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    Chapter 1 – Up the Creek 
 
    Running for my life. They do say that you should strive to have at least one new experience every day, and this was a new one for me. As I was tumbling down the aisle from my office cubicle, a couple of things were apparent. One: fearing for your life truly sharpens the senses. I had never before paid any attention to the simplicity of my office space. The sheer elegance of this majestic glass prison which …gah. Two: I really ought to focus on the present if I wanted to survive the day. 
 
      
 
    My name just happens to be Daniel Hawthorne. At 34 years of age, I wouldn’t stick out in a crowd. Below average height, the combination of my skinny body and my skin color (pasty white, bordering on luminescent) would ensure a spot for me at the singles table anywhere in the world. Add this to my cheap suit, worn down shoes and do-it-yourself buzz cut which shows off my widow’s peak, and I would have to admit that I was not exactly an enticing package deal. That part, however, I believed to be about to change - provided that I could live to see the next day, of course. This was not guaranteed, given the situation in which I found myself, hiding just 10 meters from my cubicle behind an ancient telex machine, sweating and shivering with cold at the same time. 
 
    I stuck my neck out for just a second and pulled it back again. Two goons were standing right next to my desk while my manager was typing something on my keyboard, looking both nervous and flustered. It would seem that I had made it away from my desk fast enough that they didn’t realize that I had vacated the spot a mere 30 seconds ago. How did I know that they were goons, you ask? Excellent question! A number of reasons, really. First, they both looked like street thugs from some crime movie – something starring Liam Neeson perhaps. Second, both of them wore bad suits, and I’d just spotted a gun holster sticking out from one of them. Third, about 24 hours before that moment, I’d stolen 8 million Euro from their boss, Gilyov Aristarkh Romanovich. Oh, and this all meant that I had just been made. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts were starting to grow ragged and flustered, as was my breath – and my internal monologue was starting to sound disjointed to my own mind. 
 
    “Okay, time to move. How the hell can I get out of this situation? I need a place to breathe and think, goddamnit! Ah – Wednesday - thanks for small mercies!” 
 
      
 
     As silently as possible, I crept down the aisle and managed to let myself into the Vice President’s office. On Wednesdays, she always had an extended “lunch” appointment with her secretary, Angiolo, and …well, let’s just say, I’ve seen him type and that is not what he was hired for. I moved behind the desk – an old, mahogany monster that must’ve been more than 50 years old – placed my back against the solid wood and tried to stop hyperventilating. Luckily, we were in the middle of the lunch break or somebody would’ve spotted me already and asked what the hell I was sneaking about for. This way, I should have at least fifteen minutes to formulate a decent plan that might save my sorry ass and put me back on the path to an early retirement on a tropical island somewhere. 
 
      
 
    How the hell had I even gotten myself into this mess? That could easily devolve into something of a long-winded explanation, but when it comes down to it, I suppose it was just boredom - boredom and a couple of lucky (or unlucky, depending on the point of view) coincidences. The boredom part is easily explained. I worked as a Junior Specialist in the Trade Finance department of Interbank, located in the bank’s headquarters in central Copenhagen. My day was spent checking documents concerning letters of credit – nine and a half hours daily, checking whether the documents contain the required wording and number of commas, counter-checking against the international letter of credit rule set and occasionally verifying with a colleague whether he would also count something as a discrepancy or not – and my spare time spent playing on my violin (sometimes in crummy bars across town but more often by my lonesome) or my shoddy old PC. I had worked with Interbank for four years at that point, and if I were to say so myself, I’d been the epitome of diligent workplace behavior and a damn fine employee – in four years, I’d only had one altercation, where I ended up yelling at my boss for a bit, and seriously, if anybody deserved to be insulted on a daily basis, it was her. My behavior notwithstanding, neither yours truly or anybody else had received a promotion or even a commendation for as far back as I could recall. As if that weren’t enough, they had just started docking our pay if we made any errors that could potentially reduce the revenue of the bank – money-grubbing bastards! Basically, I was bored to tears, and I had already started considering whether unemployment would be an alternative less likely to end in my boredom-induced suicide when the opportunity of a lifetime dropped into my hands. 
 
      
 
    I’ve always been a bit of geek. I’ve dedicated most of my time to the music, with computers always playing second fiddle. Now, they say music is a demanding mistress, and I wholeheartedly concur – mistreat her, and you will feel the result right away. Nevertheless, I’ve played computer games my entire life, even before Full-D (full-dimensional games – like Virtual Reality, only lifelike enough to be difficult to distinguish from real life) was created.  
 
      
 
    Suffice to say that while I am by no means a computer whiz, during the entirety of my life, computers had always intrigued me, and I’d grown pretty good at handling them. Online, this had given me a number of advantages because I was usually pretty quick at adapting to new programs or situations. In the work place, it had only landed me with a pile of shitty tasks that I had to do for my boss because she couldn’t be asked to figure out how the programs really worked or spend the necessary time to do the legwork herself. Among these tasks figured lovely undertakings such as generating the weekly and monthly statistics, handling all the maintenance calls, acting as “that guy you’d call when the screen did something weird”, and manually double checking the sanctions lists whenever we might’ve run into an offender. This last part might sound just a tad interesting what with the investigative part of it and all, but it usually boiled down to checking whether the “Mohammad” we had received some business from was the Mohammad on the sanctions list or one of the other 10 million Mohammads in the world. 
 
      
 
    This one Friday, however, I was just passing time the last 20 minutes before my shift was over and fiddling about with the sanctions program, scrolling through the logs and looking for nothing in particular, when I noticed something strange. The past Tuesday, when the VP had worked late (a very rare occurrence), she had whitelisted something in the program – allowed something to pass through unhindered, which would otherwise have appeared on the radar as a possible infraction. Curious, I decided to take a look at it and was immediately enthralled. It appeared that she had allowed for a letter of credit for EUR 8,215,000.00 from some company called InterTrans Ltd. in Poland to be allowed through – a company which was on the international sanctions lists for being partially owned by a Mr. Gilyov Aristarkh Romanovich, a multinational criminal wanted for extortion, human trafficking, murder, cyber terrorism and many other “intriguing” pastimes. 
 
    In just a short time, everything made sense to me: how the VP had just bragged about buying a new condo, how this was an extremely easy way for Mr. Romanovich to do some money laundering without having to pass the usual checks and balances set up within the system, and, most importantly, how this could possibly be the opportunity of a lifetime for me. I checked the system and expelled my breath in relief! The payment instructions under the letter of credit had not been entered yet. Holy early retirement, Batman! This meant that I had about 48 hours to set up everything I needed to prepare in order for me to scam a multinational crook and set myself up for the largest paycheck of my life.  
 
      
 
    The following 48 hours were probably the busiest in my life. I had so many things to do, so much to investigate and so many unknowns to consider, any one of which might have quite painful consequences for me if I decided to handle them in the wrong manner. Some of the details were quite technical in detail: how to reroute the money to an account which belonged to me and how to forward the money through a number of freshly established dummy accounts into a secure account, where it would not be discovered, for instance. Other details were more practical in nature: where should I stay, how does one even disappear and go off the grid, and most importantly, how utterly goddamn stupid was I, getting myself involved with something like scamming a murderous criminal? The practical issues were actually easier to handle than the technical – everyone tends to assume that being a “Trade Finance specialist” means I know something about money and economics, when basically it really means that I’m good at checking documents for flaws. 
 
      
 
    If I had kept myself less busy, I might just have dropped the entire scheme – I’d never involved myself in anything criminal before, but I was just so fed up with my situation that, at the time, my endeavor seemed like a sensible choice. That just shows how much past me knew. In the end, though, I believed that I had everything working as intended. Stealing the money, at least, should work, but as for the rest? Only time would tell whether I’d made any mistakes – my decision had been made regardless, and there’d be no turning back – my digital fingerprints would be right there for anybody to see. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, sweating buckets, breathing heavily and hiding behind a desk, the answer to my earlier question seemed obvious – I was fatally stupid! Everything was planned out, but I needed to perform the last couple of practicalities from my desk, and then I’d be able to see the money flow into my account moments later. Apparently, I must have done something wrong – set off an alarm of some kind – otherwise there wouldn’t be two goons with biceps the size of my chest waiting at my desk right at that very moment. Carefully, I used the camera in my phone to check whether they were still there.  I stuck the lens over the desk a bit, zoomed in and then checked on the screen … Damnit, they were still there and from the looks of it, growing increasingly agitated. They might even have figured out by now that the money had already been rerouted.  What the hell should I do? I had to distract them somehow.  
 
      
 
    I took in my surroundings, checking what I had to work with. The VP’s office was a large, gaudy office, built over the old conceptions of what an important person’s office should look like. The walls were covered with dark wood panels, and the large room was mostly empty, dominated by a large mahogany desk at the back of the room. There wasn’t even another chair in front of the desk – every conversation with the VP had the feeling of a goddamn royal audience where you were lucky if you made it out without … my apologies, I digress yet again. The space behind the desk was dominated by a huge bookcase, packed with books on Trade Finance (entirely unread, of course), and the desk was filled with family photos, awards, her phone and her computer.  
 
      
 
    This left me, basically, up the proverbial creek without a paddle. The only thing I could even access was the phone, and who should I call - the police? “Excuse me – I’ve tried to steal a couple of million Euros from a murderous villain, and now he’s out for payback – could you please send some back-up?” I was entirely without any…wait a minute. I frantically pulled the phone down behind the desk with me and called the one number that all employees know by heart – the in-house IT hotline. Blessedly, the call was answered within a couple of seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Jasper speaking, how can I help you?” The voice was just about as bored as I’d probably be, assisting people with monotonous and undemanding IT tasks every day.  
 
