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          Magical Quicksand

        

      

    

    
      A narrow split of angry clouds billowed black and gray. Rain pelted down, the press of the trees on the roadside lending us scant shelter. The Silver Road wound on through the forest’s thick shadows, Merrivale now a long forgotten oasis of luxury, even though we were only four days out. Shylan led, the tip of his staff glowing brightly, lighting up our way. Flip trailed just behind, like me, his hood up and chin tucked in. Cronis, Marista, Star, and Greman followed. Greman drove the cart while the other three huddled within its shelter.

      I despised being in the cart. I hated staring at it.

      It was a glowing, swirling, turquoise orb mounted upon a silver palm that sat on Marista’s chest, and it apparently contained Sakina’s legacy. It creeped the life out of me. It was like she was staring at me, judging me, and I knew I wasn’t worthy. Why? Every time I thought why, I laughed inside. There were a hundred reasons, a thousand, even a million.

      Everyone revered her; everyone acknowledged her power, and everyone was sure her legacy would live on, that the power within the orb would be released, and the world would make sense again. Everyone trusted her, hypothesized that her death was merely a part of her grander plan, and then there was me—a mere novice to the game. One charged with unraveling her work through a series of quests.

      I smiled to myself.

      No longer quite the novice I was, though.

      My skills had advanced nicely since we’d left Castle Zybond. I was midway through level 7 swords, and having dumped 6 attribute points into agility, I was weaving and dancing around like a seasoned veteran. My staff fighting was on the up, as were blades, archery, and close-quarter fighting. Sure, I had a way to go yet, but I was a hell of a lot stronger than I used to be. With Star’s help, I felt I actually had a handle on the whole progression thing, and if I leveled up again, I would be sure to allocate my points wisely.

      Magic, that was my only bugbear. Cronis had tried; Shylan had tried, and even Marista had sat me down and explained it all, but nope, I just didn’t get it. Sure, I could do the tricks—fashion a glowsphere, lock a door; hell I’d even managed to blur a color or two, though I couldn’t make things vanish—but…nothing felt right.

      They all knew it too. I’d suspected they were first confused by it all when Cronis had stopped teaching me on the way to Castle Zybond. Their recent lack of interest confirmed it. My magic skill had an infinite cap, but for some reason, it just didn’t do it for me. It was Shylan who was the most perplexed. He couldn’t understand why the land would favor me with limitless potential and then give me no affinity to use it. If he was worried at all, it was because I could turn it on…if I really had to.

      So far, my magic had reared its head only when I’d been in danger, and its head was ugly—like a dragon that could swoop down and smite a village. Secretly, I think that was a larger part of the reason the wizards weren’t teaching me.

      I furrowed my brow and twitched my nose.

      Was that smoke I could smell?

      The road straightened.

      Shylan veered to its verge and fell off his horse.

      For a moment, I just reined in my mount and watched. The wizard was scrabbling around in the undergrowth, appearing to fight something, yet my perception didn’t show any kind of creature. Flip had stopped too, but then galloped forward, and that spurred me into action.

      I raced toward Shylan, jumping off my horse, my sword instinctively drawn, ready. Flip was crouched, poised to strike. Lifting my sword, I edged closer, closer to the shadows. Shylan was scrambling out, but as soon as he made the edge of the road, some unseen force pulled him back into the shadow’s maw. It was like a rubber band was attached to his foot.

      “Don’t just stand there!” he screamed, as he clawed his way out of the tumble of brambles, but was instantly dragged straight back in.

      Flip looked at me, shrugged his shoulders and signaled for me to circle around the back of the wizard.

      “No! No! No! Just pull me out.”

      Flip waved me on, so I ignored Shylan’s pleading. Doubling back a couple of yards, I dove into the sodden undergrowth. The forest smelled heavy with moss and mud. I let my perception roam, searching out our hidden foe, but sensed nothing more than a squirrel or two, a far-off bear, and the fleeting feeling a croxen was close by.

      Brambles grabbed at my cloak, and rain dripped off its hood. My breaths came in funnels of billowing mist as I crept into the dark of the forest. I glanced at Flip. He waved his upturned finger around, and we circled, coming together behind the wizard.

      “Just pull me out, you fools!” Shylan barked, still struggling against his invisible assailant.

      Flip sheathed his sword and folded his arms. “It appears to be a problem beyond a blade and a strong arm.”

      The set of his mouth was grim, but the corners of his lips twitched, and his golden eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “Will you pull me out onto the road!” Shylan cried.

      He was covered in mud, tangled in brambles and still fighting whatever was attacking him, but curiously appeared to be no worse for wear.

      “I suppose we should,” Flip said, sighed, and headed off around the bramble bush.

      Back on the road, Greman had pulled the cart to a halt and was sitting on its bench watching the commotion.

      “I think the rain’s stopping,” he called, as if nothing was going on. He folded his arms and crossed his legs. “Is he all right?”

      “Some magical pull,” Flip said, offering Shylan his hand.

      I grabbed the wizard’s other hand, and together we pulled. At first he came easily, and we’d soon dragged his body half onto the road, but then the thing—whatever it was—tugged back, and Shylan’s body snapped into the air, and lurched back toward the undergrowth. My boots slipped on the mud as I braced. Fortunately, Greman joined us, the beggle right in the middle of Flip and I. Though small, he was a powerhouse, and one heave saw Shylan lurch forward and into the middle of the road.

      With a pop, he was free, and we all tumbled back, ending up in a pile on the opposite verge. Greman sat up, held his palm out and said, “There, I told you it was easing off.” As if by magic, the sun breeched the heavy clouds and turned the road into a magnificent shade of silver.

      “Magical quicksand,” Shylan announced, fumbling inside his cloak for his pipe. “It would only snare the most powerful wizards in the land. Hardly a wonder that you common folk felt nothing.” He flicked back his muddy hair. “Is that smoke I can smell?”

      “Alexa has magic, infinite magic,” Greman pointed out. “How come she was able to walk around it?”

      “Maybe it can’t trap infinitely powerful sorcerers,” Flip offered.

      Shylan groaned. “Alexa may have no magical cap, but an empty bottle of wine is just a bottle. It probably didn’t know she was even there.” He sideswiped me with a condescending look.

      “Why have we stopped?” Cronis poked his head around the back of the wagon.

      “Magical quicksand,” Greman told him.

      “What?” he shouted back, cupping his ear.

      His hair was finally growing back, and the bald patches were now covered with the short, white down. He jumped down from the wagon. “What?” he called again. Greman made to answer, but Shylan’s hand shot out and clamped around his mouth.

      “Unicorn,” he shouted back. “There’s a unicorn over the trail. We didn’t want to scare it.”

      “Unicorn?” Star’s head shot around the wagon, quickly followed by the rest of her as she darted around it, running past Cronis and staring into the forest. “Where?”

      “What?” Marista shouted, emerging herself. “What’s all the fuss?”

      “Unicorn,” Cronis barked back.

      “Nonsense,” she said. “Unicorns only inhabit Cendryl.” She barged past Cronis and Star.

      “Oh no!” Shylan cried, scrambling up. “Marista, no!” He dashed forward, but Marista was beyond the horses, staring into the forest.

      All of a sudden her belly lurched forward. “Eh?” she said, then her feet slid out from under her, and she was dragged toward the roadside. “Shylan!” she growled.

      Shylan dashed forward, but stopped in the middle of the road, teetering on the edge of some unseen line. I jumped up, surging past him, grabbing at Marista as she was pulled through the mud.

      “Unicorn?” she cried, before the brambles swallowed her up.

      Darting around the thorny bush, Star and I intercepted her body, grabbing her and stopping her sliding farther into the forest. Her teeth were gritted in rage. She looked like she was about to burst. Greman and Flip reached in through the bush, grabbing her outstretched hands.

      “Heave!” they both cried together, and Marista jerked forward.

      “Heave!” they shouted again, and Star and I shoved her forward.

      “Heave!” And with a pop she was out, with the three of them tumbling toward…

      I sprang out of the forest just in time to see Shylan galloping away.

      “By Lamerell, I’m going to kill him,” Marista growled. She was sitting on the muddy road, covered in slurry and nettle. Her hair was plastered to her wet face. “I’m going to find him, and I’m going to kill him…slowly. And when I’ve killed him, I’m going to find a necromancer to raise him from the dead, and I’m going to kill him again, and again.” She stood, looking along the road.

      “And again.”

      “At least the sun’s come out,” Greman said, clearly reveling in the day.

      Marista turned. Greman scooted for the wagon. We soon set off in pursuit of the fleeing wizard.

      “Is that smoke I can smell?” Star asked, and we all picked up our pace, the road bending east and south.

      “We should be closing on Thickwick soon,” Greman called out. Little appeared to be able to upset the beggle today.

      Thickwick was truly a welcome sight when it came; though riding with Marista was like accompanying a primed trebuchet, with an ax falling toward its straining rope. Her mood hadn’t lightened…at all.

      Even the sight of Thickwick’s tavern didn’t lift her spirits. Set back in a crescent of green grass, the homey tavern appeared to be singlehandedly holding back the surge of the tall trees around it. Smoke puffed from a brick chimney that poked out of its thatched roof, and upstairs balconies jutted from its plastered front, the white paint long yellowed by the sun. The clearing looked quite heavenly, with three or four buildings opposite making up a tiny hamlet. Shylan was supping ale, straddling a picnic table out front, not far from the tavern’s little green door. Yes, homey would describe Thickwick’s tavern.

      Marista jumped down from the cart’s bench, bounding toward the seated wizard.

      “This should be interesting,” Flip mused, ever the one to enjoy other folk in trouble.

      As she closed, Marista appeared to rear up in height, as though her power was gathering, readying. But just as she reached him, the door to the tavern opened, and the largest man I’d ever seen ducked out from under it. He stood behind Shylan.

      “Is this her?” the giant asked the wizard.

      “It is,” Shylan said, imperiously.

      “You can’t be hurting my friend, lady. Not here; not now.”

      “Stay out of it, Giant,” Marista hissed.

      “Pete,” the giant said. “My name’s Pete, and this place is half mine. Half a tavern for half a giant.”

      “This is none of your business,” she growled, glaring at the seated wizard.

      Shylan merely supped his ale, then said, “Really, Marista, why would you wish to bring confrontation to Pete’s threshold?”

      Marista started to pace up and down.

      “You! You are the most annoying wizard in the nine lands. You! You just—”

      “Had a bath filled with boiled water just for you?” Shylan interrupted.

      “You run around causing bloody chaos—everywhere you go. You and that old man who professes to be mythical—”

      “Mystical,” Cronis corrected, nervously.

      Marista stopped. Cronis shrank back behind the wagon.

      “Did you say bath?” she muttered.

      “Indeed,” Shylan said. “A bath in the nicest room that Hunter’s Lodge has to offer.”

      “Hunter’s…”

      “Hunter’s Lodge,” said Pete, the giant, well, half-giant. “Half a tavern for—”

      “For half a giant,” Marista said, dismissively. “Bath, you have a full bath or just half a one?”

      Pete rested his huge hand on Shylan’s shoulder. “I’m not sure I like her too much. She’s mean. Reminds me of the folk in Brokenford.”

      “Trouble, Pete?” another voice rang out. I looked toward the tavern’s front door. A woman was leaning on its frame. She looked to be elfish, not that I’d ever seen an elf. “Only some travelers, well, they’re welcome to keep traveling. We can live without their gold, can’t we, Pete?”

      “Sure can. We’ve got our crops out back, and ale inside. We’ve got goats, and a forest full of meat. We’ve got beds packed with dried leaves and two baths—one currently steaming. You might as well take that, Allaise.”

      Marista stopped strutting, holding still for just a moment. “You’re not off the hook yet, Wizard.” She marched toward Allaise. “Now,” she said, steering the woman into the tavern. “Let’s not make any hasty choices.”
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      A fragile truce reigned the next day, and no more than that. The tavern had been homey, welcoming in the end, and pleasant, but the night had been one for aching bones, empty stomachs, and sleep. Even the magnificence of the ale hadn’t propped our weary eyes open, and it was a truly precious thing. I’d never tasted ale like it, so smooth, so fruity. We’d all wanted to stay another day or so, but Beggle beckoned, and Brokenford was a mere week or more away. And so, with heavy hearts, we bid farewell to Allaise, the half-elf, and to Pete, the half-giant, and we set off south along the Silver Road toward Irydia’s capital city.

      Later that morning, the road bent west, and Flip slowed his mount, waiting for me to catch up. “Now,” he said, his expression one of overflowing mischief. “If my thoughts are correct, any moment now and…”

      Shylan fell off his horse, dragged once more toward the western verge.

      “Insufferable!” he shouted, as he scrambled away, seeking refuge on the other side of the road.

      Greman steered the cart toward him. “Can’t be two spots of magical quicksand,” he said gaily. “Must be something else. Something that only affects—”

      “Powerful wizards,” Shylan muttered, getting up and picking his way along the road’s edge and jumping back on his horse.

      “Is it?” Cronis barked from the back of the wagon.

      “Another spot? No,” Shylan replied, emphatically. “I’m beginning to think some deeper devilry is at work.”

      Flip was chuckling away. “The question is,” he said. “What do you, Marista, and Cronis have in common?”

      “We are all—” Shylan made to say.

      “Yes,” Flip interrupted. “You are all powerful wizards, sorcerers, whatever. Doesn’t Greman have degrees of magic? Don’t I?”

      “No one knows quite what you’ve got,” Shylan grumbled.

      Flip leaned forward on his mount. Never before had I seen someone so packed with mischief and glee. He was hiding something. He knew exactly what was happening.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you three registered heroes of the land?”

      It was as though his words were bait cast upon the shimmering, silvery water of a broad, fast-running brook. They hung in midair, like glimmering feathers, before kissing the water’s surface. Shylan’s head tilted upward, his lips widened, and he swallowed, hook and all.

      “Heroes?” he said, with a twist upon his saddle.

      His eyes widened, smoldering behind his draping hair, and his lips curled back. At first I thought I saw the beginnings of a smile hatching, but then I saw it for what it was, a grimace, one that soon turned to a scowl of rage.

      “Heroes?” he said, again. “You think that someone is hero hunting?”

      Greman laughed coarsely and pulled the cart up. “It would explain a lot. I pondered the idea of magical quicksand, but all I could come up with were ley lines, and god knows they haven’t existed since Poleyna ruptured the lot of them.”

      Marista poked her head through the cart’s canvas. “Hero hunting explains everything. It explains why Greman was curiously unaffected, and your own allegiances are so flighty that you could never be regarded as a hero,” she told Flip.

      He sniggered. “I have my allegiances, wanderer, but I don’t choose to put my mark on a scroll for any king or queen.”

      “This new land needed validation.”

      Raking his raggedy hair, Flip’s grin grew bigger. “And yet with three heroes such as you all, it still fell into wrack and ruin.”

      I sensed the air growing heavy with tension, and saw Star emerge from the wagon then instantly slink back into it.

      “We were otherwise occupied,” Marista said, stiffly.

      “We were trying to find her,” Shylan muttered.

      “We were seeking the truth,” Cronis added.

      “Some heroes,” Flip said. “But my point stands. This pull is the pull of a crafted script. One of you will have to answer now it’s tasted your presence.”

      The crackle of fevered thought filled the road.

      “It can’t be me,” Shylan muttered. “I have business with the king.”

      “Nor me,” said Cronis. “I must replenish my potions and recharge my spells at Spillwhistle’s. It’s not often a chance comes along to visit her establishment.”

      “Poppycock,” Marista said. “You’re both going, and you’ll give the caster of this script a piece of my mind for me.”

      “We are?” Shylan and Cronis both said.

      “Don’t you want vengeance?” she asked Shylan.

      “I want to grind his bones to dust,” the wizard growled.

      “And don’t you want to study the script that was so powerful it dragged us off a road?” she asked Cronis.

      “I want to tear it down, reduce it to its sum and see if I can recraft it. It is surely a script to be learned from.”

      “Good,” Marista said. “Greman, drive on, we’ll meet them in Brokenford.”

      “Hold on,” I shouted. “I’ll go with them. I should see more of the land, and this road’s kinda boring.”

      “I shall accompany them too. We need strong hands in case the script pulls them through the mountains themselves,” Flip announced.

      Star jumped out of the back of the wagon, unhitched her horse and mounted it. “I shall come too. I’ve hogged your precious time too much of late, Marista.”

      Marista’s eyes darted from Star to me, and back.

      “Very well,” she said and then started nodding. “No, that works for me, Flip, and I can’t believe I’m saying this; you appear to be the sensible one of the group. I shall hold you responsible for a timely journey. Deal with this hero hunter, then meet Greman and me at the Fiddler’s Riddle on Keep Street as soon as you’re done.”

      Greman beamed. “We won’t drink all the ale,” he crowed.

      I could have tripped over Shylan’s bottom lip, but he turned and headed his horse west and in among the trees. Star drew alongside me as I watched the cart clatter along the road and away.

      “Thank Lamerell for that,” she whispered. “The woman was boring me senseless.”

      “What have you been up to?” I asked. I’d hardly talked to her since Merrivale—she’d been in Poleyna’s shadow the whole time.

      “She’s been teaching me about the worlds beyond the mists; about Sharreff, Kataspay, Zhang Zhou, and Trappas Shyl—all of them.” Star grunted. “Like I’ll ever get to venture beyond the mists.”

      “But you can’t travel through them, can you?” I asked, and felt foolish right away. I’d been told more than once that this land was cut off.

      “There are smuggling routes. I’ve heard whispers of one stretching from Quislaine to Horn’s Isle—a rope that pulls a boat through the mists—but it is just that, a rumor. If someone were to try, their minds would be crisped and they’d be no more than a walking husk.”

      I pursed my lips and said no more, following Star into the thick of the trees. The air was instantly heavy, laden with moisture. Coniferous trees burst upward, some like the great redwoods from my home, from Earth, their trunks so large that they almost became a massive bark wall, and they humbled me, making me feel small, insignificant, and ant-like. Around them, fallen bark made it look like the forest floor was carpeted in rich walnut, and where any light managed to break through, its magical beams sprayed down on an oasis of green that resembled emerald barrows.

      The land was sheared, constantly sloping up or down, heading for a brook, or stream, or reaching for a crest, or ridge. Down and up we went, our line straight, guided by the pull from the west. Flip started whistling a tune, its melody echoing around us, trapped within the press of the forest. We rested on jutting rocks, drank from gurgling brooks, and on we forged, until Shylan raised his hand, then pointed.

      At first I saw nothing apart from the forest, but then I saw Flip tense, and Star unsling her bow, and Cronis bring out his hideous, black staff. I drew my sword, silently. Shylan coaxed his mount forward.

      I smelled the corpse before I saw it hanging there. An old man, much older than Lincoln, his skin stretched over bones, his clothes no more than rags, and his feet, bare. Foul-smelling ichor dripped from his toes, draining his body. A single arrow protruded from his belly, its fletching red and ocher.

      “The king's men did this,” Shylan grumbled, and he turned to me. “Cut him down.” Shylan rode around the dangling body.

      Riding up to him, I sliced the rope, and the body fell with a dull thump, throwing up the smell of its rot. I nearly gagged as I rode on; no part of me even considered burying the poor soul. What had Billy told me? The rotting parts stay up top, the soul in the Endings River. So the land would soon eat his shell. We stumbled upon the village soon after.

      I say village in the loosest terms. It was huts and tree houses, no more than that. It appeared to be a bolt-hole away from this land’s civilization, but one that had clearly been found.

      “Were these folk bandits?” Star asked.

      Cronis sat back in his saddle. “No, this is no refuge for the desperate. Just forest folk, disturbed by a king that sees them as mere numbers.”

      “I don’t understand,” I blurted, but I did—I’d seen it before, back on Earth.

      “He bolsters his army with militia,” Flip explained. “They make for good ballista fodder, and their bodies will hinder the advance of the king’s enemies.” He jumped off his horse. “But it makes for a good place to camp. We have shelter, and we have a stream. What do you say, Shylan; shall we call it a day and rest here?”

      Shylan appeared to mull the question, but not for too long. “I’ll be honest,” he said. “I’d half expected to have found the script’s source by now. Its influence is vast indeed. Alexa, Star, you are in charge of the hunt. Flip, can you drag that thing away.” He pointed toward the corpse. “Cronis, you’ll make the fire.”

      A deep and foul sound emanated from Cronis’ mouth, followed by, “And what are you going to do, oh mighty one?”

      “I shall scout around and make sure we’re alone.”

      Cronis roared. “You’ve the agility of a tortoise and the stealth of an ogre. How many decades since you scouted anything? Missing your favorite apachalant, are you?”

      “Harrumph!” Shylan grunted. “If I called, he would come, but we’ll not need him this night. The forest is quieter than a gnome in a dwarf mine. Now, do your chore, and I’ll do mine.”

      I looked at Star, and she at me, and we jumped off our horses and hitched them to an low-hanging branch. We both knew the wizards would argue for an age. Walking off into the woods, Star stayed close to the stream.

      “It’ll make for a good marker, should we stray too far. How long do you think they’ll argue for?”

      “Until one gets cold and the fire needs making.”

      Star started planting her feet carefully and suddenly I noticed I couldn’t hear anything, not her footsteps, nor her breath, or even the rustle of her clothes. I started to mimic her, seeking out the spots she trod in, mirroring the way she moved, until I was silent too, well, silent…ish.

      
        
        Congratulations! You move like a groarg thundering after a croxen. You have opened the skill Stealth. You are level 1.

      

      

      Stealth? Now that seemed a handy skill.

      We followed the stream, rock by rock, tree by tree, silent step by silent step, until Star crouched down, and I followed suit. I could hear grunting, rustling, snorting, and so I cast my perception forward.

      
        
        Wild Boar—Level 6

        Wild boars bolt when frightened, mostly. Some turn and fight and gouge their tormentors.

        Status—Hungry

      

      

      I tried to see how big it was, but Star waved my inquiring head down. She un-shouldered her bow, nocked an arrow, and crept forward.

      “Be a piece of cake,” she said. “It’s only a 6.”

      I followed, employing my new stealth skill; the footfalls I needed to make had become suddenly clearer. Then I saw it, black as night, its fur shimmering in the sunbeams. It was rooting around the strewn bark, sniffing away at unseen treasures. Star raised her bow and loosed its arrow. It plunged home with a dull thud. She nocked another, but the beast turned, its eyes settling on us for a mere moment before it charged.

      Star jumped straight out of the way, but it took me by surprise. Ramming me in the belly, it bucked its neck and tossed me aside, sending me crashing into a tree trunk with a bang.

      
        
        Damage! You have received 38. Health remaining 462/500.

      

      

      It banked sharply and was on me in a flash, its snout crashing into my midriff. I felt its bite, a slashing bite that ripped the flesh from my leg. Pushing down on its thrashing head, I tried to free the lower half of my body. I could smell my blood and see the flashing red messages that told me I was losing this battle—to a level 6 overgrown pig. Grabbing hold of an overhead branch, I pulled myself up, smashing my booted feet down on its head. Another arrow thudded into its hide, and it turned and eyed Star.

      As it charged her, I dropped to my feet, my blood-soaked leg giving way. Star skipped over the charging boar as if she was just playing with it. She’d already shouldered her bow and now had a knife in her hand, one she plunged into the boar as it turned and charged her again. It flew past her and set its sights on me, probably clear in its mind that I was the easiest target.

      Jumping up, I faced it and drew my sword. Star had her bow back in her hands, and another arrow slammed into the beast’s rear. It lurched forward as the arrow hit home, and I held my sword out, letting the beast impale itself, crushing me against the tree trunk. Its dying eyes stared out at me, as it slumped onto the forest floor.

      “A sword? To hunt?” Star said. “Now I’ve seen everything.”

      “I wasn’t sure what else to do,” I said, pulling its bloodied blade out.

      Star shrugged, chopping down a branch, stripping it, then tying the boar to it.

      “So, they’ve taught you most things that suit them, but not how to fish, hunt, or survive. Seems Marista should have spent her time with you, not me. We’d best get back,” she said.

      I picked up one end of the branch, and we set off back downstream.

      “Will you teach me?”

      “What I know?” Star said. “Oh I know very little about hunting. Your leg’s a testament to that. A boar no bigger than a small pig and we nearly had a disaster. No, you need a forester to teach you the ways.”

      “Greman said they were boring.”

      “Never met one, but who knows? There could be one hiding in the trees, lurking. What do you think they’re like?”

      “Elves,” I said. “They’re like elves.”

      “Ha!” Star barked. “Elves: now there could be a few of them around too.” Suddenly, I felt eyes everywhere and wondered who was out there.

      I stumbled back to the settlement, my pride curiously dented. The boar had more than halved my health, and I’d only managed to kill it with a sword, and that was after Star had already weakened it.

      Yes, I was stronger, and yes I’d leveled up my skills, but I still knew nothing.
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        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 12,000.

        Level: 7. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 270/500 - Energy: 170/170

        Mana: 180/180 - Shadow Mana: 0/180

        HP Regen: 50/Min - EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 13/Min - SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5), Intelligence: (18, 0), Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (5, 8), Luck: (7, 5), Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 15),  Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Running: (6, 14, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 33, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Magic: (5, 1, 0, ∞), Concealment: (5, 40, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 6, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 9, 0, 25), Spell Casting: (2, 5, 0, ∞), Close-Q-fighting: (5, 50, 0, 25), Archery: (6, 13, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (7, 44, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (7, 69, 0, 60), Horseriding: (3, 23, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,22,0,14), Stealth: (1,18,0,22)

      

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquests: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment, and confront one of five. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown
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          Beyond The Ridge

        

      

    

    
      Our adventure into the forest soon lost its gloss of excitement. The slopes, the trees, the ridges were all endless, and we’d had to double back more than once when we’d come to a ravine or impassable river, and now it looked much like we’d have to do it again. We’d walked right into a red rock face. It arced away in both directions, impassable, endless.

      “I have a feeling,” Shylan said, “that what we are looking for is the other side of this.” He waved his hands as it as if the colossal, red rock was merely an inconvenience.

      Star set off one way, Flip the other.

      “I could climb it,” I offered, taking out my bag of grasping powder and dangling it in front of their noses.

      Shylan gave me a withering look. “And what good would that do? You’d be up there, and we’d all be down here.” He sighed. “Cronis, what is this place?”

      “How should I know?” He leaned forward and sniffed the rock. “It’s relatively new. Perhaps when Poleyna cracked the earth? The rock’s quite plain, and the trees grow far too close to it. Definitely new.”

      “New like yesterday, the day before?” Shylan asked.

      “New like newish. How do I know? A lot of things happened back then. This...” He waved his hands at it. “This could have been one of those things.”

      Star called out. She was about fifty yards south of us.

      “There’s a fissure in the rock,” she bellowed. “A carved passageway. It says ‘Joan’s Creek.’”

      As he made to turn south, Shylan suddenly crashed sideways into the rock face as if the compulsion had given him a sudden tug.

      “Confound this man!” he said, his voice ever rising. “I’m telling you I’m going to grind his bones to dust.”

      He climbed down from the horse and brushed himself off. We led the horses south along the ridge and toward Star. Flip caught up with us just as we came to the fissure. He looked Shylan up and down. “Getting stronger?”

      “We’re going to grind his bones to dust,” Cronis told Flip, nodded, then crashed into the wall himself. “To powder, I tell you, fine powder.”

      I looked up at the fissure. It had carved, upward stone steps and was about four feet wide. Just by its entrance was a log sign. Burned into its timber were the words “Joan’s Creek,” with an arrow pointing up. It was possibly one of the most curious sights I’d seen since coming to the land, so out of place after the remote forest.

      “Joan’s Creek,” Shylan growled. “Well, let’s go and have a talk with this Joan, whoever she is,” and he coaxed his horse in.

      “It’s been traveled recently,” Star said, pointing at scuffs and scraps on the steps.

      A shiver ran down my spine. I got the curious feeling that we were being watched. Coaxing my own horse forward, I entered the fissure.

      Its ruddy rock rose up on either side, tall, imposing, but a welcome change from the trees. Flip was ahead of me now, with Star behind and Cronis trailing after, grumbling as usual.

      “This is all very recent,” Flip said. “And carved as though a De’Vulk had a paw in it.”

      I saw what he meant. Everything was oddly symmetrical. The steps were each the same size, the walls, sheer and exactly vertical.

      “De’Vulk?” Cronis grunted. “There haven’t been any De’Vulk in Irydia since Canelo James fell. De’Vulk, no, look elsewhere for your answer.”

      We carried on up, one step after the next, until at around midday, Shylan stopped, and Flip drew aside him.

      “Well, well well,” Shylan said. “What have we here?”

      I stood on tiptoes, but could see nothing. Star tried to draw aside me and peek, but Flip and Shylan blocked the way. I passed her my horse’s reins, and took out my grasping powder, plunging my fingers in and then scrambling up the fissure’s side.

      “Just where are you going?” I heard Cronis cry, but took no note and carried on up. Soon reaching the rock’s top, I spun around and sat on its apex. Though I might not be able to hunt, Grog sure taught me how to climb. Looking out, I gasped at what I saw.

      A circular glade beckoned me. I saw rolling grasslands, vibrant, emerald forests, and a sapphire river that spilled from a great snowcapped mountain. The red ridge radiated out from that mountain like a pair of cradling arms. It was breathtaking. It was beautiful. Trailing smoke rose from its center, and at first I worried that it might be smoke from a split in the land’s crust. The shape of the place so resembled a dormant volcano. But then I spied a dark blot under it, and the regimented shades that told of farms and fields. “Joan’s Creek,” I muttered to myself, and I suddenly had a strange feeling that I’d heard that name before.

      Shylan and the others had started along the downward steps, Star looking up at me as she tried to control both horses. I skipped down the rock face and soon took back his reins.

      “I’ve got a funny feeling about this,” I whispered to her, but said no more.

      It was late afternoon before we spilled out of the split in the ridge. A path meandered away toward the farms, hedged by a spread of tall grass, a welcome change after the press of the forest before. We let the horses loose to graze and all sat around in a circle.

      “Now I’m here, at least my lurching compulsion has somewhat abated,” Shylan muttered.

      “Mine too,” Cronis added.

      I furrowed my brow. They both seemed far too tranquil. I felt it too though, like this bowl of land was peace itself, like I could lie out under its sun and just relax.

      “So, what happens next?” I asked, lazily.

      “Next?” Shylan took out his pipe. “Next, we go to this Joan’s settlement, tear the script from her tavern’s wall, refuse her service—or him for that matter—and grind his bones to dust.” He lit his pipe with a flick of his fingers.

      “Slowly,” Cronis added. “We grind slowly. Then maybe we relocate our tower here. It feels…nice…yes, that’s the word…nice.”

      “What if you actually want to be the place’s hero?”

      Shylan guffawed. Cronis joined him.

      “My dear, we are genuine heroes of the land. True heroes, who would represent a towering castle like Zybond. A monument like Castle Kyrie would qualify for our services. Even Shyantium itself if it were not bogged down and mired in the politics of madness. A place like this, for us, really?”

      “So, why aren’t you?”

      “Aren’t we what?”

      “Heroes of Zybond, or any of the other places? Where were you when Starellion was sacked by the demon and Darwainic fell?”

      Silence.

      “I think the wizards are having trouble conjuring,” Flip said.

      Shylan drew himself up.

      “And just what should we be conjuring?”

      “Excuses,” Flip said, and jumped up. “Now, by my estimates we’ve got a couple of hours riding to this Joan’s Creek, so we really should be on our way. We wouldn’t want to keep the tree elves waiting. My guess is that their string fingers will be getting tired. Oh, and if you haven’t spied them, oh great and heroic wizard, you should.”

      “Tree elves?” Shylan asked. “Why would tree elves concern me?”

      “Where?” I asked.

      Flip pointed around at the ridge, the grassland, and a stand of trees to our north. “There, there, and there,” he told me. “And you should look, mighty one, because their alignment is quite interesting.”

      Shylan stood, sheltered his eyes with his flattened hand and said, “House Mandrake? They’re aligned with House Mandrake? How? There is no House Mandrake.”

      Cronis jumped up. “Well,” he muttered. “There is now. Someone must have started it without you.”

      “You can’t just start a house like Mandrake. This needs getting to the bottom of. This is unacceptable. Those tree elves need a talking to.”

      “Maybe all tree elves are House Mandrake?” I offered. Their scowls told me how stupid I was being.

      “House Mandrake should be my house. If anyone is going to start that house, it should have been me!” Shylan cried. “I shall truly grind his bones to dust now!”

      “Let me get this straight,” Star said. “The leader of the house you were going to found is going to have his bones ground to dust, because he—”

      “Or she,” Cronis pointed out

      “Or she, founded it first.”

      Shylan rose slowly. “Just his bones, not all of him.”

      “Or her bones,” Cronis pointed out. “Joan’s a woman’s name, and I’d be careful too. A house signifies order, signifies a capable defense.”

      “Oh for pity's sake,” Shylan cried. “It’s not like they’re attacking us.”

      An arrow sailed past his ear. Shylan ducked, just a little late.

      “I suggest we stop threatening the settlement, its leader—male or female—and keep quiet until we unravel this mess,” Flip said, mounted his horse and waved in the general direction that the arrow had come in. “See,” he said. “No one’s shooting at me.”

      I scanned around, and once I’d seen an elf, more became clear. Star had sidled up to me. “I’m not surprised, the sign was far too welcoming. If I had a place like this, the last thing I’d do is put a sign up and tell every bandit and desperado.”

      Nodding, I jumped back on my horse, and we rode toward the settlement. Whoever this Joan was, she needed to wise up. I’d seen ShadowDancer, up close, and I knew what he was capable of. The troop of elves kept apace with us, but neither closed in nor let us out of sight. I cast my perception out. Most of the them ranged from level 6 to 15. All were set as hostile, and all were aligned to House Mandrake. What had we walked into?

      Dusk had settled when we arrived outside the settlement. I was tired; I was hungry, and I’d just about had enough. A dwarf greeted us, a beast of a dwarf with long, black hair, a thick, old beard, and a pale slot for a face.

      “Ho travelers! That’s as far as yea go fer now. State yer business, so I can judge yer.”

      Shylan rode right up to him and leaned forward. “Might you be the one that pinned a hero-hunting script to your tavern’s wall?”

      The dwarf tousled his hair. “Nope,” he eventually said. “I might not be.”

      Shylan shifted around a little as if unsettled.

      “Well, someone did and it has drawn us here against our will.”

      “What’s a hero-hunting script?” the dwarf asked.

      Shylan looked around at us, clearly agitated, then focused his attention back on the dwarf.

      “It’s a piece of paper.”

      The dwarf nodded sagely.

      “Well?” the wizard asked.

      “Nope, I never did that, and even if I did, I couldn’t have pinned it to my tavern.”

      “Why?”

      The dwarf shrugged. “I haven’t got a tavern.”

      Shylan rung his hair. “Do you know who has and who did?” he asked, through gritted teeth.

      The dwarf scratched his hairy chin. “Yes.”

      “Who!” Shylan bellowed.

      “Lincoln,” the dwarf said, simply.

      My heart leapt into my mouth, and for the briefest of moments I sat there stunned, but then I spurred my horse on, swerving past the dwarf and bellowing "Lincoln!” at the top of my voice.

      The village was huge by comparison to Thickwick. I sped past at least a dozen cottages lining the shores of a great lake, and I flew past a smithy, a workshop, what looked like a town hall, a feasting hall, then drew to a halt outside a buzzing tavern, scattering people in my wake.

      “Lincoln!” I shouted again, like a madwoman, like a woman possessed. Could it be true? Could it be Lincoln, my Lincoln; the Lincoln from the Grav Buster? I saw him running toward me, his mop of floppy, gray hair still tumbling around his eyes. His hulking frame had filled out, and he looked…happy, so happy, that I very nearly broke down there and then.

      “Alexa?” he shouted back, then squinted at me. “Is that you?”

      “Lincoln,” I said, my eyes glazed with tears. I jumped off my horse, nerves suddenly getting the better of me. It dawned on me that we didn’t really know each other that well; that we’d only met briefly before the Grav Buster took us to the ship. It dawned on me that he might not want to see me, that he might be playing his own game.

      But then he brushed his hair back and smiled. And I smiled too, and we started inching closer together as if we were both nervous, and then we crossed some imaginary line, and we both started running and were soon in each other’s arms. The emotion was too much for me, and I sobbed and sobbed, so glad to be in his strong arms.

      “You’ve been busy,” I said, but my voice sounded odd, jerky, and unsure.

      “And you’ve changed…your hair?” He held me for a while, then pushed me away until his arms were stretched, his hands on my shoulders. “Still despise games?”

      “I…”

      He grinned.

      “It’s not like a game.” My words were barely a whisper.

      “No, no its not,” he said.

      “It’s so…real. I never expected to…”

      “Feel,” he said. “No, I’ve played a few—”

      “Excuse me.” Shylan’s voice rang out behind me, a twist of sarcasm laced in it.

      Lincoln looked over my shoulder. “Who’s he?”

      I glanced behind myself. “His name’s Shylan. He was drawn here by your summons.”

      Lincoln furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes. “Oh dear,” he said, and walked toward the wizard. “Lincoln,” he said, offering his hand to the wizard.

      Shylan dismounted and stood before him, ignoring his outstretched palm. “Are you responsible for—”

      “Forcing us to come here,” Cronis added, drawing aside Shylan.

      “Ah…” said Lincoln, holding up his hands and making to explain, but appearing to think better of it. “About that, could we discuss it over an ale?”

      Shylan drew a great breath and leaned toward Cronis. “What say you? Turn his bones to dust or drink an ale?”

      Cronis scratched his stubble-ridden chin. “Ale and then turn his bones to dust,” he said, and nodded hard. “Ale first.”

      “Agreed. Lincoln, we will drink your ale, and then if your explanation isn’t acceptable, we’ll probably turn your bones to dust then.”

      Lincoln glanced at me and winked. “We’ll see,” he said, then turned to Flip and Star. “Lincoln,” he muttered, offering his hand to both. Once shook, he took mine and we headed toward one of the big buildings, my perception told me it was their feasting hall.

      “They wont really turn me to dust, will they?” he whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

      “They weren’t happy about being summoned,” I replied.

      “Damn mouse,” he cursed.

      “Mouse?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I wonder where Joan is,” Shylan mused, trailing behind us.

      The village was quite the hive of activity. We couldn’t walk more than a dozen steps without someone saying “evening” or patting Lincoln on the shoulder. There was no doubt in my mind that this place revolved around him. I noticed an elf—definitely an elf—shadowing us, sending me dirty looks. She was holding back, but I could tell she just wanted to grab Lincoln and pull him away from me.

      We walked along red gravel paths that branched off to the cottages, or were lined with benches, or led to tables, to fire pits. A strange copper-colored being floated along near Lincoln, and all around, other copper-colored robots were digging, building, raking, or carving.

      “What the hell are they?” I asked.

      “Ah, them,” Lincoln said. “They’re bots. Every cottage I build I get twenty. They just don’t stop working, either. Sometimes it’s the darnest thing just to keep them occupied. How do you think I got all this done?” He spread his arms wide. I took the opportunity to grab one, latching on to it and bringing it close. The shadowing elf scowled at me.

      A big cheer went up, startling me, and I saw a crowd gathered around a partly built cottage, a final crosstimber was being pulled into place—another roof nearing completion. All around there were humans, dwarves, elves, mantilees, some tiny folk with gossamer wings, and a gnome-like fellow wearing green felt. While I’d been nurtured, drip-fed attributes and skills, and protected by powerful folk of the land, Lincoln had grabbed hold of this land and forged his will on it.

      “I’m astounded,” I muttered. “You’ve done so much.”

      “Joan’s legacy,” he replied. “More folk are seeking sanctuary here every day.”

      I wanted to ask him a thousand things, all beginning with “How,” but instead I asked, “Where from? Are you summoning them all?”

      “That again?” Lincoln said, and a shiver ran down his spine. “Damn mouse.”

      “Mouse?” I asked, but he changed the subject and asked if I’d seen Pog, or Brandon, or the rude girl. I told him no.

      “I’d hoped to find Pog. Finequill said he’d been given to a family in the hills.”

      “Finequill?”

      “Another mouse,” he muttered.

      “Excuse me.” Shylan’s voice rang out again. “Aren’t we going the wrong way? Isn’t that the tavern over there?”

      Lincoln looked the wizard up and down.

      “That, indeed, it is,” he replied. “But this is the feasting hall.” He pointed toward a large barn-like building we were walking to. “We can drink ales there,” he added.

      Shylan rushed forward, blocking our way. “But I want to drink in the tavern. That’s how this is supposed to play out. You post a vacancy on the tavern wall; we come, drink in that tavern, turn you down and leave. That’s how it’s always worked, so that’s how it works now.” He stamped his feet.

      “Ah well,” Lincoln muttered, looking at the ground, kicking his feet. “It’s like this.” He raised his head and met Shylan’s stare. “The tavern is only level 1.” He smiled a halfhearted smile. “And it’s full.” Lincoln raised his hands in surrender. “Don’t ask me how. I bought the hero-hunting script from a mouse-type-humanish person called Spillwhistle, and I think it’s faulty.”

      “Faulty?” Shylan asked and then just stared at Lincoln.

      “Is there ale in the feasting hall?” Cronis asked.

      “Of course,” Lincoln said. “It’s a feasting hall. Wouldn’t be much of a feasting hall without an ale or two, would it? In fact, I’d go so far as to say, it’s got everything the tavern has…it’s just not a tavern.”

      “Why don’t we have a drink there, while we sort it all out,” Flip said, and so we all filed in.

      It was no more than a large wooden hut with a roaring, central fire pit and four, fifty-foot-long tables. A spitted pig was turning over the fire, great globs of fat dripping into its embers, spitting and cracking. Two of the tables were full, waves of conversation flowing out to us. Their chatter faded briefly as we were appraised and then seemingly dismissed as new arrivals. We sat near the fire, and Lincoln served us ale.

      “You, sir,” Shylan said, “have a lot of explaining to do.” He drank a hefty gulp of his ale and then just stopped, as if some other thought had hit him. He took another, a tentative sip, and then he began to nod his head.

      Cronis took a slurp of his, and he too stopped and looked around in seeming wonder. His arms reached out and grabbed a full jug of ale from the table’s center. “Mine!” he barked. “Mine-all-mine-all-mine.” He looked around like a madman.

      “There’s plenty more,” Lincoln said, and he reached out and pulled another couple of jugs from the adjacent table. “So, returning to my problem…our problem.”

      “Indeed,” Shylan said, though he appeared to have mellowed a bit.

      “The script: I got it from a little magic shop in Brokenford, along with a magicish map.”

      “Magicish?” I asked.

      “Well, it was a map, and it led me here, but as soon as I’d found the place, it crumbled to dust. That’s why I think it and the hero-hunting script were faulty from the start.”

      “Hold on, hold on,” Shylan said, and sipped some more of his ale before appearing to completely lose his train of thought.

      “I think what the good wizard was about to say,” Flip said, jumping in, “is…” And he took a sip of his ale. “Well, this is rather nice.”

      “What did this Spillwhistle say when she sold you the script?” I asked.

      “Well, it was my...” Lincoln counted out his fingers. “It was my second, yes, second day in the land,” he explained. “I’d gotten my beginner’s pack sorted out, and rearranged and allotted all my attribute points. I’d leveled up once…or maybe twice, and sold my starter plot of land to Fawkes. I’d met Ozmic, and Grimble—he welcomed you to this place, and Aezal—I’d met him too. Second day, yes, that was when I went into Spillwhiste’s magic shop.”

      A few things didn’t add up for me, like his beginner’s pack and rearranging his points. I’d started with 2 attributes and 2 points—1 in stamina and 1 in vitality, there wasn’t a lot of rearranging to be done. I decided Lincoln was in enough trouble as it was without bringing up his weird start…unless it was mine that was weird.

      “A magic shop run by a mouse-like-humanish thing? A ceratog?” Star asked.

      Lincoln clicked his fingers and pointed at her. “That’s it, a ceratog. Spillwhistle. That’s where I brought the map.”

      “And the script,” Shylan pointed out.

      “No, not the script. Thinking about it, she threw that in. That’s why I think it’s faulty. I mean, I don’t know a lot about these things, but shouldn’t it…you know…have switched off once the other hero came?”

      “The other hero?” Cronis asked.

      “The one in the tavern,” Lincoln nodded. “Yes, that one. And he won’t budge either, or swear allegiance. Surely something’s gone wrong.”

      “Hold on, hold on,” Shylan said, raising his voice to extinguish all others. “He’s already rejected you, and yet he’s refusing to leave?”

      “That’s about the size of it, and as I’ve only got a level 1 tavern, only one hero can drink in it at a time.”

      “Why’s he not leaving?” I asked.

      “Well,” said Lincoln. “I serve my very best ale in the tavern.”

      “Best ale?” said Shylan, turning his empty mug on the counter.

      “Very best ale,” Lincoln affirmed.

      “Hmmm,” Flip mused. “So tell me again. Why are we drinking in this hall and not the tavern?”

      Shylan thumped the table. “Because it’s full,” he grumbled, clearly frustrated.

      Flip’s golden eyes shimmered, and his finger wagged at the wizard. “But only full for heroes. I’m not a registered hero—never have been.” He switched his attention to Lincoln. “Lincoln, my man, I take it I can sup your finest ale in your level 1 tavern?”

      Lincoln shrugged. “Of course you can. You all can, just not these two.”

      Shylan banged on the table again. “If Cronis and I can’t drink in the tavern, no one can. Now, to the script: Why can’t you turn it off?”

      Lincoln held his palms up. “Not a clue.”

      Flip jumped up and darted out of the hall. Cronis growled.

      “So, you’re not a summoner, a mage, wizard, or enchanter—you’re just a normal man who bought a script from a mouse-like-humanish shopkeeper in Brokenford?” He sighed.

      “That’s about the size of it. Spillwhistle—”

      “I know who Spillwhistle is…” Cronis growled.

      Lincoln glanced nervously at the hall’s door. “I’d best trot to the tavern—make sure your friend’s being looked after.” He made to get up.

      “Sit,” Shylan ordered. “Now listen, while you're over at the tavern I want you to tell the incumbent hero that his time is up, and he must leave.” Shylan raised his chin in the air. “Tell him that I, Shylan, possibly the most powerful wizard in this land,” he announced and brought his emerald eyes to bear on Lincoln, “said so.”

      Lincoln shifted uneasily on his seat. He pursed his lips. “Nope, can’t do that.” He made to get up again.

      “Why not?” Cronis barked.

      “Well,” Lincoln said, now standing. “It’s like this. He’s a man-mountain, towers over everyone, he does. And well, he certainly looks like he’s…adept at a brawl or two.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Cronis said, flatly, and hunched in thought. “Alexa, Star, you both go and see, and one of you report back instantly.”

      “What if they don’t come back?” Shylan pointed out, but I was already on my feet. I really wanted to see the tavern. Then it struck me; I hadn’t had a sup of Lincoln’s ale. I grabbed my mug and took a slurp.

      It was like pure nectar—smooth gold running down my throat, and not at all bitter like other ales. It had a myriad of tastes, the aroma of conifers, a hint of caramel. It was dry, yet thirst quenching, smooth, rich, fragrant, full, and fancy. This was a king among ales, and my eyes wandered through the hall’s door and toward the tavern, and I yearned for the very best ale. I looked at Star, and she at me, and we bolted for the door.

      “They’re not coming back, are they?” I heard Shylan mutter.

      The tavern looked much more lavish than the hall. It had a stoop with a central set of four steps leading up, and a couple of tables and chairs placed on it. A leafy tree was growing from the stoop’s corner, its branches intertwining with the tavern’s frame as if it were a living part of the building itself. It had a certain power; I could feel that, some kind of binding essence. I ducked my head to the tree, unsure why I did, but certain I should respect its power.

      The building was just single level, ample in size, and the constant hum of conversation spilled from its open double doors. A soft, yellow light filtered through two quartered windows either side of the doors, and a stone chimney poked out of its roof. Dusk had now fallen, and I couldn’t help but think that lent to its hominess. I could clearly hear Flip’s laughter ringing out.

      “What’s he like?” I asked Lincoln, stopping and waiting for him to catch up as Star raced by.

      “Ah that…I’m glad you asked.” He pulled a small pipe out of his pocket and lit it with his strike. “There’s a couple of things you should know.”

      “He’s big, I heard.”

      Lincoln shook his head. “Not just that. I’ve fought big folk—some go down easy. Nope, it’s not just that. He’s big—huge—a warrior, no doubt about that. It’s in the way he moves, the way his eyes always see things before they’ve happened. Wide eyes, Alexa, I’ll tell you, wide, mad eyes that have seen their fair share of killing. He’s got scars on his scars, and his face looks like it was wed to a fist before a bitter breakup. The man is iron and bone, but he’s more dangerous than that—he’s got a brain too.”

      “But he won’t shift from the tavern?”

      “Nope,” Lincoln replied.

      “And he won’t swear fealty to it either?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why?”

      “Reckons he’s in this land to serve another. Says he’s looking for someone.”

      “Who?”

      “That’s fer you to ask and him to tell. My business ends with serving him ale. Hard to talk to him—it’s like dancing on eggshells. That’s why I’m keeping him tanked up.”

      “Is he that bad?” I asked, and we ducked as Flip flew over our heads.

      “Yep,” Lincoln said, and we climbed the steps and paused briefly on the stoop. Flip barged past us, racing back.

      I took a breath and stepped in.

      The hero caught my eye immediately. He was a beast. Six foot six, maybe more, with shoulders that held up his head like a fat shelf. He wore his dented, silver armor like a crocodile wears its scales, moving as if it weighed nothing. As Lincoln had told me, his face looked like he’d swum up a rockslide, and his crazed eyes bore down on Flip who was already jammed up against the tavern’s counter.

      “She was my queen,” he growled.

      “And how was I to know that?” Flip pleaded, but winked at me.

      The hero pressed Flip farther into the counter. “She lived in a castle with my king, and she wore a damned crown on her head—how’d you think?”

      “Never wore a crown when I was with her,” said Flip, and he beamed up. “Well, she did once, but it was a special request.”

      The man drew his arm back, ready to pound on Flip. “You had no respect then, and you’ve no respect now.”

      “Hold! Hold!” Lincoln shouted, and then I saw Star sidle up behind the man, pressing a thin, pointed knife to the hero’s neck.

      “Careful, Valkyrian,” she hissed. “You’re a long way from home.”

      The man froze. “Me and the jester, we was just playing.”

      “The jester?” I said, and immediately wished I’d kept quiet.

      “Ales all around!” Lincoln announced, and hopped over the counter.

      There was a general mumble of assent, and I looked around to see plenty of full tables. It appeared most folk hadn’t been put off by the fracas.

      “Weren’t you banished?” Flip asked the man, and I winced and waited for the beast’s fist to fall, but when it did, it swept up a fresh mug of ale.

      “Aye, banished I was.” He nodded and took a swig of his beer, its foam resting on his drooping moustache.

      “Just out of curiosity,” Flip ventured. “Who was it that exiled you?”

      “The queen’s son,” he mumbled.

      “For what?” Flip whispered.

      “Avenging Ethan Tanglefoot’s murder.”

      Flip reached out and put his hand on the hero’s shoulder. “For that you were exiled? Tell me—why were you banished?”

      “Jammer, because of Jammer.”

      “Then surely,” Flip said, raising his own mug. “You’ll forgive me my little indiscretion against the same family that condemned poor Ethan to die, and hunted down Jammer?”

      “They blinded him. He had to go to The Variant. You’re right; why stick up fer them,” said the hero. “Now your lady can stop tickling my neck.” He grabbed Flip and dragged him over to a nearby table.

      “So what are you doing in Irydia?” Flip asked him, as they sat.

      “I came to pledge my sword to Sakina, but I hear I’m too late. I’ll pledge it to her successor.”

      I gulped.
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          Mezzerain

        

      

    

    
      His name was Mezzerain, and I’d heard of that name before. It was in The Auguries, and he’d attended the meet that had condemned Poleyna all those years ago. Now he sat dwarfing the chair, his muscle-bound arms leaning heavily on the table between us.

      “Her?” He looked from Star to Flip.

      “She has been passed a task by Sakina,” Flip answered.

      I studied my booted feet before looking up.

      Mezzerain nodded. “And your first task is to seek a gambler?” he asked, looking at me.

      “It is one of seven quests she’s charged me with,” I replied, my eyes failing to meet his. “I have taken up that quest.”

      “Why so ashamed?” he asked, his tone filled with confusion.

      I looked up. “I don’t deserve it.”

      He roared at that, a deep-throated laugh that billowed around me. “What’s that ever got to do with anything? Don’t deserve? Jammer never deserved to get his eyes poked out; Ethan Tanglefoot didn’t deserve to die. Young lady, if Sakina offered you the quest, then she saw something in you and believed you could complete it.” And then he turned his head to Flip, and the pair dived back into conversation. It was like I had been dismissed.

      Lincoln was still behind the counter, and I had plenty of questions for him. We took our ales outside and sat on the stoop. I breathed deeply. Somehow these folk dwarfed me—a term I thought I’d best stop using—but they did. They dwarfed me with every action they took.

      “Mighty fancy folk you’ve fallen in with,” Lincoln said. “Take it you didn’t have too ordinary a start?”

      I told Lincoln everything. He merely sat back and took it all in, nodding his head. Once I’d spilled all—Billy Long Thumb, the vale, Gromolor, and Zybandian—he primed his pipe and blew a great funnel of smoke into the night air.

      “Back aboard the ship,” he said after a good while. “Tell me, where did you end up? Because I ended up in a huge hall packed with VR pods—I saw Pog getting in his, saw that Brandon boy, and I saw the girl—never did get her name—but I never saw you. What happened to you?”

      It seemed so odd to talk about that time. It was as though it didn’t really exist anymore—as though it was the game, and this was real life.

      “I was taken to a room, a small room with six or seven pods—I can’t remember how many—seven I think, and a man said he’d keep an eye on me.” I thought some more. “That was it; he was worried—or the AI was—that I hadn’t ever played a VR game, that I hadn’t had my…neurons? Hadn’t had my neurons, or something, mapped.”

      Lincoln flashed me a smile. “So,” he mused. “Half a dozen pods spare, and half a dozen companions that seem quite important in the land—coincidence?”

      My jaw dropped. “You think they’ve been helping me?”

      “It’s a possibility, though they don’t seem like players—or act like them. And help…maybe, though you had to earn your place else they’d have just dropped you off at a beginner’s plot somewhere. Probably had good intentions—dribbling your attributes in slowly, letting you get your feet under the table—so to speak. Though I think you’d have been fine just jumping in.”

      “What was it like?” I asked, finally taking a sip of ale. It was twice the ale of the hall—twice as smooth, twice as fruity, twice as nice. I smacked my lips together after. “That is one nice ale,” I said.

      He smiled. “Basing much of my game on it,” he said.

      “On ale?”

      “You watch.” His smile broadened.

      “I wish I could,” I said.

      “But you can, Alexa. Stay here; stay here with me.”

      “But the quest?”

      “Deny it, fail, just don’t bother with it,” he urged.

      But I knew I couldn’t do that. I’d seen Sakina and ventured with Shylan, with Cronis, Petroo, and the others. “I don’t think I could do that.”

      He scratched at his chin. “Maybe not,” he muttered, running his finger around the rim of his glass. “I’m going to build you a base here, somewhere you can put down your roots. I’d planned to do it, hoping you’d find me—one for the others too. Would you be interested in calling it your home?”

      I leaned over the table and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’d like that. Tell me about your game. What’s supposed to happen in a normal game?”

      “Oh, a lot’s happened to me. Some of it I have you to thank for.”

      “Me?”

      Lincoln grunted a laugh. “I got your beginner’s pack.”

      “No fair!” I said. “What was in it?”

      “Some gold, a beginner’s plot, city building token, copper knife, seeds—that sort of thing.”

      “Gold? I’ve got gold?” I said, then quickly added: “It’s okay if you’ve spent it…really.”

      “I haven’t spent it. Though I’ve planted your seeds, killed a troll with your knife, and a couple of other things. I owe you. Getting your sack was the start of my lucky streak; I don’t mind telling you.”

      “Lucky?”

      “Yeah, first off my allotted plot was on the southern side of the city. To be honest, it was just an average plot, could have probably gotten a few cottages on it, but that close to the city, well, who’d want to help out? Anyway, I got there and there was this fellow that came by—strange bloke, black cloak and nasty looking, went by the name, Fawkes. Unsettled me, he did. Had something about him, something dead odd.”

      “Did he have a stooped back?” I asked, thinking of the Thameerian.

      Lincoln nodded. “Hunched, possibly, maybe. Why?”

      “Because a man like that has been shadowing me. What happened next?”

      “He said there’d been a mix up and offered me double the gold it was worth to sell it.”

      “Double, from this stranger? Didn't you think that was odd?”

      Lincoln took a sip of his ale and raked his fingers through his hair. “Well, that’s what I thought, and with everything that’s happened to you…I’m beginning to wonder if there isn’t something strange going on. Anyway, I took the money ‘cause I wasn’t fussed on the plot anyway and then for some reason decided to go north. Anyway, I met up with Grimble and Ozmic, a half-elf called—”

      “Allaise?”

      “Yeah, how do you know her?”

      “Stayed in Thickwick.”

      “And Pete?”

      “Yep.”

      “Small world,” Lincoln mused. “Anyway, I brought a map from Spillwhistle and ventured here.”

      “So, how does it all work—the builder thing?”

      “That?” He looked around. “It’s just a balancing act. You get some lumber, some stone, a bit of iron, and food—oh, and a city guide—I call mine Bethe. So, you build a cottage first, and then the copper workers come.”

      “It sounds…fun,” I said, and it did.

      “Yeah,” he said. “But you get to a point where…”

      “Excuse me!” Shylan’s voice echoed out, again. He was standing a few yards from the stoop, but didn’t seem to be able to get closer. “Is he coming out?”

      Lincoln looked through the window and began shaking his head. “Not anytime soon.”

      “Then couldn’t you just pass me an ale? You see, I’ve really got to try it. I don’t understand how it can be better than the other.”

      “That?” said Lincoln. “Well, it’s in the hops—I grow them in a specific way. The ale you’re tasting, well, I think I used too many enhancers to make it grow quick. This one...” And he held his mug up. “This one’s just perfect.”

      “Could you pass me some down?” Shylan asked.

      “No can do,” said Lincoln, shaking his head and pointing to the nailed-up script. “Can’t pass the threshold, damned mouse and damned script.”

      “Damned mouse,” agreed Shylan, and he looked up. “There must be a way though?”

      Lincoln sighed a great sigh. “Well, if he won’t move, there’s only one other way—according to Bethe.”

      “Bethe?” Shylan tried to shuffle closer but couldn’t. “Who’s Bethe?”

      “Bethe? My guide, my administrator.”

      “What’s the way?”

      “Way?”

      Shylan stamped his feet. “To get me into the tavern.”

