves, much as he had on his ascent up the tree. The snake flailed, unable to bite Dakkon where he clung. The creature whipped Dakkon into a tree abruptly as Ramses showed up.
[Seren binder has struck you for 64 damage. Remaining HP 234/650]
[You have collided with a tree for 73 damage. Remaining HP 161/650]
 �Holy shit!� exclaimed Ramses.
 The arrival of a third person, along with a dagger inside it, shifted the serpent�s priorities. It rapidly uncoiled and began to squirm away.
 �Make sure Finn doesn�t drop,� shouted Dakkon, though he knew he should be more concerned about himself falling as the snake shot away from the location of their encounter, slithering between branches. Dakkon braced himself for the raking of leaves and branches as he hung on. Letting go may as well have meant falling from the trees. The snake tore through the treetops, desperately trying to shake off and be rid of the nuisance still holding onto it.
[The burdens of travel become milder. You have gained a rank in Rider!]
 Immediately after the message appeared, nearly a minute into the snake�s erratic flight, Dakkon and dagger were scraped from the creature�s back as the massive snake rounded a trunk.
[You have been slammed for 122 points of damage. Remaining HP 39/650]
 Dakkon wildly grabbed for a branch, unable to fully grip it while holding his dagger. The branch slipped from his grasp and he fell downward. His body lurched as his feet struck a branch about a meter below, and Dakkon stabbed his dagger into the tree�s trunk to help stabilize himself.
 As Dakkon started descending from his snake-riding adrenaline rush, he descended the tree as well. When at the bottom of the arboreal ladder, he looked around to get his bearing. He had been carried some ways from where he had fought and needed to backtrack while avoiding the attention of large boars, snakes, and anything else if he wanted to make it out safely. Dakkon wasn�t certain which direction he had been taken due to the wild nature of the snake�s treetop flight, but he figured he could at least walk in the opposite direction of where the snake seemed to be heading. It was all he had to go on. Dakkon hadn�t considered that he might end up lost and alone when he jumped on the snake�he mostly expected to be ejected from the game and barred for 11 hours before reappearing in the inn where Damak and he had collected Finnegan earlier in the day.
 His guess was correct. After a few minutes, Dakkon was happy to find that his decision about where to head was a good one. Dakkon saw Finnegan and Damak, both seated, unmoving, with backs pressed against the trunks of trees. Dakkon moved toward them and Ramses jumped out of some nearby brush, startling him.
 �You rode a snake!� Rameses exclaimed in a voice loud enough to cause the two seated men to stir in mild alarm.
 �So, Finnegan�s ok?� Dakkon asked.
 �Who cares about that!� exclaimed Ramses. �You rode a fucking snake! That was the single most metal thing I�ve ever seen.�
 Ramses slammed his hand against Dakkon�s back in two quick, appreciative, yet painful, thwacks.
[Ramses has struck you for 8 damage. Remaining HP 31/650]
[Ramses has struck you for 8 damage. Remaining HP 23/650]
 �Woah, cut it out,� said Dakkon with calming hands upraised. �I�m on my last legs here.�
 �Damn I wish I had been recording. That was sweet,� Ramses said, shaking with excitement.
 �You can ride the next one,� Dakkon said while he pulled out a ration of dried meat and a flask of water to kickstart his regeneration. Then, after a few bites and a couple of swigs, he walked up to Finnegan and Damak. �You two look like hell,� Dakkon said to the seated pair.
 �You know, I think I will write a song about you after all,� said Finnegan darkly before breaking into a smile.
 �I�m shocked that thing didn�t crush you to death,� Dakkon remarked.
 �Me too,� the bard replied. �It didn�t really squeeze me much at all. I think it must have been trying to suffocate me.�
 �Maybe it doesn�t like crushed food,� suggested Ramses, which earned him a stare from the seated men.
 �Damak, how are the stumps?� Dakkon asked while examining Damak�s arms. They had already healed significantly from Damak�s short rest. Had this been the real world, the recovery speed would have been nothing short of miraculous.
 �They�ll be fine in a few more minutes,� said Damak as, before their very eyes, a broken bone snapped back into its proper place. �The shield�s done for though.�
 Dakkon recoiled slightly from the alien sight of human flesh and bone rapidly mending itself and was happy to check out the distraction of Damak�s splintered shield.
 �I don�t suppose you�ve got a spare?� asked Dakkon.
 �No,� replied the stout warrior. �One of them is enough to lug around, I assure you.�
 Dakkon was prepared to overlook the fact that they had brought a cart with them which could easily act as Damak�s personal shield repository, should it be necessary. The inventory system in Chronicle didn�t penalize players much for extra weight in their bags, either. Damak must be saying he�s broke in his own way. The warrior had just lost his personal gear for the sake of the party. It must be expensive to play a tank.
 �Are we going to keep fighting or should we regroup, re-gear, and invite a healer and ranged damage dealer?� asked Ramses.
 The four looked uncertain. Adding another member to the group would make leveling easier, but might draw unwanted attention when the newcomers noticed their cart being refrigerated without the special ice which was now, known to all, a requirement of hunting krimmer. Having the knowledge that special ice isn�t necessary and failing to bring that information forward might prove to be just as damning as being connected to selling the fraudulent frost. Then again, they were in a thick forest with unknown dangers. If they could be careful and well informed, the four would certainly be able to move onward. It was their lack of knowledge about what they faced which amplified the potential for blunder.
 �Do any of you know a good tight-lipped healer in the area?� asked Dakkon. No one did. Zelle came to mind, but she would be off working on her class and, despite her willingness to answer his questions, Dakkon barely knew her.
 �Well then, let�s go get a drink,� said Finnegan. �The sensation of being bitten, lifted, coiled, and squished by a snake big enough to eat our rogue�s fat mom is something I�m not going to be able to shake off without a particularly fine bottle of scotch.�
 �Didn�t you just�� began Ramses who was cut off by Damak.
 �I could use a drink and a new shield,� agreed the stout warrior, stifling any argument after Finnegan�s jeer.
 �Maybe we can find out something about these snakes to forewarn of their ambushes while we�re in town,� suggested Dakkon.
 Before Ramses could dissent further, Finnegan spoke for him, �Ramses can have a Shirley Temple.�
 Rameses looked terribly offended at first, before apparently deciding that he would, indeed, like one if the opportunity presented itself. The inner workings of this decision-making process painted clearly on his face caused the others to chuckle at the display.
 The party wheeled their scantily-filled cart back in the direction of town, passing by several groups of players with carts containing sloshy, melting ice and little more krimmer meat than their own haul. When they arrived at the location of Letis�s stall, they found a mass of players surrounding it from all angles. The four approached cautiously.
 �What�s taking so long!� one player demanded.
 �When did they even leave?�
 �Does anyone have them on their friends list? I need a refill!�
 Dakkon tapped on a player�s shoulder near the outer edge of the throng of players and asked, �What�s going on?�
 �The vendor ran out of that preserving ice,� said the player. �He said he was going to resupply about 15 minutes ago.�
 �No way,� Dakkon said. He turned and whispered to the other three. �There�s no way he could have sold all of that ice that quickly. Something must be up.� Concern showed on the others� faces. The physical exertion alone of selling that amount of ice shouldn�t have been possible over a couple of hours. Dakkon was worried for his partner.
 The group walked into town, Ramses taking care to keep his marked cheek obscured within the hood of his cloak. Dakkon thought about Letis to establish a mental connection.
 �Letis,� thought Dakkon. �Are you ok?�
 Dakkon�s anticipation built as he waited for his partner�s reply.
 �Oh, hey, what�s up?� asked Letis in an unconcerned tone, completely dispelling any tension.
 �Don�t just say what�s up!� Dakkon mentally snapped. �There�s a huge mob of people looking for you.�
 �Well, yeah,� replied Letis casually. �Wasn�t that the plan?�
 �You seem pretty relaxed considering the situation,� thought Dakkon. �Are you at a tavern or something?�
 �Just a little,� thought Letis. �I can have a drink while I lay low.� There was a brief pause before Letis said, �Yeah that�s why I�m here. Why�re you here?�
 Dakkon was confused, then he had a troubling thought. �You aren�t speaking out loud to me are you�as in, with your mouth?� he added as an afterthought.
 �Of course I�m speaking with my mouth. How else would I talk?� said Letis with sapient rhetoric.
�Damn! Where are you right now?� asked Dakkon.
 �I�m at the Daze of Yore� War � are you�re?� thought Letis.
 �What? Never mind. We�re on our way. Hang tight and do not,� Dakkon stressed these words, �wander off.�
 �Ok. Nada problem,� replied Letis.
 Dakkon severed the link.
 �Finnegan, do you know where the Daze of Yore is?� asked Dakkon.
 �I do. I take it that�s where we�ll find our esteemed colleague?�
 �You�ve got it,� said Dakkon. �We need to get there as soon as possible.�
 �It�s on the west end. Ramses, you should know the back alleys?� Finnegan raised an inquisitive eyebrow to make it a question.
 �Yeah, follow me,� the rogue replied. �Try not to look at anyone.�
 Under Ramses�s lead, the four left their cart of little krimmer loot and made quick time between alleyways, over two rooftops, and through one locals-only watering hole. When they found Letis, he was in the company of three rough-looking men who appeared to be in good spirits, drinking good spirits at Letis�s expense. Letis appeared happy to oblige them. The other three drinking looked to be the type to break skulls and bottles both should their ticket to free liquor be stolen from them.
 Dakkon needed to extract his companion. Not wanting to cause an uproar, he hoped a little showmanship could grease the wheels. He approached the drinking men with an expression of extreme but familiar annoyance while Finnegan sat himself at the bar to order a strictly medicinal scotch.
 �Letis,� Dakkon said in his best rustic accent while he walked up to the seated man with an air of exasperated familiarity. �Bridgette is a right mess. She sent me to scour the bars for you�again.� Without a lot of time to think, he had decided that a marital crisis would be the easiest way to pull a man from unfriendly-looking company.
 Banter at the table fell silent as Letis looked up in confusion. �Oh, Dakkon�� Letis trailed off.
 �Now this is the last time I�m missing work to come hunting for you! I don�t care if she is my sister!� Dakkon barked. He wasn�t nearly as convincing in his performance as he�d have liked, but the men Letis sat with cringed as though it were a scene they�d seen before.
 Letis, in his drunken state, did not know how to respond to the sudden, fictitious intervention he was thrust into.
 �Get your sorry hide up and let�s go,� said Dakkon, shaking his head in faux frustration. If the three gruff-looking individuals which Letis had been sitting with had any input on the situation, they kept it to themselves.
 Once Letis was on his feet, steadying himself by holding onto the table, Dakkon gestured towards the drunk salesman. Without skipping a beat, Ramses and Damak strode to either side of the wobbling man and acted as his supports.
 Though Damak was stoic in his role, Ramses playfully added, �So here we are again,� and shook his head as the three walked toward the door as one.
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 1,822 gold. An even five-way split yielded each group member an astounding 1,822 gold. Each one gold being worth approximately a credit, Dakkon now had on him 2,341 credits and some change.
 He�d never had so much money simply� there, on his person. Dakkon found that, for once, the daunting payment of 1,000 credits for his monthly rent wouldn�t be causing him any real grief or stress. Dakkon felt a fleeting sense of elation and accomplishment which was quickly numbed by another feeling that his deeds might not go unpunished. Forget having such a sum of money simply on his person, it was on his person in a videogame world where he�d already been assaulted by bandits and muggers. He had to see about securing his money and do it quickly. Aside from Letis, who was laying asleep above covers on the bed of the inn room, the others� expressions conveyed a similar internal dialogue. Finnegan was the first to snap out of his own muddled reverie. The bard�s lips curled into a broad smile.
 �Boys,� said Finnegan. �That was truly exceptional. You have my sincerest gratitude. Should you ever need a bard in your nefarious misadventures, I insist you call upon me. Alas, after playing my songs last night, I have no intention of staying here an unnecessary moment. Adieu.� The bard gave a curt bow and then, without waiting for a response or giving any idea about where it was he might be headed, Finnegan left.
 �I think our bard may have the right idea,� said Damak. �Unfortunately for me, I have regular training and work to attend to here, but I�ll see if I can get myself included in some caravan work or mission that takes me away from the city for a while.� Damak nodded at Dakkon and Ramses approvingly. �Providing we aren�t hunted down for this, feel free to look me up�with more legitimate work next time, preferably.�
 Dakkon and Ramses shook the warrior�s hand in turn, then Damak gave a quick salute to the unconscious Letis by touching his forefinger to his forehead as he walked out the door.
 �How about you,� Dakkon asked Ramses. �Will you be leaving town?�
 �Nah, I�ve got a� sort of hierarchy to adhere to here,� said the rogue. �I could put in a good word for you, if you want. You�d probably do well as a thief.�
 �Thanks for the offer, but despite the last few days I�m really not looking for any trouble,� Dakkon said.
 �Hah. You could�ve fooled me,� said Ramses. �If you change your mind, I�ll make sure you miss out on some of the initiation rites that the newbies have to go through, seeing as I�m so well ingratiated and all.�
 �I�ll hold you to it, then,� Dakkon said with a smirk. The two clasped forearms. Ramses gave a nod and turned to leave.
 Dakkon was left alone with the inebriated Letis. His rent for the next month was taken care of. All he needed to do was have his in-game gold converted. He planned to stay with Letis until the man sobered up a bit, then he�d like to know how the ice had been sold so quickly. Dakkon invoked the command, Planeshift, summoning his large media console obelisk to do some research.
 After an hour, Dakkon had learned a lot on the subject of currency transactions with regard to Chronicle. There was no way, to date, to store gold with a bank in order to withdraw later. Deposited gold, after confirmation, would be converted to credits and could only be transferred back and withdrawn into the game from a banking teller under the penalty of another fee. Currently, the value of a gold coin was slightly stronger than a credit. Banking organizations have been flocking to the game world en masse and the demand for in-game currency seemed to only be increasing. There were even speculation threads which suggested investing in gold while the player base was still new and growing. Dakkon didn�t have the luxury to gamble away his payday. He did, however, have a bit of padding for next month�s rent between his recent bounty and his upcoming, final paycheck.
 Though banking tellers were handy for making withdraws, all Dakkon needed to do to transfer his funds out of the game was to link his credit account in the real world to his Chronicle account. His bank, Green Valley, had already created a simple tool to convert in-game currency to credits remotely. It could be used to set up a withdraw from a bank teller in advance, too, although there were limitations on the amount of credits one could convert into gold and platinum. While it seemed odd that he could remotely deposit money, but not withdraw it, Dakkon thought that perhaps forcing players to report to a banker after every successful hunt or business dealing might grow tiresome, and it might attract opportunists to hover around banks to try and make an easy profit from the hard work of others. If developers were making a profit from the banks� transaction fees then it was smart business, but it could just as easily be a concession of convenience for the players� sakes.
 There was also the matter of his bank�s conversion fee. Green Valley charged one percent to convert from in-game currency into real-world credits, and seven percent in the other direction. Dakkon had learned that banks were competing to acquire more in-game currency at that time and were incentivizing players with low-to-no conversion fees when taking money out of Chronicle so that they could quickly turn around and collect more fees from those who wanted to pour their credits into the game. There were even rumors of companies using scores of employees to convert company credits into in-game currency to get a foothold on the burgeoning in-game economy.
 Green Valley, Dakkon�s bank in the real world, may not have offered the best transfer rates out of the game, but he would have the peace of mind that comes from dealing with an organization he already used and trusted. The bank�s application, which he could access from his multimedia obelisk, was tidy, simple, and after only a single failed password input, Dakkon had 1,800 real, secure extra credits and a new two-step verification system set up for his online bank. After the paltry fee of 18 gold deducted by his bank, he had 523 gold available on his person. He had an urge to put the rest away, but the seven percent fee he�d have to pay to retrieve any money he�d need served as a considerable deterrent.
 Letis stirred, drawing Dakkon�s attention. The man didn�t seem afflicted, but Dakkon pointed to a mug of water waiting on the bedside counter. Letis shrugged and drained the mug. He clearly wasn�t drunk, hung over, or light-headed despite his excessive, pre-nap drinking.
 �How�re you feeling?� Dakkon asked.
 �Great, actually. Except for a quickly growing dread that there are people looking for me,� Letis added with an air of resigned calm.
 �So� you�re not going to run for the hills after today?� Dakkon asked carefully.
 �I�ll leave for a while to be on the safe side,� Letis said with a shrug.
 �So, tell me how you managed to sell that much ice in only enough time for us to get our asses kicked and limp back.�
 Letis gave an uncharacteristic, mischievous grin. �I was selling half the amount from yesterday for 60 gold a pop. Within 30 minutes I was dead tired from the effort. Then, an entrepreneurial sort approached me and offered to buy the rest at a discount,� Letis said. �I couldn�t say yes fast enough, with how tired I was.�
 �So, they bought the ice to resell it?� asked Dakkon, surprised by news.
 �I assume so. Maybe they saw the demand and how exhausted I looked, then decided to take a chance�� Letis trailed off as though he was deliberately leaving out some information in his retelling of events.
 �Who�s the guy you sold to?� asked Dakkon. �He must be pissed and wealthy. In my experience that�s not a good combination of traits.�
 �It didn�t seem like it was entirely his own decision to make the offer. It was more like he was someone�s emissary,� said Letis.
 Dakkon wasn�t sure what to think about the situation.
 �There is another, minor detail�� Letis trailed off again, seeming reluctant to continue.
 �What�s the detail?� Dakkon asked.
 �He sort of� mentioned you. By name�� said Letis.
 �He what!� exclaimed Dakkon.
 �And he sort of�� Letis continued his evasive storytelling.
 �He sort of what, exactly, Letis?� demanded Dakkon.
 �He sort of made the purchase contingent on you meeting with him tomorrow,� Letis finally let out.
 �That�s the sort of thing you might want to message me to chat about,� said Dakkon.
 �I know, but I knew it was the best solution and assumed that you�d jump at the opportunity to distance ourselves from the ruse. Plus, there was a line of players growing angry and I really wanted to get out of there,� said Letis.
 Dakkon wasn�t upset. Letis was right. Even if Dakkon died from the encounter, having his rent paid and then some would easily be worth the downtime. Still, he would have preferred to make the decision on his own.
 Dakkon sighed. �Where exactly am I supposed to meet with him, and why me?�
 �I don�t know why you, honestly. The location is the wind mage guild�s restricted area on the west side of town. When you give the guards a passphrase, they�ll take you in,� said Letis.
 �What sort of restricted area are we talking about here?� asked Dakkon.
 Letis shrugged. �I don�t know. I�ve been here about as long as you have.�
 �Fine then. What�s the passphrase?�
 Letis opened his mouth to respond, then paused�eyes rolling up and to the right as he thought frantically. �Ehm� it was� something� esoteric sounding. Sort of jargony.�
 Dakkon stared at Letis in disbelief. �You mean to tell me that you signed me up for some shady meeting and can�t even remember how to get me to it?� barked Dakkon.
 �I was deep into my fourth or fifth cup of double ale when you walked in,� said Letis. �I forgot, but I�m sure jogging my memory will kick it to the surface.�
 Dakkon simply shook his head. �The caravan heading north ought to be leaving soon. You should buy some local goods, travel somewhere, and peddle some wares in another city since you�re leaving town anyway,� suggested Dakkon.
 Letis nodded, he had come to a similar conclusion.
 �While you�re on our way�think�very�carefully about what the password could be. I�ll try and dig up some information on this restricted area.�
 Letis nodded again, somewhat solemnly.
 Dakkon�s lips spread into a broad smile. �Good job on the sale, buddy. You�ve really saved my ass with rent and whatnot.�
 The traces of worry faded from Letis�s face.
 �I think I might give this merchant thing a go,� said Letis. �I like it more than grinding faith points for the Goddess Daenara at any rate.�
 �You seem well suited to it,� Dakkon said. �Even in Derrum you showed your knack for haggling.�
 �It�s not much of an escape from a day job, but it�s been exciting,� Letis said.
 �Maybe you can work on the black market,� joked Dakkon.
 �I think I�ll try to keep my hands cleaner from now on. Then again, maybe if a good opportunity presents itself�� Letis trailed off once again.
 The two chuckled at the thought of Letis smuggling and peddling ill-gotten goods, but on the other hand it seemed significantly less farfetched than the schemes he�d only recently been an integral part of.
 �Good luck, Letis,� said Dakkon.
 Letis smiled, �Good luck, Dakkon. If you have another half-cocked, absurd, impossibly arrogant, doomed-to-fail plan, let me know. I�ll mull it over and inevitably decline, but I�d still like to get a kick out of hearing about it.�
 �You�ve got it,� said Dakkon. Then the two travelers parted ways.
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HAPTER 22: 
G
REETINGS
 Dakkon reviewed his progression:
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped) ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 64 � (50 + 14 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Intellect: 13 � (10 + 3 Equipped)
|Luck: 50
|Free Stat Points: 60

|Hit Points: 650/650
|Endurance: 350/350
|Mana Points: 362/362
|Level: 24
|EXP Until Next Level: [_____3,706/6,380]