      
 
    I tried to make my voice sound agitated (which really wasn’t that hard at the time) and responded, “Hey Jasper. Erm – looks like the smoke detectors in the printer room up here are on the fritz. There’s a lot of smoke coming out under the door, and I really don’t want to open the door – what should I do?” 
 
      
 
    Apparently, I must’ve sounded sufficiently distressed because after a couple of seconds he said, “Okay, just stay calm, sir. Let me just start the fire alarm, and then you should move in a calm fashion towards the exit with all the other employees.” 
 
      
 
     “All right, I will – thank you, Jasper.” 
 
      
 
    Good to his word, a loud and insistent blaring started just a couple of seconds later, and a short while later, people started shuffling towards the exit – some annoyed with the interruption but most apparently pretty pleased with the unasked for break. I kept an eye on the initial rush through my phone, and once everybody (including the goons – yes, I checked) had left for the stairs, I started following. 
 
      
 
    Right at that moment, it would appear that Lady Luck was on my side. Interbank hosted over 4000 employees on 18 floors. We were on the fourth floor which, to my advantage, meant that the stairs would be packed with people for the next couple of minutes. Theoretically, I should be able to just follow the crowd, keep my head down and take it to the street as soon as I made it outside the building. Unless my two bemuscled “friends” were just a tad cleverer than your average chimpanzee, that is. I smacked my forehead in irritation – of course they would be keeping an eye on the exits. 
 
      
 
    I ran into the office for what would probably be the last time. With a silent apology to my colleague Sergei for all the times I had made fun of him for wearing his old tweed suit and sixpence with suspenders, I snatched up the hat from the wardrobe and the suit from his chair and put them on en route to the stairs. Sergei always claimed that the combination made him look sophisticated when the truth was that it just made him look ancient. Right that moment, I didn’t care about looks. If his clothes got me safely out of there, I might even finally forgive Sergei for breaking up our two-man band before it really got started. We could’ve made it big, damnit – even if we fought about most everything. 
 
      
 
    In the stairway, the atmosphere was pretty buoyant. I slowly maneuvered my way into the middle of a group from Communications, laughing loudly and discussing whether they should head over to the Godhead - an English pub on the corner – in order to pass the time. Acting as if I were a part of their group, we managed to make it to the ground floor without incident. I studiously avoided looking around and just followed the group, laughing when they did and acting as if I were a part of their crowd. Inwardly, I had already congratulated myself on my daring escape. We crossed the hallway and made it out into the harsh and bright April sunlight on what promised to be a cold but pretty day. I was almost home safe. 
 
      
 
    Now, I have seen a great many movies and read my share of books. I know what you’re supposed to do and not to do in these situations, how you blow your cover and where you’re supposed to just act cool. However, there are certain situations where you just act on instinct. When someone hits you, you flinch. When someone makes fun of you in public, you blush – and when someone calls your name from behind, you turn around. And so I did. Once I had turned around halfway, I realized my error and started running for my life. 
 
      
 
     I don’t know whether you have ever gone for a jog through downtown Copenhagen, but I can tell you right now, it’s not the easiest place to navigate at a sprint. The inner city is absolutely crowded with people everywhere. After the latest increase in automated car traffic within the inner city, the traffic situation has become quite a bit better, but the streets are nonetheless filled with cars from sunrise to sundown. I do still love the city, though. With its mixture of old-fashioned low-rise brick buildings dating back to the 18th century and the newer steel-and-glass high-tech skyscrapers, it forms a - to my eye – beautiful hybrid between the old and the new. I absolutely love the atmosphere, except when scrambling in between baby strollers and business women, running for dear life. 
 
      
 
    I have never been a runner – that’s not a secret at all. I might’ve had the shape for it, but I have never had any stamina whatsoever. Luckily, when I chanced a quick glance behind me, the two bodybuilders running after me didn’t exactly look like they were frequent joggers either. Bench pressing small cars perhaps but not jogging - their faces were beet red, hopefully from the exertion. The only problem was that I couldn’t accelerate to a decent speed while I was dodging and weaving through the crowd. Apparently, the two steroid freaks didn’t have the same problem – anybody who made it into their path either flinched away or was bodily thrown away. If only I could make it to a bit clearer pathway, I could probably run faster than them until I’d be able to jump into a bus or taxi or something. “Luckily,” I thought between gasping breaths, “they won’t dare to shoot for fear of hitting somebody in the crowd – I could probably…” at this point, a teenage girl slightly to my side went down with a cry and a spray of blood. “Damnit. What the hell do I do?” I thought – and besides a soft whimper, I don’t recall having any other coherent thoughts for a while. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure whether it was sensory overload – too much fear and action for someone who was unused to this kind of stress – or simply my basic instinct taking over to avoid my body curling up in a fetal position and ensuring my imminent death or abduction to an even worse fate. What I do know is that to this day, I only have a few clear memories from my panicked flight. 
 
    Blink. I’m running between two cars on a six-lane road and a side window on the car to my left explodes, showering my leg with shards.  
 
    Blink. A departing train is carrying away one of the goons right in front of me – I must’ve jumped on the train and then exited it again, just when it was leaving the station. 
 
    Blink. I’m getting up from the sidewalk, looking for a second into the pain-filled eyes of the elderly lady who apparently just hit me with her bike. 
 
    I came to a while later curled up in the corner of a men’s room inside what turned out to be the Central Train Station. My body was shaking, and I was entirely soaked, dirty and reeked of sweat. To my disgust, my bladder had given out at some point during my escape, and I looked decidedly ill. Luckily, this area of the Central Station is usually inhabited by drunks, homeless people and drug addicts – and at this point I very much looked the part. 
 
      
 
    At this point, my original plan was shot to pieces and I had to rely on my instincts, intelligence, and probably more useful in this situation, the accumulated “experience” from countless spy movies and books. To my surprise, my preposterous scheme actually worked. It also helped that I had at least had the foresight to withdraw of the remainder of my (now non-existent) money reserves in cash beforehand. 
 
    I started by changing clothes with one of the homeless people at a crazy over priced rate. The clothes probably smelled the same and mine might even have been cleaner than his, but that was of no importance to me at this point. This fact, however, was: among his few belongings were an oversized hoodie that could hide my face completely. I then walked to the nearest mall, bought a fresh change of clothes and some food and checked out a shopping cart to complete the hobo image. I probably overdid it quite a bit during the process, but it turns out that no one is that interested in approaching a smelly, muttering individual who looks like he’s on his last leg. 
 
    Anybody familiar with Copenhagen will know that certain areas of the city host some “motels” that – at a pretty exorbitant fee – will let you borrow a bed, a bathroom and some company for an hour or two. If the guy handling the payments wondered about me paying the full amount for a bed for the night without any company, he didn’t bother to ask – and didn’t even comment on my appearance. Easy pickings for him – and what would probably amount to a safe haven for me for the night. For an extra bit of cash, he even agreed to order a cab for me at 9 a.m. the following day.  
 
      
 
    The bed was pretty battered, probably filled with indescribable amounts of bacteria, bed bugs and other curiosities, but after a long shower, a meal and a clean pair of boxers, I didn’t care in the least. To me, it felt like the most comfortable feather bed ever, and I slept through the night like a baby. The next morning, even battered and bruised as I was, I felt like a new person filled to the brim with hope and positive emotions as I stepped out the door of the cab and into the office space of Exogenics Inc. – my gold-rimmed, soon-to-be pleasure-filled hideout where I would be able to lay low for the next couple of years - or, well, just until the worst heat around my person had dissipated and I would be able to start using my hard-earned cash without fearing a manhunt.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 – Going Under 
 
    As I was approaching one of only five Exogenics offices in Denmark, I expected to be impressed, and they did not let me down. The huge office spaces placed in one of the finer commercial areas was a marvel of light, glass and stylized curves. The huge glass front sported their well-known bold, golden logo and their equally well-known motto: “We don’t create games – we create life”. Inside, they’d struck a tentative balance between glass, tiny high-tech details here and there and a few plants. Otherwise, there was a distinct lack of features – the huge, airy space sported only a row of seats along one wall, one large informational touch screen and a huge screen on the wall, switching between large quotes - supposedly from satisfied customers: 
 
    The only part that seemed slightly out of style was the 20-something young man with short, spiky, black hair behind the counter who managed to make even the classy suit he’d been stuffed into seem slightly sleazy. I perused the quotes as I approached him: 
 
    “My dad used to tell me stories about princes saving the princess – now I’m making my own stories.”  -Agartor, level 45 Paladin 
 
    “In my daily life I’m an accountant – but in World of Chains I truly live!” Shazarin, level 21 Sorcerer 
 
    “You know, when they say the grass is always greener on the other side? It is – it truly is!” Sherman, level 32 Rogue 
 
    I chuckled a bit at the last one as I approached the counter. Spike’s name was apparently Jens, as it said on his name tag. He nodded at me as he fiddled around with something on his keyboard and said: “Hey man – be right there with you – just gotta finish checking this out.” He punched a couple of keys, swerved towards me on his chair and gave me a wide grin. “Can you believe it? Somebody in-game just spent two weeks making a throne – a friggin throne! Crazy nutter. Heh – sorry about that – if they ask me to sub on a Sunday, my productivity isn’t going to be through the roof. Now, what can I do for you? Need a booth for a week, or maybe you need a real break from society?” 
 