      Lincoln shrugged. “Get it to level 2—the script can accommodate two heroes in the tavern then. Or if you want the other one to join you, then 3—level 3.”

      “Well…do that then.”

      Lincoln scratched his head. “I can’t quite recall, but I think I have to upgrade a workshop, or cottage or something like that. Bethe’ll know—it might vary here from what I’m used to.”

      “Well, upgrade one of those. Upgrade a workshop.” Shylan’s call was now a mix of pleading and frustration.

      “Bethe!” Lincoln shouted.

      Shylan cut such a forlorn figure, standing there, shoulders slumped, that I actually felt sorry for him. I could see the hall across the yard, and could see through its open door and spy Cronis drinking on his own. It spoiled the night for me, and such a perfect night it could have been be too, what with finding someone I knew, finding this idyllic place.

      The tall, thin, alien-looking apparition floated toward us. I say floated because it was much like a child’s vision of a ghost. "Bethe" had a large copper head—a great, bald dome, wide eyes, two holes for a nose, and a tiny mouth. She had a copper cloak on that hovered a foot or so off the floor, and had a pad in her hands.

      “Yes Lincoln,” she said, her voice raspy.

      “What buildings do I need to upgrade the tavern to level 3?”

      “The tavern?” Bethe queried. “Hardly a priority. We...well, Jack needs a better workshop—quite urgently. The mines are slowly leveling, as are the quarries, and the farms are bringing in a surplus of food. I don’t think the tavern is a priority, Lincoln. The wall...I thought our priority was the wall.”

      “Thank you,” said Lincoln, appearing a little dismissive. “There you have it. We probably could level it up—possibly. The trouble is, we’re kind of veering off the rules as we haven’t got a keep. I refuse to stain this idyllic place with a big, stout, stone castle—it would just ruin it.”

      “So, you don’t know?”

      “Doesn’t matter anyway—I don’t have the gold to just go leveling stuff up for no reason.”

      “I have gold,” Shylan shouted back.

      Lincoln smiled then winked at me. “Then we should talk,” he said, and he downed his beer and got up. “You coming, Alexa?”

      I pushed myself up as he jumped down off the stoop. I got the distinct feeling that Lincoln was up to something: hiding something. We headed for the feasting hall. Shylan and Lincoln were in feverish negotiations before I’d even taken a seat, and so I sat and slurped on not-so-nice ale.

      “So, you have a group of dwarves waiting to quarry stone and mine iron but can’t afford to pay them,” Shylan stated.

      “Correct,” said Lincoln. “And research, I need gold for that.”

      “And a small tribe of wood elves are happy to supply you wood, but you can’t persuade them to stay in this…” Shylan looked around. “What do you call it?”

      “Joan’s Creek.”

      “This, Joan’s Creek.”

      “They want a vine village up in the trees—can’t spare the workers until I get more cottages.”

      “Tree village…” Cronis muttered.

      “And you think, and I stress think, that you need to upgrade this hall and complete a wall of some kind to upgrade your workshop which will allow you to upgrade your tavern to level 2,” Shylan mused.

      “That’s about the sum of it. I’ll get there in the end, just take a month or so.”

      “But the dwarves would mine and quarry for gold, and the elves would chop wood, for tree houses.”

      “A simplification, but essentially correct,” agreed Lincoln.

      “And you can’t speed this up because…”

      “Bethe,” Lincoln said and yawned. “Bethe will explain all the figures—I just like building.”

      “We’ve no gold,” said a close-by, hovering Bethe. “No wood to build the carts to trade at our market and no trade equals no gold.”

      Lincoln clicked his fingers. “And no gold means no dwarves, no bribing and no speed-ups. It’s a pickle, no doubt about that.”

      “But I have gold,” Shylan offered. He looked at Cronis. “We have gold.”

      “Plenty of it,” Cronis concurred.

      Lincoln held his hands up. “I won’t hear of it—you’re guests here, and our problems are our own. True, it is my fault that the script dragged you here, and I will make it up to you by treating you to a hearty meal and endless ale, and I’ll put you up for the night in our newest cottage. All I beg for in return is for you to use your wizarding brains and figure out how to turn the script off.”

      “But—” Shylan stuttered.

      “Second-rate ale,” Cronis grumbled. “Good, but not as good as…” He flicked a longing glance at the tavern.

      “There must be a way.” Shylan drummed his fingers on the long table.

      “I’ll tell you what,” said Lincoln. “If you come up with one, you can instruct Bethe yourself. I give you full permission. Bethe, you may stay here with the wizards and see if you can solve their dilemma. I, on the other hand, must show Alexa here my little side project.” Lincoln got up, tapped the table and cleared his throat. “Horrible position to be in, not being able to offer your guests a decent stay, but it is what it is. Alexa?” He held out his hand, and I got up. Somehow I knew he wanted to leave the wizards alone with Bethe.

      Once outside, we walked down past the line of cottages and toward the lake. As soon as we were by its shore, we turned and strolled along a small path. The water glistened in the now bright moonlight, and I gasped as I saw that bold moon perched on the western ridge, looking as large as life.

      “When I first came here,” Lincoln said, softly. “I slept out on this bank and just looked at the moon, and I knew, knew this was the place for me. Joan would have fallen in love with it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and grabbed his hand.

      He heartily laughed. “What for? I’m lying in a composite box on a ship hurtling through space to God-knows-where, and all the while I’m here; there’s no feeling sorry for me or anyone. Pog should have spawned in this place. But no, Alexa, Joan would have loved it, and you should use it as your base. I think it was meant to be.”

      “Like me meeting up with the wizards.”

      “Like that,” he whispered.

      The path itself, in fact everything about the place, was magical. Clusters of bulrushes lined the banks, spilling into its little bays, and beside us, small, crooked trees sheltering waist-high clumps of berry-laden bushes topped burrow-ridden, grassy knolls. Then, tucked back, I spied a wooden cabin.

      It had its own little inlet lapping up to a small wooden jetty. A planked walkway curved up to it, and railings edged its stoop. Its pitched roof was seeded with bright green moss, and its walls blended in with the surrounding bank, trees, and rushes.

      “It’s beautiful,” I gasped.

      “I had five in mind. Was even going to build one for Pog, that Brandon bloke, and the moody girl, but so far I’ve just got the one up. It does me.” He walked up the path and sat on the stoop’s planked floor. “Haven’t had time to fit it out yet—just a bed and a few blankets—but you’re welcome to stay here tonight.”

      “What about everyone else?” I asked.

      He shrugged as he lit his pipe. “Oh, I’m fairly sure the wizards will be busy enough. And the other two? Well, they'd entertained themselves before we all invaded their world, so they’ll survive the night without us.”

      I sat beside him. “You got any ale here?”

      “Always got ale,” he replied, and jumped up. “Ale, meat, and some bread—how about that?”

      It sounded perfect, and it was. We talked and talked. We talked of the old world, of Joan and how lonely he’d been since her passing, of Earth—our broken Earth—and how sad we really were to leave it. But we couldn’t stay melancholy for long, and we soon swapped adventures. I told him of the dwarven king, and he told me of a troll he’d encountered. I talked of Castle Zybond, and he of being captured by a band of roaming gnomes. Mostly though, I marveled at how he’d built this place to be what it already was, and he joked, “You should see it in the morning!” I wondered at that.

      We chatted away until the sky was a shimmering black, and the mountain no more than a slightly deeper shade, and I must have started to doze. I remember him getting me a straw-filled pillow, and a thick blanket, as I begged to stay on that stoop forever. And I remember him saying the morning would be a great morning, and I remember him telling me it was all a trick of the ale, and I remember dozing off with a smile on my face that first night in Joan’s Creek.
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          Joan’s Creek

        

      

    

    
      I awoke as the fiery sun nudged over the eastern ridge, and I heard it right away. It was the sound of industry; hammering, sawing, yelled instructions, and satisfied cries. It floated to me along the banks of the idyllic lake I’d slept beside. Sitting up, I looked across the inviting, still water, then on impulse, stripped and jumped in. I swam out into its center, the ice-cold water shocking my body awake and clearing my head. Looking toward the village, I saw it was indeed a hive of activity.

      It appeared every copper worker, every human, mantilee, dwarf, and elf were already striving away, and I assumed Lincoln was in the thick of it. So when the smell of cooking meat wafted over to me, I glanced back to Lincoln’s cabin to see him on the stoop, waving and hanging a blanket on its railing. He wasn’t alone. Lurking behind him, in the shadows, was the elf I’d seen following us the night before. I didn’t swim back right away. It wasn’t because of the elf, but because I just wanted to soak up the land of Joan’s Creek. I just wanted to be a part of it, alone there, for a moment.

      The daunting mountain rose tall at the lake’s head and looked like it shot up from its banks, but I knew it to be farther away than that. It was at odds with the red of the ridges that spread away from it, and was mostly gray and black in color. In contrast to the newness of the ridges, it had the look of an ancient crag, as though it had guarded the land for an age. I felt the call of some strange power coming from it, tugging at me. I wondered if Cronis was right, and whether this new place was the result of Poleyna cracking the earth, whether that was what I felt.

      I wondered about her. Who was this woman that had done so much damage to this land, and still seemed to be held in such high regard? It just didn’t add up. Yet even given that, and not knowing anything about her, I was curiously drawn to her side—I cannot explain why. It was almost like she was watching over me. Not for the first time, I knew I needed to read The Auguries. I knew I needed to understand. Not for the first time, I wondered about Sakina’s quest.

      
        
        The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five.

      

      

      The more I thought of it, the further away the solution seemed to be. It just made no sense. Yet Flip had been blasé about it and told me, “Quests are like lovers, the more you ignore them, the more attention they’ll pay you. It will want to be won, so let it come to you, and don’t go chasing after it, else you’ll end up lost.”

      I liked Flip a lot, but he could talk some rubbish when he wanted to. On the surface, his words were less use than the quest’s own.

      Lincoln called me from his stoop, the elf woman at his side, and so I swam back. I grabbed the blanket he’d hung out for me, wrapped it around, and went inside. They were sitting on the floor by his stone hearth, and he served up slabs of smoking meat, a crust of the softest bread, and a mug of warmed milk.

      “This is Glenwyth,” Lincoln said, nervously.

      She glanced up at me, and I saw her enchanting, violet eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “What for?”

      “Last night, I thought…”

      And then it dawned on me that Lincoln and her were more than just friends. “Oh, I…” I stammered, now beyond awkward.

      “It’s just that…”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Glenwyth muttered.

      “It’s this place,” Lincoln said. “I never meant to betray Joan.”

      Awkward was an understatement now. “No,” I said. “And you’re not. Listen, it’s all just because I’m from Earth, from our old home. Live your life, Lincoln. I know that’s what Joan would have told you.”

      “Yes,” he said, but I could see he carried a hefty burden filled with his guilt.

      “So,” I said, taking a mouthful of the meat. “They start early—the builders.”

      He grunted. “They’ve been going all night. The wizards have a hand in it—they want that tavern leveled, and I don’t think they’ll stop until it’s done.” And he laughed at that.

      “They’re building your village for you?”

      He grinned and wagged his finger at me. “Never underestimate true motivation. Building a village is a balance—it takes an age—unless you cheat.”

      “Cheat?”

      “Eat up, eat up,” he said, “and then get dressed, and I’ll tell you all about it on the way.”

      “On the way?”

      “Gonna take me a little walk upriver. I haven’t had the time to explore much of late, and I can’t go into the village—I’d have to refuse their help. Bethe will look after everything, and Glenwyth will make sure it’s all going to plan in Sanct…” He smiled. “Elsewhere.”

      “Are you not coming with us?”

      Glenwyth met my gaze again. “I must go and make peace with Forgarth. My time has come.”

      She said no more, and I assumed the meaning of her words was meant for Lincoln and not me. So I gobbled down my breakfast, went outside, and dressed on the stoop. It was a perfect morning, just perfect—especially away from the awkwardness of inside—and I took a great breath of air, leaned on the balustrade and looked out over the lake. It was truly tempting just to rest here a while and forget such things as quests and demons and those like ShadowDancer. Lincoln called me from the bank, and I saw he had two horses in hand and ready to go. Glenwyth was walking away. That feeling that something more was going on in this place ran through me again.

      By midmorning, we’d reached the first scattered foothills at the mountain’s base, and now it looked truly daunting. It reared defiantly, almost taunting us to venture up, but we had a ways to go before we’d start to climb.

      “Goats,” said Lincoln. “The slopes, the ridges, they’re packed with goats. I’ve a mind to catch a few more and start breeding them. Keep the grass short and the dwarves in milk. They love their milk, the dwarves—who’d have thought it.”

      “What kind of dwarves are they?” I asked.

      “Why do you ask?” Lincoln drew his mount to a halt and braced his sides, stretching his back as if it was stiff.

      “The dwarves I knew didn’t like the sun.”

      “Some don’t,” he said, “what humans always forget is that other species are as diverse as they are. Mountain dwarves: now I hear they don’t like the sun, but the stonecutters, well, they quarry in the open, quarry in the dark—it doesn’t bother them. Elves,” he said, “take them. There’s wood elves, dale elves, cliff elves. There are elves that live in a jungle canopy, and I’ve heard there are elves that live in the desert. Just because you’ve met one type, don’t expect the next to be the same.” He sighed. “Don’t assume, Alexa, not in this land. Approach everything with an open mind.”

      We carried on threading our way through the foothills, and by lunch we had made the base of the great mountain. Lincoln sniffed around until he found a suitable rocky outcrop, and then he brought out a sack. From it, his took some bread, meat, and a stoppered flask of ale. “Spillwhistle,” he said, and winked. “If only she knew what was going on now.”

      “The script isn’t faulty,” I muttered, and rested back, taking a bite out of my heel of bread.

      Lincoln laughed. “Nope,” he said.

      “But it is a powerful spell—it must be to have trapped them.”

      He cocked his head one way then the other. “Meh, I haven’t a clue. I just bet the mouse, that was all.”

      “So, everything you told me was a lie?”

      “Not so much. I did meet a strange man, and I did sell my plot of land, and I did bump into a mousish-humanish ceratog called Spillwhistle, but she didn’t sell me a magicish map, or a faulty hero-hunting script.”

      “So, what happened?”

      Lincoln laughed. “We sparred, the way you do in shops, and we made a bet.”

      “A bet?”

      “I bet her that if I she imbued the script with a specific pull—one that would attract only the most powerful of wizards or sorceress’s, that I’d be able to get a wizard or sorceress to build me a level 2 tavern.”

      “You bet Spillwhistle?”

      Lincoln grinned ruefully. “Well, I knew that wherever I built, I’d get to that point where I’d be kinda stuck—where I’d be ready to upgrade a lumber yard, but wouldn’t have the labor—where I couldn’t get the labor because I needed bigger cottages, and where I couldn’t get bigger cottages because I hadn’t got any lumber. That kind of scenario happens all the time. Interestingly, it was all of that, but because this place is so isolated, my real problem is gold for research.”

      “Sounds…frustrating.”

      “Aye, but their gold solves most things. Most important though, only magic can truly protect a place like this. A castle, well, that will attract war to your doorstep. So, I wagered Spillwhistle that I could do it, that I could trap a wizard and persuade him to build me a tavern. That was before I realized how savage this world might become. Now I know I need both.” He winked at me. “Now I’ll get two wizards.”

      “What if you failed?”

      “The script would have changed. It would have forced me to go to Brokenford and work for her forever.”

      I whistled at that. “That’s some wager.”

      Lincoln smiled. “I’ll bet you that, provided Bethe’s followed all my instructions, I’ll have a level 3 tavern, a nice newly upgraded workshop, a great big feasting hall, a half-dozen more cottages, and a town hall full of gold. Despite what anyone says, money talks in these worlds. Those upgrades, Alexa, mean that I can increase my mining, quarrying, farming, and wood production. It means I’ll be able to start trading with the local towns.”

      “But won’t you lose all this?” I asked, sweeping my arms around.

      He shook his head. “My town, and I’ll only tolerate whom I want here. There’s only two ways in, and I’ll have those guarded before this place becomes common knowledge. Besides, I haven’t shown you everything yet.”

      Then it struck me. “Spillwhistle? What did she stand to lose?”

      Lincoln got up and put his foot on the rock. “Now Spillwhistle, she underestimated the power of grain. When she asked me how I was going to do it, I told her the exact plan—it was the only way I could get her to select the correct script I needed. After all, I’ve got no magic. But as we stood there talking, I could see she couldn’t quite understand how good an ale could be. So, her part of the bargain? She must come and setup shop here. All I need is for someone to deliver the script back to her, and she’ll be forced to comply.”

      Lincoln spun around and bowed low. Looking up, he beamed. “And that, Alexa, is how you grow your settlement by cheating.”

      “But you could have had your bones turned to dust.”

      He shook his head. “You must always have a bit of faith in yourself. I know I brew the best ale in any land. Just having the confidence to tell folk that, well, it makes them expect to drink it. I tell you, the morale of my village is sky-high.”

      I watched him as his face appeared to glow, and glow it did, and a light beamed out of his stomach, and then spread out like a fan. It grew both up and down, soon encapsulating him in a shining orb, and he floated just off the rocky ground.

      “That’s level 6,” he said, when it was all settled back down, and I realized that I hadn’t even checked out his stat board.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Lincoln Hart. Race: Human. Type: Builder.

        Age: 46. Alignment: Mandrake. XP: 7505.

        Level: 6. Profession: Lord. Un/Al pts: 6. Reputation: Somebody.

      

      

      
        
        Personal

        Health Points: 120/100 - Energy: 120/120

        Mana: 10/0

        HP Regen: 10/Min - EN Regen: 10/Min

        MA Regen: 1/Min

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (10, 2), Stamina: (12, 0), Intelligence: (1, 0), Wisdom: (1, 0), Luck: (12, 0), Strength: (8, 0), Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Divination: (4, 88, 0, 25), Stealth: (2, 56, 0, 8), Commerce: (4, 21, 0, 40), Pickpocketing: (1, 0, 0, 6), Brewing: (4, 21, 0, ∞), Perception: (2, 33, 0, 10), Blades: (7, 9, 0, 14), Close-Q-fighting: (6, 16, 0, 18), Staff fighting: (6, 88, 0, 26), Swordsmanship: (5, 2, 0, 10), Magic: (1, 0, 0, 3), Concealment: (2, 33, 0, 10), Night vision: (3, 1, 0, 12)

      

      

      
        
        Talents: None. Quests: None
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        * * *

      

      “What are you going to bump up?” I asked him.

      “Attribute-wise?” He sat back down. “Well, my levels are linked to Joan’s Creek. They must have just completed a building or two for me to gain enough XP to level. So, if I pump it into politics that increases my build speed, but if I pop it into culture, then that increases my research speed which enhances my productivity. It’s a pickle—that’s for sure—but I’ve been doing politics all the way at the minute to increase build, but given the progress the wizards are making, I think I’ll switch that around. Once Spillwhistle arrives, I’ll level up my academy, and I can start on research in earnest. I’ll show you the stats for Joan’s Creek.” He winked at me. “You can normally only get them through scouting the place.”

      A stat board flashed up in my mind’s eye.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Settlement name: Joan’s Creek. Population: 360.

        Population capacity: 480

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Politics: (20, 0), Culture: (0, 0), Defense: (0, 0)

        Build speed: +20%, Learning advancement: N/A, Defense bonus: N/A

      

      

      
        
        Buildings: Amount - levels

        Cottages: 14 – 4,4,4,4,4,4,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3, Warehouse 3 – 7,5,5, Inn 1 – 3, Town Hall 1 – 5, Academy 1 – 5, Feasting Hall 1 – 3, Marketplace 1 – 1, Barracks 1 – 5, Forge 1 – 7, Workshop 1 – 6, Rally Spot 1 - 4

      

      

      
        
        Production

        Farms: 14 – 3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3 # Sawmills: 3 – 4,4,4, Quarries: 6 – 5,5,5,5,5,5 , Mines: 5 –4,4,4,4,4

      

      

      
        
        Resources (Amount, Production rate, Current Consumption-food only)

        Food: (220,120, 8000/ph +40%, -3600p/h), Wood: (10,320, 3000/ph +40%), Stone: (205,050, 9000/ph +50%), Ore: (124,000, 5000/ph +40%)
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        * * *

      

      I glanced at Lincoln, my respect for him complete. He had it all figured out. I wished for just a sliver of his surety. Then I thought of ShadowDancer, and I thought of Petroo’s dire warning.

      “You must hurry,” I told him. “War is coming.” Lincoln nodded.

      “Yep, it was the talk under the breath of everyone in Brokenford. They don’t like their king.” He picked up a stone and threw it toward the distant lake. “That’s why I bet Spillwhistle in the first place—it gives me an edge. I mean, she’s no Shylan or Cronis, but a couple of well-placed charms should help—that and a few militia. Then again, they just might not find me.” He smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “But it’s goats today, and it doesn’t much pay to concentrate on more than one thing at a time.”

      We spent the rest of the morning chasing goats. Lincoln taught me how to tie a lasso, how to throw it, and one by painstaking one, we rounded up some goats—it opened the skill of Rope Law, so that was a bonus. He was right about the goats too; there were hundreds of them, but they were flighty things and could climb up a mountainside like Grog could a castle turret. Once Lincoln found out that I could follow them like he could, it made things so much easier. I would climb up and trap them below; sandwiched between us, they didn’t stand a chance, or vice versa—though Lincoln had little confidence in his climbing skill.

      “It’s easier with two,” he shouted. “I tried this a few days ago, caught a few, but had to kill one. Stupid thing gone and got its leg stuck fast and broke it. Easier with two.”

      It was late in the afternoon when we led the goats back to Joan’s Creek, but my oh my, the wizards had been working hard. For some reason, though, I couldn’t stop glancing back at the mountain, like it was calling me—like that fleeting feeling I’d had earlier.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” said Lincoln, with a smile on his face.

      Bethe met us just by the side by a newly upgraded cottage. “They were eager to get the tavern to level 3,” she said, a tinge of exasperation in her voice. “I made them build the town hall up, and the workshop, two new cottages, and upgrade another four. The feasting hall is much bigger, but they only had eyes for the tavern, so I had to relent eventually.”

      “Our wood?”

      “Nearly exhausted, though they did build a couple of tree houses for the elves. It seems they have endless speed-ups and infinite gold. Though the elder one appears quite tired now. As instructed, I pretended to trade for every item to…how did you put it? Harvest their gold?”

      “The dwarves?” Lincoln asked.

      “Paid and quarrying away again, and they gave me the gold back. Please tell me that once we’re done with this folly of a tavern I can redirect the workers to the farms.”

      Lincoln flashed her a smile. “Farms, quarries, wood yards and iron mines—and a warehouse. Let’s build those stocks up. I think we’re in real business now,” Lincoln cried.

      Lincoln released the goats, and we both had a look around. The extra two cottages had drawn another forty workers, and it looked like near enough all of them had been requisitioned to finish building the tavern.

      Shylan and Cronis were sitting at a picnic bench just by its stoop, though a small fence now surrounded them. They were supping ale with Mezzerain, Flip, and Star.

      “Clever,” said Lincoln. “They popped a beer garden in so that they could drink while it upgraded.”

      “Is that how they can all drink there?” I inquired. “It is level 3 already?”

      Lincoln shrugged. “Must be,” he said, and we walked over.

      “Ah,” said Shylan, beaming from ear to ear. “So, what do you think?”

      “I think you’ve run me out of lumber just to get a drink of my best ale,” Lincoln replied.

      “You noticed that did you?” said Shylan, looking a little unsteady on his feet. “I’m sure you can replenish it in time.” And he sat, and he drank a long draft of ale.

      “We built you cottages and the other stuff,” Cronis muttered. “This is truly a fine ale.”

      “About that,” said Shylan. “We want to make a deal.”

      “A deal?” said Lincoln, sitting.

      “Indeed. I’ve been—”

      “We’ve,” Cronis corrected.

      “We’ve been thinking that we quite like this place.” Shylan flashed Cronis a look.

      “Quite like it,” Cronis concurred.

      “Go on,” Lincoln said.

      “Well, we’d like to make it a—”

      “Regular stopover,” Cronis added.

      Shylan nodded. “Regular stopover, on our way to—”

      “Places,” Cronis said, nodding furiously.

      “Places,” Shylan agreed. “A regular stopover on our way to—”

      “And from.”

      “Places,” Shylan finished. “What do you think?”

      “So, you want to swear fealty to my little village?” Lincoln asked.

      Shylan squeezed his face into a ball. “Is that really necessary?”

      Lincoln shrugged. “I don’t suppose so—not if you’ve a better place to pledge to—some big city, some important castle.”

      Shaking his head, Shylan said, “No, nothing like that. It’s just that Cronis and I are free spirits.”

      “Free spirits,” agreed Cronis.

      “Humph.” Lincoln pushed himself up. He walked up to the hero-hunting script, took it down, folded it in half, then gave it to Shylan. “Well,” he said. “Do me a favor and give this back to Spillwhistle when you get to Brokenford.” Lincoln turned and ran up the stairs into the tavern.

      Cronis scratched his head. “Did he just turn off the script?”

      Shylan shook his head and ruffled his hair. “I don’t think he wants us to be his heroes—certainly doesn’t seem too bothered by us turning him down.”

      “Probably wants a proper hero,” Mezzerain said. “One with a bit of muscle, brawn, and bone. With Sakina dead, do you know what?” He made to stand up. “I think I might apply myself. I hear you get free ale for life.”

      Cronis was up like a shot, darting straight into the tavern. Shylan was soon hot on his heels.

      “Idiots,” said Mezzerain, a grin plastering his face. “They’ve just spent Poleyna-only-knows how much gold to drink his beer, and now they’ll swear allegiance to him to get it for free? Is this really the best Irydia has got?” His hearty laugh boomed around the village.

      “You know something,” Flip said. “I could think of worse places to swear to.”

      After that, we drank and ate the night away in Joan’s Creek, and I enjoyed every minute of it. But all nights must end, and with the moon sitting pretty on the eastern ridge once more, Lincoln and I soon found ourselves ambling along the lakeside path to his hut, and we sat on his stoop and rinsed a few more stolen seconds away from that moon.

      “So,” he said, “What’s next for you now?”

      “To Brokenford, to the Land of the Beggles, and to give Sakina her rest.” I sighed. “That’s the plan, but I have this quest, and for the life of me, I can’t fathom how to do it.”

      “And you have to?”

      I nodded. “Like this place is part of your game, that quest is mine.”

      “Aye,” he said. “I get that, but I’ll be sad to see you go.”

      I laughed. “You got what you wanted.”

      He wagged his finger. “What I needed—gold to research, and a pair of wizards thrown in. Like you said, war is coming to this land, and they are now duty bound to protect Joan’s Creek, even if I’m long gone, even if the ship reaches the end of its journey. Joan’s Creek will endure.”

      Reaching out, I squeezed his hand. “Joan’s Creek,” I whispered, and Lincoln went inside, leaving me on the stoop.

      I looked up at the mountain. I felt its draw. It was calling me. I understood what I needed to do.
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          Hell’s Chimney

        

      

    

    
      I can’t explain the draw I felt. I knew it was nothing like the hero-hunting script, that it was no magical compulsion. It was like the yearning for a loved one, or the need to get home, to be somewhere safe, familiar. Yet how could that be true? I had no history here to have those types of feelings. But my heart felt it. It was like I belonged inside that mountain. Sitting on Lincoln’s stoop, listening to his snores floating out over the lake, it was as real as any urge I’d ever felt.

      Something within the mountain was calling for me, something that had been sleeping for an age, something that had been awoken recently.

      I waited until I was certain that Lincoln was in the deepest of deep sleeps and tiptoed away. Silver ripples of moonlight reflected off the lake as I walked along its path. A slight breeze ruffled the bulrushes, and somewhere way off, a wolf bayed, an owl burst into flight; and nearby, a rodent scurried away. I took my staff out seeking its firm comfort and picked my way toward the foothills, trying to remember the route but not really needing to. I only had one destination in mind, and it didn't matter which path I took to get to it.

      What the hell was I doing? My companions were some of the most powerful people in the land, and yet I’d chosen to go alone. Why? Deep down I knew. I knew this was my battle. If battle it would be. I felt no hatred in the pull, no come or else, just a gentle coaxing, like the draw of a mother’s beckoning finger.

      Soon in the foothills—too soon—I rested up, trying to prepare for what would face me. Should I have my sword at the ready? Or would its mere presence signal a wrong intent. Would I need to fight? I laughed at that. One thing I felt from this thing was age. Somehow I knew that, and age and power went hand in hand in this land. How fast would I be defeated was the real question, and that led me to question my choice to go alone again. Why?

      Maybe it was about time I did something myself? Maybe Lincoln had inspired me? Or, maybe I knew it was my task, and mine alone? I decided on the latter, though it didn’t make it any easier, mostly because of the other feeling I had. Deep down, below the calling, a feeling of dread was lurking. That kind of deep-seated sick feeling you get when you know something bad is going to happen.

      Turmoil dominated my thoughts, differing questions rising, answers hiding in the shadows. There was no correct question, just as there was no correct answer, because I had no clue what I was about to face.

      I planted my staff and pushed myself up, looking up at the glowing moon, and I prayed Sakina was with me, that this was part of that plan that everyone thought she’d hatched. One by one, I climbed through the foothills. One dell after the other, I trod up until I was on the scree of the mountain itself. Looking around, and looking back down into Joan’s Creek, I saw the amber of a dozen or more windows, of a dozen or more hearths like fireflies on the black night’s air.

      After scrambling up a ridge, along a white-powdered road, past what looked like a quarry, I stared up at the mountain, looming large in the dark, and then I saw it—saw my destination. A red glow emanated from the mountainside itself, like a pair of lips, an open maw, but not lush lips; it was evil and twisted, a grimace rather than a grin.

      I took a breath and pulled my hood up.

      The scree was crisp underfoot, each of my steps making a grinding crunch. After five minutes, I saw the cave’s mouth was no nearer, and after ten I realized how much I’d misjudged its true distance. After twenty, I was descending into a ravine, picking out footholds, grateful that my night vision and climbing skills now worked hand in hand. Once I’d clambered far enough into it, I jumped over to the other side and began my assent there. Eventually, I pulled myself up and out and sat on the ravine’s edge. Looking along it, I realized that it was probably one of Lincoln’s mines, such were the regularity of its stone blocks. It vanished into the mountain too, and I briefly wondered if it wasn’t a quicker route to where I was going.

      Except I didn’t know where that was.

      I had to follow the pull, and that was taking me toward the glowing crimson. I supped from my water bottle, and chewed on some dried meat, letting my energy levels replenish, then I egged myself on, and carried on climbing. The glowing red became larger as I neared it, and I saw that it was a mere split in the mountain, a low cleft. Even closer, I judged it to be no more than three feet high, maybe eight wide. I tucked my chin into my cloak, pulled my hood as far over my head as possible, and climbed on.

      I climbed until I was standing before it.

      The red spilled no more than a couple of feet beyond the cave’s mouth, and I understood that it was there for me only, that nobody else could possibly see it, and yet that didn’t make sense. I laughed at that thought. Like glowspheres, or scripts, or magical quicksand made sense. Taking another gulp from my water bottle, I crouched down and then rolled into the crack, over and over until the cave opened up.

      I stood up, the cave tight, nothing more than a crack in the rock, and the red glow began to recede, drawing me farther in. I followed it, the cave eventually opening up into a small chamber with a milky pool in its middle. Bending down, I rubbed its soapy water between my thumb and forefinger.

      For a while, the pool glowed red, but the glow fled away to the other side of the chamber, and I edged my way around it, and I followed it as it slunk into another fissure. This one was tight, and I had to bend my body just to thread it along the crack, and I wondered if I would ever be able to get back out.

      “What the hell am I doing?” I whispered to myself, trying to grab hold of the crimson light, trying to stop it receding so fast.

      The crack widened to a tunnel, then lowered until I was crawling along on all fours, my knees and palms taking the punishment dished out by countless razor-sharp edges. The glow was no more than the end of the tunnel now, a rectangular bloom like a hot coal. It smelled of dust—that dry, powdery smell. Suddenly, it seemed to glow brighter, then faded back, and after I heard a sound like heavy rain.

      Between the red of the end, the pain in my knees and palms, and the smell of nothingness, all else in my life faded away. Somehow, this was all that mattered. Like the lips before, the red took a long while to catch. Either my progress was painfully slow, or the tunnel was longer than it seemed. But catch it I did, and when I did, I wished I hadn’t. The red light glowed. The red light faded. The rain sounded out. I crawled forward to that rhythm.

      I emerged into Hell's Chimney.

      Hell’s Chimney, at least that was all I could liken it to. Imagine a hewn shaft around twenty feet in diameter, its base reaching the bowels of the land, roiling orange and red with blistering lava, and up, up so high it stretched beyond the moon. It was a heat so fierce it nearly burned the skin from my cheeks, superheated my ear studs. It was Hell’s Chimney. Imagine the roar of a great fire as it burns everything before it, and you have Hell's Chimney. Sweat poured off me as I sat there, but slowly, steadily, I became used to it. Dread filled me, because I suddenly knew why I’d been brought there.

      Leaning over, looking down into the orange lava, I saw a line, no more than a hair, perhaps a hundred feet down. A bridge, I thought. My instincts told me down, down was the path that I should take. I took out Grog’s grasping powder, stuffed my staff and cloak in my sack, and stashed it inside my tunic. Dabbing my fingers in the grasping powder, I then popped it into my tunic pocket, and took a breath. But something held me back, some part of me knowing that it was suicide to just climb down.

      Holding my hand out, I felt the heat rising past, flowing up. It was as much as I could bear just to keep my palm steady. For a while, nothing, but then I thought it abated slightly. After a while longer, I realized the whoosh of the flue had quieted, and its hot breath had stilled. A clap from above made my heart jump into my mouth, and a rush of cool air plunged past my hand. Looking over the ledge, I saw the roiling lava crust brown, as if solid rock had just formed.

      I waited, counting. Before I’d gotten to fifty, the crust below erupted, and bullets of molten lava spat up the flue. Pulling my feet in, I rolled back as the fiery rock fled up. Then a lull before I heard that heavy sound like boulders of hail were scuttling down the chimney, bouncing off its sides, and I remember thinking that nothing could escape this place. I remember thinking I’d found the reason for its rythym. Hell’s Chimney was breathing.

      Letting it cycle again and again, I eventually settled on my count. I had two hundred and twenty-two to crawl down and find shelter before the lava fire would kill me. I set my respawn point to the ledge, and held for my count, crawling back from the ledge, waiting for the lava bullets to fire past. Even though I was expecting them, the belch and scream of their flying past still made me jump. I waited for them to crest, for the small silence as they crusted over in the cool of the upper chimney, then I waited for the clatter as the newly formed rocks sped down to their doom. I clambered over the edge after them.

      Head down, I crawled for the faraway bridge, if a bridge it really was. The rocky sides had been blunted and chipped by years of rocks raining down, and they’d been striated by splats of molten rock that had burst, cooled, and stuck to those chips. Handholds were easy, plentiful, and I clambered down quickly.

      Fifty.

      I saw some cracks in its side, not like the deliberate tunnel that I’d emerged from, but cracks large enough for me to wedge into. Were these a result of the rock constantly warming and cooling?

      One hundred.

      Bursting down, I sensed the coolish air slow as the lava began to split and glow orange again and knew my time was short. Was I sure of the count?

      One hundred and fifty.

      Beginning to look around frantically, I tried to find a fissure big enough to squeeze into. Nothing around me. I scrambled down another twenty yards.

      Two hundred.

      Now desperate, I saw one dead opposite me and scrambled around the circumference of the rocky pipe. Squeezing, letting all my breath out, I folded myself into it.

      Two hundred and twenty.

      The rumble, the growling belch, then the whoosh, I waited for the molten balls to fly past me. Then pain, like nothing I’d ever felt. Searing pain, as though the skin of my arm had been peeled of. And I screamed, screamed like I’d never screamed before, drowning out even the sound of the chimney, the clatter of the falling stones.

      
        
        Damage! You have received 182 damage. You have 318/500 health left.

      

      

      
        
        Caution! Your health will continue to fade until you tend your wound or drink a health potion. Your health will drop by 5/minute.

      

      

      I squeezed back out of the fissure, glancing at my arm. A viscous stripe of black-crusted crimson started just above my wrist and ended by my shoulder. I felt my head swim, but tried to pull back, tried to focus. Gritting my teeth, I carried on down, no thought of scrambling away even in my mind.

      Fifty.

      This time I stopped at one hundred and fifty, not because I was being careful, because I was struggling to go on. I stopped at the first fissure I came to that was large enough to give me a chance. Now the count meant two things to me. Every sixty was five less health. Every couple of hundred, the lava would come. I waited. It screamed past. It clattered down.

      One.

      I stopped at one seventy-five this time, this fissure, like the last, now marked in my head. This time I didn’t hide right at the back of it. This time I gauged how far I’d come. I was halfway to the impossible bridge. Impossible because it shouldn’t be there—it should have been destroyed by the lava long ago. Mesmerized, I stared out at it as the brown-crusted lava glowed orange, belched, and sent forth its death riders screaming toward me. They passed straight through the bridge. I snapped my head back in the nick of time.

      Scrambling down again, at one fifty I started looking, and at two hundred I started panicking, and at two twenty, I knew I was doomed, stranded on that rock face. Desperately, I searched around, but nothing. The belch, the blast, then nothing, and then a pain so incredible, I must have instantly fainted. A pain so quick, that I’d forgotten it even as I woke up on a cool slab of stone. A candle burned between my naked legs.

      
        
        You have died.

      

      

      I blinked and looked at my arm, the burned one. It had healed. It was as good as new. Its pain just a memory—for that I was thankful. Looking around, I saw a familiar brown, crusty rock and the golden glow of the gilden rock glancing off my slab; I saw the milky-blue, iridescent hue of the Endings River. I knew I was on a ledge in the catacombs. Blinking, I jumped off the slab and searched for my way back. A small archway at the rear of the ledge offered the only way barring jumping into the river. I scrambled for it, and came to a small alcove with a circular pool for a floor. Without hesitating, I jumped in, swam down and through a narrow neck, and then up toward a light. Before I knew it, I was back in the blistering heat of the tunnel that led to Hell's Chimney.

      My clothes had formed back around me, and my sack was tucked inside. I didn’t bother checking my stats, other than my health. I now had 500 HP, and nothing else really mattered. I began the count. I remembered my route. I would find a better place to stow myself after the first count.

      This time I hit a rhythm. I’d look after one hundred, no more, no less, and I’d only chance a deep crack, one where I could weather the splashes and splats of the lava. This time I got so close to the bridge that I could almost touch it—when I ran out of luck.

      My eyes became wide. The walls had suddenly smoothed, as if someone had honed them flat. I was twenty feet above the bridge. My count was 150, and I was doomed again. I’d never make it back up to my last hidey-hole, and the bridge couldn’t really exist. My heart thumped. The anticipation of that searing pain was too much. I scanned the smooth rock for a foothold, but even with my climbing ability, nothing showed.

      Two hundred.

      Fear took hold of my heart; desperation took my soul, and insanity took over my mind. The crust was brown. I saw orange crack it. I leapt for the bridge. My feet landed on something solid. I saw what looked like a golden web, and understood that the bridge was a magical lattice. At the bridge’s end, I saw a tunnel. The lava below belched. I knew I was dead, again. But just before the molten bullets tore through me, I changed my respawn point to the tunnel, and died smiling.

      
        
        You have died.

      

      

      I awoke dripping and disoriented. My mind was foggy this time, as if dying twice in such quick succession demanded further penalties. Billy Long Thumb had told me all those days and weeks ago that the time I’d have to spend on the slab would be longer, the clepsydra, longer, the water, thicker—if it was, it was marginal. But this weird feeling was well worth avoiding. I felt sick, dizzy, and washed out, but I was in the tunnel at the end of the bridge. The only question now was simple: Was I in the right one? I looked along the bridge at the other tunnel. It looked identical to mine.

      Taking a deep breath, I checked myself over. I still had my mauve tunic, leggings and boots. I fished out my sack and checked its inventory, and saw that everything was there too. Looking up my stat board, everything seemed normal apart from my skills progression; they were all zeroed. I still had the levels, just no progress to the next one—I could live with that.

      My water bottle was half full, so I took a sip of its tepid water, and a bite on some dried meat. My head began to clear. Taking out Sakina’s sword and belt, I strapped it on. Retrieving my staff, I stashed the bag, blinked to gain some clarity, and began to march away from the bridge. There seemed little point in choosing one tunnel over another, and the other was over the bridge.

      Some hand or another had clearly hewed the walls of the tunnel, and its floor was perfectly smooth, as if someone or thing had walked over and over it. It had a slight curve to it—barely perceptible, but there nonetheless. I crept and crept, just my breath for company and the metronome of the chimney to time me. Nothing changed, nothing at all, until I came to it.

      At first I couldn’t believe my eyes, it was another bridge, nearly identical to the last, and it crossed another chimney, identical to Hell's Chimney. I sat by it, counting away until the lava shot through it, counting away until the rocks rained down, and then I crossed it, and hurried across it too. The next tunnel was exactly the same as the last. It led on and on until it came to another bridge. I sat. I counted, and I slapped my head.

      Running across, I pulled out my sac, called for the black dagger, and carved a V shape in the rock. This time I ran until I came to another bridge. Crossing it, my dread thoughts were confirmed. It was one big circle, nothing more, nothing less. I slumped to the floor by my V.

      Had this calling trapped so many here that the floor had been smoothed by their ever-circling feet? Worse, had I actually trapped myself here forever by changing my respawn point to beat that smoothed out part of the chimney? Was I the inquisitive insect that had sought out the lure of the trap?

      I didn’t even need to wonder what had happened to the previous prisoners. The lava would make swift work of any, and the slab in the catacombs would be preferable to the heat and hunger of this place. Just as I had found heaven, so I had now found hell. I paced out the circle and crossed the bridge once more, and then I paced out halfway again and sat, wanting to be as far away from that chimney as possible.

      What the hell had I done?

      It had crossed my mind that this inability for players to die must have some pushback. I mean, if ShadowDancer were to rule the land one day, what was to stop a player just coming at him again and again? The only true way to defeat any of us was despair. To vanquish us, you had to make us give up. That was all; it was that easy, and it was their only way.

      And this was their perfect trap. It was an upturned beer glass to a thirsty wasp, a block of cheese for a starving mouse. I had wanted to feel that call, wanted to do something on my own, and I’d taken the cheese, and the trap had been sprung.

      My eyes closed as my mind demanded a rest, but before I dropped off, it came up with one last question.

      How did they get out?
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      I must have fallen asleep. Maybe it was the time of night, or maybe it was because I died twice in such quick succession. When I awoke, I was still in the middle of my nightmare. The lava was still shooting, cooling and falling like a slow beat to insanity. Somehow, I had to rally, to get myself together and to figure out this problem. I knew one thing: I couldn’t afford to die again, no matter what. If I did, I doubted I’d come back.

      How tranquil would that slab above the Endings River be, how peaceful The Gilden Lode? Then I wondered if I shouldn’t just die. Hadn’t I escaped from there before? Wouldn’t Billy take me back to Greman’s well? But how long would I have to wait for him to row by my slab or for Greman’s bucket to fall? Looking out over the bridge, I comforted myself that it was an option, a very last option, but one that might get me a meet with The Choosers, a final meet too as they ended me with their falling staffs.

      Turning my thoughts to escape, I assessed my options. The puzzle was made up of three areas. Puzzle, I elected to call it that rather than hellish prison. First, there was the tunnel, then the bridge, and finally the chimney itself.

      The tunnel was a uniform shape, around seven feet high, four wide, and a slight arch to its top. It was made up of rough, chiseled rock and a worn, smooth floor. If there was a way out, it would be an illusion or a secret doorway—a little like Shylan’s tower’s door—hadn’t that been disguised as brick? So that was one possibility.

      Then there was the bridge, a golden lattice that appeared to be made up of some kind of magical force. Could I tap into that and somehow use its energy? It was an option, if say…I was any good at magic.

      That just left the chimney itself. I’d need to run my hand over the smooth stone and make sure it wasn’t an illusion—I’d rushed that part before, my panic getting the better of me—or maybe under it, was there a way there? Was there a way down? Could I stand the heat any closer to the lava?

      I decided to start with the tunnel. It had, to my mind, the best chance of success. The trouble was, as soon as I was a little way in, the glow from the chimney faded, and I had to rely on my night vision. I carved another V where I sat, and began creeping along. First, I was going to go over every inch of the floor. Inch by painful inch, I began crawling along it, looking for anything out of the ordinary. What I hoped for was a crack, a trap door, and what I found was smooth rock, an entire horseshoe of it. So I started on the outside wall.

      My hands traced every rock, every nook, and every cranny. It took an age, a grinding age, to move three feet, to move four, or six. I had to go back on large areas, aware that my mind had just switched off, and check them over again. Even so, I was disappointed to see the bridge, to know that the wall was just that. Crossing the bridge, I started again, this time it was the inside wall. Different wall, same outcome, and I sat at the halfway mark, crushed.

      I must have nodded off again, because when I awoke, I realized my head was finally clear of the fog of my recent deaths. Next up was the bridge. I walked around to it and then looked along it. Shimmering golden brown, it resembled a planked walkway with a rope balustrade. Each of the magical planks had an even gap between it and the next. That confused me.

      While I was no expert on magical bridges, it seemed an awful lot of work to go to, to fashion in such detail. Surely it would be much easier to just put a slab of magic across. Curiosity got the better of me, and I started my count. As soon as the rocks clattered down, I pulled myself forward.

      Touching the first of the magical planks, a small surge of its power ran up my fingers, a little like a mild electric shock. Drawing my fingers over it, I prodded the gap between the first plank and the next and felt nothing there.

      One fifty.

      I grabbed a plank, and tried to pull it toward me, but it didn’t budge.

      Two hundred.

      I scrambled back into the safety of the tunnel.

      I waited for the lava to shoot, for stones to fall, and then renewed my scrutiny. It seemed odd to me that the rocks could pass straight through the bridge, and yet my hand could grab hold of it. Why? Why could stone pass through? I felt this must be some clue; some cryptic explanation of what this was all about, though more like a taunt from whoever set this damn trap. When the rocks had fallen, I pulled myself onto the bridge and leaned over it, looking at the chimney beneath.

      Like above, the smooth stone stopped after about twenty feet—I could climb down farther, if I could just reach the craggy parts. Scrutinizing the smooth of the close stone, I realized it had been sanded to negate the climbing skill—to stop us cheating. I’d have to jump and hope my grasp stuck. While this wasn’t in my top ten things to do, it was better than nothing. I scanned the other side for any undulation, any shimmer, but nothing. My count neared two hundred, and so I pulled myself back. I waited, as usual, then darted across the bridge, got down on all fours, onto my belly, and looked under the bridge again. This time, I snapped my head back, blinked, then looked again.

      Tucked right underneath the bridge was a square, about the size of the tunnel way above. It was definitely a darker hue, almost like a shadow. My breath was coming in short bursts, my heart racing. Was it an escape, or just another trap? Waiting for the count, waiting for the rocks to fall was unbearable, but I dashed across and then waited again—I needed the maximum time for the plan that was hatching in my mind. While I did, I stowed my sword in my sack and dipped my fingers in grasping powder. As soon as the rocks stopped clattering by, I crawled onto the bridge, swung off its side, and grabbed a plank and hung there.

      The square was clearly a tunnel, but was a few feet down. I was too close to swing back and get a jump toward it, so I grabbed the plank behind and inched my way backward. Three planks back, and I began to swing my feet.

      Somewhere along the line, I’d forgotten my count. The glow from below faded, and the cool wind stilled. I heard the lava crack, groan in pain as the magma under it strained to explode up. I held my breath, aware that any moment the bolts of lava could come screaming through me. Shutting my eyes, I swung hard, heard an almighty bang below, and let go of the magical plank.

      My feet thudded onto solid ground, and my knees bent and sprang, launching me forward. Behind me, the tunnel lit with darting fire. I rolled until I was on my feet, tried to stand and cracked my head on the tunnel’s roof. My night vision showed me nothing ahead but black. A foul smell of ancient, stale, rot grabbed my nostrils making me retch. Blanking it as fast as I could, I sat and focused my eyes on its darkness. Calming my breath, I thought all the way back to the onion-shaped wagon and a magic lesson with Shylan.

      I opened my palms and imagined a small light into being. I grew it as a potter would a vase and then changed it, drew it out, and altered it to resemble a glowstone from the Land of Petreyer. It spread its light around, and I coaxed it to hover a few yards in front of me. It was then I realized I was in some kind of disused sluice, but it didn’t bother me, because it meant one thing—I’d found them. I’d found those that had tried to trap me, had tried to break me.

      I started crawling down the cramped tunnel. It went on and on, the orange of the chimney receding, a terrible claustrophobia running through me as I realized I must be headed into the heart of the mountain, but my anger was now my fuel. I forged on to its end.

      Then I saw a glint of silver, a chink of light reflected, and a bloodcurdling scream rang out and chilled me to my very bones. I instinctively made to grab my sword, but realized it would be no use and was stowed away anyway. Snatching my sack out, I chose the Black Knight’s dagger. If ever I needed its random magic, I needed it now. The sluice opened up, and I crawled out, now able to stand, ready to fight.

      What I saw made me do a double take. I was standing in a square stone box, cut in half by a wall of silver bars. A creature cowered on the other side of the bars covering its eyes, a strange, strange being made up of rock-like scales. It had a box-shaped jaw and forehead, and stone-like scallop shells where its chest should be. Over half its body had been ravaged by the strange stone affliction, and ravaged was the right word, though body may have been an exaggeration.

      “The light!” it growled, and so I doused the glowstone to a shimmer. The beast stayed still for a moment and then glanced out. “Who are you?”

      I took out my sack and retrieved my water bottle, taking a swig myself and then offering it on. The beast declined.

      “Did you do this?” I asked. “Did you trap me here?” But I knew it hadn’t.

      “Who are you?” it asked again, now standing up, and walking toward the bars.

      I saw the thing in its true horror, and that was sadness. The rock scales covered a horrifically emaciated body, just twigs for bones, no more than a skeleton. I knew in that instant that everything I thought about this place had been true. The puzzle above was a deterrent, it was supposed to drive any adventurer to despair, but only to stop them finding this man, for man I was now certain he was, or had been, once. And even if he could breech the bars and reach the bridge, surely his body would pass straight through it? That was why the bridge let the molten stone through.

      “You know who I am. You called me,” I whispered.

      For a second, his deep-set eyes showed a glimmer of hope, but it was just that and no more. “Are you the one?” he asked.

      “You called me. I am Alexa Drey.”

      “You’re the healer?”

      “The what?”

      I felt his compulsion as he pulled my stat board to the forefront of his mind. My concealment couldn’t stop him. Even in his feeble state, I could not resist his mind. He began to nod, then fell to his knees, weeping dry tears.

      “You cannot know how long I have waited for you. We have much to do.”

      “One slight problem,” I said.

      “What?”

      “We need to get out of here. Is there a way out?”

      If possible, the stone-man looked blanker than before. He sat on his cell’s floor, right by the silver bars. I sat opposite him.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I lost my wager with the demon, and woke up here.” His shoulders shook. “I have no idea what is beyond these bars.”

      “Are you a graveling?”

      For a while, he didn’t answer. When he did, it was filled with shame. “No, my name is Krakus, and I am the last shaman. It was I who made the bet with Quazede.” I heard laughter in my mind.

      Quazede, the name of the first demon trapped within the amber ear studs that Zybandian had gifted me, and Star had pressed home. Quazede, one of the five demons: Balazar, Quazede, Novorum, Alastor and Orobus. “I named Alastor once and had to fight him in an imaginary battle.”

      “It must have been imaginary for no mortal could best a demon in a true battle. They are the real gods, I know that now.”

      “You called. What do you want from me?” I asked.

      “Want?” he said. “I want so much from you, but I have so much to give you in return.”

      “What?”

      He looked at me, his drawn, scaly skin making him look no more that a ghoul from some terrible horror story. Yet I sensed beauty within him. “I want to teach you magic—a way that will make sense to you, where all others failed. A way that you will embrace. Your magic is destined for greatness, Alexa Drey, much greater than you could possibly imagine. There are better ways to win a war, to vanquish evil. I will teach you such a way. That is why I called you.”

      I asked no more, just nodded. Now I really wanted to escape.

      A stone box. We were in a stone box.

      How did they get out?

      Pulling my glowsphere closer, I began an inch-by-inch search of the cell’s floor. Nothing. I looked again. Nothing. Then I studied the first wall. Nothing.

      The final wall gave me a slight, faint hope. At its top, where it met the ceiling, the mortar had cracked. Taking out the Black Knight’s dagger, I scraped at it. Tough at first, it started coming away in chunks. Painfully slowly, I raked it out—the top, sides and bottom. With a final poke, the stone brick dropped a little, and I coaxed it out.

      Looking through, I was greeted with a black face of rock. My heart sunk, but then I saw it—the slightest slither of a crack, and I started raking out the first of the ceiling blocks. How long it took, I could not tell you, but Krakus was silent throughout. After two ceiling blocks were done, I saw a way, a thin, bored hole just to the side of the cell. It led away into nothingness, but I smiled, for I felt a surge of airflow in, then out; in, then out, as Hell’s Chimney breathed.

      “There’s a way,” I told Krakus.

      “Are you coming back?” he asked me.

      I looked at the skeletal man and laughed. “You’re coming with me,” I said.

      “But...” He looked at the bars.

      I shrugged.

      Taking out my sack, I put on my sword and set my staff to one side. Passing the sack through the bars, I told him to get in. He looked at me, confused at first, but then nodded.

      “A benefit of not eating for a hundred years or so,” he muttered, and stepped into the sack, pulling it up and around him. Shaman or magician, I couldn’t tell, but the sack swallowed up his feeble frame and then went limp. I fished it back with my staff.

      Quite pleased with myself, I tucked the sack into my tunic, took up my staff, threading it through my belt, and climbed up the cell wall into the hole in the ceiling. Though I didn’t know where it would lead, I had hope. If nothing else, just beyond the smooth part of the chimney would do.

      I heard a rush, a great whoosh, and a blast of hot air flowed around me. A searing pain in my ankle made me scream in agony as some molten thing grabbed hold of it. It yanked me, pulled me from the hole and I was sent sprawling to the floor, sliding toward the sluice.

      A glowing, molten, orange chain had wrapped itself around me, tugging me, pulling me back toward my death.

      “Quazede!” I screamed in defiance, but knew I was doomed.
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      I clattered to the floor, my staff falling free. Horror ran through me as I felt the demon’s chain tightening its on my leg, the heat of its grasp burning into my boot. I kicked it away, but then another chain snaked in, whipping around the stone cell trying to blindly get me. Ducking, rolling, my only hope to evade its swipe, I tried to fight it off with my staff, but it was impossibly fast, impossibly erratic. Throwing it down, I unsheathed my sword and started hacking at its links.

      One damage warning after another flashed up in my mind’s eye as the charmed chains whipped at me, but I ignored them. If I died, I died. I desperately looked up at our escape, it flashed past me as the demon’s chain caught me in my midriff for 52 damage, but my new agility kicked in, and I kicked my feet out, meeting the wall which pushed me away and over the thing’s molten metal. Raising my sword, I hacked down in a brutal strike. Sparks flew as my reward, and I severed the second chain. Molten, larval blood flowed out as if the chain was part of the beast. A great bellow sounded out in the chimney beyond the sluice.

      Without time to smile, I hacked again, but Quazede’s chain shot back into the small tunnel. I stood, wondering if it was over, knowing it wasn’t, and then I heard a slithering. I drew out the Black Knight’s dagger and sheathed it in my belt, then leaned my staff behind me, readied my sword, and waited.

      My heavy breaths, the slithering sound, cold sweat blooming on my neck, I briefly wondered if Krakus was still in one piece. Then a thick whip burst from the hole. Brilliant orange, like a ranging arm, it struck around blindly, hunting me out. I sliced down with my sword, severing its end, and it hesitated. A great growl came from the chimney. Another whip shot forth, the severed one’s end flopping around on the stone like it was alive. I danced around, avoiding it, ready to strike, when another, then another came through and at me.

      I ducked, rolled, lunged, struck, then withdrew, but the room was too small, the whips ranging all around. As one swiped at me, I cut at it, watched the next, avoided another. Everything became a blur of repetition. Just as I thought I had this, just as I thought I could best this demon too, my foot was jerked from under me, my sword clattering away, and I landed on my back, breath exploding from me. The other molten strands retreated. The one around my ankle tightened its grip.

      For just a moment, all was still.

      The ahip morphed into a chain and jerked back, constricting, and I screamed in frustration as I began to slide helplessly toward the hole. Panicking, I grabbed out behind me for my sword, but felt my fiberstone staff. As I slid toward the sluice, toward my certain death, I pulled the staff around and forced myself up, sitting as I sped forward. Instinctively, I positioned the staff across my body, and as I was about to get swallowed by the sluice, it jammed across it. My breath exploded again as I was doubled around the staff. Without thinking, I grabbed the Black Knight’s knife and started slicing at the chain.

      The knife’s magic, the magic of Ruse started gathering in me. I felt my shadow mana filling as I stabbed and sliced, and stabbed and sliced. The demon tugged and tugged at me, appearing immune to the falling knife. I felt myself slipping, being dragged under the staff. I fought and fought, straining to keep hold, but Quazede was too strong, and I was dragged down the sluice, my grip giving way, and I waited for my fate.

      Expecting to be catapulted into the chimney, I tried to gather my magic, the knife’s magic, to let the pulsing shadow mana erupt and hoped the black tendrils would mingle with my own magic like before, but nothing came, no anger, no pent-up frustration. At the tunnel’s edge, I braced to fall into the lava; readied myself to be consumed by Quazede, but the chain unraveled and just let me go. It left me sitting on the sluice’s edge, and staring at the demon.

      My heart stopped, my breaths so shallow they barely touched my lungs. A slight sniveling noise chattered from my mouth. My eyes strained at their sockets like some startled cartoon character.

      The glowing demon towered over me, flames licking its scaled skin. It filled the chimney, its horned head where the bridge had once flickered, its massive shoulders nearly scraping the rocky sides. Chains draped from its arms like some devilish talons, and slowly it focused its raging gaze on me. Insidious, red eyes stared through me, and I got the feeling it was judging me, even scolding me for my resistance. Funnels of steam billowed from its nostrils. It screamed a humongous, heart-wrenching scream, then gradually leaned closer to me as if it was going to swallow me whole.

      It glower ripped right through my soul.

      As slowly as it leaned into me, it withdrew, and rose to its immense height, a deafening bellow sounding out again, magnified by the chimney. My eardrums nearly imploded, and my head was close to splitting. Its tongue darted out of its mouth like a forked spear. It crashed into my chest, spearing my heart in one fell swoop. I felt the twin tips of its fork squeeze around the pulsing organ, but instead of wringing the life from me, I felt a flood of strength rush in, felt my pool of shadow mana expand, its limit increasing rapidly.