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Climber � 2� 49% [___________]
|Disciplined � 12� 62% [______________]
|Heroic � 2� 2% [_]
|Hunter � 9� 42% [________]
|Rider � 4� 7% [__]
|Steadfast � 1� 0% []
|Stealthy � 4� 80% [_________________]
|Thick � 2� 5% [_]

|����
|Classes
|����
|Primary Class: Edgemaster
|Class Level: Null
|EXP Until Next Level: [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|Skills:
|+Mastery � 1�� [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|+Edge � 1�� [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|Special: Edgemaster is locked as your primary class.
|Special: Classes may not be changed or removed.
|
|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 27
|EXP Until Next Level: [__1,100/7,240]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 28� 55% [____________]
|+Heat (Touch) � 24� 88% [__________________]
|+Chill (Touch) � 24� 37% [________]
|+Hotspot (Area) � 19� 89% [__________________]
|+Condense � 1�� [______________________]

 Only a few hours after the group had fully split apart, Dakkon was out observing the so-called restricted area located on aeromagi guild land. Dakkon had initially tried to contact Benton, the aeromagus whom he had hunted alongside of in the first group he was a part of after arriving in Tian, but the mage was offline or, at least, unresponsive. He�d been asking around about the compound as discreetly as he could manage, but the answers he received were anything except useful. Players and NPCs had extremely varied ideas about what the place actually was. Some believed the area was an advanced training ground for wind magi which offered faster-than-tavern mana regeneration and access to hidden, rare and powerful spells. Others believed the area was a secret society which hoarded exotic treasures, gave out rare classes and quests, and had special maps on display which showed all the best dungeons for the area. That seemed highly unlikely, but the mention of rare classes, no matter how unlikely, would always pique Dakkon�s interest. Another group seemed to believe the area was a playground of the rich which featured free, priceless meals that increased stat bonuses to astronomical levels. While this, too, seemed farfetched, the final iteration was loosely supported by the fact that chefs were frequently escorted into the large, closed-compound throughout the day. Other figures�cloaked to obscure their identities�were escorted in as well. The truth of the matter, however, was about to be revealed to Dakkon because he had walked inside only moments ago.
 Getting into the building had proven to be a task suited to the talents Dakkon had cultivated. Two men stood sentry at either side of the large, wooden double doors leading into the compound. Dakkon had observed the two halting each individual and group approaching the entrance. One member of a group would raise a hand, then the guards would allow them entry.
 After Dakkon had slowly worked his way to a sufficiently close vantage point, he was able to see that which granted the groups admission. Above each mage�s upturned palm, there twisted a miniature vortex of swirling air. It appeared to Dakkon that entry into the restricted area was dictated by a certain degree of technical mastery in wind magic. He supposed it made sense. If there was a sufficiently skilled wind mage, the guild likely trained them, or at least knew of them. If you want an area to be exclusive grounds for wind mages, why not make the entry requirement wind magic?
 Dakkon didn�t know any wind magic, but he had created a whirlwind by accident through magically charged hot and cold air. It had been quite a while since he had made the dust devil in the inn and, since then, Dakkon had progressed significantly as a thermomancer. He figured the task should be easy.
 Deciding that he could no longer learn anything useful from simply watching the door or asking vague, unassuming questions, Dakkon pulled the hood of his cloak around his head, dusted himself off, and walked up to the two guards. They turned to him, opening their mouths to speak as Dakkon�s hands pulsed with hot and cold magical energy, funneling it into the air between them. Dakkon now knew how to condense the magical surges of temperature and did so to great effect.
 A burst of swirling wind erupted from his hands, blowing off his hood and causing the guards to stumble back slightly in surprise.
 �Easy now, we get it,� said one guard.
 Dakkon re-settled the hood around his head, his visage completely exposed for a moment. Any passing players would have been able to see the blue name floating above his head while the cowl was down. The NPC guards would also be able to recognize him if they needed to find him.
 The guards opened the wooden double doors enough to grant him passage into the poorly furnished entry hall. As doors closed behind Dakkon, leaving him inside and alone, he could hear one guard�s protests about new mages showing off.
 The long antechamber looked to be made entirely of smooth, hard stone with a couple of large, symmetrically placed holes on either side of the hall that you could see into�to an extent�when walking deeper into the building. The holes didn�t look to be decorative, nothing in the hall did, which meant that they were functional. If the corridor were trapped, that would explain the lack of ornamentation. Dakkon walked carefully down the corridor, placing his feet gingerly on stone tiles and testing the ground in front of him. Perhaps a display of wind magic was only part of what was needed to gain entry. Perhaps any misplaced foot could lead to a gruesome end. Perhaps he was being paranoid, as one tends to be when doing a poor job of infiltrating a restricted area.
 After Dakkon stepped over a stone threshold that looked as though it might have the ability to raise and seal off the antechamber, he found himself in a round, warmly-lit, and lavish nexus with five large passageways which split off like spokes from the hub of a wheel. The hallway to the far left was labeled by an elegant sign with crimson letters on dark tan leather which read �Lounge.� Muffled noises and delicious scents wafted to him from the lounge corridor. Dakkon decided that path would likely be the safest to explore as strangers were expected in lounges�but if there was anything worth finding, it would probably be down one of the other paths. Dakkon eased his nerves by reminding himself that he didn�t break in�he was granted entry. Plus, he was expected to arrive there anyway�albeit sometime tomorrow. What�s the worst trouble he could get himself into?
 Dakkon decided he would take his chances with an unknown hallway, choosing the first counterclockwise corridor from the antechamber he had entered through, directly opposite of the lounge. The round hub room had been invitingly illuminated, however the hallway he now tread down had just enough lighting to have a rough idea of where one was placing their feet. Dakkon�s eyes quickly adjusted to the low-light environment. About 40 paces dead ahead of him, he found a stone slab barring any advancement. There was no hinge nor handle on the door of stone. There were, however, three small holes on either side of the slab, each about the size of a human palm. As far as Dakkon could see, each hole travelled in a different direction inside the wall, and they did not inter-connect.
 Dakkon figured that the holes must relate to how the slab is raised and lowered. The problem was, he had no idea how it worked. The obvious answer, being in a zone belonging to powerful wind wizards, was that it was some sort of gust-activated puzzle. Placing one hand on a hole and producing wind that spun in the correct way with one�s left hand and in a likely different way through another hole on the right. Were that the case, the puzzle seemed like it would make for an effective lock. Dakkon could produce wind by manipulating temperature, but he had never tried to do so with each hand, separately. There was also the strong likelihood that using the wrong holes would spring some nefarious trap. That�s how he would have designed the puzzle if he had something to guard�and perhaps having something to guard this well meant it would be worth the risk to have a crack at it.
 Dakkon didn�t deliberate for long before trying to pour hot and cold air from the pinky and thumb of his right hand. If he couldn�t do it, then he couldn�t do it and that would be the end of it. By condensing the heat and cold as he manipulated the angle of his fingers, he could manage a small cyclone. After a bit of fiddling around�and a surprising amount of joint pain from keeping his fingers in specific, rigid postures for a time�he had managed it. Still, four condensed hotspots powerful enough to create two whirlwinds with the requisite kick to flip whatever trigger needed triggering or tumbler that needed tumbling would probably take every point of mana he had and then some.
 Dakkon allowed his mana to fill to full, placed his left hand over the middle hole on the left side of the door and his right hand over the top hole on the right�locations he had chosen completely at random�and breathed in deeply to steel himself against the second most brazen thing he�d tried today behind jumping on and riding a massive snake through the treetops.
 �All right, let�s get some mileage out of this luck stat,� he thought, preparing himself. Dakkon condensed his mana and poured it out thickly. Gusts of wind spiraled from his fingertips, counter-clockwise from his left and clockwise from his right. He felt the chill of rapidly expending mana run from his spine to his extremities. Then he heard a loud, deep whistling noise. The slab of rock didn�t move. He had chosen incorrectly.
 Dakkon could hear the shuffling of boots at the end of the corridor. The fuel of two torches burst into dancing flame, and the burly forms of several armed guards cluttered Dakkon�s only avenue of escape.
 �Hello,� Dakkon called out to his potential captors. �I take it this isn�t the way to the toilet.�
 The guards didn�t respond save for moving forward to apprehend him. Dakkon decided now was not the time or place to fight back. The guards led him down the path labeled �Lounge,� extinguishing their torches and leaving them in a large iron brazier.
 When Dakkon exited the tunnel, he found himself in a land of luxury unlike anything he had ever experienced. Following the left wall�dark hardwood adorned with simple but elegant carvings and grand paintings�led to a room with large tables, patrons dining, and scurrying chefs in white culinary attire. The guards led Dakkon to the right, which brought them to a wide, forking pathway; the left fork teemed with painstakingly cultivated flowering bushes, trellises, and at least two visible ponds. The right path, which they continued down, slowly transformed into a more arid, desert-tropical setting which might have made the atmosphere feel relaxed and less exclusive if every little detail had not been so precisely groomed. Dakkon was not in his element.
 The new area seemed to be styled in the fashion of a god-king pharaoh�s personal oasis retreat. Ahead lay a structure of four massive, tiered infinity pools which stacked upon each other, climbing the side of a hill. The layers of the seemingly edgeless pools were filled with slowly flowing, opalescent waters which cascaded in thin sheets over the side into the tiered pools below. The largest and lowest pool was on ground level, the next tier around a meter higher. The structure appeared like a pyramid formed of slowly moving water�with a square of black stone at each corner which were apparently used for lounging with a view, as evidenced by chairs alongside large, tan sun umbrellas.
 The bottom-most pool was in use by men and women, both players and some NPCs. There was a noticeable shortage of clothing in the pool, which drew Dakkon�s eyes and off balanced him further. Surrounding the massive, functional sculpture that was the water pyramid, were statue gardens formed to the theme of Egyptian gods. Dakkon had never seen such a display of wealth and the whole situation put him on edge.
 The guards pulled Dakkon to the feet of an oversized lounge chair, on the corner of the pyramid, with a frame made of lightly-colored wood and formed by a breathable canvas material. The chair was on the stone step a meter up from where he now stood, nearly level with the next pool tier. The guards parted and stood behind Dakkon.
 A man, seated in the chair, adjusted his shaded glasses and asked, �And who have we caught trying to sneak into my vault?� The man in the chair�s name was not visible, which Dakkon realized must be due to his partially obstructed facial features. A guard stepped up from behind Dakkon and pulled his hood down, exposing his face.
 �Ah, Dakkon,� said the man. �I wasn�t expecting you so soon.� The man tilted his bespectacled head appraisingly. �You know wind magic, too?� the man muttered in confusion. His face lit up. �Ah, forgive my poor manners,� he waved the guards away with a flick of his wrist and pulled his sunglasses from his face, revealing a floating blue nametag above his head.
 �My name is Gullen, welcome to my little paradise.�
 �You seem to know of me already,� said Dakkon in a voice that was less steady than he had expected it to be.
 �That I do, my friend. I have heard very interesting stories about you.� Gullen turned to a lone servant who had been standing nearby in case his master needed service and said, �Go and fetch Azizi.� The servant turned and left immediately.
 �Is that so?� asked Dakkon, cautiously.
 �It is. I�ve heard that you are a capable fighter, a talented mage, and a clever opportunist. All while being only level 24.�
 Dakkon was somewhat perturbed. A player�s character level was not publicly available information, though it can be checked once you group with another player. As far as he knew, that meant one of his recent party members must have shared the information. It didn�t exactly feel like a betrayal, but the open revelation that Gullen had such specific information about him made the powerful stranger seem slimy.
 �I see you know me� well,� said Dakkon.
 �Not well enough,� said Gullen. �You have the spark of ambition. I like that. I want the best players on my team, you see. It keeps everyone honest.�
 If it were an NPC reclining before Dakkon, then it would probably feel like he was about to be offered some sort of quest. Instead, the few words exchanged felt as though the man in front of him wanted to keep Dakkon under his thumb.
 �What did you have in mind?� asked Dakkon.
 �Straight to the point? I like that, too. Before I get to the meat of things, however, I must ask a question of my associate, Azizi. For now, relax and enjoy the view I�ve created. It�s spectacular here, no?�
 Dakkon did as he was requested. He likely owed Gullen that much after Dakkon�s attempt on the vault�even though he didn�t realize it was a vault he was trying to enter. All things considered, that could have gone a lot worse for him. It was entirely possible that Dakkon was jumping the gun when it came to labeling Gullen�s character.
 The two looked out over the flowing pools and swimming people as they sat in silence. Letis tried to hail him telepathically, but Dakkon shook his head�denying the message. He wanted to be free of distractions for whatever it was that he was getting himself into. Though seated at a conversational angle where it would be easy to look at the other�s face and talk, neither Dakkon nor Gullen drew their focus away from the waters in front of them while they waited.
 A few minutes later, an NPC wearing white robes appeared from a path behind Gullen which connected to the hill set against the back side of the pyramid. Dakkon presumed this was the man they had been waiting for: Azizi. Gullen turned to Azizi and bid the man lean near to him. Gullen spoke a few words in Azizi�s ear and the robed man straightened his back, then nodded.
 Azizi walked in front of Dakkon and, without a word of salutation, began to wave his hands slowly through the air as he chanted in a low tone.
 �What the hell?� Dakkon shot up and out of his seat in alarm.
 Gullen chuckled. �Relax,� he said. �He�s only checking something to satisfy my curiosity.�
 Azizi�s chanting and gestures ended abruptly. A ray of golden light descended from somewhere above and surrounded Dakkon briefly. Then the light faded away from him except for around his dagger and scabbard, where it lingered. The robed man�s eyes widened and he turned to Gullen, nodding.
 �Yes, I see it,� said Gullen, whose gaze was fixed firmly on Dakkon. �I have a proposition for you. As a man who likes to get straight to the point, how would you like to make 10,000 credits?�
 �You have my attention,� said Dakkon.
 �I am something of a collector of curios,� said Gullen in a casual tone which seemed at odds with his now-unwavering gaze. �It appears that your blade is just the sort that I like. I�ll admit that I was at best skeptical before, but the wind magic on top of that really gave me hope. And here we have it,� Gullen gestured toward Dakkon�s sheathed dagger. �What do you say, Dakkon, want to make 10 grand from a line of computer code?�
 Dakkon did, but he also knew that no one with wit or reason would go through the trouble of summoning someone, having cryptic spells cast upon them, then offer 10,000 credits for some inconsequential curio. There was no nostalgia factor at play here which could make the dagger worth collecting, being an item from such a new game. Gullen was planning to put the dagger to some use that justified his 10k expenditure.
 Dakkon firmly denied the offer. �No thanks, I like my dagger.� He knew practically nothing about haggling, not even that he necessarily wanted to haggle, but he knew better than to take the first price offered.
 Gullen looked surprised, then grinned. �If 10,000 does not satisfy you, then let us skip the dickering entirely. I�m prepared to give you 20,000 credits plus unlimited access to this retreat to use as you please�within reason�for the dagger. Any more and it would be much cheaper to obtain the dagger through other means.�
 Gullen�s offer certainly felt generous. With that amount of money, he might be able to start his own company�or if that was too ambitious for the sum, he could live with nearly two years of rent taken care of while he figured things out. Dakkon did not miss the thinly veiled threat of acquiring �the dagger through other means.� He had to assume that Gullen was the sort who tended to get whatever he asked for through whatever means.
 When faced with the potentially life-changing sum of money, Dakkon�s skin crawled and his fingers tightened around his dagger. He sorely wanted the money, but the small blade had been an integral piece of Dakkon�s progression. Without it, he wouldn�t have had the power to cut through the various obstacles which would have kept him from growing as he had. If his dagger could help him earn rent and then some over the past, few, in-game days�then its value might just be far greater than the 20,000 credits. The desire for his blade shown by the wealthy man propositioning him served to ground his assumption. Dakkon gulped�seeing his weapon in a new light.
 If Dakkon had a future in this game, his dagger would be the seed it grew from�or perhaps Dakkon was the seed and the dagger was the rain, sun, and industrial strength compound fertilizer. Dakkon steeled his resolve. �I appreciate your generous offer.� Dakkon nodded sagely. �I would like to think about it for a few days.�
 Gullen appeared more amused than upset, likely convinced that a few days of contemplation would highlight how amazing the deal was for his guest. �Very well,� he said. �You may lodge here in the meantime if you like. I�ll make sure the help is aware.�
 �That is very gracious of you,� Dakkon said, glad to be free of Gullen�s stare which was now returned to the people in the water�or perhaps on floating, augmented reality windows filled with work or play from his media console, visible only to him.
 �Dakkon,� Gullen said, �in the future, do try to stay away from my vault.�
 Dakkon was already walking away. He wanted to be anywhere except there. All instinctual guidance was telling him to get out, so Dakkon set aside his biting curiosity to thoroughly explore the grounds and left the paradise with a detour only long enough to confirm that the gourmet food served here was, indeed, not gratis.



\\\\\\


 Corbin logged out of Chronicle. He needed to think about the offer on the table with a clear head. He doubted that being in the game world had any real effect on his decision-making process, but there was no world where he�d allow himself to make a rash decision on the matter when he had the opportunity to mull it over.
 Had someone approached Corbin in any other game which he had played and offered 20,000 credits for his items�even adding the stipulation that he could never play again�he would have accepted the deal without reservations. Corbin had never really thought of games as �his escape.� Even if he had, 20,000 credits was a sum of money that could afford him escapes aplenty. Chronicle felt different, though. In addition to being the most immersive and interesting game he�d ever played, Chronicle provided him with a means to achieve future income. Future income which seemed heavily intertwined with his ability to progress rapidly. His meal ticket was likely the very dagger he was being asked to part with.
 Corbin wondered if he had a sort of golden-egg-laying goose situation. Selling the goose now might prove extremely unwise. The simple fact that someone was willing to drop 20,000 credits for the item was raising a large red flag. To Corbin, it meant one of the following: A, the dagger was worth considerably more. B, the dagger was an investment which would become worth considerably more in time. C, Mr. Moneybags wanted an equipment upgrade at any cost, despite never having inspected the dagger�s properties for himself. Or, D, that�as Gullen said�he was simply some sort of collector. The latter two options just didn�t make sense, financially speaking. Maybe, if the item was being collected as part of an incredibly lucrative quest then �collecting� it made sense, but then the actual motivation would be, B, he wants the dagger as an investment.
 Corbin wracked his brain for anything he could have missed. If�though it seemed unlikely�buying the dagger wasn�t about the money then what else could be Gullen�s motivation? If not money�then power? What kind of video game related power did he expect for 20,000 credits? Or, maybe, it was Corbin who was looking at the situation incorrectly. Chronicle simply was not like other games he had played. Banks and businesses didn�t compete for resources in other games and there certainly wasn�t another game that gave players more hours in their day. Perhaps it was wrong to assume Chronicle was something as simple as a game. It certainly had the potential to be far, far more.
 Dakkon had a new take on the situation. Chronicle was a lot like a promising developing country. If someone thoroughly entrenches themselves early on, then they may just heavily prosper as the area is cultivated and developed.
 Dakkon had always liked to think of himself as the entrepreneurial sort, although in fairness he had no reason to since he had no practical experience outside of grand ideas and simple prototypes. Now that he had something which might be able to leverage a future for himself, he wanted to hold onto it. He wouldn�t sell the dagger. The finality of his decision and his new high appraisal of value for the weapon left him feeling elated.