    I returned his smile and nodded. “Yeah, you could say that – I really do need a break. I’ve actually paid in advance for a prolonged vacation – it should be booked under the name Daniel Hawthorne?” 
 
    He checked on his screen and clicked a couple of times until his face lit up. “Yeah man – right here. You should have been here yesterday already, no? No worries, sometimes I mix up the days as well. Huh – says here you’ve paid for the Deluxe tour for two full years? I’m so envious – that is going to be the best vacation ever! Do you have a character ready or are you planning for a fresh start? Have a class in mind already? Anyway, I need some ID and you need to sign these forms – standard safety stuff, you know? First time on the inside?” 
 
    I slipped him my ID Card, then checked out the forms and started filling them in – basic stuff really. No, I wouldn’t hold Exogenics liable for any health or mental problems sustained while inside the simulation except under specific situations as specified in paragraphs 3-A through F. Yes, I had tried both Full-D and World of Chains before. No, I did not have a history of chronic illnesses. I glanced at Jens, having gotten somewhat lost in his deluge of good-natured questions bursting from him. “Well, I had a rogue during the beta, but I really feel like starting over – I’m planning something special for this vacation.” 
 
    A little introduction to what I was getting myself involved in probably wouldn’t be a bad decision. In short, Exogenics Inc. was a company that had appeared out of the blue about two and a half years earlier and had been making money hand over fist ever since. They had just the one product – World of Chains – but as it turns out, that was everything they needed in order to cater to their select cadre of customers.  
 
    What is World of Chains you ask? Long story short, it was a computer game, but it was to competing computer games what microwave ramen is to a 3 Michelin-star gourmet meal – theoretically, they’re both food, but you really shouldn’t compare the two. Exogenics called it, “The only true 5-D experience available on Earth” which was a marketing employee’s way of trying to say that everything you experience in the game will feel almost entirely real. Flowers will smell real, your sword will feel real to you and way too real to your enemy, the visuals look 100% realistic and you can even feel pleasure and pain inside the game even though the pain is turned way down. The setting was medieval, and the game was filled with magic, monsters – and you had the chance to be either hero or villain inside this world.  
 
    “Oh – so that means the entire planet is playing World of Chains these days?” Oh, hell no. Where games had become ever increasingly convenient, easy to master and approachable over the past decades, Exogenics had chosen another path. The game was expensive as hell, the learning curve steep and the information available to aid your way in-game negligible. Where the leading games sported more than 120 million active players, World of Chains had only 200,000 – but those players paid through the nose for the privilege of playing the most realistic game ever. Personally, I’d won a 3-week spot in the beta, which is how I’d learned about it two years back. 
 
    If you wonder about my sharing my real ID card with the company, they don’t divulge any information – to anybody. The company is notoriously private with information, and only shares what’s legally demanded. The payment, however, I’d handled by cash in another office the day before – I didn’t want to leave any money trail from my old accounts to my World of Chains account, no matter how unlikely it was that they’d be able to follow it. 
 
    I chatted for a bit with Jens – he was actually a pretty funny guy and extremely savvy on World of Chains – you probably couldn’t entirely avoid it when you worked there. After a bit, he looked at me and said “Well, if you’ve played before, you know the drill: Creating a new character is done right here, where a technical officer – c’est moi – can guide you through any general doubts, before you get installed and go under. Do you want me to hold your hand during the process, or just have a short chat when you’re done?” 
 
    I frowned: “Let’s just discuss it afterwards – but I never actually understood the need for this part. Couldn’t they just as easily have handled this through the character creation process in-game? Not to dismiss your help or anything, but…top-of-the-line AI (Artificial Intelligence) and all, right?” 
 
      
 
    He sighed: “You and me both mate. The official version, you’ve probably heard. I know it by heart: The procedures necessary to obtain the hyper-realism of World of Chains is such, that a player who leaves the capsule cannot enter the game for a ten-day period at least. Therefore we, as a team, do everything in our power to make sure that the customer has been properly vetted before entering the game. What I believe though? It’s just to make it seem more exclusive, if you have a fancy guide help you vet your decisions while you make them. Works though, doesn’t it?” He winked.  
 
    I laughed and assured him I was entirely overwhelmed with his services, and he led me to a room nearby where I could make my character choices in private. Everything had been taken care of – refreshments galore, a stylish couch and a huge screen were there, already logged in to my account, and I made myself comfortable and ready to immerse myself in the choices. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 – Decisions, Decisions 
 
      
 
    You need to know a bit about World of Chains if you want to follow what the hell I’m talking about half of the time. Apart from being the most realistic game there is, it is also the probably the least approachable and the very toughest. This is also why people take it extremely seriously – in earlier MMOs and VRMMOS, a person who devoted enough time to the game and watched a couple of “Invincible Cookie Cutter Warrior Build”-tutorials would inevitably get a good build, gain good gear and be able to compete with the very best. Not so in World of Chains. 
 
    Why? Three words: Procedurally generated content. Up until World of Chains, those words usually meant that the maps and items that dropped for you would be randomly chosen, (within certain limitations and frameworks) yet the game and development of the storyline in the game would typically remain the same, and a person who made the same choices in two consecutive games would usually play two similar games.  
 
    In World of Chains however, it meant procedurally generated everything. The quests you’d receive were living, breathing things, and generated depending on your personality and play style as well as Exogenics’ algorithms – additionally, they were ever changing. It made sense though – why would a person offer the same quest to everybody day in, day out? Wouldn’t he run out of money at some point? Or crave some red meat in place of fish for once? The practical implications however, were a bit different and way more extensive: The only unofficial wiki I’d seen for the game had been dropped after a while – the main contributor had rage quit, as the info on quests, factions and such was constantly evolving growing outdated. Sure, some hard info was to be had out there – skills, some achievements, tutorials – but all in all, the fan base was too small to support much in the way of solid intel. No clue on how the AI handled all the players messing around, but it worked. 
 
    Also, your basic RPG worked something like this: you put one point in ranged weapons, and you’d automatically know how to use bows, arbalests, crossbows and basically any ranged weapon there was. Not so in World of Chains. Reach a skill of fifty in ranged weapons, and if you hit your target, you’ll do a lot of increased damage and have an increased chance of a critical hit (increased damage and ignore target’s armor), but if you’ve never picked up a bow before, it won’t help your precision, and it sure as hell won’t make it easier for you to reload a crossbow for the first time in a combat situation. I know this from personal experience. World of Chains is a TOUGH game to master – but the rewards are impressive. 
 
     I did have quite an advantage this time around. I didn’t have any plans to enter the game to try to become an all-powerful white knight. Lots and lots of players were already tons of levels above me and had feats and powers I’d never even heard of. I simply entered the game to while away the time in luxury, blow off steam, and spend a lot of money to have fun with gambling, singing, playing music for the (hopefully) adoring crowd, doing tons of mind-altering substances and entertaining female company until people back in real life had stopped searching for me and the money. 
 
    All right – it was time to take a look at the possibilities: the screen started out entirely black, and apart from the World of Chains logo, there were just the three possibilities: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  New Character 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Load Character (Amarog, level 12 Human Rogue) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Exit World of Chains 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I have to admit, I had a lot of fun with my rogue back in the day when I played in the beta – I’d even become halfway decent with a short sword/dagger combo and my trusty short bow - but there was no way in hell that I was going to continue playing with him – let’s just say that he wasn’t the right character for having fun. Tall, brooding, dark-haired and scarred – and a Charisma score of a whopping 10 – the girls would be running AWAY from him. Not a possibility – I was there to have fun. 
 
    This leads me back to World of Chains being tough and not very approachable. When I clicked on “New Character” a prompt appeared:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning 
    
  By creating a new character, you will permanently delete your old character (Amarog, level 12 Human Rogue). Do you wish to continue? 
  Yes/no? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With a small sigh, I bid Amarog adieu and clicked “Yes”. 
 
    Now the fun was about to start! World of Chains has a wide range of races to choose from, with a number of stat differences and other characteristics and skills which made for huge differences in the game. A lot of players don’t think this through and just choose whichever race looks strongest, toughest, or most beautiful and then bitch about it afterwards when their character build doesn’t really work out. Man, I was really looking forward to getting started. I’d just have to make sure that they hadn’t changed anything about the different stats and their importance – It’d suck to have the perfect plan for lounging away the life in luxury and hangers-on and then have it ruined because they had changed something seemingly unimportant about the way stats worked. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Strength 
    
  Allows you to hold more items and increases your melee damage as well as damage with certain ranged weapons. Also increases climbing and swimming speed. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I couldn’t care less about strength – I just needed enough to lift a wine glass. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Perception 
    
  The better your perception, the quicker and more effectively you'll spot enemies, traps, hidden items and things which might otherwise escape your attention. Perception includes all of your senses – not just eyesight. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Sure – a bit of increased perception would be nice – if only to spot the cheaters around the card table. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Endurance 
    
  Increases max health and your resistance to poison. Also determines your general stamina and your ability to hold your breath. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Pfff – why would I even bother? I’d probably even choose a room at the most expensive tavern in order to avoid any excessive walking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Charisma 
    
  Increases the reaction you get when you interact with people and animals. It also influences trading skills and other social skills. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was the one for me. The key to enjoying life and ensuring the best reactions from people – yes please. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Intelligence 
    
  Increases max mana and your resistance to mental magic, and is a key factor in many skills. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt plenty intelligent already – also: Mana? Whatever for? 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Agility 
    
  Increases your speed and chance to critically hit with ranged weapons and small arms.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This used to be critical for my rogue – but this time around, I had no intentions of landing in any situations where I would need to run away or shoot people. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Luck 
    
  Influences your chance to critically hit and a lot of other skills and situations.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I definitely intended to get lucky – sorry, the horrible pun was intended. I’d definitely throw a couple of points into luck. 
 