      A thousand things crashed into my brain, ancient memories, anguished recollections. The tongue pushed me back, back up the sluice, and my magic exploded, bursting up in a black-and-orange pillar of power, searing right through the cell’s rocky ceiling to create another chimney. And then the magic flowed back into me, and the tongue withdrew, slithering back down the sluice.

      Slumping to the stone floor, I sat there, numb, not even able to comprehend what had just passed. The severed chain slithered toward me, as I looked on in horror. It wrapped itself around my bare ankle; my boot gone in the melee, in one last, defiant bid to get me. But then it shimmered, tightened, and crisped to black. I reached down. It was cool to the touch, either a bangle or a shackle, I couldn’t make up my mind.

      
        
        Congratulations! Quazade has gifted you a slave’s anklet from the bowels of Slaughtower. +5 for strength. Item = Nefarious.

      

      

      Glancing at it, I discounted it, more pressing things on my mind. I had a way out. Quazede had given it to me. I felt my ear stud pulse, the top one—the one with his name trapped within it. Scrambling back down the sluice, I cried the demon’s name, but it had gone. I screamed its name again, and when it didn’t come, I took off the stud and threw it into the lava, freeing it from whatever entrapment the jewel had held it in. Turning, I made to crawl down the sluice, but an eruption of noise from behind, from below, then the searing pain of a chain wrapping around my ankle again, stopped me in my tracks. Swiveling around, I came face-to-face with the beast again. It reached out with its maimed hand and dropped the stud between my legs. I nodded to it and picked it up, pressing it home in my ear. Quazede sank back down into the lava and was soon gone.

      Crawling back up the sluice, I stowed my black knife in my belt, sheathed my sword, and stashed my scattered staff in my sack. I quickly looked in its top and shouted Krakus’s name, but received no reply. Looking around, I took out Grog’s grasping powder and dipped my fingers in it. I jumped, grabbing the newly formed tunnel, and climbed toward the bright, blue plug of sky at the funnel’s top.

      Once out in the open, I collapsed back onto the cold rock and took a deep breath of fresh air. I thought about letting Krakus out of my sack, but decided it would take an age for him to walk down the mountainside. I did need a bite to eat though, and was sure that there was some water left. Opening the sack, I thought of the bottle, and nearly jumped out of my skin when the shaman’s hand held it up for me.

      “I’ve eaten the few scraps of food though,” he told me. I took the bottle, and his hand snapped back. “Oh and I agree, it would be better if I stayed in here,” he added, then he tossed a boot out, and I looked down at my bare, shackled foot. It was one of the boots Zybandian had gifted me, and just the thought of the lord made me smile. How I wished he were here now.

      Taking a swig of the warm water, I looked out at the lush, green bowl of Joan’s Creek. It must have been midmorning, as the sun was high in the sky. Jumping up, I started my descent. The chimney had burst from the mountain about a hundred feet higher than the cave I had entered by. All around, scattered rock told of the eruption the demon’s magic had dispersed. One particular lump caught my eye. It resembled molten metal, almost silver in color, but with a tinge of pink. I kinda liked the look of it, and I picked it up, throwing it in my bag.

      “Ouch!” shouted Krakus, and that made me smile.

      Once I’d picked one piece up, I began to see them everywhere, and I wanted them all. The sack swallowed them up, one after the other, Krakus’s hand eventually just reaching up for the next. It was a peculiar thing, the sack, something I’d never quite gotten used to. Someone, at some time, had told me it had twenty slots—Marista I think—but it held more. I could only think it could hold twenty different things. In theory, I could put as many skeletal, stone-ravaged shamans in as I could find. I dismissed that thought. They were too hard to come by. Once I’d collected all the pink metal up, I started on my way.

      
        
        Congratuations! You have collected one hundred and twenty-four scarletite ore. You can craft the ore into ingots and use that to fashion items. Scarletite is a precious metal and can only be crafted in a level 6 workshop and molded in a level 8 forge.

      

      

      Fine, I thought. All useful, if only I knew what crafting was.

      It took me until the middle of the afternoon to descend to the mouthlike entrance to the cave, and another to get to the cleft I’d thought was a mine. It turned out it was, except no one was working it. All around, partly filled carts stood idle and discarded pickaxes and shovels were strewn around. It looked like Lincoln’s workers had left in a hurry. Probably a late lunch, I thought.

      A little farther down, I came to the white road, and much the same scene greeted me. Chunks of white stone were piled up, picks and shovels scattered, and just two copper robot things loaded a wagon. Shrugging, I decided Lincoln must know what he was doing.

      Soon, I was in among the foothills, and I stopped by the stream that filled the lake. Filling my water bottle, I reflected on my night. I could plainly see that I was a complete wreck again. My hair smelled burnt, my sole mauve boot was charred, my tunic torn by the beast’s tongue, seared by its molten chains, and scratched and scraped all over. My arms were blistered, reddened, burned, bruised—you name it, they had it. Yes, I was a wreck again, and yes, I was about to walk back into a peaceful settlement and probably scare the children.

      Picking myself up, I smiled a broad smile. “What’s not to love?” Cronis’ words came back to me. Yes, this was one hell of a land. Yes, I’d had a fortunate start. But by whatever god I was going to worship in this place, I was going to wring this game by the neck and conquer it. I’d faced a demon, but part of me knew that demon had meant me no harm. Part of me knew that I was baited there. Why? To rescue the shaman or meet the beast? That I couldn’t decide. Quazede had planted something in my mind—I could feel it, but what, I had no clue, and Krakus had told me he had the solution to my magic, so that was no chance meeting, either. I would have to dwell on those conclusions. Maybe Krakus would be able to enlighten me.

      I strolled out of the last crease in the foothills with a smile on my face, and was soon walking along by the lake. Poking my head around Lincoln’s cabin, I found it deserted, and so I carried on toward the village. I started getting odd stares from folks who then steered around me, purposely avoiding my path, but I knew I was a mess, and so I shrugged them off and carried on. A short, stout little man all dressed in green blocked my path as I rounded the last cottage. He looked out of breath.

      “Are you?” he said between gasps.

      “Alexa Drey?” I answered.

      He nodded. “Crags, gnome, come quick.” He turned and darted toward the tavern.

      Running after him, I saw Cronis, Shylan, Flip, Star, and Lincoln, all sitting outside. The hero, Mezzerain, was with them, his usual scowl somehow lighter.

      Lincoln jumped up, and sprinted over to me.

      “Are you all right? We looked everywhere and then the mountain…”

      I stopped in my tracks, eyeing their table. It was packed with empty mugs and stacked up plates.

      “Just how hard did you look?”

      Lincoln shifted from foot to foot. “Well, this morning, very hard, but then, like I said, the mountain erupted, and—”

      “And I said,” Cronis hollered from the table. “I said, ‘There she is’ and pointed to the funnel of flame erupting, and I’ll bet I wasn’t far wrong.”

      Lincoln steered me to the table. Shylan’s grin said it all.

      “Been up to much, Alexa?” the wizard asked. I took a gulp of the offered ale, and smacked my lips as its divine flavor sated my dry throat.

      “Bits and pieces,” I replied.

      “So it’s true,” Mezzerain muttered. “She is full of surprises.”

      “She always seems to have one up her sleeve,” Flip told him, smiling from ear to ear.

      “Or my sack,” I said, and dropped it on the floor then reached in. Krakus’s hand met mine, and I pulled him out, and he stood there in front of them.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have completed the subquest: Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. You are rewarded with 3000 XP.
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      I felt that familiar glow in my stomach—that warm sensation which ran through me searching out every synapse, every nerve in my body. It pulsed through me, and I felt my cheeks flush, felt myself floating up as white light shot from my middle, spreading into an orb and enveloping me in its purity. It held me like that for a moment, and then it faded, and my feet touched the ground again.

      Crags fainted, I think it was more the sight of the shaman than me leveling up, though. Lincoln put his old coat around Krakus. “Dead man’s coat,” he mumbled and grinned at me. “And just as I was catching up with you—not that I’ve got a clue what level you are.”

      No one else was looking at me though. All eyes were on Krakus.

      “No!” Cronis said, his mouth agape.

      Shylan got up, sat down and got up again. “Are you?”

      Mezzerain looked disgusted. “What’s all that…stuff…” He pointed at Krakus’s ruined body.

      Crags groaned, opened his eyes to see if anyone noticed he’d fainted and then sat up.

      “You’re dead,” he told Krakus. “You can’t just come back from the dead and mess up everyone’s plots and plans. There are no shaman covered in stone or what not.” He stood up and stamped his feet. “Wait till Digberts hears about this.”

      “Digberts?” a voice thundered out. I looked around to see a massive warrior, his skin like midnight, standing in the tavern’s entrance. He glanced at me but glared at the gnome. “And how would you be contacting Digberts?”

      “Digberts?” I asked.

      “King of the gnomes,” Krakus whispered to me. “You don’t see them very often; they’re trapped in a chaos portal.”

      “Oh,” I said, wondering how a man who’d been locked up in a demon’s prison for countless years could still know more about this world than I did.

      “I meant…if I happen to see him, that’s all,” Crags said sheepishly.

      “Aezal,” the warrior in the doorway said to me by way of introduction and I took it to be his name.

      “Alexa, Alexa Drey,” I said, offered him my hand but withdrew it when he didn’t take it.

      Aezal nodded slowly. “You have something to do with that?” He pointed toward the mountain. “Only I’ve got a few tables of drunk dwarves who are still telling tall tales about how they fought off a demon or two and saved the dale—how they should have free ale all night and day for their mighty deeds.”

      “No fair,” I said and pretended to stamp my mismatched boots, but then grinned.

      “Well, Alexa Drey, why don’t you and your friend come inside? You can bring one of them.” He pointed at the packed, gawking table. “That way you’ll get to tell your story, and whoever you choose can retell it while he eats.” He pointed at Krakus.

      Shylan made to walk forward, but Cronis held him back. “You’ll just muddle the story all the more. Star, you are the most qualified information gatherer here. You shall go and report back.”

      Star leapt up, and we went into the tavern. A table of drunken dwarves fell silent, gawked at me, gasped at Krakus, and slowly skulked out one by one, as though they were afraid of the disease he carried.

      We sat at a table, and I told the tale of my day. Aezal served us food and ale. Krakus nibbled his way through his plate in complete silence, chewing as if every mouthful was a necessary chore, as if every swallow caused him pain. Star looked astonished. “Why? Why on your own?” She pressed her lips into a firm frown. “Why did you go on your own?”

      “The question you should be asking,” Krakus said, finally breaking his silence, “is why do demons and Alexa Drey seem such ready partners. Tell me…”

      “Star.”

      “Tell me, Star, how much do you know about demons?”

      “That they look after dungeons. That they are usually outfoxed by the adventurer. That they—”

      “That they rule the underworld, a land far more chaotic than this one,” Krakus interrupted. “I ask you, plead with you, to never underestimate them. If they decided to truly walk this land’s surface, we would all be obliterated. What you must ask yourself is this: ‘Why did the demon, Quazede, choose to set me free? Why did he choose Alexa Drey?’”

      “You mean it wasn’t you that called me?” I asked.

      Krakus laughed. “No, not me—look at me—I’ll be lucky to survive long enough to teach you everything you need to know. I couldn’t have called you even if I’d known you were close. No, Quazede said another was being fashioned, he said another was coming, that the shaman had to tame the demon again.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because ShadowDancer seeks dominion over the underworld. Because the boy, Zender, covets their power and grows stronger every day. Because the end is getting nearer day by day, and if he shackles the demons, it will be at your walls before you’ve time to blink. The demons are the only true way he can break the mists.”

      I gulped and looked at my stats. I pumped all six unallocated attribute points into wisdom. Somehow, I thought my magic was about to become useful.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 15,000.

        Level: 8. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 270/500 - Energy: 170/170  

        Mana: 260/260 - Shadow Mana: 0/750

        HP Regen: 50/Min - EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 19/Min - SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5), Intelligence: (26, 0), Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8), Luck: (7, 5), Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Running: (6, 0, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 0, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Magic: (5, 10, 0, ∞), Concealment: (5, 0, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 18, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 12, 0, 25), Spell Casting: (2, 0, 0, ∞), Close-Q-fighting: (5, 0, 0, 25), Archery: (6, 0, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (7, 10, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (7, 5, 0, 60), Horseriding: (3, 0, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,8,0,14), # Stealth: (1,0,0,22), Rope law: (1,0,0,4)

      

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquest: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. Status: Complete.

        Subquest: Catch a thief. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.
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        * * *
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          The Last Shaman

        

      

    

    
      Though it was only early evening, Lincoln took us back to his cabin. Aezal had insisted on it and reared up to any that raised their voice in protest. Krakus was looking decidedly ill; the fatigue of constant intrusions, the endless questions, had become too much for his frail self. The revelation that a shaman still walked the land appeared to be a colossal one, and one that was of great importance to all around. All I saw was a man hovering on a knife edge between life and death, and I think Lincoln and Aezal did too.

      Lincoln made to put him straight into his bed, but Krakus asked for a seat on the stoop. He wanted to look out over the lake and ring every last one of the sun’s rays from the day. Tears of relief were his cheek’s constant companions.

      Glenwyth was there, the shy elf, the tortured elf whose soul appeared to be in turmoil. She looked over the shaman, nodded to herself and then vanished into the forest, promising to return with healing poultices. Krakus watched her go. I noted a wry grin on his face, but then he appeared to lose focus and just stared out over the lake, almost certainly lost in its beauty.

      Aezal told me that he came from a land called Atremeny, and he told of its affiliation with the old shaman, and their beliefs. It appeared he had appointed himself Krakus’s bodyguard. “Atremen,” he said, “valued the knowledge of the shaman above all others.” Aezal offered to take him there to convalesce, an invitation that Krakus turned down.

      So we sat there, the four of us, on Lincoln’s stoop, and waited while the shaman rested his eyes, waited while he gathered his thoughts.

      “Magic,” he finally said. “I mentioned it, mentioned that you feel awkward using it, that it just isn’t working for you.” His hollow eyes focused on me. “Was I right?”

      “I can…” I made to say, trying to explain exactly how I felt about it, but failing dismally. “I understand it, but I just don’t see the point. Well, I do, but I don’t. Like the glowsphere I conjured to see in the sluice—that was useful. Like that. I can see the point…oh damn, I don’t know.”

      “Why did you create the glowsphere?” Krakus asked.

      “To lighten my way.”

      “Look in your sack,” he near whispered. I looked in my sack and saw Sakina’s glowsphere spraying its radiant light around. Krakus reached out, his dry, flaky hand touching my own. “Could you not just have used that and saved your mana?”

      I nodded, biting my bottom lip.

      “So, answer me this. ‘When has magic been useful to you?’”

      I noticed Aezal had his mouth slightly parted, as though he was drinking from Krakus’s wisdom. The awe he held the man in was so plain to see, and I saw Lincoln just looking out over the lake. It was then I realized it was Krakus’s voice. It commanded that it should be listened to—it demanded it.

      “When I vanquished the katrox…”

      “Ah yes, Quazede told me about that. You know, for an age he never talked to me, just left me there at the mercy of his spell. It kept me hovering a point or two above death, and let me tell you, death would have been preferable, but recently, he called to me through the tunnel. He told me Sakina had fallen, and another was being nurtured. He told me of the katrox and of his brother Alastor’s meet with you. It was strange, odd…”

      “Why?” I asked, my stomach in turmoil, the ale sloshing around in it, making me feel sick as a pig. Or was it the nerves, of what he was telling me—of what might come?

      “Who knows what plans the demons have for you—of that, I was not a party to. They have your arm.” And he indicated my armband, the one of the Warriors of Estorelll. “And they have your leg.” He nodded at the black shackle hidden by Zybandian’s gifted boot. “The light of Darwainic and the darkness of Ruse so aptly symbolized.” He looked at Lincoln. “Tell me, Lincoln, I sense a great good in you, and I would never overstep your hospitality, but I find myself a little more wanting after so many years of nothingness. Tell me, do you have a spare pipe? I haven’t smoked a leaf in an age.”

      Aezal scrambled within his robe, bringing out a pipe and some leaf. “It would be my honor if you smoked mine,” he said.

      Krakus nodded, and took the pipe, allowing the Atreman to light it for him. For a while he seemed lost in the ecstasy of his first few puffs, and he nodded silently to himself. “Tell me, Alexa. How else could you have bested the katrox?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Why was the katrox able to take Aragnoor’s body?”

      “Because Aragnoor was old and feeble.”

      “Yes,” Krakus whispered. “So, I ask again, ‘How else could you have bested the katrox?’”

      I looked at the old shaman, long and hard. Though his skin was still covered in scales, he had a measure of color back in his cheeks. Yet he clearly hovered on the edge of this land. He was also clearly testing me.

      “I could have given Aragnoor strength, the strength to cast out the katrox.”

      Krakus smiled. “Yes. You could have infused the dwarven king with power, nurtured his spirit to rise up to cast out the katrox.”

      “Instead…I killed him.”

      “And…”

      Glancing over the lake, my eyes glazed with tears. “And the instant I did it, I was filled with nothing but revulsion.”

      “That, Alexa, is why magic doesn’t sit right with you. Any other wizard or sorceress would have seen it as a great victory; you just saw the loss.”

      Aezal was nodding, as if he saw truth in every word spilled by Krakus.

      Lincoln scratched his head. “But surely, if you can just magic an enemy away, it’s better than having a thousand people suffer?”

      Krakus puffed on his pipe. “Two men were in a duel. One bests the other, and disarms him. For a while, he holds the point of his sword at his enemy’s neck, but then he says, 'Be gone!' and snaps his enemy’s blade over his knee and strolls away. The enemy gets up and takes a knife out from his boot, stabbing the victor, killing him, then stealing his sword.” Krakus laughed. “You’re right, some enemies do need killing. I’m just saying, there are times when there is another way.”

      “So you’ll teach me?” I asked. “You’ll teach me your lore?”

      “We haven’t answered all the questions yet. Though I fear we will never get to the bottom of the demon’s intent—this is not just Quazede’s meddling. Tell me, why did he increase your shadow mana? Why that random, chaotic magic?”

      I laughed at that, because I knew the answer, and it was simple. “Because they hanker chaos and despise order.”

      “And,” Krakus added, “Order cannot beat chaos. Why do you think Ruse is built on lies—why fashion it that way?”

      “Because it can’t be beaten.”

      Krakus narrowed his eyes. “Not quite. It is because you have no idea what you’re trying to beat.”

      I gulped my ale, scratched my head, and wished I had a pipe, partly because it confused me why people had to talk in riddles, mostly because I completely understood him, and a pipe, well, it just seemed to settle people. Glenwyth returned shortly after that, a basket full of plants in the crook of her arm. She bid me to the stoop’s side, and asked me if I wanted to learn how to make poultices.

      “Will they heal him?” I asked, but she shrugged and told me that no one had ever turned a graveling back into a shaman, though he was only partly afflicted. I wondered at that, and at all the information the demon had hidden in my mind. Could the answer lie there?

      We set a small fire and boiled up a pot of water. Glenwyth laid out the plants she’d gathered, and I used my perception to identify them.

      
        
        Glowwort…A bark fungus that glows blue in the moonlight. Glowwort can be used to clean a wound and prevent infection.

      

      

      
        
        Lump moss…An emerald-colored moss that only grows on the eastern side of a rock. Lump moss can be found in a variety of habitats and doesn’t always need water to survive. Lump moss can leach liquids out of anything it comes in contact with. It can be used for drying sores and treating bodily fungus.

      

      

      
        
        Sour pea…Sour pea is a powerful anesthetic that can numb wounds while they’re being tended.

      

      

      
        
        Briar milk…Briar milk gets its name from the white secretion that oozes from it when squeezed or made into a poultice. It can be fashioned to stem bleeding, or cover a burn while the skin under it heals.

      

      

      Glenwyth glanced up at me. “It is the best I can think of. We need to remove the stone scales to give him any chance of survival, but I fear he needs a more powerful infusion.”

      I nodded, racking my brains for an answer. Then it came to me, a thought—an old ally that I’d long forgotten but still carried its mark. I walked away from the fire, knowing my friend would recoil from it, and I marched down the bank a little, until I found the perfect spot. I placed my palm, the one marked by the jaspur leaf, on the soil, and I called for them with my mind.

      I felt their surprise, their slow awakening, their confusion at my call, and so I withdrew it and asked again, but this time a plea for help with an explanation of why. I received nothing but silence for my troubles until I felt a slight rumbling in the earth beneath my palm. The rumblings became grumblings, as the trees moaned about the land, about what had happened to it. I heard some talk of war, and others of retreating, but then heard the voice of one brave, young soul, and I felt its arguments pushed to the forefront of the grumbles.

      Then, my palm nudged upward a little, as if a shoot were struggling to be born, and so I raised it and coaxed the jaspur up. At first it resembled a button mushroom, but soon turned into a billowing jaspur tree, its young, mauve leaves regal, majestic. A long vine of leaves dropped at my feet, and I thanked the tree for its gift.

      “You’re welcome. The shaman were mighty in this land. May they be mighty again,” it said. “I might make my home here.” I nodded and smiled at the tree. “It is mostly unspoiled,” it said. “Bring me the master of this place.”

      Signaling Lincoln over, he looked surprised to have a new addition to his surroundings, and downright shocked when I told him it wanted a word, but this land had clearly taught him to accept the odd, and he was soon within its branchy embrace.

      I knelt back by the boiling pot and gave Glenwyth the jaspur leaves.

      “I…I…” she stammered, her gaze falling short of meeting mine. “I…we…the elf, we thought the jaspur betrayed, thought it lost when Petreyer fell to the mutants.”

      I reached out to her. Something about her fragility brought out a rush of empathy from me. I sensed that she was, like me, unsure of her way. “Is everything all right with you, Glenwyth?”

      She scrunched her lips together, sucking her cheeks in and rolling her eyes. “How can I tell you that a lot has happened to me recently?” Glancing around at the mountain—“After that…”

      “That?” I shrugged. “Walk in the park.” And I grinned. “No way near as bad as waking in this land and being completely on my own. Loneliness, that was worse than anything.”

      It wasn’t quite the truth, but was no lie either. Yeah, getting trapped in the chimney was bad, horrific, and nearly destroyed me, but I remembered the excitement that I had felt seeing Star in the back of the wagon. Greman, all of them, were good companions, but you couldn’t beat someone your own age. I told her that, and she managed a smile.

      I heard Krakus cough, and a feeling filled my mind, flowing through every part of my being.

      
        
        Congratulations! Krakus has gifted you the skill Healing. Healing is a complex skill that has many subskills. Your overall progress in this skill is a measure of your grasp of the sum of your success with the subskills. Healing cannot be progressed in any other way.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Glenwyth has granted you access to the Poultices and Potions healing subskill. You are a level 1.

      

      

      It appeared they were teaming up on me…

      “Now,” she said, “If it’s in any way possible to help the shaman, we must reverse his stone skin. My guess, given his age, is that the demon only partly afflicted him to keep him hovering on the edge of death, but never tipping over it. A true graveling is head to foot, through and through, stone. They can’t speak. They just rage and destroy. It is as though their inner self is attempting to break out, but is encased, entombed, in stone. It is like their own body is holding them prisoner.”

      Glenwyth took the glowwort, a bowl, and a pestle and gave it to me. “Add a little water and grind that into a paste. We’ll use that to clean around the chunks of scale and skin.”

      “Is that it? Is it that simple?”

      “No, wish that it was. The skill is you, what you put into the mix. You must let your mana flow and meld with the mixture, but temper it, don’t over infuse it or add too fast. The poultice must work over time.”

      “How will I…” I made to ask, but understood that was the skill.

      “Just imagine what you need the mixture to do. What do we need the glowwort for?”

      I nodded and dropped a chunk of the fungus into the bowl, ladled some water on it, and began to grind. I visualized Krakus’s scaly skin and imagined the poultice spreading over it, killing all the bacteria, mold, fungus, any corruption it could find. At first, I felt no mana rush—like I’d felt when creating the glowspheres—but then my fingers started to tingle where I gripped the pestle, and the stubby, little thing began to glow, as did the glowwort mixture. Checking my stat board, I saw I’d drained forty mana into it.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have made your first salve. It will make for a powerful purifying paste. You are now level 2 poultice and potions.

      

      

      Glenwyth then instructed me on how to use the sour pea to make a numbing paste, the lump moss to mix a stodgy, sucking poultice, and finally she showed me how to beat the briar milk into a smooth cream. Just as she was turning and folding the liquid on itself, I saw it as a pink cream, and somehow knew that this was where we should add the jaspur leaves.

      “It is for you to do, not me,” Glenwyth whispered. “The lore of those trees is beyond me. The jaspur rarely reveals it secrets.”

      I took the pot, stripped the leaves from the jaspur branch and added them to the mixture, grinding them together. Slowly, the pink paste I’d imagined came into being as my mana dribbled into it, but then I saw black streaks swirl with every beat, and knew my shadow mana had joined the party. Glenwyth looked at me, her forehead creased in concern, but she said nothing.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have made your first unique potion. By mixing the opposing manas, you have created a salve that can destroy evil and nurture good…or the other way around—only time will tell. You are now level 3 poultice and potions.

      

      

      Poking my bottom lip out, I said: “Well, you never know.”

      I finally got to hear Glenwyth laugh. She set all the potions aside and then began tearing strips of cloth up, throwing them in the water. “Can’t hurt,” she muttered, and next she told me all about the time she’d stabbed Lincoln, and how she was mortified, and how she was having trouble getting over it.

      “When Krakus asked you about the katrox, I thought about when, no after, I stabbed Lincoln. It was…”

      “Same feeling,” I said.

      “Still tearing you apart?”

      “Every day,” I said, and knew I had another best friend. Well, second, after Star, she was my favorite…ish, after Lincoln, and Greman—Shylan or Cronis. Pog, definitely Pog. I chose not to think about it anymore.

      Glenwyth spooned the bandages out and piled them on a plate. I glanced at the jaspur and saw Lincoln kneeling within its mauve leaves. I guessed it had opened up to him.

      Aezal laid Krakus on Lincoln’s bed. Glenwyth looked his frail body up and down. He was a bag of bones, and the bag had seen better days. As Glenwyth leaned over him, he reached up and touched her forehead. I saw a subtle glow pass between them, but said nothing, asked for no explanation, and accepted it was their moment. Glenwyth hesitated for just a minute, but then ran her fingers over his ravaged skin. “We’ll test it out on this one,” she said, and pointed to the scallop-shaped shell covering one of his breasts. “Let’s clean it with the glowwort.”

      I pasted it on and afterward we sat back and let it permeate his skin; let it sterilize the area. At one point, I thought I could actually see it working, but assumed it was probably a trick of the eye. After a while, Glenwyth pushed herself up, and we peeled it back. After we’d cleaned it up, Glenwyth dribbled the sour pea solution over it, then drew out her knife. As quick as a flash, she sliced Krakus’s scaled skin, and I gagged as its foul pus oozed out. “Lump moss,” she said, her teeth gritted.

      It was then I understood its purpose, to leach out Krakus’s corruption, to let the moss drink it down. Krakus had his eyelids clamped shut, the set of his mouth telling of his pain. We packed some of the mixture around it, and Glenwyth looked at me, and I knew we could do no more for now. She led me outside, and we took in the fresh, night air. Aezal was pacing up and down.

      “Anything?” he grunted.

      “We won’t know until it’s done,” Glenwyth told him. “But the corruption of the graveling curse runs deep, its roots have burrowed into his body, wrapped around his organs, invaded his meat. The next part will tell us if there is a chance.”

      “You mean he might die?” I said, not having anticipated nor even considered it might be a possibility.

      “The demon ended his spell, but the spell was the only thing that was keeping him alive. Best guess, he’ll either die or complete his transformation.”

      The Atreman fell to his knees and started praying.

      We sat out there for a while, waiting for the lump moss to leach the wound. When we went back inside, it had grown to a pile of greenish-brown goo. Glenwyth scooped it into a pot, then dabbed the wound down with one of the bandages. If anything, it looked angrier than before.

      “You must apply your salve—the briar milk and jaspur.” She looked down at the wound. “I will tend some more welts—the lump moss fed well. We need to remove as much as we can, it may well be his only hope.”

      Gingerly, I started to dab it on the welt, and as I did, it hissed and steamed, as if it were fighting with the desecration of his body. I spread more and more around; it bubbled and spat, but eventually began to set. I had soon covered the entire wound, and yet the bowl was still nearly full. I held back, watching the lump moss feed on his other wounds, saw it bubble up. Glenwyth spread more, then waited. After a while, we scooped it off, and then she urged me on. Before we stopped, most of his chest was set in the pink salve, then his neck and arms.

      Krakus opened his eyes, and I saw their true color for the first time. They were a mix of sapphire and emerald swimming in a glaze of tears. He nodded his assent to me, and bit by bit I covered the whole top of his body. When the bowl was empty, I staggered back, and looked at my stat board. My energy was nearly drained. Crashing into the cabin’s wall, I dropped the bowl, hearing it shatter on the wooden floor. Slowly, I slid down; unconscious before I’d even slumped to the floor.
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          Scarletite

        

      

    

    
      I awoke the next morning and screamed. Lincoln’s face was inches from my own.

      “Ssshh,” he said. “You’ll wake Krakus.”

      He held out his hand, a smirk plastered over his face. “Do you always just keel over and sleep?”

      I grimaced, my back aching, my bum cheeks raw. In truth, it was about time I actually slept in a bed, our brief stop in Merrivale being the last time I’d managed it. Glancing over at Krakus, I noticed Glenwyth was still sitting on the shaman’s bed, her back against the cottage wall, her legs bent across him. She was fast asleep. Narrowing my eyes, I saw that Krakus was still breathing, but shallowly, and in stuttering bursts. Lincoln pulled me up and out.

      The chill of the air and the warmth of the midmorning sun hit me at the same time, as Lincoln gently pulled the cottage’s door shut. “There’s nothing more that you can do for him.”

      “But…”

      “But nothing. Let Glenwyth do this; maybe it’ll heal her too.” His gaze lingered on the closed door. I bit my lip and nodded. He was right; this was Glenwyth’s task. Lincoln took my hand and led me off the stoop. “That’s a mighty fine tree you’ve brought to my village. Tell me, do they always talk so slow?”

      I blurted a laugh. This land might be strange, but no stranger of our acceptance that it was real. “Slow? That wasn’t slow.”

      “Oh.” Lincoln picked up a stone and skimmed it on the lake. “Oh, he told me he had to hurry with you. With me, he took his time. It was well into the night before he’d managed to scold me about the sawmills.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      We were walking along the bank, making our way toward his village. “I told him that I was determined to destroy nothing, to build in balance. He seemed to accept it, then asked about the sacred elf tree, well, I told him all about that, and he laughed and laughed—that took until sunrise. It was quite…surreal, that’s what it was. Let me show you something.” He took my hand and pulled me into the forest. “We’ll do this, and then go and see Jack.”

      “Jack?”

      “A crafter—he can mend your clothes and the like. You kinda look a wreck.”

      I swiped him, but put no power in it. Elf tree? I thought—something else he was hiding from me. “So tell me, what aren’t you telling me?”

      He didn’t reply at first, but I saw the creases of anguish in the corners of his eyes. “Can we just drop it?”

      “Eh?” I said. “How can I drop it when I don’t know what it is?”

      He picked up his pace, weaving through the forest as though my questions would be left behind. “Joan was the same,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      He stopped in his tracks and put his hands on his hips. “Joan,” he muttered through gritted teeth. “She was the same. She always had to know everything.” And then he grabbed my hand and led me on until we came to a building that looked more like a timber, open-planned living and breathing temple. “This is my academy. At the moment, it is where I research the farming, lumbering, quarrying, etc. etc. It’s an odd way to learn stuff. See that table over there?” He pointed as he walked toward it. “There’s a piece of paper on it, it’ll be mining—level 5. I’ll pick it up, look at it. My mind will mull over the information on it for a predetermined amount of time—which is gradually getting longer as the level goes up—and then it’ll enhance my ore production by a further ten percent.” He grinned and picked up the paper, lofting his eyebrows. “Nuts, isn’t it.”

      “What is it, Lincoln?” I stood in the center of his academy, ignoring the peace and tranquility of the place. It reminded me of one of those places monks would sit, cross-legged, in silent contemplation. I gave him my best, hard stare.

      His expression broke, as if something that was pent-up in him had suddenly been released. “Look, it’s just a stupid surprise. I got you a stupid surprise. Can you just drop it until I can give it to you?”

      Lincoln had my complete, undivided attention.

      I walked up to him, slowly. “What kind of surprise?” I asked, an easy smile gracing my lips. Once in front of him, I looked Lincoln in the eye, then circled around him. “Care to tell me, Lincoln Hart?” I draped my arm over his broad shoulders. I had him. I knew I had him. He would spill.

      “Nope,” he said, grabbed the paper from the table and glanced at it for an instant. It immediately turned to dust, and he bolted out of that place. I chased after him, through the forest, along the river, and all the way to the tavern. Shylan and Cronis were already outside, supping ale. Flip was nowhere to be seen, and Mezzerain and Star were in deep conversation on the porch. Lincoln slowed to a walk. “By the end of the day. You’ll know my secret by the end of the day,” he said. “Good enough?”

      I could see he wasn’t for turning. “Good enough,” I said. “Ale?”

      “Not for me, yet, though I fear the wizard’s badgering is going to force me into a mug before long. He’s a bit put out that I called my guild The House of Mandrake, but the truth of it is, I didn’t.”

      “Who did?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      I stood there by the settlement’s fire pit and looked him up and down. “Oh, I think I would.” I noticed that folk were staring at me as they passed by. Suddenly, I became conscious of my tattered clothes and my mismatched boots—yes, I’d fallen asleep with odd boots on. “You mentioned…” I swept my hand up and down myself.

      “Jack,” said Lincoln. “We need Jack. Him and his son are our resident crafters. I take it you know how that all works?”

      “Nope. Not seen a crafter at work.”

      “Then this should just blow your mind.” He grabbed my hand again and walked me away from the tavern and past what was clearly the forge. It was then I remembered the lumps of ore I had in my sack.

      Hovering my hand over it, one popped out. “Look, I found a load of these all around the hole I blew in your mountain.”

      “Scarletite—it’s scarletite.” He scratched his head and shouted, “Bethe?”

      The coppery guardian floated over to him. I say floated over, but the truth was that she appeared to just appear, and yet it felt like she’d always been there. It was quite the peculiar feeling.

      “Lincoln? Are you ready to issue the day’s instructions?”

      “Forge? What level is the forge?” Lincoln asked, ignoring her question.

      “It is level 7.”

      “So, with mining level 5 soon completed, we can fashion this?” He picked the scarletite off my upturned palm.

      “No, afraid not. You need a level 8 forge. Though you can craft it into ingots without the smelter, the workshop is of a sufficient level. It will be painstakingly slow though.”

      Lincoln scratched his chin. “How much to upgrade the forge?”

      “16000 food, 128,000 lumber, 76,800 stone, 153,600 iron.”

      A whistle came from Lincoln’s lips. “Whoa, these higher levels cost.”

      “You could build ten level 4 taverns for much the same, but you’d get no work done again.” There was a twist of sarcasm laced into Bethe’s voice.

      Lincoln grunted a laugh. “Let’s do it. If nothing else, it’ll free up some warehouse space. Besides, what building isn’t high level now?”

      “I thought the wall was the priority?” Bethe asked, but Lincoln told her that he’d give her the rest of the day’s works once he’d introduced me to Jack. He said it fast, a little too fast.

      “What wall?” I asked, as a load of the coppery things started to descend on the forge. A grizzly looking dwarf tried to hound them out at first, but he gave up and grunted as the a huge piles of lumber, stone, iron, and food appeared in front of us. The dwarf stormed over to Lincoln.

      “Now jest what do yer think yer doin’? We’re not needing a posh new forge, not yet…” His eyes lit up as Lincoln held the scarletite before him. “Now that’s a damn fine reason. What are we lookin’ at? Ten, twenty? Tell me twenty. Have yer got twenty of the little beauties?”

      “In all, I’ve got one hundred and twenty-four,” I announced proudly.

      The dwarf’s arms stretched out from his stocky frame. He was all brawn and sinew, a powerhouse of muscle. His long, blond hair was braided in a fat ponytail that was drawn so tight it looked like his eyes were being pulled toward his temples. His beard was braided too, but was black with soot, and singed, and stank of burnt hair. If I’d ever imagined a dwarven smithy, he’d be it. “And would you be the lovely Alexa Drey that I’ve been hearing all about? I’m Thumptwist, on account…” And he pointed at his forge. The copper bots had already stripped its roof off and were extending its walls. They were crawling all over it like a swarm of locusts. “Tell me, Alexa. Shall we turn it all into ingots?”

      I looked around to see Lincoln walking away, deep in conversation with Bethe, and I realized I’d been dumped with Thumptwist. “Is there any use for the ore as it is?”

      “Only to hold the mountain up. I hear shock-blasted ore is the best going.” He laughed a deep and throaty laugh.

      “You might as well have all of it then.” I threaded my way toward the workshop, the dwarf in tow.

      While the forge was made up of stout beams and chunky rock, the workshop looked a lot daintier. I think that would describe it best. Dainty but large, it definitely reminded me of Greman’s house back in the Vale of Lamerell. It had a quaint, blue front door and windows on either side. A pitched and thatched roof hung down like floppy, straw-colored hair parted in the middle, and little window boxes held fragile-looking, but pretty, blooms that spilled over in a riot of color. Thumptwist knocked on the door, and though he didn’t look capable of it, he did it gently as if the door was made of fine china. It’s handle twisted, and the door opened a little.

      At first I thought there was no one there, and then I looked down. A little boy looked up.

      “Thumptwist? You set fire to our roof again?” he asked.

      Thumptwist shook his head. “Nope. Yer dad around, Rob?”

      Rob pulled the door open, and Thumptwist strolled in. “Say, Jack, yer’ve got a visitor.”

      The inside of the workshop was all stained wood, filtered light, and dust motes, and my immediate impression was a mad inventor’s study. Jack, I presumed it was Jack, was sitting at a desk at the room’s end. He looked up. “What’s up?”

      “Scarletite, and lots of it,” said Thumptwist.

      Jack paused, smacked his lips together and clapped his hands. “And I suppose you want ingots…the hard way?”

      Thumptwist wagged his finger. “The only way at the moment, my forge is gettin’ a wee upgrade, so I can’t work the stuff in quantity. If we want to play with it today, it’s up to you, my friend.”

      Jack stood up and marched around the desk. He was a tall, spindly man with cropped brown hair and a neatly kept beard. He wore a long, brown coat, with a white shirt underneath, and once he’d rounded the desk, he walked straight up to me. “I take it,” he said, leaning in, “That you’re the source of this metal we knew was buried in the mountain, but just couldn’t get to until we’d worked out a way to do it…carefully?”

      “Yes,” I said, in barely a whisper. The workshop had that library air, and I had a “Just gone back to school” feeling.

      “Lincoln told me he would send you here so that we could repair your clothes, not mess around with metals.” He harrumphed and looked down. “And boot, you need another boot. Boots should match, unless you need them like that to identify which foot’s what.”

      “I’ve been busy,” I mumbled.

      Thumptwist shifted on his own feet. “Yer know, I think I might just get meself some breakfast.” He shot out like he’d already had enough of the place.

      “Now,” Jack said. “Have you any other clothes? We can’t repair them while they’re on you.”

      I twirled my finger in front of them, and both him and Robert turned away. I quickly changed into the clothes Zybandian had given me, matching my boots ‘n all.

      “So, crafting, what do you know of it?” Jack asked.

      Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “Nothing.”

      He took me over to a workbench that ran the length of the place, and offered me a stool. We both sat, and he huffed and stretched. “It’s much the same magic, much the same as smithing, just a differing approach. So, crafting. This should help you understand.”

      
        
        Congratulations! Jack has granted you the skill, Crafting. You are a level 1 novice.

      

      

      “Now,” he said, trying to look over my stat board but failing miserably. “Could you tell me your skill cap? My perception, well, don’t ask me to judge someone…”

      “Five,” I told him.

      “Is that it?” he said, screwing his face up. “Oh well, no prodigy, but not everyone can be. Rob’s got a 14 cap. Adequate, but he’ll be no ring crafter to the Guild of Reavers. Still, I should be able to teach you enough to do running repairs as you get into mischief. I take it you get into trouble quite a bit…”

      He took my mauve tunic and laid it on the table, picking up a lens and studying its fabric. “Hmmph,” he said. “Where the heck did you get this? Best guess, bark fiber and spider silk infused with some kind of fine hemp. Right. Rob, can you go get me a couple of leaves from that new tree that’s sprung up. It’s about the closest color.”

      “No!” I said. “The tree won’t give it…”

      Jack turned to me and frowned. “It will if we ask and tell it what its for. Off you go.” He shooed Robert out. “So, what we have here is a fine-looking tunic, but quite the weak piece. Often gets damaged, does it?”

      In fairness, I thought, it wasn’t everyday that a demon’s tongue speared me, but on balance, it had seen better days. “Yep.”

      He nodded, sagely. “Then this is what we’ll do.” He muttered some words that I couldn’t make out, and my tunic dissolved into three piles. One was like a bushy ponytail—a better-kept version of Thumptwist’s. Another was like a little cloud of cotton wool, and the last was made up of fine leaves of bark-like material. “There,” said Jack. “Three piles, three differing things that make it up. To strengthen, I think we need some leather and some of your scarletite ore. Right. Yes, coincidence, maybe, but not to be dismissed.” He scribbled on a piece of parchment and gave it to me.

      
        
        Deseperification: How to reduce simple things to their base parts.

      

      

      I read it all, and the paper crumbled to dust.

      The door opened and shut quickly as Robert slunk back in with a handful of jaspur leaves. “Got them,” he sung, cheerily.

      His father tutted at the intrusion, but then carried on. “Now…now you can reduce stuff to its parts—but just simple stuff, mind you. Your tunic was clearly imbued with some stat magic.” He looked around the room. “It’ll be buzzing around here somewhere. If you ever have to separate it again and want the stat back in, you’ll have to find someone a higher level than you, but as long as you don’t completely wreck it you should be okay just patching it up until you get to a proper crafter like me.” He winked at me. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” He was a strange man, was Jack. I, however, was more than a bit put out that he’d shredded my tunic into three piles of pieces. Surely he could have just used a needle and thread?

      “Robert, pass me a square of leather and the ore pot.”

      Robert duly fished out a piece of leather, about the size of a small table, and plunked it next to my ruined tunic. I looked around the room and tried to spy my stat magic, wondering if Jack wasn’t actually crazy. The ore pot was about the size of fruit bowl, made of hollowed-out wood and had a small hole in the bottom. Jack held his hand out. I dipped in my sack and brought out a lump of ore.

      “Now,” Jack muttered, eyeing it closely. “I’d say this is about sixty percent scarletite and forty percent dust—or it will be soon.”

      He dropped it into a pot, muttering a load of words I couldn’t quite hear again, and began turning the lump of ore over and over, over and over. At first, I wondered what he was doing, but then I saw a fine coating of dust covering the inside of the bowl. He began to tap the lump against the side of the bowl every now and then, and more fell off, much like the way pepper falls from a pot. After a good half an hour—probably longer because it was quite mesmerizing—he was left with what looked like a big ball of pink solder blobs.

      “There,” he said. “Scarletite. Not a tidy ingot, but good enough for what we need.”

      He took the ball and held it out on the flat of his palm. “This is where the trick is. Again, this metal is too advanced for you to do, but trust me; I’ll get to the part where you help, in a minute.  First, we need to make it into wire.”

      His hands started rolling the ball around and around, teasing it, making it spin and spin. When it was nothing but a pink blur, he set it over the bowl, then held one of his palms flat against its spinning edge and thin strands of pink metal just flowed from between his fingers, curling like hair, and into a ball of what I could only describe as scarletite wool. Then, he chopped the strands with his fingers in a scissor-like motion, cutting the strings off.

      “There, that’ll be enough for the front and back. I think I’ll add some upper arm guards to it. It’s all well and good having a smart tunic, but you clearly get into a lot of fights, so we best up its armor value.”

      He spun the now smaller ball around and brought it back to blurring speed again. This time he took a knife and held it against the orb as if he was scraping a lump of butter. The scarletite curled into ribbons and fell onto the bench’s top. I picked one up. It was cold and as hard as a dwarf’s forehead, and my mind cramped trying to imagine how he’d worked the metal as if it were paper.

      “It’s the crafting,” Jack muttered, as if he could read my thoughts. “The words help, a little, but mostly only to focus the mind. I will it to do what I want it to do, and applying the skill, which is little more than an educated feeling, I picture the end product.” He snipped off another ribbon and set the ball down. “Leather, it’s one of the basest and commonest materials used in crafting and has a manipulation value of 1. Let’s start you on that.”

      He stopped the now tiny ball of spinning scarletite with the tip of his finger, and set the bowl aside. “Right, take hold of the leather.”

      I grabbed it, wondering what was next. It felt stiff, hard, not like the soft leather I imagined.

      “Now,” Jack had lowered his voice to barely above a whisper. “The skill is in the imagination. You project what you want the leather to turn into, and the purer your thought, the greater your focus, the better your end result. So, we need strips of leather, like bootlaces. While you’re doing that, I’ll prepare the scarletite.”

      He scooped up the ribbons and metal wool and swept them out of my way. I sat and stared at the leather…the simple, single-value-leather…that a child could reduce to strings, but all I saw was leather, a flat, stiff sheet of leather.

      “No closing your eyes,” Jack murmured, just as I was about to.

      I redoubled my efforts, trying to sink into my subconscious, but I felt a peculiar nudging within my mind. It coaxed me to stare straight at the leather, as if my eyes were lasers. My vision bore into it, and I saw the sum of the skin, and it dragged my imagination with it. I thought of bootlaces, leather bootlaces, in small, square strands. Bit by bit the leather fell away from my hands.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have made leather strings. These can be used to bind pieces of material or metal and still retain movement. You have leveled up. You are now a level 2 Crafter.

      

      

      “Very good,” Robert’s voice caught me by surprise. “But look.” He held one up. It was irregular, fat in places, thin in others. “Look,” he then said, and creased his forehead and narrowed his eyes. Like a pile of writhing worms, the strands of leather wriggled, turned, intertwined and blurred. He held one up again. “There,” he said. It was perfect.

      “Showing off, Robert?” Jack asked, looking away from his own endeavors. “What you just achieved, Alexa, was fine for a novice. With those strands you could have repaired most leather or material armor. You should now be able to fashion base items like flax, hemp, leather, cotton, and even husks like coconut shell, tree bark and the like. By level 3 you’ll be able mold simple, soft metals like copper.” He smiled. “And yes, you’ll get better. Now for the magic…”

      He shuffled back over. “Right.” He grabbed my shoulders and turned me toward him. “So, we infuse the scarletite wire across the front and back, weave it in with the leather, the spider silk, the bark and hemp-like stuff. Once more, his hands blurred, and I tried to follow them but failed dismally. Slowly, a shape began to form, and I recognized it as my tunic. His hands slowed.

      “There, that’s now much stronger.” He winked at me. “But we can make it even stronger.”

      Taking the metal strips, his hands quickly fashioned them into two sleeves of braided scarletite and then wove more of the new fabric in with them. He then attached the sleeves to the tunic with some of the leather laces. “There,” he said, and he tossed it to me. “What do you think?”

      Now, it actually looked like armor. “I can’t see its stats,” I said.

      “Not in there yet. Robert, can you mix the leaves into a dye…no…on second thought, give it to Alexa to do.”

      For the second time in as many days, I found myself grinding away with a pestle and mortar. I began to wonder where this slotted in with the promised action and adventure of this land of Barakdor…but it was quite fun.

      “So, what do you need? I’d say vitality, it already has +6 floating around here somewhere.” Jack looked around the lofted ceiling. “Somewhere,” he muttered. “So, as you grind the leaves into paste, think of the vitality you’ll need when you’re up against some brute or another. Pour your skill into it. Pour your mana into it. Let’s see if we can’t get a few more stat points imbued.

      This, I knew how to do. I concentrated hard, focusing my mind, imagining my mana was a pool, and then I tried to spill some of that pool into the bowl, just bits. But I had two pools, and another began to fill with its black liquid, my shadow mana, and that leached out of its pool, clawing its way into the bowl before me. I thought about holding it back but knew it would be futile. Pushing the bowl away, I ran my fingers through my hair.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have imbued vitality stats and magical resistance into the jaspur paste. You are granted crafting, level 3.

      

      

      Jack studied me for a while, lofted his eyebrows and said, “Yes, well…”

      He jumped off his stool and disappeared out the back of the workshop, soon coming back with a bowl of water. He scooped some of the paste into it, then stirred it around. “There. Robert, do the honors.” Robert dunked my new tunic in it.

      
        
        Congratulations. Your tunic has been reborn. It is now +10 vitality and increases your resistance to all types of magic by 15%.

      

      

      “Not bad,” Jack said and smiled at me. “Now, I’m sure you have plenty to be getting on with. I’ll finish the rest and get your boots sorted out. I’ve enough paste left so it’ll all be nice and matching. Pop back at dusk?”

      I knew when I was being thrown out. The shadow magic had clearly freaked his sensibilities, so I thanked him, said goodbye to Robert, and scampered out of the door as quick as I could, and ran straight into a returning Thumptwist.

      “Ah, Alexa. I was just coming for the ore.” He winked at me. “Caused a stink and got them to finish the bit of the forge around the smelter. That Bethe-thing said she was used to Lincoln’s cheating ways anyhow.”

      I gave Thumptwist all the ore, then marched to the tavern, but Thumptwist held me back and grabbed my forearms, studying them, then my calves, and finally sized up my head.

      “Good,” he muttered. “Should have something ready for you for tomorrow.”

      I scampered off, a little weirded out, and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Star, Shylan, Mezzerain, and Cronis sitting at a table. It had been a great experience, and yes, crafting would come in useful, but intense? Wow.

      “Ah, there you are,” Shylan called. “We’ve all been waiting for you. That infuriating man you claim is a friend will not tell us what he’s up to, but apparently, he’s got something to show us.”

      “I despise surprises,” Cronis barked. “I voted to grind his bones to dust, but no one had the spine, and to be honest, we’d lose the ale, so we decided against it.”

      I hopped up onto the stoop and burst through the doors of the tavern. Lincoln was behind the counter with another elfish-looking girl.

      “Ah, Alexa, this is Elleren. Do you want a drink before we go? A swift morning ale?”

      He poured one before I’d even answered. “Now,” he said, “Your wizards have pledged to defend my settlement, and I’m about to test them just one step farther. Here’s the thing, this might tip them over the edge.”

      “Just what is this surprise?”

      Lincoln’s forehead creased. “Well, it’s technically your surprise, but I haven’t quite worked out how to tell you it.”

      “What?”

      “Have you met Elleren?”

      He was changing the subject again—just like he had when I’d asked him earlier in the day. “Lincoln! Just tell me.”

      “Hi,” said the girl.

      “Yes, yes,” I said, dismissing her rudely and instantly regretting it. “Sorry,” I added, quickly. “He’s infuriating.”

      “And lovely,” Elleren said. “If he weren’t taken…”

      Lincoln’s cheeks flushed red, as did mine as I realized he’d managed to change the subject again…somehow.

      “Tell me!” I screamed.

      Lincoln grinned.

      “There’s something you should know about Elleren,” he said.

      “What?”

      “She’s one of your citizens.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 15,000.

        Level: 8. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 500/500 Energy: 170/170

        Mana: 260/260 Shadow Mana: 0/750

        HP Regen: 50/Min EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 19/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5), Intelligence: (26, 0), Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8), Luck: (7, 5), Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Running: (6, 0, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 0, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Magic: (5, 10, 0, ∞), Concealment: (5, 0, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 18, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 12, 0, 25), Spell Casting: (2, 0, 0, ∞), Close-Q-fighting: (5, 0, 0, 25), Archery: (6, 0, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (7, 10, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (7, 5, 0, 60), Horseriding: (3, 0, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,8,0,14), # Stealth: (1,0,0,22), Rope law: (1,0,0,4), Crafting: (3,18,0,5)

      

      

      
        
        Healing tree: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Poultices and potions: (3, 22, 24)

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquest: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. Status: Complete.

        Subquest: Catch a thief. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          Sanctuary

        

      

    

    
      We stood on a ledge looking out over an impossible valley. In front of me, a rope-and-plank bridge crossed it and led up to a huge block of rectangular stone that took up the entire other side. I grabbed one of the walkway’s rope handrails, and took a deep breath.

      “My city?” I gasped, looking down at the sprawl below.

      “Technically,” Lincoln said.

      Between our ledge and the block of stone on the other side was a gorge-like valley that resembled a city and a forest, both at the same time. It was like the buildings had been constructed in harmony with the trees.

      “See that line of ten blue-roofed buildings?” Lincoln asked me, pointing. “They are barracks. See how they are angled slightly, and match the other ten over the river. It’s perfect symmetry, and yet in between them, we still have enough trees to provide fruit for all the soldiers when they come. They remind me of—”

      “I want to know,” Shylan interrupted, “how you could do all of this…without anyone knowing.”

      Lincoln rolled his eyes. “Ale,” he said. “I keep telling you, ale.”

      “Ale?”

      “Ale,” Lincoln confirmed. “Look, let me show you something. Are you okay with flimsy bridges? I mean it’s as strong as you like but it does sway a little bit.”

      Shylan’s hands bunched to fists, and he straightened, looking fit to burst. It appeared that something about Lincoln infuriated him. I noticed that Cronis was just gawking at the bulky structure opposite and saying nothing, as though its presence confused him. Star was staying real close to Elleren and me, and Mezzerain had the look of someone who’d seen it all before, someone who was itching to get on with things.

      “Of course I’m okay with a bridge that sways a little. I’ll have you know…” The wizard had his teeth gritted now. “I’ll have you know I have faced down dire monsters, dread banes, and mutants like you’ve only imagined in your worst nightmares. A bridge? Hah!” and he strode onto it, hands behind his back, chin in the air…until it started wobbling. He spun around…gingerly. “Tell me, just how safe is it?”

      Lincoln walked out to him. “I can do two things well,” he proclaimed. “I can brew ale, and I can build. Trust me, the bridge is fine. Now...” Lincoln said, turned and waved us all on, “let me show you why I think it’s all still a secret.”

      We walked out to the middle of the bridge. I noticed Cronis dragging his heels. It was like he feared the big block of stone opposite. Lincoln walked past Shylan and led us to the middle of the bridge. There, he stood looking down the valley, and I guessed by the position of the sun, south.

      Following his gaze, I saw the twinkling blue of the valley’s river as it meandered through thick woods, cottages, and mills. About a mile away, it vanished under a gray stone wall that spanned the valley’s head. I guessed it was around twenty feet tall.

      “It’s a small wall,” Shylan said, his voice dismissive. “Why would that help?”

      “Small at the moment, but it’s symbolic,” Lincoln explained, and explained nothing at all. “Try and remember when you were venturing here, drawn by the damn mouse?”

      “Damn mouse…” Shylan repeated but suspiciously. “Your point?”

      “Hadn’t you all become weary, fed up, even at each other’s throats? Were you sick to the back of your teeth of the damp, the dark, the trailing vines and webs? What would you have given for a bed, a bath, ale, and a plate of food? And then, when all hope is lost, you see that wall, and you’re welcomed, bathed and fed—then you taste my ale…”

      He had me, had me with his words. I wanted that ale, I wanted that bed, that plate of food, and I wanted to bathe in his secluded pond—I’d added that last part in. Shylan was gazing out, his eyes lost in wonder. Lincoln patted us all one by one as he walked back toward the ridge. “It’s all down there,” he said softly. “All waiting.” We all peeled off the guide ropes, and we all followed him.

      “Now,” he continued, “only a couple of weeks ago, it was all thick forest, from this side to that buttress over there. By the way, it’s supposed to be some castle…Starellion, I think…yes Starellion.” Now on the ledge, Lincoln turned, his hands upturned. “Does that name mean anything to any of you? I’m talking to the wizards in particular.” He laughed, and scooted off, soon disappearing down some steps. I ran after him, trying to grab him, but he just shook me off.

      “Wait,” I shouted. “How?” but Lincoln was still laughing, taking the steps two at a time, and only turned when he was at their bottom.

      “How? I build, that’s how. Look. Echo?”

      Another coppery-colored guardian appeared. “Lincoln?”

      “This is Alexa Drey. She may give you any orders to complete any build at any time. Though my name is on the city deeds as the lord, it is her city as much as mine.” And the minute he’d said it, its stat sheet flashed up in my mind.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Settlement name: Sanctuary. Population: 408.

        Population capacity: 700

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Politics: (20, 0), Culture: (0, 0), Defense: (0, 0)

        Build speed: +20%, Learning advancement: N/A, Defense bonus: N/A

      

      

      
        
        Buildings: Amount - levels

        Cottages: 20 – 4,4,4,4,4,4,4,4,4,4,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3, Warehouse 2 – 7,7, Inn 1 – 5, Beacon Tower 1 – 3, Walls 1 – 5 [Reinforcement Level 4], Town Hall 1 – 7, Academy 1 – 5, Feasting Hall 1 – 5, Marketplace 1 – 1, Barracks 10 – 5,2,2,2,2,2,2,2,2,2, Forge 1 – 6, Workshop 1 – 4, Rally Spot 1 – 5, Stable 1 – 4, Dock 1 - 1

      

      

      
        
        Fortifications

        Trap – 1000, Abatis – 0, Archer’s Tower – 50, Rolling log – 20, Defensive Trebuchet – 30

      

      

      
        
        Production

        Farms: 15 – 3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3,3, Sawmills: 10 – 4,4,4,4,4,4,4,4,4,4, Quarries: 6 – 5,5,5, Mines: 5 –4,4,4

      

      

      
        
        Resources (Amount, Production rate, Current Consumption-food only)

        Food: (100,108, 9000/ph +40%, -4080p/h), Wood: (210,460, 10,000/ph +40%), Stone: (15,000, 4500/ph +50%), Ore: (14,000, 3000/ph +40%)
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        * * *

      

      “So, this is it. I’m building it at the expense of Joan’s Creek—I kinda like that place as it is,” Lincoln explained. “Anyway, we’re a bit strapped for stone and iron here, but I transfer it from Joan’s Creek in quite the devious manner. The wall and defenses soon swallow it all up though.”

      “How devious?”

      “I cheat—my market places overlap. So, Echo, as I said, you take instruction from Alexa too.”

      “As you wish,” said Echo.

      “Wait, why?” I asked.

      Lincoln looked at me. “It’s your city. I used your token.” He told me how he been born into the game, how he’d spawned in a ceratog called Finequill’s establishment, and how Finequill had allotted my stuff to him, and suddenly my start made a lot more sense.

      “So, I had that odd start because of a clerical mix-up caused by a mouse?”

      “Damn mice,” Lincoln said.