\\\\\\


 After a meal spent watching Chronicle news stories wholly unrelated to his region of the world, otherwise attending to his bodily needs, and cleaning up the apartment a bit, Corbin hopped back into his capsule and reconnected to the world of Chronicle as Dakkon, the edgemaster.
 Dakkon decided that he would cross the bridge of dealing with Gullen when he came to it. For now, he wanted to focus on getting stronger. Not fifteen steps away from the front gate of the aeromagi compound where Dakkon had emerged, Dakkon heard the unmistakable call-to-arms of an event.
 ��the brave. Tian seeks the dutiful. After nine years, another spirit metes out vengeance for the injustice of men against it. The great wolf hunts indulgently�and no one, not even child, is spared from grim fate. We cannot sit idly as our neighbors are hunted and slain for actions we have been tasked to prevent�.� A crier continued his art, notifying the general, spirit venerating townsfolk of Tian that an ancient spirit�s shrine had been defiled. The spirit was lashing out at nearby townships and would surely hunt every man, woman, and child to extinction given time. It was paramount that the city of Tian stop the spirit�a wolf�quickly, so an expeditionary force was to be formed of soldiers, shamans, exorcists, and as many volunteers as the criers here and in nearby towns could persuade to join the cause. The rewards weren�t apparent, as they weren�t mentioned. This seemed to be a call to arms out of duty.
 After a bit of inquiry, Dakkon had discovered that the cave in which the beast�s shrine was located was over a week�s march away via established roadways, or a few days march north by northwest through the forests. Exorcists and shamans, despite having somewhat contradictory roles, both had ties to spirits which alerted the factions to the rise of the rampaging, malevolent wolf spirit. This sort of expedition was apparently quite rare, the last one having taken place before any players had yet entered the game world. The city would reward the victorious factions�the soldiers, shamans, and exorcists�from its rather deep coffers, but volunteers would receive only a pittance besides what they managed to collect along the way. If the volunteers managed to help subdue the spirit rather than slaying it outright, the bounty would be substantially greater. While the spirit needed to be stopped, it would be a tragedy to lose the wisdom of a thousand plus year old ancestor spirit which had the ability to empower shamans with magic.
 Convincing Dakkon to join the quest wasn�t a difficult feat. He wanted to find out firsthand what sort of rewards one could expect for the type of event that freely hired players to go on a multiple-day march.
[You have accepted the quest: Madness of Geh`hen]

 Dakkon noticed he had a barely noticeable, flashing message icon in the corner of his vision and pulled up his interface to see who had contacted him. He had two. The first message, from Cline, said that the word about the spirit expedition had reached him in Turlin�where he had recently returned. Cline would be heading to Tian to help out and show Dakkon a thing or two about why bows were superior to other weapons. The second message was from Letis and, Dakkon determined, it was likely meant to reach him before he went into the mages� restricted area. It read:
|1st message � Sender: Letis
| I remember the passphrase to get in. It�s �Anoo-ket.� I told you it was jargony.
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 Dakkon spent the next two days provisioning, learning about the city, tasting the various local delicacies, riding his horse, practicing thermomancy, and watching as more and more players arrived to be a part of the boar-slaying gold rush, only to find that the hunting was limited and the demand had almost entirely collapsed.
 Some angry players had, indeed, taken up pitchforks in search of �that damned big-mouth bard Finnegan and those merchants,� as one player put it, but the fervor was short lived. A lot of the players managed to make extra money because of the ice that they bought�and now it was locally known that collecting krimmer glands fetched considerably more when the goods were kept on ice. Though the concept was common sense, it was somehow foreign in a videogame world. If Finnegan and Letis were to show back up then, only a few days after the ice sale, the worst they could likely expect was a stern talking to. Most players had simply moved on.
 Nightshade was a wonderful horse. Dakkon had been worried that a krimmer might catch the dark-colored steed unaware, but now that he had spent more time with the animal, he found that to be extremely unlikely. Perhaps due to when they were ambushed on the road to Tian, Nightshade was alert to any incoming danger well before Dakkon was. When a krimmer tried to chase after the pair, the horse swiftly and easily outran it. Nightshade was agile, too. He was able to dart around trees in a manner which Dakkon found strange for such a large animal. He frequently had to duck for fear of being brained by a slant tree trunk or low-hanging branch. Dakkon was doing precisely this when an incoming message came to him from Cline.
 Happy to take a break from the perilous ride, Dakkon read his message:
|1st message � Sender: Cline
| I just got signed up for the expedition. Where you at?
 Dakkon smiled, then sent a brief response:
|To: Cline
| On my way.
 Dakkon took off on Nightshade back to the monastic stables at the east side of Tian where he knew Nightshade could rest in capable hands.
 In the past few days, Dakkon had explored the city, largely in a diligent search for delicious new foods to try. Everything he ate was incredible compared to his usual fare in the real world. Every bite of every food was as good as the first. Eating in Chronicle had become a sort of hobby for him, which he was happy to indulge in without real world repercussions. He was unable to properly visit the north side of Tian, however, as it was off-limits to non-residents. Dakkon didn�t find the tug of curiosity particularly irresistible at the moment, since Tian had a lot of other things to offer�too many for only a couple of days� worth of walking around. The city was vast and its attractions were numerous.
 The center of the city held a grand, expansive square with roads heading north, east, south, and west. Around that crux at the city�s center, large shops and a few banks were clustered, vying for real-estate. All along the road from the east side of town to the west, there were areas to shop for any convenience. The city prohibited merchants from setting up on the street, unlike in Correndin, which served to keep the streets cleaner, and their uncramped nature made them feel much larger compared to those in the capital city.
 Taking the south road from the center of town, toward the area where groups were formed to hunt krimmer, there were several bars in line with one another on both sides of the street. The establishments were large and each was uniquely themed, with plenty of floor space, loud music at night, and an incredible number of visitors until the wee hours of the morning. Dakkon spent a night stumbling between various bars, listening to incredibly talented musicians�many with their own fan followings�and talking with various patrons. He enjoyed himself well enough, but didn�t figure he�d make a habit of the night unless he had something to celebrate and several friends to join him. At the end of the evening, he was surprised to see that despite the rowdy and bustling nature of the area, the streets remained spotless.
 Having just received Cline�s message that he�d just gotten signed up for the quest, Dakkon headed into the west side of town with the rare luxury of completely understanding where to go and what to do. Soon after passing by the entrance to the wind guild, a familiar figure caught up to him. Ramses was no longer marked with the red player-killer�s skull on his left cheek. The rogue beamed.
 �How�s it going, Dakkon?�
 �Everything�s great,� said Dakkon, and he meant it.
 �I bet it is with an offer like that,� said Ramses, slapping Dakkon on the back.
 �An offer like�� Dakkon began. �Ah,� the pieces snapped into place, �you work for Gullen?�
 Ramses shot glances this way and that before saying, �I do, but it might be in our best interests if you didn�t mention that.�
 Dakkon shrugged. �Fine. Are we talking because you saw me by chance or are you on your boss�s orders?�
 Ramses rolled his eyes. �Why not both?�
 �Tell him I won�t sell.�
 �Wait, wait, wait,� stammered Ramses. �I said both, right? Boss is not the sort of guy you want to say no to� especially when he�s being so generous.�
 �No offence, Ramses, but your boss can try to find his own dagger,� said Dakkon.
 �No, man,� said Ramses. �Hear me out. He�s going to get it from you. One way, you�ll have a lot of credits�the other you�ll have nothing but a lot of grief and downtime.�
 �So now you�re threatening me, too?� asked Dakkon.
 �Hell no, man, I�m warning you. Boss�he gets things done, you know? He always gets things done.� Ramses took care in emphasizing the last bit.
 �I get it, but I�m still not going to sell. Does that mean I need to watch my back around you too, Ramses?�
 Ramses looked uncomfortable. �No, you don�t need to worry about me� but you really should watch your back,� he said. �Look, you didn�t hear this from me, but you might want to consider slipping away from town in the night and make sure no one is following you. No one will attack you in town�it�s a sort of unspoken rule in the city�but they�re gonna try real hard to make sure you don�t leave, so that means they�ll have eyes on you. If we group up, that means I�ll be a set of those eyes.�
 Dakkon was surprised by the admission, �Thanks for the heads up, Ramses,� he said.
 �Never mind that,� said Ramses. �Try to lay low in town for a while.�
 Dakkon nodded dumbly. He was already heading to leave town in a group.
 Ramses looked Dakkon in the eyes and said, �The expedition would probably be a bad idea.�
 Dakkon nodded again. It seemed that perhaps the expedition wouldn�t be the simple mission he had expected.
 �Take care, Dakkon. I�ve got to run, but I�m glad we had a chance to talk,� Ramses said as he raised one hand in parting, then turned to slink away.
 Dakkon wasn�t sure what to think about the warning. He was certain it was made in earnest; however, he wasn�t sure how much an envious man could do to get his hands on another player�s item. Unless an item was given freely, or it was randomly dropped on death, then there really wasn�t much someone could do to take someone else�s things. Players can�t steal from other players, and the chance to drop a specific item was low. It was just as likely he would drop any other item, and more likely that he�d drop nothing at all�as far as Dakkon was aware. Regardless of his impending decision, he had someone to greet.
 Cline was easy to pick out from a crowd because of his light blonde hair and massive longbow which stood taller than he did. Dakkon advanced on his friend.
 �Gods, Cline, can you even shoot that damned thing?� asked Dakkon, shaking his head.
 Cline turned his attention to Dakkon and beamed with pride. �Exceptionally, I assure you.� Cline stepped forward and slapped Dakkon on the shoulder. �It�s good to see you again.�
 �Likewise,� said Dakkon. �Just how strong have you grown now?�
 Cline was wearing much finer leather armor than most in the crowd. It was dark with a rose tint and covered in an excess of buckling clasps from toe to torso�his arms, however, were bare save for a familiar-looking archer�s vambrace.
 �I�m level 34, if that gives you any indication,� said Cline. �Have I totally left you in the dust?�
 �Not totally, no,� replied Dakkon, now with a grin of his own. �I�m level 24.�
 �Woah, Tian�s been good to you, huh?� remarked the well-outfitted archer.
 �� says the guy wearing a matching suit of armor with more clasps and buckles than a strait jacket,� Dakkon said.
 �Oh, these old duds?� asked Cline, clearly proud of his new equipment.
 Whether or not he liked the style, Dakkon had to admit that, altogether, the armor was much better looking than what he was wearing, and he assumed that held true for the stats as well. Dakkon had neglected buying himself any new armor, and with his decision to not take the money for his weapon, he had a spendthrift�s mentality about acquiring any more. �Guess I�ll just have to avoid getting hit,� Dakkon thought.
 A stocky warrior with a large, shiny, and unblemished shield strapped to his back bumped into Dakkon.
 �Oh, sorry. I�m still getting used to the bloody thing,� said a smiling Damak.
 �New shield, eh?� Dakkon asked.
 �I couldn�t very well use the old one now, could I?� he asked.
 �I suppose not,� said Dakkon, who turned to Cline and pointed to the dwarf-like warrior. �This stubby little guy is Damak�he�s one of the reasons I�m doing so well here. And this,� Dakkon shifted his directing hand to the tall, blonde, and be-leathered ranger, �is Cline. Easily, and uncontestably, my earliest in-game friend. He wasn�t wearing bondage gear in public when I first met him.�
 The two scowled at their respective descriptors, but chuckled good-naturedly as they shook hands.
 �Pleased to meet you,� said Cline.
 �You betcha,� replied Damak. �Are you two joining the expedition?�
 �That�s the plan,� said Cline as Dakkon nodded.
 �Great,� said Damak. �It should be smooth sailing. We�ve got a team of shamans to try to calm the spirit, and a team of exorcists for when things go south.�
 �You said it should be smooth sailing,� said Cline. �Don�t you mean �if� things go south?�
 Damak looked at Cline dryly. �Have you ever seen a group of Shamans working together to reach a common goal?�
 �Well, no, not really�b�� began Cline.
 Damak cut him off. �Neither have I. No one has. As soon as we get close to that powerful spirit, they�ll all try to dominate it to form a pact. That�s what they tried the last two times from what I�ve heard, and apparently attempting to break their will really pisses spirits off.�
 �Don�t be so sure about that,� said a young, blonde girl dressed in roughly fashioned pelts who had apparently been within earshot. Dakkon saw that it was Zelle, the helpful shaman who had explained how shamans learn spells on his first day in Tian.
 Dakkon smiled and nodded in recognition of Zelle, who returned the gesture.
 �The last two sets of shamans met their ends, so we�ve all agreed to do everything in our power to calm the spirit instead of controlling it. After it has calmed down, we plan on taking turns performing the pact-forming ritual. There shouldn�t be any trouble this time.�
 Damak grunted.
 Cline asked in a voice tinged with concern, �Wait, were the last two expeditions successful?�
 �Yeah, after the shamans all pissed off and died�followed by half of the expeditionary force,� said Damak, clearly displeased at his role as tank for the upcoming battles.
 �We may not even need to fight the ancestor spirit,� said a man in dark gray robes�like rich mahogany charred half-way to ash�who had been seated nearby, but was in the process of standing up with the assistance of a black staff tipped with a golden hoop which acted as a sort of key-ring connecting several more hoops. When the man got to his feet he slammed the staff�s butt to the ground, causing the rings to clatter against each other. �Even if we do have to fight, you�ll have me there.� The gray-robed man�s lips curled into a grin. The blue name that appeared in towns above each visible player�s head read Saden. �Oh, and Sift, too, I guess,� he added as an afterthought�motioning toward a seated man with tanned skin and short, neat black hair wearing a white, silken tunic. The man was sitting cross-legged and stood in one fluid motion, using no support, save for the strength of his legs. From his demeanor, he clearly thought nothing of his odd way of standing. He walked up to the growing group conversation and bowed.
 �Forgive my brash friend,� the man said. �But he is not incorrect. You should have no cause for alarm.� The way the man spoke was concise, though it followed an irregular tempo. Dakkon wondered passingly if this was Chronicle�s translation software at work, or if the man was simply a little odd.
 �Why do you have to stand up in such a flashy way?� complained Saden in blatant hypocrisy.
 Sift looked confused by the question.
 Saden sighed. �My friend here is some kind of superhuman training machine. You wouldn�t believe how difficult it was for me to convince him to take a few days off from training to come out and gauge his strength.� Then, as if muttering to himself, he added, �It�s about the only way I could think of to show him he�s way-way-way over-trained for his level.�
 The comments seemed to cause the listening crowd to reexamine Sift, who met each gaze unabashedly.
 �Anyway,� said Saden, with a snap from the fingers of his free hand, �if the shamans can�t handle it, the exorcists will. Again�nothing to worry about.� Saden turned abruptly and walked away.
 Sift put his left fist into the palm of his right hand and bowed his shoulders forward slightly before turning to follow his companion.
 Cline looked somewhat relieved by the others� firm expectation of success. Dakkon would have to talk to him about that. Death in the game sucked, sure, but it wasn�t nearly as bad as Cline seemed to believe.
 Before Zelle and Damak had a chance to get back to their bickering, Dakkon sought to learn about how, what looked like, 60-80 people would manage to work together.
 �Hey Damak, how are parties going to be set up?� asked Dakkon.
 �This won�t be one large raid group with a few leaders calling the shots. That requires too much cooperation,� said Damak. �So everyone will form their own groups. If they�re found to be contributing and survive, they should have a shot at any loot.�
 �That loot distribution seems like a headache to manage,� said Dakkon.
 �Not really,� replied Damak. �We�ll let the AI figure it out and distribute items however the system deems fair.�
 �If we form our own groups, what do you all say to joining forces?� asked Dakkon.
 �No can do,� said Damak. �I�m employed by the city on this one, so I�m stuck with the other career warriors.�
 �Zelle?� asked Dakkon.
 �Sorry, Dakkon,� the shaman replied. �I�d love to, but the chance to learn from other shamans is a lot rarer than you might expect it to be.�
 Dakkon shrugged. �How about you, Cline?� he asked in a joking tone.
 �I don�t know, Dakkon, you seem to be pretty unpopular,� Cline said. �Maybe I can stick around for a reasonable bribe.�
 �Ha. Ha,� said Dakkon dryly, as he sent Cline a party invite.
|Cline has joined your group.
 �So then, we�re two and growing,� Cline said after accepting the invitation. �A healer and a tank would be nice. Maybe we can ask the guy with the cane and the martial artist?�
 �From my understanding, it�s a long march to the cave. Actual days of travel. We should have plenty of time to meet some willing party members. I just hope the rewards justify all the walking and waiting around we�ve signed up for. I�ve never played any game that required that sort of dedication to a quest.�
 �Yeah, me neither,� said Cline.
 The two set to buying provisions together over the next half-hour before heading out. The expeditionary force departed in a nice, neat formation at the head�made up of a proportionally small group of Tian�s soldiers. Behind them, the rough lines devolved into an amorphous mass which shifted tirelessly.
 Walking was slow, but it was relaxing. Dakkon and Cline shared stories about what had happened to each in turn. Cline had moved from group to group, progressing smoothly along with little-to-no downtime, as far as Dakkon could tell. Dakkon told Cline about meeting Letis, their travels, unethical business practices of their own design, and the trouble his small party had found in the woods. He spoke freely about events to his friend about everything, save for any mention of his dagger and the target that was now metaphorically painted on his back.
 The whole of the first day�s journey was slow, at best, and left most participants in the march feeling rather bored. Players would take any opportunity to strike out at whatever random woodland creature wandered too close to the traveling force, but even that was a rare distraction as most animals were too scared or too clever to come near the disorganized rows of stomping men.
 As dusk approached, the leading military party�consisting mostly of NPCs, insisted that the expeditionary force halt for the night to the protests of many-a-player who just wanted to be there and be done with it. After a day�s worth of walking, much of the enthusiasm for the large expedition had waned. Despite their grumbling, players and NPCs split into smaller social circles which began to build fires and even lay out a few bedrolls amongst the trees of the darkening forest.
 Dakkon and Cline found themselves a nearby, newly-kindled, and welcoming campfire where they hoped to ingratiate themselves when, from deeper into the woods, came a loud, intimidating snarl.
 �Are there�uh�any large, night-time predators in the area?� asked a young man of about 18 years seated by the fire.
 �There are,� said an old man squatting next to a large metal pot which rested in the center of the young fire. �There�s worse, too. Why did you think we�d need an army to go talk to a spirit, hmm?� The old man wore dirtied, brown skins with small tufts of fur that had been mostly rubbed away by wear. He stooped, cracking small branches to place fuel around the pot. When the older man stood to grab more wood, his movements were surprisingly spry.
 �Worse?� asked the startled boy.
 �I take it you aren�t a local,� said Damak, who had just walked up to their small camp area from the direction of another. �He�s talking about the Tribe, boy. Since it looks like you�ve got the gist of it, I�ll be finishing my rounds.� Damak turned to leave as soon as he�d come then added, �Be on your guard. It could be a busy night.�
 �That explained nothing,� said the young man once Damak was out of earshot. �Is there some kind of hostile settlement out here?�
 Dakkon and Cline watched the woods as they listened. The old man broke apart more twigs to feed the growing fire.
 �The Tribe is ancient,� said the old man. �Probably older than men. They all look� hmm, like me�but shorter and a lot less handsome.� The man gave a broad smile at his comparison, showcasing several missing teeth. Dakkon took that to mean he was an NPC. There was no easy method to differentiate player from NPC when outside of a city, short of asking them he supposed, but Dakkon doubted that any human player would choose an old body with only a fraction of teeth.
 �You can�t tell the men from the women, if they even have sexes,� the old man continued. �Their skin hangs loosely �round their body. When they fight, they imbue themselves with spirits which warp their shape and frame, stretching their sagging skin tight. They fight like demons, and they don�t abide men in their lands.�
 �And where exactly are their lands?� asked the youth.
 The man raised both of his fists in parallel, then spread his arms grandly as he opened his hands to the area surrounding them. They were in it.
 A man near the fire yawned loudly, making a statement that he wasn�t worried about the situation. The old man chuckled eerily as he fished a ladle out of his rucksack.
 �Oh,� said the young man after a realization of sorts. �You think that�s funny old man?� The young guy seemed to believe he was being teased, though Dakkon wasn�t as certain�his last group had mentioned some tribe being dangerous, and Damak seemed to acknowledge the same only a moment ago.
 The older man only shrugged in response to the challenge, as he returned to his meal preparations. Then, after only about five minutes, the old man was offering fully-cooked stew to men who hadn�t had the foresight to bring along their own bowls. Dakkon didn�t know much about cooking, but he was fairly certain stew should take considerably longer to prepare�hours even.
 Dakkon saw Damak heading back from alerting the remaining camps to the situation, and went to talk with him. Cline followed his companion.
 �You look a little on edge, despite the dull light,� said Damak with a grin. �That�s probably good, but�despite what I said�I doubt we�ll be attacked tonight. We certainly aren�t welcome here, but my understanding is that the Tribe will try and warn us away on the first night. They probably won�t have the numbers to fight us in earnest.�
 �With sounds like growling?� asked Dakkon.
 �No healthy animal local to these woods would come anywhere near this many people setting fires and making noise. If you hear something coming from the woods, you can bet it�s the Tribe.�
 The certainty in Damak�s voice took away some of the irrational dread that had begun pooling in Dakkon�s stomach. Dakkon had never been camping, he didn�t study wildlife, and he wasn�t familiar with the area. The unknown origin of the predatory noises had been somehow more unnerving to Dakkon than certain knowledge that an age-old tribe of man-hating shapeshifters was lurking mere meters away. He nodded to Damak.
 �Why didn�t you mention the Tribe earlier�when people were signing up and before they left?� asked Cline, unnerved.
 Damak looked at Cline appraisingly then answered with snark. �The job is to travel to and subdue a big, angry, long-dead wolf. Did you expect we�d bring a coalition if the trip was risk-free?�
 Cline was visibly upset, but before he was given the chance to unleash his anger, Damak spoke up once again.
 �Look, had you been a local or asked around, then you�d know all about the Tribe. Their existence is no secret. And, with our numbers we shouldn�t have any trouble�just don�t stray too far off from the others and don�t go follow any little old men.� Damak shook his head as he walked off towards the military camp. Dakkon could tell he was trying to calm Cline down, but his method left something to be desired.
 Dakkon, feeling much more at ease himself, placed a calming hand on Cline�s shoulder. �Nothing to worry about. Let�s just find ourselves some strong, like-minded allies who we can count on when the shit hits the proverbial fan.� Then, after a look around at the rapidly-darkening forest, he added, �First thing in the morning, when we�re less likely to get picked off walking from camp to camp.� Dakkon removed his hand from Cline�s shoulder, having realized that his additional comment probably helped his friend�s mental state even less than Damak had.
 The two returned to their campfire and conversed through the night with the others, except for the old stew chef who had gone to sleep on his bedroll. Occasionally throughout the night, barking, growling, gnashing, and a few noises too exotic for Dakkon to place�but no less threatening�drew the attention of the camp. After hours without an attack, however, they were growing more confident with their position.
 Just before dawn, in an act of bravado surely intended to display his manliness, the young man of around 18 years chased one particularly close noise behind a nearby cluster of trees and brush before anyone could stop him. An explosion of movement could be heard as the young man was set upon. He let out a cry of pain and surprise loud enough to be heard by the whole expeditionary force. Afterwards, the woods were silent, save for the heavy, husky breathing of several animals where the boy had been ambushed. No one followed after him until day broke and any sound of those lying in wait had vanished. Then, there was no sign of a scuffle and no remains save for the large, varied tracks of unknown creatures.
 On the second day�s march, there was a sense of unrest amongst the ranks. NPCs appeared to be lacking in rest while players had been forced to stay huddled near a fire all night, to try to sleep, or to log out for just the right amount of time to re-enter as the anguished scream of a young man�s end demanded recognition. The experience was unlike any Dakkon had experienced before from playing other games. He felt drained despite not needing to rest. The atmosphere was one where any of them could be hunted down at any moment. It was far from pleasant, but no one would grow bored of marching.
 For a half day, the procession continued onward, unabated. Dakkon was able to show off his thermomancy skills as he practiced to Cline who, in turn, happily demonstrated his remarkable accuracy with a bow. Things were beginning to normalize. Then, a scant few minutes into the march�s break for a mid-day meal, chaos descended.
 It all started when a small, feeble-looking and hairless old man walked casually out of the forest toward one bulging side of the mostly-seated force. The short man was nude save for a flesh-colored sash which covered his loins. His stride was agile and smooth, in stark contrast to the folded, sagging skin that hung in pockets from his body.
 The sight of the man might have been somewhat comical in other circumstances, but here, in the woods, everyone was tense as they watched the delegate of a hostile faction walking into their midst. Damak and the military group as well as a smattering of other players rose to arms, but they were not near the tribesman who had just appeared from the surrounding forest. The old man stopped about four meters back from a group of seated players, raised both hands, palms open, and made a combined swiping motion as two mangled, humanoid forms leapt from a tall, nearby tree clawing and rending the group caught without their defenses raised.
 The group of four were dead within seconds. One of the two flesh-colored beasts had long, ear-like protrusions poking from the top of his head, two short legs, and a mesh of pulled-taut skin which stretched wing-like to his deformed hands. His nose was offset forward and his mouth enlarged, like the face of some horrific combination of man and bat. The other�s monstrous form stood on all four limbs�his legs and joints rearranged to somewhat mirror one another. His coccyx had elongated beyond human proportions and his face deranged to give him the threatening maw of a large, predatory cat.
 The expeditionary force erupted into action, each member dropping and forgetting about their lunches or frantically scarfing down a handful for their desired regenerative effects.
 As the groups of people arranged themselves in rough combat formations, the first�and untransformed�tribesman again raised both hands palm-upward above his head. The light-blue spiritual apparition of a frog leapt into his palms from the thin air beside him. As soon as the frog spirit had landed, the tribesman widened his stance, cupped his hands around the spirit, and shoved it into his chest. A pale blue light briefly outlined the tribesman and his eyes glowed brightly. His frame began to bulge and widen as his slack skin pulled tighter. As his legs elongated and deformed, it sounded as though bones were snapping. The tribesman�s form continued to mutate until he had reached a bold girth, powerful legs, and a horrific face resembling human skin stretched to look like a frog�s, save for the eyes which remained the same, smaller size.
 At the end of the tribesman�s transformation he let out a loud, croak-like bellow and sprang into the air with speed that belied his size. He landed on a group of three, crushing one and knocking the other two aside. The frog-shifted quasi-human�s tongue shot out of his oversized maw and grabbed the leg of a knocked back man. The frog dragged the man inward slowly and crushed the downed man�s head with a powerful kick from its enormous hind leg. When the monstrosity turned its head toward the other downed man, the last of the three scrambled away at full pace. The frog hopped accurately and crushed the man�s attempt to escape.
 The scene was horrifying and the fact that three tribesmen were casually attacking such a large force did nothing to inspire confidence. What was perhaps even more confidence breaking, was the apparent manner by which the frog tribesman could finish men off with only a single attack.
 Sift, the over-trained martial artist, and Saden, the yet unknown, from the previous day walked forwards toward the cat and bat duo. Dakkon skirted around the pair toward their flank. Cline readied his bow and fired a shot which the cat nimbly jumped out of the way of.
 The releasing of Cline�s arrow marked the start of Sift�s charge forward. The bat flapped its wings and took to the air, locking its sights on Cline, who had loosed the arrow. The bat began to dive just as another 10 or so members of the force loosed their own arrows and ranged magical attacks. The bat tumbled in the air, avoiding the brunt of the attacks.
 Though the cat dodged the initial arrow, it landed just as Sift�s body dropped to the ground and he threw his full weight behind a sweep at the creature�s four legs. The cat was taken by surprise and its legs were swept aside dropping it to the forest�s floor, but the creature�s spirit-granted agility allowed it to tumble away before the follow-up axe kick from Sift�s heel had a chance to pulverize it�leaving a hole in the ground, instead. The beast rolled back to its feet. Though Sift pursued the monster, his approaches were no good. Each time, the creature would lunge aside where it could swipe at Sift�s outstretched limbs in relative safety. While this pattern repeated again and again, Sift kept the beast�s attention away from the approaching Dakkon who moved into position behind the beast.
 The bat weaved through the air, acting as a distraction for the various ranged attackers of the expeditionary force. If anyone tried to attack the frog, the bat would dive at them. Even if the bat didn�t strike, attacks made by the players would rend their allies in friendly fire. The frog continued to jump onto small groups in the force, picking them off one by one. Its incredible burst mobility plus its thick skin allowed the frog to shrug off most incoming attacks.
 Sift feinted a strike at the cat by shifting his weight, causing the cat to lunge, then darted directly into the correct path taken by the elusive cat. Dakkon knew this was an opportunity created for him and dashed forward to strike. Seeing Sift�s aim, the cat�s body arched and leapt at him, brandishing claws to finish off the foolish man who had gotten in its way�but just as it was going to rend the martial artist, the creature�s arms and face slammed into a large, square barrier of white light. The confused creature was punished with an elbow to the side of its head from Sift as Dakkon sliced then plunged his dagger into the manimal�s back.
[You have slashed an aberrant tribesman for 230 damage.]
[You have stabbed an aberrant tribesman in a vulnerable location for 472 damage.]