      
 
    No, nothing had been altered – it was time to go looking for that perfect race for me. 
 
      
 
    Human 
 
      
 
    Humans are the most prolific species of World of Chains currently. They have spread out all over the central continent of Aeion and seemingly prosper wherever they set roots. In general, humans get along with most races and adapt quickly to even the most challenging of climates. 
 
    Stats:  
 
    Strength: 8  
 
    Perception: 8 
 
    Endurance: 8 
 
    Charisma: 8 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Luck: 8 
 
      
 
    Traits:  
 
    Jack of all Trades: Humans are proficient with any manner of skills. Skill increases are 2% more likely to happen. 
 
    Well-liked: Humans are universally well-liked. +10% to any reputation gain. 
 
      
 
    The “Well-liked” trait was actually the reason I chose Human the first time – and well, that, plus it was more familiar. Generally, gaining reputation (or “building/grinding rep”) with different factions in the game is of huge importance. The better reputation you have with a certain group, the better quests and juicier rewards you get - among other things. This time around though, I didn’t plan on spending any time grinding rep and the stats suck – I’d put Human in the “no” pile for now and check the next one. 
 
    Hmm…Elves do focus on Charisma but also on Intelligence, which would be a complete waste for me. Also, people tend to see them as standoffish and unapproachable – not for me. Let’s move a little faster: Catfolk focus on Perception and outdoor skills – another one for the reject pile.  Dwarves as well, (Endurance and Crafting) along with gnomes (Intelligence and Enchanting) and ratlings (Agility and Darksight). How about a half-orc? Ha ha ha – no! That just left me with two races: halflings and half-elves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half-elf 
 
      
 
    The spread of Humans all over Aeion, including to the traditional western Elven settlements, have resulted in an ever-increasing number of Half-Elven offspring. Generally speaking, these offspring are perceived as favored in their facial features, receiving both some of the arcane beauty of their Elven parent and the passion of the Human Race. They do, however, also inherit some of the fragility of their Elven parentage. Otherwise, their physique is quite similar to the human one. 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Perception: 10 
 
    Endurance: 6 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Luck: 8 
 
      
 
    Traits:  
 
    Fair Visage: Being blessed with the best from both parents, half-elves gain +1 Charisma for each level gained. 
 
    Low-light Vision: A half-elf can see twice as far as a Human in poor illumination. He retains the ability to distinguish color and detail under these conditions. 
 
    Pariah to Elves: In general, Elves disregard half-elves as both a disgrace and an example of the parent elf’s dishonor. Half-elves start with a “Disliked” reputation to all Elven factions, and earn a -10% reputation gain with Elves. 
 
      
 
    Halfling 
 
      
 
    These stout wanderers can be found in every settlement in World of Chains - however, rarely in large numbers outside their own homelands. Halflings are generally known for their jovial temperment, incredible curiosity and insatiable wanderlust. At a height of 1.30 m to 1.60 m, few halflings are ever called strong of arm – but they are surprisingly tough for their size.  
 
      
 
    Strength: 6 
 
    Perception: 8 
 
    Endurance: 8 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Agility: 10 
 
    Luck: 8 
 
      
 
    Traits:  
 
    Jolly personality: Generally, halflings are considered to be great company. Kind-hearted, curious and open-minded, their Charisma is boundless. +1 Charisma for each level gained. 
 
    Natural balance: Even when entirely inebriated, halflings possess an amazing equilibrium. +5 to skill checks concerning climbing, acrobatics and balancing acts. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we’d gotten to the interesting races! Both the halfling and the half-elf race - can you even call it a race if it’s a hybrid? Anyway, both races had excellent Charisma scores, and if I did decide to level up a bit, my Charisma had the potential to sky-rocket. The half-elf was a half-step ahead(chuckle!), because I was aiming at perception over agility. The traits, I’d call a tie. The halfling had no negative traits, but his second trait was a pretty weak one. Low-light Vision, however, was pretty useful, but it’d definitely suck to be disliked by all those pretty elven girls out there. So, basically not much of a difference. In the end, I’d let my personal preferences decide – add another half-elf to the universe. Not due to my childhood infatuation with the ancient Dragonlance books, but because of one thing: in an extremely realistic setting, with other characters reaching over two meters of height, it’d suck being the perpetual shorty in the group. 
 
    I took a final look at the half-elf race and accepted the race. The screen went blank for a second and faded in again with a new title – “Choose your class”. This choice at least would be pretty damn quick for me. Sure, there used to be 8 classes to choose from – ah, 12 now – they’d added a couple of extra classes in the meantime – but in order to obtain the result I was going for, there was only one realistic choice.  I scrolled through the possibilities in order to make sure that they haven’t added another class choice that’d be viable for me.  
 
    Fighters: Warrior, Knight, or Fist-fighter. Noooo thank you. They were all dependent on high strength, endurance and maybe agility as well. With a half-elf, I might as well have written “I’m a bloody noob who doesn’t understand how stats work” on my forehead. 
 
    Healers: Cleric, Druid, or Shaman. Hmmm – that was new. Hell, Shaman might actually have been a real possibility, given that they relied on Charisma instead of intelligence and light armor with a low strength requirement. But apart from experimentation with different interesting mushrooms and spirit animals, would a Shaman know how to party? No, I had to move on. 
 
    Mages: Summoner, Sorcerer, or Demonologist. No, no and no. All were very intelligence-based and were going in a completely different way from what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    And finally, the Scouts: Rogue, Hunter and Bard. I was relieved to see that nothing had changed. Rogues and hunters were still heavily agility-driven, but the bard was something else entirely. I know, I know, in all RPGs, bards are the laughing stock of the entire group, entirely useless and are only good for something when you are inside a tavern and need to gamble or seduce someone or for that rare social interaction. Oh, wait. What did I say earlier? That my plan was to lay low for two years, doing NOTHING but staying inside taverns and enjoy myself? Thus, my cunning plan was revealed – and seriously, looking at the class description, my decision was validated once again. 
 
      
 
    Bard 
 
      
 
    Bards are artists, and they practice magic in the same manner that they practice diplomacy or songs – flawlessly and artfully. They have an inherent sense of the way people perceive reality and master personality, illusion and charm magic. Above all else, however, bards know how to work a crowd. Subtly altering and managing the mood of a large crowd is second nature to any bard worth his salt.  
 
    In combat, some bards prefer to work their magic from a safe distance while others dive into the thick of it and others still work their personality magic in the midst of the melee. Out of combat, the bards’ paths are as manyfold and varied as stars in the sky – ranging from gamblers, drunkards and outlaws to court’s advisors, courtesans and your common, everyday tavern bard. 
 
      
 
    Class trait: Universally Welcome: A bard is always welcomed, almost regardless of where he goes. Everybody knows that a bard entering the room will soon result in cheerful music, good conversation, laughter and enjoyment. The Bard’s initial reputation with any faction that would otherwise start at disliked or neutral is automatically increased to the next level. Reputations below disliked and above neutral are not affected. 
 
      
 
    Yes! I pumped my fist into the air. Not only was the class description exactly what I was aiming for, (a gambler and drunkard who’s an expert at working a crowd? Yeah – that’d be me, few hours from now!) the class trait was everything that I’d dimly recalled. From now on, I’d be warmly welcomed even in the dodgier joints of the capital – and I wouldn’t even have to lift a finger for it.  
 
      
 
    I clicked the large button. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Accept class – Bard 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now there was only one last decision to make before I’d receive my freebie stat points and would be able to dive into the world – my star sign! 
 
    World of Chains allowed you to choose your character’s star sign, which could give you some small advantage and another way to tailor your character exactly to your liking. I scrolled through the 12 possibilities and weeded out any and all of those star signs that gave a bonus to combat skills, stats I didn’t care about and crafting skills. That only left me with four possible star signs to choose from: 
 
      
 
    The Wolf: Gain a permanent +5 to Perception. 
 
    The Changeling: Passive skill. +5 to all resistances. 
 
    The River: Gain the skill High Tide. Once a day, your highest stat is increased by +50% for 30 seconds. 
 
    The Temple: Gain a permanent +5 to Luck. 
 
    I was just about to choose “The Temple” – those +5 Luck would be a great help at the dice table – and then I froze. I’d talked to a dwarf player who loved having the High Tide skill – once a day, it was a 30 second Hail Mary save-my-ass skill for him, which temporarily gave him enough hit points to try to survive a bad situation – but I had never contemplated using the skill with charisma. Once a day, I could be almost supernaturally persuasive and charming – timed right, this could mean…wow. I was almost drooling, realizing the many ways I’d be able to abuse this skill. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Choose Birth-sign – The River 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grinning, I clicked the big button, and the screen went black again, followed by another box:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Choose your name 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This one, I was prepared for – with a bard, there could only be one possible choice – the name of the first person who had taught me to truly enjoy music – a long dead Italian violin virtuoso. 
 