      “Damn mice.” I laughed at it, and Lincoln took my hand, pulling me along.

      “You’ve got to hand it to the game though. If we’re right, and it wanted a way to coax you along rather than plunge you straight in, a ceratog’s oversight might have got it all done without any fuss.”

      The others had caught up. We were walking along a red gravel path, which wound through a park of sorts. “I had most of the larger trees thinned out, just left stands dotted around. The place is teeming with tree elves now, and they’re all training in the barracks. I’ll have an army of bows, but few pikes, swords or cavalry.” He pointed along a branching path that angled off toward the river. “They mostly live in a small woods down there. There’s a clearing with their village’s sacred tree in the middle and cottages all around. It’s quite idyllic. Run by an old elf called Forgarth—Elleren will take you there one day and introduce you.”

      It was idyllic, or would have been if I was destined to stay. The path twisted around, past a row of four cottages, then through a small copse, then more cottages, and a building I recognized as an academy, like the one we were in earlier that day. Everywhere, the bangs, the calls, the buzz of industry sounded out. The farther along the path we went, the bigger the buildings became. I saw two huge, shear-sided warehouses, with carts backing in, loading up. We passed another workshop, another forge, until we came to another tavern. This one was large, bigger than the one in Joan’s Creek.

      “Shall we?” Lincoln asked, and we sat at a table outside. “I fear I cannot evade the wizard’s questions much longer. He’s been remarkably patient, considering the way I’ve treated him.”

      Shylan dumped himself down dead opposite Lincoln. “Is this a level 4 tavern?” he asked, eyeing Lincoln suspiciously.

      “That it is, but I built it after the other. So…you know…”

      “No I don’t know,” Shylan huffed, “and that’s the problem with you. I don’t know what you’re up to, and that worries me.”

      “What if I told you all this.” He swept his arms around. “All this was just exactly what I said it was—a refuge—a place folk can come to escape the tyranny around. What if I was exactly who I said I was?”

      The wizard grunted. “Then you’d be a fine piece of the puzzle. But how can I trust you?” Shylan brought out his pipe and lit it. “Explain how you did it.” And he swept his arm around, mimicking Lincoln. “Tell me, and tell me now.”

      Mezzerain sat next to Lincoln, his manner like a bodyguard, and then a dwarf with a big, mauve Mohican came out of the tavern with nearly a dozen mugs of ale in hand.

      “Ah, Ozmic, meet the gang,” Lincoln said, and introduced us all.

      Ozmic sat at the table. “Shylan eh? Shylan the great all-powerful wizard. I heard of yer, and I always wanted to ask you a question. Tell me, if yer all powerful, why’s this place gone ta the crapper?”

      “The crapper?” Shylan said, and drummed his fingers on the table. “What would you have me do? Smite the world the way Lamerell did? Leave little standing? Would you have me raise Mandrake and let it soar on the winds breathing its fire without prejudice? Tell me, you still whisper her name, but what did her actions achieve?”

      Ozmic let his fat finger circle the top of his mug. He clearly had no answer. “So, what yer going ta do?”

      “And that’s the problem.” Shylan clicked his fingers. “Why should I do anything? Sutech Charm raises an army in the Lowlands, and everybody cowers at his shadows—yet he is just a man. Addison of Quislaine, he plots from his dragon’s lair—he would see Irydia fall; maybe he’s even done a tidy deal with Sutech, maybe he’ll rule Irydia’s peace. War is war, Ozmic, it culls the weak, lends five minute fame to the strong, and scatters the defeated, and do you know what happens when it’s done?”

      “Nothing changes.”

      Shylan snapped his fingers again. “That. That right there. Nothing. You ask me why I do nothing? I am but one wizard—”

      Cronis coughed.

      “Two wizards,” Shylan said, scowling. “They’ve got halls full of them in Shyantium. Why don’t they do it?” Shylan leaned forward. “But tell me, who should I pick? What lord of Irydia should I give my backing to? Should I pick Muscat, who sits pretty in Brokenford or Bryce, who eyes up Lakevale Pass, who covets that castle above his own? Maybe Reynard, of Midfort Cross—how about him? Any of the port kings? Surely they’re more worthy. Or should I ride with Sutech Charm, who at least has the wherewithal to unite three Lowlands in a common hatred for six other lands. Which of Mandrake should I stand behind? Because they’re all useless in their own way.”

      “Zybandian,” I whispered.

      Shylan raised his hand. “Not him. Zybandian has other tasks.” He drummed his fingers on the table in contemplation.

      “Did I tell you?” Lincoln said, filling the ensuing silence. “Did I tell you about the goat I saw the other day?” Lincoln delved in his pocket and retrieved his pipe. “Goat, stuck it was,” he muttered and puffed out a huge funnel of smoke. “It was stuck between two rocks, it’s hind leg lodged firm. The goat, well, it had tried to free itself, and doing that, it had broke its own leg.”

      “What did you do?” Star asked.

      Lincoln grunted. “It was broke. Weren’t no fixing it, so I snapped its neck and put it out of its misery. Some things just can’t be fixed. As a good friend recently told me, sometimes you just gotta let it all burn.”

      Cronis started nodding, and Shylan puffed on his own pipe. “And are you?”

      Lincoln looked up. “Am I what?”

      “Going to let it all burn?”

      “Not up to me. I’m no king, no wizard, no pretender. Those choices are on your shoulders. But this place—this place needs a commander. Aezal isn’t the warrior for it, nor’s Alexa, or any here. I built it, and with that...” Lincoln pointed to the lump of rock lining the side of the valley. “I get the feeling that’s going to play its part, whatever it is.” He shook his head. “No. My pledge to you is this. I’ll build it. I’ll get it ready. I’ll even keep it a secret. But that’s me—Lincoln the Builder—take no more from me because it’s all I have to give.”

      Shylan nodded. “I will find your man.” And then he seemed to withdraw into himself.

      “Well, you’re all a merry bunch, aren’t you?” Cronis growled. “Elleren, it was Elleren, wasn’t it? Tell me, can you take me closer to that thing?” He pointed at the stone buttress.

      “If you want, but we’ve scoured the sides and can see no entrance.”

      “Humph. What about you?” he said, addressing Ozmic.

      “Rhangnarg should not be disturbed. It’s stone bleeds. Wraiths fill its halls—”

      “Nonsense,” Cronis snapped. “While I don’t doubt a fair few undesirable elements live in there, it’s only because it’s empty, so something’s got to fill it. Clear it tier by tier, should be a bit of fun—nothing more, nothing less.”

      Ozmic stared at the old wizard, almost as if he couldn’t fathom Cronis’ thinking. Then he shrugged. “Tell you what,” he said and winked. “You go in first, and I’ll be right behind you.”

      Cronis grunted. “In front, behind, makes no odds when they come at you from all sides. Nope, we’ll not be clearing its halls today. I have to attend Beggle first but after, then we’ll see the measure of you.” He nodded, as if happy with his conclusions and stood.

      “Elleren, shall we?”

      I stood up too, and grabbed Star’s hand, pulling her up. “We’re coming,” I said, and Star shot me a look telling me she was quite happy where she was. “Come on, it’ll be fun,” I insisted.

      “Says the woman whose clothes are currently getting repaired for the third time.”

      Elleren led us along another red path, past an orchard, and what looked like Sanctuary’s town hall, and then on to a jetty where we boarded a small boat and were rowed across the river by a mantilee called Gripper. He had the same cheery disposition as Grog had at Castle Zybond, and I instantly hankered for that place, and wondered what task Shylan had in mind for Zybandian.

      Disembarking on the other side, Cronis forged straight for the castle. I say castle, because if it was Starellion, then that’s what it was, but it looked nothing like one. We were soon off the gravel path and walking through one of Lincoln’s little forest islands. I wondered if it wasn’t all some kind of bargain he’d made with the elves—not to disturb the place too much.

      “This place will be invincible,” Star suddenly said. “If they get that wall high enough, then there’ll be no beating it. You can farm, hell, you could live forever between here and the vale and never have to leave. The sieging army could grow old and die while they waited for you to come out.”

      “Yet fall it could,” growled Cronis, hitching his robe up as we waded through knee-deep grass. “What if they wake a demon, or loose a load of mutants? You’re helpless again, that’s what. Take no note of all that poppycock they were talking earlier. The only way to win a war is to slaughter your enemy and absorb the vanquished army. Meh, ya think ShadowDancer won’t have a trick or two up his sleeves when he finally breaks the mists?”

      No one replied at first. The day was nice—the sky blue, and we were walking through this wondrous settlement, even city, which Lincoln was building. Cronis’ cloud of doom and my ensuing thoughts of ShadowDancer weren’t welcome ones.

      “So, how do we defeat him?” Star eventually asked.

      Cronis stopped in his tracks. “I just said. You slaughter him. Either we unite, take an army to Ruse and topple him, or we get a group of us together and assassinate him. One or the other would work. Oh, and there’s a third option.”

      “What’s that?” Star tugged at his sleeve.

      “We find Poleyna and she lays waste to Belved and ShadowDancer’s power vanishes anyway.” Cronis scratched his stubbly chin. “All long shots, but one’ll be worth a try. Now, let’s see what we have here.”

      No more than fifty yards away from us, the mass of rock reared up. Every single inch of it was covered in vines, ivy, moss, and even the odd skinny tree had managed to gain a toehold on it. It was no more than a blot on the landscape, and then Cronis approached it, and I followed.

      He marched up to it at first and then slowed his pace as if nerves had taken over his old legs. He stuttered, and was soon creeping toward it. When he was near enough against it, he knelt down before it, like a humble servant would. I stood on one side of him, Star the other, Elleren just behind.

      We waited. His hand reached out to the wall, hovering close. Then he withdrew it, and brought out a sack from within his robe. Slowly, he drew out his staff. It was definitely the ugliest staff I’d ever seen, a spindly, knurled piece of black wood that looked like an unfashioned branch. Its end splayed three ways and held a dull, crimson ball. He thumped it on the ground, planting its pointed end in the soil.

      I watched as a smoking, black line appeared in the grass and streaked toward the stone. It ran up the vines making them glow orange until they faded to powder. Cronis pulled the staff out of the ground and leaned forward, his palm outstretched.

      “Hello, old friend,” he whispered, as he touched the now exposed stone.
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      They all stood in a line, perhaps twenty of them, as one, they loosed their bows. Arrows arced through the air all streaking majestically to a sole target, a stuffed strawman, which was soon pinned with their tips.

      “Nock!” The shout sounded out. I held my breath. “Fire!”

      One elf, dressed in gray and brown—unlike the green of the rest—stood stoically at the end of their line. He had that air: the type who had dark secrets, the type that spelt danger, the type that enticed. Star put her boot up on the bottom rail of the perimeter fence. “Well he’s a fine specimen,” she purred, looking over the practice area, looking over him.

      “Themujin—Jin to his friends, though him and friendship have got a long way to go before they can even be called acquaintances,” Elleren muttered.

      Cronis walked off toward the tavern. “He’s got trouble written all over him.”

      “That he has,” I said, and raised my own boot onto the rail.

      “We’ve got around two hundred elf bows getting trained up,” Elleren said. “Most any of the older elves can train them, but only Jin can teach them how to kill.”

      “So, what’s his story?” Star asked.

      “Killed an ogre—well, slaughtered it, more like. Got the rage and went at it tooth and nail. Funny that now he’s most likely our salvation.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because if war is coming, we’ve gotta fight, and only him—not Forgarth—can teach us that.”

      “Where’s Flip?” I asked. Something about Jin reminded me that Flip wasn’t here.

      Star chuckled. “Gone to see if there’s any loot in that dungeon Quazede put Krakus in.”

      “He’s what?” I asked, aghast.

      She looked at me, that glint of mischief in her eye. “You know Flip. He heard your words—heard about the demon, the bridge, the cell—hell, he couldn’t wait to get there.”

      “But he’ll get—the demon… He’ll die.”

      Her laughter rang out again. “You need to learn a few things. First off, he went prepared. He’ll have rope, grappling hooks, spikes, saws, and a mallet. Flip, unlike you, well, he goes in with a view to getting out.”

      “But…the demon?”

      “Think he’s scared of a demon? Hell, the demon won’t even see him, he’s got more stealth than me.”

      “But why would he even want to go down there?”

      Now she really laughed. “Because it’s there.”

      While we were talking about Flip, the elf, Jin, had come over to us. He was standing about ten yards away just watching us. He put his fingers between his lips, blew a shrill whistle, and signaled three of the elves over.

      “Give ‘em your bows ‘n quivers—let’s see what they’ve got.”

      Star was first over the fence; she leapt it from a standing start and sidled straight up to Jin. “You gonna teach us?”

      I looked at Elleren, rolling my eyes.

      “Is she always like that?” Elleren asked me.

      “Meh!” I muttered. “Someone’s got to have the fun.” I vaulted the fence.

      Close-up, Jin didn’t disappoint either. Smoldering would best describe him. He smelled of sweat and toil, but not in a bad way, and his voice was filled with authority, yet quiet, like he needed to just spill the words, not bark them, to compel you to follow his commands. Once he’d gotten me where he wanted me, his hands lightly rested on my shoulders, his breath on my neck, and I drew back my bow. He whispered in my ear.

      “Hold…hold…loose.” The arrow flew through the air, striking the strawman in the head.

      “Who taught you the bow?”

      “Flip.”

      Thirty, maybe more, shots later, and I’d reached level 7. He was a great teacher, and it seemed I was the only one who needed teaching. Both Elleren and Star were deadeyes, constantly clustering their arrows in tightly. Star, well I supposed it went with her profession, and Elleren, she appeared to be the Jin’s favorite student, and I wondered if she wasn’t the cat that got the cream.

      “The prince, eh,” Jin said, once I was done. “Well, it’s not his strongest suit. Now, how can you make your shots more effective—even at level 7?”

      “Pull the string back farther?” I ventured.

      “Fire it flatter!” Star shouted.

      “Imbue it with a spell,” Elleren crowed.

      “Exactly.” Jin clapped. “And to do that, you need the relevant spells. With spells you can make your arrows harder—able to penetrate even scarletite.” He tapped his finger on his lips. “Though where you’d get scarletite around here, well, I haven’t a clue, but if you do find a source, be sure to tell me as I would do anything for that conversation.”

      His words just stopped and left the air between us waiting for more. I said nothing, recognizing the baited trap.

      “I have spells, some low-level ones; magic isn’t my strong suit,” Star chimed in, “and I’m out of mana before I’m out of arrows, but hey ho.” She flashed a gleaming smile. “I’ve got other talents.”

      Jin coughed and averted his eyes from her, and they settled on me.

      
        
        Congratulations! Jin has granted you access to the spell – Tungsten Tips. Your arrows will penetrate even the toughest hides, or the finest armor. The spell has a current strength level of 1 and costs 10 mana per arrow. Strength will increase with use.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Jin has granted you access to the spell – Stealth Shot. Your arrow will fly silently through the air and be invisible to all but those with a perception value of 10 above your own. Requires level 4 stealth and uses 50 mana per arrow.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Jin has granted you access to the spell – Straight Shot. Your arrow will fire straight and true. Requires archery level 5, and its critical strike rate is enhanced by increased luck. Costs 10 mana per arrow.

      

      

      “You’ll need to up your stealth, but trust me, they’re worth it.” And he winked at me. “We could work on that later if you want. Now, I need a word with that old wizard.” Jin turned away from us and marched toward the fence. “Twenty arrows each in the head, then come to the tavern. I should have persuaded him by then.”

      I gawked at him. Like Flip, he was a box of intrigue. Star and I loosed our arrows rapidly, then we went off to the tavern, pumping Elleren for gossip on the way. She gave us the lowdown but still left us none the wiser. Other than the killing of the ogre, it seemed that Jin had been a recluse…or very secretive…or Elleren was keeping him to herself.

      Shylan hadn’t moved, and was in a heated discussion with Ozmic. Mezzerain was lying on the grass, close, but not close enough to be disturbed by the ranting wizard. He had a mug of ale beside him and his eyes closed, and Lincoln was talking to his city guide, Echo. Cronis sat on the end of the picnic table staring up at the stone buttress that Lincoln had called Starellion. Jin was watching him from ten yards away. I walked up to the elf and nudged him.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “For him to ripen.”

      “Ripen?”

      “The wizard, Shylan—he’s arguing with Ozmic. Ozmic thinks it’s death to enter Rhangnarg—Starellion, as you call it. He’s telling him about all the demons that haunt its bowels.”

      “Do they?” I asked.

      Star drew aside me. “If it’s a dungeon, then it’s a mighty big one. I doubt even Flip would want to clear it.”

      Jin waited some more and then finally walked up to Cronis. The old wizard looked up at him. He had fear in his eyes. The corners of his eyelids creased, strained, and crow’s feet radiated back to his temples. I swear I saw his lips trembling as if the elf standing before him was a god about to smite him.

      “No going to Beggle for you, Wizard,” Jin stated, resting his hand on the old wizard.

      “No,” Cronis muttered, the stubborn word hanging in the still air.

      “Do you want to see her?”

      Cronis fell to his knees; his hands clasped in front of him. Tears leached onto his cheeks, his anguish plain to see. Even Shylan had quieted and was watching his lifelong friend’s turmoil. Cronis’ head was bent to the ground now, his shoulders heaving as sobs wracked his body. I rushed forward and knelt by him, reaching for his old, gnarled hands and pulling them onto my breasts. “What, Cronis—what is it?”

      At first, he took no notice of me, just carried on, clearly on the brink of despair, but then he began to raise his head until his eyes locked with mine. “You don’t understand,” he whispered. “You can’t. You’ve never met her.”

      “Who?” I asked, pleaded.

      “Poleyna. This is her work.”

      His stare bore into me, pleading with me to understand, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t comprehend his sorrow. Shaking my head, and biting my lip, I urged my mind to probe his, but was met with a wall of anguish. Then he looked past me and to Jin. “Take us to her.”

      “Us? But which us?” Jin asked.

      Cronis nodded. “Alexa is intricately woven into this tapestry. She comes. He doesn’t.” Cronis flicked a look at Shylan. “I don’t want him to muddy the water. She must understand what’s at stake.”

      Jin grinned. “You think she cares? It’s not her world.”

      I jumped up, spun around and squared up to him. “Really? You think I like getting near roasted alive? You think I like fighting demons?” My rage grew, and it was born from insecurity. I knew this wasn’t my land, but I so desperately wanted it to be just that. When Lincoln had asked me to stay in Joan’s Creek, and I’d refused, I knew this place had me. When I’d first leveled up, I knew this place had me, and when I knelt before Sakina and accepted the Veils of Lamerell, I knew there was no turning back. I wanted to attack—full battle mode, but Jin just stood before me, grinning like he was already the victor.

      Cronis groaned. “Don’t get into a scrap with the elf, Alexa. He’ll bait you, then best you, and then we’d have to patch you up again. I feel the crafter can only repair so many clothes in a day.”

      Jin skipped back and bowed. “Let me lead the way.” And then he looked up at me with his chin dangling…invitingly… “Feisty thing, isn’t she?”

      I felt eyes on my back, but didn’t want to break my stare away from Jin, knowing some unknown test was taking place. Smoldering, I’d gotten that right on my first impression. His eyes reminded me of the lava pool at the bottom of Hell’s Chimney—you knew there was so much more bubbling and boiling behind them, that his mind was judging me, reaching conclusions, tossing out some, accepting others. Then he appeared to come to a conclusion, nodded faintly and barged past me, walking back toward the stove steps that led out of this valley.

      Cronis shooed the others away with his ugly staff, then ambled off directly toward Lincoln. I ran after the old wizard, reaching him as he tapped Lincoln on his shoulder with his staff.

      “This concerns you,” he barked, and then looked Lincoln’s city guide up and down. “And possibly you, though I’ll never get used to you lot.” He marched off after Jin.

      Lincoln stood still for a short while, huffed, then flashed me a smile. “What now?”

      “Apparently, we get to meet her.” I grabbed his arm and linked mine in.

      “Who’s her?”

      “By all accounts the goddess that cracked the earth. At least that’s what he said. No biggie.” I shoved him with my shoulder and laughed.

      “You just attract it, don’t you?”

      “What?”

      Lincoln grunted. “Trouble,” he said as we reached the first of the steps. “First you blow up my mountain, and then you invite me to meet a god. What part of sanctuary don’t you understand? What part of ‘I’m going to build a retreat, a legacy for Joan’ included demons and gods?”

      His words were ground out, as though he was really fed up, frustrated, but I knew he was playing. I thought he was playing. I was sure he was playing…

      I grinned from ear to ear. “The fun part?”

      He slapped my back. “Your definition of fun is odd,” he said, his voice now full of cheer again. Nothing seemed to faze Lincoln. We reached the ledge outside the tunnel to Joan’s Creek, and I saw that Cronis and Jin were already part way across the planked bridge. Looking over the gorge and along it, I spotted a strange outcrop reaching up from the buttress’s top. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “That, Alexa, is my level 3 beacon tower. It is supposed to allow me to see an advancing army, to alert me to a scouting party trying to see into Sanctuary, but it’s absolutely useless to me at the moment.”

      “Why?”

      Lincoln shrugged. “I’ve got no scouts to fill it. Same as Sanctuary has a workshop, but it’s empty—no crafter, a forge, but no blacksmith, archer towers, but few archers with a high enough level to be effective. It’s the same across the board. The bots can build fast and build anything, but without the right folk I’ll struggle—we’ll struggle.”

      “So…” I tried to think of something to tell him, but had no idea of the solution to his problems.

      “Thing is,” he said.  “I actually thought that if I built it all, it would just automatically fill up, like it would in a game. You build a forge, and the forge works—or here, a smithy comes and he starts banging and clattering away. Nope, those little copper things can build anything I want, but what I desperately need are professionals, a guild of craftsmen, farmers who can wring every ounce of goodness from every inch of soil, and—and I never thought I’d hear myself say this—I need politicians, a governor, a sheriff, a legislator—else things will soon get out of hand.”

      “But where?”

      “Where? That’s just the problem. Brokenford was just a crooked place with a crooked king—so their lords and ladies are likely the same, then there’s what? From what I gather, there’s nothing much more than a bunch of feudal castles scattered from Quislaine to Zybond. It’s a pickle, that’s for sure.”

      I had nothing for him—no clue how to help him. “I…” I made to say, but my words failed me.

      He grinned, but all I saw was sadness. “I need Joan,” he whispered, and walked off toward the bridge. “She’d know what to do.”

      Walking behind him, I tried to figure out his problem. He wanted to keep his settlements secret—away from the king of Irydia, but by doing that he risked remaining aloof—and as he said, devoid of any real tradesfolk barring those spat out by the forest. “Apachalants,” I shouted. “You need apachalants.”

      He stopped in his tracks and looked back at me. I carefully ran forward, the bridge swaying more with every hurried step.

      “You need apachalants. They’re like scouts—they scout for the king, but there’s probably more of them. You need Petroo.”

      “Petroo?” he asked. “I met an apachalant called Shrimp—he whipped my ass at everything—beat me up a few levels in each fighting skill. He was fast—I’ll give him that. I remember Aezal said something about them.”

      “Maybe that’s it? Maybe you have to look farther than Irydia. Maybe you have to look at the other lands—where Aezal comes from, or even Star—she said that not every Thameerian wants to fight with ShadowDancer.”

      Lincoln pointed to his wall and slouched. “Maybe I’ll just build that up and be done with it and hide behind it,” he grunted, but I knew that wasn’t the real him speaking. “Maybe my luck’s run out.” I looked at the wall, swearing it had grown since this morning, but knowing it probably hadn’t. “Trouble is,” Lincoln continued, “I need more of everything. Take stone masons—the bots are fine, but they just can’t…can’t finesse it. You tell them you want a wall and a wall you get. A mason though—he’ll see where a drain point is needed. He’ll spot a prime place for an arrowslit or an efficient spot for steps.”

      I looked along the bridge and saw Cronis and Jin waving us forward, and so I pulled Lincoln off the rope balustrade and tried to coax him out of his melancholy. “I think you’ve done more that you could have hoped for.”

      He laughed at that. “Don’t mind me—just feeling the pressure. I should have just stuck with Joan’s Creek and accepted I might be a bit short on lumber.”

      “Heck, you got your heroes.”

      Lincoln nodded toward Cronis. “Though they’re not quite what I was expecting…not quite your knights in shining armor, eh?”

      I was my turn to chuckle. “That they’re not.”

      As soon as they saw us coming, Jin and Cronis forged away. I didn’t know exactly what to expect—having never been on the roof of a hidden castle the size of a stubby skyscraper, but what I saw took my breath away. It was truly impossible.

      A quadrant of flat land spread out in front of me. It extended south until the sky took over—the buttress’s end then angled sharply toward me and along the gorge. Its curve was the ever-rising mountain and the sheer cliffs, crags, and the occasional split of a clinging wood or the shelf of a plateau, and I realized this place had been carved out of the mountain’s shoulder. Farms spread out in Lincoln-style uniformity, perhaps a dozen this side of a river that spilled over its southern edge. It was a vivid contrast of vibrant colors of crops, hedges, and even the red gravel roadway in front of us, and the drab grays and blacks of the mountain. It was peaceful; so very peaceful with just the odd chink of a hoe or the grate of a turning cartwheel.

      “When I first saw it,” Lincoln said. “I wondered how it could be possible, but then I brought Aezal up here, and he merely shrugged and told me there were stranger things in the land.”

      “I’ve seen a bridge to nowhere,” I replied. “And I’ve seen a castle with five keeps and a tower that reached up and near touched the sky. I’ve seen a star explode and a wall of tumbling, twisting, turning mists, but this still takes my breath away.”

      Ahead, Jin had commandeered a cart and was waving us forward. Cronis was already sitting on its front bench, his hood up against the cold breeze that was coming off the mountain. Lincoln and I got in the back and sat opposite each other, but I soon scooted around and looked across the farms and fields at the daunting mountain. It was like everything else was insignificant.

      Cronis was silent, his gaze fixed forward. He radiated anxiety, even trepidation, as if he truly dreaded what was to come. The cart crossed the small river, no more than a collection of streams from the mountain, and then turned and trundled up its bankside and straight toward the mountain itself. It was then I realized that the land wasn’t flat like I’d thought but tapered toward the sheer rock sides of the buttress.

      “Why no village?” I asked.

      Lincoln shrugged. “If we built even the smallest hamlet up here, the folk who tend the farms wouldn’t bother leaving. Then slowly, they’d be alienated from Sanctuary, start having their own customs, their own squabbles. Eventually, they’d resent the food they produced being swallowed by the warehouses below. Could cause a problem if war comes.”

      We arrived at the end of the fields, and Jin drew the cart to a halt. I got that same queasy feeling in my stomach that I’d had last time I’d been this close to the mountain—the feeling of insignificance and dread mixed together. I wondered what waited for me this time.

      Jin marched straight along the riverbank, picking out a path that weaved up and then became no more than stepping-stones in the falling streams. We gradually crossed it and came to a steep upward track, more than likely a goat trail—hopefully a goat trail. I wondered if there were any bears around. Definitely a goat trail, I reassured myself.

      “Tell me this is a goat trail,” I shouted back to Lincoln. He shrugged.

      “Never been up this way before.”

      It twisted into a rocky cleft, and I saw it led up to craggy cave.

      “Recognize anything, old man?” Jin asked, but Cronis just grunted in reply.

      “Stone is stone. There are places like this in every mountain.”

      “Not like this,” Jin pointed out, as he clambered onto a ledge just in front of the cave’s entrance. We all squashed onto it, reluctant to step inside its darkness. “Now,” Jin said. “If everything went to Sakina’s plan, Alexa should have the key to activate this little place.”

      “Eh?” I said.

      “Your sack? The glowstone?”

      “Sakina’s glowstone? I took that for Rioan—for him to remember her by.”

      “Rioan does not need a bauble to remember Sakina by. Give him the damn stone,” Cronis growled, clearly still ill at ease with what he suspected was to come.

      Taking out my sack, I thought of the glowstone, expecting it to just hover by my palm, but it rose out to head height, stopped there briefly, and then darted into the cave. A bright, pale blue light then erupted inside, washing us all in its brilliance as it spilled out.

      “There,” said Jin. “No going back now, old man.” He skipped aside to give Cronis a way into the cave.

      “I have enough trouble going forward,” Cronis muttered, and barged through.

      I looked at Lincoln, and he shrugged. It seemed to be his go-to reflex at the minute. Jin followed hot on Cronis’ heels. Hesitating, I took a breath and entered the place.

      Bathed in blue, it was like I’d imagine the inside of an igloo—without the ice. At its highest, I guessed it was twenty feet, and about the same wide. Its rock floor was a smooth, flat stone, and in its center, the glowsphere sat atop a simple pedestal that emerged from a craggy stone table. Walking up to it, I saw it had indents, pools in the rock that were glazed in what felt like a sheet of ice. Circling the table, I counted nine pools and looked at Lincoln, expecting a shrug. He, however, had his back turned to me, and was plunging his hand straight into the cave’s wall.

      “Some kind of hidden way here,” he said, and vanished into it as the stone swallowed him up.

      Cronis grunted, and followed. Jin was beaming from ear to ear. “So, Alexa, what do you think the table is?”

      I had no clue. I tried using my perception on it.

      
        
        You do not have the required skill level to identify this item.

      

      

      “Use your mind, not your skill. Me? I haven’t a clue. It looks relatively new though—this whole place does.” He too vanished through the wall.

      I lingered there for a while, tracing the edge of one of the pools, jerking my finger away and taking a sharp breath when I felt a mild tingle coming from it, like a warning bite. The air around me misted, and I noticed the temperature had dropped sharply. I crept toward the wall, reaching out but not feeling anything but…thicker air.

      Ducking through, I entered another stone chamber where the blue light was more subdued, as though it only just managed to filter through from the glowsphere. It appeared to be some kind of dwelling and had a stone shelf on one side that was the size of a single bed and small alcoves carved into the walls. Lincoln, Cronis, and Jin were all staring at the wall opposite me. It was then that I saw her.

      A shock of black hair cascaded around her pale face—full, distinct layers, glistening, glimmering—almost a shade of electric blue. Though captivating, it was her eyes I was truly drawn to. Sapphire irises stared out at me, with a kaleidoscope of deep, blazing silver and emerald flecks, surrounding wide midnight pupils. Heavy streaks of black paint fled from the corners of her eyes like smoke trails from a breeze-blown torch. She was magical, majestic, and I knew it was Poleyna’s image. The pale stone behind her began to darken until it looked like a starry night sky, and a silver aura framed her.

      “Cronis, my favorite son. Your time has come. The crimson mage must rise again. It is time to wake Starellion. It is time for Darwainic’s banner to fly true.”

      Cronis knelt and nodded.

      Her gaze swept the room and landed on Lincoln. “The Builder; your arrival at this auspicious moment is no coincidence. You are charged with a precious quest.”

      I saw Lincoln stiffen and knew he was assimilating it, understanding just what she’d charged him with. He remained silent for a moment but then said, “It will be done.”

      “Alexa Drey,” Poleyna said. “You already have your task, and have passed the first test. Your way is hard, and night will steal the day. The Thief will reveal himself, but you must be there, ready.”

      “How?” I asked. “How will I even know where The Thief will be?”

      She smiled briefly, like a mother would to a child. “Both of you will be linked soon. You will sense his presence as he will yours. Let him show you the way until you grasp it all. You must make your own footsteps from now on in, such is the nature of these things. Release the book to one that will better understand the ways of things but not before you’ve read of my world. I will grant you a boon that will aid you and The Thief.”

      I wanted to ask her so much but nodded, accepting her words and somehow understanding that her time was short. Poleyna then looked at Jin. “You know your path,” she told him, and then she faded until nothing but a pale gray wall was left.

      Lincoln spun around and marched out. I wondered what price he’d been asked to pay. Jin rushed out after him. Cronis turned to me. He indicated the stone slab, and I backed toward it and sat. He sat next to me, brought out his holding sack and the black book was soon in his hand.

      “Here,” he said, handing it to me. “It’s your task to find its rightful owner. In the meantime, it’ll automatically open to the page you need. You must understand all this. Once you’ve read it, you’ll be awarded the skill that will link you to The Thief. I’ll hold that in abeyance until your done—it’s quite the odd feeling.” He patted me on my knee. “I’ll see you back at the tavern—the one in Joan’s Creek.”

      I nodded, and Cronis left. Taking a deep breath, I opened the book.
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          Tall Ships

        

      

    

    
      We sat on a hillock, and we watched the mists crash down. Shylan was by my side, Sakina on the other, and Flip was leaning against a tree behind us. The roiling wall of gray, black, and white was truly impressive, fearsome, and impenetrable.

      "Now we are truly isolated," Shylan muttered, and those were the only words any of us said. Flip set camp, and we all retired to our tents. Sleep did not evade me; I’d seen worse, and it was only exile—only designed to return us to an age of barbarism. I soon dreamed, but it was the strangest dream I’d ever had.

      I was on a small hill, much like where we’d just witnessed the mists falling. An icy feeling, a touch, jerked me to consciousness within my dream, and I turned and saw Poleyna. She was wearing a gray cloak, its hood drawn over her billowing, black hair. Her skin was pale, far too pale, and black paint radiated from her eyes in wisps of darkness. She’d stained her lips black too. It was like her whole self was in mourning. She turned to me with a nervous look and then lowered her eyes.

      The air around me grew blisteringly hot. Wind howled through me, buffeting me, scorching my skin. I heard a cracking, a hideous groaning, and understood the very rock we were sitting on was splitting apart. Barely audible, she whispered, "I’m sorry."

      The hot wind whipped around me like a maelstrom of searing destruction and sweat ran riot all over me. I felt my robe fragment, just give up as the heat disintegrated it, but was I was helpless. I could do nothing. Poleyna smiled as she looked out at the destruction around us.

      "This is my world," she said, her voice, husky. "It is dying, well, it’s dead. The atmosphere is gone, and soon the sun will explode. It was my city, those were beautiful marbled buildings, academies, museums, and my streets were filled with artisans. Screams now fill those halls, those streets, where once poems were recited. Scholars die, progress stops, and everything ends. It stops now. Cronis. I tell you this, I was against coming to your world. I decided to die here, but my brothers and sisters fled, and now they have meddled in your world. So I’ve left all my children here…to die, yet I can’t die with them. I must help you."

      She fell silent. The wind cooled. Poleyna raised her hand and swiped at a new scene. A bright blue sky dotted with fluffy, white clouds. Birds nattered in the air, ensconced in the day’s gossip. Trees creaked as they reached for the sun’s warm rays, and below, the bustle of a big city floated to my ears. Laughter, dispute, and study filled the air. I saw tall ships docking, and others riding white-crested waves. I felt the anger of a betrayed spouse, the joy of a newfound love, and I sensed despair and then elation. Above all else, I smelled an alluring aroma, that of vitality, that of life, but then Poleyna swiped her hand and drew another scene.

      I saw death, evil, greed, avarice, betrayal, duplicity, gluttony, pride, and so much more. It was as if my worst fears were laid bare before me. Roiling red demons, faces twisted in anger, blood, guts, and death. Poleyna turned to me.

      “Meet my family.”
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        * * *

      

      I closed the book, horrified, and set it aside. Taking a moment, I tried to calm my racing heart. Was this what it was all about? Did Pique represent our Earth…what we’d done to it? Why else was I being shown these things? Hadn’t Lincoln once told me that the whole point of this game was to teach us what we needed for our future lives? Was it teaching us how to avoid destroying the next planet we were settling? I slumped forward, my head in my hands, knowing I was missing some piece of the puzzle.

      Then my head began to pulse. It was faint at first like a heartbeat in my mind, but it grew until it was a splitting headache, and then it grew again until I slumped on the floor, writhing in pain, clenching my skull to stop my head splitting in two. I kicked out. I screamed, howled in pain as the spears lanced my mind. It was like someone was stitching something into my brain.

      
        
        Danger! Your health is plummeting!

      

      

      I felt my mind begin to shut down, and my vision blanked to a deep, deep blue. The pain slowly faded away, like water dripping through cupped hands. I swam in that blue, at peace for a moment. Florescent yellow letters swirled around me, and I saw the blue lighten as though I was reaching its surface. That surface began to ripple with silver diamonds. A shadow fell over it, and I thought I recognized Shylan, his long hair draping toward me. Just as I was about to reach the surface, I sank deeper. Shylan receded, the diamonds grew smaller, and the golden letters became regimented like lines of code until they floated up and away from me. I plummeted farther, and the blue became black.

      “What the hell was that?” I muttered to myself. I was lying on the chamber’s cold, stone floor. I knew right away that something had altered, that The Thief was inside my head. A prompt came up in my mind’s eye.

      
        
        You have a new map filed under the navigation menu. Do you wish to access it? Y/N

      

      

      I chose yes.

      A small map appeared in my mind. I could clearly see the castle, the gorge, and beyond the volcano shape of Lincoln’s vale. A small green blip pulsed over the castle. I assumed it represented me. Zooming out, I saw the thick belt of treacherous forest that surrounded us. I saw its cuts, its sharp valleys, and then its rolling hills. Roaming farther, I came to the southernmost edge of the trees and to rolling downs, but there the map ended. I tried moving farther away from it—if that makes sense—as if I was scrolling out with my mind.

      My map was circular, and its extension was the surrounding ten miles, judging by a luminous, green scale line that ran both horizontally and vertically, much like a rifle’s crosshairs.

      
        
        Congratulations, you have opened up the skill Navigation. You are level 1. As you increase your levels, so the range and detail of your map will increase. Your current range is 10 miles. Your detail is terrible. You have 1 active target allocation spot and three passive target allocation spots. The active target allocation spot is filled. Do you wish to track your target? Y/N

      

      

      Naturally, I chose yes. A small red arrow blinked into existence. It pointed west-northwest. I sat up. At least I had a clue how I’d find this thief. I took a deep breath.

      Hovering my hand over my sack, I inspected its contents—not a hint of food or water. If there was a skill for not being prepared, I’d be level 100 at the least. Running my fingers through my hair, I let it slump down, pulling the bangs over my eyes. “Alexa, you best get cracking,” I muttered to no one, dropped the book in my sack, and jumped up.

      It took me until dusk to get to the bridge, and night had fallen by the time I’d made my way through the tunnel and into Lincoln’s vale. While I had a fair idea where Joan’s Creek was, I decided to test something. Pulling my new map up, I zoomed in on its circular rock formation and saw my little green blip. I tried thinking about Joan’s Creek, hoping that it would come up on the map, but nothing changed, so I said “Lincoln Hart.”

      
        
        No active target slots available. Reach level 5 to accommodate 2 targets.

      

      

      I thought about dismissing the other target, but didn’t want to risk losing The Thief forever. Zooming in a little farther, until my blip was on the map’s westernmost periphery, I clearly saw the lake. Smiling, I headed toward it.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have reached level 2 navigation. Your effective radius is now 15 miles. Your map detail is poor.

      

      

      The map blurred and then sharpened, and the river that fed and drained the lake appeared, plus a sole building marked forge. I tried to think back to when I’d seen Lincoln’s city stats. Wasn’t Joan’s Creek’s forge its highest-level building? I certainly remembered it as so; I remembered thinking that only a practical building like a forge would take priority in Lincoln’s village. So, Thumptwist was getting his forge upgraded to level 8. Assuming that had either happened or was still in the process of happening, my current skill level could only plot level 7 or 8 buildings, forests as lumps of green, mountains and rivers, and lakes. A good enough start and kinda useful too. I was a little put out that that my companions had just left me in the cave, and as I marched along, I began to wonder why.

      Sure, Lincoln had looked a little…broken, by whatever quest Poleyna had given him, and Cronis had his own issues whenever Poleyna was mentioned, let alone manifested herself in front of him—but leaving me alone? A little harsh, I thought. Then again, I had to stand on my own two feet…eventually—hadn’t Poleyna told me that, in a roundabout way? My night vision had kicked in, and my running skill needed some attention—my progress having been recently set to zero by my unavoidable deaths—and so I ran all the way back to Joan’s Creek, and for once, without incident.

      I started to cross the bridge, but stopped halfway across. Lincoln was sitting with his back to the fire pit. He was grinning from ear to ear. He held up a mug of ale.

      “I think a celebration is in order.”

      I wanted to be angry at him for leaving me, but something told me they had done it on purpose.

      “What’s going on?”

      He patted the stone next to him. I marched over and sat.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Jin,” Lincoln replied as if that was explanation enough. “He said you needed to figure out a new skill, so it would be best to leave you to it.”

      I took a slurp on my ale. It tasted like pure nectar. It was…forgiveness in a mug, but he had to earn it. “He’s an odd one, that elf, an odd one.”

      “Certainly was strange the way he seemed to know exactly what was going on.”

      Thinking back, he had taken us there, and he’d known exactly who to take, so it was a shrewd bet that he’d known what was going to happen.

      “How did he explain that?”

      “Said he’d had a vision, that he was led to the cave a few days ago. He said that he was asked to bring us three there. What I can’t work out is, why you? I was charged with putting a team together to clear the castle of all the traps, illusions and monsters that guard a particular prize. I was charged with making the way for Cronis to reanimate Starellion. But…” He scratched his chin, looking up at the stars.

      “But what?”

      “There were strict criteria. Firstly, no you… Don’t get me wrong, it didn’t actually state no you, just no other travelers like us.”

      “What?” I cried. He coaxed my mug to my mouth.

      “Drink it down. You can’t be in the thick of everything. Next, no Shylan, but I can take the other one—the one that retrieved all the silver bars from the mountain.”

      “Flip,” I muttered…the sneaky so and so; he’d robbed the cell’s bars.

      “Cronis must attend, but is not allowed to interfere in any way other than to interpolate the situation—that was bolded in my instruction. I’m allowed six other folk with me and must take the gnome. All very odd. I’ve never known a quest with such specific instructions.”

      “So, who are you going to take?”

      “Aezal, he’s a shoo-in, and the two dwarves—Ozmic and Grimble—who've been with me from the start.”

      “Jin?”

      Lincoln nodded. “He seems linked to the place. Then there’s Crags; clearly he’s a must, and that just leaves one.”

      “And you can’t make up your mind, so you’re sitting out here mulling.” I huffed. “I thought you were out here waiting for me.” I slapped his leg. “I’m easily offended, you know.”

      He grinned at first, but then his mood darkened. “Glenwyth,” he muttered. “I thought of her—she’s gaining levels in just about every type of combat possible. She’s even training with Jin right now.”

      “Then why don’t you ask her?”

      “That’s the problem. It’ll take me a few weeks to get me fighting fit for this quest I’ve been handed. I really don’t fancy dying over and over, and though Aezal’s been training me most days, I want to hone a few skills first.”

      “So…” I said, and left it hanging, sensing he wanted to tell me something but was having trouble spitting it out.

      He stood, walked up to the bridge, turned, then marched straight back to me. “It’s Glenwyth. She thinks her destiny lies with you.”

      “Me?” I gasped. “Why me? It doesn’t make any sense. She’s…she’s happy here with you, why does she want to come with me?”

      Lincoln offered me his hand and pulled me up. “She told me a while before you came that her destiny lies somewhere else. A feeling, some niggling thought, I don’t know, but I think she’s set on it. By the way, the shaman is up and around, though still very weak.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Sure you don’t want to hang out in the tavern for a while? Let loose?”

      I pulled Lincoln close and steered him toward the path that led along the river. “It must be past midnight. I’ve walked half the vale and some today. I think I’ll pass on the partying.”

      “Tell you what, I’ll go get some food from the feasting hall and meet you there. How about that?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer and veered off toward the newly improved hall. I ambled along, enjoying the peace of the moonlight, savoring the sweet scents on the air. When Lincoln’s cabin came into view, I spied Krakus and Aezal, the Atreman, sitting on a pair of chairs on its deck.

      “Ah,” Krakus said, hailing me. “If it isn’t our new resident crafter, and a cap of 5. Very impressive.”

      Aezal stood offering me his chair, and when I hesitated, he told me he’d been with the shaman all day and had a few things to do.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      “Me?” the shaman responded, as soon as we were alone. “I was about to ask you the same question. From what I’ve heard, you’ve learned simple crafting today, a few spells, and met a god. I’ve just been sitting here recouping. To answer…” He pulled his robe open, and I saw the angry skin on his chest. “It still looks bad, but not as bad as it was. I’ve been doing everything to increase my health—resting, potions, eating, the lot. I’ve a way to go, but I can stand the next treatment.” He gazed at me through his wiry eyebrows. “If you’re up for it. I need it done. I’ve decided my fate lays with your party.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “With us?”

      “You are all headed out from here, and while I’d love to stay and rest a while, when you’ve been locked up in the same place for as many years as I have, a change is quite welcome. So, do you mind? The poultices?”

      “I’ll find Glenwyth,” I replied.

      “No, go seek the ingredients yourself—use your perception. Creep around as quietly as you can. Use your stealth and then make the poultices. Alexa, you’ve been denying your skills. Sure, you’ve gained a whole load of XP by completing quests, and levels are great, a measure of your worth, but they’re just that, a façade. Skills are your foundation; never forget that.”

      I quickly looked at my stat sheet.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 15,000.

        Level: 8. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 500/500 Energy: 170/170

        Mana: 260/260 Shadow Mana: 0/750

        HP Regen: 50/Min EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 19/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5), Intelligence: (26, 0), Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8), Luck: (7, 5), Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Running: (6, 22, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 0, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Magic: (5, 10, 0, ∞), Concealment: (5, 0, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 64, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 12, 0, 25), Spell Casting: (2, 0, 0, ∞), Close-Q-fighting: (5, 0, 0, 25), Archery: (7, 22, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (7, 10, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (7, 5, 0, 60), Horseriding: (3, 0, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,8,0,14), Stealth: (1,0,0,22), Rope law: (1,0,0,4), Crafting: (3,18,0,5)

      

      

      
        
        Healing tree: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Poultices and potions: (3, 22, 24)

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquest: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. Status: Complete.

        Subquest: Catch a thief. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t look at where you are,” Krakus said, softly. “Look at where you could be. Take your running, for instance. Level 6 for a human isn’t bad, but its only halfway to what you could be. Bring them up to their maximum, Alexa. Trust me, the path you’re traveling down will demand it.”

      I stood and told him I’d go and fetch the ingredients for the poultices. After everything that had happened today, I was just looking forward to taking a break, to eating and drinking with Lincoln, and not creeping around a woods looking for stuff. Stuff, what the hell were those ingredients called? As I thought that, a green dot started blinking in my mind’s eye. I accepted it, and a list of the ingredients came down.

      Briar milk was the first on the list. I decided to look for that first.

      
        
        Do you wish to add briar milk to your passive target allocation? Y/N

      

      

      Eh? I thought. So, The Thief was active, because he moved, and the plant was passive because… I selected Y. My map appeared in my mind’s eye, and I saw a tiny splodge of glowing green on it. Zooming in, the spot expanded and broke up into dozens of tiny spots all spread throughout the vale’s forests. Zooming in even farther, until I could see only a few hundred yards around me, I saw two clusters still glowing green—briar milk, so far so good. I cycled back, remembering that I had more than one passive spot on the map. I added glowwort and sour pea. The glowwort showed up all over the place, pulsing blue, as it did naturally, but only one cluster of sour pea pulsed yellow. Fine, that was all three passive spots filled. I strode off for the first bit of glowwort, then checked and began to creep, placing my feet so I made no sound.

      As I approached the clump of glowwort, I dropped the map down and cast my perception at it. Confirming what I already knew, I chopped a sizeable lump from the tree bark and dropped it into my sack. I removed glowwort from its passive target spot and added lump moss in its place. Like sour pea, only one cluster showed up, but this one in a long line. The sour pea was closest, and so I crept off after that. I used my perception on near enough everything I passed, and I moved like a ninja to up my stealth. I watched my stats for each crawl up.

      Soon, all I had left was the lump moss. According to the map, the line of it was due east of where I was and deeper into the woods. Silently moving through the midnight trees, I tried to control my breathing so that it kept time with my paces. Breathe in, move, breathe out, set foot down, in, move, out, down, and soon I found a rythym, though it was in no way second nature.

      
        
        Congratulations! You move like a very small elephant! You have now reached level 2 stealth.

      

      

      Well, the move from a level 1 to 2 was never a huge task, but I decided that Krakus was right. I’d been dragged along these paths, these quests, these journeys, and I’d forgotten the basest part of the game. True, I’d leveled up my fighting skills with Flip, but the rest were lagging behind.

      I came to a rocky outcrop, oddly flat, worn, and heard the chime of a brook close by. I saw a cave at its end, a hollow in a stacked rock that looked more like a dwelling than a natural fissure. Creeping toward it, I hesitated when I was just outside it, suddenly nervous about going in. Then I felt the cold, sharp, point of a knife as it was pressed into the nape of my neck. The stink of ale enveloped me like a cloud.

      “Looking for something, or someone?” Jin’s voice hissed.

      I took a breath. “Lump moss.”

      The knife point pressed in harder, but soon softened, and then vanished entirely. His laughter rang out. “Of all the things that I thought you might say… I wondered if you’d plead for your life or spin and try and swipe the blade—but lump moss? Certainly not that. There’s a whole shelf of it running along the riverbank. Here, I’ll show you.”

      Then I did spin and glared at him. “What? You scared the life out of me.”

      “You were about to go into my cave.”

      “How the hell would I have known it was your cave?”

      Jin shrugged. “Is it yours?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then it would be reasonable to expect it to be someone’s, so it begs a question.”

      “What question?”

      “Why is your sword sheathed? Are you so careless with your life because you have countless?”

      I said nothing, just brushed past him and headed to the bank. “What do you people want from me?” I shouted. “I do my part. I fight. I train. I practice. What else is there? I can’t do everything. I can’t be good at everything. It’s just impossible!”

      He laughed at me. “Go on then, spit it out. What did I say to Cronis? ‘Why should she care about our world?’ That’s what I said.”

      I spun around, my teeth gritted, my stomach clenched in anger. Of all the insults he could throw at me, that was the worst. That was the worst because it was exactly what I wondered. I drew my sword. A staff appeared in his hand.

      “So,” he hissed, crouching, ready. “You really don’t value your life.” He jumped toward me, roaring defiance. “Go on, try it. A sword should chop this thing in two.”

      I lunged forward, but feinted and drew back my strike. Then I circled, feinted, and circled some more. Crouching, I searched out an opening. He was holding his staff diagonally across his body. His eyes followed my every move. I jinked one way, then the other, repeating, searching out common reactions—ones I could anticipate. He began nodding, smiling, and I knew he was anticipating my moves. But I’d seen something, repetition; he moved the tip of his staff up to his left with each feint.

      I lunged, pulled back, saw the gap coming, and struck. A cross strike aimed to exploit that minutest of gaps, but his staff blurred, and it came down on my outstretched blade clattering it onto the stone. As I looked up, his staff was already nestled under my chin.

      “The lump moss?” he said. “It’s over there.” He turned, walked into his cave and left me standing outside.

      I wanted to go in there, wanted to confront him, but knew that his words rang true, as did Krakus's. Why were they all suddenly coaxing me to up my skills swiftly? What had changed?

      I crept over to the bank, cast my perception over the lump moss and took the few percent progress I got for it. Dumping it in my sack, I crept past Jin’s hideout and then all the way back to the lake to Lincoln’s cabin.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have utilized passive targeting. You are now level 3 Navigation.

      

      

      Well, that was something, I thought, and then checked my stealth—fifty percent of the way to 3 too. I wished I had longer in Joan’s Creek, longer to prepare for whatever waited for me, but somehow I knew that however long I had, it wouldn’t be enough.
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          The Color Of Magic

        

      

    

    
      Jack looked up from his desk. “Ah, Alexa, shame you weren’t a few moments earlier, Robert has just gone to fetch some honeyed tea from the tavern.” He creased his forehead and drummed his fingers on the desktop. “I’ll send him back for another when he gets back.”

      I looked around the workshop, eager to spy my clothes and boots and get out of there. It wasn’t that the place gave me the creeps, more that it made me feel tiny…insignificant. From Jack’s ensuing look, my quick exit was the last thing on his mind. He indicated the chair opposite his desk.

      “Crafting,” he announced as though hailing a king. “Though your maximum level is a feeble 5, don’t discount it. You already know how to reduce some base components into their raw parts—simple things like leather, hemp, and the like, and that may well be useful to you in performing running repairs to your armor, though…it’s a waste.” He raised his hand and wagged his finger at me. “But I think I’ve come up with something useful to you. Do you have the skill Herbalism?”

      “No.”

      He tapped his still outstretched finger on his lips. “Alchemy?”

      I paused a moment, double-checking. Krakus was right, I had a bucketload of feeble skills, but not alchemy.

      “No.”

      He huffed. “You’re not making this particularly easy, are you?”

      “I can find fungi and mosses and the like using my navigation.”

      His jaw dropped. “You’ve got Navigation? I’ve always wanted that. You can find anything with that—if it’s there, of course. You can’t find… Never mind.” He waved his hands as if dismissing his own confusion. “Look, let’s assume you’re in some dire situation or another—like you seem prone to get into, and your health has taken a pounding. How useful would it be to be able to make a health potion or two?”

      Now he had my full attention. “Go on.”

      “Well, with the right ingredients and the necessary crafting, you can make health potions, potions that top up your mana, boost your strength—that kind of thing. But…”

      “But?” I didn’t like but at all. I liked able, not but.

      “But you need herbalism to be able to track down the ingredients. Sure, you’re perception will tell you what plants are, and may even give you a hint of what they’re about, but herbalism will give you the lot.”

      “And alchemy?”

      He smiled. “Ah, that, well… Alchemy is the cheat. Say you need a sprig of bragger bane—it’s a chubby, walnut-colored root, and say you need bragger bane for making a mana infusion.”

      “Then I pop bragger bane in one of my navigation passive target slots, and off I go,” I said, all proud.

      “What if it comes up blank?”

      “Then I’m scre—”

      “Not quite. With alchemy you’d be able to query bragger bane, and it would tell you that a two-to-one mixture of oak bark and shill mushrooms would give you a mixture with all the same properties.”

      “All righty,” I said, getting quite excited about this newly to-be acquired knowledge. “So, where do I get herbalism?”

      “From someone adept at it… Really, for someone who’s in the thick of things, you can be a little…ignorant, yes that’s the word, ignorant of what’s going on.”

      “I got put in the thick of it fairly quickly. So, can you show me how to make them, and then I’ll sort out the herbalism and alchemy later?”

      The door opened, and Robert walked in, teas in hand. He dumped them down in front of us, huffed and stomped out, presumably to get another.

      “He hates crafting,” Jack said. “I’m sure of it. Did you see the way he just spun around and left? Any excuse, Alexa, any excuse at all. The problem is, the forge is next door—the brand new level 8 forge. I’ll be honest with you, making swords and double-headed axes interests a child far more than crafting a tunic.”

      I couldn’t imagine why. “Really?”

      Jack gave me a long stare.

      “So, to the benches.” He picked up his mug of tea.

      Sitting next to him, I watched as he took down a bunch of jars and pots from the shelves above, slid over a mixing bowl and jug of water. “Now,” he said. “First things first. Sacks of holding are a fantastic invention, and saves you hauling stuff all around the place, but imagine this: you're down to your last 10 health, your energy’s running low, and your…I dunno…hanging from a cliff?”

      “Then I really would be screwed.”

      He cleared his throat. “Whatever that means, but yes, let’s say that. How are you supposed to take out your sack, hover your hand over it, grab hold of a vial, unstopper it, then drink it?”

      I didn’t answer—I doubted he needed one, as the scenario was too well thought out. He waited patiently, so I relented.

      “You can’t,” I muttered.

      “No!” he shouted, snapping his fingers. “That’s where my cane tubes come it.”

      “Cane tubes?”

      He reached under the bench and brought out a bullet belt—at least that’s what it looked like—except the bullets were five-inch cane tubes stoppered and nestled in their looped cloth.

      “Now,” he said, “imagine that scenario again.” He winked at me.

      I was impressed, no doubt about it. The strange crafting man had my interest. He laid the belt out on the table.

      “This is a forty-eight-potion belt. I would suggest you spread the potions out between health, energy, strength, wisdom—for mana regen, and intelligence for your mana pool. I would have a number of pure mana blends, for instant refills, and that gives you eight of each, but I would suggest seven, and use the eighth slot for an anti-potion.”

      “An anti-potion?”

      “A strength-draining potion, energy-draining one, and so on, and so forth. Then, if someone steals it, they’ll have a few surprises in store.”

      “Or poison,” I said. “We could put six tubes of poison in it and just kill them.”

      Jack shook his head. “No experience in the land—none at all,” he sighed. “There’s no such thing as a universal poison. What might kill a paladin may well enhance the eyesight of a dwarf. So you see, you might inadvertently give your enemy an advantage. Nope, you need to attack their attributes to be sure of success.”

      “Good to know.”

      I slid out one of the tubes. It resembled a piece of bamboo. Its bottom was plugged with a tan-colored resin that looked like the bamboo had been crafted over, and the top had a small rubber-like bung with its top colored green.

      “Green?” I appeared to be limiting my words to the bare minimum, but Jack seemed to like talking, so I didn’t attempt to show any more interest. I did want one of the belts though…

      “My coding. Green is for health, blue is energy, yellow for mana. Black is mana regen, silver is to increase its pool, and brown is for strength. Now, let’s make a potion.”

      He took the tube back from me and slid it into its loop on the belt. “There,” he said, and set it aside.

      “Let’s make a quick mana solution. What do you think you’d need?”

      Assuming a mana plant wasn’t the correct answer, I chose…nope that was all I had. “A plant with loads of mana in it?”

      His laughter told me I wasn’t even close. “Nope, you need something that can absorb mana. Now, if you had your herbalism skill leveled up, you’d wonder what plant you were looking for, and it would list a number: papyrus grass, aralia leaf, certain types of seaweed or coconut husks, and if you had your alchemy, well, it would tell you three-to-one licorice root to butter heather would give you the same qualities. I have some aralia leaf—let’s use that.”

      He opened a jar, pinched some dry, brown leaf out and popped it into the jug.

      “So, the leaf attracts the mana, once we pop it in there, and we need…” He swept his finger along the jars… “Rogue heather to keep the suspension from degrading.”

      He added a bit of water, then told me to stir it all together while reducing it to its basest parts with the desperification method. Soon, I had a thin, olive green mixture.

      “Now, add your mana like you did with the tunic.” He coughed again. “I’m not quite sure how it’ll work with…the you know…”

      “Shadow mana,” I said, but he ignored it.

      Focusing, I began to stir the mixture, imagining my mana infusing it. I felt a tingling at the back of my mind—a hint of power that glided out of me like a wisp of silver smoke—and I somehow knew that both manas were working in harmony, that the shadow mana and the ordinary mana now had some kind of understanding. I knew my magic was gray, and I’d read about that before.

      
        
        “I was mesmerized with Sakina’s eyes, so innocent in learning yet distant in time. I admit I fell in love with the gray—the divided color. Steel in one instant that then altered to an enchanting blue in the next. It came as little surprise to me that her magic was of those colors as though it was destined her talent could be turned either way.”