 The cat ripped free of its predicament, knocking Dakkon off his feet. The creature let out an irregular cry which caused the bat and frog to pause then back off. An opportunist saw the creatures� now uncertain state and rushed forward toward the frog. The creature�s tongue lashed out, coiled around the man, and pulled him into its mouth head first, crushing him until his legs dangled limply as the frog�s cold, tiny eyes watched the others. Then through the application of powerful legs and wings, as quickly as they had come, the three left.
 The expeditionary force had lost 17 members. The force�s teamwork and response to the attack had been pitiful. They hadn�t even managed to kill a single attacker, and a chase into the unfamiliar woods as the force was now would only lead to more men being crushed to death or otherwise ambushed.
 Saden walked up to Sift and patted the martial artist on his back. �Damn I�m good,� he said. �I knew the barrier would work.�
 Sift looked slightly dismayed by the statement. �You were uncertain?�
 �Relax, Sift,� said Saden. �I hadn�t done it, but I knew it would work. It�s a spirit barrier. They�re spirit-infused creatures��
 �In bodies of flesh,� said Sift with a sigh. �No matter.� The martial artist turned to Dakkon. �Thank you for your courage.�
 Dakkon nodded, then looked around at the carnage that only three enemies had caused. �Our current methods aren�t any good,� said Dakkon. �We need better groups with better tactics.�
 Sift lowered his head for a second in agreement.
 Cline rushed over to speak. �Dakkon, several of the players have player-killer marks on their cheeks from accidental friendly fire. I don�t have one, right?� Cline appeared to be in a bit of a panic.
 �No. Can�t you check that from character info?� asked Dakkon.
 �I just wanted to make sure,� replied Cline.
 �You loosed the commencing arrow,� Sift said to Cline.
 Cline nodded, a bit unsure of whether or not that was a mistake.
 �Well done,� said Sift, simply.
 �Well, if we aren�t four players who actually did something,� said Saden with a cocky smirk. �Let�s group up and get to know one another.� It wasn�t really a question.
 The others agreed. After joining Saden�s group, Dakkon wanted to know what sort of skills the group was working with and what it was they were lacking. �Can you heal, Saden?� he asked.
 �No,� the man robed in gray replied. �Exorcists are more about separation than unification. Let�s just say I�m a support and heavy damage dealer when it comes to spirits�which we appear to be fighting.�
 Dakkon was sure there must be more to the class. Being strong against one, and only one, type of enemy seemed like an awful path to follow, but Dakkon didn�t want to divulge his secrets either so he let the matter slide.
 �Sift is technically a monk, but he�s mastered nearly every discipline he has access to in the martial arts,� Saden said. �So, comparing him to a normal monk is like comparing a lake to a watering hole.� Saden looked thoughtful for a moment before adding, �Seriously. He�s the real deal.�
 �Are monks straight-up damage dealers in Chronicle?� Dakkon asked.
 �That depends on their disciplines. Monks can master a style then move on and master a different one in the martial arts tree, so if one person trains long enough they can do it all,� said Saden. �And here he is.�
 �I�m a heavy damage dealer,� said Dakkon. �I can also trick an enemy to turn around a few times each combat.
 Saden nodded. �Seems useful if you want to backstab something. Can you take a hit?�
 �Not likely,� Dakkon replied.
 �How about you,� asked Saden of Cline. �Standard ranger or something fancy?�
 �More or less a standard ranger,� said Cline without any of his usual enthusiasm on the subject.
 �I�m not complaining. It seems like the four of us can really dish out the hurt,� Saden said. �We seem to be in need of a healer and a tank, though Sift should be a good stand-in for the tank at least.�
 Sift nodded once in agreement.
 �I know a shaman here who can heal somewhat,� said Dakkon. �She�s been preoccupied until now, but I�ve got a feeling this mess might change her mind.�
 �Nice,� said Saden. �Well then; go forth, my emissary, and bring her into our ranks!�
 Dakkon wasn�t sure if Saden�s antics would get annoying quickly, but for now he�d enjoy seeing what sort of trouble the staff wielding exorcist managed to get himself into.
 Spotting Zelle proved to be an easy-enough task, as she was one of the shamans standing amongst several summoned, pale-blue spirit animals which licked the wounds of those injured in battle. The ethereal tongues of wolves lapping against the injured served to staunch blood flow and seal opened flesh.
 �Zelle,� said Dakkon. �That last encounter didn�t go so well.� Dakkon paused for a moment and Zelle turned to face him. �We�ve got a group together, but we�d all like to not die for lack of a healer. Are you dead set on staying with the other shamans?�
 �No,� said Zelle sullenly. �Honestly, they�re pretty much all pricks. I�m beginning to understand why that Damak guy was so skeptical that we would work together. I�ve learned nothing of use and three of the other shamans died doing basically nothing to resist.� Zelle sighed.
 �That�s great,� said Dakkon. �Well, no, I mean I�m sorry to hear that�but you�ll be a real asset, I assure you.� Dakkon smiled awkwardly.
 Zelle smirked a little at Dakkon�s words. �All right then, you�ll have to introduce me.�
 The two tried to convince Damak to join them as well, but working for the city of Tian meant that his role was less malleable to his whims than the others. With Damak unable to join at his leisure, for now the group would have a monk for a tank. Dakkon had seen that work all right in some games and terribly in others. He would just have to wait and see which way this game leaned on that subject.
 Zelle briefed the others on what she was capable of. She could heal, of course, and attack with spiritual bees as she had done before. She also had spells which could remove status ailments such as poison; she could imbue a sense of confidence with a spell called �Daring,� which apparently made difficult situations easier to bear; she could create a thin, translucent armor of spiritual scales around players which would absorb some incoming damage and turn aside weak missile attacks; and she could even scout the area with a spirit animal which attempted to warn of approaching danger, although she admitted it would be a great deal more useful if they were stationary, as the bird was likely to warn her whenever they passed anything mildly threatening. In other words, compared to everyone else, she could do a lot. Dakkon was now, more than ever, being seduced by the path of the shaman.
 The other members of the expeditionary force similarly split themselves into more optimal groups. After the surprise attack, most were slow to act and some did nothing at all. In upcoming fights, a repeat performance would likely lead to the end of the mission�and they had each already invested a full day into the quest.
 After only a few minutes rest and an extremely quick and unheated meal for most, the force marched onward. Zelle set her little flying humming bird to dart around and warn her of any more approaching tribesmen. She also cast her protection spell, forming a small pangolin above a player�s head which descended into them, disappeared, and was replaced by dull, translucent, turquoise scales which covered everything save for one�s face. Zelle successfully cast the pangolin armor on Dakkon, Sift, Cline, and herself, but as soon as the scales formed around Saden, they melted away like butter in the sun. Saden told Zelle not to worry about it.
 Watching magic fall away from Saden piqued Dakkon�s curiosity. While they walked, Dakkon covertly experimented with various thermomantic abilities on the exorcist�all of which seemed to work as intended, as evidenced by Saden�s gripes about the temperature. Dakkon assumed what he�d seen must be some form of anti-spirit magical protection granted to exorcists�but even that didn�t fit after he saw another, similarly dressed exorcist with protective scales in a different group.