      
 
    I entered the name “Arcangelo” and was rewarded with a screen, showing my stats and another splash of text:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have 25 unused stat points – kindly allocate them now 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Current stats: 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Perception: 10 
 
    Endurance: 6 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Luck: 8 
 
      
 
    Normally, I spend way too much time fretting over where best to allocate my points, but this time around, I had a scheme ready – to divide my stat points between the stats I was planning to use and act as if none of the other stats even existed. Why waste points on something like agility when it wasn’t going to be used at all? No, I’d place sixty per cent of my stat points on my main stat, Charisma, and share the rest equally between Perception and Luck. Having done this, I took a look at my final character. 
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arcangelo  
 
    Race: Half-elf 
 
    Class: Bard, level 1 – experience towards next level 0/1000 
 
    Crafting Class: None 
 
    Gathering Class: None 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 60/60 
 
    Mana: 80/80 
 
    Stamina: 60/60 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Perception: 15 
 
    Endurance: 6 
 
    Charisma: 25 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Luck: 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  High Tide 
  
      	  Max 
  
      	    
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
    Fair Visage: Being blessed with the best from both parents, half-elves gain +1 Charisma for each level gained. 
 
      
 
    Low-light Vision: A half-elf can see twice as far as a Human in poor illumination. He retains the ability to distinguish color and detail under these conditions. 
 
      
 
    Pariah to Elves: In general, Elves disregard half-elves as both a disgrace and an example as to the dishonor of the parent elf. Half-elves start with a “Disliked” reputation to all Elven factions, and earns -10% reputation gain with Elves. 
 
      
 
    Universally Welcome: A bard is always welcomed, almost regardless of where he goes. Everyone knows that a bard entering the room will soon result in cheerful music, good conversation, laughter and enjoyment. The Bard’s initial reputation with any faction that would otherwise start at disliked or neutral is automatically increased to the next level. Reputations below disliked and above neutral are not affected. 
 
      
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
    I definitely liked what I saw – my charisma was going through the roof, and I hadn’t even started yet. The screen also showed a full-body portrait of what I would look like in-game. Not much of a change concerning my body – I was still skinny, verging on scrawny – but my looks had definitely taken a turn for the better. Knowing my own reflection, I could still recognize my face in there somewhere, but my jaw was more defined, my skin a healthy looking brown and (thank you Exogenics) my dark hair was glossy, full and reached down to my neck in long flowing locks. 
 
      
 
    I clicked on the huge glowing button to accept the character.  
 
      
 
    Moments later Jens entered the room with a tablet in his hand, scratching his head: “Erm – are you sure about this Daniel? Your bard spells will be very efficient, but…survivability will probably be a problem.” 
 
    I waved off his concerns and briefly told him how I was just there to enjoy myself, enjoy the realism and play a lot of music in seedy taverns all over the realm – and moments later, he’d escorted me to my home for the next two years. 
 
    I’ll skip past telling you about all of the splendors and technical features of the Exogenics VS-5000© – the shiny, fancy, state-of-the-art capsule where my inert body would spend 24 months getting gently rocked and massaged to avoid muscle atrophy while my mind was having a ball – first, because I forgot almost all the technical details Jens was spewing at me almost the second he told them to me – I never was that much of a tech geek – and second, because entering the capsule is sort of embarrassing and…intrusive. There’s…tubing. Suffice to say, after a while, I took a deep, relieved breath as the inside of the capsule disappeared and the familiar logo of World of Chains rose before my eyes. I’d made it, and the sweet life was about to start. 
 
    After a moment, a single light mote started swirling around before my eyes on the black background, and I recognized the intro song to World of Chains starting to play in the background. A disembodied female voice started emanating from nowhere while more motes slowly joined the first, increasing the light around me.  
 
    “In the beginning was Neyrus. A world of plenty. Of Magic and technology. Monsters and gods. Home to an abundance of races and possibilities.” 
 
    The motes had increased to a steady light all around me, and I could see that I was in a cave, slowly drifting towards the exit.  
 
    “When the Parting happened, it seemed the end of days for Neyrus. The world was splitting apart at the seams, ecosystems falling apart, continents tearing away and disappearing.” 
 
    Floating from the cave, I found myself suspended in the air on an island covered by forest. Increasing in speed, I flew towards the edge of the forest and looked down at…nothing – no ocean, no valley, just skies below. Flying along the edge of the forest island, I could clearly see that it was floating freely in the middle of the sky, with nothing perceptible holding it up. 
 
    “Were it not for the mages of Aeion, the Armageddon might well have taken place that day. Somehow, they managed to stop the process and keep the continent together. They could not, however, reverse the process, and still today, our night sky is a shattered one.” 
 
    Flying below the island, I spotted something. A monumental chain, wide as a bridge, connected to the island and leading straight down, into the skies. Increasing in speed, I rushed downwards, following the chain for a long time – the distance was staggering to take in. I finally spotted the ground and with that the city. A huge metropolis, sprawling over the land, centered on an enormous triangular, gravity-defying keep. This was not what caught my eye however – the islands did. Providing a constant rustling and groaning, thousands of chains of varying sizes spread throughout the cityto maintain hundreds of islands that were fixed above the city, ranging from an island containing solely a single cottage to a piece of land which covered a large part of the city in perpetual shadow. 
 
    “We are taking everything back, however. Slowly recovering that which we lost, reattaching lost pieces of history and land to ourselves. Welcome, Adventurer, to our struggle. Welcome to the World of Chains.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 – Got Wood 
 
      
 
    I woke up in a meadow of all places. Seriously, a bloody meadow. With chirping birds, streaks of sun peeking through the foliage, and – yes of course – a clear blue sky overhead, completing the perfect picture of serenity, nature in balance with itself and not a single bloody tavern in sight. 
 
    I’ve been told that there are close to a thousand different starting areas, and it’d seem that I’ve lost the lottery on this draw and started in one of the more remote areas. I mentally willed the in-game map to open and checked out my position. Yeah – basically, I was close to the western shores of Aeion with the dwarven territories far to the north and Västerfjord - the area of the Barbarian race somewhere quite a way to the southwest. 
 
    Ah, well, this only meant that I’d have to locate what passes for a city around here, find a bank, cash out and shell out for a portal to the capital where the fun could start. The show was not cancelled, my friends, only postponed. All right – I’d better take stock of what I have to work with. I opened the inventory (accessing any menu in World of Chains was ridiculously easy - basically, you’d just send a mental instruction for whatever you wanted, and it would appear in front of your eyes, semi-transparent and easy to inspect) and looked at what I’d been granted as starting equipment: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Peasant’s Leggings 
    
  The most basic form of pants. These leggings have been constructed from the cheapest wool available, and badly constructed at that. They will serve to provide a little heat and decency and not much else. Includes a length of rope for a belt. 
    
  Workmanship: Bad
Durability: 10/10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Peasant’s Shirt 
    
  The cheapest type of shirt. This shirt has been inexpertly woven from the cheapest wool available. It will keep a light breeze away and save you the worst of stares. 
    
  Workmanship: Bad 
  Durability: 10/10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Leather Shoes 
    
  A pair of crude leather shoes with wooden soles and a simple strap and buckle. They will not keep out any fluids, nor will they keep your feet warm, but they will provide your feet with the most basic of protection.  
    
  Workmanship: Bad 
  Durability: 10/10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Wow – they really didn’t mess around with us beginners, now did they? I looked down on my arms and legs – and of course, the clothes were - inevitably – brown, crude and horribly ugly. Oh. I started twitching – and itchy to boot – did they really give me clothes with lice in them? I gave the sky a finger: “Just this one time, please, turn down the realism a bit, Exogenics!” 
 
    Well, maybe the weapons they’d given me weren’t entirely horrible – I had a look. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Copper Dagger 
    
  This crudely made copper dagger offers you the most basic offensive possibilities. The hilt is wrapped with hemp to improve the grip and the pommel made from fir.   
    
  Damage: 1-6 
  Workmanship: Bad 
   Durability: 15/15 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ash Short Bow 
    
  There are tons of versions and permutations of the classic short bow. This one approaches the most basic version with an untreated bow staff and a sinew string attached to the staff via a groove cut into the top and bottom and then tied around the ends. The draw strength is dismissible as is the quality. 
    
  Damage modifier: -1 
  Workmanship: Bad 
   Durability: 10/10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ash Arrow 
    
  This ash arrow is tipped with a bronze arrowhead and fletched with an unknown animal’s feathers glued to the shaft. The arrow is poorly made and not entirely straight. 
    
  Damage: 1-6 
  Workmanship: Bad 
  Modifier: 10% chance of missing entirely 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    So much for that positive outlook. Now, the good news was that they’d actually given me a whopping 50 arrows for the bow. The bad news was that the arrows were about as crappy as the weapons themselves.  
 
    I sighed and decided to get the rest over with before I moved on. I’d received 10 copper pieces – enough for a warm meal. Some bread and water – each holding 5 portions. The bread, at least, was marginally useful, restoring 100 health over thirty seconds. The water had the same effect on mana – only I didn’t have any spells to begin with. Oh, and I’d also received three Minor health potions, that’d instantly restore 50 health upon consumption. Apparently, there was a limit to how stingy the creators were. 
 
    I equipped the short bow and a couple of arrows and tried to gain my bearings. The map wasn’t of any help in that regard – if you hadn’t paid for any of the additional in-game maps and hadn’t explored anything at all, it only showed major cities and areas,  and I was clearly quite far from one of those. Once you started exploring stuff, the map was actually quite nifty – but then that wasn’t going to be necessary for me. I started exploring the old-fashioned way – looking for high ground and then seeing what I could find. With my old rogue, I’d just have climbed one of the highest trees and used that as a lookout post, but with my agility that was not an option. I’d probably cave in my skull in the process. 
 