      

      

      My magic was gray—the same as Sakina’s. It poured into the mixture until the liquid became like quicksilver. Jack lofted his eyebrows.

      
        
        Congratulations! You show great promise. You have crafted your first mana-infused potion. You have leveled up. You are now crafting, level 4.

      

      

      One level to go until I’m done with it, I thought, but was secretly pleased by the skill advancement. I also noticed that my poultice and potions skill had jumped a load of progress percent points—that had leveled last night too—when I’d made Krakus’s healing potions.

      Jack poured the potion into a half-dozen tubes, colored the top half silver and half black and replaced one of the yellow-topped ones.

      “Your one is…more suited to you than my mixture, shall we say.” He slid the belt away again. “There’s one more thing that I can teach you and that concerns metals and...weapons? There are a number of things you can do to enhance simple weapons. Have you got any? Your sword certainly can’t be classed as normal, nor your staff. Do you have anything else?”

      I thought about bringing out the Black Knight’s dagger, but decided it wasn’t worth the dirty look that was bound to follow.

      “Nope, they all seem to have their own…uniqueness.”

      Jack appeared to accept that and reached across me picking up a dull copper knife. “Have this,” he said. “I used it to mold a knife holster in your boot.”

      Neat, I thought. He handed me the knife, and I turned it over and over. It was dull, lifeless, and had no stats of any kind. “So, what can we do with it?”

      “You? Alas, not a vast amount. You’d need crafting level 10 to be able to imbue any kind of stat into the metal, but you can manipulate it. So...” And he took the knife back, drawing it across the wooden countertop. “See? See how blunt it is. Now, let’s say you’re…”

      “Hanging off my cliff?”

      He laughed, and I knew that was a rare thing.

      I took a sip of my cool honeyed tea. “No cliff?”

      “No cliff, but this is important. Say you’re in some sticky situation and all you have with you is this blunt knife. How can crafting help you?” He ran two fingers along the knife’s blade. “Remember I told you that you could manipulate certain types of metal at level 3. Well, that was a simplification. You can manipulate copper or lead, gold or silver quite a lot—because they’re soft metals. Titanium and scarletite…hardly at all—too tough. A little bit more with every level, though.”

      “So how does it help me?”

      He handed the knife back to me. “Run your fingers along the blade and imagine it becoming sharp, imagine a fine edge running all the way to its point.”

      I did just that, staring at it, willing it like he’d taught.

      “Ouch!” I said, as I felt it slice into my thumb. Looking down, I saw my scarlet blood run along its edge. I cursed, and ran my bloodied thumb back along the blade, trying to clean it off, but the blood appeared to leach into the metal forming blackened veins that ran like cracks of ice throughout the knife. The blade twinkled in the light that spilled through the front windows, and I saw it was as sharp as a razor. “Like that?” I said.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have mixed the iron in your blood and copper to produce a master alloy. You have opened the skill Alchemy. You are a level 1 Alchemist.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have reached your limit in the skill Crafting. You are level 5.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have reached your potential in one skill. The land awards you 500 XP.

      

      

      “Well, that’s one way to open the skill up,” said Jack, looking clearly uncomfortable. “Now, I have your clothes and boots all ready, and I want you to have the belt.”

      “No, I couldn’t… I haven’t the gold for—”

      He raised his hand and cut off my protestations. “Nonsense. You received no payment for the scarletite and asked for none—unlike that man who tried to sell me all the silver bars for an exorbitant price, I might add. No, you can have it all, and some spare tubes too. Consider us even.”

      I wondered if he wasn’t just a little scared of me but accepted the tubes as he gave them to me, stashed my repaired and modified tunic and boots in my sack and thanked him for helping me. Just as I’d reached the door and was about to leave, he called me back.

      “Alexa, just because you’re only level 5 and because crafting can’t move mountains, doesn’t go off with a bang, and isn’t a two-handled ax, don’t discount it in your hour of need—sometimes it’s the insignificant things that count, and sometimes they’ll get overlooked by your enemy.”

      I bit my lip, let his words sink in and then left.

      Robert was in the forge with Thumptwist. There was no doubt about it; it was a much more interesting place to be. His little face was beaming as Thumptwist poured molten scarletite into an ingot mold. Thumptwist grinned a big fat dwarven grin when he saw me.

      “Ho Alexa! Hold there, I have something for you.”

      I didn’t need a second invitation to go in. The heat from the huge open hearth spread a glow across my cheeks, its orange glare making me narrow my eyes. Not surprisingly, it smelled of burnt metal, of iron shavings, of sweat and toil. Thumptwist was wearing a heavy-looking leather apron, with leather gauntlets that covered his bare arms up to his elbows. The ladle he was holding looked tiny in proportion, like a soup spoon.

      “I’ve smelted it all—this is the last, though how, while all the chaos was going on, I’ll never know. Nearly melted down those copper bots. I despise having little things underfoot—tiny crafters are okay though.” He grinned down at Robert.

      I doubted I would ever get used to dwarves, they were so powerful—like a bunch of pounding fists packed into a body. They could be grumpy, cheery, lazy, and relentless. It struck me that I hadn’t seen a dwarven woman—not once. Not in the underground city, and now, not here. Weird, I thought, and elected to ask Lincoln about it later.

      “That amount of scarletite you handed over was worth about four thousand gold—you should get Lincoln to write you a note, if he can’t afford it.”

      “Four? Really? That much?” Not that I would take Lincoln’s money, but four thousand…

      “Did Jack repair your boots and tunic?”

      I nodded, looking around. For a newly upgraded place, it was already a mess. A huge iron anvil took pride of place in its center. It resembled a blunted bull’s head, and I dumped myself down on it. Then I saw his workbench, all pitted, singed, and scarred. Among the chaos, a long leather belt, about three feet long and a foot high was laid out. I could see the tips of a half-dozen silvery-pink tools sticking out, much like a surgeon’s instrument pouch.

      Robert picked up the ingot mold that Thumptwist had filled, with a huge pair of tongs, and carefully walked over to the bench, setting it down without spilling a drop. He glanced at me, a look of victory crossing his expression.

      “I can’t see why I can’t be a smith and a crafter,” he said, and Thumptwist laughed with obvious derision.

      “You can be whatever you want to be,” I told him, and the boy smiled from ear to ear and ran out.

      Thumptwist turned and faced me. “You shouldn’t fill the boy’s head with dreams. He’ll be a crafter, his father’s a crafter, and so he’ll be one too.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Why what?”

      “Why can’t he be both? I keep getting told you can only be good at one thing, but why not both?”

      Thumptwist grinned and looked like he was about to give me a lecture about it, when his brow suddenly furrowed. He shrugged. “Because you can’t,” he said, and turned to the leather belt.

      “This is for you. Now, I know it’s no magical sword, like the one yer wearin’, and I know it is no dwarven, fiberstone staff, but it could be more useful than both.”

      He waved me over, and as soon as I was standing beside him, he pulled the first item out of its pocket.

      “Scarletite grapple hook,” he proudly stated, and pulled each of the first hooks out from its main shaft and locked them into position with a click. Flipping it around, he pointed to the ring on the other end. “You need to up yer rope law as it’s only as good as the knot.”

      “I need to up a few things,” I muttered. He clicked it all back flat and tucked it back into its pouch bringing out the meanest-looking serrated knife I’d ever seen.

      “This one’s not fer stabbin’. It’ll chop up most everythin’, it’ll fell a small tree—but I got something more suited to that if yer’ll just hold on.” He huffed, I wondered what I’d done. Dwarves were odd. Thumptwist cleared his throat and carried on. “It’ll cut most things. Use it fer skinning and stuff, not throwing or sparrin’. Got it?”

      “Knife, not stabby, stabby, more saw and skin,” I replied.

      He tucked the knife back in.

      “Now this little fella is a saw.” He slipped out the smallest saw I’d ever seen—like a little hacksaw without the hollow bit. “It’ll cut metal, wood at a push, but not really suited to it. Reckon that bloke that sold me the silver bars has got one, but not as good as this one.” He winked and smiled at me.

      “Picklocks,” he said, drawing out a smaller pouch. “Strong enough to open the largest of locks, although you’ll need…”

      “The skill,” I sighed. He nodded.

      “And last but not least, these pair of beauties—these are my favorite. Never underestimate the uses of the hatchet. These are a pair of hunters' axes. I won’t need to tell you what they’re used for, you’ll find many a use yerself, but if you ever need to clear a path through thick undergrowth.” He winked. “Don’t ever use that pretty sword of yours.”

      He rolled the roll up and presented it to me. “Rope law and lock-picking.”

      I didn’t even protest. I wanted them all, especially the axes.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “My pleasure,” Thumptwist said, beaming.

      I jumped up off the anvil, stowing the pouch in my sack, and planted a big kiss on his sweaty cheek. Just as I left, I shouted, “What’s steel made of?”

      “Iron and carbon,” he called back.

      “Two things combining to make something better, something stronger. You sure about Robert?”

      I glanced around to see him deep in thought, then skipped out. So far, the day had gone well. That worried me a bit. The quiet mornings were usually a prelude to mayhem, and I was still tired after last night. There were times when I’d thought the night wouldn’t ever end.

      After my encounter with Jin, I’d run back to Lincoln’s cabin and woken Krakus who’d fallen asleep on the stoop. I’d helped him in and onto the bed and then mixed up the healing potions like I had the night before, and applied them exactly as Glenwyth had shown me.

      The shaman had been quite quiet throughout, only gasping and grimacing with the pain of the treatment. It was as I’d applied the last potion—the sour pea and jaspur leaf—that he started to become incoherent and muttered one name over and over. It was a name I’d never heard before—Draylane. It was like he was trying to resist something, like he was having some kind of mental battle, and he just moaned and moaned. Then his eyes burst open, and he barked, “The Thief is in danger!” Then they snapped back shut, and he appeared to sink into unconsciousness.

      Straight after, I’d slumped and slept. My own skill of sleep-like-a-log-anywhere-anytime, kicking in, and I forgot all about the shaman’s words right up until that point. Walking between the forge and the tavern, they came rushing back to me. Who was Draylane, and why was The Thief in trouble? I veered away from the tavern and instead walked back toward Lincoln’s, stopping by the feasting hall and grabbing enough food for a few—I was starving.

      Krakus was back out on the stoop. Glenwyth was by his side. I skipped up, laid the food, begrudgingly.

      “Who’s Draylane?” I asked, without preamble.

      He froze as if that name had caused his heart to stop and then looked out over the lake, focusing on some distant point. “A voice in my head,” he said. “Draylane was my only other companion these last few years—just him and the demon.”

      “Someone was imprisoned with you?”

      He shook his head. “In there, no, not in there.” He tapped his temple. “In here. Somehow he found me, how, I haven’t a clue. I got the sense he wasn’t close but not too far either.”

      “What is he?”

      “What? Like elf, dwarf, that sort of thing? I have no idea. I only saw his mind, a text, and a blue-painted clay plate with a candle stuck in the middle. It was like the text joined us—like it was some kind of conduit or spell—but I couldn’t fathom too much about him.”

      “Why?”

      Krakus turned to me. He looked drawn, his almost healthy glow from yesterday gone. “I can’t tell because Draylane is quite crazy. His mind is a muddle of twisted thoughts that his sanity has to navigate through just to think a straight thought.”

      “But The Thief?”

      “The Thief is in great danger, and he doesn’t know it. Draylane knows it; he watches from the margins like a great spider, waiting, waiting for his prey to wander into his web. I fear that you might be too late. That The Thief may be dead before you find him.”

      “Then I will fail.”

      “Yes.”
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          Goodbyes

        

      

    

    
      Lincoln was no good at goodbyes. He barely made eye contact, choosing to stare at his feet and mumble his words instead. I swear I saw a tear in his eye. Then again, it might have been a hangover from the previous night’s celebrations, though I wasn’t too sure you could actually get one of those in-game.

      “I’m sorry, what did you just say?” I asked.

      Taunting him with my questions was my new favorite thing, and I was determined to keep it up right until the end. He kicked a pebble into the river and looked up at the vast stone buttress of Starellion. Taking a breath, he huffed and blurted, “I said I’ll be sorry to see you go, there, that good enough?”

      “Because…”

      He gritted his teeth. “So far, you’re the only human-human I’ve met here.”

      “And…”

      His gaze finally met my own. “You’re an ass, you know that, don’t you?” But his eyes were smiling.

      I cocked my head.

      “All right, I’m gonna miss you. I still can’t work out why you can’t just stay here.”

      “You know full well.”

      He pursed his lips. “Yeah.” And then he reached out and touched my cheek, ever so gently. “I worked it out—fifty thousand folk aboard the ship, six thousand in each of the nine countries, assuming Mandrake was our allocated area. Now, that ain’t a whole load in a place as big as I’m told Irydia is, but heck, I’d have thought I’d have met a few more.”

      I punched his shoulder, playfully. “You’re in the middle of a thick forest and pressed up against a mountainside. What part of remote aren’t you getting?”

      He pulled me close and gave me a big Lincoln-style bear hug. “If you find any in Brokenford, send them to me,” he said, stroking my hair, softly. “And you take care there. You haven’t seen the politics, it’s not like at home, not remote. It’s right in your face; it’s there, staring at you, waiting to pounce. Take care.”

      I looked up at Starellion too, at the great mass of rock. “You’re telling me to be careful when you’ve got to clear that of…whatever lurks there? I think you have the most daunting task.”

      “Ah, well, about that. You know I said that I was going to take either Grimble or Ozmic as one of my companions?”

      “As…yes, I thought Ozmic.”

      “Well, they both turned me down.”

      “Eh?”

      “Apparently, dwarven culture dictates the male dwarves mine and quarry and do most things you associate with dwarves, but it’s the women who like to…fight.”

      “So that’s why…”

      “So that’s why you don’t seen many around. They’re guarding the bowels of the earth against wraiths and demons and the like. At least…”

      “At least?”

      “Well, Gimble said, and these were his exact words: ‘At least that’s what they tell us.’ So, that’s what I assume they do. Anyway, Dunaric—”

      “Dunaric?” He was rambling, definitely rambling as if he wanted to tell me something, but didn’t.

      “He’s the head of the stonecutting dwarves. So anyway, he heard about the party I was putting together, and he immediately vanished into the mountain, only to resurface late last night.”

      “While we were getting drunk and dancing away.” I remembered the huge dwarf—shovels for hands and flame-colored hair.

      “About that time. Apparently, the dwarves have a dungeon champion and a wrestling champion. Apparently, they have a log-tossing champion, a boulder-pulling champion, and a few other champions that I can’t remember. Thing is…”

      I really could not wait for the thing. Somehow, I knew it was going to make my day. Lincoln had fear in his eyes.

      “Thing is…there is only one champion, and she’s their champion wrestler, dungeon runner, log—”

      “Tossing champion,” I near sang.

      Lincoln coughed. “You’re getting the picture. Her name is Griselda Irongrip, and by all accounts as I’m deemed steward of Starellion, or whatever the dwarves call it, I’m quite the…”

      His words became wedged in his throat. “Dish?” I prompted.

      “Eligible husband material. It appears Griselda Irongrip has heard about my ale; she’s heard about my Joan’s Creek, my Sanctuary, and my little castle over there, and she fancies her chances of capturing my heart.” Lincoln looked at me, his eyes pleading. “According to Dunaric, she’ll see little difference between capturing and imprisoning my heart.” He shuddered.

      I cracked up, doubling over. If last night had been a welcome release from two days of learning and honing my skills, Lincoln’s revelation was the icing on the cake.

      “Lincoln Irongrip—it’s got a ring.”

      “I knew you’d find it funny. I mean, look at Grimble, Dunaric, Ozmic, and then imagine a female one… I’m telling you, Alexa, I’m thinking of running.”

      My sides were screaming in pain and tears were running down my cheeks. “It might not be so bad…”

      “She throws boulders in competitions and wins…”

      My legs gave way.

      A short while later, he helped me onto my horse, and we hugged it out. Riding away from him was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. Not knowing if I’d ever see him again was impossible to accept. Sure, we made promises, and sure we made plans for me to come back, but the land was huge, and my quest might take me anywhere. In some ways I was jealous of Lincoln, with his base, with his friends all around him, but I knew, deep down, I wanted to see more of this land.

      Lincoln was not the only one I was leaving behind. Cronis was staying too, and part of his destiny was to be there when the secrets of Starellion were unlocked. Though the old wizard was grouchy, coarse, even downright rude, he was my Cronis—the Cronis that would blow himself up or stare up at the stars through a telescope made of beer barrels—and I knew I’d miss him terribly too. Flip had elected to remain behind, though not for too long. He had a hunch, a feeling he couldn’t shift that there were some other things at play within Starellion or the mountain, somewhere. He said it was like an itch he couldn’t scratch and had urged Jin to help him root it out.

      And so our party lost two, but it gained four.

      Krakus had chosen to come. He was hell-bent on reviving his race, on seeing if the curse of the graveling could be reversed, and he sensed some in the mountains northwest of here, which was our eventual destination. He was still frail, his mana pool had only just started filling, and painfully slowly too. It was my belief that the jaspur had cured him—not the potions or my magical infusion, but the tree itself. Since my first encounter with those trees, I knew there was something strange about them—something mystical. This mythical Lamerell and the jaspur were undoubtedly linked.

      Wherever the shaman went, Aezal wasn’t far behind. The Atreman wasn’t inclined to let Krakus out of his sight. He had appointed himself guardian, protector, and servant, and his bond with Krakus was greater than that with Lincoln. I was surprised that Lincoln was okay with it, but he’d said he’d always known that Aezal’s path lay elsewhere. He was more sorry to see Glenwyth choose to leave though he’d seen that coming too.

      So, our party now consisted of Shylan, Star, Krakus, Glenwyth, Aezal, and one other. I rode away from Lincoln and drew aside Mezzerain. We trotted along the riverbank and toward the vast stonewall that held the forest outside at bay.

      “You sure?” I repeated. I’d already asked him the same question a dozen times, but with each time it bugged him even more, so I thought I’d chance it again.

      “Sure I’m sure I’m sure,” he growled, sounding anything but sure. “Why would I want to stay in a newly upgraded tavern, sleep on a straw bed, and eat around an open fire pit under stars that seem to hang just above your head? Why that, when I can get saddle sores, foot rot, and an empty belly?”

      “Well, now you put it that way…”

      The wall was clad in wooden scaffold poles and was crawling with Lincoln’s building bots. It was part of our job to try and find a way of rectifying his labor issues without giving his location up—a job for the apachalants, no doubt. We were also charged with finding out if the river was navigable and if not all the way to the Silver Road, exactly how far. In order to get word back, we had a couple of other companions. Elleren and Crags were rowing alongside us. Well, that wasn’t quite right; Elleren was rowing, and Crags had his feet up, pipe in hand.

      The pathway we were following ended at the wall, and we had to coax our horses onto temporary pontoons to round it. Once on the other side, we were back in the thick of the forest, and it was like we’d never left. Fortunately a trail led south, a way for the mills to bring in their lumber. Using my navigation, I estimated Lincoln’s mills stretched about a third of the way into the belt of trees that hid him.

      “How long?” Mezzerain asked me.

      The others were a good one hundred yards ahead of us, my own goodbyes taking the most time. So I knew the question was directed at me.

      “How long for…”

      “Until he’s discovered. I hope he’s ready. It’s a much easier place to defend than Brokenford, and the king’s got no spine. If he could run, he would. Mind you, Brokenford wouldn’t take much to topple.”

      “Couldn’t Lincoln just become a lord?”

      “Of Irydia? He could, but first he’d have to swear fealty—that would basically be the end of his time as a free man. For instance, though Quislaine has sworn allegiance to the king; it is merely a marriage of convenience. Muscat thinks the southernmost tip of his realm is taken care of, and that’s all he gets. He receives no troop drafts, nor any taxes because Addison doesn’t care for the king’s rule. If the king were to exact any command on Addison, it would take him a whole day to reply and that is because its hard to apply your seal while you're laughing. Lincoln would not be so strong. He hasn’t got the soldiers.”

      I thought on the hero’s words. “But he’d be hard to attack?”

      “Lincoln? If I were attacking him, I’d relish the nights. These trees give any fantastic cover and an endless supply of lumber. If you uprooted the trees in channels you could have trebuchets pounding that wall day and night. A committed but patient army could take that city all the while the wall’s low and the trees are thick.” He fell silent for a moment. “And all the while there’s no army behind it.”

      “Then we need to give him that time.”

      “Indeed.”

      In the silence that followed, I decided it was time to ask Mezzerain a question that had been bugging me since I’d found out where he’d come from. It was a question even Lincoln hadn’t asked, and if he’d told Shylan or Cronis, neither of the wizards had told me.

      “Tell me, Mezzerain, I’ve seen the mists from the top of Castle Zybond. Zybandian, Cronis, Shylan—the bunch of them—they tell me that you can’t travel through the mists, that no one can. So why is no one asking you how you traveled through them?”

      He scratched his head and creased up his face. “One of them did, not sure which one. Might have been him.” He pointed at Shylan. “Might have been the other one. Either way, it’s actually easier than you might think. They smuggled me through for a price.”

      “Who did?”

      “Addison. You see, the very tip of Irydia and the very tip of Horns Isle aren’t too far apart. Once the mists separated the lands and isolated Mandrake, well, commercial opportunities came to light.” He winked at me. “There are some things that just aren’t available in these lands, and coin will always be the master of an ambitious man.”

      “Like cigars and garlic.”

      “Like those and more besides. So, after a bit of trial and error, the story goes that Addison had a rope made that would easily span the mists, but every time one of his knights tried to row through them, he would soon drift back to shore without his mind—totally mad. So, Addison had another rope braided, a thin but incredibly strong rope, attached a note to it and then coaxed a griffin to fly it over the mists, landing on Horns Isle and joining the two.

      “On the other side, a witch called Melinka saw the griffin, read the note, then summoned a few folk who then tugged on the cord and slowly dragged a thick rope across, and after a bit of messing around, a pulley system was put in place and a smuggling boat commissioned. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      “It still doesn’t explain how you crossed the mists without going crazy.”

      Mezzerain grinned and pulled his horse up. “That’s the clever part. Remember, Melinka’s a witch, and she was banished to Horns Isle by another witch called Corsaka, but that’s another story. Are you familiar with Damage Over Time spells?”

      “Damage over time spells,” I repeated slowly, hoping it would trigger some kind of memory.

      “They reduce your health by a certain amount over a certain period. So, if you can regenerate your health by 20 per minute, and the spell reduces your health by 20 per minute, theoretically, it does nothing to you, but, what if your health was only 1? A damage over time spell could keep it there—keep you hovering on the verge of death until it runs its course. That’s what they did to me. Melinka, essentially, very nearly killed me and then kept me there for a day while I was pulled through the mists. I appear to have come through unscathed, apart from a slight tick in my eye.”

      “So as long as…”

      “As long as you’re unconscious, you won’t go mad.”

      “Cool,” I said, wondering if I’d ever need this information, but hoping not. It was just after that when my navigation icon started blinking on the edge of my vision. I pulled my horse up and pulled the map down. The arrow pointing to The Thief's location was moving, no longer west-northwest, more due west. “He’s moving,” I muttered.

      “This thief?”

      “Yes.”

      Mezzerain scratched his stubbly chin. “I’ve been thinking about that. I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but shouldn’t you get…shouldn’t you start tracking him? Instead of going to Brokenford, shouldn’t you get after him?”

      He had a point, but since leaving Zybond, we’d had this route that destination in mind, and destiny had unraveled the first Veil, so I’d kind of assumed it’d fall for the next. But with the navigation skill, and with The Thief programmed as a target, it seemed like my course was set in a different direction to Brokenford and Beggle.

      “But we’re meeting Marista and Greman in Brokenford and then traveling to Beggle,” I said, but realized that those were Shylan’s plans, that Cronis had already tossed his own aside once Starellion was uncovered. “You think I should just go after him?”

      “Nope,” Mezzerain said. “Not you, us, I think we should go after him. Krakus will slow the whole party down, Aezal will not leave him, and Shylan has duties that are beyond yours.”

      “So you think we should just go?”

      “You have a quest. I can help you with your fighting skills. I’ve spent a lot of time with Star, and she’s adept in many things, so you can still advance those skills she can teach.”

      “And Glenwyth?”

      “The elf is perfectly capable of making her own choices. It’s not up to you to keep everyone happy. It’s up to you to complete your quest.”

      “And you?”

      “Me? It is my duty to protect Sakina, that was my vow.” He jumped off his horse and knelt by me, reaching out and pulling my hand to his lips. “And now that vow is transferred to you.”

      I sat for a while, dumbstruck. I’d already lost Lincoln, Flip, and Cronis that day, and now I had to lose more, but I knew he was right.

      “We’ll tell them tonight,” I said.

      And we did, and Shylan didn’t even argue, nor did Krakus, and Aezal just shrugged.

      “We’ll meet in Pandreya,” Shylan announced after some thought. Apparently it was the capital of Beggle—a city at the head of their valley which itself emerged from a black volcano called Serenity. “You’re entirely right, of course, plus it will save your meet with Muscat—he was bound to want to bind you in service. No, that all works for me. I have things to attend to. As Lincoln said, ‘It was broke, so I killed it,’ and that is what we must do.”

      “I myself,” said Krakus, “wanted some more time with you. I wanted to start tutoring you on our ways, to fill your healing tree. Unfortunately, there is never enough time to complete these things, but I can at least make a start tonight.”

      “I want to come with you,” Glenwyth blurted. “It’s why I left. It’s what I think I must do.” I told her she was welcome, and she got up and walked toward Elleren. “We must talk, I need to tell you a few things about Lincoln.” They left our little circle.

      “Well, I’m coming with you too. You’re practically my Petreyen sister,” Star said, and nudged Shylan. “You got any leaf? I fancy a smoke.”

      I knew Star would be a treasured traveling companion.

      Crags jumped up and ambled over to me. “I’d like a word,” he said, scanning the group. Star and Shylan were already in deep conversation, as were Aezal and Krakus. Mezzerain gave me a slight nod as if he were giving me permission to talk with the gnome. Crags pulled me up—some of the way—and we walked off a few yards into the dark woods. He sat on a newly sawed stump and bid me do the same.

      “Crags?”

      “Alexa,” he said.

      Silence.

      “You asked me out here…what do you want?” I eventually said.

      “So I did, but it’s hard, you see.”

      “What is?”

      He looked at me. No matter what his mood, what his expression, mischief wasn’t far away from him; I could tell that.

      “Treason,” he stated, emphatically.

      “Treason?”

      “Indeed. Treason. What I am about to tell you is treason. If word gets out, I’m a dead gnome.”

      “Dead gnome…”

      He jumped up and then faced me, boot to boot. “So, I want yer to swear t’me that you’ll keep what I tell yer t’yaself. Understand.”

      “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Why would yer wanna do that. ‘Sides, dying comes easy to yous lot. Swear on somethin’ that’s important to you.”

      “I swear on Joan’s Creek, and I swear on Lincoln.”

      Crags nodded. “That’s good enough. So, tell me, what’s yer second quest?”

      “Catch a thief.” It was common knowledge, so I didn’t see why I shouldn’t tell him.

      “And you have the navigation skill to enable you to catch a particular thief. Now, have you asked yerself, ‘Why that thief’? I mean t’say, there’s loads of thieves out there.”

      I thought and thought hard. “Is The Thief going to steal something special?”

      Crags clicked his fingers. “You got it. It’s The Thief and the stuff The Thief would steal that’s important. It’s the stuff The Thief is driven to steal that’s important.” He sat back down next to me. “And as luck would have it. I have an inkling of what that is.”

      “An inkling?”

      “How much do you know about Poleyna? Not a lot? Most folk don’t. Do you know, fer instance, how she cracked the Earth?”

      “No.”

      “Few do. She used The Prism of Light, or to be more precise, she destroyed it, decimated it into nine pieces. The thief seeks to remake it. There, its that simple.”

      “And I must stop him?”

      Crags sighed. “Nope, you must catch The Thief—that’s what the quest says.”

      “But…”

      “But don’t make things more complicated than they are. The quest is simple. Catch a thief. No more, no less.”

      At the exact moment of his proclamation, lightening cracked across the sky, lighting it up with hundreds of brilliant flashes. Then nothing, nothing but our heartbeats as we waited, until a vast explosion of thunder, and yet there was no rain, no storm, no anything. The trees around us shuddered; the earth trembled. The stars blinked and then went out, leaving the night sky black, but then it gradually lightened until it was deep azure blue, and the dusk had returned, even if only briefly. The blue faded to midnight, and shadows filled the air once more, and the stars shone again. The bluster of warm wind near blew me off the stump, swirling around us, and silence fell, like that moment before a storm when the air becomes heavy and full of threat.

      Crags hopped off the stump. “It is done. The first piece is uncovered,” he whispered.

      “Wait,” I called after him as he ambled away. “Are you coming with me?”

      He spun around, hands in his pockets, his wool hat askew. “Nope, too cushy in Joan’s Creek. Besides, someone’s got to look out fer the Builder.”

      I sat there for a while, but eventually returned to the camp. I slumped by the fire, exhausted. At some point Mezzerain put a blanket over me, and I remember muttering a thank you. I remember looking up and seeing Krakus staring down at me, the reflection of the fire’s flames licking at his face, and I remember being mesmerized by it, and I remember him muttering all the night through till dawn until I opened my eyes.

      “There,” he said. “I have taught you all I can. We shall meet again, Alexa Drey.” The shaman keeled over.

      I looked at my stat board.
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        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 15,500.

        Level: 8. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 500/500 Energy: 170/170

        Mana: 260/260 Shadow Mana: 0/750

        HP Regen: 50/Min EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 19/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5), Intelligence: (26, 0), Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8), Luck: (7, 5),

        Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Running: (6, 22, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 44, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Magic: (7, 0, 0, ∞), Concealment: (7, 12, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 71, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 51, 0, 25), Spell Casting: (5, 0, 0, ∞), Close-Q-fighting: (5, 86, 0, 25), Archery: (7, 78, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (7, 87, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (7, 91, 0, 60), Horseriding: (4, 20, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,8,0,14), Stealth: (4,18,0,22), Rope law: (3,28,0,4), Crafting: (5,0,0,5), Navigation: (3,15,0,14), Pickpocketing: (2, 45, 0, 5), Herbalism: (2, 22, 0, 12), Alchemy: (1, 0, 0, 8)

      

      

      
        
        Healing tree: Level 4- Subskill – Poultices and potions: (6, 44, 24)

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Heal over Time: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Group Heal: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Solid soul: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Drain: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Transfer: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Stitch and Stem: (4,0,10)

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquest: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. Status: Complete.

        Subquest: Catch a thief. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.
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          A Welcome Inn

        

      

    

    
      Balazar’s Teeth had grown steadily bigger, now a sole tooth loomed over us. The mountains in this land were strange, oddly proportioned. They were impossibly tall, and impossibly thin at the top. They were shaped like gigantic stalactites, cones of rock, which shot up like fangs. I’d imagine just to climb one would take you a year, if indeed it were even possible. They were evenly spaced like a ridge of spikes and vanished south, and the other way, turned and marched east to Castle Zybond. Having now seen these mountains up close, I wondered if Zybond wasn’t just carved from a mountain itself, wondered if that wasn’t how its keeps stayed where they were, one above the other.

      Star was riding next to me, Mezzerain and Glenwyth behind, and the welcome sight of a mountain village loomed. After a couple of weeks riding trails to get here, I’d learned a few things. First, horses don’t take kindly to galloping more than a few hundred yards at a time. Those bedtime stories I used to read where knights galloped across continents without stopping, well, I knew that wouldn’t really happen. Secondly, and I was already getting to realize this before, camping is no fun. Fortunately, the roads and trails accommodated this most of the time, and it wasn’t pure coincidence that a way station invariably appeared sometime late in the afternoon. All things traveled at the same gruelingly slow pace.

      Fortunately, the same would be true of our target, or so we thought.

      “They get stranger,” Star said, suddenly. “If you thought that place we slept in night before last was full of odd-uns, wait till this group.”

      I knew what she meant too. We’d actually ended up traveling along the Silver Road with Shylan, Aezal, and Krakus for much of the day after it had been decided I should pursue The Thief. It was one of those awkward goodbyes where you realized you were both going the same way. As soon as the road had veered south toward Brokenford, though, we’d finally gone our separate ways. Star was right; the folk had been getting progressively weirder as we stumbled across more secluded places.

      The hamlet we were headed for was sandwiched between two rocky crags that pinched the valley’s width, making the river that flowed down it white with rage. Through the pinch, I could see a strip of bright green, like someone had stripped the valley above of its trees. My navigator pointed straight toward it.

      “What’s this place called?”

      Star laughed. “You got the navigator, not me, but if my reckoning’s right, it’s White Water. Folk aren’t known for inventive names up here.”

      The road was hard underfoot, each hoof-shod pace crunching on stone, the trail no more than two tracks in the grass, sometimes not even that. We made for a strange party and drew suspicious looks everywhere we went. Mezzerain was clearly a soldier, and we’d decided that no guise would change that. Star, Glenwyth, and I, well, some took us for his concubines, others for his daughters. and in the end, we’d settled on adventurers. We told any that inquired that we were on Muscat’s business and that the crown had reported a dungeon had become active in the area. We told them that we were going to bind its fairies and send the demon back to its fiery home.

      That usually shut them up. They usually let us be after hearing of dark magic. Folk were scared of demons and ghosts up here. Folks were scared of most everything up here mostly because practically everything could kill you. White Water was a scattering of a couple of dozen buildings and by all accounts the last place to rest up. According to my map, the valley split into five smaller valleys above White Water and ended at the tooth-shaped mountain. White Water was the end of this land’s civilization.

      But at least it had a tavern and a large room with eight guest beds—all of which were empty, and a barroom no bigger than some folk’s hearthroom. It was run by a sour-looking man who clearly liked our bronze but clearly hated the inconvenience of having to earn it. Gold didn’t seem to exist this high up. No one appeared to have a need for it.

      “Dungeon, you say,” he muttered, leaning heavily on the bar. He was as scrawny as a mountain goat—most everyone up here was, and his full beard did a good job of hiding his intent. “I reckon it’s up the Thumb.”

      The Thumb was one of the five valleys above. I guessed it was the short and stubby one.

      “Odd things been happening in that valley,” he continued to say. “Strange things, talk of a demon, a fairy and a banshee. Couple-a-few up there farming, maybe a dozen huts. No one’s seen a soul come down since the sky glowed day in the night.” He leaned even farther forward and lowered his voice. “Any of you got a god on yer side? Don’t reckon it’d matter which one, but I reckon you’ll have half a chance if you got one of ‘em with you.”

      Then he served up swill for ale and mutton or goat broth. It was about the extent of what we expected. As night rolled down the valley, so more folk drifted in, and the tales from The Thumb grew even stranger.

      “Heard they slaughtered Grandma Lumin,” an old single-toothed hag told us.

      I noticed Star tried to stop smirking but failed miserably.

      “So, you church or mercenaries?”

      “Adventurers,” Mezzerain said, trying to stick to our fragile story. “Though if a faith is needed, I would say mine heralds from Speaker’s Isle.”

      “The old ways,” One-Tooth said, and slurped on her swill. “That might get you farther than the other ones. Then again, Grandma Lumin was a witch, and she ended up burning. Could smell her stench all the way down here.” One-Tooth cackled.

      “Others?” Star said, shifting forward, suddenly attentive.

      “Wizards,” One-Tooth spat, “Three or four of ‘em. They came here then they…”

      “When?”

      “’Bout… How long was it, Greg? When? I don’t remember…” The hag seemed truly lost.

      She turned to her companion, a chinless old man with ruddy cheeks and more than his fair share of teeth. “Probably remember fer an ale,” he said. “You city folk?”

      Mezzerain signaled for more ale, and the barman huffed but brought it over. “You got no legs?” he asked Mezzerain. I expected the big man to rear, to put the innkeeper in his place, but he just gave him a cold stare and muttered his thanks.

      “Yeah, city folk,” he replied.

      The ruddy-cheeked man swiped his mug of ale, bringing it close. He began to growl under his breath like a dog might, coveting a bone.

      Like the rest of the buildings in this hamlet, the place was a wooden lodge, and everything radiated from the stone hearth. There were maybe a dozen other folk in, all of whom had fallen silent, all eavesdropping without bothering to hide it.

      “Use the elf well,” he finally said. “She knows the ways. You’ll find things change above White Water—the old ways come to the fore. Dungeon? That’ll be the least of your worries. The others, well, they won’t be coming back down, not now—too long. If I were you, I’d go back to where you came from and pick up some trinkets in its market. Give those t’the king, and tell him the dungeon’s gone.”

      He sat back, his eyeballs bursting from their sockets, his mouth twisted in pleasure as if our impending doom pleased him. I began to wonder what fresh hell awaited us, now seeing White Water as a gateway to some dire land.

      “What of the other valleys?” Star asked.

      I noticed Glenwyth had shrunk into Star’s shadow. She was like a frightened mouse, was Glenwyth, and I wondered why she’d come. I couldn’t imagine the courage it must have taken her to uproot herself from Sanctuary, from Joan’s Creek, and I wondered how I could coax that courage out of her.

      “The others?” One-Tooth said and cackled. “They survive. They graft, but you rarely see them here—once, maybe twice a year. Victor will cart down from Little Finger, Mary-Bethe from Five-Farms, the middle valley is just rocks ‘n falls ‘n the bones of hopeful prospectors. Louis sometimes makes it through the steps of Mountain Root.”

      “But no one from The Thumb?”

      “Not since the sky cracked day in the night. Tunpeg used to trade. He used to bring us mutton, but folk say last time he was twitching like a mad-un. Ever since the family traveled to Brokenford, their luck’s gone. The city infected them; the old gods left them. Most likely? Only Grandma Lumin’s magic was savin’ them.”

      Ruddy-Face shushed her. “Enough of that talk. Their’s makes more sense. An enchanted dungeon spawned, and the devil was let loose in The Thumb. Demons slaughtered them all once Grandma Lumin fell. We should send fer a wizard, and get the place sealed—blow the valley’s head with magic, and be done with it—ferget it ever existed, afore its crawling evil takes over this place too.”

      “Aye!” said a few around the bar, many banging their mugs on their tables. “Seal it and ferget it before we lose our minds,” one chimed in.

      One-Tooth was twitching like she was about to explode. Something felt very wrong with the place, and I began to wish we’d just rode through.

      “And what then?” a voice from the shadows called.

      I looked over, but a plume of pipe smoke obscured its origin. As it cleared, it revealed a man, but little of him. A fur hood hung low over his face—white-gray fur, same as his long coat. His booted feet rested on the table in front of him.

      “I said, ‘What then?’ You seal it up like a beaver dams a river, but the water always gets through. Nope, Edwin, you gotta rip the problem out.”

      “You volunteerin’ Sedge?” Ruddy-cheeked Edwin barked at the stranger.

      “Just sayin, Edwin, just sayin… Not exactly my problem, because it’s not exactly my valley. You know that. If the creatures do get through, I’ll be long gone.”

      “Runnin’ away eh, Sedge?” One-Tooth jibed.

      “Wanderin’, Martha-Rose, wanderin’.”

      “Have you found what you’re looking for?” I suddenly blurted.

      “Might have,” Sedge replied, and though I couldn’t see, I knew his eyes were boring through me.

      Edwin leaned in. “He’s more trouble than he’s worth. Steer well clear. Wandered up here a couple of months back and been wandering ever since. He might even be the reason…” Edwin nodded knowingly, tapping the side of his nose.

      Sedge pulled his hood lower and puffed on his pipe, the ensuing smoke cloud hiding him again. I took a drink of my own ale, nearly spitting it out, and pushed my plate away. This was no Joan’s Creek that was for sure.

      Glenwyth shivered, and grabbed hold of my cloak and pulled me close. “Something’s wrong with this place. It’s not what it seems,” she whispered in my ear.

      Then I noticed the silence as if the preamble had run its course, and the main show was about to start.

      Edwin jumped up first, a knife in his hand. It arced down, slicing into Mezzerian’s arm, tearing at his flesh and opening up a bloody rent, but the big man wasn’t taken completely by surprise and was already on his way up. He punched Edwin, the mountain man’s head snapping back, but it exposed Mezzerain’s belly, and One-Tooth lunged, a vicious spike in her bony grip. It plunged toward Mezzerain, aiming below his battered breastplate. Like a flash, Star struck, her sword cleaving the hag’s arm clean off.

      I felt my mana rise, though not in anger, and a spell formed in my mind. It shot out from me, and I saw the rent in Mezzerain’s arm seal shut. He drew his sword, it’s blade whipping through the air, severing Edwin’s head from his body. The hag screeched, holding her spewing stump and spinning around, spraying its gore all over. Star drove her sword through the woman, held her for a moment, and then let her drop.

      Over the counter, I saw the innkeeper holding a ball of azure magic in his palm, nurturing it, bringing it to maturity. His face, his body, began to shimmer, a much younger, paler being inside him. Glenwyth jumped up from her seat and vaulted the table, and I saw that the other mountain folk had all got up and were advancing toward us. She joined the fray, Mezzerain towering in the center with Star on one side, Glenwyth on the other. I drew my own sword, and faced the innkeeper, but now he wasn’t the bearded, old man.

      He was dressed in a black robe with red flashes on its sleeve, his skin a pale gray with a tinge of green. He grinned a wicked grin, and he launched the blue ball of magic at me. It sped toward me, slamming straight into my gut.

      
        
        Damage! Graydoor has hit you with Energy Suck, you lost 50% of your Energy. You have received 50 damage.

      

      

      I staggered back, already seeing that this Graydoor was cupping another ball of magic in his palms. Quickly accessing my own spells, I realized how useless they were…mostly. I selected Mana Drain, and cast it fast, throwing it at the wizard. It bounced off of him like it was no more than a fly. He smiled, and that fired my anger, and I cast it again, this time focusing my anger into it. I felt a rush of shadow mana as it filled its empty pool, and a gray bolt of magic flashed out from my palm crashing into Graydoor’s ball of blue magic, which imploded and vanished in a searing flash. I felt my own mana pool replenish instantly as his spell’s mana became my own.

      His mouth dropped open, a look of incredulity spreading across his face, but it was soon replaced with determination, and he began casting again, a shield of brilliant blue spreading around him. Across from him, Mezzerain, Glenwyth, and Star were holding their own, the big man swiping and slashing. I saw blood still dripping from his arm and cast Stitch and Stem again. Then I turned my attention back to Graydoor.

      Now, he was completely enveloped in a crackling, blue sphere, and behind it he was coaxing another ball of magic into life. I tried Mana Drain again, but even when imbued with shadow mana, it just bounced off his charm and fizzled out. He looked at me, a chill grin spreading across his mouth. Blank eyes stared out from under his black hood.

      “And now to send you to the Endings, Alexa Drey. I do so hope your respawn is close, so I can do it again and again.”

      I ripped out my sack and called for the Death Knight’s dagger. It sprang into my hand, and my shadow mana surged. Looking toward the wizard, I saw his smile falter for a mere instant, but then he raised his hand, raised the ball of blue magic high and drew it back. In that moment, I knew I was doomed, but burst toward him anyway.

      Sedge suddenly appeared right behind him. He grabbed Graydoor’s head, wrenching it to one side and pressing a stiletto knife into his neck. Looking at me all the time he held the knife home, Sedge grinned and let the lifeless body of the wizard fall to the floor behind the counter.

      Silence, broken only by panting breaths, filled the room. Scanning around, I saw maimed bodies, some no more than torsos. Severed limbs, and mouths gaping open with silent screams. I staggered back, slumping onto my seat, gasping for air but hating the taste of it.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have used the healing tree subskill Stitch and Stem. You have leveled up. You are now level 5.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have used the healing tree subskill Mana Drain. You have leveled up. You are now level 5.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have cast spells in combat. You have leveled up Spell Casting. You are now level 6.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You helped defeat Graydoor, a level 13 apprentice wizard to The House of Merran of the Courts of Shyantium. You are awarded 750 XP.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have received Crooked Wand of the Street of the Eleven Martyrs. +15% Spell enhancement. -20% Mana use. Item = Common

      

      

      “Anybody for an ale?” Sedge asked.
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          The Cursed Valley

        

      

    

    
      The morning sky was clear, so clear I could still see the stars. Gulping down the fresh mountain air, I made my way toward the roar of the gushing, mountain river, toward Sedge. He’d vanished a few ales after the fight. One minute he’d been standing behind the counter, the next he’d simply not. I walked up to him and sat on a close-by rock facing the tumbling river.

      “Where did you go?” I asked.

      He had his fur hood drawn tight, removing any chance of reading his expression.

      “I’m camped up by the entrance to The Thumb. I only came down to see what faction you lot represented.”

      “Faction?”

      He chuffed a laugh. “Lady, if you’re going to play the game, get clued up on it. How many times have you died already?”

      “What?”

      “Faction,” he near shouted. “Graydoor was of The House of Merran, a group of wizards sent to find some bane that’s become active in this area. He was the runt—the weakest, the one left behind to hold White Water against further inquiry. Unfortunately for him, you people bumbled in. Those are some friends you’ve got; there aren’t many that could have slaughtered a load of possesseds without much more than a scratch. What the hell was that spell you were using? It was like bringing a pea shooter to a tank battle.”

      “Mana Drain,” I told him.

      He grunted. “You really are outta your depth. Mana Drain is a healing spell, it’s supposed to let you borrow mana from another member of your party so you can carry on healing. Still, I suppose it kinda worked.”

      “We won, didn’t we?”

      He cocked his head and pushed his hood back. “I suppose, and it let me slide in behind him. Sometimes rookies are just lucky.”

      I cast my perception and saw him flinch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Sedgewick Prentice. Race: Human. 

        Type: Questor. Age: 26. Alignment: None. 

        XP: 20,850. Level: 9. Profession: None. 

        Un/Al pts: 0. Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Get what you want?” he asked, but I was still in shock.

      “You're one of us?”

      “A human, a player, what? Yeah, I’m one of you. That’s why I disappeared last night. I was working out what to do. I’ve been on my own the whole game, and was beginning to think this whole thing was a personal journey, that each of us got a different game. Guess it’s just a big old land.”

      “So, what did you decide?”

      Sedge pushed his hands through his cropped, brown hair. He had an easy face—not classically handsome, but not gargoyle material either. He was pleasant looking—his cheekbones a little too high, his eyes too sunken, but all in all, not bad. He turned and flashed me a smile.

      “I decided I really want to see what’s up that valley, and that ain’t going to happen while I’m on my own…”

      I felt a pinch on my stat board.

      “Alexa. Nice concealment, by the way. I only got your name, level, and the like. Maybe you’re not the rookie you make out.”

      “Maybe I’m not,” I said, secretly thanking Aezal for helping me up it to seven.

      Sedge jumped up. “Well, now we know where we stand, will you vouch for me?”

      “You seem to know your way around this valley. Why do you need us?”

      “Alexa, I’ve been past The Thumb’s head three times, and I’ve died three times—not that dying and me are strangers. In total, I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve died, but its more than fifteen and less than twenty. Last time, not only was my skill progress zeroed, I actually lost 1000 XP. My guess is, if I keep dying, I’m gonna start going backward.” He started to walk away then stopped. “Tell you what, I’ll do you a deal. You go plead my case with your friends, and I’ll make you all the best breakfast you’ve had since you left whatever city or village you came from. How’s that sound?”

      I wasn’t convinced. I wasn’t sure I wanted him along, and I didn’t know why. He was one of us, like Lincoln, Pog, or the girl, or Brandon, but…but he felt like he was going to rub me the wrong way. He was a little more abrasive than the others, at least that was how he came across. But…I was starving.

      “Okay.”

      “You won’t regret it,” he said.

      I wondered about that, washed, slurped on some fresh mountain water, then went back into the empty house we’d commandeered and told Mezzerain, Star, and Glenwyth about him. The place was almost identical to the inn over the trail—all split pine logs and gray stone. It only had the one room. Two beds told us a couple had probably lived here. I wondered about the dead wizard, and wondered why he’d put a spell on the few villagers that lived here. Glenwyth had said they were just mirrors of their old selves—already dead. Yet wasn’t Shyantium supposed to be on our side? The side of Irydia? The side that was against ShadowDancer. Or were they evil too?

      “He certainly won’t hinder us,” Mezzerain said, much to my surprise.

      “So, you’re thinking about it?”

      “He’s quick, reminded me of a rogue, though his stats lean toward a rogue/warrior—some folk just like the agility, and he fought on our side when he could have just walked away. Plus, if Graydoor was the weakest of the wizards that ventured into this valley, well, we will need all the help we can get.”

      “I vote yes,” Star said. “Mostly because he’s cute, but also Mezzerain is right. We could use the help.”

      “Glenwyth?”

      “I don’t detect evil in him, but nor do I feel good. I think we must use him while we need him, but never turn our backs on him. He’s a player, he can’t die, and he’ll risk his life where we need caution.” She took a sharp inward breath. “Alexa…I…”

      But I was beaming. She’d almost forgotten I wasn’t one of them. “So, he’s in, but don’t tell him until he’s done breakfast.”

      Sedge didn’t let us down. He came back with fresh steaks of some meat or another, and a flat, dry bread that he’d looted from the inn.

      “It’s quite old, but was stored in the cellar. Not sure how quick it goes bad, but it seems okay.”

      The bread tasted more like a biscuit, and had some real tangy taste to it. I thought about using my crafting to tear it apart and see what it was made of, but ate it instead. Like I said, I was famished. Sedge speared the meat onto an iron-looking spike and started cooking it over the little fire we had going.

      “So, you bunch come to a decision yet?”

      “What magic have you got?” Star asked.

      Sedge looked her up and down then grinned. “Is it stupid question time? I’m looking at you, can’t see a thing so you’re way above me, and if you’re way above me, you’d know I’ve got next-to-no magic. Combat-wise, I use my stealth well—I’ve had to work on that—you can’t kill what you can’t see. Technically, I’m better at throwing a knife that stabbing someone with it, but I hate throwing weapons at my enemies. As you can see, my swordsmanship is okay, but my sword’s blunter than the big man’s forehead, so that doesn’t help. That a good summary?”

      Star nodded. “Your skills exceed your equipment…why is that?”

      “The Thumb,” he said. “Like I told Alexa, I died a couple of times up there, well a few, and by the time I got back to where my corpse was, my weapons were gone. What I’ve got, I’ve begged and borrowed off the villagers.”

      “Here,” I said. “Give me your sword.”

      Sedge gave me a curious look, but rested the meat on the fire grate and quickly undid his scabbard, sliding it over to me. Studying it, I saw it wasn’t solely made of copper, but tin as well. My alchemy skill told me it was bronze, and I wondered if it was within my crafting capabilities. There was only one way to find out.

      “I’ll give it a go, but I don’t know if I’ve got the level to do it.”

      “Go fer your life,” Sedge said, picking up the meat and turning it.

      I unsheathed the blade and discarded its scabbard. The sword was a simple design, the bronze metal rich in color but with a slight green tinge to it. Crossing my legs, I balanced it across my knees and began to concentrate on it, to see between it, to understand it. Jack had told me that the words he mumbled didn’t mean much, it was solely about focusing your intent, and you should do whatever you needed to achieve that, but it was all so new to me that I instantly got lost in its colors. I could see the way the differing elements knitted together and was fascinated by their relationship.

      Running my finger up and down its edge, I began to see the blade shining once more. Bringing by thumb to bear on the underside, and pinching its edge, I began to coax it back to its former glory, extracting its memories, its recollections of a time fresh-forged, fresh-poured, fresh-hammered. My fingers traveled up and down the blade, and I became lost in its history,; then I snapped out of it, as the metal had no memory to pursue beyond its mold. I blinked and looked up. Sheathing the sword, I slid it back to him. “Should be sharper now,” I muttered.

      Sedge looked at me, a confused look. “You don’t look like the type to have crafting,” he said.

      “I only have level 5,” I replied.

      He put the steaks on a battered, old plate and pushed it into the center of the room, unsheathing his sword. “No way,” he said, testing its sharpness and instantly regretting it. He quickly reached into his coat and brought out two old knives—both copper. “Please?” he said.

      We ate the steaks and supped on the last of the ale barrel. Star got up, reached down and pulled me up. “I’m sick of you forgetting yourself. Come with me—you too, Glenwyth.”

      The three of us went out into White Water, and one by one we rifled the houses. Star, apparently, was fed up watching me camp out with nothing but part of Mezzerain’s blanket to cover me. By the time we’d been into every house, I had three blankets and a cured skin that would help fend off the rain. I also had a bowl, a spoon and an old clay pipe. I actually had little intention of puffing away on it; I just liked mimicking the actions. So, I was all set. I had a wax cape I’d brought from a few towns back, a sack full of camping stuff, my fiberstone staff for walking with, a sword, and more than one dagger. I had my potion belt and my equipment pouch—I was truly Alexa Drey—adventurer extraordinaire. Oh, and I changed my respawn point to by the river…just in case those adventures went wrong.

      We rode out of White Water, Sedge leading the way. I didn’t need him to show me where The Thumb was; my navigation was doing that all by itself. The pointer tracking The Thief was aimed straight up the left hand valley. I wondered if we were getting close, but the arrow was still right at the edge of my navigator’s range, like The Thief was one step ahead.

      “So, here we are,” I said, drawing my horse next to Sedge. “Whereabouts did you get killed?”

      Much to my surprise, he pointed to a place only a few hundred yards away. If the valley was shaped like a thumb, we were at its base—a wide-open, grassy area with just a few gray rocks jutting out of its green. A stream ran down its middle, and the valley led up quite gently, a flatter area of about a hundred yards with rocks and trees cladding ridges on either side. There didn’t look like there was a vast amount of places where danger could lurk.

      “Just there, out in the open?”

      Sedge nodded and pointed again. “And there, and there, and…” He scratched his head. “There. Maybe it was four times.”

      “What killed you?” Mezzerain asked, jumping down from his mount and walking in the direction Sedge was pointing, directly for the stream, angling across the valley.

      “A troll,” Sedge said simply.

      “A troll, out here in the open?” And then Mezzerain drew his sword and started fighting…thin air.

      “He’s found the troll,” Sedge shouted, jumping off his mount, and drawing his sword. He bolted after Mezzerain.

      I looked at Star and she at me. We both looked at Glenwyth and then each jumped off our horses and burst forward in a rank of three. The second we crossed some invisible line, the scene changed. Gone were the peaceful vale, the verdant grass, and the blue sky, only to be replaced by some fresh-spawned form of hell.

      Twisted trees bent into unholy shapes, like the bones of the dead rising from their graves, surrounding me. Black soil, drab olive green, and the stench of death was all around, the blue sky replaced by roiling masses of gray clouds heaving, folding, bursting out as if in turmoil. I saw Mezzerain desperately fending off a giant blue-skinned beast with a tiny head and fists like hammers on the ends of arms the size of tree trunks. The troll yelled, its fetid breath washing over me as it beat its naked breasts and then swiped out with the back of its hand, hitting Mezzerain and sending him flying as if he were nothing but a ragdoll. The Valkyrian smashed into one of the skeletal trees, snapping its dead trunk in half.

      I found myself casting heal-over-time as if it was second nature, and sent it Mezzerain’s way, and then turned and faced the beast. Star had rounded it, now behind, and Glenwyth was on one side. Sedge had his bronze sword drawn, and jumped forward, ducking under the beast’s ranging swipe and stabbing into its blue hide, the sword slicing it easily. The troll bellowed, and turned to face Sedge, but he was holding his sword tight and swung around with the troll’s torso, getting flung to one side, sword and all. Star took that opportunity to surge forward; slicing a rent in the troll’s side and Glenwyth baited it forward, taking a step back, then another, then another. Sedge joined the fray again, as did Mezzerain.

      Glenwyth tripped and crashed down on her back. The troll raised its arm and closed its hand into an almighty fist. The elf screamed, scrambling back on her elbows as the troll’s fist fell. I jumped forward, slicing my sword up at the falling arm. They clashed, the force of the troll’s arm making my own judder, but my sword held true, slicing its hand clean off, and leaving a bloodied stump gushing. The great fist crashed to the dead forest’s floor, Glenwyth rolling and avoiding it by fractions.

      Star took a troll boot in the stomach, sending her flying backward, and Sedge took a clout on the side of his head that near took his head clean off. Mezzerain pushed me out of the way as the troll turned on me. The big man faced it with his sword high in the air. He shouted at me, “Just concentrate on the healing.” He yelled his war cry and burst straight for the troll.

      I cast Group Heal, spreading it across the four of them, and I watched from the edge of the fray as they all attacked together. Mezzerain planted his great sword in the troll’s belly. Star hamstrung the beast, and it fell to its knees, screaming a hideous wail. Sedge was on it in a flash, driving his bronze sword into its neck. Mezzerain pulled his sword out of the beast’s belly and shifted to one side, letting it fall forward—face first into the mud. A whimper, and it was gone.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have defeated Ethelred the Troll. Trolls are the bane of the not-so-civilized mountains. You are awarded 2000/5 XP.

      

      

      “Did nobody think to bring a bow?” Sedge asked.

      Star pulled out her sack. “I’ve got one in here somewhere. I don’t use it because I’m better close-up and personal.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” Sedge muttered, and Star gave him a sly wink.

      “Mine’s in my sack as well,” Glenwyth said. “I stowed it when we got to White Water, and this fight just erupted. Had you told us…”

      I glowered at Sedge. “Why the hell didn’t you tell us?”

      “Did you see the look on your faces when I told you where I died? Would you have believed me?”

      “Not everyone here respawns,” Mezzerain growled. His voice was packed with threat. “Anything else you’re not telling us?”

      “There’s nothing else I know. Never got farther than that tree.” He pointed to a stump that looked like a hunched-over witch. “It was one of my more successful attempts to get past the troll. I ran for it.”

      Mezzerain plunged the tip of his sword into the dead ground and sunk to his haunches, his hands resting on the sword’s pommel. We all gathered around.

      “So,” he said, his voice laced with a dark tone. “This is either an illusion, or the green valley was. Which is it?”

      Well, that scrambled my head.

      “This is no illusion,” Glenwyth said. “I can feel the trees screaming in pain.”

      “Why does it matter?” Sedge asked.

      “Simple,” Star chirped, her mood seemingly unaffected by what had just happened and the dire surroundings. “If this is the illusion, then the troll may well respawn; if its real, he won’t. So, are you sure it’s real, Glenwyth?”

      “Sure.”

      “In that case,” Mezzerain said, “we have some time. How long, who can tell? Alexa, these spells you keep casting could prove invaluable, but they are weak at the moment. If everyone else agrees, Alexa should try and stay back from any fight and cast her healing spells—level them up. It could save our lives in the long run.”

      “But I—”

      Mezzerain raised his hand to stay my words.

      “No protests. This is about saving me, Glenwyth, and Star, not keeping you out of harm’s way. I have no doubt in my mind further tests will materialize along this valley. If we get any spare time, Star will try and up your stealth. If we don’t, we’ll have to trust chance and hope any threat doesn’t go for you.”