C
HAPTER 24: 
I
F IT 
B
LEEDS�
 The procession moved onward. About an hour away from dusk, several shamans� spiritual alarms returned at once�foreshadowing the start of another dangerous situation. The expeditionary force did not overlook the spiritual alarms and halted to cast spells and otherwise prepare for an upcoming fight. Dakkon used the time to refresh his mana supply which he had been draining to half then refilling while he trained on the road. By the time all preparations had been completed, the wind had ceased blowing amongst the tree tops. No scurrying or scraping of animals could be heard. An unnatural stillness settled upon the forest.
 They came forward from each direction. Nine tribesmen in unique, grotesque, bestial forms. Earlier that very day, a group of three had finished off a fourth of the expeditionary force without a single casualty of their own. This time, however, the force was prepared and split off into roughly even portions to face each tribesman as a separate mini-boss battle.
 The tribesman nearest to Dakkon�s group stood on four, equally proportionate, legs with a meter-long neck. Atop its head were two mildly bowed, ribbed horns which were tipped with sharp bone points. The fleshy abomination looked to be built for speed. It dashed forward toward Dakkon�s party, but was halted by the impact of slamming into an immovable, white sheet of Saden�s barrier magic. The sudden, jarring stop left the creature dazed and reeling. By the time Sift and Dakkon were upon it, the creature�s two front legs had been impaled by Cline�s arrows. Sift connected with an open palm to the back of the beast�s head, slamming its face down into the ground while Dakkon stabbed into the creature�s side.
[You have stabbed an aberrant tribesman in a vulnerable location for 490 damage. An aberrant tribesman has been slain.]
[You have gained 515 experience! EXP until next level 4,221/6,380]
 As the tribesman died, the dull blue of the spirit imbued within him leapt out of his back and disappeared. The tribesman�s form did not revert to its original state, but its body no longer glowed.
 The group�s first kill had been swift�the cat from their previous encounter must have been at the very cusp of death before its timely retreat. The other groups were not faring quite as well as their own, and a faction near the center didn�t appear to be engaging the attackers at all.
 A large, gorilla-like monster mowed through people in twos and threes�knocking them around with its powerful arms. Two new flying tribesmen had appeared as well, upping the enemies to 11 total. They darted between the trees and dived to assault the backs of already-engaged human combatants.
 As had been decided after the last battle, every shaman with the ability to do so focus-fired their swarm-of-bees spells at the flying tribesmen which fell out of the air, writhing and clawing at the stinging masses. Expeditionary force members with ranged weapons made pin cushions of their bee-covered antagonists.
 As his allies were slain, the gorilla-type tribesman let out a bellow and charged toward his nearest target�Cline. Sift intercepted the furious apeman with a shoulder to his midsection and grabbed the beast�s arm. The monk acted as a fulcrum as he assisted the monkey�s momentum up and over his shoulder with a tug on the beast�s arm. The gorilla was tossed over Sift�s shoulder and laid out flat on its back, the full impact of Sift�s attack having knocked out its wind and left it on death�s door. As Dakkon moved in to finish the job, Sift darted away toward his next opponent.
[You have stabbed an aberrant tribesman for 278 damage.]
[You have stabbed an aberrant tribesman for 261 damage. An aberrant tribesman has been slain.]
[You have gained 525 experience! EXP until next level 4,746/6,380]
 Cline left his impact on nearly every tribesman by aiming precise, crippling arrows which reduced the speed and ferocity of the foes. Saden moved from tribesman to tribesman suppressing each one with a barrier while its adversaries recovered. Other exorcists mimicked his actions to a noticeably lesser effect�unable to outright stop a beast at full sprint, they could at least slow it down. After realizing that some anti-spirit magic was being employed to great effect, a group of exorcists banded together to attempt exorcising a tribesman. The process took time and concentration, but four combined exorcists managed to remove the spirit from a larger, lumbering tribesman�reverting it to its man-like state where others could easily handle it.
 Though the expeditionary force had lost another six combatants, they had managed to take down eight of the 11 tribesmen. The victory of numbers was a panacea to the force�s fatigue and restlessness. They had shown that they could face the tribesmen and come out on top. The exorcists and shamans played pivotal roles in reducing the damage sustained from the fight, and now the former knew that they could extract the ancestor spirits from an already transformed tribesman. The resurgence of success, purpose, and drive was almost palpable.
 In truth, no one knew if the tribesmen had simply underestimated the force�thus bringing far fewer warriors to the fight than were necessary. When three had been so successful beforehand, surely an extra eight would seem a great plenty. After 11 had failed, it was then possible that they would return in much greater numbers. Still, the expeditionary force consoled themselves with their victory and the hope that, given their direction of travel, maybe the Tribe would realize it wasn�t their home villages which the force was marching toward.
 When night fell, circles around campfires reformed, each group huddling much closer to the others than on the first night. The force needed to be ready in the event of a nighttime raid.
 Saden shared a drink with the other exorcists as they discussed strategy for the upcoming battle. Zelle tried to facilitate a similar discussion with the remaining shamans, but each appeared to be overconfident in their abilities. Their egos were no doubt bolstered by their effective anti-air attack earlier in the day.
 Sift, Cline, and Dakkon sat near a fire where the old man from the previous night was preparing yet another pot of stew and regaling a hungry audience with stories from his glory days. Dakkon knew that the stew�s preparation only took around five minutes from the last night, but apparently an extra 10 and 15 minutes of stirring as the old man held a captive audience wouldn�t overcook the meal. The gap-toothed chef thanked Arstak for his narrow escape from a rather sticky situation in his youth involving an unexpectedly married barmaid and her displeased, doting husband when Cline appeared to tense up.
 �What�s up, Cline?� asked Dakkon. �That a situation you can empathize with?�
 �No, nothing like that,� said Cline.
 �Arstak then?� guessed Dakkon.
 Cline stiffened slightly at the name.
 �Wait, who�s Arstak?� Dakkon asked. The name sounded somehow familiar.
 Sift answered in Cline�s stead. �He is god of chance, good and bad.�
 �Oh,� said Dakkon. �He�s the deity of that forgotten temple we found.�
 Sift looked surprised. �I do not know of any such place,� he said. �May I ask what it is you saw there?�
 Dakkon shrugged. �The temple collapsed but it had been mostly cleared out long before we set foot inside.�
 �I see,� said Sift. �That is too bad. It is rumored that lost temples may contain artifacts crafted by the gods themselves.�
 Dakkon�s mouth tugged into a thin line and Cline stared deeply into the fire.
 �As a monk, you learn about the gods, right?� asked Dakkon. �Are they real entities in this world or just a part of the backstory?�
 �I have a little understanding�though most instruction has been on ancestor spirits,� Sift replied. �To answer your query, yes. They may walk among men when they deign to.�
 �You don�t suppose finding a god�s relic and smashing it would piss off said god, do you?� Dakkon inquired with poorly feigned disinterest.
 While Sift weighed his response, a cleric waiting�bowl in hand�for the old man to produce stew took the presented opportunity to speak on a matter he had some knowledge of.
 �That depends upon the god, I�d say,� said the cleric. �The name�s Barnaby, by the by.�
 �Dakkon,� Dakkon said. �What if the relic was created by Daenara?�
 �The god of growth, healing, and nurturing who�s generally associated with good deeds? I doubt you�d have anything to worry about,� replied Barnaby.
 �What if the relic was a centerpiece in Arstak�s temple?� asked Dakkon.
 �� err.� The question seemed to throw the cleric off stride. �Arstak is a tricky one. Well, he�s the trickster god of chance and fortune. He�s one of the more frequently thanked and cursed gods. I�d guess that breaking his thing would likely piss him off pretty good and thorough, though.�
 �Peachy,� said Dakkon wryly. �If one had a god angry at them through whatever means, what could he�or she�do?� Dakkon�s tone was airy and unconcerned.
 �Whatever the god wants to do, it�ll do,� said Barnaby. �They�re gods. They control the machinations of the world here.�
 �How do you mean, exactly?� asked Dakkon. He could vaguely remember learning a bit about the roles of gods in the past, but he wanted to know more. �They have an actual role in Chronicle?�
 �Well, yes. A big one,� said Barnaby. �Each god is the ultimate authority on the mechanics it governs. The way I understand it�to use Arstak as an example�whenever random decisions are required, the game�s lower-order AI automatically makes the millions of necessary calls instantly. If some decision is too complex, it goes to the next order of chance-determining AI to be instantly and automatically determined. This is how everything runs so smoothly despite the overwhelming complexity of it all. Supposedly, when that higher rung of AI is unable to decide on the appropriate outcome, the decision is made by Arstak himself.� Barnaby scratched his scruffy beard and shot a glance toward the old man who was still preparing the stew. �To have the final authority of decision making, the gods were given personalities which the lower and upper AI both lack.�
 �So, gods are basically the tie-breakers for basic decision making?� asked Dakkon.
 �Essentially,� replied Barnaby. �But, supposedly, the two levels of AI are so effective that the gods rarely ever have anything to deliberate. I�ve heard that according to their whims, gods can influence, change, or outright decide outcomes related to their respective domain, though. I guess you could say that Arstak would always be able to decide how a pair of dice rolled.�
 �Don�t gamble against the God of Luck. I think I can remember that one,� said Dakkon.
 �Not if there�s any chance of losing,� corrected Sift.
 �Oh,� said Barnaby. �Yes. Well said.�
 �All right,� said Dakkon. �The God of Chance controlling random events seems pretty straightforward, but life and death are fairly similar concepts with a murky gray middle ground, so which god does what?�
 �The in-game teachings don�t expressly answer mechanical questions like that outright, so it takes a bit of inferring to really get anywhere, but I�d guess that Daenara controls when NPCs are born, monsters spawn, how living things are healed, and the like. Syvil, the God of Death, then controls when mobs die, corpses despawn, and how things are damaged.�
 �So, the God of Death can just kill anyone and anything on a whim?� asked Dakkon.
 �I reckon so,� said Barnaby with an unconcerned shrug.
 �That is my understanding,� agreed Sift.
 �But gods are above squabbles and grabs for power�I think�so you shouldn�t have anything to worry about,� said Barnaby.
 �Well it�s not like I�m in any position to try and meddle with the affairs of gods I didn�t even know walked the world until now,� said Dakkon. �It just sounds ridiculously overpowered.�
 �Well, they are gods,� said Barnaby.
 �Fair point,� said Dakkon who noticed his friend�s heavy gaze on the dancing flames and smoldering embers. �Cline, you seem lost in thought. What�s the matter?�
 �Ah,� said Cline. After a moment�s hesitation, he looked at Dakkon squarely. �Honestly, I�ve got a sort of important personal matter to talk to you about.�
 Dakkon looked around. There was no space to keep information private here by the fires. They�d have to step away to speak. Past experiences told Dakkon that the matter must be important for Cline to put himself closer to danger by wandering to a private location given the circumstances. Dakkon�s curiosity was piqued.
 �Gentlemen, if you�ll excuse us,� said Dakkon with mock haughtiness dripping from his tone. �You have been a fountain of knowledge for me to slake my thirst.� Dakkon bowed in jesting reverence. Barnaby shook his head and waved them away.
 After the two were comfortably out of earshot from others, Dakkon turned to Cline expectantly. �What�s up?�
 �I�m really not sure how to broach the subject, so I�m just going to give you the straight and narrow of it,� began Cline.
 Dakkon nodded, forcing himself to hold back any ill-timed, low effort humor in consideration of Cline�s troubled expression.
 �I�m not exactly�� Cline trailed off.
 After a few moments, Dakkon prodded the subject. �You�re not exactly what?�
 �Now, I want you to keep in mind that we�re friends here, and this is a huge deal to me, so I want you to take this seriously,� said Cline.
 �Enough with the setup. I understand that it�s a big deal,� said Dakkon. �What�s eating at you?�
 �I�m not a player,� said Cline. �I�m not a flesh and blood person, to be precise.�
 �What do you mean by that?� asked Dakkon, perplexed by the nonsensical admission.
 �I guess you could say I�m a product of the game. An NPC�� said Cline.
 �Bullshit,� said Dakkon levelly. �NPCs don�t talk about the outside world or use modern colloquialisms. You have a blue player�s nametag in town�which I have seen. I have you on my friends list, and we both started at level one at around the same time.�
 �Dakkon, I don�t have any reason to lie to you about this. Otherwise, you�re right on all accounts. I have knowledge of the outside world, but no life there. I can use all the player features�I even have access to the internet�but I am not a player. As far as I can tell, in this world, I�m exactly like any other person except I�m certain that I don�t come back to life.�
 �What?� asked Dakkon. He was unsure what to think, but he was leaning heavily toward disbelief. Cline did have one point, however. He had no reason to lie. Moreover, he always seemed to be the most cautious person in the party�but no. Surely not. Cline, an NPC?
 Dakkon paused. �So, you�re telling me that you went through that temple dungeon where we were out-leveled by everything there, knowing that you wouldn�t come back to life?�
 Cline nodded.
 �Does that make you a badass or some sort of idiot?� asked Dakkon.
 �Both, hopefully, but I�m definitely an idiot,� said Cline.
 Dakkon didn�t know what he was expecting from his friend, but this was far, far from it. This was important.
 �Well, how does it feel?� said Dakkon.
 �How does what feel?� asked Cline.
 �You know�being an NPC?� said Dakkon a bit uncertainly.
 �What? I don�t know. How does it feel to be a human?� said Cline, irked.
 �I guess it feels� normal?� said Dakkon.
 �Ditto,� said Cline. �Now that we�ve gotten that out of the way, I hope you can see my plight here.�
 Dakkon didn�t know exactly where to begin if he was going to be honest, so he decided to start with levity.
 �I�m no scientist, but I don�t think we have the technology to make you a real boy,� said Dakkon.
 �Dude, c�mon. Spare me the easy Pinocchio jokes,� said Cline, seriously. �I�m deep inside enemy territory on what�s beginning to feel like a suicide mission and it�s all drawing parallels to our last harebrained mission together where you somehow managed to pull us through it all.� Cline flicked his hands to add emphasis to his words. �I would really like you to help me through it all this time too.�
 �Ok, putting aside the idea that you�re claiming to not be one, single, real-world week old yet and are able to pick up a reference to a fairy tale about a puppet�you�ve got to realize that it wasn�t I, alone, who got us out of that. We all did our parts,� said Dakkon.
 �Whatever makes you feel better, Dakkon, but I�m not playing a game here. I die and it�s over for me.� Cline breathed in deeply and let out a deep sigh through his nostrils before he continued. �I want to grow strong safely over time so I can watch out for myself. This area was supposed to be lower level. This quest was supposed to be easy, but we�ve already lost a fourth of our people and I have a feeling we just really pissed off the Tribe.� Cline was more worked up than Dakkon had seen before.
 It didn�t take a whole lot of consideration for him to make up his mind. If his friend was crazy, a liar, or a computer the answer would still be the same. �Fine. Relax,� said Dakkon. �I get the picture. If things get really bad, I�ll try and carve out an escape route for you. No big deal,� Dakkon stammered a bit. �I mean, it�s a big deal that you stay alive. I don�t mind dying to keep you around.�
 Cline nodded, apparently satisfied with Dakkon�s response.
 �There�s just one little caveat,� said Dakkon.
 Cline�s smile melted into a suspicious scowl. �What�s that?�
 �I�m going to rip on you a lot for being a robot,� Dakkon sped up his pace to stifle any interruption. �Wait. Hold your protests. This is a rare opportunity. Do you have any idea how cool it is to have the Terminator as a friend? It�s a childhood dream made real.�
 �Dakkon, you�re an asshole,� said Cline with his smile restored.
 �Cline, we�re going to talk more about this later, I assure you. I know that robots lack common sense and have no fear of death, but we could be grabbed by animal men any moment here,� said Dakkon in a chiding voice. �We should get back to the safety of numbers.�
 �I feel like I may have made a grave mistake,� said Cline
 �Oh, I�m only just getting started,� said Dakkon.
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 That night was akin to the first on the trail. An unknown number of tribesmen lurked near the edge of the camps, making aggressive noises as a sort of destabilizing, psychological warfare. Shamans� spiritual scouts returned time and time again, relaying nothing that the force couldn�t already learn by listening or watching. They were surrounded yet again�the fiendish forms darted into and out of sight from heavy brush.
 The NPCs�except for, apparently, Cline�needed sleep after a full day�s march, two battles, and little rest the previous night. The force-leading military bunch mostly consisted of NPCs born and raised in Tian. Players such as Damak were the exception, not the rule. Damak and two others kept watch over their sleeping allies, however the military camp had the least activity and would appear to be an easy mark to any beastmen looking for a target.
 Not long after the military NPCs had managed to fall asleep despite all the menacing noises, the Tribe struck at the resting men brutally and decisively. Seven transformed and battle ready beastmen were too fast for Damak and his two partners, regardless of their vigilance. Damak and his peers stood in front of the wave of assailants as they howled to alert the others, but the abominations broke around them and slaughtered the soldiers before a proper defense could be mounted.
 When the beast that Damak stood to block raised its mangled talons to swipe at the warrior, Dakkon unloaded half of his mana into a fiery ember at the small of the tribesman�s back�halting the beast�s attack and causing it to turn around in confusion. Damak slammed his gleaming shield into the beastman�s backside, toppling it to the ground where Saden pinned it using one of his exorcist�s barriers. As the combatants dealt with the downed tribesman, the other beasts scuttled off as quickly as they had appeared.
[You have gained a level in your secondary class: Thermomancer! Current level 30.]
[You will now be considered a master of thermomancy!]
[New skill acquired: Thermal Sight!]
 The Tribe had switched to guerilla tactics�another 12 members of the expeditionary force lay dead, and sleep would no longer be an option for any NPC without a death wish. The whole of the expeditionary force had been shaken by the sudden assault, and the only good thing to come of it was a level gained in Dakkon�s thermomancy.
 �Pack your garbage up!� yelled Damak, wasting no time to assume command and salvage what he could of the force�s morale. �We march right now!�
 No one argued. Nights and natural darkness were fairly navigable in Chronicle. The real obstruction of their vision here was the dense forest which slowed their march to a stressed amble. Between marching to the goal ahead and staying put to be picked off, there was no discourse. The only sensible course was to push onward.
 Dakkon checked his character�s skills while on the move. The level he had just gained marked the milestone he had been striving for ever since he gained the edgemaster class. Finally, after all of his training, he had mastered thermomancy.

|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 30
|EXP Until Next Level: [10/8,160]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 29� 90% [___________________]
|+Heat (Touch) � 26� 12% [__]
|+Chill (Touch) � 25� 74% [________________]
|+Hotspot (Area) � 22� 80% [_______________]
|+Condense � 1�� [______________________]
|+Thermal Sight � 1� 0% []

 Eager to see what his master-level granted ability did, Dakkon checked his new skill:

|+Thermal Sight: This skill allows its caster to focus on heat and its absence. Sources of heat or cold will appear to radiate their temperature without obscuring the caster�s vision.
 As they moved, Dakkon familiarized himself with his new ability. When the skill was invoked, Dakkon had a layer placed over his normal vision that allowed him to see the heat pouring off other members of the expeditionary force. Since the skill did not convert his sight entirely into infrared vision he could still see clearly, only with an added haze signifying the flow of heat. Dakkon couldn�t help but feel that the skill might have been a lot more powerful if it were actually difficult to see in the dark.
 The expeditionary force slogged onwards in a comforting clump which had to occasionally sieve through arboreal bottlenecks like sand in an active hourglass. Each chokepoint like this was scouted and re-scouted again by shamans before anyone would set a foot through despite the precious time it cost them to do so. A surprise attack at a chokepoint would be a decisive loss which would rob the force of any chance to leave the forest, let alone complete the quest.
 It was towards the edge of the tribesmen�s lands�at a similar bottleneck�where Zelle�s spiritual scout animal, a zippy little hummingbird, returned with anxious determination. Unlike other points which were simply surrounded by thick brush, this narrow path dipped down into the earth about three meters like a miniature gulley. The forest around the pathway was unnaturally dense�as if it had been cultivated to be impossible to traverse. The single, three-meter dip looked as though it, too, was unnatural. The pathway seemed like it had been built as a way through the wall of wood and brambles.
 �Now that�s definitely got to be a trap,� said Saden. By the looks on others� faces, no one wanted to try disproving him.
 Dakkon used his newly gained sight again, but to no great effect. With danger all but guaranteed to be lurking somewhere around him, he decided to try out something a little more drastic. �This had better not burn out my eyes,� muttered Dakkon inaudibly.
 �We�ll have to find another way,� Zelle said to Damak who had been rubbing his forehead in contemplation.
 �What other way?� Damak barked.
 �It�s a forest, not the edge of the world. There has to be a patch where things thin out if we keep skirting along the edge,� Zelle said.
 �Are there any talented druids hiding in our ranks?� asked Saden of the restless crowd.
 There weren�t. Two druids had, indeed, joined the mission but they were both fledgling practitioners who were better with a sword and club than they were with magic. A more powerful druid could have been a great asset here, making the forest bend to their will, even without being a master of the class.
 Dakkon attempted to use condense with his new vision skill, altering the concentration and intensity of his focus. The sensation was abstract. He first had to believe the skill affecting his sight could have a form�over his eyes�like some sort of goggles. Then he focused on trying to alter those metaphysical goggles he�d only just imagined, as though adding and removing lenses of hot and cold. Barely paying attention to the conversation and frustrated with his task, Dakkon said grimly, �I suppose burning it all down�s not a real solution?�
 �You�ve got to be joking,� said Zelle, �that would be a more surefire way to kill us all off than any ambush.�
 �Well, at least we aren�t being chased,� joked Cline, morbidly.
 Dakkon�s eyes scanned the trees in front and behind him while he continued to alter the supply of mana flowing around his eyes. After a few seconds, everything lit up in a spectrum of warm colors, but he could see nothing useful. Dakkon continued to make adjustments. Although all other thermomancer skills worked synergistically, he was still surprised that he could affect his vision so profoundly. Still tinkering, a timely howl rang out from behind.
 �Oh right,� said Cline. �We�re being chased.�
 After a few more mild alterations, Dakkon could see the thermal shapes of creatures obscured behind brush and peeking out from behind trees. The amount of heat he saw forced him to involuntarily gulp. �Guys,� Dakkon drew the attention of the others. �We�ve got a problem.�
 The forest was aglow with the amassing bodies of beastlike forms to every side save for the suspicious cave-like entrance. �I�ve unlocked a new skill�I can see heat signatures. There have to be 100 of them,� said Dakkon, who attributed any control over the panic he should have felt to the curious �Daring� spell that Zelle had cast on him after the last attack.
 Damak stopped rubbing his forehead and looked up. �100� tribesmen?� he asked. �You can�t be serious.�
 �I�m as serious as we�re about to be dead,� said Dakkon. �They�re still coming, too. I don�t think we�ve got a choice here�we�re completely surrounded.�
 They appeared to have a poor choice to make. Either they hop in what looked like a trap, or they try to fight through a throng of angry shapeshifters.
 Damak let out a powerful sigh and yelled, �All right, damn it! Everyone into the trap!� Then charged inward to lead the way.
 The dip could fit two abreast with a smidgeon of room left over to unsheathe a weapon and, for at least one of each pair, to be able to swing it. It would be an extremely unpleasant location to meet up with a large beast able to take full advantage of its claws and fangs. The expeditionary force filed into the path quickly behind Damak, who spearheaded the group�s movement at a quick pace, taking the danger of the unknown upon his own shoulders in order to protect others from the danger they knew about from behind. He was a good tank.
 Players filed in indiscriminately. As they moved forward at speed, the pathway became a tunnel, dipping deeper into the ground and hillside. The tunnel widened gradually and soon the force found itself inside a much larger, naturally-occurring cave.
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 �Well I�ll be damned,� said Damak. �It wasn�t a trap after all.�
 �Unless we were just corralled in here to be fed to something nasty,� said Zelle.
 After Zelle�s comment, the last two other shamans cast spells upon themselves which were visually similar to Zelle�s �Daring� spell.
 The inside of the cave appeared to be thoughtfully, if not meticulously, curated. A line of small, placed stones led deeper into the unknown in a path along the otherwise uncluttered floor.
 �Maybe that way is the trap?� suggested one of the recently emboldened shamans.
 �I think�maybe,� said Zelle, �this might be a place of worship for the Tribe.�
 �What? Why push us down here then?� asked Dakkon.
 �I don�t know. It�s just a hunch,� said Zelle, �but the path and those stones�none of it feels particularly sinister.�
 Damak edged forward along the pathway marked by stones and the expeditionary force followed behind him. The extra space in the cavern allowed the force to fan out, repositioning themselves into their preferred, combat-ready groups.
 The force moved forward, taking what precautions they could to move silently. In a cave without the nearby sounds of running water, the efforts were mostly futile and at best might disguise their numbers. They walked for an hour before reaching the end of the stones. When they had, the expeditionary force found itself emerging from an off-shoot cave of their destination. They were some 20 meters away from a maliciously battered ancient shrine; the ancient shrine which they sought.
 �Dakkon, give the place a once over, would ya?� Damak asked.
 Dakkon was already on it. No unusual heat signatures or pockets of cold could be seen from the cave ahead, but he was still unpracticed with the skill. He looked back at the members of the force as he tweaked his sight, comparing heat signatures as he worked. Dakkon noticed that two men were generating an exceptional amount of heat. They were two of the bunch of non-combatants from the earlier skirmishes. Dakkon wondered whether he was witnessing what fear looked like through heat vision.
 After several adjustments, looking back and forth, Dakkon shrugged. �Nothing out of the ordinary that I can see,� he said before switching off the thermal sight to preserve and regenerate mana.
 �Well, our path seems like it may have been off a bit, but that big, desecrated shrine over there appears to indicate we�re in the right spot,� said Damak. �If there was more than one shrine like this around here we�d have heard about it.� Damak looked over the remnants of the expeditionary force. �Before we give the shamans their turn, let�s go over some battle tactics.� Damak looked over to Zelle. �Just in case.�
 Zelle nodded. She didn�t appear hopeful that the calming would go well, but perhaps fewer shamans meant less power-hungry meddling to mess things up.
 The spell casters with the ability to do so buffed everyone with combat-focused alterations while Damak created a battle strategy focused around distracting the spirit and protecting the exorcists as they worked.
 Damak was doing well filling in his superior�s boots as acting leader, but he had no experience fighting a large, ancient, pissed-off spirit so his guesswork would need to err on the side of caution. When he was done with his battle plans, he nodded.
 The three remaining shamans, Zelle included, walked forward to the defiled, cottage-sized shrine. When they were about 10 paces away, white smoke began spraying out and upward from the broken stone obelisk at the shrine�s center. The three shamans halted and began to rhythmically chant words that had no meaning to laymen:
 �Coo-lah, coo-lah, sah-nah, soo-nah,� they said.
 A massive wolf�s head, with jaws as wide as a man is tall, peeked out through the fountain of white smoke. Its features were all gray, unlike the bluish spirits that the shamans were known to summon.
 The shamans repeated their chant twice again, elongating the words more so with each verse. The massive smoke wolf opened its gray eyes and stared at the three shamans as they continued slowing their chant.
 Whatever the three out ahead of the group were doing appeared to be working. The wolf head�s gray eyes were glassy, without a hint of malice. It appeared that after the trials of the forest, this portion of the quest might not come with a heavy toll.
 �Cooooo-lah, Cooooo-lah,� continued the shamans.
 Behind Dakkon, a voice said in a firm whisper, �Now!� then he felt a stabbing pain in his left shoulder. Dakkon spun to see two men darting at him with weapons raised. A third readied another throwing dagger. Dakkon acted on instinct and side-stepped to place the first assailant in-between himself and the other as he stabbed.
 The attacker fell in a single strike from his dagger. The second man fell dead from one of Cline�s arrows connecting with his sword arm.
[Kareen has stabbed you with a hurled dagger for 90 damage. Remaining HP 560/650]
[Poison courses through your veins! Your actions and reactions will be slowed.]

 The message was accompanied by a flashing red skull and crossbones which was not so subtle that it had any chance of being missed.
[You have slashed Cid for 231 damage. You have slain a player: Cid]
[Killing players does not award experience points.]
[For the following 24 hours, you will be marked by Nokti�s sigil.]
[A player with Nokti�s sigil has a very high likelihood of dropping multiple pieces of equipment on death, regardless of preventative measures.]
[While marked by Nokti�s sigil, players and non-player characters may treat you rashly and unfairly.]

 �What?� thought Dakkon. �What�s going on?� He had killed his attacker in an instant with a single attack which shouldn�t have been lethal.
 The dagger thrower loosed another missile at Dakkon as other players rushed in his direction. Dakkon tried to dodge, but was much too slow as a dagger buried itself in his right bicep.
[Kareen has stabbed you with a hurled dagger for 84 damage. Remaining HP 476/650]
[Poison courses through your veins! Your health will slowly drain away.]