    Luckily, the forest wasn’t too dense, and maybe half a kilometer away, I could make out a low hill which was conveniently clear of trees. I made my way carefully through the forest, keeping an eye out for any movement – with my stats, most hostile animals, monsters, or players (which in World of Chains meant quite a large percentage) would be able to make light work of me. Luckily, I made it to the hill without incident. I couldn’t help but notice that my horribly low endurance was actually something of an annoyance – I got winded quite easily. Breathing hard, I climbed the hill and took a look at my surroundings. Turning full circle left me entirely breathless - both from the climb (I’d probably end up paying somebody to help level me up a bit so I could raise my endurance – just a bit) and from the amazing view that surrounded me. I decided to take a short break on a smattering of stones divided in a circle on the hill – some old ruins or something.  
 
      
 
    Stamina was, unfortunately for me, relatively realistic in World of Chains. Steep climbs, jogging, fighting, taking a hit and skills used in physical combat– these all took stamina, which was determined by your Endurance – one of my absolute dump stats. I just hoped this would be the extent of my challenges on that count. 
 
    The weather was clear, and the sun shone softly down upon me with only a few thin clouds lazily drifting over the sky. Apparently, the surrounding land went gently downhill from where I was standing, and it seemed like I could see forever. I was surrounded on all sides by forest. A green, thriving forest, with barely a hint of domestication – this was probably what it looked like for the first European explorers to make it to some of the non-inhabited parts of the Americas. A sparkling, azure river just to the south of my position dominated the view, crossing the landscape from the southwest to the east, a number of smaller offshoots joining from every direction. 
 
    Luckily for me, the key words here were “a hint of domestication”. From here, I could see a small village located on the north edge of the river, placed along a tiny road which also appeared to go on to the edge of forever from north to south. Surrounded by a wooden palisade and a smattering of houses, this was probably what passed for the low-level starting area around here, where you could level up a bit and gain a few low-level skills before you moved on to the really interesting stuff. Well, that was definitely my ticket out of this backwater – best get hopping. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I breathed out a sigh of relief when I spotted the palisade walls surrounding the village. I’d made it – just a couple of minutes from now and I’d be in the capital, looking for a promising water hole. Of course, this was the moment I was attacked. 
 
    My only warning was a slight rustling in the foliage above me, and the next thing I knew, a number of things happened in quick succession. First, a large weight hit my shoulders. Next, a pop-up obscured part of my vision: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been hit. You receive 42 damage (type: non-lethal) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t have any time to register this, however, as the next experience was my body hitting the ground and my face being buried in the damp undergrowth. Apart from the shock, I was entirely immobilized by a large weight on my shoulders and an insistent growling which slowly got closer to my neck. Now, I’m not the type to go quietly into the night. My brain processed a number of smart-ass responses to this dastardly attack – any of which were quite funny and manly. What escaped my lips, however, sounded more like a groan. Maybe a whimper, if you wanted to be really unkind. A long couple of seconds later, I could feel a hot breath on my neck, and a guttural voice rasped in my ear, “Why should I let you live, hmmm?” 
 
      
 
    At this point, I had to admit that I was pretty goddamn happy that Exogenics didn’t go the one hundred per cent when it came to realism – otherwise, there would probably have been a small puddle spreading beneath me. As it was, a couple of synapses finally fired, I remembered that this was a damn game and I managed to turn my head just a bit and respond, “Please – I don’t have anything, but if you’re a robber, you can have it all. I don’t even know where I am right now – so if you’re going to kill me, go ahead and get it over with.” 
 
      
 
    The growling subsided a bit and then turned into a rasping sort of cough, and the creature moved off of my back. The noise increased in loudness until I realized that it was actually laughing. “Damn, but I love putting the fear of Liayenne into you bloody newcomers. Now, get up already – and welcome to Grant’s Crossing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 – Temper Temper 
 
      
 
    Hesitatingly, I got to my feet and got a good look at my assailant. My psyche had been busy imagining some sort of werewolf with a bucketful of sharp teeth and a mouth overflowing with slobber. Turns out my mind wasn’t that far from target – it had just overshot by about a meter of height and 50 kilos of muscle. The creature standing there, still grinning that annoying grin, was a 1.40 meter tall humanoid that looked like a bad mix between a werewolf, your common house rat and an assassin from Dungeons and Dragons, all dressed up in soft black leather. 
 
    “Now, what’re you looking at me like that for? Don’t tell me – apart from being a newcomer in these parts, you’ve never seen a ratling before? Well, look till your eyes bleed, honey – you aren’t going to find a more perfect specimen this side of the Plateau of Sorrows. The name’s Othell. Oh, and I suspect I owe you a small apology about the rough treatment – but to be fair, there’re all sorts of bandits sneaking about in these parts, and you don’t exactly dress like the fanciest of sorts.” 
 
      
 
    Looking closely at Othell again, I absorbed a few new pieces of information. One: his name tag, “Othell”, conveniently floating above his head, was outlined in green, which meant that he wasn’t going to bite my head off right this very moment. Two: right below that, it said “Reputation: liked” – seemed my Universally Welcome trait worked just fine. Most importantly, three: as chatty as he was, he could probably guide me exactly where I wanted to go. Oh, and four: his attack had just given me my first skill in-game, so…yay? 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Unarmored Dodge 
    
  Equipping armor for combat is not always the best option or even an option. You have learned how to better take a hit or avoid it entirely while unarmored. Every skill point in Unarmored Dodge will increase the chance of deflecting attacks at diminished damage or avoiding them entirely.  
    
  Stat: Agility 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I shook my head. “Never mind all that, Othell – it was an honest mistake on your part, and I’m not the kind to hold a grudge. My name is Arcangelo. Maybe you could answer a few questions for me, and we’ll call it even?” 
 
     “Sure, no problem, Archie.” He gave me a grin which again showed off a disconcerting number of teeth but seemed friendly enough for all that. “I’m guessing that those questions are practical in nature - where do I sleep, where do I find work, how do I increase my skills and stuff like that?” 
 
    “More or less, yeah. Basically, I need to find the local bank office and then locate the closest portal office.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot upwards – quite the expressive maneuver on a face that is one third eyebrows – and he started walking, waving me onwards towards a small gate in the wooden palisade. “I didn’t realize that you were somebody important. You could have fooled me with those clothes and that scrawny physique, but that just shows you never know. Why, once I met this little dwarf fellow – nothing to him, and dirty to boot. Turns out that he…” 
 
    I zoned out from his chatter and took in the glory of Grant’s Crossing as he unlocked the gate and lead me through to the village itself. The size of the village wasn’t exactly daunting - the palisade engulfed a total of a hundred houses at most. Most of the houses looked pretty solid and built to last – constructed entirely by solid timber planks – while a few were ramshackle buildings, looking like they could collapse from the slightest breeze. None of the houses were overly large – the largest building was a three-story building and only a handful had more than one floor. Overall, the village looked like one of the villages I’d seen in an edutainment game where you explored Alaska a couple of hundred years ago – primitive and not very inviting. Also, it was very telling, that the entirety of the village was kept inside the bounds of the palisade, except a few fields right on the outside – it probably wasn’t the safest place in the world. 
 
    I followed Othell’s lead and tried to jump back into the conversation, which was easier said than done. Hazarding a guess, he was probably telling me about some of the interpersonal relations in the village, and I’d missed the introduction. His steps, however, didn’t deviate a bit but lead us straight to one of the larger and nicer houses. A two-story house, well-maintained and well-lit, this one sported a nicely painted sign in the window, advocating the owner’s – or owners’ - occupations.  
 
    Mayor Autoria Dernfuddle 
 
    -        Bank Office 
 
    -        Portal Office 
 
    -        Scribe and official notations 
 
      
 
    “Go on ahead Archie. Just knock and ask Dernie to help you out. She’s a bit confused sometimes and a bit of a grouch, but she’s always ready to help people – especially when you pay for her services.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Othell. Thanks a lot for the chat and for not hurting me any more than you did.”  I gave him a grin so he knew there were no hard feelings. “I’ll be sure to return and check in on the village at some point.” Not bloody likely, but hey, you’ve got to give a man some credit for the effort. 
 
    I could practically feel the stress from the last couple of days flowing out of me. In mere moments, I’d be off to better straits, and my plans would come to fruition. I knocked on the door and stood back for a bit, trying –unsuccessfully - to remove some of the dirt that I got on me when Othell jumped me, and waited as patiently as possible. Seriously, those lice were getting pretty insistent. 
 
    The door opened, and the town’s Mayor appeared. From the name, I’d already guessed the Mayor’s race – a gnome – but there was no doubting that this was one of the more impressive specimens of the species.  She was dressed in a full-length, midnight blue robe with discreet silver stitching and a stiff collar, and even her diminutive figure –about 1.30 meters of height and slim – didn’t do anything to diminish her impressive appearance. Words like “stately” and “queenly bearing” instantly sprung to mind. Her face, while quite comely, was set in a guarded and expectant expression. 
 
    “Ah. A newcomer to our village. Welcome – how may I help you, mister…?” She took in my appearance, which probably didn’t do anything for my first impression. 
 
    “Thank you very much for the kind greeting – it is very nice to meet you. My name is Arcangelo, and I’m truly sorry for the way I come before you - this is my first day in the area, and your town security rather got the jump on me.” I grinned sheepishly and gave a show of brushing off a few specks of dirt. 
 