      Star nodded and moved closer to me as if she had just been appointed my bodyguard. Mezzerain’s eyes fell on Sedge. “You—while you can respawn, we need you fighting by our side, so fight hard but with caution—you’re no good to us lying on the ground.”

      “Sounds good to me. It is something I try and avoid.”

      Mezzerain stared at him for a moment, then appeared to accept his words. “Whatever we encounter, I’ll lead. Star breaks from Alexa and takes one of my flanks. Sedge, you take the other. Both Alexa and Glenwyth are behind us in our pocket. While they can, they use their bows, and as soon as things break down, Alexa heals; Glenwyth protects her.” He grunted and looked along each one of us. “Sound good?”

      No one argued.

      “We need to practice?”

      “Seems straightforward,” Star said, and tossed her bow to me, a quiver of arrows a moment later.

      “Just wishing I’d chosen magic,” Sedge muttered.

      Glenwyth nodded and reached in her sack. A quiver full of arrows appeared in her hand and she shouldered them. “I’m ready.”

      “Good,” Mezzerain said. “My health’s recovered. Anyone need more time?”

      “All good,” I said, and gulped. I've effectively been put in charge of keeping them all alive, all because an old shaman muttered in my ear all night. It wasn’t like I had the pick of a load of spells.

      Mezzerain sprang up. “Then let’s round up our horses and get on with it.”

      He marched past me, and his body vanished but then reappeared, leading his nervous mount forward. I walked toward the edge of the illusion. One minute I was in the charcoal black of the desolate valley, the next I was surrounded by the false lush green of the spell. Taking my horse by its reins, I patted its withers and stroked its crest, coaxing him through the illusion’s veil and in among the black, twisted trees, the retched soil and the drab steel sky. I took a breath and fell into file behind Star, mimicking her footsteps—the silent way she moved.

      Black ground, blackened trees, craggy rocks, eerie, its heavy silence was all around. The squawk of a raven screamed out and then crawled through my mind. We trudged up. Glenwyth’s horse whinnied, resisting her gentle tug. The elf took a moment, soothing it, calming it. With each footstep, the fear in my heart grew. No one spoke.

      I saw a glint of emerald light up ahead, just a flash and then it was gone. Mezzerain stopped. The raven called again. Another glint of emerald, and a man appeared a little way off. He was wearing a dark brown hat, a brown-checked shirt, and heavy-threaded pants. He ran toward us. Another figure appeared, a boy, and the man shouted “Tunpeg.”

      Mist began to curl up from the ground around my feet. It’s fingers reaching up, trying to trap my legs. The man and the boy looked like they were floating. My head jerked around. I saw yet another emerald flash, and a young girl appeared. She was dressed solely in a nightshirt with long, black hair cascading around her shoulders. I heard her voice; she was singing a song—a lullaby or some such sweet tune.

      But then I saw Mezzerain draw his sword and slap his horse’s rump. Star and Sedge did the same; my own mount reared, whinnied, and then clawed at the now fetid air. The girl screamed, her jaw opening, becoming impossibly wide, and she burst forward, morphing into some god-awful banshee. Star turned to face it. Glenwyth managed to loose a single arrow, but I was caught gawking.

      Star screamed out her war cry as she clashed with the rabid banshee. It had no sword, no weapon of any kind, but swirled around Star like the mists themselves. Vast, taloned fingers ripped out from its skeletal, gray body, slashing at her. The man had turned too, and Mezzerain was tangling with him—and tangling it was. The thing spun around him like a horror-filled twister of claws and jagged fangs. Sedge fought the boy, though no longer the boy he was, and in the center of this mayhem, Glenwyth stood helpless—just like me.

      Star screamed as a talon ripped through her, and that brought me back to my senses. I called for my mana and my new healing spells, both coming easily now—second nature. Sending Stitch and Stem her way, I mustered my will and cast Group Heal hot on its heels. My gaze lingered for moments, but switched to Sedge the minute I saw Star’s health steady.

      Sedge was on the ground, his sword beside him. The banshee-boy was on top of him, clawing, biting, but at least out of its tornado-like state. Sedge was scrambling back, fending the thing off as it lunged, open-mouthed, for his neck. Glenwyth was on it in an instant, seeing an opening she struck with her sword, a sweeping stroke that lodged in the thing’s chest. She drew the blade across it, and a black foulness gushed out over Sedge. I quickly cast Stitch and Stem over both of them and turned toward Mezerrain.

      The big man was turning away from his foe, the man-banshee dead on the ground, split in two. Blood ran from a bite on Mezzerain’s neck, but he shook his head at me and then bounded toward Star. He screamed at her to duck, but Star was tangled in the banshee’s wispy form, the girl’s head darting and ducking, swirling around her. Then I saw Glenwyth sprint away from Sedge, diving at Star. With a sickening crunch, she collided with her, tackling her to the ground. Mezzerain’s sword swiped around in an arc, decapitating the beast. The last of their screams died in that banshee’s throat.

      I’d hardly done a thing.

      “Better,” said Mezzerain, wiping his bloodied brow.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have defeated the rabid descendants of Grandma Lumin and freed them from their torment. You are awarded 3000/5 XP.

      

      

      I shrugged. Free XP, but was actually guilt-ridden by it all. We moved across the valley a few dozen yards and all sat in a circle.

      “That’s the last we’ll see of the horses,” Star said, and then winked at Glenwyth and thanked her for the help. “She was a mad ’un,” Star muttered just after. “A mad ’un all right.”

      “I’m not doing a great deal,” I said, searching out the judgment in everyone’s eyes.

      “Alexa,” said Sedge. “I’ve been a healer before. It’s harder to stay and concentrate than anything else.

      It was then I remembered my potion belt, and I took it out of my sack and clipped it diagonally across my chest. “Health in a tube,” I said, now beaming. I could be more use now. “Can’t I fight a tiny bit?” I asked.

      “If you’re fighting, then the battle is lost. Stick to the plans, and we might get through this. You can have the next bar brawl.” Mezzerain pushed himself up.

      We ventured on. The wide valley hardly changed as we made ground. It was like walking through a forest after a fire had swept through it. The remnants of the trees thinned and then thickened. The stream veered toward us then turned away. Little changes were all we saw; little changes to relieve us from the monotony. Looking upward, I saw the valley doglegged to the right, but could see no farther, and I wondered what doom awaited us beyond it. Mezzerain made his way over to the stream; he bent and tested its water.

      “Let’s rest here and eat. I get the feeling we’ll be tested soon.” His gaze strayed toward the bend.

      “Tunpeg,” I muttered. “I’ve heard that name before. Wasn’t he a farmer or something?”

      “The hag in the tavern said he came down from this valley to trade,” Glenwyth said.

      “Aye,” said Sedge. “Those three were probably Grandma Lumin’s family. Heard they was a vicious mob—in life as well as death, it seems.”

      “What are you thinking, Star?”

      “I’m thinking this is a blight, a crawling magic that afflicts the very soil. I’m thinking this thief has uncovered something sinister.”

      I made to say something, to tell them that The Thief was remaking The Prism of Light, but I only had the gnome’s word for that, and this looked much more like a thief’s work. I wondered why the gnome had concocted his fantastical tale.
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          The Family Pet

        

      

    

    
      We stopped and stared up at the valley beyond the dogleg. The river flowed silvery-blue with white crests that swept over weathered, black slates, dove down craggy waterfalls, and barged their way through tumbled boulders. It broke the black barren land in two, but did nothing to lift the mood of the place, or us, for that matter.

      It was a seared world of rolling hillocks, stands of ghostly trees, and scatterings of burnished bushes like countless antlers clawing up at the sky pleading for forgiveness, beseeching some god to restore their former glory. The dire land sapped at our will and sucked the life from our legs. We kept our words to ourselves—just grunting, sighing and secretly praying that we could get through with no other confrontation.

      Mezzerain led the way; it was daunting just walking in his shadow. Now I’d seen the big man in action, I had nothing but respect for him. He was a warrior to his core: powerful, majestic, and his swordplay was an impossible ballet of finesse and brute force mashed together in a seamless dance of death. He’d needed no help to dispatch his banshee, had just riven the thing in two, and carried on to the next.

      Like before, a glint of emerald signaled the valley’s intent to test us again, but this time it was different. Its blink changed to a stare and then another appeared. Two oval, shimmering, emerald eyes stared at us. If there was a body accompanying them, I could not see it at first, but then as we neared, black curves looked out of place—too rounded for the sharp vale.

      A flash of pink confused the scene, pink trapped by huge white fangs, and a beast rose up from the blackened earth. I thought a cat at first, then a panther, but then I knew it was no creature I had set eyes on before. Cat-like, certainly, but standing ten feet tall, it’s tail whipping in the air. It hissed at us, washing us in its rancid breath, and we each glanced at one another, rallying our reserves, maxing our courage.

      I unslung my bow. Glenwyth took up hers. Nocking my arrow, I imbued it with Tungsten Tips, drew my string back and waited while the beast walked lazily toward us. I noticed Glenwyth’s arrow was flaming mauve and wondered what magic infused hers. We loosed as one, not waiting to see if our arrows hit home, but nocking, imbuing and loosing again. The huge cat reared, horrific claws springing out of its furry paws. They flashed silver like deadly curved sabers. The cat sprang forward.

      “Keep firing!” Mezzerain screamed, his sword in the air, his legs pumping as he burst forward.

      
        
        Bakeneko Cat. Name: Sir Ratter. Level = 16. Status = Hostile

      

      

      We nocked, we fired, retreating as we went, Glenwyth at my side. I changed my spell from Tungsten Tips to Straight Shot as Mezzerain’s vast torso narrowed my target. Glenwyth’s flaming arrows changed from mauve to red.

      Mezzerain danced to avoid the cat’s swiping paws, to avoid the slice of its claws. He skipped, he rolled, he stabbed, and he sliced. For a moment, I thought it would be over in seconds. Star had flanked one side, Sedge the other; both were attacking the beast but having trouble getting close enough. I ignored my alerts but they came one then the next.

      
        
        Damage! You struck Bakeneko for 65 damage. Bakeneko has 586/740 Health remaining.

      

      

      Ten, fifteen more arrows and we were home free, and that was without the others. Or so I thought. The cat suddenly shimmered and blurred as if its movement had suddenly stilled but then quickened, stilled, and then quickened. Then three more of the creatures appeared. Smaller, like kittens in comparison, they dropped from the thing’s body and each lunged for an attacker. Mezzerain went down, the miniature Bakeneko attached to his throat. Star backed away as hers sprang, its vicious claws just a blur of death. Sedge caught his with a lucky strike, skewering it on his bronze sword. I heard him yell in victory. I saw him pump the air. Then I saw the huge cat leap for me.

      It came at me like a bullet. Glenwyth rolled to one side to avoid it. I loosed my last arrow and threw the bow aside, sweeping my sword from its sheath. The Bakeneko landed right in front of me, globs of spittle spraying from its fangs as it hissed and spat at me. I sliced at its outstretched paw, but it just rolled to one side and sprang up onto all fours. The fur on its mane stood tall, it’s back arched, and it circled me. Without a hint that it was going to strike, its head lurched for me, its mouth wide, and before I could reach, it clamped its jaw on my upper leg.

      I screamed in pain, the blood instantly pumping, and the beast jerked its neck to try and topple me. I swung blindly with my sword, the pain in my leg consuming all my thoughts. I blinked fast, and brought everything back into focus, instinctively smashing the pommel of my sword on the side of the cat’s mouth. It howled and let go of me, and I saw Sedge clinging to its back driving his bronze sword into the beast.

      
        
        Damage! You have received 150 Damage. You have 400/550 Health left.

      

      

      I staggered away, my back smashing into a twisted, black tree. Casting Stitch and Stem on myself, I saw my blood thicken, but my health dropped by another 50 as it still pulsed out. I ripped one of the health tubes out of my belt, drank it and then jumped back into the fray, screaming at the top of my voice.

      Lost in the fury of hurt, I slashed and sliced my sword at the beast. It hit home time and again. I felt its blood on my face. I heard its howls as the ancient sword drove vast rents into the beast’s skin. I saw its open mouth and cleaved down at its tongue, my blade scattering its fangs in its wake. But I wasn’t done yet, driven by some kind of red mist, I plunged my sword into the beast time and again. It reared, and then it fell. A billow of dire breath encompassing me. I struck on, wanting to end every last morsel of the thing’s evil, until I felt hands grasping at me, pulling me away. I rounded on my new attackers, screaming defiance in their faces, raising my sword to strike down death upon them.

      Glenwyth looked up at me, screaming: “It’s over…it’s over,” and I fell to my knees.

      
        
        Danger! Your health is low. You have 150/550 health. Your health can rejuvenate but resting, eating or drinking one of those potions on your belt!

      

      

      Eh? I thought, and looked down at the belt. All the green tubes were still intact, just a single tube gone—one with a half-silver, half-black top—my mixed-mana solution.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Glenwyth fell to her knees and gently took the sword away from me. “Your aura changed, it became like roiling quicksilver. Each of your strikes tore chunks out of the beast. It didn’t stand a chance. What are you, Alexa Drey?”

      I looked at the remnants of the slaughtered animal. It looked like a maniac had rained endless anger on it, like a psychopath had been let loose.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      “Awesome!” Sedge shouted, breaking the still mood. “That was freaking awesome!” I looked up at him as he strutted over. Behind him, I saw Mezzerain staring at me. I couldn’t tell if he was angry, impressed, or disgusted with me.

      
        
        Congratulations! You and your group have slain a Level 16 Bakeneko. You are rewarded with 5000/5 XP.

      

      

      Well, that was something, 1750 XP to the next level. I wondered what type of killing machine I would turn into then.

      “Your loot,” Star said, reaching down and pulling me up. “You went full murder-monster—Sedge is right—awesome sums it up. The beast might have killed us all, save your compassion for something with an ounce of good running through its veins.”

      She gave me a leather necklace, a single curved tooth hanging from it. The leather was inlaid with spirals of silver, and the fang glistened like mother of pearl. She pulled it back and then looped it over my head, adjusting the fang so it sat between my breasts. “Now you look like a badass,” she muttered, and kissed me on my bloodied cheek. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.”

      I saw Mezzerain try to get up, using his sword as a crutch, saw Sedge was bleeding from a great gash across his handsome face, and saw Glenwyth was now lying in a ball holding her gut. Casting Group Heal, I stumbled along with Star until we dropped down on the rocky riverbank.

      “I drank the wrong tube,” I told Star and then told her about the crafting, about infusing the mana mixture with both types.

      “I wonder if it would work on me?” she said, looking out over the silver, chattering water.

      “You’d want that?” I asked.

      “Fury in a tube?” she said. “You bet. You might just have saved Glenwyth’s life. Although the beast was only level 16, when it spawned its little helpers, it tied up me and Mezz, and that left you three lower levels exposed. While we dispatched our tormentors fairly quickly, it only takes a few seconds for someone to die. After level 15, there are no easy beasts, just degrees of difficult, dire, and dangerous.”

      “I can craft more,” I said.

      “Can you bottle it?” Mezzerain’s voice boomed out, and he sat on the other side of me.

      “Or make a barrel out of it,” Glenwyth said, handing me back the empty tube and stopper, and then wading out into the river to scrub the blood and guts from her.

      “I’m quite happy to sit back and watch you do all the work,” Sedge said, and he bent down to the water, cupping his hands and taking a huge gulp of it.

      I cleaned myself up, and we all sat back. Mezzerain lit his pipe, puffing on its mellow leaf, and Sedge divided up some more rations, somehow now our impromptu food provider.

      “Of course,” Mezzerain said. “It ruins my battle structure. My healer just became my best damage dealer. I’m not sure what to do about that.”

      Looking over my stat board, I saw that my magic, spell casting, healing, and the subskills I’d used, had all grown.

      “Let’s keep it how it is,” I said in a whisper. “I want to keep improving my healing tree.”

      Mezzerain puffed a plume of smoke into the air. “As you wish,” he said, and shifted around so his head rested on a rock and his big-booted feet were right by me. “It will truly muddle the mind of any enemy you come up against. They’ll see a healer and get a killer. You should change your Type from Chancer to Paradox.”

      I shifted forward and then slumped back, resting my head on his greaves. “Probably fits better,” I said.

      “Nope,” Star butted in. “Chancer suits just fine. You just got to learn to accept your…gifts…and take the chance they give.”

      “So, what’s next?” Sedge asked.

      “Well,” Glenwyth said. “We’ve killed the children, slaughtered the husband, chopped up the cat, so I’m guessing there’s one angry woman left up that valley.”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 18,250.

        Level: 8. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 550/550 Energy: 170/170

        Mana: 260/260 Shadow Mana: 0/750

        HP Regen: 55/Min EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 19/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5), Intelligence: (26, 0), Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8), Luck: (7, 5),

        Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (7, 0)

      

      

      
        
        Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

        Running: (6, 22, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 44, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Magic: (7, 86, 0, ∞), Concealment: (7, 12, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 71, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 51, 0, 25), Spell Casting: (6, 95, 0, ∞), Close-Q-fighting: (5, 86, 0, 25), Archery: (7, 78, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (7, 87, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (7, 91, 0, 60), Horseriding: (4, 20, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,8,0,14), Stealth: (4,18,0,22), Rope law: (3,28,0,4), Crafting: (5,0,0,5), Navigation: (3,15,0,14), Pickpocketing: (2, 45, 0, 5), Herbalism: (2, 22, 0, 12), Alchemy: (1, 0, 0, 8)

      

      

      Healing tree: Level 5

      
        	Subskill – Poultices and potions: (6, 44, 24)

        	Subskill – Heal over Time: (5,86,10)

        	Subskill – Group Heal: (5,85,10)

        	Subskill – Solid soul: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Drain: (5,23,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Transfer: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Stitch and Stem: (6,10,10)

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquest: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. Status: Complete.

        Subquest: Catch a thief. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.
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          A Bleak Farmstead

        

      

    

    
      It was headed toward dusk by the time we first saw it. The land around us was still cursed with its soulless black, and we’d probably have missed the farmstead, had it not been glowing with a coat of bone-chilling blue fog.

      At first we thought it was our next test in the endless vale, the luminous blue spilling over a step in the valley itself, over a small waterfall that had first alerted us that there was indeed a ridge there. We followed a path that wound up the steep rise, and when we topped it, we saw that the whole area was clad in the same eerie luminescence.

      “I think we’ve found the origin of The Thief’s curse,” Star muttered.

      “Or the old hag, Grandma Lumin. Don't forget about her,” Sedge said ominously.

      “I don’t sense any evil in the blue.” Glenwyth bent down, running her hand along the dead ground. “Just regret.”

      “We’re stuck one way or the other,” Mezzerain grumbled. “It’ll be dark soon, and dark is evil’s playground. Dead, haunted, dangerous or not, that farmstead’s our only hope.” He strode off toward it, so we all filed along behind.

      The farm consisted of a fair-sized dwelling with a thatched roof and a porch. Logs were stacked either side of the door, and a hitching rail ran along half its frontage. A sole upper window told of an attic room, and long-dead hanging baskets gave the impression it was once a happy place. Opposite the farmhouse, a half-walled building with a sloping roof had its front gate swinging in the light breeze that flowed down from the fang-like mountain. Next to that, a good-sized warehouse blocked off most of the rest of our view. Between the house and the warehouse, a courtyard led to a corralled, but empty, field.

      We stopped at the edge of the grounds, all of us hesitating to venture farther in, but we had nowhere else to go.

      “Split up and search the lot at once?” Star asked.

      “Stick together,” Mezzerain said, leaving no room in his tone for argument.

      “Why not get a fire going first—right in the center?” Sedge was clearly eager to seek the comfort of flame and heat, to have something to ward off any evil we might wake.

      Mezzerain reluctantly grunted. “Can’t harm. Sedge, Glenwyth, build the fire. You—with us.”

      I’d graduated to the distrusted one…again. I didn’t bother arguing.

      We aimed for the homestead. Glenwyth and Sedge taking the logs and kindling, Mezzerain booting the front door open. Star and I following him into the home.

      We came upon a single room. There were three mattresses in one corner, all in a line, all with a wool sheet laid neatly over them. Opposite, a stone hearth sat central within the home’s sole drystone wall, and a fire lay ready for lighting in its grate. A single chair faced it, and a sole mug had been placed by the chair with a toppled flagon lying close. In the center of the room, a ladder led up to a hole in the ceiling. Mezzerain raised his finger to his lips and drew his sword ever so silently out. He moved toward the ladder. Star held the big man back, answering his confused look by drawing out her dagger, placing it between her teeth, and then scurrying up the ladder as quietly as a mouse would.

      “Just an empty bed up here,” she called down, quietly. Her face appeared in the hatchway. “So, father and mother up here, two kids downstairs—who’s the spare bed for?”

      “The thief?” I offered.

      Star shook her head. “No, The Thief has to be passing through. My best guess is that he fled Brokenford or some such place after stealing…” She scratched he head. “We really don’t know a lot about him or her.”

      “We don’t need to,” Mezzerain said. “It’s a good bet he was fleeing something—likely the wizards, and holed up in the farmhouse after slaughtering its folk. We know he cursed the valley and fled.”

      “So, what happened to the other wizards?”

      We looked at each other. Star shrugged and slid down the ladder.

      Then Sedge screamed.

      Star dove for the door first, Mezzerain hot on her heels, his sword at the ready. I snapped out of it fast, unslinging my bow, ready to start firing and healing—to keep my psycho under control, to do my job.

      The scene outside was a muddle of confusion. Sedge was backing out of the warehouse toward their fledgling fire, pointing back inside the building. Glenwyth was by his side, but just looking curiously in while bidding us over. There didn’t seem to be any immediate threat, no huge taloned monster lashing out with its deadly claws. I noticed both Star and Mezzerain kept their swords ready for action, and so I nocked an arrow and jogged up behind them. The strange blue luminescence swirled around my feet like heavy fog. Glenwyth crept toward the warehouse’s open door, her bow primed.

      Mezzerain and Star broke into a run, soon flanking the elf, but appeared to relax once they’d looked into the building. I drew Sedge aside and gasped at what I saw.

      “I think we found our wizards,” I whispered.

      They were hanging from a central beam, three of them dressed in black cloaks with red flashes on their sleeves—the same as Graydor’s. The blue mist fell from the central one—the tallest by far and definitely the oldest. It billowed out like heavy smoke. I cast my perception over him, but got nothing back. His head was lolling to the side, and I saw that he was twitching.

      “He’s alive,” I shouted and made to burst forward, but Mezzerain’s arm shot out, blocking my way.

      “He’s a wizard, and he might have enchanted his body.”

      “But he’s dying!” I screamed, trying to get past.

      “Better him than us,” Mezzerain growled.

      Glenwyth took a step back, nocked an arrow and imbued it with some kind of charm. She shot at the noose’s rope and nicked it. It unraveled, spinning the wizard around and then dumping him on the ground. The blue mist billowed up in a cloud.

      Mezzerain edged forward. The wizard’s wizened head reared above the cloud of blue. “Run!” he shouted, but barely managed a hissed whisper. “Save yourself before she comes back.” His head was engulfed again. The blue fog began to dissipate, fleeing the wizard’s now still body. Star cut the other two down and backed away.

      “Something has drained their essence. That mist was their XP, their skills and their attributes draining away. Whatever spell was used leached their very experience away.”

      “And strung them up?” Mezzerain grunted, but a single stool lay on the straw-strewn ground.

      “They killed themselves,” Glenwyth whispered. “Rather than start over as mere peasants, they killed themselves. That’s why I could sense no evil. They had given up. They knew they no longer mattered.”

      I shivered at that. It was a grim despair-filled ending no matter what their intent.

      “But who made them lose hope?” I asked.

      “I did,” a dread voice rang out from the warehouse door, and we all turned slowly. She was no hag, no bent-over witch, but she did have a weathered look, and long, black hair streaked gray and white. “Do not waste your compassion on them, Alexa Drey. In life, they were evil—driven only by their contempt for all others. They could have lived a much simpler life, but chose to die rather than lose their power and give up their pathetic influence.”

      “Who are you?” I asked, wondering how she knew my name, but instantly realized that she’d probably tracked us all the way from White Water, more than likely knew all our names.

      “Who do you think?”

      “Grandma Lumin,” Sedge spat.

      “I’m not your enemy,” she said, and turned, her black skirt swirling, kicking up the receding mists as she left the warehouse.

      We followed her out, and she turned toward the corralled field, leaning on its fence. She looked around quickly and beckoned me forward. I edged closer, then rested on the rail.

      “See that old burned pyre,” she said, her voice raspy, hoarse. In the gloom, the last of the blue haze swirled around a blackened pile of ash. “That there’s what’s left of Grandma Lumin.”

      “So, who are you?”

      The woman ran her fingers through her long, black hair. “Me? I’m the one who should be hanging in that warehouse, not them. I’m the one who should be driven by despair.” She pushed herself off the rail and walked back toward the farmhouse. “Why’d you start a fire in the yard when there’s one set in the hearth?”

      Walking behind her, I passed a very confused-looking Mezzerain, Star who was obviously on edge, and Glenwyth, who had her mouth wide open. Sedge was still in the warehouse, I somehow knew he’d be rifling the wizards' corpses. Once in the home, the woman bid us to sit on the beds, and she turned the sole chair around and sat opposite.

      “It seems your elfin friend has recognized me or at least the power I carry. My name is Cathelina, and I am—”

      “A Lorekeeper,” Glenwyth muttered.

      Cathelina inclined her head. “They would probably understand the term Druid better. Lorekeeper or Druid, whichever pleases you.”

      “Why did you curse the valley? Why keep us from this thief we are tracking?” Sedge asked upon returning.

      Her laughter rang out then. “Not my curse. Had you waited for the last wizard to die, you probably would've only had to face the troll. He’s had his eye on moving into The Thumb for a while. Apparently, folk weren’t bothering with his valley anymore, and his pickings were meager. Not my curse, Sedgewick Prentice.” She shifted slightly on her seat. Her attention fell on Mezzerain. “Tell me, Valkyrian, how is Melinka?”

      “Last I saw, she was smiling down at my dying body. She finds humor in the strangest places.”

      “And Corsaka?”

      Mezzerain grunted. “Still in Pellevere’s pocket and aligned to Slaughtower and the boy, Zender.”

      “She treads a dangerous path.”

      Mezzerain didn’t reply, just grunted and took out his pipe. Cathelina’s inquiries appeared to have settled him.

      “So, whose curse was it?” Sedge asked, seemingly unwilling to wait for her to answer.

      She stiffened. “The wizards slaughtered this family when they refused to give up The Thief. He has a pretty price on his head in Shyantium. Merran himself is willing to pay a small fortune for what he has stolen.”

      “So, the family were loyal to this thief?”

      She laughed at that. “Never has there been such a vile collection of humans in one place than that family. The eldest, Tunpeg, was nothing more than a deranged bully. The daughter was a devious thing that tried to gain magic for the blackest purpose, and the father was little else but a drunk and a wife-beater. No, they were no loss, and they didn’t protect The Thief for any chivalrous motives; they simply didn’t know where he’d gone nor what he’d stolen.”

      “So you killed the wizards—” Sedge made to say.

      “I didn’t kill them. I stripped them of the power they misused. They killed this whole valley just to stop any who would follow them. They tried to raise Grandma Lumin from the soot of her ashes. I couldn’t stand by and let that happen.” Her voice tapered off to a whisper. “They attempted to resurrect Tunpeg’s mother, so they swung where she swung. They killed themselves where she did.”

      “Can you help us catch this thief?” I asked.

      “Why do you want to?” Cathelina asked.

      “I—”

      “Enough talk,” Mezzerain said. “Keep your motives close,” he told me.

      Cathelina smiled. “You make a fine protector; does she need protecting? I think Sir Ratter would choose to disagree. The pet fell under her blurring sword, did it not?”

      “She’s still learning,” Mezzerain grunted.

      “As are we all. Besides, her motives are quite easy for me to read. The Thief entered Balazar’s Tooth fourteen days ago. He is ventured deep underground, traveling the catacombs, skipping the Endings River. He is a good way ahead of you but will be slowed shortly.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Because he is being guided by gravelings, and they cannot leave the mountain.”

      “By gravelings?”

      “He has forged their will to his own.”

      My shoulders slumped down. He might as well be a year here. There was no way we could catch him.

      “You seem to know a lot about him,” Star pointed out.

      “All things talk if you know how to listen,” Cathelina replied.

      “Do you know where he’s headed?”

      “Yes, Star—can I use that name? Lady…”

      “Star’s fine.”

      “The thief is headed northeast, and few things lie northeast of here except…”

      “Shyantium,” Star muttered.

      “Ironic, don’t you think? That Merran dispatches his cronies all this way, when The Thief is headed straight to his lair.”

      I pulled up my navigation, but the target still pointed northwest. I furrowed my brow, confused. Cathelina grinned. “It points to the last place he walked the earth. It cannot know he walks among the dead to get to his destination.”

      “Can we catch him?”

      Star shook her head. “We’d have to double back. Take the Silver Road to Merrivale and then over the mountains to the wizard’s city.”

      “Can’t we follow his path?” I asked.

      “Only the gravelings; the old shamans can walk among the demons,” Cathelina told us. “Even those shackled with their humor would have their way barred.”

      “So I’ve failed,” I said.

      Cathelina stood up and walked over to me. She offered me her hand and pulled me up. “Failed? You haven’t caught him yet, but you’ve not not caught him either. What if I told you there was another way? It’s not the easiest by any stretch of the imagination, but it does lead to Shyantium.”

      “What way?” I asked.

      “Tell me,” she said. “If you can’t go under a mountain, what’s the other way?”

      I walked to the dwelling’s door and pulled it open. Standing on the stoop I looked up at the impossibly high snowcapped mountain. She couldn’t, surely? There was no way. I felt her hands rest on my shoulders. “Well?” she whispered.

      “Surely not?”

      “What is the other way?”

      I turned and looked into her eyes.

      “Over it?”
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          Sedge Prentice

        

      

    

    
      Like the mountain rising up over Joan’s Creek, close-up this one was a fearsome monolith. Its sheer mass radiated power, and though The Thief had somehow brokered a passage through its roots, our guide was confident we could make up time by clinging to its sides, by using paths more suited to mountain goats.

      We’d spent an uneasy night in the farmstead. Star and Mezzerian had taken turns to keep an eye out for any residual trouble but none had come. Sedge had buried the wizards' bodies, it seemed he had some kind of moral compass, even here, even in this virtual land. He’d muttered something about fallen comrades and enemies deserving respect. We were part of this land, and I knew that now. It wasn’t a virtual playground anymore; it was as real as my dead Earth, for Sedge as much as me.

      I’d often wondered what kind of conversations I would have with other travelers I met on the way. I’d assumed we’d talk of Earth, of that fractured place and of life we’d left behind, but we’d hardly mentioned it. All our talk had been of Barakdor.

      As with Lincoln, I’d felt some measure of guilt when I’d told him of my easy start in the Vale of Lamerell, with Greman, Shylan, Cronis, and Marista. His had been harder—grinding he’d called it. He’d been one of the first humans in-game, and hadn’t fared as well as even Lincoln had. By all accounts, the NPCs had been thirsty for player blood early on. Spawned in Brokenford, he’d eventually escaped by setting his respawn point to a bridge that crossed its river called Ratcher’s Vein. He’d died, respawned and had dove straight into the river. Washed up on the northern bank, he’d fled the only way he could—north and to the mountains.

      The rest of his story had been one of grind and toil. Taking simple quests, gaining XP, and hoping for harder quests. He’d found his way to White Water and was now convinced the quests had led him to us on purpose. Whatever, I was just glad to have him along.

      We left the cursed valley that morning, though not before Cathelina had said a few words and green shoots had started poking through the desperate black. The journey looked impossible, our horses long gone, the mountain, humongous. Mezzerain had shed his breastplate and greaves and now wore a long cloak and thick boots, and that gave me some measure of what to expect. It was going to be a long, hard journey. We stopped around noon, having crossed into the next valley along, fording a stream and resting to dry out our boots and pants in the welcome sun.

      Like Sedge and Cathelina had told us, the next valley along was all tumbled rock as far as I could see down it. No wonder the troll's pickings had been slim.

      “Have you ever done this trek?” Mezzerain asked Cathelina.

      “Not all the way, not had the reason. The sorcerers of Shyantium and I have very differing beliefs. I prefer to use natural magic, not contrived ones that leech power, more conduits that merely let it flow.”

      “So how do you know…”

      Cathelina lofted her eyebrows. “There’s a trail up to a cave. We should make it by night. It’s my little retreat away from the world of chaos. Beyond that, we take to chance and hope. It’s just a rock—a big one, but a rock nonetheless. Do you have the climbing skill?”

      Mezzerain grunted, but then told her no. I doubted his talents would be suited to the coming days. Sedge asked about the climbing skill, and I could see in his eyes he was desperate to acquire it. He was already proving to be a valued member of the group. His compulsion to loot everything stretched to food, and he had plenty—even fishing the stream while we rested. He’d told me he used to be a survivalist back on Earth—his first purchase in this land had been a soulbound fifty-slot sack. “You can never be over-prepared.”

      It was nice up there, high on the mountain’s ankle, and though two of the group were new, they fit in just fine. Glenwyth was always in Cathelina’s shadow, and Sedge was with me. Star and Mezzerain had been thick as thieves since they’d met at Joan’s Creek, so it all worked out well.

      Glenwyth and Cathelina jumped up first and signaled the end of our respite. Sedge and I were next, and Mezzerain and Star were last. We picked our way through the wedged boulders, sometimes skipping back across the stream, sometimes with a foot on each side and the stream way below. It was perilous, but it was exhilarating. We eventually reached a small rock plateau, a shelf of gray just jutting out from a sheer rock face. Glenwyth and Cathelina both paused and took swigs from their water bottles, then turning and seemingly walking off the edge, vanishing around a bend in the cliff.

      Sedge turned around, leaning back.

      “Now that is just crazy,” he said, and I turned too and looked out over the valleys, over the thick, dark green forests, and farther to a brush of emerald, and pockets of blue. “Irydia, well, some of it, takes your breath away with its beauty. What are the chances you’d ever meet more than a handful of players?”

      “I’ve only met one other, and he is hidden away.”

      “Why?”

      “Building a legacy, an epitaph to his dead wife.”

      “Then he’s a fool,” said Sedge Prentice. “This is a place for the living, not the dead.” He looked at me. “You don’t get this whole thing, do you? It’s not a game—it’s a life, a life where you can do anything, be anyone.”

      “I know that,” I said, stiffly.

      “Do you? Do you really? Would you jump off the ledge just to feel the wind on your face as you fell? Would you do it with a smile on your face knowing you’re going to be reborn? Revel in it, Alexa. When you killed that big cat, you felt nothing but shame. Hell, I’d have held my hands up to the sky and shouted ‘Boo rah!’ while wallowing my power.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. You’ve got power. You’re a superhero, a wonder woman. You want to fight for good then fight for good, but do it with your shoulders back and your chin held high, and stop being ashamed because you had a different start to everyone else. You made the most of it; that’s all you can do here, and if folk don’t like it, forget ‘em.”

      He ran his fingers through his cropped hair. He was smiling—an ear-to-ear smile, he clearly enjoyed dancing with danger. It was then it dawned on me that Sedge was military—part of the corps sent on the ship to defend the settlement in its early days. Sedge was a fighter; he probably didn’t expect to survive long once we reached our new planet.

      “So I should…”

      He pulled me to him so were mere inches apart. I could feel his breath on my cheeks and smell his earthy sweat. “Celebrate being Alexa Drey,” he said, his voice hushed.

      Our eyes locked, and I searched out signs in them but could only see the glimmer of hope, of happiness, and of fun. Sedge Prentice was alive with the land. He was its good, its hope, and its force.

      “Celebrate being me?”

      “Alexa Drey!” he shouted, near deafening me, and he laughed, and pushed me away, strolling around the ledge, following Glenwyth and Cathelina.

      I looked behind me and saw Mezzerain and Star peering over its edge.

      “Friend of yours?” Mezzerain said, but Star just winked at me. My cheeks flushed, so I quickly turned away, edging to the spot where the other three had vanished.

      The ledge tapered to a small pathway, no more than the top of a sheet of rock that appeared to have slipped down the mountain a bit. No more than three feet wide, I saw Sedge was already twenty yards ahead of me. Looking down, the sheer fall was daunting, the base of the mountain on this side so many miles down. I reset my respawn point to the ledge behind me, took a deep breath and stepped forward.

      My knees were no more than jelly, and my stomach was a quivering mass of sick bile. I let my hand brush the rock face on one side and held the other out to aid my balance. At first, every step was a chore, every glance down greeted with a sharp intake of breath, and every step a trial of my courage. Yes, I had the climbing skill, but this was somehow different—too slow, too exact. I supposed I could take out Grog’s grasping powder and scuttle off, but I knew that I couldn’t keep that up for more than five, maybe ten minutes before my energy would be drained. I pressed on.

      Yes, I was Alexa Drey—a very scared Alexa Drey.

      The mountain opposite—over the vast gorge—was much smaller, but over it loomed the next fang. I couldn’t help but think there must be some reason for these huge, out-of-proportion mountains. Lincoln had told me that he’d felt their power all the way from a bridge in Brokenford. He’d said he’d known he would end up in one’s shadow that day—his second. Sedge had probably jumped off the same bridge.

      I wondered if each mountain had a demon under it—like Lincoln’s had Quazede, like Zybandian’s had Balazar. I wondered if we’d wake it. Briefly closing my eyes, I tried to rally my concentration for the steps ahead, not idle wonder. I focused my gaze on Sedge Prentice’s back. One step in front of the next, we crawled along. The midday sun turned into the afternoon’s. I crossed a line of darker gray, and I was engulfed in the mountain’s cold shadow.

      It was an hour, maybe two, before Sedge vanished again, and I nearly smiled as he did. Was it the end of the tiny ridge? It turned sharply into a crease in the mountain, and I saw it led to a narrow ravine that angled straight toward the sky. Sedge was at its base, looking up at Glenwyth and Cathelina. They were about a hundred yards straight up, climbing hand over hand, one foot up at a time.

      Sedge was dithering. I drew aside him. “Here, dip your fingers in this.” I held out Grog’s powder.

      “Thanks,” he muttered, but glanced up again. “I sure hope I get that climbing skill,” he muttered. “Just changed my respawn to here.” He turned, seeking out the first handhold, then the first foothold.

      “If you fall, try not to knock me off,” I said, dipping my own fingers in Grog’s powder and scampering up behind him, laughing and trying to lighten his mood.

      At first he was painfully slow at it, but then it was nearly sheer. Soon though, Sedge hollered and started scampering up, and I guessed he’d gotten the skill. I burst up after him, catching him, then overtaking. I quickly crested the ravine’s top, and saw we were in a cut in the mountainside—two angled sides making a steep valley that led up to a black cave. Moss, the odd tuft of grass, and farther up a few gangly trees, all clad the rocks. Their roots were anchored in trapped scree, their perch quite desperate, but after the last few hours, it was like walking along a grassy plain.

      “That climbing skill is awesome,” Sedge gushed then beamed.

      “Take care, it slaughters your energy.”

      “Worth it,” he said, sitting on a small ledge. “Where did you learn it?”

      At first I wondered if I should tell him. The story sounded far-fetched in my mind, but I didn’t want there to be lies between us, so I told him about Grog, about climbing down the castle tower, and about the bridge to nowhere, and how I’d barbequed with legends.

      “You really did have some start,” he said, and whistled, then put his hand up. “Like I said, be proud you took it and rode it for all it was worth.”

      “I’ll try,” I said, but knew self-confidence and I were distant friends. “I’ll try and wring as much enjoyment as I can out of this place.”

      “Do that,” he said, getting up. He patted my shoulder, and forged off after Glenwyth and Cathelina.

      My gaze lingered on Sedge Prentice; he was a breath of fresh air.

      “Fancy him, do you?” Star’s taunting voice rang out.

      I looked around. She had her hands on her hips and was gasping for air.

      “He’s…”

      “Intriguing,” was all Star said.

      “Bloody annoying,” Mezzerain muttered. “Far too happy for his own good. That’s the trouble with you bunch; you can’t die so you’re always happy—apart from you, of course. You worry enough for everyone.”

      “Not anymore,” I near sang, and marched off toward the cave.

      It was cold in the shade, not a bone-chilling cold, but after the sprint-climb, it cooled the sweat on the nape of my neck making me shiver. The ravine was a few hundred yards long. Glenwyth and Cathelina had already vanished into the cave—Sedge soon after. About ten yards shy of the entrance, I glanced around and saw that we were at the edge of the sky.

      It was then that a familiar feeling struck the pit of my stomach. It was a dread feeling, and I’d felt it before, after we’d left the vale and before we’d entered the dwarven caves. It was the same feeling I had when the hooded man had been watching me in Merrivale. Scanning the blue skies, I eventually saw it—a sole white bird circling high, barely discernable against the blue.

      Was it ShadowDancer or just a bird? Was it those hunched-over priests or just a bird? I felt its eyes on me, and saw the image of the bound man, of ShadowDancer, of the boy, Zender. The chill wasn’t from my sweat. I turned and ran after Sedge. I ran toward the cave and only stopped when I was in its shady embrace.

      Gasping, I slumped onto a rocky floor, my back to the cave’s entrance. Did it take so little to spook me? Glenwyth rushed to my side, crouching down, tipping a water bottle up to my thirsty lips. “What is it?”

      I told her and noticed Cathelina’s ear perk.

      “It’s possible, but unlikely. What’s more likely is that it is one of Shyantium’s scouts—possibly a soul-stealer—if they exist—never seen one myself, but I’ve heard the rumors. Or it could just be an enchanted bird. Unlikely to be the boy, Zender. No matter how great your magic, how many sorcerers do your bidding, you can’t keep your eye on the whole world.

      “What if this is a beacon,” I said, pulling my boot off and showing her Ruse’s shackle.

      She asked how I got it, and when I told her, she nodded sagely.

      “You can’t fault a demon’s sense of humor.” She muttered and then thought on it for a while. “I’ve changed my mind, it could be the boy. We’ll need to get off this mountain faster than I’d first planned.”

      “But how?” I asked.

      “I’ll call the Groarg,” she said, as if that answered everything.
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          The Magic Tree

        

      

    

    
      “Well, there’s little the boy, Zender, can do from where he is, and vice-versa.” Cathelina pushed herself up and walked to the cave’s entrance. She untied a cord fastened to its side and a large skin dropped down, plunging us into darkness. Two glowstones immediately brightened and sprayed white light around. “We have to conserve heat up here—no wood equals no fire. I have a few more skins tucked away, but that’ll keep most of the cold out. Did Shylan teach you how to make firestones, or did he just show you the things that dazzle and hypnotize?”

      “You know him?”

      Cathelina laughed. “Know him and his grouchy old friend, and before you ask how, I can see it in your casting. I know he taught you a lot of your magic because it’s a little muddled. You have elements of Cronis’ magic, a pinch of Shylan’s, and a smidge of another Lorekeeper…Marista Fenwalker, perhaps? All this comes as little surprise, but what I am most interested in is that healing tree of yours. That is rare, the like of which I haven’t seen in an age.”

      “It came—”

      “Shush! Wait! Let me show you this first—let’s get warm.”

      She turned and started picking rocks from behind her. Each was about the size of a fist. Placing them into a triangular pyramid, she prodded them into place, humming all the while, clearly a craft she enjoyed.

      “Not a craft,” she said, looking at me over the orderly pile of rocks. “The line between crafting and magic is blurred, but essentially crafting is the art of changing to make. So, if you take a piece of, say, hide and make a pair of gloves its…”

      “Crafting, yes, I see that.”

      She smiled. “And if we make these rocks red with heat, what is it, as we’ve technically made a fire?”

      “Magic,” I said, nodding so as to reinforce my answer.

      “Why?”

      “Because we haven’t altered the rock permanently.”

      “Exactly that. What would healing be? That is the question I would ask you.”

      
        
        Cathelina has granted you the spell Red Hot Coals. Red Hot Coals enables you to heat rocks up and then feed them mana to keep them warm. Cost = 15 mana/min. Minimum cost 150 mana.

      

      

      I saw the spell settle within my Earth Magic and picked it straight out, subconsciously digesting its instruction. Wanting to carry on talking to Cathelina, but realizing this was a test of sorts, I began concentrating on the pile of stones. I felt their coldness, their dry core, and could see no warmth within them. I dribbled in some mana, trying to blend it with the rock, trying to coax the rocks to warm up. Then an odd thing happened. The spell actually scolded me, altered its channel and bent my will to its way, and it threw my mana into the pile of rock, a good portion of my entire pool, agitating it, spinning it around, pushing it from one rock to the next until they all glowed dusty red, and I felt the heat on my face.

      “A strange spell and another magic way that neither Cronis nor Shylan like. Those two are far too precious about their mana pools—or lakes, if a comparison to yours is needed. It is a spell that needs a boost of mana, which then dissipates over time.”

      Mezzerain grunted. “I’m used to them.”

      Cathelina stared at him, and then nodded. “Damage over Time works in a similar fashion, as does Heal over Time, though the initial price is not quite as steep as the body just needs nudging to heal itself.”

      The chill began to ease, and though not warm, the cave became bearable. “Why are there so many types of magic?” I asked.

      “Why are there so many languages, races, even ways to cook a broth? Everything grows how it wishes, and magic is no different. I can see by your stats that yours is yet another concoction of differing disciplines. Just add in the entirely pathetic magic of Shyantium, and you’ve probably got a little bit of all of them.”

      “Pathetic?” Sedge said. “That curse looked pretty impressive, and the banshees were awesome.”

      “That wizard was a level 51 before I started draining him—trust me, for that level, it was mediocre.”

      “I’ll consider myself told,” Sedge said, with his usual grin on his face. “So, Groarg, what are they, mountain goats?”

      Cathelina burst out laughing. “Close,” she said, but said no more.

      Sedge opened his sack and brought out a metal tripod, a bowl, and a water bottle, and placed it over the stones, pouring in some of the water and then tossing in a string of meat chunks, green leaves, what looked like a squash, and a few things I didn’t recognize. He took out a ladle and a couple of bowls. Winking at me he said, “Always be prepared.”

      It confirmed my thoughts that he was probably military, something I decided must be personal as he hadn’t mentioned anything about it. The broth was little more than a few spoons of watery soup with the odd chunk of tough meat, but it filled a hole. The conversation petered out, and my eyes grew heavy. One by one our wakefulness faded, and we each found a spot to stretch out and soon slept.

      Dreams evaded me despite the ominous feeling I’d had the afternoon before. My sleep was a canvas of black, a deep sucking darkness, a void, and though when I awoke I felt refreshed by it, I immediately wondered whether the blankness of my sleep was some kind of vision. Was this bleakness the future that ShadowDancer wanted for this world? Shaking my head, I tried to rinse that thought away. Why question a good night’s sleep. Cathelina was watching me, and then I noticed everyone else was still asleep. She raised her finger to her lips and rose, creeping to the back of the cave. I followed her as she ducked out of sight and then saw she was walking along a narrow passageway that led to a door.

      “Where—”

      She turned and shushed me, opening the door and bidding me through. Inside, an oval-shaped room was shelved from top to bottom with numerous tomes, books, and scripts. A similarly shaped table took up the center with two chairs tucked under. Light spread from a small stone in the table’s middle.

      “Sit,” she said, and turned, running her fingers along the books’ spines. “This is where I read. This is where I try and understand the lore of the land, but I have yet to comprehend much of it.”

      I sat at the table. “Won’t the others…”

      She let out a small giggle. “No they won’t. They will sleep on soundly.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “Sleep over Time—it’s a fun spell. You want it?”

      I did, I wanted that…so much…

      “Well, only if…”

      
        
        Cathelina has granted you the spell Sleep over Time. This spell can only be used on people or animals that are already dozing and induces a deeper sleep. Cost 50 mana per cast, plus 10 per hour per being thereafter.

      

      

      “So you can’t just magic someone asleep if they’re attacking you?”

      “That would be too easy.”

      Cathelina turned, a large ruby-red book in her hand. She opened it and placed it carefully on the table—The Lore of the Shaman. “This great tome explains their magic in great detail. It is a book that was lost to time, but not to me, and rightly or wrongly, I kept it locked away. Yet, it is also a magic that cannot be performed without their tree. The tree is the mana channel—the conduit—but that tree has been placed in you already, and that is the key. As I said, without it their magic is ineffective. Are you aware there are several branches to that tree?”

      “Several?”

      “The way of the shaman is a complex one. Healing was but one aspect of their lore.”

      “What were the others?”

      “There are three essentials in any battle. You must know how to attack and when to defend, and after you must heal. These are the pillars of shaman philosophy. They would attack a demon to trap it while defending their souls from damnation. Once the beast was captured, they would heal its yearning soul to bind it to the dungeon, though not only demons, other things of course. Dungeons were a mere sideline for the shaman—and a very profitable one. Their main focus was keeping the demons and imps where they should be. Since the shaman left us, the land has been in turmoil.”

      “Krakus is back now,” I said, and I told her all about Krakus. “Perhaps the shaman will rise again.”

      She appeared to digest it all, and at first her face paled, but she soon regained her composure. “Maybe, but the two people who cured him are no longer with him. How will he heal his race without your random magic?”

      “So, I should have stayed with him?”

      Cathelina shrugged. “Only time will tell. Now, I’ve studied this magic.” She leafed through the book. “For an age, and I wonder…”

      “Wonder what?”

      “If I can add the other magic to your tree. Alexa, I saw what you did with your healing as you ventured up the valley. You cast charms without hardly thinking. That is rare. The reason the caster has a protector is that the casting takes all their focus, not so with you. You have infinite levels of magic, presently limited only by your paltry mana pool. If its all the same with you, I’d like to try.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re going to Shyantium, and that is a cesspool of corruption. You’ve no magical defense, and no attack. How are you going to survive?”

      “I…” I had nothing. I really hadn’t thought that far ahead, but remembered trying to suck Graydoor’s mana away and failing miserably—only saved by Sedge’s stiletto knife.

      “Graydoor put up some form of magical force field to stop my magic getting through.”

      “That’s what you need. Now, do you want to try?”

      “What could go wrong?”

      “You could lose everything.”

      I nodded but felt nervous. Was it worth it? I had healing, but… I knew the answer. Attack, defense, I needed both of those. Biting my lip, I nodded again. “Do it.”

      For the first time since I’d met her, Cathelina appeared unsure of herself. Her hands were shaking, and her lip was trembling. She took several long breaths, trying to compose herself. Shutting her eyes, she murmured some mantra that I couldn’t make out, and the air in the tiny chamber chilled. The door clicked shut. Then she opened her eyes and looked at me—they were afire with glowing emerald, and I knew she’d gathered her power.

      She reached over the table, lifting my chin with her outstretched finger. Looking deeply into me, she searched out my magic, my spell casting, and my healing tree. I felt a gentle tugging, and she teased the tree away from my stat sheet. I felt a huge void and knew my healing spells had vanished. I wanted to shout out, to tell her to stop, but her eyes held me, and her slight nods reassured me. She began whispering some inaudible words. At first I thought it a language I couldn’t understand but knew that was unlikely with Greman’s gift of Tongues of Time. Soon though, I heard it for what it was—the language of the demon, mixed with that of the shaman. It was the throaty, rocky wail of the graveling.

      I felt the healing tree reappear, this time on a different sheet, in a different place in my mind. At its head, my magic skill and spell casting took pride of place, and under them were now three trees: Healing, Defense, Attack, and under the healing one, the skills I’d already had. It was at that point I finally grasped the true difference of the shaman spells over others. Something so obvious, I was ashamed I’d missed it especially as it was so clear. I felt like smacking myself on the head. But it wasn’t that I hadn’t recognized how awesome the shaman spells were, it was that I hadn’t appreciated how linear Shylan’s were.

      The spells Shylan had taught me were just that—spells. If I wanted to cast a more powerful spell then I had to increase either the magic skill or spell casting, and as I did, it would cost more mana—so it was a linear spell, if you like. The way of the shaman was different. Each spell had similar traits to a skill. Each spell could be developed, increased in power, and meant I could work on the intensity of it specifically.

      I cleared my mind and accepted Cathelina’s meddling.

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you Defense. Defense is a branch of your magical tree.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you Attack. Attack is a branch of your magical tree.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you the Attack Subskill: Flame of the Demon. This spell engulfs your opponent in a maelstrom of blistering heat that will break even the strongest caster’s concentration. (Damage proportional to skill level)

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you the Attack Subskill: Fork of Lightening. This subskill can render numerous attackers immobile, the force of the lightening running through their bodies destroys their nervous system. (Damage proportional to skill level. Number of victims that can be targeted is equal to the skill level)

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you the Defensive Subskill: Stone Mirror. This spell turns the surface in front of you into a slippery stone. (Effectiveness proportional to skill level. Area affected proportional to skill level. Duration proportional to skill level)

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you the Defensive skill: Zombie Claws. This spell will turn the ground before you into a writhing mass of roots that will trap your opponents and hold them fast. (Effective time proportional to skill level. Number of victims that can be held is equal to the skill level)

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you the Defensive Subskill: Arcane Shield. This rare type of magical shield leeches a percentage of the caster’s mana and traps it within the shield itself. With each attack the shield grows stronger. Mana trapped must be matched by your own mana else the shield will fail and the mana will be drawn back to the caster. (Strength equal to casting ability. Duration equal to mana availability. Cost linked to level)

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Cathelina has granted you the Attack Subskill: Quazede’s Trident. This spell causes a spear of magic to lance out at your opponent. The spear can split to attack many opponents or remain as one. Power = Casting power/no of bolts. (Casting power proportional to skill level. Number of victims that can be targeted is equal to the skill level)

      

      

      I blinked, and it was done.
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        * * *

      

      Magic Tree

      
        
        Magic: (7, 86, 0, ∞), Spell Casting (6, 95, 0, ∞)

        Mana pool available: 260

        Shadow Mana capacity: 750

      

      

      
        
        Healing branch: Level 5

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Poultices and potions: (6, 44, 24)

        	Subskill – Heal over Time: (5,8,10)

        	Subskill – Group Heal: (5,85,10)

        	Subskill – Solid soul: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Drain: (5,23,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Transfer: (4,0,10)

        	Subskill – Stitch and Stem: (6,10,10)

      

      
        
        Defensive branch: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Stone Mirror: (1, 0, 50)

        	Subskill – Arcane Shield: (1,0,100)

        	Subskill – Zombie Claws: (1,0,30)

      

      
        
        Attack branch: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Flame of Demon: (1, 0, 25)

        	Subskill – Fork of Lightening: (1,0,60)

        	Subskill – Quazede’s Trident: (1,0,50)
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        * * *

      

      Cathelina’s head lolled to one side, and her pupils rolled into the back of their sockets, their emerald glow fading. She slumped forward toward the table, but caught herself, and scrunched her eyes up. She stretched her arms and then clasped them in front of her. Then the pages in the book started to turn, one after the other, flashing past until the book slammed shut, bouncing on the table with the force of it. Cathelina jerked backward, and I felt a spear of thought pierce my mind, opening a forgotten thought.

      In my mind’s eye, I saw the demon Quazede, saw his fearsome self towering over me, his lizard-like tongue darting toward me, surrounding my heart and squeezing it between its forked tip. The secret Quazede had planted burst forth from the shadows of my memory, and a new notification blinked in my mind’s eye.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have been awarded the Tree Branch: Stealth.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have been awarded the Stealth Subskill: Acquire. This spell enables you to steal spells from others. Note: You can only acquire a spell that isn’t being used. You must be in the same room as your victim. Your ability to acquire any spell is linked to your Stealth and Pickpocketing skills. The level of the victim is irrelevant. Any spell acquired will be added to your magic tree as though it were a shamanic subskill.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stealth branch: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Acquire: (1, 0, 50)

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cathelina lofted her eyebrows. “Now that looks like a subskill worth leveling.”
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          Not My First Magician

        

      

    

    
      Just as I sat, Mezzerain pulled me up. “I don’t want to know,” he said. “I don’t care, and we’ve still got to keep leveling you up regardless of where we are, what birds look down from the sky, and how much of a hurry we’re in. Sedge will cook up some food while we spar.”

      Star shrugged, Glenwyth grinned, and Sedge filled his pot. I really didn’t want to tell Mezzerain that I had a whole bunch of spell skills to level as well. Then it struck me—I could level them as I fought him. Cathelina had told me how she’d watched me cast and fight at the same time. A devious thought crossed my mind. I might even land a blow on him, might just take him unawares.

      “Let’s go,” I said, striding toward the cave’s entrance and drawing its flap aside.

      Cold wind buffeted me right away. There was no sign of the bird in the cloudy sky and for that I was thankful. The rocky ravine fell away to the sheer face, and offered no obvious place to fight. I took my staff out as that was the weapon we usually started with and turned to face Mezzerain.

      “Is it okay if I cast spells as we fight?”

      “But I’m not injured.”

      “I think it’s just the casting that levels the spell, so I don’t think that overly matters.” I grinned my sweetest grin.

      “Go fer your life.” He drew his own staff from his sack.

      Of the seven healing subskills, only Heal over Time, Solid Soul, and Mana Drain/Transfer could apply to one-on-one combat. The attack subskills were clearly out of the question—I didn’t want to hurt him even if I could heal him after. The defensive ones though…

      I cast Solid Soul, and he rolled his eyes as if to mock the thought that his resolve needed fortifying. I lunged forward, testing him with a left-arc feint. Mezzerain immediately blocked it but pulled out when he saw mine was a bluff and brought the other end of his staff up toward my groin. I blocked that, skipped back, and cast Stone Mirror just in front of him.

      As Mezzerain stepped forward to strike, he hesitated, and a grin crossed his lips. “Nicely done.” He pointed and looked down. A square foot of rock had transformed into a tile of shining, gray glass. “Perhaps the skill is in the hiding of it.” He danced around it, bringing his staff up and down in a blur, cracking me right on my shoulder.

      My knees buckled, but I cast Heal over Time on myself, and rolled to avoid his next strike. As I came up on my knees, I cast Zombie Claws and saw a feeble root leach out of the scree and try to grasp at his feet. He danced away again.

      “Not my first magician,” he said, his grin now firmly etched on his face. His staff rose again.

      I let it come to me, but at the last minute whipped my own staff up, holding it across. His cracked onto mine, and his grin faltered. Absorbing his staff’s momentum, I let mine fall, and jumped up to one side, watching as Mezzerain overbalanced and lurched forward. I cast Zombie Claws again, but this time aimed it at his trailing foot. Again, a feeble root slithered from the ground grabbing at his ankle and tripping him up.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have upended a warrior using Zombie Claws. You have leveled up. You will now be able to summon more roots and trap up to 2 targets.

      

      

      Mezzerain stumbled forward, snapping the root in two, and managed to break into a roll, coming up ready, his staff primed. He was breathing heavily now, and he had a cut on his chiseled forehead. I cast Stitch and Stem and moved forward. The cut on his forehead instantly closed. He raised his eyebrows and growled his thanks. Within moments he was on me, a fury of blows that I countered one after the other.