 A second red, flashing icon was now anchored in his vision�likely to ensure the player was aware that they were, in fact, still poisoned.
 As soon as the first two attackers had dropped, three more charged toward Dakkon. Sift rushed forward to intercept the incoming second wave of assailants as Dakkon�s mind snapped together the pieces of the puzzle. The two men who rushed him had been the feverishly-warm pair who had glowed under the inspection of his thermal sight. Had they poisoned themselves to make it so any counterattack would have proven fatal? Players that never contributed to the quest and kept to themselves; a surprise attack; poison; attackers dying instantly; an increased chance to drop items; and, ultimately, Gullen�s threat along with Ramses�s warning to not leave the city. It wasn�t a certain thing, but if Dakkon had this player-killer mark on his cheek, he would be far more likely to drop his coveted dagger upon dying.
 Sift stopped the first assailant�s full momentum with a bone-destroying fist, supported by his firmly-planted foot as though he were an iron rod wedged against the earth. The jarring blow struck the center of the man�s face, pulping his nose into orphanage-grade meatloaf. The man would have howled if he could, but instead settled for a more manageable, guttural, �Hrmmfk� noise as he fell to the ground. Sift intercepted an attack from the next assailant�s short sword by kicking her hand with force gained through whipping his body around 360 degrees.
 The shamans� influence over the giant spirit wolf�s head was undermined by the sounds of battle. The wolf appeared to stir as if from slumber, shaking its head slightly as it took in its surroundings. The three shamans continued their spirit-soothing chant despite the change until the wolf�s eyes shone with crimson light. One shaman turned to flee, drawing the spirit�s attention along with its wrath. The wolf spirit lunged out of the small plume of smoke as if being pulled from the aether. Zelle and the other shaman watched in muted horror as the demon-like wolf ripped into the downed third shaman.
 Sift batted away an incoming dagger using the backside of his hand and completed the motion with a chopping strike at his second opponent�s exposed neck. An arrow from Cline pierced the tender pit of her upraised arm. The second assailant let out a wail cut short by Sift�s shove to her abdomen by the flats of both his palms. She stumbled back and into the larger, third approaching attacker.
 Dakkon felt his strength and vitality leaving him. If this was the effect of poison in Chronicle, then he�d need to be extra careful in the future�and perhaps invest in his own supply. Dakkon was sweating and began to grow very dizzy. He wanted to help, but the meager act of staying upright was growing into a massive task. Dakkon staggered backwards towards the remaining members of the expeditionary force.
 �Heal� poison�� Dakkon managed to croak out.
 Despite the chaos brewing on both sides of the expeditionary force, blue energy surged into and around Dakkon�s body, forcing the lodged daggers out and closing his skin. The spells came from a pair of apprentice level druids without the capabilities to cure Dakkon of his poisoned status. Still, the waves of healing which crashed over him gave Dakkon the strength to stand, if not to fight. He used his renewed vigor to seek out Zelle, wading through the force.
 A large, white, magical wall formed between the two shamans and the wolf spirit, obscuring the parties� views of one another. With the chance to flee granted to them, the shamans gladly retreated. The wolf spirit did not appear alarmed by the barrier, electing to casually chew upon its first catch.
 Dakkon halted Zelle from her flight and asked for aid which she lent after only a quick look back toward the wall of white. After a few quick gestures accompanied by slowly spoken words, Dakkon�s body was covered in translucent blue leeches which drank hungrily from his body. Despite being covered in leeches, he felt better.
 Sift�s two-palm strike knocked the second assailant into the third�s legs, tripping him. The bulkier, third attacker toppled onto the ground, attempting to break his fall by bracing with both arms. His two-handed sword landed awkwardly beneath him. Before the assailant had fully fallen, Sift leapt upwards. Sift drove his feet downwards into the man�s back�feet on opposite sides of the large, two-handed blade.
 The bigger, third assailant wailed out in pain�once again attracting the attention of the wolf spirit. Despite being jumped on after landing on his sword, the man was sturdy and still appeared to have some fight left in him. Sift moved off of the man to dodge yet another incoming dagger.
 Damak had been assessing how to best salvage the situation when the second loud cry returned the gigantic spirit�s attention to the fresh, human chew toys that made up the expeditionary force. The spirit walked up to Saden�s magical barrier and tore through it with one claw swipe as though it were thin paper. The barrier faded away and Damak knew they had to act quickly.
 �All right!� yelled Damak. �Forget about the brawl behind us! The finish line is just ahead! Focus!�
 The portion of the force members watching the fight in the rear were in awe of Sift�s martial prowess, but they turned to face their goal at Damak�s command.
 The dagger-throwing assailant who had been keeping his distance pulled out a short sword and moved to his two remaining allies. The three regrouped into a defensive formation and moved to attack Sift as a unit. The monk circled around them to prevent any attempt they might make to flank. He seemed to welcome the opportunity for a three versus one fight.
 A volley of assorted projectiles, both mundane and magical, flew at the spirit. Most projectiles passed through harmlessly with no effect. A translucent prompt appeared for Dakkon.
[Lucky!! Your Luck stat has randomly revealed one of a boss�s special skills:
Not of this World: Boss spirit Geh`hen�s essence does not reside in this plane of existence. It is only vulnerable to strikes focused on the spirit�s connection with the other world.]
 Dakkon didn�t hesitate to share the oddly gleaned information. �I just got a message saying it�s mostly invulnerable!� he yelled.
 �Exorcists can sense its spiritual core,� interjected Saden, loudly enough to be heard so the information would spread. It was evidently no surprise to him. �Big, ancient spirits like this one can move their cores around the inside of their bodies. We�ll have to hit that core to sever its tie to the other world if we want to take it out.�
 The spirit wolf howled with a deep, powerful resonance.
[You have resisted: Fear]
 The combat formations of the expeditionary force broke rank chaotically. Players and NPCs bolted away from the massive spiritual beast. In sport-like pursuit of its prey, the wolf bounded from fleeing man to fleeing man, ending lives with swift strikes and bites from its powerful maw. The wolf spirit�s aura tinged more crimson with each victim it claimed, though the spirit ignored those who had not turned to run.
 When it became apparent to Geh`hen that many of its fleeing prey would escape, the wolf spirit exhaled a dense, shin-deep mist which covered all escape routes in an instant. Those who ran into the new mist, terrified of the great predator behind them, found their feet stuck to the ground by a sturdy, magical frost.
 The wolf spirit appeared pleased by its own effectiveness. Dakkon and the others who were unaffected by the fear attacked the beast ferociously, but to little effect. The rare attack which managed to connect with the spirit�s one, invisible and constantly moving, vulnerable point amounted to a very small amount of damage. Dakkon had yet to land a blow and no one seemed to have a clue what exactly they were supposed to aim for.
 �I hit it in the foot!� yelled a warrior.
 �I struck it in the throat!� exclaimed an archer.
 �It�s shifting around too rapidly for us to call out,� remarked Saden.
 �Bind its weak point with your barriers, then tell us where it is!� yelled Damak.
 �We�ll give it a shot,� said Saden with a firm nod.
 The exorcists focused on the spirit�s moving weak point. The beast hopped away defensively and let out another icy exhalation at the still-mobile expeditionary force members. Despite their attempts to dodge the snare, only a few who were at the edges of its area of effect managed to avoid having their feet frozen to the ground.
 The wolf spirit let out an other-worldly noise akin to sniggering, then expectantly looked to the bodies of the slain. The mangled, fallen corpses of the spirit�s victims�and the three killed because of the scheme in the rear�snapped bolt upright and began to sway and twist smoothly, as if to a melody which no living thing could hear.
 The corpses floated above the ground and frosty mist, moving fluidly but in inhuman sweeps as if they were marionettes serving an aspiring puppeteer. The lively dead surrounded a member of the expeditionary force on four sides, twirled and struck out at her simultaneously. The force member�s body sagged then shot bolt upright into the air, joining in on the phantasmal waltz.
 Dakkon warmed the area around his feet and shins with thermomancy until the ice no-longer claimed his feet. Others were wildly chipping away at the frost with whatever they had, to little effect. A fire wizard who had fled earlier regained his senses thanks to a new cast of Zelle�s �Daring� spell and began to thaw the frost in great swaths.
 The ancient spirit took offense to the meddling of the pyromancer and shot forward to claim the wizard�s life, but was repelled by another barrier of white light. The wolf shook itself after its unexpected collision and growled as it looked from side to side. The animated corpses began to move and dance at double their previous speed.
 The wolf spirit exhaled more frost toward the pyromancer, but Saden�s barrier held back the spiritual magic. A small barrier of white encircled something within the great, translucent, crimson wolf for an instant�just enough time for Cline�s arrow to pierce the orb directly in its center.
 The boss howled in anguish as a large chunk of its hit points fell away. The wolf�s puppet corpses moved faster still, striking at any still-stuck force members and resurrecting each as their own. By the time the force members had fully escaped the ice, there were as many corpses fighting them as there were living allies�including the bodies of Sift�s opponents.
 The monk cut through the hovering corpses that darted around him as he moved. Each of their coordinated assaults was met with a dodge and counterattack. While the expeditionary force attempted to regroup and hold off the bodies which threatened to surround them, Sift had returned eight back to the earth.
 Exorcists worked quickly to consecrate Sift�s struck-down dead, but their numbers were spread too thin and half of the lifeless marionettes returned to their dance as the wolf spirit let out more of its inhuman sniggering.
 �All right,� said Saden. �We�re gonna bind this bastard�s weak point again. If you have any sort of ranged attack, use it when you see the bubble.�
 The wolf spirit lunged towards Sift. Each corpse under thrall of the wolf broke away and assaulted the remainder of the expeditionary force. Saden and his fellow exorcists managed to form a barrier around the wolf�s weak point right as the boss landed a powerful swipe to Sift�s shoulder�throwing the monk back across the room and tumbling into a still-lingering cloud of mist. The expeditionary force�s ranged attack was far from concerted, as the boss�s corpse puppets threatened and harassed indiscriminately. Only a few attacks, including another dead-center arrow from Cline, found their way into the boss�s weak point. Still, the damage was great and accumulating.
 �Damn it!� yelled Saden, breaking his usual cool after his friend�s fall. �We�ve got to get him out of that frost!�
 Dakkon had felt mostly useless in the battle. Sift had come to his aid early on and it was everyone with ranged attacks or binding magic at their disposal who were carrying the team forward. Melting the frost which claimed the monk was something Dakkon knew he could do. He dashed off into the obscuring low-hanging mists where Sift had been swatted to.
 Damak stepped to the forefront of the expeditionary force, attempting to draw the wolf�s attention. The wolf spirit hopped backwards, wary of any surprises now that it had been properly struck a few times. Damak pressed forward to intimidate the spirit boss while the other members of the force took down and consecrated corpses as they fell.
 Dakkon used his thermal sight to quickly locate the monk and thawed him from the coffin of ice which had temporarily entombed him. Dakkon could see that Sift was in bad shape. The spirit�s claws had completely mangled the monk�s right arm and the top of his leg�a glaringly obvious downside to wearing no real armor in a fight. When Dakkon looked back at the spirit beast�he could see it. The spirit�s orb-like tether to the other world appeared as a dark ball which darted around the inside of its body erratically.
 �Sift,� said Dakkon. �I can see it�s weak point.� Dakkon looked down at the mangled monk. Sift replied with a smile.
 After the remaining corpse puppets were laid to their rest once again, the other two surviving warriors joined Damak as bait. If the wolf attacked one of them, perhaps the spirit would be close enough for the exorcists to bind its weak point for another strike or two. Including the enshrouded Dakkon and Sift, the force was down to 14 remaining members, only one of whom could still heal�Zelle. There were three tanks, three exorcists, and enough ranged firepower to potentially get the job done if everything lined up just right.
 The ancient wolf ran and leapt around the body of the expeditionary force, exhaling freezing mist from every angle in a way where blocking the outpour of phantom snare with spiritual barriers was impossible for the few remaining exorcists. Half of the force found itself frozen, including the three tanks who were stuck away from the squishier casters which they aimed to protect. The boss tore through the ranks of the expeditionary force, striking at the exorcists first�killing Saden and his two classmates in a single swipe each.
 The fire mage raised a thick cloud of mist which enveloped everyone, from his application of flame magic to the dense, magical frost on the floor which bound them. Amongst the mist prowled the ancient predator�appearing again and again before a member of the force drew its final breath. Zelle, the fire mage, and two more mages were hunted through the mists and eviscerated. The cries of each force member�s end could be heard nearby, though the others could not see it.
 The fire mage had managed to free everyone, save for the three warriors at the front, and the wolf left them for last.
 The wolf spirit stalked a desperately fleeing Cline and came to a stop when it spotted a figure standing stoic in its way. Sift, though gravely injured, took up a ready stance. Predator and prey circled each other slowly. The cruel wolf knew the man before him would pose no threat. When Sift attacked, the wolf slammed its front paw down, pinning the monk.
 Appearing from the mists, Dakkon poured the remaining mana he had into a tiny hotspot at the tip of his dagger and, unsure of its effect, plunged it into the wolf spirit�s tether to the other world�located defensively in its hind leg, away from any strike the monk could have made.
 The dagger pierced into the center of the orb and, with his thermal sight, Dakkon could see the small hotspot erupt outwards and fill the cold orb with heat.
[Critical hit! You have stabbed Geh`hen for 866 damage. You have dealt an additional 432 damage as the result of an elemental advantage. Geh`hen has been slain.]
[You have gained 5,000 experience! EXP until next level 3,366/6,660]
[You have gained a level! You have 65 free stat points to distribute!]
[Your mettle has been tested. Your resolve unwavering. You have gained a rank in Steadfast!]
[Fortune favors the bold. You have gained a rank in Heroic!]
[You have received a title: Alpha Spirit]
 The orb swirled radiant reds and muted blues like mismatched paints until it reached a solid, neutral color. Then the orb and wolf surrounding it disappeared.
 Sift lay crushed on the floor. The red skull on his cheek vanished and a few of the monk�s valueless possessions dropped to the ground�dirtied hand wraps, a torn tan tunic, and just short of 12 gold in coin. Dakkon scooped up the dropped items reverently, to be returned to the monk who had saved him, Cline, and likely the entire quest.
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 All remnants of the wolf�s mist dissipated in seconds after the battle�s end. Those left standing numbered five. Cline, Dakkon, Damak, and two NPC warriors were all that remained of the large expeditionary force. The ice around the warriors� feet melted, freeing them. Seconds later, an oversized chest made of some wispy, purple and black, spectral material appeared near the center of the cave, not far from where the boss and Sift fell.
 Damak was the first to approach the ectoplasmic chest, and he opened it eagerly. When the lid swung open, a prompt appeared for each of the five remaining members of the expeditionary force, NPCs included. The prompt gave the names and a description for each boss-dropped reward.

|Coolstone: Sister stone to the Warmstone. The wearer of a Coolstone will feel comfortable in hot environments which would normally be intolerable. The effects of fire damage are reduced substantially.

|Thunderclap Greaves: When worn, all force from a fall is directed outwards and around the wearer, creating a proportional shockwave.

|Puppet Cuffs: A pair of bracelets. When invoked, motions made by the master bracelet are mimicked by the wearer of the slave bracelet.

|Draught of the Ageless: For 20 years, the imbiber of this draught will forgo aging.

|Aren�s Bulwark: When Aren�s Bulwark is slammed to the ground, a magical stone fortification will be erected for as long as the shield remains touching the ground. A wall will naturally last 20 minutes or until the shield is lifted. After a wall is formed, eight hours must pass before another can be created. The wielder of Aren�s Bulwark may customize the size of the wall.

|Dousebinders: At the wearer�s whim, these sapphire-encrusted wraps will spray fourth water. The amount of water can be customized; however, overuse may incur a recharge period of up to four hours.

|Quiver of Plenty: This quiver replenishes with basic arrows granting an endless supply. The arrows disappear a minute after they are removed from the quiver.
 �You can focus on an item to get more specifics on it,� explained Damak, noticing Dakkon�s wide-eyed expression. �You can also rearrange the items by dragging them around. After we all hit �submit� at the bottom of the window, the game will distribute items based on who wanted each one the most. The higher up you put the item in the list, the more you want it.�
 Dakkon looked over the list in more detail. He also noticed a button toward the bottom that said �forfeit,� which he guessed would pass up any claim he wanted to lay on the loot.
 The Coolstone was an interesting item, but somewhat redundant given Dakkon�s class. The Draught of the Ageless was worthless to him, as a player�though it could be worth a hefty amount to a noble seeking an extra 20 youthful years. The quiver and shield were probably going to be the first priorities of Cline and Damak respectively, and they didn�t really fit Dakkon�s current playstyle. The Puppet Cuffs were probably wholly impractical outside of pranks or some extremely sinister jobs�so he�d pass on those as well.
 That left the more interesting items:

|Name: Dousebinders
|Item Type: Armor � Cloth
|Durability: 30/30
|Armor Rating: 5
|Ability: Waterfount
|Description: Each of these sapphire-studded wraps can produce its own fountain of water. When the pair of wraps are worn and touching, a more powerful stream can be created. Water created by the wraps will disappear after an hour unless it has been consumed by some other process.
 Dousebinders: These seemed mediocre at first glance. Making water was probably not extremely useful save for not needing to carry around a canteen. Still, you�d probably need a cup or a lot of control to avoid looking like a fool to everyone when sucking upon your wrist wraps for hydration. However, for the right class, water on-demand seemed incredibly useful. Dakkon knew that some ice mages sub-classed into water mages so that they could produce far more powerful ice shards and walls than their primary class alone would allow for. Maybe, as a thermomancer, he could shoot his own ice shards or boiling water like a bombardier beetle.
|Name: Thunderclap Greaves
|Item Type: Armor � Steel
|Durability: 250/250
|Armor Rating: 20
|Ability: Force Dispersion
|Description: These reinforced boots have been crafted by a master of both metalworking and enchantment. Created to mitigate the damage of any fall, at the user�s whim, force that would impact the bottom of these boots is instead dispersed outward in a 360-degree ring. The shockwave produced will grow in strength proportionally to the impact that is redirected. These boots may require additional strength to wear comfortably.
 �Holy shit,� thought Dakkon. The ability to ignore fall damage was huge�but these boots seemed to also allow someone to wait in ambush from a cliff top then drop like a human bomb and suffer no repercussions. For something this strong, Dakkon wouldn�t mind dumping some extra points into strength. Dakkon thought about what it would be like to kick someone while wearing the boots when Sift came to mind.
 Sift had saved him, Cline, and probably the whole quest. The monk was a force to be reckoned with all on his own. If he had these boots� �Wow,� thought Dakkon.
 �Say,� asked Dakkon to no one in particular as the others were each examining the list on their own. �Can monks� wear heavy steel boots in this game?�
 �Sure,� said Damak. �Why not?�
 Cline looked at Dakkon and gave an approving smile. Dakkon, however�though it may seem greedy, had not made up his mind on the matter.
 The five submitted their lists and waited for their rewards. The boss�s chest disappeared, and three small, white orbs appeared on the ground in front of Dakkon. The orbs spun around, chasing each other as if tied by strings to a center pole. As they sped up, they moved higher until something appeared: an intricate pair of metal boots with little holes around a thick pad at the bottom. Similar light shows began to appear and spin one after the other for each of the others.
 Dakkon equipped the boots by sliding his feet into them where they lay. Certainly, he could at least get a feel for the item before deciding whether or not he wanted to make a gift of it. Once equipped from his menu, he was noticeably taller. Dakkon went to take a step forward before falling flat on his face.
 The other four burst out laughing at the unexpected face plant.
 �Dakkon, you�re a danger to yourself,� chided Damak.
 �What the hell?� asked Dakkon, confused. Though he was pleased to see he hadn�t gained another rank in the embarrassing trait �Thick,� he could not move the boots aside from sliding, tilting, or rolling them. They were insanely heavy. �These are probably heavier than blocks of steel the same size!�
 �Enchanted steel, maybe?� ventured Cline with a smirk.
 �Who enchants armor to make it heavier?� griped Dakkon.
 �I don�t know but I�m inclined to buy you a drink for scooping those boots up before me,� Damak said, patting his brand-new shield.
 Before Dakkon could remove the boots, another three balls of light formed in front of Dakkon and one of the two warrior NPCs. Simultaneously they revealed the last two items. In front of the NPC was the Quiver of Plenty, and in front of Dakkon, the Dousebinders.
 �What?� Dakkon said as he looked over to Cline. �You didn�t choose the quiver?�
 �Nah. What I got is way more valuable,� Cline said as he shook a small vile.
 �Right. 20 years of youthful life or a bag filled with arrows?� thought Dakkon. It wasn�t a very difficult choice and was probably a valuable item. If anyone asked Cline why he chose it, he can always claim that he acted on greed and drink it in private at a later time.
 �Wedge, what the hell are you going to do with those weird bracelets?� barked Damak at the NPC warrior who had apparently chosen to take the bizarre cuffs which allowed one wielder to control the bearer of the other.
 �Nothing sir,� said the warrior with a somewhat shaken voice. �I just don�t think these are the sort of thing that should be out in public is all��
 �So, you won�t be keeping them?� Damak asked.
 �Not a chance,� said Wedge. �I�ve had them in my hands for seconds and they already give me the heebie-jeebies.�
 �I�m sure that the guard can offer you a sizable reward for� keeping something of such a dubious nature from circulating in the public,� said Damak, hinting that he�d vouch for the warrior to get a proper reward from the quest.
 The warrior, Wedge, perked up a bit and nodded. �Yes sir.�
 The other NPC warrior looked around to the bodies which hadn�t yet disappeared strewn about the cave. �What a damned shame,� he said while shaking his head. The others� attitudes soured a bit when they looked around. Dakkon knew that he was the least affected. Damak and the two other warriors had been acquainted with most, if not all, of the NPCs on their expedition. Most were brothers-in-arms. Cline was an NPC, too, despite all signs to the contrary. Had he been one of the majority which fell along the way or in the battle, then it would all be over for him.
 Dakkon was just a player with no heavy ties to the deceased who�d stay dead. Still, he felt bad for them. Had Mary, the girl he�d given a pair of sheep to back in Greenburne; the street urchin he�d saved from being cut up in the streets of Correndin; or Cline, his oldest friend in the game died� he�d be furious. Those three were NPCs as well. In games, the loss of NPC lives was an ordinary occurrence. Initially, Dakkon had no feelings about the life or death of a game character in this world, but the more time he spent in Chronicle, the more that part of him was changing. He knew that the dead here were technically only simulations�numbers and code�but in this world, they were as real as he was.
 The five collected what they could of the items that dropped from the fallen NPCs to be returned to their families or reworked for redeployment by Tian�s military guard. The bodies of players had by now disappeared, but the NPCs remained. Ritual burial was not common nor desired. The world of Chronicle itself would vanish the corpses after a time. The Tian natives cleaned up the shrine as much as they could out of respect for the fallen spirit, then they left through the entrance which they had originally intended to enter through rather than chancing the forest filled with unsympathetic shapeshifters. This time, with no pressing need to be at their destination, they�d take the longer route home. Fortunately, Dakkon�s new boots would be far lighter in his pack.
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 On the journey back to Tian, Dakkon practiced thermomancy with his new Dousebinders. The theory behind using the water to create weapons, shields, and walls of ice seemed powerful, but getting the hang of freezing a large, quickly moving stream of water in a specific way was incredibly difficult and tended to drain his mana reserves well before anything useful took shape. Dakkon could make an ice cube or shoot slush the consistency of shaved ice without much difficulty�which might only prove useful if he were trying to make tropical drinks. Whenever he had the mana, he�d spend it all in his pursuit of slow, but steady, progress.
 The five traveled the roads alone at first from hamlet to village, but soon joined with a caravan when they neared bandit country. The last small town that the five passed through on their return was abuzz with gossips itching to tell the guards of Dakkon�s caravan what they�d heard. Two major developments were keeping the town�s workers preoccupied with the excitement of rumormongering.
 Settlements not a full day�s ride away had been burned over the past week by something �cruel and evil.� The current iteration of the story was that the gods had a hand in it. As bold a claim as that seemed when Cline pointed out that the gods have never directly intervened in lives outside of legends and folk tales, one reputable know-it-all of the town dropped the real bomb that had the town in a tizzy: the gods had made a declaration. Or, at least, one god appeared to have. Altars everywhere honoring the god of destruction and chaos, who was typically prayed to when seeking misfortune for a rival, had conjured blood from stone�each altar displaying the same message:
1 2 0
There will be a selection.
Struggle.
The marked will compete.
Kill.
The culling will breed strength.
Lust.
The victor will be unstoppable.
Power.
 Damak confirmed the message and claims by checking online forums. Even ChronCast was covering report after report of the message appearing in various locations, along with speculation about its possible meaning. Reports came from all over the continent within minutes of each other. It appeared the gods may have been at play, indeed.
 The forums had plenty of guesses about the number, too. A date; the number of selected participants; a countdown until the start or the next announcement; how many could win; the number of things that could be won; et cetera. Everything was speculatory, but gave the five something new to chat about on the last leg of their trip. What was known was that the messages began to appear around three or four days before, so if it was a timer counting down days, there would be plenty of time before the event began. If, for some reason, the gods had chosen to use hours in their cryptic message, then� things might suddenly get interesting.
 By the time they were back in Tian, Dakkon could open his palm and form a spear of ice in his hand�which looked impressive, even if ice wasn�t the most practical material for martial combat. A wall of ice still appeared to be out of reach, but a small, irregularly-shaped shield wouldn�t be much trouble. A more practical use, he found, was to form a sharp shard of ice in his hand which he could throw to give himself a practical ranged attack. Dakkon could manage to throw quite a few ice daggers in rapid succession. His aim was rubbish, however, and he had no clue how to hit a target with the sharp end of his icicles.
 Once back in town, the five first reported to the city�s military guard, who�d issued the quest and would oversee distributing currency to the quest�s participants. Although the majority of players had fallen before the boss�s loot had dropped, they would still be able to collect the general completion reward available to all participants. Unfortunately, that reward itself didn�t justify the incredible commitment to the journey�but this was likely the side effect of losing so many lives and failing the primary objective of calming the spirit down. Dakkon and Cline each received 50 gold and the city�s thanks�the latter likely being the far greater reward as Tian was a wonderful city, and the powerful player Gullen was proof that gaining favor and influence within the right factions can bring about quite a bit of its own prosperity. Dakkon doubted someone could reach Gullen�s station through simply completing quests for the city, though.
 When Dakkon met up with Sift, he walked up and immediately extended his hand with a smile. The monk took Dakkon�s hand and shook it.
 �Thank you, Sift,� Dakkon said. �You�re a legend.�
 Sift chuckled at the compliment. �As your ally, it was my duty.�
 �Here, let me get your things,� said Dakkon as he quickly pulled up his inventory. He returned the items Sift had dropped upon death because of the player killer�s mark he�d gained while coming to Dakkon�s aid. �There�s one more thing. These ought to be interesting with that whole Bruce Lee-style finishing stomp of yours.� Dakkon struggled to set the boots on the table one at a time.
 �What are these?� Sift asked as he lifted one up with what appeared to be little effort.
�Woah,� thought Dakkon. �I�ll definitely need to invest more heavily in strength down the line.�
 �Heavy,� said Sift before examining the properties of the boots. As he read, his eyebrows raised in surprise. �Oh�� he said.
 Dakkon grinned at the usually stoic monk�s reaction. �Think you can get some use out of those?�
 Sift nodded resolutely. �I will train until they are as my own feet,� Sift said. �Thank you, Dakkon.�
 Dakkon waved away the thanks. �You earned those more than any of us.�
 �Yet you slew the beast,� Sift said.
 Dakkon shrugged. �I�d be grateful if you didn�t mention that to anyone for now,� he said. He had been gone over a week with few survivors. As far as Gullen�s faction knew, Dakkon could have died and dropped his dagger during or after the boss battle. The lie couldn�t last for long, but the uncertainty might gain him some small opportunity that he couldn�t otherwise afford. �There�s a powerful man in Tian who wants my dagger. As long as he believes that I�ve still got it, I think he�ll keep sending his goons to ambush me like they did in the cave.�
 �Ah,� said Sift. �I wondered why our forces had divided.� He turned the boots over in his hands�admiring their craftsmanship.
 Dakkon nodded. �Maybe I can skip town while he�s still guessing.�
 �Then you are leaving?� asked Sift.
 �Yup,� replied Dakkon nonchalantly. �I�ve got fame and fortune to accumulate. Want to come?�
 Sift shook his head. �I must train. In my last trial, I was found lacking.�
 Dakkon was a little shocked. Sift had likely already surpassed the human limit on how good at fighting one could be. Dakkon could understand why Saden had wanted to get the monk out of the city to test himself in live combat. That had somehow backfired.
 �Well, that�s your prerogative, I suppose,� said Dakkon. �Let me know when you decide to train out in the world. I�ll have a party waiting at the very least.�
 The two shook hands and set out on their own paths. Cline was, reasonably, unwilling to travel with Dakkon while he had hitmen chasing him around�so Dakkon set off to the east side of town to gather provisions for his next trip to�the northeast he supposed; toward Turlin.
 Midway through resupplying, Dakkon was addressed from behind and to his right. �Did you trade your dagger for those water sprinklers?� asked a concise female voice. �That seems like a bad deal if you ask me.�
 Dakkon turned warily to see the sorceress who had saved him during his first trip to Tian. Only now, in the city, her name was known to him. �Ah, hello again� Lina?� Dakkon ignored the question. �What brings you back this way?� When he�d seen her before she was heading east, away from the city where they stood.
 �That�s precisely what I was hoping to talk with you about,� Lina said with a domineering smile. �Would you mind following and listening to me?�
 The situation was suspicious, but the sorceress had saved him and Nightshade once already. He didn�t see the harm in simply listening. �Sure,� he said.
 �Lovely,� she replied flatly, dropping all charm from her voice, then turned to walk.
 Dakkon had to hustle a bit to catch up and fall into stride with her. �So, what�s driven you to seek me out, of all people?�
 �I�d like to be completely honest with you from the onset. It should help to put the rest of our conversation into perspective,� Lina said. �I was hired to kill you.�
 Dakkon skipped a half step at the admission.
 �A lot, actually,� she emphasized the word �lot� as though it were inevitable. �Over and over until you dropped the dagger or handed it to me.�
 �I see,� said Dakkon.
 �I was told you were collecting supplies here and came out to meet you, the supposed assassin-class who killed an ancient spirit,� the dark-haired sorceress said. �Imagine my surprise when my target turned out to be the very same traveler that I�d lent a hand to on the road.�
 �How�d you know I killed it?� asked Dakkon. �The spirit, I mean.�
 �I didn�t for certain, until now,� Lina said.
 �Ah, right,� said Dakkon. �I thought you had intended to be honest from the onset.�
 �I said you�d supposedly killed the ancient spirit.� Lina turned and smirked.
 Flustered by her tone and guile, Dakkon asked, �Well then what is it that you want from me?�
 �That depends,� said Lina. �I have a proposition for you.�
 �You have my complete and undivided attention,� Dakkon said.
 �Grand,� said Lina. �I�d like what I�m about to tell you to remain confidential.�
 Dakkon nodded once.
 �Something was stolen from me,� said the sorceress. �Something important.�
 Dakkon nodded once again. He didn�t know what she meant. Items couldn�t simply be stolen from players without some sort of elaborate scheme like the one he had just suffered through.
 �It is with great shame that I admit a fool has gotten the better of me,� Lina said. �I know him to be a fool because he�s made himself easy to track down�and I will regain what is mine. What I need from you is your dagger.�
 Dakkon stared at her blankly. �I take it you mean to say: me, wielding my dagger on your behalf?� Dakkon suggested.
 Lina smirked again. �If that�s how it�s got to be.�
 �That�s how it would have to be,� said Dakkon. �And what exactly am I being offered to help you out?�
 �Beyond your desire to repay my kindness on the road?� Lina prodded. �When we succeed in retrieving what I�ve lost, then I�ll refuse Gullen�s commission.�
 �So, I help you, or I die?� asked Dakkon. �Some choice.�
 �No,� said Lina, who sighed with the reticence of a tutor whose lesson should have already been learned. �You help me and I don�t kill you. Gullen wants you dead and he�s willing to pay handsomely.�
 �You know, the �damned if you do, damned if you don�t� sales pitch isn�t a very good persuasive tactic. Can�t you get that giant who carts you around to help?� Dakkon asked.
 �He will,� she said. �What you fail to understand is how much money I�d be turning down. I don�t like turning down easy money.�
 The certainty of his demise in her tone didn�t sit well with Dakkon, but he knew she was right. The ball of flaming death she�d used so casually on the road was of a completely different power level. He didn�t stand a chance against strength like that. Not yet.
 Dakkon considered his predicament. He definitely didn�t want the fire goddess incarnate out for his hide. While he thought, he remembered that Lina had easily pointed out his new wrist wraps in her ambush-like introduction. How could she know that they spray water?
 �How did you know about my Dousebinders?� he asked.
 Lina smiled knowingly. An air of mild to moderate condescension seemed to radiate from her, naturally. �Magical items are how I make my living, Dakkon,� she said. �Water producing items are a common mainstay of this world�s military campaigns. Being able to water men and horses alike is an incredible boon on marches. Though, I�m afraid an item such as that is likely ill-suited to a melee class such as yourself.�
 It was Dakkon�s turn to smile knowingly. He raised his hand and formed a spear of ice�spending more mana than was necessary to ensure it came out looking impressive. �They seem to have some use,� he said.
 �Oh, my,� Lina remarked with dancing eyes. �Yes, I think you may be of use to me after all.�
 Dakkon hadn�t needed to show off his trick with the wraps. Perhaps the sorceress had even been trying to bait him into revealing information about himself with her words. He didn�t care. He hated the feeling of being looked down upon by someone while they asked him to aid them. It reminded him of his old supervisor.
 �Well, what do you say?� asked Lina.
 �I�d be� willing?� he paused, �� to help if you�ll share some information on your trade,� Dakkon said after some consideration. �I�ll be frank. I need money and I want power. If you�ve got the funds to comfortably turn down one of Gullen�s offers, then it seems to me that you�ve got both. Teach me about finding and selling magic items.� Dakkon fixed determined eyes upon the sorceress.
 �Fine,� she said promptly, with no deliberation. �We shall need something to talk about on the way. Why not relics?�
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 Dakkon and Lina met up with Merri, the hulking man who pulled Lina�s cart, as he gathered provisions and some crafting supplies. Apparently, despite the ridiculously thick size of his fingers, he was a practicing craftsman and preferred the more delicate trades that Chronicle had to offer over combat.
 Since they would be on the road, Dakkon fetched his horse, Nightshade, who was happy to be reunited with his rider. The horse had clearly grown a sense of contempt for the strict care provided by the monastic stables. When leaving the establishment, Nightshade expressed his disdain for being left behind by chomping at the stable hands. Dakkon felt bad for his horse, and he would have felt bad for the monks who ran the temple had they offered him a lower price for their services.
 When Nightshade saw the sorceress again he stopped dead in his tracks, ready to bolt at the first sign of danger. The insane display of strength the horse witnessed firsthand would leave its impression on any who saw it, animals were no exception. Dakkon patted his horse�s neck in a reassuring manner. After Nightshade realized that they weren�t in any danger, the proud beast managed to stand as tall as usual.
 Merri pulled Lina alongside Dakkon and Nightshade. Thermomancer and flame mage expended their mana reserves to about half full, refilled them, then expended their reserves again to train as they traveled and conversed. Merri, however, was a man of few words.
 �I can see you�re eager,� Lina said to Dakkon. �I�ll start the explanation by giving you some perspective. You won�t have any success alone. Relic hunting requires a great number of eyes, ears, and keen minds. Magic items must be learned of, tracked down, recovered, then sold efficiently. Most players stumble through the game and only acquire magical gear when they�re bound to trip over it. Good hunters seek out magical items actively by scouring old tomes, pursuing cryptic quest lines, and keeping our eyes open and our ears to the ground. If you want to be a successful relic hunter, then first and foremost you�ll need a team.�
 Dakkon had managed to find some friends whom he assumed were worthy of his trust. He wouldn�t mind splitting bounties with them.
 �Would you like to join our successful relic-hunting troop?� Lina asked.
 The invitation was unexpected. It seemed out of character, and caught Dakkon off-guard. He did need the money, though. Why not? He could learn the tricks of the trade first-hand. �Well�� he started, but was cut off.
 �Well you can�t!� Lina snapped. �The point I�m trying to drive home here is that you�ll need a reliable, trustworthy team. If we just invited anyone then the system wouldn�t work.�
�Great,� thought Dakkon wryly. His already thin desire to help the cocky sorceress waned further.
 �I get it,� said Dakkon. �Enough about your exclusive club. Tell me about the work itself.�
 �That�s really the important part,� said Lina, further driving the point that teamwork was paramount in her trade. �Knowing what�s worth what is pretty simple after just a little research�unless you find something exceptional.�
 That caught Dakkon�s interest. �Exceptional? Like what?�
 Lina smirked in a calculated, maddening way. �A unique and powerful artifact; a relic, that is, an item touched or created by the divines; or something integral to a major quest.�
 Dakkon�s dagger fell into the second category�maybe even the first. �What if something falls into all three categories?� Dakkon asked.
 Lina considered this for a few, silent moments. �It would be unlikely to increase the value by any significant margin�but that�s assuming the buyers require it only for one of those three qualities. Everything is relative. Read the situation and price the item accordingly.� She sighed. �Also, it would be ideal to have someone both competent and trustworthy to sell the acquired items full time.� The last bit sounded like it may have been a recent source of frustration.
 �How much money should I expect from selling a god-touched item?� Dakkon asked.
 �That�s�� Lina�s face scrunched up as though she were really considering the matter, then her face relaxed at once before glaring at Dakkon indignantly. �That�s really putting the cart before the horse. What makes you think you can even locate a relic�let alone acquire it?�
 Lina�s unamused facial expression was contagious, finding its way onto Dakkon�s face. �You know I have one already, hence Gullen�s commission.� Dakkon said.
 �I know nothing of the sort,� barked Lina. �The thought occurred to me�but after some brief reconsideration, I realized that you had simply incurred his wrath and he wanted to send a message.�
 �Why would you assume that? If he paid for me to die until I dropped or gave up a specific item, wouldn�t that have to imply I had something he wanted?� reasoned Dakkon.
 �That was my first suspicion,� Lina admitted before adding pointedly, �until I used my head. If Gullen wanted your item, he�d buy it from you. You don�t strike me as the billionaire�s son type, so what possible incentive could you have to refuse Gullen�s money? You�re a beginner�a novice�a noob. What could you possibly have gotten your hands on that Gullen couldn�t buy from you?�
 Maybe he had pissed off the mafia-boss-esque Gullen when Dakkon had tried to break into the man�s vault so brazenly, maybe not. Still, Dakkon could see where the sorceress was coming from. Dakkon had obtained an incredibly valuable item incredibly early in the game. He also passed up a considerable payday on what was more or less his own hunch. Maybe, from an outside perspective, his motives seemed unlikely.
 �Fine,� said Dakkon. �So, I hunt for relics by paying attention and having some�trustworthy�friends to help. Anyone could have figured that much out. How does that help me?�
 �I never said our methods were any great secret,� said Lina. �You wanted me to tell you about relic hunting, and I have. The most important thing is to have a team that�s clever, adaptable, and unlikely to swindle you.�
 Dakkon was under the impression that there was more to hunting relics than Lina was letting him know about, but he had no way to know for certain. So, he rode along in silence, practicing his thermomancy.
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 The three travelers passed by the little city of Rinden, the last settlement that the remnants of the expeditionary force had caravanned through on their way back to Tian. The calamity which the gods had supposedly loosed upon the land had burnt down yet another nearby village to the southwest�the direction which Lina had chosen to lead them. Dakkon still wasn�t sure where he was being taken. When he asked Lina to divulge that key piece of information, she dismissed his inquiry by saying that he�d know soon enough.
 On the stretch of well-traveled road between Rinden and the burnt-down destination village of Gotswain, a familiar scene began to play out. In front of them, despite their relatively slow speed, two hempen ropes tightened from slack to taut between two trees across the road from one another.
 Merri simply raised his massive foot and stomped on the ropes, forcing them back to the ground as he walked forward, unimpeded. Nightshade followed alongside. Eight highwaymen filed out of the woods with crossbows raised intently. Dakkon looked nervously from man to man, and then to Lina.
 Merri continued to walk forward, unperturbed. Lina looked to Dakkon. �If they attack, I�ll be leaving them to you,� the sorceress said.
 Was this supposed to be some kind of test? Of course, the bandits were going to attack. She could finish them off in an instant. So then, why would he have to do all the work?
 �Oi!� yelled one of the perplexed would-be robbers when it was apparent that their targets had no intention of stopping as considerate victims should. �Can�t you see you�re surrounded?�
 Merri could see just that. He didn�t care and continued on his way.
 With a *thwang,* the bandit who spoke let a bolt fly forth from his crossbow at Merri, then the other bandits quickly imitated the act. Dakkon had anticipated the incoming missiles and, after the first shot, attempted to shield the giant man with an ice barrier. Dakkon�s lack of proficiency with the improvised technique only allowed him to create an unwieldy ice paddle which�more through chance than skill�managed to block two of the bolts.
 Including the initial shot, five projectiles had lodged themselves all along Merri�s body. He continued to walk forward, disregarding the threat of the puncture wounds which he�d sustained and pulled out bolts one at a time.
 With the encouragement of Dakkon�s heel, Nightshade sprang forward and trampled over the lead bandit. Dakkon formed and threw a shard of ice, which narrowly missed his target, but stuck into the ground with a satisfying thud. Dakkon climbed off his horse, a spear of jagged ice slowly forming in his hand.
 The downed bandit backpedaled from his grounded position in a crab-like posture, leaving his crossbow forfeit on the ground.
 �Gah!� the bandit cried. �Back off!�
 By the time the brigand was back on his feet, he was legging it back into the tree line neatly followed by his band of miscreants. Apparently, they could stand to wait for more compliant prey.
 When Dakkon caught back up with Lina, he wanted an explanation. �Why the hell didn�t you do anything!� he demanded. His patience with the unknown task was leaving him.
 Merri stopped walking and turned to the sorceress�s defense. He raised his powerful hand to stymie any further protest. When it was clear that Dakkon understood and wouldn�t press the issue further, Merri turned forward and began to pull again.
 The three moved in silence, once more, save for the stamping of hooves and feet, and the groan of wooden axles. Several cycles of using and regenerating mana later, Lina was the first to speak. �You�d have found out soon enough,� she said. �What was stolen from me, was my class.�
 This odd statement grabbed Dakkon�s attention. He knew that he should try to learn more, but held his tongue out of lingering frustration. The three continued onward allowing the passage of time to settle their nerves.
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 Seven minutes before they could see the little town of Gotswain, they could smell what had transpired there. Much of the small town had recently been ablaze, though now it merely smoldered. The remnant population of the town was being treated by a group of clerics whose banners championed Gae`el, the Goddess of Storms. Dakkon approached a group of NPCs tending to the town�s few remaining livestock.
 �What caused this?� Dakkon asked. �Raiders? Some sort of monster?� Dakkon hoped for any answer other than a lone fire wielder. Lina�s confession that she had lost her class hadn�t comforted him. He didn�t want to accept the idea that if Lina could have her class stolen from her, then perhaps he could too.
 �It was a man,� said the burly shepherd by either occupation or by circumstance. �One man.�
 �Did you see which way he went?� Dakkon asked after a resigned sigh. The man simply pointed toward a dirt road and went back to tending his herd.
 One of the clerics who had been at work easing pains of the wounded approached the three travelers. �There�s an old stone fort in that direction�only thing down that road not lost to time. Gods willing he�ll be hunted down in there, where he can�t cause any more harm to innocent folk,� said the wild-browed cleric.
 �Hunted down? Is that just idle hope or is he being pursued?� Lina asked.
 The cleric gave a weary smile. �The Order of the Nurturing Cloud will deal with him. No need to worry.� The cleric pointed in the direction of his banner with a nod of his head.
 Lina nodded stiffly.
 �Just don�t try to go and watch the fight. It could get messy,� said the cleric as he walked back to the mended, though distraught, townsfolk.
 �Damn it,� said Lina as soon as the cleric was out of earshot. She bit her lip in frustration.
 �What?� asked Dakkon, his fleeting temper from the road mostly dulled.
 �We�re going to have to rush in a little recklessly now,� she said. �That order may be some random, backwoods congregation but they�ll still send inquisitors to suppress his magic. Whether they capture him or kill him, I�ll be royally screwed by the outcome.�
 Dakkon wasn�t certain what inquisitors were, but from Lina�s words he assumed they had the ability to negate the effects of spell casters. He made a mental note of it. That was an interesting ability he�d need to look into.
 �Going in guns blazing hasn�t really been my playstyle, if I�m being honest,� said Dakkon.
 �We won�t have the luxury to calmly assess the situation. We need to take him out now,� Lina said.
 �I get it,� Dakkon said with a nod. He had managed to calm down on the last leg of their walk to the little town of Gotswain. Though he didn�t much care for Lina�s attitude, it was likely due to her circumstances. Having her power taken from her must be incredibly hard to bear. �You know, I�ve been thinking�I may have an idea for a leg up in the upcoming fight.�
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 The fort was crumbling down. No doubt, in a gaming world like this, monsters would have taken up residence in this sort of abandoned fortification. That certainly helped explain the smell of singed fur.
 Dakkon entered and moved through the old stronghold, following his nose when other clues failed, as quickly as he could manage in stealth. It didn�t take long for him to find the wicked mage�there was a trail of scorch marks leading most of the way.
 The target Dakkon�s party sought was in a large room filled with rubble and debris, likely once used as a mess hall�he guessed�due to the remnant tables and chairs. The ill-gotten gained fire mage sat upon a seat of stone featuring a backrest just tall enough to be uncomfortable if one were to attempt to lean on it�this was an important feature if Dakkon wanted to have a chance to backstab the mage. The lone player was also staring ahead blankly, his focus clearly elsewhere, perhaps on forums or videos�this too favored a surprise attack.
 Dakkon quickly doubled back to Lina and Merri, who were trailing behind at a safe distance. Neither were particularly adept at stealth.
 �He�s just up ahead,� Dakkon said in a timbrous whisper. �I should be able to get the jump on him. He�s facing the door, but he�s distracted.�
 �I�ve been mulling it over,� said Lina. �I think your plan might work.�
 Merri nodded encouragingly.
 �That fool in there hasn�t had enough time to learn any advanced techniques. What�s more, he wasn�t even a mage before his class change, so he should be spec�d all wrong for casting. I say, give it a shot,� said Lina in a supportive tone that nearly felt out of character to Dakkon.
 When Dakkon turned back around, Merri clapped him on the back. A chill ran down his spine. Was it from the thrill of what he was about to try, or from the unnaturally chilly hand on his back?
 Dakkon crept into the inner chamber where the fire mage sat, inattentive. He slowly circumnavigated the rubble along the walls to remain unseen and unheard. Heading straight toward the fire mage would have proven much simpler than the path he chose, but it carried the risk that the mage might catch a glimpse of his approach.
 Minutes of slow movement and contemplated footsteps later, Dakkon was behind the wizard�s exposed back. Dakkon raised his dagger and simultaneously coated his body in frost�to hedge against any sort of retaliatory strike. Dakkon struck downwards, but just as the tip of his dagger threatened to break skin, Dakkon�s vision flashed orange as a barrier of flame protected the fire mage. The barrier erupted outwards in all directions, causing debris to fly toward every wall. Dakkon was likewise thrown back. The damage of the fire had been dampened to nearly nothing, but Dakkon�s barrier had no effect on the concussive force of the unexpected blast, nor his collision with the wall.
[Farrol has blasted you for 70 damage. Remaining HP 605/675]
[Farrol has burned you for 3 damage. Remaining HP 602/675]
[You have collided with a wall for 43 damage. Remaining HP 559/675]
 Dakkon�s left arm had connected with the wall awkwardly. The resulting pain was demanding, but manageable.
 The fire mage stood from his seat, outfitted in the leathers of his previous calling rather than the subtler cloth garments favored by most other arcane practitioners, and laughed at the intruder.
 �You picked the wrong guy to rob, today!� his manic voice howled with jovial fervor. He clearly didn�t feel threatened by the situation. On the contrary, he seemed delighted. �Now that you�re here, you�ll have to entertain me!�
 The mage held out two fingers pointing forward from his right hand.
 �Bang,� he said as a firebolt shot forward at Dakkon and pegged him squarely in the chest.
[Farrol has burned you for 8 damage. Remaining HP 551/675]
 Dakkon�s shielding, cold aura had absorbed most of the fire damage.
 �Oh?� said the fire mage in surprise. He made three quick firing motions with his hand and three bolts flew at Dakkon. The first caught his shoulder, but Dakkon managed to move away before the others could hit their mark.
[Farrol has burned you for 22 damage. Remaining HP 529/675]
 Dakkon needed to find some cover. His cold barrier was excellent at mitigating the damage of one stray bolt, but if multiple consecutive bolts struck him, his flimsy wall of cold would be blown away and he�d surely be roasted.
 �No good?� taunted the power-drunk flame mage. �How about�� the mage trailed off as he raised his other hand and pointed two fingers forward. �Bang, bang,� he said slowly with a wicked smile.
 The fire mage made quick firing motions with one hand and then the next, again and again, filling the space between him and his target with a stream of fireballs. Dakkon sprayed forward a fountain of water from his Dousebinders, missing the fireballs and landing harmlessly away from the mage who cackled at the spectacle.
 Dakkon abandoned the first direction he ran by spinning backwards through the torrent of fire blasts and dashing to a more stable pile of rubble to hide behind.
[Farrol has burned you for 24 damage. Remaining HP 505/675]
[Farrol has burned you for 36 damage. Remaining HP 469/675]
 Two fireballs collided with him during his maneuver, but the spinning motion allowed a different portion on his cold barrier to absorb each blast. As Dakkon reached the rubble he dove and rolled, shooting another jet of water which pooled near the fire mage�s feet. He wasn�t close to being on target, his aim was simply too poor. The tail end of Dakkon�s water jet collided with a fireball and both evaporated in an instant producing an impressive cloud of steam.
 The steam fog would only provide momentary cover for Dakkon. He opened up his character sheet and frantically allocated 20 stat points into dexterity. He didn�t know how much longer he could manage. As soon as the steam had cleared enough to see, Dakkon shot another stream of water towards the mage who, from either caution or hubris, hadn�t moved a step.
 �Got ya!� the mage yelled. His hands glowed white-hot. He was dowsed by the spray of water, but his hands did not dim nor darken. As the water soaked the mage and pooled at his feet, he channeled a large cone of flame out from his palms which engulfed the area where Dakkon sought refuge. The edgemaster�s cover did little for him in the face of such heavy firepower.
[Farrol has burned you for 23 damage. Remaining HP 446/675]
[Farrol has burned you for 42 damage. Remaining HP 404/675]
[Farrol has burned you for 68 damage. Remaining HP 336/675]
[Farrol has burned you for 93 damage. Remaining HP 243/675]
 The mage�s flamb�ing would have quickly finished Dakkon off were it not for the booming thuds of Merri�s feet as he barreled toward the fire mage from behind. The mage spun to face his new challenger, roasting the incoming giant of a man with impunity.
 Two steps into the column of flame, Merri�s makeshift armor fashioned from bark, leather cords, and sheets of layered ice melted rapidly, but his charge was unabated. The mage attempted to step back but was unable to move his legs, as he found the puddle at his feet frozen solid. Panicking, the mage threw everything he had into incinerating the man who bull-rushed him.
 Dakkon, after freezing the ground, poured the rest of his mana into shielding Merri and gushed fourth water from his wraps with the intent to douse his large ally and their target alike.
 As the water reached the fire mage, so did Merri�s charge. With a great maul from his shoulder, he swung to deliver the full force of his run, powerful arms, and considerable mass in one titanic payload. The maul connected like a batter at tee, with a volcanic *thunk* as the fire and water erupted, filling the room with steam.
[Killing players does not award experience points.]
 As though lobbed to him, through the mist, an item bounced over the stone ground and landed at Dakkon�s feet. It appeared to be some sort of obsidian-black bowl. On its side, the bowl poured out, and up, wispy tendrils of a deep red which licked over the upturned side of the bowl.
 After a quick prod to ensure he wouldn�t scald himself, Dakkon lifted the bowl, righting it. As he turned the bowl, its crimson, tendril tips unbent but remained pointing toward the cieling, and continued to do so no matter how he oriented the item.
 A prompt appeared:
|The unique class: Edgemaster cannot be overridden.
|You may consume the Crucible of the First Flame, unique class change relic for the Tyrant of Fire class, for a permanent buff.
|Class-change relics which have been destroyed will be elsewhere re-introduced into the world.
|Would you like to consume the Crucible of the First Flame?
|Yes���� No
 Dakkon selected �No.� So, he could consume class change relics. Was this some hidden ability of the edgemaster class?
 The dropping of that relic meant that their goal had been completed. As the fog screen dissipated, Merri could be seen sitting on the floor near the center of the room. He was badly burnt, no doubt, but he was breathing.
 Lina beelined it straight to the corpse of the fire mage, looking around frantically. When Dakkon walked up to her, holding the precious relic, Lina�s eyes nearly bulged out of her head. She snatched the item away, greedily.
 �Why�� she started, but then stopped herself. She appeared confused by Dakkon�s choice not to betray her for an easy boost in power. Perhaps that would have been her move.
 �I like my class better,� Dakkon said with nonchalance.
 Lina hugged the artifact defensively against her bosom while she accepted the prompt it gave her. The relic�s faux flame spread to her chest and arms that held it in place, the tendrils dancing wildly as though introduced to dry kindling before the fire faded away.
 Merri was the MVP in the confrontation, and he sat rewarded with burns all over his body. Lina produced a salve from her bag and lathered it liberally onto Merri�s face, shoulders, and chest.
 Dakkon was pleased that the trick he�d picked up from the wolf spirit boss, freezing someone�s feet to the floor, could be practically applied. Sure, he didn�t have a cloud of low-hanging magic mist, but he could rapidly freeze a puddle from a distance. The effect was similar. It was clear that Chronicle was the sort of environment where one�s listed skills would only be a fraction of what they were truly capable of. A clever player would always be able to adapt and create.
 The justice meted out by Merri had been swift. Their task there had finished. Now they simply needed to wait awhile for the giant man to recover enough to head back.
 After Lina had finished the generous application of salve to her satisfaction, she turned to Dakkon and paused to consider the situation as it had played out. Then, with no great ceremony she held out a pouch to Dakkon.
 �What�s this?� Dakkon asked dubiously, though he accepted the pouch without hesitation.
 �Payment for your part in the hunt,� Lina said levelly. �We don�t accept many into our fold, but the way things played out here�� she trailed off.
 Dakkon listened expectantly. He felt he deserved a few nice words from the cynic before him.
 Lina re-gathered her thoughts. �I�m willing to vouch for you. In our organization that means a lot,� she said. �I�ll ask you once again�without the snark. Would you like to join us as a relic hunter?�
 Dakkon was tempted to refuse given the last conversation on the matter. He weighed the satisfaction and the pride he�d feel to turn down her offer against the sack in his hand. It was a heavy little pouch�and in a world where coin weight was negligible.
 �I�ll be a relic hunter,� Dakkon answered as though it were unshakable fact. To him it was, regardless of her endorsement.
 �Good enough for me,� Lina said with a grin which could just about pass for friendly. �Welcome to the Full-Purse Antiquarians.�
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 Dakkon�s journey back to Tian was less helpful than he would have hoped. While he was provided cursory information on the faction he had just joined, the Full-Purse Antiquarians were more of an enigma for him to look into later, on his own time.
 What was divulged to Dakkon was that the Antiquarians were not a guild, a clan, nor any formal in-game organization. They were a collection of like-minded individuals who supported one another only in their pursuit of magic items and fortune hunting. The group worked through posts on an out-of-game forum where vetted users posted information which was expanded upon and ultimately completed by other members. When a user found a relic which they were led to by a post on the forums, they would split the rewards of sale for that item or pay a bounty to each member involved if they wanted to keep it for themselves. Within the Antiquarians, one could make a tidy profit from a life of research, or profit from the research of others depending on their own tastes.
 Lina made it abundantly clear that the roles of every member pursuing relics were equivalent. In fact, this may have been a concession of the original founder who preferred research. In Lina�s mind, picking up on the traces of rare items was far more valuable than the ability to slog through a quest chain. Many of the most respected Antiquarians dedicated their efforts to speech-craft and poring over books.
 Aside from Lina�s endorsement, the next most useful thing she gave to Dakkon was a link to the faction�s forums. After a moment�s pause, Dakkon created a favorited link to the website from his media console. Lina explained that it would be no use for him to go now, as updating information did not happen instantly. The system was old-fashioned and he would not be granted access until her request was reviewed and accepted. Before she submitted her request, Lina gave Dakkon the one-time opportunity to choose a different alias on the forums. Dakkon decided that a simple shortening of his own name, to Dak, would suffice.
 Before they had made it all the way back to Tian, Dakkon had also managed to inspect the purse handed to him by Lina after they defeated the fire mage, who had first been a server at an inn in Turlin where he slipped a fast-acting poison into Lina�s and Merri�s drinks. The purse�s perceived heft was the result of 50 platinum coins�the equivalent of 5,000 gold or 5,000 real-world credits. That sum alone would be enough for four months� living expenses on the other side. The allure of money trickling to him more easily than any he�d ever known was more than enough to buy his loyalty to the Antiquarians�for now, at any rate.
 As the three walked back into the town of Tian, Lina reminded Dakkon to hide his dagger from prying eyes. She would tell Gullen that his contract was not completable, mentioning that she did not believe Dakkon still possessed the dagger. It was a lie which she entrusted Dakkon to not reveal for now. Dakkon, Lina, and Merri exchanged information to show up on each other�s friends lists and parted ways. Lina and Merri had business elsewhere, a healthy distance away from Gullen�s anger.
 Alone again, Dakkon looked over his statistics. With 45 free stat points remaining, Dakkon had quite the hoarded stockpile to distribute. Perhaps it was due entirely to his dagger, but he had yet to hit a wall he couldn�t overcome. Certainly, more health would prove useful, but after having twice seen the destructive potential of magic, he knew that he wanted his next class to be an offensive caster of some sort. This was the only consideration preventing him from immediately dumping his points into his various stats. Still, he decided that it probably wouldn�t hurt to put 10 points into both strength and intellect. The choice would undoubtedly prove useful. After all, he planned to become proficient in a wide variety of martial and magical attacks thanks to the special circumstances afforded him by his edgemaster class. Besides, had he not waited so long to round out his dexterity score, then perhaps the battle with the fire mage wouldn�t have been quite so close. Conceding that the unallocated points wouldn�t help him once he was dead, he increased his strength and intellect scores. Then, remembering how consistently and embarrassingly terrible his aim had been with his ice daggers, he decided to assign an extra five to dexterity.
 Dakkon could feel the change immediately. It could be a placebo effect, he supposed, but he was under the impression that he could think more clearly. What he was certain of, however, was the tightening sensation he felt in his muscles as two levels worth of stat points transformed into lean muscle in a way that would make bodybuilders and protein-shake companies alike green with envy.
|����
|Statistics ( ][][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Strength: 23 � (20 + 3 Equipped) ( ? )
|Stamina: 25
|Agility: 64 � (50 + 14 Equipped)
|Dexterity: 48 � (45 + 3 Equipped)
|Intellect: 23 � (20 + 3 Equipped)
|Luck: 50
|Free Stat Points: 10