    “Well met, Mr. Arcangelo. I must apologize for the...spirited…welcome you have received, but once you have had the chance to familiarize yourself with the surroundings, I am most confident that you will understand that a certain measure of precaution is advisable. We are not exactly overwhelmed with traveling visitors such as you, but have no worries - we will do our utmost to make you feel at home.” She glanced sideways at Othell for a second, and he suddenly got very busy looking at his feet – most likely, his enthusiastic approach to defense wasn’t entirely in the job description. I was momentarily distracted, however, by the pop-up that appeared in my sight: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered to set your respawn point to Grant’s Crossing. As you 
   do not currently have a respawn point, this has been automatically accepted. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I chuckled softly under my breath – in about half an hour from now, I’d be able to change it again to a REAL town.  
 
    I turned back to the Mayor. “While I very much appreciate the welcome, Ms. Dernfuddle, I will not be staying long. I would very much like to make use of your banking services, and afterwards, I would love to see which portal connections you have available, if you could possibly find the time in your schedule.”  
 
      
 
    From my time playing a rogue, I’d adopted one old adage, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do”. If you are talking with a street dealer, break out the street slang and swear a lot. If you are talking with the serious, formal Mayor of a 5-horse town, be polite, kind and talk quietly. It costs you nothing, and basically, the better NPCs like you, the better rewards you might get – and the reverse is true as well. Also, if you talk to a street dealer like I had just done to the Mayor, odds are you might get shivved. Exogenics tends to “encourage” immersion into the game and role playing pretty heavy-handedly. I’ve heard many players complain about this fact, but honestly, I don’t mind at all. I like the challenge of having to adapt quickly to new situations and social challenges. Not to mention, I’m pretty good at it. 
 
    The Mayor preceded me into her house, and after cleaning my shoes on the welcome mat, I stepped into a foyer that matched the Mayor’s appearance – neat, meticulously clean and quite small. The foyer held three closed doors with each having their sign and a small staircase leading upwards, presumably to her private quarters. 
 
    She opened the door with the sign stating in bold, flowing handwriting, “Bank Office”. No surprise there. What did surprise me was the feeling of déjà vu that hit me upon entering, as the office was surprisingly similar to the VP’s office at my workplace. Well, former workplace, anyway. The differences were small. The books were on economics instead of Trade Finance, the interior less gaudy, and she had actually placed a second chair in front of her desk – kind of her. Oh, and the computer and telephone were replaced by a crystal ball. 
 
    She took her seat behind her desk, her chair being quite a bit higher than the other, allowing her to be at face level with her customers. She waited for me to take the other chair, folded her hands in front of her, and gave me a short, professional smile. “Now, how may I be of assistance to you, Mr. Arcangelo?” 
 
    I gave her a satisfied smile before responding. I could practically feel the stress of the last few days oozing off of me, disappearing like fog before the morning sun. The last thing I’d done before going to work a final time to make sure the funds cleared was linking my account, into which the millions would ultimately be transferred, to my World of Chains account. This made sure that I had full access to the money in-game and would be able to spend however much I pleased on…well, pleasure. “I would like to make a small withdrawal from my account – let’s say 10,000 gold.” 
 
    The Mayor gave a small nod, made a short, intricate gesture with her left hand, and whispered a quiet word. Slowly, the crystal ball filled up with a warm yellowish light and I could see small characters appearing within. She seemed to read something within the haze, nodded to herself a few times and took a few notes with a small quill on a piece of paper in front of her. She finally placed both hands on the crystal ball, and the lights slowly faded away. She looked me straight in the eye and cleared her throat. “Dear Mr. Arcangelo. I can see from the balance on your account that you have substantial funds available. Unfortunately, I cannot allow you access at this very moment.” 
 
    She made an apologetic sound, continuing in a reasonable voice: “I am sure everything is in order. However, it would appear that the account is blocked currently due to some slight legal questions – some missing documentation, it would appear?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head violently, dismissing the all too vivid image of me putting copies of my passport and other credentials in a DHL courier envelope on the kitchen table and planning to send them to the bank – surely I must’ve sent them to the bank! I took a deep breath, trying to maintain my composure and failing. I could almost feel my carefully conceived plan falling apart in front of my hands because of some tiny detail I had omitted during the flurry of activity. I tried to gather my thoughts and spoke through clenched lips, “Surely, there must be some mistake? You can see I have the money, right? And that it’s my account?”  
 
    Her lips tightened a bit, and she responded formally, “Yes, your solvency is not the issue here, sir. Unfortunately, my hands are tied – the company rules are very clear on these instances. And please note that we are not the one blocking access – your bank is. I am sure that if you consider our position, you’ll concede that…” 
 
    I spat the words at the Mayor, interrupting, “Are. You. Fucking. Shitting. Me?”  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” She backed up a bit in her chair, and her businesslike expression turned into a frown. 
 
    Another pop-up. I dismissed it instantly. “Are you seriously sitting there in your ridiculous clown chair and telling me that I can’t access MY own money because of some goddamn lawyer technicality?” 
 
    “Mr. Arcangelo, I don’t make the rules - I only enforce them. I can assure you…” 
 
    “Oh shut up with the empty catch phrases already,” I interrupted. Another pop-up. “Just give me my goddamn money, and I’ll leave you and this god-forsaken shithole behind and we’ll both be the happier for it.” Another. 
 
    The next few minutes really weren’t pretty. I don’t often lose my temper, but this time I went completely ballistic. I started shouting at the poor gnome, worked my way to yelling obscenities, and in the end, when things had really started deteriorating, I figured out that she was a summoner when she shouted something unintelligible and an incorporeal presence manhandled me out the office and gave me the boot from the front door into the street.  
 
    When I my aching body finally came to rest, I once again had the dubious pleasure of looking up at Othell, who was currently looking down on me with a disapproving frown. 
 
    He said: “I thought you were a decent type. Why’d you go ahead and act like that – I could hear your screaming from down here! You can forget about getting any help from me unless you clean up your act.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 – In the Mud 
 
      
 
    I watched Othell disappearing from my soft resting place in the muddy street. “Crap. Wow – that went well.” I sat up, moved my aching body to the side of the street and leaned against the wall of the Mayor’s house. At this point, I thought I’d better simmer down a bit, take a status of my new situation and carefully think about what the hell I ought to do now. 
 
    I was sitting in the mud in Hicksville, population 300 or so. My body was battered and bruised, (although at least the bruises had almost healed – non-lethal damage heals very quickly) all clothes and equipment I owned was of lousy quality and I didn’t know anything at all about my new hometown. Ah, and I had just called the one person able to open a portal to a decent place something that would make parents anywhere cover their children’s ears. 
 
    Not the most uplifting start, really. My character build didn’t really improve upon the situation. While I’d be the guest of honor in just about any crowd, it didn’t really look like Grant’s Crossing had ever hosted any crowds. Additionally, from what Othell had said, the outskirts of the village were probably swarming with mobs, and my character wasn’t built for combat. At all.  
 
    I took an overview of one of the pop-ups I’d dismissed earlier.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your reputation with Mayor Autoria Dernfuddle has decreased by -500. New reputation: 500 (neutral). 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has decreased by -250. New reputation: 750 (neutral). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Six additional pop-ups left my reputation with the Mayor at -3400 (despised) and with Grant’s Crossing at -1200 (disliked). 
 
    I had to re-read the whole thing twice in order to fully understand just how much I’d screwed up. Not only had I alienated the one person who’d actually be able to make me a portal to a real town, but in so doing I’d also pissed off the entire village. Just my luck. Thing is, when your reputation with certain key figures – and this can mean key figures of a town, an organization, or even of a race or class – changes, it has a smaller impact on the larger group as well. Of course, this is usually a good thing – save the princess and the kingdom loves you. Well, that goes the other way around as well, apparently. At least, judging from Othell’s parting comments, he would be willing to aid me, if only I raised my standing with the village. 
 
    At this low point, my options as I – in my shell-shocked state – perceived them were: 
 
      
 
    1: Throw in the towel. Skip the dream of debauchery and damsels, go back to the real world, hide out for ten days (maybe beg for the money to survive) and then create a new character who’d actually be able to fight and then have fun just playing the next two years. 
 
    2: Take a huge, goddamn chance. Go back to the real world, sneak my way over to my supposedly safe apartment, send the documentation to my bank and go back for my vacation. 
 
    3: Spend the next couple of years playing it safe. Forget about the girls and gambling, gain a crafter profession and earn my keep that way. Maybe earn enough to get a portal to a real city, and become a bard for real. 
 
    4: Change of plans. Try to salvage this character and adapt it into a combat character. Gain a few levels and pump agility and endurance enough to get a halfway decent rogue-wannabe with maybe some distance weapons. 
 
    5: Figure it out. Somehow, find a way to make this character work – even in a small village such as this one. 
 
    I spent a short while contemplating the possibilities and finally went for option 6: Get stinking drunk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 - Reparations 
 
      
 
    If I really had to say something positive about Grant’s Crossing, it’d be this: it was entirely impossible to get lost. Seriously, if you stood up in the middle of the town square (which was quite small and not square at all) and turned full circle, you’d have a perfect overview of the entire town except for the River Master’s house. This is why, 10 minutes from having taken one of the most intelligent decisions of my life, (getting drunk, that is – not calling the Mayor a prancing midget with inflated self esteem) I was blowing the excess foam from my third ale of the evening. It was a dark home brewed ale with a lovely aftertaste, that also granted me a 30-minute +3 buff to charisma. Already my situation seemed less intimidating. Turns out that the barkeep was willing to barter for my health potions – selling them gave me ale for the evening, a warm meal and a place to sleep for the night. Oh, and another skill. After negotiating with the barkeep I’d received a pop-up:   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Barter 
    
  Your bargaining skills have resulted in a better deal for you. Every skill point in Barter will increase the potential for achieving better prices and negotiating better deals.  
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seems I’d made a pretty good deal. The skill had even increased 47% towards the next level. I looked around the tavern, already slightly tipsy. This might be just the ale talking, but the tavern was the first part of the village that I actually liked. The tavern itself was a large, two-story, solid timber building, well-crafted but with few embellishments. It was, however, well maintained and the tavern sign and entrance door were welcoming contrasts to the stark functionality of the building. The tavern sign framed over the door was skillfully painted, sporting the name “The Warlock’s End” and the door frame itself was carved on all sides with engraved figures which seemed to be telling a story about the namesake of the tavern.  
 