      Casting Arcane Shield right in the midst of my chaotic defense, an egg-shaped shell of glimmering silver surrounded me, but Mezzerain’s staff bullied its way through it.

      “That’s a magical defense,” he grunted, as I continued to block his vicious strikes.

      Sneakily casting Stone Mirror right underneath him, I watched as his jaw fell open in surprise and he tumbled face forward. Standing, I raised my staff for the killing blow, but Mezzerain swiped out with his gauntlet-clad arm and upended me. So much for my gloating, I thought, as I crashed onto the rocky ground.

      “That was cheating,” he said, pushing himself up. “And lucky we weren’t sparring with swords else I might have just lunged.”

      “But I’ve got to practice casting on the fly,” I protested.

      “You seem to be doing just fine,” he muttered, jumping up and offering me his hand.

      We fought for another ten minutes. I tried to keep my Arcane Shield in place the whole time—though I knew it would offer no protection. I decided I needed to make it like a second skin and let it have 10 mana a minute to sustain itself. I cast Stone Mirror, Zombie Claws, and Solid Soul over and over, ignoring the notifications as they started to level.

      Noticing my mana reserves were running low, I tried Mana Transfer and was stunned when my pool refilled a bit.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have tapped into Mezzerain’s mana pool. You have leveled up Mana Transfer.

      

      

      “Now that was just plain rude,” Mezzerain shouted at me and lurched forward with a final blur of staff. Backing away, I cast Stone Mirror and Zombie Claws, but Mezzerain’s momentum backed me into a boulder, and his agility meant he could just skip out of the way. We ended the session how we always ended it, me in submission and him the victor.

      “That was the closest yet,” he said, his face close to mine, gasping for breath. “Keep on with that magic, and you’ll best me soon.” He pushed himself away, and trudged back to the cave.

      “What about swords?” I shouted after him.

      “I’ll send Star out,” he said. “I’m done for now."

      I leaned against the boulder, gasping for air myself. I’d leveled up all three defensive skills and gained one in Staff Fighting too. Mana Transfer was at level 5 now as well. I desperately wanted to try the attack skills, but wondered who I could direct them at.

      Star came out, and we practiced blades. Her nimbleness and incredible agility meant my early attempts at casting my Stone Mirror or Zombie Claws were futile, though I did notice the square of ground that became slippery had trebled in size and grew by a bit more when I leveled it to 4. I kept my Arcane Shield in place the whole time, and Star even teased it with a few low-level spells she had. Arcane Shield leveled fast and was soon at 6.

      “Do you have any spells you don’t want?” I asked her while we had a break, and when she asked why, I told her about the Acquire subskill. She sighed at the explanation, and I could tell it was a thing she desperately wanted.

      “The only way for me to have that is for you to have it and me to watch,” she moaned, after a moment’s consideration.

      We then spent a half hour picking each other’s pockets and trying to break into the other’s sack. I learned the most important trick wasn’t the actual pickpocketing, but having the guts to do it—not dithering, just going straight in. Distraction was also important, not a  “Hello” or a cry of some kind, but a real thing that completely took the victim’s focus from you. This was almost certainly what I needed to do when I used Acquire. I had to distract the wizard I was going to steal from, and then go straight in and swipe the spell.

      “That’s why you can’t try and pickpocket me. It just wouldn’t work because I’d be on my guard.”

      I settled for just practicing, and before the end I had successfully relieved Star of a dagger from her sleeve holster without her feeling it too much. Sedge called from the cave’s entrance, and we both walked back up to it. Another watery broth awaited, but it was food, and I was starving.

      Midway through, I noticed Cathelina looking my stats up and down. “Not bad,” she said. “Has no one told you how to organize your stats so they aren’t a mess of information?”

      I told her no, and she just flashed her hand out and clawed at my brain. At least that’s what it felt like.

      “There,” she said. “Now look.”

      I pulled up my board.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 18,250.

        Level: 8. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 550/550 Energy: 170/170

        Mana: 260/260 Shadow Mana: 0/750

        HP Regen: 55/Min EN Regen: 17/Min

        MA Regen: 19/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        	Attributes: Select to reveal

        	Skills: Select to reveal

        	Magic tree: Select to reveal

        	Talents: Select to reveal

        	Quests: Select to reveal
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        * * *

      

      I selected my Magic tree.
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        * * *

      

      Magic Tree

      
        
        Magic: (8, 5, 0, ∞), Spell Casting (8, 12, 0, ∞)

        Mana pool available : 260

        Shadow Mana allowed 750

      

      

      
        
        Healing branch: Level 5

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Poultices and potions: (6, 44, 24)

        	Subskill – Heal over Time: (6,10,10)

        	Subskill – Group Heal: (5,85,10)

        	Subskill – Solid soul: (4,60,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Drain: (5,23,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Transfer: (5,0,10)

        	Subskill – Stitch and Stem: (6,55,10)

      

      
        
        Defensive branch: Level 4

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Stone Mirror: (4, 15, 50)

        	Subskill – Arcane Shield: (6,9,100)

        	Subskill – Zombie Claws: (4,28,30)

      

      
        
        Attack branch: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Flame of Demon: (1, 0, 25)

        	Subskill – Fork of Lightening: (1,0,60)

        	Subskill – Quazede’s Trident: (1,0,50)

      

      Stealth branch: Level 1

      
        	Subskill – Acquire: (1, 0, 50)
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        * * *

      

      “Better?” Cathelina asked.

      “Better,” I agreed, finishing up my broth.

      “Walk with me again?” Cathelina asked, and she got up, walking back toward the passageway. This time she vanished into the rock wall about halfway down. Taking a leap of faith, I followed her. My skin tingled as I passed through the rocky illusion and into a chamber beyond. It was a similar size and shape to the book room, except this had a single bed to one side, a desk pushed up against its opposite wall, and a mirror above.

      “We have these retreats,” Cathelina explained. “As Loremasters, much of our time must be spent in study, and study cannot be undertaken when distracted. Very much a part of the reason Marista holes up in that vale of hers is to research the ways of Lamerell—she has a room similar to this hidden within that wreck she calls a home. The wizards think she is always traveling, so it all works well.” Then Cathelina turned to me, and she pulled out a chair tucked under the desk. “We still communicate, all of us Loremasters. When I sensed she’d meddled with your mind, I…contacted her. She wants a word with you. In fact, she was most insistent.”

      “How?”

      Cathelina pointed at the mirror. “It’s a version of a mirror pool. Touch it, say her name, and if she can, she will answer.”

      Nerves suddenly took hold of me again. Why did Marista want me? Was it to scold me for running off? Or was it to scold me for fighting the demon, or the wizards, or the troll, banshees, or black cat? Yep, I was in trouble again, no doubt about it. I wanted to cast Solid Soul on myself, but just jabbed my hand out and touched the mirror quickly as if it was red hot. “Marista Fenwalker.”

      The mirror misted over into a fog resembling a billowing cloud of gray. Its wisps slowly separated, the tendrils vanishing and leaving behind a picture of a room. A large double bed took up its center with a scenic painting above. The bed was part made, with a tan blanket crumpled on its top. Clothes lay discarded all over the room, hung on the bed’s headboard, draped over a chair, and clinging to the edge of the bed.

      “Hold on!” a shout came from the room, but I couldn’t see anyone. I tried looking around the edge of the mirror but could see no more than was plain from the front. “Two ticks,” Marista’s voice rang out. “Just getting myself decent.”

      I took a deep breath, then jerked back as she suddenly came into view, clearly sitting at the table in front of her mirror. Marista leaned right in, and I half expected her head to poke through. She appeared to sniff the air.

      “Before you start making excuses, I’m not annoyed,” Marista said, sitting back. “Krakus is well and here with me in Brokenford, as is Shylan, Aezal, and Greman. I’m glad you called.” I did a double take at that. “Now,” Marista continued, “I’ll still need you to come to Beggle—no matter what—but this is important.” She cocked her head. “Are you listening?”

      “Yes,” I said, stiffly. Marista made me feel like I was back at school.

      “I wanted to check out that Lincoln Hart man that the old fools have put so much faith in, and I found out a couple of things. Did you know you were supposed to spawn in Brokenford?”

      “Yes, I…Lincoln told me.”

      “Then you’ll know that little mess up altered your fate significantly. In trying to cover his tracks, the clerk that messed it all up in the first place deleted your profile from the records. In short, you exist but you don’t.”

      “Oh…”

      “So, you’d best not die, as we don’t know if you’d come back.”

      I smiled at that. I knew something she didn’t. “It’s okay. I died twice and still came back fine.”

      Marista gasped. “When? The demon?”

      Nodding, I told her yes.

      “Did you feel any…ill effects?”

      “A bit groggy. Why? Isn’t that normal?”

      “Not in the slightest. It’s my understanding that when you players die, you do your penance on the slab, and take further punishment in the clepsydra.” She furrowed her brow and stroked her chin. “The fogginess is probably the land trying to recreate you and then finding out that you’re not supposed to be here. I wouldn’t be in a hurry to die again.”

      “Or I might die-die?”

      “Indeed, but that isn’t what I wanted to talk about. When Cathelina told me she’d teamed up with you, I’d just wrung out a little morsel of information about another player and the arbiter, Finequill. This Finequill is quite the nasty piece of work.”

      “Finequill?” I asked, then instantly thought; Wait, hang on! What part about me die-dying wasn’t the most important piece of this conversation? “Hold on, let’s get back to me dying…”

      “This is more important. It concerns a young lad called Pog.”

      My heart stopped, and my mouth sagged open. “Pog?”

      “Yes. We’ve heard you mention him, and it seems his path is linked to yours. Pog was sold by this Finequill character.”

      “Sold?” I was going to run to Brokenford and kill this Finequill—over and over if he was a player like me.

      “It’s a common practice in some lands. Immortals such as yourself fetch a pretty penny in the slave markets of Thrillian. Let’s be honest, you can be used and abused and you never die. Anyway, we’re getting off track.”

      “Off track! You just told me Pog’s a slave.”

      “I see you are still highly strung.” She leaned across the mirror as if she were trying to see around me and toward Cathelina. “You need to watch that. Sometimes she even stamps her feet.” Marista chuckled. Cathelina chuckled. I went to stamp my feet but thought better of it. “Your friend, Pog, was sold to a mountain family. According to Finequill’s ‘Under-the-counter’ ledger, he fetched a decent price. It seems they were desperate to get an undying, but wouldn’t tell Finequill why. Anyway, I scared the living daylights out of Finequill, and he ran. What I can’t work out though, is why a remote farmer would want one and be so desperate that he’d raise the gold and travel all the way to Brokenford to get it. Either way, does the name Tunpeg ring a bell?”

      For the second time, my heart stopped. “The third bed,” I whispered.

      “Third?”

      “Tunpeg is dead, and so is the whole family.” Cathelina butted in while I did my best to find my words.

      “Then we can only assume that the boy, Pog, did whatever they wanted, and it’s not unreasonable to assume he retrieved something that they couldn’t,” Marista mused.

      “Which means?”

      “It’s a stretch,” Marista told me, “but I think this thief and your little Pog are one and the same.”

      My heart stopped for the third time.
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          Cathelina’s Gifts

        

      

    

    
      A numb feeling crawled through me. I knew Marista was right. The name Tunpeg, the third bed, and the need to use one of us to search out something all pointed to Pog. Pog: I remembered his sweet little face smiling up at me when we were aboard the Grav Buster. “It’s got dwarves, goblins, wizards, and dragons!” he’d said, his eyes beaming at me, so full of hope, so full of life.

      What had this damned land done to him? It had sold him into slavery the minute he’d gotten here. I didn’t know this Finequill—I’d never met him, but in that room, I vowed to exact Pog’s revenge on him. The mirror clouded over, Marista vanished, and I felt Cathelina’s hand resting lightly on my shoulder.

      “Must be hard to take,” she whispered.

      I felt my anger boiling, gathering, and I felt my shadow mana rushing into its empty pool. I crackled with power; my vengeance having nowhere to go. Cathelina began massaging my shoulders, clearly trying to get me to relax. She whispered in my ear, but I heard none of her words.

      My shadow mana threatened to spill over. I tried to contain it, imagining a bowl and trying to keep it steady. Breathing evenly, I visualized the bowl emptying, dissipating back into my body. I understood that this black mana, this black magic was just a product of my anger. Yet didn’t this land deserve my ire? Didn’t it deserve to be cracked again, to have its valleys laid waste, its city’s flattened? Slowly, I absorbed the dark mana.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have mastered your darker side. Shadow mana is a complex part of your balance, but needs to be controlled. You have shown it who is the master, and who is the slave. You are granted Magic – Level 9. The mastery of your mana is an important step to becoming who you can be. You will now be able to martial your mana better. You are also granted Spell Casting – Level 9.

      

      

      “Here,” Cathelina said, and threw me a towel.

      Sweat was dripping from my brow, and my energy had plunged. I toweled myself dry. “They sold him.”

      “It’s not a perfect world, none of it is, but he escaped.”

      “Did he? How did he know to go to Shyantium? Or did he escape just for someone to take him again?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see. I saw him from a distance, but that was all.”

      “Wait. What? You saw Pog?”

      Cathelina pulled me up and led me to her bed. “I saw a boy watching his grandma burn. At the time that’s all I thought I’d seen. I’d been away and only returned for Grandma Lumin’s pyre. I should have seen it. He was watching from the pigpen, hiding.”

      I glared at her. “Yes, you should have.”

      “He must have found the bane.”

      I nodded, wondering and knowing at the same time that Crags’ words had been true. Pog, The Thief, he had found something of great importance, and it was, most likely, leading him to Shyantium.

      “But is he free?” I asked again.

      “That we don’t know. We can only carry on as we planned. We’re still pursuing The Thief…”

      “But it’s Pog now,” I whispered. “It’s even more important.”

      Cathelina reached forward and plucked a small wooden box from the table. She teased its lid open. Though I could hardly make out what was inside, I felt creeping power coming from it.

      “I should have gone to the little boy—should have seen if he was all right, but…”

      “But? But what?” I spat, my anger at the injustice of it all boiling up again.

      “Loremasters—we aren’t allowed to interfere. Guide—yes, we can do that. We can coax, and we can instruct, but we aren’t allowed to directly intervene. It is Lamerell’s way.”

      “Is that why Marista just bosses from afar?”

      Cathelina shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Then what use are you?”

      She dipped her fingers in the box. “A time will come. Lamerell will change our path. In the meantime, we will help all that walk it.”

      Picking out a green ring, Cathelina muttered, “Adventurine, it’s a green stone mined solely in Kobane. The artisans of that place craft it into pendants, ornaments, and pommels. It is believed that the center of the stone holds its soul, and it is this part they use to fashion powerful rings. This one is my favorite. It is engraved with the seven sigils of the Runemaster Hurcal Swan, and has been blessed on his burial rock.” She looked at me. I knew what was coming and was already shaking my head. “Take it,” she whispered.

      “No.” I just didn’t want to be any deeper in this woman’s debt. “I can’t, I…”

      She took my hand. I tried to recoil but could see the shame in her eyes.

      “It is a modifier, a fearsome piece of crafting that can never fall into the wrong hands. It is four times intelligence and will quadruple your mana pool. True, it will still be feeble, but it will grow with your leveling.”

      “I said, ‘I cant.'’”

      She placed the ring on the bed, reaching forward again. Taking out a red stone ring. “Same crafter, different stone. While you might not be familiar with the jasper stone, you are familiar with a tree similarly named. Another modifier—this time for wisdom—three times.”

      “What part of can’t, don’t you understand?”

      “Let me show you the final talisman that I have.”

      I watched as she placed the jasper ring next to the adventurine one and then dipped her fingers in the box once more. The ring she brought out was made of clear glass, crystal, or diamond. She held it up, and I instinctively took it, drawing it close to my eye. Inside, sparks of energy like tiny, golden lightning bolts cracked and shimmered.

      “Energy,” Cathelina whispered. “Three times your current level. You will be able to cast faster; your spells will not empty your mana pool, and it will fill so much quicker. You want the truth? The boy is but one player to me. The outcome is all that matters. I’m sorry if you think I should have acted more, but do not let your hatred of me prevent you from taking the tools that might save him. They are useless to me—I can’t use the mana I have, and they would just sit in that box. But for you, playing how you are at your low level—they could make a big difference.”

      “I’m not playing alone,” I muttered.

      “No, and I have some trinkets for Sedge Prentice too, but none such as these. Mana and energy are your only real needs. The other rings I have are not as well crafted, but may help him where he needs aid.”

      She got up, picked up the box, and walked toward the door. “If you do decide to use them they will bind themselves to you and can only be given up willingly. They cannot be stolen or lost.” The doorway shimmered and Cathelina vanished behind the illusion.

      I sat there for a moment staring down at the three rings. I saw Pog’s innocent, smiling face again, looking up, telling me he was going questing. Picking them up, I put them in a line on the desk, then sat on the chair and looked into the mirror.

      “Well, Alexa?” I said to myself. “What is it to be?”

      Running my fingers through my hair, I saw my undercut was beginning to grow out and the mauve had faded into streaks. I pulled it down over my eyes, a devious smile spreading on my face. There was only one outcome to this little bit of soul-searching.

      I picked up the adventurine ring first, sliding it onto my ring finger. As it slid home, I felt it tighten and mold itself to me. A burst of power coursed up my arm, surging through my body. I felt my mana pool explode in size, and then my shadow mana followed, and I gasped, searching for breath, and wide-eyed, I tried to contain my new power. Holding up the jasper ring, I looked at the runes carved on its inside, and though I could see them plainly, I couldn’t make heads nor tails of what they meant.

      Another surge ran through me. This one was more subtle, more industrious, and sought familiarity with my being, not dominance, and not power. My mana production sped up, filling its new, vast pool.

      The last ring was perhaps the most beautiful, and I held it up for a while looking through its crystal core, watching its sparks fly. Sliding it onto my index finger, my body immediately stiffened, knocking me backwards. Intense pain tensed all of my muscles at once as though I’d been plugged in. It was one electric shock after the next. I fell onto the stone floor, writhing around like a landed fish. Eventually, the feeling settled, and I lay there just staring up at the chiseled ceiling.

      Then I felt that feeling, that glow in my stomach that told me I’d somehow leveled up. A shaft of light burst from me and fanned out, filling the room with its luminescence. My body levitated, and I hung there, my arms limp and sagging by my side. It was intense. It was personal. For the first time I’d leveled up on my own, and so I savored the feeling beyond any of the other times.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have over 1000 mana—a remarkable milestone. The land rewards those who seek to improve themselves by whatever means. You are awarded 2500 XP.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have leveled up. You are now level 9. You have 6 unallocated attribute points.

      

      

      I pulled up my newly trimmed stat sheet and clicked to open the attributes menu as well. Thinking of Mezzerain, I decided that I’d never be as strong a warrior like him, but I could still wield a sword, a staff, and so I could forget about strength for now. Of the others, humility and compassion could get lost—they weren’t important enough, and I appeared to be getting along with folk, so charisma could wait. Luck? Heck, I’d had my fair share of that, and stamina—meh! I could swim up that clepsydra a few more times before I started struggling. Agility—if I was going to cast and fight, that was what I was light on. I pumped them in to that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 20,750.

        Level: 9. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 0.

        Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 550/550 Energy: 510/510

        Mana: 640/1040 Shadow Mana: 0/3000

        HP Regen: 55/Min EN Regen: 51/Min

        MA Regen: 57/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5)*3, Intelligence: (26, 0)*4, Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8)*3, Luck: (7, 5), Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (13, 0)

      

      

      
        	Skills: Select to reveal

        	Magic tree: Select to reveal

        	Talents: Select to reveal

        	Quests: Select to reveal
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        * * *

      

      Pushing myself up, I picked up the chair and sat back on it. I wanted its glass to mist again. For some reason I hankered for Greman—trusty old Greman. He could steer me right, advise me—tell me what to do.

      But I knew what to do, really. I had to find Pog. I had to rescue Pog. I just needed Greman to tell me how. Slumping forward, I tried to think things through. I had the navigator, that would lead me to him, but could I really just walk into this city of wizards and expect to just walk up to him and take him in my arms? That was a best-case scenario. What if he’d been captured? How was I supposed to rescue him then?

      Then the truth of it dawned on me. “I guess that’s the fun of it,” I told my reflection.

      First off, I had to get to Shyantium. “One step at a time,” I muttered.

      I stood, but quickly leaned on the desk and looked at my reflection again. I stared myself out, courage flowing through my veins. I thought of this mythical Finequill—this thing that had sold Pog. I thought of that dread family, of Tunpeg, the father and the dire daughter, and I thought of the evil wizards sent to capture him. I wasn’t going to let it stand.

      No way.

      “Pog! I’m coming to get you.”
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          The Groarg

        

      

    

    
      We stood outside the cave’s entrance: Mezzerain, Glenwyth, a really happy Sedge Prentice, Star, and I. All of us were looking at Cathelina. The Loremaster was standing on the edge of the ravine, silhouetted only by the sky. She was summoning The Groarg, and though I didn’t know what they were, I was as nervous as hell. Why couldn’t courage be an attribute I could enhance with a ring? I cast Solid Soul on myself, and just in case, Sedge too. If nothing else, it advanced that subskill a bit more, though I noticed it was by much less if I wasn’t under any pressure.

      “So what are they?” Sedge asked.

      “Groarg?” Mezzerain replied. “Fearsome creatures. Not quite sure what the plan is here though. I was kinda expecting her to explain.”

      “Do they fly?” Sedge asked. It was a logical question. A vast bird that would fly us straight to Shyantium, but then, if such a bird existed, why hadn’t she called it before?

      “Nope,” said Star. “No wings.”

      “So pack animals then—like mountain donkeys, that kinda thing?” Sedge pressed.

      “Not like that either.” Glenwyth had a smirk on her face, though a truly nervous one—a double-edged smirk.

      “So what—”

      A roar cut off his latest question. It bellowed up the ravine at us, and I swear I felt the unseen beast’s hot breath on my cheek. Then its head appeared. It was the head of a bear mixed with a wolf. One at a time, its huge paws clawed at the rocks, pulling its immense, brown-furred body up. Standing on its hind legs, it beat its chest like a gorilla, dwarfing Cathelina, who stepped to one side as if allowing it passage. The groarg dropped to all fours and bounded toward us, roaring the whole time. It stopped ten yards away. I saw Mezzerain had his hand on his sword’s pommel.

      “No!” Cathelina shouted. “The beast will yield. Two of you can mount it. It will take us where we need to go.”

      This time, I cast Solid Soul all around. Another roar rang out, and another beast appeared. Sedge turned and looked at me. “Awesome!” he cried, his grin larger than life. “Shall we?” He approached the first of them.

      I wished I could be more like Sedge.

      Glancing at Mezzerain, he rolled his eyes. “I’ll leave it as long as possible, if you don’t mind.”

      Creeping forward, I drew aside the beast. Sedge had already straddled its back. He leaned over and offered me his hand, then pulled me up. I swung my leg over and grabbed hold of his waist. The second groarg bounded past us, stooping by Star and Glenwyth. Star jumped on as if it was an everyday occurrence, and I decided there and then that nothing could faze her. Glenwyth jumped up behind her just as Cathelina rode past on a third beast.

      “It’s unnatural, that’s what it is,” Mezzerain grumbled but accepted Cathelina’s outstretched hand.

      “Beats a mutant,” was all the Loremaster said. “Follow me!” Cathelina shouted, and her groarg immediately ran up the sheer-sided rock at the side of the cave.

      Ours soon followed suit. Where we had been climbing along the mountain, they headed straight up, right toward the fang’s peak. A biting wind swirled around us, getting colder the higher the beast climbed. I hugged Sedge Prentice tight, drawing warmth from his body. We passed the first smatterings of snow, Cathelina’s groarg kicking chunks into our faces. The beasts began to slow, appearing wary of the ground underfoot until everything was white apart from the rising rock. The groarg then settled, soon bounding into the thick, powdered snow.

      From afar, the mountain had looked like a fang, but now, close-up, a spire more adequately described it, and we were on the last of its pedestal, the rock rearing up, needle-like. Cathelina’s mount forged a path through vast plumes of snow shooting up in its wake. It flew down slopes, jumped bottomless crevasses, then thundered down a central glacier until that came to a sudden end. At its edge, the groarg roared and reared onto its hind legs. It was no longer a beast in a beast’s sense, but a majestic beast—an animal worthy of worship. It was gargantuan, all-powerful, and king of this world. We soon came to a stop, our mount rearing and roaring too, and I saw why. Below, far below, through the patchy clouds, Shyantium sprawled, and somehow I saw it for what it was, and what it was sickened me.

      “Is that a lake?” Sedge asked.

      “A city sitting on a lake. Four ways in, four ways out,” Cathelina told us.

      I saw it, a dot of yellow surrounded by a skirt of blue. The lake in turn hemmed in on four sides by four mountains. Ours took the southwest point, the other smaller three dotted due north, and east, and northeast.

      “Four mountains, four valleys, and four roads,” Cathelina continued. “The northern route leads to Atremeny, the western one to Petreyer and Beggle. East takes you to Apachalant and Kobane, and south, Irydia. The roads are the tendrils that suspend, the lake—the web that spans, and the citadel—the spider itself. Four roads, four bridges, and four legs—that, Alexa, is Shyantium.”

      “And Pog is headed there,” I said, my voice hushed by the wind.

      Looking up my navigation, I was shocked to see the blip was no longer on the periphery of my navigation bar. Pog was in Shyantium. Pog was close.

      “How much time do you think we’ve made up?” I shouted at Cathelina.

      “I would say a week, maybe a bit more. There’s every chance he got delayed under the mountains, maybe even crossing into Shyantium itself. There are charms protecting all the passes in, guarding the bridges and the city gates. Can you see where he is?”

      “City center,” I muttered.

      “It looks small from up here, but trust me, down there, it is one sprawling city of festering evil.”

      “You make it sound so welcoming,” said Sedge.

      Cathelina shot him a look. “It might even wipe the smile from your face, Sedge Prentice.”

      The Loremaster nudged her groarg forward, and they dropped over the edge.

      “Oh no,” I whispered to myself, as ours followed.

      At first, I couldn’t even see the slope. It was so steep that the back of my head scraped at its snow-clad bank. Our groarg skipped one way, dropping and slipping about thirty feet, and then just as it seemed we would topple and roll, it spun in the air, and we slipped another thirty odd feet, then it skipped around again and again until the slope lessened, and the groarg could run again. It settled into a meandering walk soon after, and the first dark green conifers came into view. It had turned from a treacherous, ice-capped wasteland to a winter wonderland in a matter of minutes. I heard the bubbling of a stream, and the groargs turned toward that sound and were soon drinking from a stream’s crystal clear water.

      Cathelina dismounted, and bid us do the same. “They have taken us far enough—farther would be an insult to them—they aren’t pack animals.”

      I didn’t need asking twice. Don’t get me wrong, the beasts were majestic, magnificent, and had dropped us halfway down to Shyantium where we would have probably perished trying, but it felt good to have my feet on the ground again. The dizzying heights of before had sure taken my breath away, and now I felt the beast’s thirst, and sank to my knees beside it and drank the fresh stream water with it. Once the groarg had sated its thirst, it roared into the sky, then nudged me with its head, pushing me until it forced me to roll over onto my back. Then it nuzzled me, and its big, sloppy tongue swiped a lick across my face. It stared into my eyes for a moment, then roared again and jumped over the stream, bounding into the trees and away. I saw Cathelina and Mezzerain staring at me. Cathelina whispered something in Mezzerain’s ear. The warrior laughed, and they both turned away, marching through the snow.

      Sedge, Star, and Glenwyth all trampled behind them, so I sprang up and followed, running in their tracks, stumbling along. Now I knew what Sedge was talking about. Now I had a smile plastered over my face. This was a magical land, despite everything, despite the evil we had to rid from the place, and despite Pog. I caught up with them, gasping for air, but not in the slightest bit tired. We walked and walked and walked, the sun fading, ducking between us and the mountainside north of ours and shining its waning amber along the road far below.

      Before it got too low, Cathelina pointed to a log cabin barely visible on the edge of the slope, part buried by the deep snow. She made a beeline for it, as if she’d had a vague idea of where it was but was mighty pleased to see it. An hour’s trekking and we were getting close. I smirked at the fact my energy was only half drained. Sedge Prentice, though, was staggering badly.

      “Nearly out,” he muttered to me, so I grabbed his arm, draped it around my shoulder, and let him lean on me. “Slower,” he gasped, then drew to a stop, his arm slipping off my shoulder. He doubled over, breathing deeply.

      “I thought my stamina was sorted out, but that snow leached it away. How much have you got?”

      He knew how to make me feel guilty without intending to…

      “Cathelina gave me a ring… It’s a three times modifier. Fifty-one.”

      “Nice,” he said. “Twenty ahead of me.” He flashed his hand at me. “Plus fifteen, and I thought that was a precious…” He coughed. “Man, I could live with a pipe. All this fresh air is doing me in. Ha! Ha! Oh god, I think I’m going to die.”

      “No dying on me, Sedge,” I said, bending down. “Not if your respawn point is still over the other side of the mountain.”

      “Nah,” he said, his hand grabbing at my waist to steady himself. “I put it on random—anywhere within three hundred yards.”

      “You can do that?”

      He let out a cross between a laugh and a huff. “You really don’t know too much about this stuff, do you? Pull up your respawn, scroll down through your favorite locations, right at the bottom, select new, random, set the distance and then add the caveats.”

      “Caveats?”

      “Like…” He looked around. “Like avoid cliffs, that sort of thing. You can set it to avoid sea, swamps, lakes. Or, just type in solid ground—whatever.”

      I followed his instructions and set it for three hundred yards like he had. Looking around, I couldn’t see any solid ground, so I just selected “Avoid drops of any kind,” and pushed the menu back up. “Thanks,” I muttered. He looked up at me, still clearly struggling.

      “If you let me stick around, I’ll teach you all I know.”

      “Let you?”

      He stood up, stretched his back out, and stared up at the sky. “Let me,” he repeated, and trudged off toward the hut. “Just in case you hadn’t realized it, you’re kinda running the show.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks, staring after him. “I did not know that,” I said to myself, and then pushed off in hot pursuit.

      The log cabin already had smoke coming from its chimney by the time Sedge and I made it. He’d run low on energy twice more and we’d rested up. I’d told him to eat something, but he said we were already low on food, and he didn’t want to hog it all. It seemed he was the real deal, Sedge, and I could see no reason not to have him stick around. We near enough fell through the door and into a single room around twenty by twenty. It was plenty big enough for all of us, yet still small enough to keep warm. As soon as we were inside, it hit me how cold I was, how frozen my feet were, my hands, and my cheeks. Glenwyth was crouching by the fire; her whole body was shaking. Cathelina draped a thick, furry hide over her.

      “She’s not used to this weather; not at all. Elves—apart from the mountain variety—don’t fare well in the snow.”

      I crouched beside her. “Would a health potion help?” I asked.

      “The cold,” she muttered, “it got into my bones.”

      Sedge sprang straight into action. He pulled a blanket from his sack and draped it over her knees, then pulled her sodden boots off and popped them on the hearth to dry. Hovering his hand over his sack again, a couple of pairs of wooly socks appeared. He rolled a pair onto Glenwyth’s feet. “Seriously, do elves not wear socks?” Glenwyth chuffed out a laugh, as did I. I kept my eye on the other pair of socks, making a fuss out of pulling my own boots off.

      “Fortunately,” Cathelina’s voice rang out from behind. “This is a hunter’s lodge. It is stocked with food and firewood by the previous occupant, so we should be warm, dry, and fed.” She held up a half dozen frozen fish. “We’ll have to replace all before we leave in the morning, but that is the way of things. “Sedge?”

      Sedge reached out and took the fish. “Just let me get a little energy back first. Seems I conserved our food for no reason.”

      Yeah, Sedge was too good to be true. I saw Mezzerain eyeing him, and Star looking him up and down. His good deeds were being met by suspicion, and that told me a lot about the true nature of this land—this odd land—that could, in one magical moment, take your breath away with its beauty, but in the next, veer so far toward evil that the beauty was replaced by its crawling, evil shadows.

      Glenwyth settled, and Sedge turned his attention to cooking the fish. “So,” said Cathelina, breaking the silence. “You’ll need some kind of plan for when you get in there.”

      “We?” I said.

      Cathelina smiled. “If I were to come with you, well, you would all be arrested before you had even gained the island. So, you need a plan and a cover. It is a route to Atremeny or Kobane—Irydia at a push, though you’d have no reason to cross into Shyantium for that path.”

      “A trade envoy to Atremeny then?” Sedge said, without turning from the fire.

      Cathelina shrugged. “That would get you to the merchant quarters alone. The passage through is monitored quite closely.”

      “I have contacts there,” Star suddenly said. “I could assume my real persona and demand access to the combined embassies of the Lowlands, but I doubt I could explain why we are on foot.”

      Cathelina pondered that. “Emissaries, yes, that might work. We have a Valkyrian—Petreyen?” she said, looking at me. I sighed and nodded. Playing a Petreyen had never exactly worked out for me. Cathelina looked at Glenwyth. “Perhaps you could have assisted Mezzerain crossing the mists?”

      “Too complicated,” Star pointed out. “Lets just say that Alexa is Thameerian, Glenwyth is from Cormeyour, Sedge represents the Players Guild of the Lowlands, and Mezzerain has traveled through the mists to warn us of ShadowDancer’s intent. Tell them Valkyrie has fallen—that should put the fear of Poleyna in them.”

      Cathelina nodded. “That will get you to the embassy quarter and an interview with Merran at the very least. I’ll tweak Alexa’s concealment after we’ve eaten. She has far too much to reveal.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was always me…

      “So we’re in the embassy, what then?” Mezzerain asked.

      “Hopefully,” Star said, “Alexa tells us where the boy is located. I make contact with…our people on the inside, and we go get him. I’ll have the embassy prearrange our escape. Should be quite straightforward. Wizards aren’t known for their common sense.”

      “Eh?” I said.

      “Minimum requirement,” Sedge muttered.

      “For a wizard—not at all. They might have all the intelligence, but they have no street smarts. That’s how Merran’s in charge. He’s, by all accounts, an average wizard, but he has a grasp on the politics. That’s why Shylan got banished—he knew too much magic for his own good. He undermined Merran’s authority.”

      “What about Cronis?” I asked Star.

      Cathelina laughed. “This is priceless.”

      Star grinned. “Cronis was asked to leave after an incident.”

      “What?” I said, a grin managing to force its way onto my lips.

      “Well, shortly after Shylan was banished, Merran was walking through the university gardens when, by all accounts, a large slug started following him. He changed paths, skipped across lawns, and even took a boat across the park’s lake. But every time he thought he’d given the slug the slip, it reappeared and just followed him, constantly remaining a few feet behind.

      “Merran tried magic, but the slug was enchanted. He tried chopping at it with a sword, but the slug just remade itself and carried on following him. Eventually, with the slimy creature driving him insane, he began to inspect its magic, and that magic had Cronis’ signature.”

      “So, what did he do?” I asked.

      “He had Cronis dragged before him and that was no mean feat. The old wizard nearly destroyed a quarter of the city on his way. Eventually, he stood before Merran with the slug between them. He demanded Cronis make the thing vanish. Cronis told him that only he could do that—that only the focus of the slug’s intent could cast it back to where it came from and, humbly, told Merran the casting ritual. Then Merran asked Cronis where it came from, and Cronis told him. So Merran cast it back there.”

      I scratched my head. “Why was that so bad?”

      Cathelina laughed. “Because Cronis told him it came from ‘where the sun don’t shine,’ and Merran only realized what he’d done as the slug crawled up his leg.”

      At first, I shivered at the thought, but then I burst out laughing. Mezzerain was chuckling away. “I knew there was something special about that old man.”

      Even Glenwyth had a wry smile on her face.

      “Poor slug,” said Sedge, and announced that the fish was done.

      We ate, and I told them about the vale, about how Cronis had blown himself up before I got there and about his ale-barrel telescope. I told them of The Auguries, and his love for Poleyna, and throughout it, I realized how much I missed the grouchy, old wizard. The night drew in, and we all settled down to sleep on the wooden floor. Just before we dozed, Star pointed out that we still hadn’t come up with a reason why we were on foot.

      Cathelina stood and walked over to me. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. I think I’ve come up with quite the plan.” She sat beside me. “Sit up, it is time we trained your concealment.”
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      It was a city of sandstone-colored buildings, yet that rock seemed so out of place in this nest of rugged, gray mountains. The stone balustrades that lined the bridge before us were of that color too, yet the road was just gray gravel, strewn up from the mountain pass we stood on. Behind us, a huge avalanche blocked our retreat. We staggered forward.

      City guards, dressed in the mauve livery of Shyantium burst forward toward us, but pulled up just shy, their pikes pointing nervously at Mezzerain.

      “Stand!” one shouted, and so we stood still. Star took a step closer. The guards regarded her with ill-concealed suspicion.

      “Is this how you rescue desperate travelers?” she asked.

      “How do we know you didn’t cause it yourself?” one of the soldier’s spat back.

      I noticed a kerfuffle on the bridge and saw a man barging his way through a now milling crowd. The avalanche had caused a mighty crack that resounded around the valley. He was dressed in robes similar to the wizards in the valley over the mountain fang, but his robes had large mauve flashes all over.

      He sniffed the air. “Magic!” he announced. “Seize them!”

      Star was on him in a flash, pulling him around, pointing up at the mountain. “Not us!” she barked. “Her…”

      Cathelina was standing on a jutting, gray rock looking down at the avalanche, her staff in her hand, its top spraying crackling emerald magic around.

      “A Loremaster!” the wizard cried and started backing away. “Heretic!” he spat up at her, turned and ran.

      The guards bundled us forward, Mezzerain and all, and we were shooed across the bridge and over the lake, toward the wizard’s lair. I looked back, but Cathelina had already vanished. The extent of her interference already bordering on what she could and couldn’t do. In the end, she’d just caused an avalanche, and then just stood in plain sight, so I supposed she was in the clear.

      It was good to know that the wizards of Shyantium were such brave souls.

      “We’re in,” Sedge whispered to me and Glenwyth about halfway across the bridge.

      Star had taken the lead, marching forward like she owned the place. Mezzerain was in her shadow, a protector, and us three followed behind. A group of wizards had gathered at the bridge’s end. The one who had run was in their midst, trying to rally them to his call. The city guards were milling around, appearing reluctant to advance. Star walked straight up to them.

      “There is no threat to this place. The Loremaster has failed, and she has gone,” Star announced.

      “But why was she here in the first place?” A wizard asked.

      “To stop us getting here. We have dire news from the Lowlands,” Star said simply, but my focus was drawn away from her and to a hooded man with a slight stoop, who was standing just to the side of the bridge’s start. He looked at me, looked through me, and then turned and began walking away. I saw Sedge, Mezzerain, and Glenwyth had all crowded around Star; everyone was focused on her. Edging across the back of them all, I slid through the gathering throng.

      The hooded man, the Thameerian that Flip and I had seen in Merrivale—how could he be here? Yet though I could hardly see him, I knew. The crowd spat me out into a triangular plaza—a road leading straight ahead, with two headed diagonally away. I looked up each of them but couldn’t see him. I saw a path that led away along the riverbank with a set of steps leading down to it. The hooded man was running along it.

      I glanced back, but no one had noticed I’d gone. I looked down the steps. He was getting away. Bounding down them two at a time, I jumped the last few and landed on the track. A tall, yellow wall, topped with crumbling crenellations—clearly not for defense—edged the path. It ran the length of what I could see, with black pillars along it—no doubt the shadows of alleyways leading away.

      There was no way the Thameerian, or whomever he was, was going to best me at running. I gritted my teeth but smiled through them as I thought of Petroo. As I bounded after him, he chanced a peek behind, then ducked off into one of the shadows. I skidded to a halt, looking down the gloomy way. It was a narrow alley, perhaps four feet wide, with walls on either side. The Thameerian was around fifty yards down it. I looked quickly back toward the bridge, then down the alley, torn by my choice. But I didn’t want to lose this man—I wanted to know what he’d been up to.

      “Hold on!” I hollered, and I crept into the alley, quickening my hesitant steps to a nervous jog. I began to catch him, but then my senses came alive. Without hardly thinking, I cast Arcane Shield, drew my sword and turned, hoping to see Sedge Prentice or Mezzerain, Glenwyth, or Star.

      A woman stood before me, her hood covering much of her face, though I could at least tell she was young. She had her booted feet set slightly apart, and her bow was nocked, its arrow pointing straight at my heart.

      I looked behind me. The Thameerian had turned, and was now walking toward me. He was babbling as though he was incoherent, and his stoop seemed more pronounced. He came right up to me, nearly toe to toe, and I faced him, strangely oblivious to the arrow aimed at my back.

      The man looked up, and I saw his sallow face, stretched like parchment over the bone of his skull. I searched out his sunken eyes but saw just glints of blue in their shadows.

      “Marked and meddled,” he wheezed. “Just like I foretold. Poke her in the back, Jade; let’s get her back to the house. Oh...” He raised a bony finger. “Drop that vile abomination you call an Arcane Shield back into that swirling abyss you call a mana pool. You’re advancing, but you’re still pathetic.”

      He swiveled around and marched off. I felt an arrow poke me in the back and briefly wondered if they worked that close-up. Remembering Marista’s warning about not dying, I decided not to test it.

      We marched through a small maze of deserted alleys, and I doubted that I’d be able to find my way back to the lake or the bridge. I also tried the usual pleas—“What do you want?” “There’ll be hell to pay if my friends find you.”—that sort of thing, but Jade wasn’t the most talkative. Eventually, the Thameerian —though by this time I was doubting his origins—pushed a back gate open, and I followed him into a paved backyard.

      “This is our guild’s house,” the hooded man explained. “Our guild is not the most favored in Shyantium.” He scrunched his face up and sank to his knees, clutching at his chest. “No! Not now, not now, not now,” he wailed.

      I heard the gate shut, and turned to look at the archer, wondering what the hell was going on. She’d pushed her hood back, and was now flicking her eyes between the wailing wizard and me. Mousy-brown hair cascaded around her tawny skin, and wide, oval eyes stared through its stray strands.

      “He’s lost to us for a while. Please...” She held her hand out, directing me toward the house.

      “Why would I go in there?” I demanded, stiffening; my hand on the pommel of my sword.

      “There are many reasons, but you will come without me having to explain them out here.”

      I glanced at the gate and saw my escape was clear. I looked down at the wizard, and knew he was no threat. Jade had shouldered her bow. Dithering, I knew she was right. Curiosity and me were longtime friends.

      Two yellow-bricked steps led to a wooden door. Just as I reached it, it swung open and a young man in a brown robe similar to the others ushered me in. Mismatched furniture, books lying randomly on a marble-tiled floor, discarded plates, and an ash-filled hearth greeted me.

      “We’re not the tidiest,” said the man who’d opened the door, and he loped over to a chair by a table and sat. “You hungry?”

      I edged into the room. The girl, Jade, squeezed past me. “We got bread. If you’ve been traveling cross-country, you probably haven’t had any bread. You want bread?”

      She sat next to her companion. A new bout of wailing erupted in the garden.

      “Don’t mind Draylane—he’s as mad as a box of frogs.”

      “Draylane?” I’d heard that name before. Krakus... Krakus had mentioned it. My eyes were drawn to a blue, clay plate with a guttered candle on it. “Draylane,” I muttered, and wandered over, taking a seat at their table.

      “He told us you would come,” said the boy. “Though we didn’t expect such a grand entrance. Your friends have been taken to the Lowlands Embassy. Tzia Tzeng hardly flinched when she noticed you’d gone.”

      “Tzia Tzeng?”

      “The spy known as Star,” Jade said absently, as if the whole thing was boring her, and she kicked her feet up onto the table. “Look, Draylane told us you were coming, just as he told us The Thief was coming. He wants us to help you, and so we will.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      Jade grunted a laugh. “Us? The Guildless, The Outcasts. Us? We are nothing.”

      “Well,” the man said. “I’d best go get word to your friends, before they make some kind of official complaint to Merran and the city council.”

      I jumped up. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      “We’re busy.” An unearthly growl came from behind me. I turned slowly and saw Draylane had come in. “Busy saving your lives. Busy saving this whole land. Off you go Samuel. I’d suggest they pick the player—he’ll be easier to sneak around the town. The Valkyrian is too much of a lump, and the elf—well—they’re aren’t any in this city, they were killed off a long while ago.”

      “Bring back?” I asked, as Samuel left.

      “Liaison,” Draylane said. “The Thief you know as the boy, Pog, has not had a good time. He hasn’t got a clue who to trust and who to fear so he fears everyone. If we are to help him, the only way is to find someone he truly trusts—that, missy, is you.”

      “And what would you do to help him?”

      “Sit, sit,” Draylane beckoned me. “I have to make the most of my lucid moments. Jade! Have we got any wine?”

      “Some red,” she said as she dumped her feet from the table and stomped out of the room, soon returning with some wine, three tumblers, and a plate of cheese and bread. “Told you we had bread,” she crowed. “Few have. Grain’s not getting through from Irydia now, but we’ve got…sources in the market.”

      “Jade!” Draylane bellowed. “Enough. Now…where was I?”

      I grabbed some bread and cheese, taking a huge bite out of it. Sedge was on the way. I didn’t think they were planning on killing me, and they appeared to have a rough idea of Pog’s predicament. And I was hungry—starving, in fact.

      “So, Pog’s predicament?”

      Draylane stuffed his mouth too and slurped on his wine with still-full cheeks. I waited until he finished chewing, waiting for my answer.

      “The Thief seeks to remake that which has been destroyed. He has the first part—the Stalker Stone—he seeks the next. The Stalker is leading him to it, but there are problems. Others covet the individual stones, rather that the restored one—nine cores are better than one, according to them. Others want the whole thing destroyed, fearing the world will be cracked again.” He cackled a bit. “And then there’s the gnomes. We’re not quite sure what they’re up to, but your Pog’s fate seems inextricably linked to one of them.”

      “Crags?”

      “Crags Trollhunter? No, not him. Unsurprisingly it is Thadius Hawkwind—inventor of the chaos portal. Well, inventor in the loosest terms—more the gnome who stumbled on the first and then led the whole lot of them through.”

      “Thadius Hawkwind,” I repeated, trying to get a grip on the whole thing.

      “Yes,” said Draylane, nodding profusely. “You see, we think The Thief is trying to cheat, but for the life of us, we can’t fathom how he knows what he does. How he knows how to cheat.”

      I kinda got it, but kinda didn’t. “So you think Pog’s teaming up with this Thadius Hawkwind so that Thadius can open random portals and help him in his quest to find the bits of this master stone.”

      Draylane’s flimsy-looking jaw dropped open. “Well, I do now. Are all you players so devious?”

      “He’s hunting something and this Thadius invented portals. It isn’t rocket…too much of a stretch.”

      Jade sighed. “You’re forgetting two things. First, chaos portals are named just that because there’s no rhyme nor reason why they appear or where they go.”

      “There is that,” Draylane acknowledged.

      “Secondly, Thadius is currently locked up in the dungeons under The Temple of the One True God and is a guest of The House of Merran.”

      “And there’s that.” Draylane squeezed his temples, making a strangled noise like a cat in pain. “It’s coming back,” he said. “Quickly, Alexa, I must tell you this. You must trust us. We couldn’t let you get processed by the city wizards—the purple robes. They would have seen you for what you are—a player—and then they’d have tried to find your origin and checked out your story. All player records are kept at the univer—aaargh!” He began to wobble and shiver. Jade jumped up, pulling him up by his armpits. “No, not yet!” he shouted, but Jade just pulled his feeble body away, and through a door. “You can’t be found because you don’t exist!” Draylane shouted as the door slammed shut.

      It was the second time in as many days that I’d been told that. I touched my arm, brushing my fingers along it, feeling its feather-like touch. I certainly did exist. I just wasn’t on some kind of ledger or another. A creak squeaked out, and the door burst open. I expected the girl, Jade, to rush back in, but Sedge filled its frame. He ran in, kneeling before me and reached out, touching my cheek. “You okay?”

      “Fed and watered,” I said, trying to hold back the tears of relief that were forming in my eyes.

      I heard a door slam, then running feet. “We were followed.” I looked at the doorway and saw Samuel’s panicked face. Jade barged past him.

      “Followed? What way did you come back?”

      “The usual…” Samuel slapped his forehead.

      “Quick,” Jade muttered.

      “What is it?” Sedge asked.

      “They’re coming for her.” Jade shoved the table out of the way and pushed a pile of books to one side. She lifted up a flap in the floor. “Get in,” she barked.

      Sedge and I swapped glances and both scurried to the hole. He jumped in first, then held himself for a second before composing. “You could have told me it was a ladder,” he said and then vanished. I followed, looking down the hole first. Gulping, I swung my legs around and felt for the first rung. “We’ll catch up. Ask for Lazmador!” Jade shouted at me, and I clambered down, the falling hatch barely missing my head.
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          The Featherers

        

      

    

    
      Despite my climbing skill, my legs shook. Like the ladder that fell to the bridge to nowhere, this one dropped at least a hundred feet. Unlike the other, it fell from the ceiling to the rocky floor of a vast cavern, which, from my nervous glances down, held a fair-sized subterranean…city…though city was a bit of a stretch.

      “Gotta say,” Sedge Prentice’s voice rang out. “There’s never a dull moment where you’re concerned.”

      I’d heard that before…several times.

      The cavern looked familiar, though I knew it couldn’t be. It had a remarkably similar rocky wall to that of the Gilden Lode but without the Gilden veins or the luminescent blue river. But it wasn’t just the look of the place, it was its essence; it felt the same. From my chanced glances, the cavern curved around in a large sweep that the ladder angled away from. Behind, a large central core of rock, like a mushroom stalk, provided the other wall. The muddle of dwellings below looked like one of the refugee camps back on Earth, sprawling, irregular and made up of mismatched temporary-looking buildings. We climbed down and down.

      A small girl dressed in no more than rags greeted us at the ladder’s bottom.

      “Bronze,” she said, and held out her hand.

      Sedge gave her a bronze coin. “Can you take us to…” He looked at me.

      “Lazmador’s.”

      “Silver,” she said.

      “What was the bronze for?” Sedge asked, reaching back into his pockets.

      “Holding the ladder.”

      Sedge shrugged and handed the silver over. The little girl skipped off.

      As we made our way through the ramshackle buildings, I began to realize why they looked like makeshift dwellings. They were made of scavenged bits and pieces. Rotted tree trunks, chipped slates, broken bricks, cracked sheets of marble, and crazed terracotta. Basically, anything that had failed to make up one of the buildings up top had been scavenged and used down here, and so yellow was the dominant color. Curiously, the place was reasonably devoid of people—elves, dwarves, or whatever, but the few that did walk past us or poked their heads out of their doors, dismissed us as being of no interest almost immediately.

      “It’s daytime up top,” the little girl told us. “All on the day shift are working, all who came off the night shift are sleeping.”

      “Sounds like a blast,” Sedge mumbled.

      We threaded our way through the chaotic refuge, all the while following the curve of the cavern. Eventually, we came to a relatively clear area where the buildings just stopped, replaced by piles of seemingly random materials. The girl turned toward the central core. Here, a series of wood cabins hung from it, interconnected with lashed ladders. The small girl aimed for the sole one that reached the cavern’s stone floor. “Lazmador,” she said, and pointed up.

      We exchanged glances and both shrugged, ambling toward the ladder, where Sedge stepped aside. “It’s you they usually want to see,” he mumbled. I noticed his grin was not so big anymore, more a resigned look. “One thing after another,” I heard him mutter, as he climbed up behind me.

      A pair of booted feet and an outstretched hand waited for me at the top. Lazmador was around my age but peculiar. “Alexa Drey, I presume.” He pulled me up.

      He looked like a pirate. Long, black hair was tied into a dozen ponytails, each with a colored band at its end, and he had a twizzled moustache curled at its ends. His tan jacket looked like it might have been an army officer’s at one point, and he had knee-length boots with flaps turned down at the front. A brazenly frilly, white shirt burst from his jacket, tucked into gaudy, electric-blue pants.

      “How do you know me?”

      “Really?” he said, arching one slug-like eyebrow. “I know everything that’s going on in this city. I even sent the purple robes after Sedge just to flush you down here. It is Sedge, isn’t it?” he asked, as he looked around me, then bringing my hand up and inspecting my new rings. His free hand reached for my face, brushing a fingertip down the five studs on my ear. “Soulbound trinkets are just so hard to steal. Honeyed tea?” He sighed and twirled around.

      Sedge was still half on the ladder, so I moved forward to let him in, holding back until he was standing at my side. The room was only about fifteen by twenty, and had two ladders heading away to other, higher huts. A scattering of eclectic furniture gave me the impression this was some kind of meeting place. Lazmador had his back to us, fanning a round slab of stone that radiated heat.

      “This is a mana-infused hearthstone. Now, I myself have no magic, so I can only use the basest of magic artifacts—anything under ten mana a minute. I had this stolen from The House of the Jester on Regent Lane.” He turned, two teas in hand. “It lets me entertain guests.” He passed me a mug and then Sedge. “Please, sit.”

      Lazmador sat as well, and then pointed to a glowsphere. “We have no light here, either, well, no natural light. I had that stolen from—”

      “We get it; you’re a thief,” Sedge muttered.

      “A thief, yes, not The Thief—a fine distinction these days.” Lazmador looked right over us. “Jade, Sam, please, come in. Draylane having an…episode?”

      I looked behind to see Jade already in the room, and Samuel peeking in.

      “You sent the purple robes?” Jade spat.

      “Naturally,” Lazmador said without flinching. “How am I going to perform the role of informant if I don’t inform?” Lazmador sighed. “Tea?” He fluttered his eyelids. “Come on now, Jade, tea?”

      “Okay,” Jade said, dumping herself down next to me.

      “You got away, didn’t you?” Lazmador pressed. “Sam, you’re the clued up one. You know how complex politics is in this town. Tell her, will you?”

      Sam coughed. He clearly didn’t want to tell Jade anything. Lazmador passed out two more teas. “So, Alexa, how’s your little mission faring so far?” He smiled a toothy-white smile.

      “Not so well,” I muttered.

      Lazmador raised his eyebrows. “On the contrary, I think it’s going very well. This morning, you had zero chance of rescuing your friend. Oh I know you place a lot of faith in the Karaktorian princess and the lump of a Valkyrian, but did you seriously think they’d be able to sneak around this city unnoticed? Did you pay no attention to events in Merrivale—that dimwit-filled place that still had at the very least three, and probably many more, spies in it? And then you came here, this festering place of politics and deception, and expected it to be easy to go unnoticed? The spy is not quite the spy you thought, eh?”

      I glanced at Sedge, but his expression was curiously neutral, as though he was trying to mask his true feelings. “How am I closer to what I came here for?” I asked.

      Lazmador stood. He started to pace up and down the little room. “Because I am a master criminal. Jade’s guild is a guild of three, and the poorest guild housed in the poorest section of Shyantium—one that’s reserved for street vendors and fishermen. They could help you get close to The Thief but not as close as some.” He coughed and glanced around.  “The Lowlands Embassy might manage to get you an audience with one of Merran’s closest advisors, but that wouldn’t get you close to The Thief, as Merran’s keeping his dealings with the boy close to his chest, but there are people who have dealings with Merran…” He winked at me. “So…”

      “What can you do?”

      “Me?” He tapped his lip. “An adjacent room? A nearby stairwell? The roof over his head? How close do you want to be? My guild is called The Featherers, and it is us, not the wizards, who run this place. So yes, you are a lot closer than you think. What do you think my members do?”

      I shrugged.

      “We clean their floors, sweep their roads, and we water their flowers. We keep their books, run their trades, and feed their children. We are everywhere, and we are nowhere. We are The Featherers.”

      Dramatic silence. Lazmador stood, arms outstretched.

      “Are we supposed to clap?” Sedge asked.

      Lazmador slumped. “A little applause is appreciated.”

      “Can you take me to him?” I asked, ignoring his plea.

      “Now?” Lazmador pursed his lips. “No, not now.”

      “Why?”

      “Haven’t you got the gist? I play on more than one person’s side, Alexa. I am in the service of The House of Reavers, The House of Merran, those of Drake, or The Forty-Third Sect, and a few others. I spy for Sutech Charm—especially where his daughter is concerned, and I made a deal with The Thief. I just have to make up my mind if I’m going to keep it.”

      “Why? Are you going to sell him out?” I spat.

      “I just don’t trust him. Got a feeling that the little mite just may have bested me in the negotiations. We’ll see. Either way, in a day we’ll know. So, you have that time to learn what you need to know, freshen up, and get ready for the grand finale.”

      “And just what can you teach me that I need to know?”

      A familiar laugh rang out, and Cathelina walked down one of the ladders. “The two things you so dearly need,” she said, and stood next to a grinning Lazmador.

      “May I present, Cathelina. A more perfect plan could not have been conceived.”

      “To do what?” Sedge asked.

      Lazmador leaned in. “To get you here, now, right where The Thief wanted you.”

      “Eh?”

      Cathelina laughed again. “It seems we are all parts of a puzzle that is slowly coming together. At first I thought it random chance—fate steering me, but I think your little friend, Pog, is infinitely more capable than I first realized. You, Alexa, and you, Sedge, plus Star, Mezzerain, and Glenwyth, are all part of his plan. He is relying on you for his escape.”

      “So, what do I have to do?”
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          Scoping With Sedge

        

      

    

    
      It was barely twilight, but the stars were already dotting the darkening sky. Jade ran up the side of the building. She’d swapped her robes for boots, tight-fitting black pants, a black, hooded jacket, and her face was bound with a black scarf. They’d given me similar clothes, Sedge Prentice too. We followed, the two-story building was simple fare given our climbing skills, though Jade had spent the last few hours teaching us how to scale it without making a sound. She’d taught us how to find the shadows, how to use them as our own. Sedge had called her a Rogue—some form of gaming compliment, and she’d just laughed. “Wizard first, Rogue second. When you’re part of the weakest guild in a city of rats, you learn not to be seen.”

      She folded herself over the eaves, scurrying up the roof’s hip, crawling along its ridge, then vanishing into the moon-cast shadow of the dwelling’s puffing chimney. I followed, mirroring her every footfall, moving as silently as I could.

      “Okay,” I whispered. “What am I looking at?”

      Sedge fell in beside me, squatting on the ridge, his breaths nearly silent. The city sprawled out in front of us, a flat disc that rose up toward its center like an upturned spinning top, its impressively tall spire in its middle. The tower’s top glowed amber like a great fire was burning inside. It reminded me of the priests I’d bested—the priests of The Combinium—all that time ago in Castle Zybond. At first I shivered at the thought and wondered if the two couldn’t be one and the same, but guessed a tower was a tower, a pyre just a pyre, and dismissed it.