|Hit Points: 675/675
|Endurance: 363/363
|Mana Points: 625/625
|Level: 25
|EXP Until Next Level: [_____3,366/6,660]

 Ten free stat points still made for a fair stockpile. If he managed to obtain a caster secondary class quickly, he�d happily empty the remaining points into intellect and see what he could accomplish. Until then, though, he still felt more comfortable having some points to assign in a pinch if he desperately needed the extra speed or accuracy for an unexpected trial.

|����
|Traits ( ][ ) ( ][][][ )
|����
|Appearance � 8 (Equipped)
|Climber � 2� 49% [___________]
|Disciplined � 12� 62% [______________]
|Heroic � 3� 27% [_____]
|Hunter � 9� 42% [________]
|Rider � 3� 27% [_____]
|Steadfast � 2� 14% [___]
|Stealthy � 4� 80% [_________________]
|Thick � 2� 15% [___]

|����
|Classes
|����
|Primary Class: Edgemaster
|Class Level: Null
|EXP Until Next Level: [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|Skills:
|+Mastery � 1�� [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|+Edge � 1�� [||||||||||||||||||||N||||||||||||||||||||||]
|Special: Edgemaster is locked as your primary class.
|Special: Classes may not be changed or removed.
|
|Secondary Class: Thermomancer � 80% Power (from multiclassing)
|Class Level: 30
|EXP Until Next Level: [240/8,160]
|Skills:
|+Thermoregulate � 29� 92% [___________________]
|+Heat (Touch) � 26� 13% [__]
|+Chill (Touch) � 25� 77 [________________]
|+Hotspot (Area) � 22� 80% [_______________]
|+Condense � 1�� [______________________]
|+Thermal Sight � 2� 70% [__________________]
 Though he felt like he had already come a long way, it excited him to think that everything thus far was only the tip of the iceberg. He was, after all, still a beginner completing low-leveled quests and missions�but Chronicle had managed to make even the early stages of his experience feel like more than a simple game. Still, he knew that the real magic would be what the future had in store. He wondered what the epic, high-level side of things would be like.
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 After lifting his neck up and off the proverbial chopping block, and landing a new source of potential income through relic hunting, Dakkon felt like he deserved another short stint of downtime. With some padding for his upcoming expenses and no job to call his own, for the first time in as long as he could remember, he was free of obligation. While he led Nightshade through the city streets looking for a tasty new local delicacy to try, a game-wide announcement stamped itself onto his vision:
[The Tournament of the Gods has begun.]
 Players froze in the street. Everyone with a blue name hovering over their head stopped moving to investigate�they had all seen the same bold text. The stares of non-player-controlled citizens drew Dakkon�s eyes to a pair of distant, motionless players. Each wore some sort of matching mark on their forehead. He had a bad feeling about what the marks might entail to cause such a stir. An icon for his quest log had appeared to the right of his vision. Before he had a chance to examine it further, he was addressed from his left side where he was certain no one had been.
 �Dakkon,� said a hooded figure of medium stature and broad frame in a voice that was melodic and a little more than human. �You have been chosen to participate in our tournament.� The speaker�s face was fully obscured by a hood and something more�impalpable. His cloak appeared to be spun from impossibly fine filaments of charred, dark gold and accentuated by a mild sheen which moved like ripples on the surface of a pond. A strange pressure settled itself around Dakkon. He felt restricted, as though he were being hugged by thick blankets of sopping wet cotton.
 Before Dakkon had the chance or wit to reply to the enshrouded figure�s abrupt appearance, the hooded one continued. �You have amused me, Dakkon. On your first day in this world you gained my notice. It was for my amusement in your wretched start that you received new clothes and a fitting blade. Since then, your journey has found a knack for exceeding my expectations. For that, you have received my boon.� The robed figure held out what looked like a pendant. �Continue to surprise me and perhaps I shall find suitable surprises for you as well.�
 The robed figure stretched out his hand, palm upturned. Dakkon found himself unable to look away from the area where the hooded figure�s face should have been�at least somewhat�visible. Dakkon�s tongue felt leaden, his brain struggled to make sense of the situation. The encounter seemed calculated to catch him off guard. So, he listened. He reached out and accepted the item given by the cloaked stranger, but with his gaze focused intently forward, he could only tell that it was round in shape and cool to the touch.
 After his gift had been accepted, the avatar continued. �You�re the only man who knows Cline�s secret. The boy is our son in a sense�an experiment in another. Though I know the odds are not stacked in your favor, you must watch after Cline during this trial of my brother�s design.�
 Dakkon heard a scream from behind him, breaking the spell of the stranger�s gaze. With the thickness that suppressed him forgotten, he whirled to find the cry�s origin. A man lay dead in the street with a crimson marking on his forehead. A non-player mother was fleeing the scene of the confrontation�young son clutched tightly to her chest�while the broad-daylight murderer ran in another direction.
 �Good luck,� said the harmonic voice from behind him. Dakkon spun back, but the gold-draped figure was nowhere to be seen.
 In his hands, Dakkon held a new trinket bestowed to him by a voyeuristic god. He had a notification to comb through and a street to get well away from until he figured out what the hell was going on. But, before he could act, he received a panicked communication from Cline.
 �Dakkon!� thought Cline�attempting to establish a telepathic link. �I�m in big trouble.�
 �What�s going on?� asked Dakkon as he turned off onto a side street.
 �After that announcement, an icon popped up explaining an event. Have you read it? There�s a sigil on my forehead, Dakkon,�thought Cline, sounding stressed. �I�m a target.�
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