      “So that’s…”

      “That’s the Temple of the One True God.”

      “Called?” Sedge asked.

      I assumed Lamerell, or Poleyna, but Jade shrugged. “Not called anything; the place is run by wizards, and wizards can’t make their minds up about the simplest of things. Some houses name the god Lamerell, others Poleyna, or Belved. Some just say that the god has no name. When you can manipulate magic it’s hard to accept a god can compete with you, after all, you can truly move mountains.”

      I laughed at that, the phrase so familiar. “Have you met Cronis?”

      “The Crimson Mage? No. But I have a battered copy of one of his scripts hidden back at the lodging. I read it most nights in the hope some of his brilliance might rub off on me.”

      “Cronis?” I said loudly, not meaning to and quickly covering my mouth.

      Jade turned. “You’ve met him?”

      “Spent a while with him he’s…”

      “A legend,” she said, clearly in awe.

      “The One True Wizard,” I said. Sedge sniggered.

      Jade held my gaze for a moment. “You don’t understand, do you? Cronis’ magic is barred here. His reputation is guttered. Yet those of us who follow his magic, who try to mimic his colors, fail time and again to even understand the basest manipulation. We study what scraps we have, but we are missing so much.”

      Guilt flowed through me—slightly more than my usual amount. The things I’d taken for granted in this land, they just seemed to grow and grow and riddle me with remorse because I’d wasted so much of their precious time. “If this all works out, I can show you where he is,” I muttered.

      She gasped, but then sagged. “To follow that path would be the end of this one.”

      “Well,” I said. “I can’t say too much, but I know the place has an academy, and it’s light on students at the minute, and Cronis does love to teach.”

      Okay, I threw that last part in, but her eyes were wide with hope, and Lincoln had told me he needed new blood to fill his city.

      “And Samuel and Draylane?”

      I nodded. “Heck, the place in question could accommodate Lazmador’s whole tribe.”

      Realizing I’d overstepped, I tried to scramble back onto the imaginary ledge I’d just jumped off, but it was too far away. My big mouth and me needed a silence skill.

      “Think of it,” she whispered, and shivered though the night was far from cold. After a while, she broke for her melancholy. “Getting back to the city.” Her finger darted out. “ Those lesser pantheons circle the temple to The One True God, then the Eight Universities of the Eight Magics ring those pantheons with each surrounded by a Park of Reflection. Then you have the Mastery Quarters, wedges of buildings devoted to the base subjects of creation. Study is the key in these quarters with the boundaries of mathematics, astrology, astronomy, alchemy and the like being tested daily. The city is just a city after that. The business of servicing those scholars and wizards for coin radiates out from its center. The poorest of the poor near the lakes and the even poorer under the city itself.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So, what does The Thief need us to do?”

      We’d all decided not to call The Thief “Pog,” though with Lazmador’s description and Cathelina’s assurances, it was quite obvious to me now that they were the same person. I still didn’t get it all. It appeared to me that Cathelina knew a whole lot more than she was giving away, but then I had to accept that this manipulation had started way back in a cave on top of Lincoln’s abandoned castle.

      “The Thief is going to break into The Temple of the One True God. He must steal what he must steal, then make his escape. While we know exactly how he’s going to escape, it appears there is no route planned for Thadius Hawkwind’s escape, and that worries us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if Thadius dies, it’ll be war—simple and straight. Thadius Hawkwind is Digberts’ mad uncle. The gnome king would never forgive that betrayal.”

      “Hold on, hold on,” said Sedge. “Aren’t the gnomes trapped in this chaos portal?”

      Jade shrugged. “Let’s hope so.” She shivered. “The alternative doesn’t bear thinking about.”

      “Getting back to what The Thief needs from me, and Sedge, and the others.”

      “He needs you to start the diversions so that he can pick the pocket. Lazmador can’t do it, but he can help you. If this all goes wrong, his followers and him still have to scratch around for a living.”

      “A diversion?”

      “Let me show you the route,” Jade said and sprang up, running down the pitch of the roof and jumping across to the next, quickly scaling it and settling on its ridge.

      Sedge looked at me. “You got a jumping skill?”

      “Nope.”

      “Me either. After you.” Sedge grinned.

      I stood, took a breath and ran, instantly engaging my running skill, bounding down the tiles and leaping across. I landed halfway up the other side, flexing my legs, cushioning my landing to silence it, then skipping up to Jade.

      
        
        Congratulations! You performed that like a cat pouncing on a wary bird. You are granted Stealth level 5. The more you practice, the faster you’ll advance. From level 5 you can infuse your shadow with mana to blend in better, to blend in faster. You can use shadow mana to become the night.

      

      

      I had to try me a bit of that!

      Sedge barely made the roof, but soon crawled up and was beside us.

      “Can we remember that some of us spent a while grinding out skills like swords, knives, and sneak, rather than running. What kind of a world has running as a skill anyway? Might as well have breathing, eating, or peeing—on second thought, that’d be awesome—”

      “Sedge?” I asked.

      His grin was back.

      We ran the roofs all the way to the merchant quarter. You could instantly tell we were in a wealthier area. Each building had its own garden surrounding it, and the roads were perfect circles.

      “The wealthier the merchant, the closer he or she is to the city center,” Jade explained. “We avoided numerous patrols by scooting over the roofs, but for obvious reasons, this is as far as we can go by that method.”

      She loped down the edge of the roof we were on, looked one way and then the other and dropped down to the road below. Sedge scurried down next and then I followed. Like everything in this land, Sedge had fared better the more we jumped until it looked like second nature to him.

      Jade was holding a gate open. She ushered us into a neatly tended back garden. Even in the moonlight, I could see it was tropical, with palms and cacti and lush, long grass. She led us up to the back of the dwelling, then opened a door and disappeared inside.

      The place smelled musty like a library. We filed through a narrow kitchen, no more than a wood countertop, a pail, and a fire pit with a large brick flue. From what I’d seen before it was quite the height of opulence. Past that was a small office with a desk, and shelves of what I assumed were ledgers.

      “It’s Lazmador’s bookstore—at least, that’s what this place masquerades as. In truth, it’s where he sells his…gathered…wares and auctions his favors. Wizards, in particular, don’t like getting called out for their more…lurid…sides.”

      Jade unraveled her mask, took out her sack and stowed the scarf away. She pulled down three sand-colored robes from a row of hooks.

      “Merchantmen’s livery—it’ll be our cover. Most wizards and scholars take their deliveries in the evenings. It displays their dedication to their neighbors. Lazmador’s people should have left us a few packages to spread around. It’ll show you the area you need to disrupt.”

      “And just how am I going to do that?”

      Jade shrugged. “The Thief said you’d come up with something.”

      What? I thought. How in hell’s name am I going to do that?

      “Piece of cake,” Sedge said. “From what I’ve seen, these folk are scared of their own shadows.”

      I looked at Sedge with a newly found love.

      We each donned a cloak, pulled the vast hoods up, then marched through to the shop itself. True to her word, the parcels were on the counter, each with an address scribed on it.

      “Perfect,” Jade said. “Nicely spread out over a thin corridor. Should give you a good route to muddle.” She passed one to me, one to Sedge, then we walked through the shop.

      As I walked out of the door, Jade’s arm sprang across me and stopped me in my tracks. A column of city guards marched past, six or seven thick, ten deep. Jade grinned at me. “Wait for it…”

      A single bell strike rang out.

      “Did you make the count?” Jade asked.

      “Count?”

      “Those were the periphery guard. It takes them exactly a one hundred count to walk a tenth circle of this outer ring. If you want to time anything exactly, use them. You are due south if the bell hits as they pass. It signifies the need to defend against Slaughtower and Ruse. A count of two hundred and fifty tells you that you are west, and so on.”

      “Got it,” Sedge said.

      I gave him a quick look. His eyes were afire with excitement.

      “Tell you what, Sedge. You work out how this is all gonna play, and I’ll come up with the fireworks.”

      “You got more magic now?”

      “I’ll be able to make something work.”

      “Sweet,” he muttered. “Lead the way, Jade.”

      We walked along the outer road, then ducked up the next. Jade described the roads as a wheel, where all the spokes were interconnected. I still thought of it as a spider’s web and nothing I’d heard about the place had changed my mind. Another curious fact I noticed was that the people walking around became larger and heavier as we moved toward the city center. Jade told me that size was a reflection of wealth here, and that Lord Merran was as big as a fattened hog. The other thing I noticed was the number of taverns. By the time we’d moved a few roads in, they were nearly every other building or at least every forth. There were raucous ones, quiet ones, some had music blaring out, and others had tables on the streets.

      All the while we walked, Sedge’s eyes never stopped roaming. He’d be looking up at the roofs one minute, at the road the next, and scanning across the buildings in a sweeping motion after.

      “Where does all the sewage go?” he suddenly asked, and I instantly thought about it. Merrivale had stunk, certain parts of Zybond had too. But here, the sewage seemed to be figured out.

      “Pipes under the roads. They flow straight into the Gilden Pools, right under the city.”

      “The Gilden Lode?” I asked, and Jade stopped in her tracks.

      “What do you know about The Gilden Lode?”

      “I…was spawned there,” I said.

      “You were born under The Temple of the One True God?”

      There, on that street, now in sight of The Gardens of Reflection, I decided that a lot of these strands I kept coming across must be linked. That this couldn’t all be chance but must be some kind of mess of strands, and if I could just link them all, I might just stand a chance at understanding this game.

      “Can you access The Gilden Lode?”

      Jade shrugged. “Maybe. All I know is that it’s under here, and that the Gilden Pools heat this whole city. Why do you think the lake holds back the snow? Why do you think the temperature is like a summer’s day in Atremeny? The Gilden pumps supply all.”

      Pumps? I thought.

      “You mean to tell us that there’s some form of vast energy source under that tower over there?” Sedge asked.

      “It is told that the Gilden Lode is bountiful, that it spills its mana and that mana lets everything live—the trees, the mountains, the elves, dwarves, demons, and every living creature you see. It is said that if the Gilden Lode fails, all ends.”

      All ends, I thought. That sounded fairly final.

      Jade led us farther toward The Temple of the One True God, but we stopped shy of the Pantheons and delivered our packages to their intended addresses. We moved through the city with ease, no guard nor mauve-flashed wizard even questioning our intent. It was as though we were too lowly to bother with, and not once was my concealment tested, not once did we get more than a cursory look of disdain. After returning to Lazmador’s bookstore, we changed and skipped the roofs, and we were soon back underground, back in Lazmador’s thiefdom. Jade left, anxious to help Sam look after Draylane—apparently the mad wizard took a good few hours to recover from his temporary insanity.

      We were told to report straight back to Lazmador’s elevated hut, but I was in no particular hurry—the man was too bigheaded for me, though I did want to talk with Cathelina. I felt she’d manipulated where the truth would have served just as well. As we made our way through the makeshift town, I was more than relieved when Sedge pulled me toward a ramshackle hut.

      “Recognize a bar in any world, in any game,” he told me as we ducked in.

      Bar was a bit of an overstatement. It had a counter—about ten feet long and cutting across the back of the place, a couple of tables—in the loosest sense of the word—and some stools. An odd-looking creature was leaning on the counter. It had one arm crooked and was resting its shiny cheek on its—hand was a bit of a stretch—more like claw. Two bulbous, black eyes looked like they were made up of shining sheets of honeycomb, and its mouth was constantly moving as though it had a bit of gum stuck on its teeth—if indeed it had any. Two large antennae swept toward us, each with an eye on the end of its stalk. It looked us up and down.

      “Both of you need to use the showers,” it said, and withdrew its inquiring eyes. “And they say us bugs are filthy. You wanting a drink, or you gonna stand there gawking all night? What’s the matter, you never seen a mutated roach before?”

      “Yes and no,” Sedge said, sliding onto a stool and then looking around the bar, presumably for a price list. “What’s your specialty?”

      “Puking on a slab of meat and then letting it ferment for a few days before serving it with a twist of lime. You want one? Did a bottle the day before yesterday.”

      I felt my stomach cramp.

      “How about something a bit more mainstream,” Sedge suggested.

      “Ten-day-old, oak-barreled, juiced leftovers?”

      Silence.

      “Bwah!” said the bug. “Just messin’, you want some whiskey?”

      “Made of?”

      It scratched its mandibles—the sound was horrendous. “The usual.”

      We didn’t ask. It poured a couple of tumblers of some clear, brown liquid, and a huge chitin arm passed them over, gripped in fierce pincers.

      “Want any nuts?”

      We politely declined. Sedge leaned in.

      “What was it with you and the Golden Load place?”

      “Gilden Lode,” I told him, then filled him in on the parts of my start I’d left out.

      “So, what are you thinking?” He took a swig of his drink, clicked his teeth together and squeezed his eyes tightly shut before bellowing “Garrgh! That’s stern stuff. Another couple.” He signaled the bug.

      “It’s The Gilden Lode—it confuses me. I’ve seen it firsthand—at least I’ve seen a bit of it. It’s like a giant cavern with glowing layers of gold lava throughout. There’s a trail that winds down to a luminescent river called Endings.” I paused, took a slurp of my own drink, then tried to hold the top of my head on as my brain nearly exploded. “What is this?” I asked, gasping.

      “You don’t want to know,” the bug told us. We didn’t press the matter.

      “So,” Sedge said, scratching his head. “Again, what are you thinking?”

      But I shook my head. Trouble was, I just didn’t know. It felt like something was wrong, but that was just it. It was just a feeling. Something didn’t sit right about the whole thing—the Endings River in particular. “It’s the slabs,” I said.

      “The slabs?”

      “When you died for the second, did you wake on the exact same slab?”

      Sedge stared past me. “The same slab, yes, I think so. I wasn’t paying much attention, just hopped off as soon as I could and swam back to the surface through the clepsydra thing. What are you getting at?”

      “I took a boat, with a character called Billy Long Thumb. At the time I was a starry-eyed newbie taking in this breathtaking land. I remember the ridges, the alcoves, the individuality of the catacombs—of each slab. Both times I died, I’m sure I ended up on the same slab.”

      “So?”

      I shook my head; my mind was a train of thought that I couldn’t complete. I just didn’t know the end of it. But I knew it was important. It was like the solution you’d been searching for all day, the one that eluded you right up until you were just falling asleep, but in the morning, you just knew you’d solved it, not how. I knew I had the answer in me. I just couldn’t access it.

      I laughed to make a joke of my ramblings, but Sedge didn’t join in.

      “Keep thinking those thoughts,” he muttered. “I think you might have something. For a game that’s supposed to teach us how to survive on the next planet, it sure does delight in making your life hell.” He slugged his drink down. “Anyway, what kind of attack magic have you got? Because if life’s taught me one thing it’s ‘You can only solve what’s in front of you.’ For us, it’s helping your friend Pog. The rest we can address another day.”

      The front of the bar rattled a bit, and the little girl who’d met us at the bottom of the ladder poked her head around its door. “There you are,” she said, and walked up to Sedge with her hand out. “Bronze.”

      “What for?”

      “I’ve got a message from Lazmador.”

      Sedge passed her a coin. “The message?”

      “Lazmador’s heard from The Thief.”

      “And?”

      “Silver.”

      Sedge passed over the coin.

      “He’s ready. It all happens tomorrow at noon.”
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          Too Close To Call

        

      

    

    
      We’d rushed back to Lazmador’s. He had a few other folks there: names that were barked at us by way of introduction, but just didn’t sink in. The Thief had indeed sent them a message, or rather Pog had. I had to remember it was little Pog, and not this persona that appeared to be running the whole show. He needed to escape from the Tower of the One True God and wanted details of our exit strategy for him. Lazmador paced up and down, kicking his cross-legged lieutenants out of the way.

      “I don’t need to tell you what rests on our affording this character with a convenient escape.”

      Sedge cleared his throat and asked what Lazmador’s reward was. A fair question, I thought.

      “The opportunity to earn enough gold to end all this,” Lazmador said, and swept his arm about.

      It was about then that I heard Mezzerain’s growl. I stood and looked out of the hut’s door.

      “You’re not truly expecting me to climb up that flimsy thing,” he said, with almost a smile on his face.

      “Mezz!” I shouted, and scurried down the ladder, soon in his arms. Star was walking toward us from the camp with a very nervous-looking Glenwyth in toe.

      “What kind of a bug was that?” she asked.

      “We heard you were in the bar, so we went there first,” Star told me.

      I pushed Mezzerain away and ran to them, hugging them both.

      “How did you get out of the embassy?” I asked.

      Star looked puzzled. “We weren’t under any more surveillance than usual, but this place runs under most buildings—our spies use it to travel the city. I hear we’re in action. We gotta plan?”

      I pointed back up. “Sedge has.”

      Star looked up. “Why don’t Glenwyth and I nip up there and look it over while you and Mezzerain spar a bit. He was quite irked you missed this morning—then again, we were halfway up a mountain.”

      “Was that just this morning?”

      Star laughed. “Well, we won’t be getting any sleep tonight, so you best remember it fondly.”

      Mezzerain grinned and walked farther around the cavern away from the makeshift village. “They pile their rubbish this way,” he said.

      “Down here?” I asked, skipping off after him, pulling my sack out and calling for my staff.

      “No sneaking up on me,” Mezzerain said, just as I readied it for a vicious swipe.

      He wasn’t wrong. It took us a good half an hour, but as we neared, the stench grew stronger and stronger. Pile upon pile of waste soon came into view, reaching for the cavern’s ceiling. The stink was overpowering, the rats, abundant, and the piles…moved.

      “So,” Mezzerain said. “The ladder up to the Lowlands Embassy is about four hundred yards that way.” He pointed over the rubbish. “Take it from me, elves don’t like rats or whatever else is rummaging under there, nor do they like bugs. Fragile things, elves.”

      “So, shall we start?” I asked.

      “Ground rules. First, you are the only one of us with magic.”

      “Yes…”

      “And the diversion that by now Sedge and Star will be planning will involve the use of that magic?”

      “Yes…”

      “Then it’s my job to get you up to speed. Lazmador’s got a rat problem, and you need to improve your attack magic.”

      “Okay…”

      “So, you can destroy those rats while you’re fighting me. Get to a hundred, and we can call it a day.”

      “Is that some kind of quest?” I asked.

      Mezzerain looked at me weirdly. “You really need a quest to kill a little rat? You people are strange.” He pulled out his staff. “One strike at a time, there’s plenty of rats—this is all about your ability to cast and strike at the same time. And put up that magic shield thing.”

      We sparred. He danced around flaunting his agility, swiping, arcing, prodding with his staff, while I dodged, counter-thrust, snuck the odd blow. All the while I cast Flame of Demon on the unsuspecting rats.

      “Take care with your magic, we don’t want to be setting the pile on fire,” Mezzerain growled at me, just before he lunged again.

      We were used to grinding out a staff session—the rats just made it extra interesting. I soon leveled up Flame of Demon, and when we swapped from staffs to swords, I changed my spell of choice to Fork of Lightening. Once I’d gotten that subskill to level 2, I was able to pick out more than one rat. It was a strange spell to cast. I had to think of the spell, mentally tap on one target, then the next, unleash—or cast, tap, tap, fire! At level 3, it was tap, tap, tap, 4 and 5, and so on. I liked it much better than the demon one. The rats didn’t, and charred bodies were soon strewn all around.

      We took a break while Mezzerain smoked a pipe, well, he did. I practiced my arrow skills, imbuing them with Tungsten Tips and Straight Shot. I even managed to get one to vanish using Stealth Shot, but not for the whole flight—I guessed my stealth still wasn’t high enough.

      I made archery level 8 by the skin of my teeth, the same for swords. Mezzerain pushed himself up, and we started on a mix of daggers and close-Q- fighting, with Quazede’s Trident thrown in. I soon realized what a particularly nasty spell it was too. Whereas Fork of Lightening was a bit like giving the rats an electric shock, Quazede’s Trident was like a bullet of pure energy, and as I leveled it up, I could only liken it to a machine gun spitting its fire. Mezzerain loved it—it was by far his favorite and forced me to carry on until I got it to level 6, outstripping both the others by a level. Even Arcane Shield ended up at level 6, though by now that was more of a passive skill for me.

      I had no idea what time it was when Mezzerain said we could call it a day, but I can remember thanking a god of some deity or the other. I can remember turning away from the pile of rubbish and stashing my dagger in my belt. I can also remember hearing a sound, a little like a mini eruption. I’ll never forget the screech.

      We spun around. Mezzerain already had his sword in his hand. I drew my own and instinctively powered up my Arcane Shield. Rising up from the rubble, a dread, multi-headed Hydra-like beast emerged. I counted one, two, seven, ten heads all swaying around like a rattler ready to strike. Mezzerain glanced behind him, but saw no one else was close. For a moment I thought he was thinking of running but then a grin spread across his face.

      “Looks like we’ve got it all to ourselves.”

      Then another head reared from its midst, much bigger than the rest, drool flowing from its open maw.

      It screamed in anger, then hissed and spat, swaying closer, then farther back in some deadly, but hypnotic, dance.

      
        
        Andromeda Hydra. Title: Queen of the Dump. Level = 14. Status = Hostile

      

      

      Breaths of pungent wind washed over me. I didn’t know whether it was the beast’s breath or if it had just disturbed something in the rubbish.

      “You can hunt for the loot when we’re done,” Mezzerain said through gritted teeth.

      “No, you’re all right,” I muttered, and then cast Quazede’s Trident, splitting it into six bolts, all aimed at a head each. This was going to be a piece of cake.

      The beast flickered, shimmered, then its horrific image instantly sharpened, now surrounded by an ominous yellow aura. The magical bullets smashed into its heads. Sparks flew, one head exploded, but the others just pulsed and stuttered as the bolts of mana-born energy were absorbed by the beast. So not so easy, I thought. It was then the central head roared, a great bellow that spat huge gobs of foul spittle all over us. Mezzerain wiped his face and charged for the beast’s core, stomping up the rubbish pile, slipping on the rat corpses.

      I cast Heal over Time, in the hope it would protect him. He grunted as its power infused with his body. He began slashing away at the Hydra's ranging heads, jinking to avoid its snapping jaws, ducking and swerving. I tried Quazede’s Trident again, all six hitting home, but all six absorbed by the thing’s aura. I decided to go old school, and jumped on the pile aside Mezzerain, unsheathing my sword. Together we slashed and thrashed, and Mezzerain even managed to lop another head away, but the Hydra was in frenzy now.

      Each time we cut one of its necks, with a sizzle from its yellow aura, it simply healed.

      “We have to sever them,” Mezzerain called, as he loped one clean off.

      I hacked, cast, hacked again, but getting a clean strike was next to impossible with all of its ranging heads to avoid. One swooped so close to mine, I felt its breath sweep across my cheeks, its jaws snapping by my ears—a nasty, hollow sound. Another severed head landed at my feet, another great strike from the Valkyrian. I timed my next strike, waiting for a head to overextend, leaning back to avoid its swoop. My blade struck home, but I was hopelessly off-balance and staggered back. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mezzerain glance around, making sure I was okay.

      That single action turned the fight on its head. The Hydra struck, Mezzerain parried a split second too late and slipped, and our valiant offence was over.

      As if he was a mere ragdoll, the largest head snapped up the falling warrior, its teeth sinking into him with a sickening crunch, his bloodied body tossed aside. Mezzerain rolled and rolled, rising to one knee, his hand over his shredded side, a grimace fixed in place. I sent Stitch and Stem to him and quickly faced the beast. Every one of its remaining heads had reared back ready to strike me in one, devastating attack.

      In that split second, I hesitated, knowing that to charge would be futile. I threw my sword to one side, ripped out my sack and hovered my hand over it. I called for the Black Knight’s dagger.

      “Let’s finish this,” I muttered, but then glanced at my hand. Lying in my palm was a little stick—the Crooked Wand of the Street of the Elven Martyrs—I stared back at the beast and mustered my courage, gathering my mana, casting Quazede’s Trident, then Flame of Demon and Fork of Lightening one after the other. This time, I kept all focused on the larger, central head. This time I felt my shadow mana fill and pulse, and this time, I poured my now anger-filled soul into it.

      Magic spewed from the wand with gray streams of power. Quazede’s Trident hit first, blasting the thing’s huge head clean off. Flame of Demon crackled around it, a lattice of gold and black energy shattering the beast’s aura, and then Fork of Lightening hit home, and the Hydra exploded.

      Huge lumps of its frazzled flesh rained down on me as it erupted in a wave of blood, bile, and guts. The force of the explosion hurled me backward, sliding on the mess of entrails and ichor, drawing close to my fallen comrade.

      
        
        Critical Hit! Wait? What? What in Lamerell’s name was that strike? Damage done -775 HP for Quazede’s Trident, -825 HP for Flame of Demon, -395 HP Fork of Lightening. Total Damage 1995 plus 15% enhanced by The Crooked Wand of the Street of the Elven Martyrs, total 2294. Andromeda Hydra is obliterated.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have been awarded 2000 XP. The land rewards those who put out the trash!

      

      

      I took no satisfaction from it. Mezzerain was lying on the ground. His arms and legs were spread out, his head lolling to one side, and his eyes stared out, wide and lifeless. Forcing my body back to the floor, I knelt by him.

      “Oh no, no you don’t,” I told him, ripping a health tube off my potion belt and forcing his mouth open. I poured the gloopy liquid down his throat, and then cast Solid Soul, Stitch and Stem, Heal over Time, all of them, over and over until my mana was gone, my energy was spent, and my health was plummeting.

      “No!” I wailed as I collapsed next to his lifeless body.
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          Lifelong Friends

        

      

    

    
      All that while ago, those part-forgotten times, I’d woken to see Greman’s face staring down at me. He’d shoved jaspur leaves into my mouth and saved me from finding out what it was like to respawn in this land, what it was like to die. That was my first day in the land. Who knows how things might have gone for me if he hadn’t been the one looking down that well.

      But he did, and now I found myself looking down as Mezzerain teetered on the edge of death, but not a death he could come back from. His health was dangerously low. I’d woken laid out on the floor of one of the makeshift huts, Glenwyth hovering over me. She’s brushed my brow as I’d regained consciousness, and told me I was away from death’s scythe. Then her face had clouded over, and I’d known the reaper’s blade was none too far away.

      “I’ve made poultices with what I have in my sack, and I’ve molded them to his wound, but he waits for the boatman, and only his strength is holding him back.”

      “A health potion?” I asked, but she’d told me he’d had too much and any more would be poison to his broken body.

      “We’ve just got to wait. Either his health will bounce back with a surge, or it’ll fade with a whimper. How about you? Are you ready?”

      “Ready?” I asked, and Sedge Prentice burst into the room.

      “Time to get moving,” he muttered, his voice filled with grimness.

      “Give me a couple of minutes with him,” I said, and knelt by Mezzerain’s bed. Sedge darted back out, and I rested my hand on Mezzerain’s boiling brow. My world polarized on the space between us. I could hear his stuttering breath. This man, this warrior that should have easily bested that beast were it not for his concern for me. His complexion was gray like a living corpse. I knew his fate was truly on a knife-edge, and wondered at this cruel world. Could such a warrior fall in a garbage dump? Surely a battlefield would be the place, leading a desperate charge or defending the standing king?

      “You get better, you big lump,” I whispered. “And when you are, we’ll be waiting for you. Someone’s got to kick my ass, make me spar when I don’t want to, make me fight when I’m already done.” I trailed my finger down his scar-ridden cheek. The corner of his eye twitched just a little, just enough. “You fight, fight as hard as you can. Don’t welcome the boatman. You tell Billy I’ll kick his bony ass.”

      Mezzerain twitched again, and that had to be good enough for me. Glenwyth sponged his forehead, and I knew that his fate was in the hands of his god, and I knew what he’d expect of me—nothing more than to do what was needed, what was right.

      I sat back and inspected my attributes, and decided that my elevated agility was making a real difference. “All in,” I muttered to myself.
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        * * *

      

      Standing, I got rid on my cloak in favor of the loose, black jacket Jade had given me. It didn’t have any stat bonuses, but it covered my mauve tunic, my potion belt, and my holstered knives. For now, I put my staff, sword, bow, and quiver into my sack. Glenwyth had told me that the first part of Sedge’s plan needed a good degree of stealth.

      The refuge was even emptier than the morning before. Jade was walking toward the hut we’d been dragged to.

      “How is he?”

      “On a knife’s edge,” I replied.

      She bit the top of her lip, but seemed to accept my words.

      “Meeting at Lazmador’s,” she told me.

      “Is he?”

      “Still annoyed with you? He’s cooled down.”

      Oh yes, me and Mezzerain had made a slight mistake. The Andromeda Hydra had sort of been Lazmador’s pet, and it was also their waste disposal method and kept the rat population at bay. No, the fragile balance of the subterranean colony had been destroyed. Oops.

      Jade grimaced. “It seems the rats are crawling over the waste piles like a plague and soon they’ll be breeding like nobody’s business. Without the fear of being snapped up by the Hydra; they have free rein down here. There’s no immediate threat, but they’ve got a great big carcass to feast on and get them started. My bet is this place will be overrun in a month. Plus, it’s not really safe around here. Things are born funny this close to The Gilden Lode. It’s like it messes with their makeup.”

      “Like the roach.”

      Jade nodded. “Like the roach. It’s time to get out of this refuge—at least Lazmador is now heavily invested in The Thief’s safety. He needs that gold to move up top.”

      “What about you?” I asked, tugging on her jacket, making her stop. “Are you invested?”

      I needed to know why she was helping us. I’d met so many people with so many motivations, that as I’d looked down at Mezzerain, I’d decided my trust should be earned, not freely given. I knew why I was helping Pog, and that was because he was Pog. No glamorous reasons, no self-sacrifice to a cause, just because of his sweet, little face, his pureness. After I’d done that, I’d regroup. I was going to find somewhere and take a while to work out what was going on. Sedge Prentice was coming—I’d decided he could be trusted and Glenwyth too. I hoped Mezzerain would make it, and wanted Star. None had offered me anything but their undying loyalty, and none had tried to sway my will. With what Pog knew, we should be able to navigate a course together, seek the next veil, and try and work out whose side we should be on, who we should trust.

      Jade shifted uneasily on her feet. “We help The Thief because Draylane foretold his coming. Draylane speaks to the dead when he’s raving. Says he speaks for the shaman. It’s what’s got us ostracized, thrown out of the Pantheons, excluded from the university. It’s why I long to find another way. It’s why I’ve scoured the city for snippets of Cronis’ teachings.”

      I rolled back and forth on the balls of my feet. “I told you freely that I knew where Cronis resides, and I told you that there was an academy. The offer still stands.”

      “But it’s not Shyantium. This is the place wizards are fashioned.”

      “Cronis once told me that these wizards have no free magic, that it is stifled by their ways. He once showed me a ball of tobacco, and rolled it on the table. One second it was there, the next it was gone. He taught me how to look into the colors, and then told me that it wasn’t for me, that my way was a different way. So you see, if he’s willing to accept there are other ways apart from his, imagine the power he wields, as a jealous man can surely have no true power.”

      She looked at me, her wide-open eyes betraying the desire for Cronis’ lore. “How do I know you’re telling me the truth? What motivation do you have to help me?”

      I reached out and pulled her hands into mine. “Because my friend needs wizards—true wizards who are eager to learn, those that will not run when the time comes.”

      “For his new city that nobody’s ever heard of.”

      I knew how ridiculous it sounded. “Yes, for that, but if you doubt me, I can prove it.”

      Her gaze dropped to the floor, shame appearing to wash over her. “Draylane trusts my judgment. Samuel’s future hangs on my choices.” She stared back up at me. “So yes. If you have something, forgive me, but I need to see it.”

      I took out my sack, and withdrew the Black Book. “These are his memoirs. This is his magic. He gave it to me so that I could study it, but I know it just muddles my mind. The shaman Draylane talks to is alive—long story—and he told me about Draylane long before I came here. He told me of Draylane’s suffering.”

      Jade reached for the book, and then her hand recoiled. “It can’t be true. Every tenant of Shyantium is built on the demise of the shaman and the denial of their ways.”

      “But you can’t deny this book,” I whispered, and thrust it in her hands. “Cronis is the hero of this place you’ve never heard of. Krakus is alive. A shaman walks the land again, and he is headed to Beggle where we shall meet him. Help me today, and I’ll tell you how to get to Cronis, but just you three as wizards, though if you have trusty trades, you can lead them there, or send for them once you’re sure. The secret of the place, though, must be held above all.”

      She made to give me the book back. “The three of us will go first.”

      A small tab in my mind’s eye began to flash. I pressed it and saw it was labeled “Soulbound Items.”

      
        
        The Auguries of the House of Mandrake is a soulbound item. Do you wish to transfer it to Jade Amin? Y/N

      

      

      I selected Yes.

      “No, you can’t; you mustn’t!” she blurted.

      “He gave it to me to learn from, but my magic isn’t his. The magic Krakus gave me, that Cathelina enhanced, just comes so easy. That is my magic, not his, but his maybe yours, and if it is, then you should learn from him and pass it on in the academy for the magic and not the power.”

      
        
        Jade has altered her status from neutral to lifelong friend!

      

      

      Well, I thought, it’d be rude not to.

      
        
        You have altered your status with Jade from neutral to lifelong friend!

      

      

      “Hey, what about me?” Star shouted, and I looked over Jade to see her bounding toward me. I instantly got a notification that told me Star was now my mortal enemy, but the grin on her face cushioned the blow. I soon had two lifelong friends, and we turned and climbed up the ladder to Lazmador’s.

      Sedge was in the thick of it; Lazmador’s gang huddled around a big map laid out on the floor. I edged closer, but Star pulled me back. “Yours is more of a point and shoot role—one that’s been upgraded since one of Lazmador’s henchmen saw the last bit of your fight with that Hydra beast.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “My role, well me, Glenwyth and Mezzerain, but more than likely just me and Glenwyth now, is to create a small diversion in the Pantheon to the Great God Belved.” She winked. “I’m fairly sure we can manage it on by ourselves. You see that, and then you start your…display. Lazmador is going to provide the targets, and Cathelina is the escape route. Nothing will start until The Thief, Pog, gives the signal.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Apparently, we’ll know it when we see it. But if I remember rightly, his last signal lit up the night sky as if it was day.”

      Pog, I thought, what on earth have you become?
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          A Rogue’s Gambit

        

      

    

    
      The shadowy alleyway stank, clearly used by the adjacent tavern’s lazier customers, but it faced the Temple of the One True God, so we put up with it. Our cart was shrouded in its darkness, the driver waiting for his signal. I was wedged up against the driver’s bench with Sedge beside me, our legs tucked under our chins, pushed there by the tightly packed, upright barrels. Even though it wasn’t quite noon, noise bubbled out of the tavern like a party was in full swing, ale clearly flowing. We waited for Pog’s sign.

      “I’ve got the alchemy skill now.” Sedge nudged me, as though he was repeating himself. I was miles away, wondering about Pog, wondering what had happened to him.

      “What do you mean, now?”

      “While I was making the…pyrotechnics, it announced itself in my mind and told me that I was a level 1 Alchemist. As soon as I’d made the first explosives, it bumped me straight up to level 5 and gave me 500 XP for being the first person in the land to make a bomb out of herbs, spices, oils, and a few strips of rag. I can’t quite work it out.”

      “Just how explosive are these bombs?”

      Sedge grunted. “They wanted a diversion, not a massacre. I had to hold back from being too creative. I still can’t fathom the reward. Surely I could put any concoction together and level up, as any mix could technically be unique. I could power my way to level 100 just mixing random stuff together.”

      “Nah! That can’t be right.” I thought on it, glad to be rid of my wondering.  “What if the game knew what you wanted to make, liked the effect, and once it decided that the stuff you’d made would do what you wanted, gave you the reward?”

      Sedge scratched at his stubbly chin. “That makes more sense…”

      My own mind then went into instant overdrive as it fled thoughts of Pog. If Lincoln had taught me anything, it was that cheating in this land worked, and Sedge had something. “If that reasoning is true, then if you want to experiment, you don’t need to waste time testing. You’ll know if the mixture’s right by the reward.”

      “Eh?”

      “Well say if you wanted…I dunno…paper for a fuse. You visualize the paper, the fuse, the fuse in action, and then you make the paper. If it’ll work, then the land will reward you. If it doesn’t, throw it away and repeat.”

      Sedge grinned. “And, if the reward is for a unique item, then you’re the only one with it. Nice. You can craft a bit, yes? Because making paper isn’t alchemy, I’ll do the gunpowder, you make the paper.”

      “Level 5 crafting,” I crowed, quite proud of my little achievement, given that I’d only had a day or so at it.

      “Sweet,” he muttered, but was obviously thinking hard. “We get this done, and then I’ve got some ideas we should mess around with.”

      “Like what?”

      Now he glanced at me and shook his head. “Not sure I want to introduce them into this land, but they’d be mighty handy for fighting big bosses.”

      It was my turn to nudge him, but mine was more of a sharp dig. “Like what?”

      “Grenades,” he said.

      Yeah, Sedge was army, and it looked like we were going to take monster fights to the next level…

      “So, you and this boy, Pog, friends?” he asked.

      “We met in the waiting area—he was all alone and latched onto me. What about you? Did you meet anyone?” I was prying, seeing if he’d spill the beans and tell me who he was.

      “No one new,” he muttered, his voice trailing off and his head tilted upward. “Well I’ll be,” he gasped.

      I felt the ground tremor, and a grinding noise filled the air as if the earth was splitting, followed by a massive explosion that made me instinctively flinch, and duck down in our little well of safety. When I looked up, I saw what Sedge had seen. A red spear of brilliant light streamed from the temple’s tower, punching up through the afternoon sky like a laser beam. “What the hell’s that?” I asked instinctively, but knew. The spear thickened until it became column-like. At its tip it billowed into an angry, mushroom-like cloud. I felt immense amounts of energy radiating out from it, and slowly, the blue sky turned mauve and then glowed red and spread out in an ever-increasing circle. Gradually, that crimson color engulfed the whole sky and turned the noon sun the shade of newly spilled blood.

      “I got to hand it to your little friend, he knows how to put on a show.”

      Wind swirled around us, disturbing only the heavy silence that filled the streets. The tavern’s clientele had spilled out onto the road. As one they were looking up at the roiling column, but as quick as it had erupted, it must have been cut at the root, and it roared upward, swallowed up by the sky itself.  Our driver eased the cart forward and onto the main road. Now clear of the fearsome eruption, I saw that the top of the Temple of the One True God’s tower had been blown off, its pyre now raging free. We stopped on the spoke of Shyantium’s wheel-like roads, one that led to the westward bridge.

      Panic filled the streets. Upturned faces shouted about prophecies coming to fruition, about the return of The Crimson Mage and of how Cronis had been wrongly damned. Others blamed ShadowDancer, and yet more blamed the priests of The Combinium. Angry faces looked up at us, we were so out of place, so clearly not part of the scene. I readied my bow and quiver stashing it close by, and put my hand on the pommel of my sword, just to comfort me.

      I wondered how Star and Glenwyth could top that, right up until billowing, black smoke erupted over the rooftops just to one side. Sedge started to laugh. “That should put the cat among the pigeons. I’ve not got your grasp on the politics of this land, but I’m guessing the followers of Belved and ShadowDancer are in for a bad time.” He stood. “They’ve set fire to Belved’s Pantheon. Nothing like seeing your god fried by a vengeful and clearly more powerful one.” Sedge pointed up to the red sky, but then kicked barrels forward, the front one toppling onto the road. “And action!” he shouted.

      The cart lurched forward, taking us through the mayhem. Angry shouts sounded out from the milling crowd as the carter barged them out of the way, fists pounded on its side. A wizard tried to drunkenly recant a spell as the first barrel rolled into them. Taking a breath, I cast a straightforward Quazede’s Trident, not bothering to split it at all. The gray energy bolt flew from the tips of my fingers and struck the rolling barrel. It exploded in a plume of choking gray smoke, scattering the angry mob.

      Another barrel toppled off, and I sent another bolt toward it. More smoke billowed up, but then the shrill sound of whistles rang out.

      “City guard!” our driver barked. “Gonna pick up the pace.”

      The third barrel tumbled, and soon exploded. The cart started hurtling down the road, scattering any in its way. We trundled fifty or a hundred yards down the road, through the merchant quarter. All the while, Sedge sent the barrels tumbling; I cast my magic, and a file of gray smoke filled the way behind us—a trail for Pog to follow. I began to think we might make the bridge easily.

      Sedge tossed yet another barrel, but just as I was about to cast my spell, an arrow thudded into a barrel next to me. The driver screeched to a halt. More arrows flew down on us, and I saw the road in front was blocked with a rank of pikeman. I cast Fork of Lightening, but rather than scatter, the soldiers charged. A dozen arrows thudded into the cart. Sedge took one in the arm, and the driver slumped over, a shaft sticking out of the side of his head. I put up my Arcane Shield in the hope that it might give me some protection. Glancing around, I sought out the archers.

      I saw them standing atop what looked like a garrison house. Just as they were about to fire again, two shadowy figures appeared behind them, and they were soon slumped over the building’s crenellations, Lazmador’s militia coming to our rescue. Sedge jumped onto the cart’s front bench, kicking the driver’s corpse out of the way.

      “Need some magic this way,” he shouted, as he pulled the spooked horses under control and aimed the unwilling beasts toward the pikes. I threw Fork of Lightening at the advancing soldiers' determined faces, spreading it across their rank. They all stopped as though they’d been hit some invisible barrier, and we burst through.

      A punch, the like of which I’d never felt before, made my back explode in pain.

      
        
        Damage! High Wizard Cormodor casts Comet of Pain. You have received 165 Damage.

      

      

      My body was flung forward, doubling over the bench. The cart lurched, tossing me back into the cover of the barrels. Another huge explosion told me that this Cormodor has sent another bolt but hit the barrels instead. Then I chanced a look up.

      The back of the cart was on fire, smoke billowing from it in a thick, black curtain, filling the street. I tried kicking the stack off, but they were wedged tight.

      “Looks like we’ve lost him in the smoke,” I shouted.

      “Get up here!” Sedge screamed. “It’s having the effect we want. Clear the way forward for me.”

      I jumped onto the bench next to him, and retrieved out my bow and quiver. The bridge loomed in the distance, chaos played out behind us. Casting Heal over Time, I decided to leave the arrow in Sedge’s shoulder. It looked like we had a clear escape. More magical bolts flew past us, hitting the buildings either side of us, raining down bricks, shattering windows, and Cormodor obviously unsighted by the black smoke.

      Then I heard the sound of hooves, but I could see no cavalry, no horses, but the first soon poked its head through the billowing smoke, charging fast alongside us. I nocked an arrow, quickly imbued it with Tungsten Tips, and loosed. The rider wobbled, and then fell, but latched onto the cart, struggling to pull himself up. The next rider pulled alongside, this time I imbued the arrow with Straight Shot, and aimed for a gap in his helmet. It took him clean off his horse, but his place was soon filled with another.

      I cast Stone Mirror behind us, and heard the crash as unseen riders were upended, but we still had problems. The injured cavalryman had pulled himself into the well left by Sedge and I, and he stood, sword drawn. On Sedge’s side, two more riders were drawing close. One jumped, landing beside the injured cavalryman. I drew my sword but cast Quazede’s Trident first, splitting it into three, taking out the two soldiers in the well and the third on Sedge’s side. But I’d used the magic too close to me, and it blew me toward our pelting horses.

      Sedge reached out, but he was already struggling and missed me. Luckily my leg snagged on the bench. My head dangled precariously close to the road. Sparks flew as my sword was dragged along the road’s stone flags. I knew we were in deep, deep trouble. Where were the rest of Lazmador’s people? Forcing myself back up, my stomach muscles cried in pain. I saw the galloping hooves of our pursuers closing all around, but could do nothing from where I dangled.

      With one great heave, I pulled myself up, clawing at Sedge’s knee with my free hand, only to stare into the twisted, snarling face of another cavalryman, standing over the wilting Sedge, his raised sword primed, ready to strike. With a grunt, I plunged my own sword up and under his breastplate to slide through his guts. He lurched backward, eyes wide with shock, and he fell back into the fiery cart. His momentum pulled my sword with him, propelling me back onto my feet. I slid my sword from his stomach and spun, looking for my next foe. For a minute, I thought we were in the clear.

      My world erupted with an emerald hue. Fingers of pain stabbed at me, and I felt my Arcane Shield absorb a huge lump of mana. My own mana flowed from its pool to strengthen the shield, but it left me dangerously low. Spinning around, I saw the entrance to the bridge. Standing between its balustrades was a sole wizard, a ball of light growing in his hands. I urged my mana pool to fill, and desperately looked around for a way out.

      Sedge grabbed my arm. “The cart’s going to blow—those last barrels aren’t smoke bombs. The horses!”

      He lurched forward, clearly in dire pain, but managed to mount the horse in front of him. Ignoring the wizard, I did the same, hacking at the tethers that strapped the horses to the cart. I could feel the animal’s fear and then its instant determination to escape the blazing cart. Breaking free, Sedge’s mount flew down the road, leaving the cart way behind. Mine kept alongside. The wizard hesitated for a mere moment as one target turned into three. In that instant, we were alongside him, then past him and on the bridge. Arrows flew over my head, hands reached out to grab me. My sword chopped through the jabbing pikes, my terrified mount jumping their line, then trampled any behind.

      A deafening explosion rang out behind me as the last barrels finally caught light, but I couldn’t chance a look behind—Sedge was listing badly. Veering over, I cast Stitch and Stem again, reached into my belt and handed him a health potion. He snapped the top off, downed it, and he perked. Glancing behind, I saw the carnage left by the explosion and then I saw Glenwyth and Star hurtling through the chaos, ranks of cavalry in close pursuit.

      Sedge screamed at me, pointing at a sole barrel strapped to the bridge’s stone balustrade. “Blow it!” he shouted and hurtled on. I knew he hadn’t seen Star or Glenwyth. Reining my horse in, I slowed. The cavalry were only twenty odd yards behind them, and I knew that wasn’t enough. Casting Zombie Claws just behind Star and Glenwyth, I aimed it just in front of the two lead horses. The first stumbled and fell, the ones behind tumbling over, but others soon checking and streaming around the recovering pile.

      But it had gained them precious seconds.

      I sent a bolt of magic at the barrel just as Star and Glenwyth flew by it. The barrel fizzed into a bloom of white fire that seemed to actually melt the very stone around it, then the bridge exploded in a curtain of raging fire and tossed rock. Star and Glenwyth flew past me, and I thought I saw the flames part, thought I saw them shimmer, and wondered if I was truly doomed this time. Some invisible thing hurtled toward me.

      Desperately, I turned my mount to flee, but then I was shoved in the back, so hard that I slid nearly up to my horse’s neck. It staggered forward, nearly overbalancing, but somehow managed to recover. This time, though, it didn’t feel like magic. We galloped away from the devastation. I felt someone, something grabbing at me and tried to twist around.

      “Will you stop struggling,” his voice rang out, and my heart near stopped.

      Pog grabbed a tight hold of my waist.
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          The Hidden Land

        

      

    

    
      Cathelina had been waiting for us, as had the groargs. The beasts had taken us away from the city and up to the mountain cabin where we’d met up with Jade, Samuel, and a clearly distraught Draylane. Mezzerain had been there too, and though not fully recovered, he was well enough to rant about being left out.

      We hadn’t been able to rest there though, and the beasts had taken us back up the hill, up the ice floes, and across the mountain’s pedestal. They had passed straight by Cathelina’s refuge  and took us all the way back to The Thumb.

      While no longer black and cursed, fledgling shoots of green, patches of brown mud, and the very occasional stark color of a budding flower had only started gaining a foothold. Still, the mood of the valley had lifted, and when they put us down by the little farm, by the pigpen, and by the warehouse where the wizards had hung, it was almost akin to coming home.

      Cathelina left us immediately. She said she needed to consult with her peers, that she needed to tell them what had gone on in Shyantium, and as a party, we’d all looked at each other. Though the farmstead wasn’t ideal, it seemed to be a place where we could, at the very least, recoup for a day or two.

      Jade, Samuel, and Draylane were eager to seek out Cronis and begin their new lives, even given the time of day. The sky was no longer crimson but a darkening blue, and they wanted to press on down the valley and to White Water. I told them to journey The Silver Road to Thickwick and to lodge in the Hunter’s Cross, assuring them that either Allaise or the half-giant, Pete, would arrange passage to Lincoln’s hidden city. I was sad to see them go and hoped their lost souls could find a home in Joan’s Creek.

      Mezzerain was still struggling with his injury, and Glenwyth was desperate to find some ingredients so that she could make some poultices for us. Pog reluctantly let go of my tunic, and wanted to take off back up the valley, saying he had a secret place. But then, as if he hadn’t been thinking straight, he coaxed us all to come with him.

      We trod wearily up a trail and toward a sheer face of gray rock.

      “They never found this place,” Pog told me, and I instantly knew who they were.

      His shock of blond, curly hair now cascaded around his shoulders, just shy of his black cape. Every item of his clothing was the same color—his knee-length boots, his heavy pants, and ribbed tunic. A silver knife was tucked into a silver and leather belt, and I saw he had a sole, black ring on his finger. We followed as he vanished into the rock just by a small stream.

      “The stream drains the lake,” he told me, as he followed its twisting, turning path. “You can’t get up here after its been raining, it’s just a gushing, angry white spurt of water—that’s why no one ever bothered looking.”

      From what I’d heard, I knew why he’d gone looking for a hideaway.

      It was a treacherous way, not a simple path, and we had to stop for Mezzerain twice. Sedge had fully recovered, and like me, he was just staring around, wide-eyed. The split in the rock was daunting—cubes of gray shelves covered with moss. It was a crack in the world that defied logic as surely not enough light could reach down here and make the place so…comforting…so warm. The farther we ventured along it and up, it changed and became somehow more vibrant, more…abundant. Birds chirped from overflowing nests, their calls alerting others of our encroachment. As the crack widened, the first divots of long, green grass surrounded tumbled scree and wedged boulders. I swore I heard snoring coming from a cave a few dozen feet up.

      “What is this place?” I asked him, but his cheeky little face just whipped around and told me to be patient.

      Pog skipped from one rock to the next, his ease betraying his knowledge of the way, one that opened farther to a valley, thin at first, but soon widening. I saw that it was just a lake encompassed by a narrow belt of land and hemmed in on all sides by gray and craggy mountains with curious black stains exploding up their faces. In the blue sky, I saw dozens of birds circling, swooping down to the lake to scoop up a flapping fish. It was a curiously vibrant place, an impossibly warm place, and I thought I saw the lake’s surface shimmer, thought I saw some larger disturbance.

      “We can camp over there,” Pog told us, but then looked at Mezzerain.

      “You’ll feel better here,” he said. “It always healed me—that infuriated them.” He skipped off around the bank.

      Sedge and I swapped looks. Star shrugged. Mezzerain said, “He’s not wrong.” And for the first time, the big warrior took his hand away from his wound. “It feels…like it’s truly on the mend. It feels warm…”

      Pog forged forward, and we followed. Soon, we were traipsing down a small path that wound within the shadows of a narrow stand of trees, the light tinted emerald by their leaves. I smelled a tinge of smoke and with a twist in the trail, I saw Pog sitting atop a rock, staring out over the tranquil, sapphire lake, flames already taking hold of a ready fire.

      Sitting beside him, I looked out too. The others all fell on the ground near us, though. It was a truly magical place. Not like Shyantium and its twisted ways. This place was filled with pure magic, pure intent, pure peace, and the land around it thrived because of it. This place epitomized what this world should be like. This place was harmony.

      “You’d best attend to…” Pog said, and for the first time, I noticed the flashing blips of a dozen or more notifications. I cycled through the skills notifications, satisfied that I’d leveled up my attack magics, amazed that my luck hadn’t been bumped up.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have found The Thief. Your ways are interwoven; your paths are now one. You have passed through the second veil. The land rewards you with 3000 XP, 2000 gold, and upgraded Navigation. You are now Navigation level 8. At level 8 you have an effective range of 80 miles and can track 2 active targets, and 8 passive targets. You can also map buildings from level 4 up. Navigation level 8 enables you to plot courses underground — range inhibited by 80% — clarity by 50% — targets allowed halved.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! You have exceeded 25,000 XP. You have leveled up. You are level 10. At level 10 you must choose a profession. You have 6 unallocated attribute points.

      

      

      The glow in my stomach started, it tried to course through my body, but fizzled to a halt, as if it knew I just wasn’t in the mood, as if it knew I was mentally exhausted and just had to rest. As if it knew having Pog sat next to me was reward enough.

      I shrugged. “Not bad, what did you get?”

      “What I wished for,” Pog replied.

      I ruffled his hair. “And what was that?”

      “To fulfill a promise.”

      “What promise?”

      “To look after you.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        So, that’s the end of book 3, and what a ride it was to write, and hopefully for you to read. The next book – “The Secrets Of Starellion: The Court Of Lincoln Hart” is written and in the editing phase. It will be up and available at the beginning to mid June.

        In the mean time, I shall get on and write book 5 – “Alexa Drey And The Prince Of A Cheated House”. If you liked Hero Hunting, please leave it a little review. They spur me on and keep me writing! For updates on the releases, join our Facebook Group, or the mailing list.

        Stuck for something to read while your waiting? Have a look at this little book, it needs some TLC - warning - contains childish humor!

      

        

      
        All the best,

        Ember

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ending Stats

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Name: Alexa Drey. Race: Human. Type: Chancer.

        Age: 24. Alignment: None. XP: 25,250.

        Level: 10. Profession: None. Un/Al pts: 6. Reputation: Known.

      

      

      
        
        Health Points: 550/550 Energy: 510/510

        Mana: 1040/1040 Shadow Mana: 0/3000

        HP Regen: 55/Min EN Regen: 51/Min

        MA Regen: 57/Min SMA Regen: NA

      

      

      
        
        Attributes: (Level, Bonuses)

        Vitality: (12, 38), Stamina: (12, 5)*3, Intelligence: (26, 0)*4, Charisma: (6, 6), Wisdom: (11, 8)*3, Luck: (7, 5), Humility: (2, 0), Compassion: (3, 0), Strength: (3, 20), Agility: (19, 0)

      

      

      Skills: (Level,  % to next level, Boosts %, Level Cap)

      Running: (6, 22, 25, 12), Perception: (5, 44, 0, 15), Commerce: (1, 0, 0, 6), Concealment: (7, 12, 0, 15), Night vision: (4, 71, 0, 10), Blades: (8, 72, 0, 25), Close-Q-fighting: (6, 33, 0, 25), Archery: (8, 46, 0, 28), Swordsmanship: (8, 25, 28, 20), Staff fighting: (8, 77, 0, 60), Horseriding: (4, 28, 0, 8), Climbing: (3,8,0,14), Stealth: (4,18,0,22), Rope law: (3,28,0,4), Crafting: (5,0,0,5), Navigation: (8,0,0,14), Pickpocketing: (4, 14, 0, 5), Herbalism: (2, 22, 0, 12), Alchemy: (1, 0, 0, 8)

      Magic Tree

      
        
        Magic: (9, 98, 0, ∞), Spell Casting (9, 98, 0, ∞)

        Mana pool available: 1040

        Shadow Mana allowed: 3000

      

      

      
        
        Healing branch: Level 6

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Poultices and potions: (6, 44, 0, 24)

        	Subskill – Heal over Time: (6,10,0,10)

        	Subskill – Group Heal: (6,21,0,10)

        	Subskill – Solid soul: (5,11,0,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Drain: (5,23,0,10)

        	Subskill – Mana Transfer: (5,0,0,10)

        	Subskill – Stitch and Stem: (7,85,0,10)

      

      
        
        Defensive branch: Level 5

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Stone Mirror: (4, 56, 0, 50)

        	Subskill – Arcane Shield: (9,12,0,100)

        	Subskill – Zombie Claws: (4,38,0,30)

      

      
        
        Attack branch: Level 6

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Flame of Demon: (6, 3, 0, 25)

        	Subskill – Fork of Lightening: (6,76,0,60)

        	Subskill – Quazede’s Trident: (7,46,0,50)

      

      
        
        Stealth branch: Level 1

      

      

      
        	Subskill – Acquire: (1, 0, 0, 50)

      

      
        
        Talents:

        Tongues of Time, The Veils of Lamerell.

      

      

      
        
        Quests:

        Seek out the Legend of Billy Long Thumb. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Unknown.

        The Veils of Lamerell. Status: Incomplete. Reward: Death.

      

      

      
        
        Subquest: The master is now the slave, his command now his prisoner. Free the gambler, end his torment and confront one of five. Status: Complete.

        Subquest: Catch a thief. Status: Complete.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ember Lane

          

        

      

    

    
      Ember Lane is a pen name for British Author Ian R Thompson. Ember Lane was born and used to test the draft of The Veils Of Lamerrel, on Royal Road Legends, and the name just fitted, so it gets to keep living, and separates out the Barakdor books from other series.

      

      The Land of Barakdor was conceived over ten years ago as homage to a few MMORPGs namely Evony, Lords of Ultima, Dragons of Atlantis and the like. ZyBandian played a number of NA worlds, and a few Ultima servers. Alexa Drey was known to ride the odd dragon. Barakdor is an on going series, with four books currently written and in the mill, and the fifth on the way. I hope you enjoy them, and thank you for your patience while the stories are carefully woven together.

      
        
        Website - www.emberlanebooks.com
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            LitRPG in the real world?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Max Fry - Online Secret Agent]
          
        

      

      
        
        When the world needs a hero, what are the chances one will come along?

        Max Fry has just had the worst date in his entire, brief life. When he finds himself dumped and thrown out onto the street. It’s the middle of the night and even the local Starbucks is shut. Seeking refuge on a park bench, he didn’t think things could get worse.

        Fate has other ideas…

        Felicity Ward is head of a little known arm of the British Intelligence service called MI9. It’s little known, mostly because it does absolutely nothing. What they need to become operational is a mostly dead body; unfortunately, mostly dead bodies are hard to come by.

        Until fate intervenes…

        Trillian Jackson is stuck in a dead end job working for a national newspaper. She’s got her blog, but she needs that one break, that one scoop that will launch her from obscurity to an overnight, Internet sensation.

        Fate is watching her…
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            LitRPG links

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New to the genre? This should get you started.

      

        

      
        Talking about all things LitRPG and paying Litcoins for the most interesting posts try…

        LitRPG Forum

      

        

      
        LitRPG Books

        By Magic Dome Books - A Facebook group for all things LitRPG. Run by Simon Vale.

      

        

      
        RPG GameLit Society

        A Facebook page dedicated to all things Gamelit (Genre = Any book with gaming aspects including LitRPG) run by Blaise Corwin.

      

        

      
        LitRPG

        All things LitRPG run by Aleron Kong

      

        

      
        LitRPG Podcast

        Facebook Page for Ramon Mejia’s podcast. Website here.

      

        

      
        LitRPG Rebels

        Facebook page run by Zachariah Dracoulis

      

        

      
        LitRPG Subreddit

        Name says it all…

      

        

      
        Great LitRPG

        A place for all things LitRPG.
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