    In the tavern, dark, oft-polished round tables were scattered across the room and candles in candleholders on the wall and in a single central cast-iron chandelier provided the only light to penetrate the smoke haze hanging along the ceiling, resulting in an intimate, warm glow throughout the room. On one side of the room, stairs led both up to the second story and down to the cellar, and on the other side of the room, an unused low stage was wasting space, holding only some stacked chairs and tables. The eye was automatically drawn to the back of the room where a low bar ran along the back wall, emanating a low pulsating light. Once you got closer, you could see that the entire bar front was composed of a dark, semi-transparent material which felt like marble but was filled with small gems of varying sizes which flickered and burned like real, tiny flame tongues buried within the desk itself. 
 
    Truth be told, initially I didn’t even look around – just went straight to the bar and started haggling. However, as the alcohol started working its way into my system, I felt like talking with someone – anyone, really. I’ve always been told that drinking alone means that you have a problem – and since I didn’t want to be “that guy”, I decided to join some of the other fellows. 
 
    No luck there. For a short moment there, I’d forgotten about my “disliked” reputation status with Grant’s Crossing and what that might mean for me. In practice, it meant that the trio dicing at one the tables told me to piss off, the two slightly more well-clad people in the room told me to, “Buzz off – the grown-ups are talking” and one large, gloomy-looking, potato-nosed farmer type actually threatened me with physical violence. Oh, and the smelly drunk on the bench said something that sounded suspiciously like, “Bugger yer’ mother”, but that might just be part of his rant against the world in general. I wasn’t entirely drunk enough to forget about my abysmal stats and ended up doing what every sane person does when he is feeling down – complain to the bartender. 
 
    Gillem Drizzlefog seemed like a truly remarkable individual. He was a swarthy character with a dark mane of blown-dry hair straight out of a bad action movie with a few gray hairs interspersed among the rest, an open and inviting face with a dazzling smile and bright blue eyes. Add to that an impressive physique and a winning personality and any gnome in the neighborhood – and probably a number of non-gnomes as well - had better lock their daughters up. 
 
    He was also, after I’d explained my problems, pretty unimpressed by my plight. “First you come to our town, uninvited. Then you slander our Mayor – who has never in her life harmed anybody – and now you are looking for sympathy? Sad to say, mate, but that is not going to happen. I’ll serve you any drink you want, but if you want company, you had better seek it elsewhere. Also, if you try to raise any trouble in here, you’ll have to deal with the law.” He pointed behind him where a large wooden mace hung on the wall. The shaft looked polished by use and the words “The Law” were written in large, bold letters along the shaft. 
 
    At this point, I was slowly realizing that if I did intend to stick it out in Grant’s Crossing, I’d have to make SOME friends – and if I couldn’t get along with the charismatic, friendly bartender I probably didn’t have any chance whatsoever with the remainder of the population. 
 
    “I did all that, didn’t I?” I mused out loud as if to myself. “The thing is, Mr. Drizzlefog, today has been a monumentally bad day for me. I’m not saying this to try to garner any sympathy from you – I’ve acted like an arse today, and I’ll own up to that. I would, however, like to think that I wouldn’t have acted like this under normal circumstances, but again, that’s neither here nor there. Please bear with me - I do have a point that I’m trying to make.” At this point I activated my High Tide skill, watching my charisma soar to an impressive 40 – not bad for a lvl 1 character - and hoped for the best. “My point being that I hope there is anything I can help you with that can make you realize that I am really not trying to be a troublemaker?” 
 
    I kept my face carefully neutral and waited for his answer. His face was expressionless, his eyes downcast as he pondered my question. I kept a nervous eye on the counter of my High Tide skill. What if he didn’t answer in time? Would the skill count or not? 
 
    “Weeeeell. I suppose I wouldn’t like to turn someone away without giving them a chance to prove their conviction. How about this: you give me a hand when I need it – cleaning, cooking, changing the beds or whatever springs to mind – and if I find that you do a decent job of it, I’ll make sure to pass the word along to whoever might ask me? What do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  No Idle Hands in This Place (repeatable) 
    
  Gillem Drizzlefog asks you to perform varying tasks around the tavern until he deems the work to be complete. 
    
  Reward:  
  150 experience points. 
  +250 Reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog.  
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hastily, I clicked Accept. “Thank you very much, Mr. Drizzlefog. You won’t regret it. Where should I start?” 
 
    For the next two hours, I did exactly what the bartender asked of me - peeled potatoes until my soft hands felt like they were dissolving, mopped down all floors on the second floor and distributed the tables and chairs from the low stage in time for the evening rush. Wiping the sweat off my forehead, I approached the bartender and asked, “What’s next Mr. Drizzlefog?”  
 
    He chuckled and gave me a wooden platter with a spoon and ale on the side. “My thanks for the good work, a dinner break, and a chat before the evening rush – how’s that sound?” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  No Idle Hands in This Place (repeatable) 
    
  Gillem Drizzlefog is satisfied with the effort you have delivered. 
    
  Reward: 
  You have received 150 experience points. Experience to next level: 150/1000 
  Your reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog has increased by +250. New reputation: -950 (neutral) 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +125. New reputation: -1075 (disliked) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I returned his smile. “That sounds just great, Mr. Drizzlefog. I was getting pretty hungry.” I sat down at one of the free tables, praising my lucky star. With this repeatable quest, I’d be able to return my reputation with Grant’s Crossing to neutral with just one more quest – and that made a world of difference for someone like me. At disliked or below, you were generally presented with pretty few quests – and additionally, those you did receive were usually either repeatable “Slay a dozen of insert-variable-mob-here and return” or truly difficult quest chains – sometimes even both. At neutral, the populace usually started opening up to you and introducing you to some of the more interesting quests and sometimes even social quests, that even someone like me who was - let’s go with “combat-impaired” - had a chance of acing.  
 
    He returned a moment later with a generous serving of boar ribs and ale for himself and sat down on the other side of the table. I continued eating but could feel his gaze upon me for a while.  
 
    He put down his ale and softly cleared his throat. “So. We’ve got 10 minutes at least before the Keelun brothers are off their shift at the river to spoil the relative peace we have in here. I’d say that with your labor you’ve earned the chance to explain your side of the story – from what I’ve seen so far, you don’t really seem the type to just blow up and be disrespectful without reason or provocation.” 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t just come clean and tell him everything, even if I wanted to. NPCs in World of Chains are a true technological marvel – an impressive mixture of programming skills and technological impossibilities. During the beta, NPCs were very limited – basically “only” as clever as their programming – more or less on the same level as the other games at the time. The scope and audacity of the Exogenics programmers at the time is honestly somewhat scary. What they did was this: an unknown number of players were given a special offer. They could play for free for the first 6 months, if Exogenics were allowed to monitor them – without any limitations whatsoever. Exogenics have released just one article which was very sparing with the details, but apparently, they monitored more or less everything about these players, from their physical characteristics over their linguistic tendencies to the choices they made – spread over thousands of different situations, social, martial and otherwise over the six month period. After assembling all of this data (and I shudder to think of the amount of data they had to collect and sift through) somehow, they managed to actually gather this into templates for NPCs.  
 
    This means that every NPC in the world was actually based on a real person and acted, to a shocking degree, in the same way that humans do – up to and including what appears to be free will. There is only one golden rule: there’s no breaking the fourth wall. If you, in any manner, try to talk or even hint to an NPC about something in “the real world”, the NPC will blank out for a short while and you will be punished. (random loss of reputation, losing money, item deterioration, health loss – anything is possible) Exogenics takes the role-playing experience very seriously and go to great lengths to ensure that nothing breaks the genuineness of the gaming experience. Sure, you could act the buffoon and joke around with your friends all you wanted in-game, but do it in front of NPC’s and it would have consequences. 
 
    I sighed. “The truth is, Mr. Drizzlefog, that I’ve only just arrived in the town a few hours ago with the perfect plan readied for living a life of leisure in the big city. I just failed to think it all the way through, and some small legality made my plan virtually impossible. And since your Mayor was the bearer of this bad news, she’s the one I lost my temper at – in a bad way.” 
 
    He snorted. “I never had any doubt about that last part – I could hear you yelling all the way over here. And while you’d better get used to the fact that everybody in this town loves our Mayor and you’d be well served by treating her civilly, there’s no doubt whatsoever that she does love her rules and regulations.” He gave me a lopsided smile.” You might as well call me Gillem – I’ve got this feeling that I’ll be seeing more of you.” 
 
    I gave him a wide smile. Even knowing that he was just a program, it was damn hard not to like him. We enjoyed an ale together in silence, and I was probably starting to get a bit tipsy again. When Gillem started to get up, I looked him in the eye and asked him something that’d been roving at the back of my mind for a bit: “I truly appreciate you giving me a chance, Gillem. I promise you I’ll make it up to you. Now, before I start getting truly drunk and melancholic about all my wasted plans, there’s one question I’ve been meaning to ask you – I hope you don’t mind. The stage you have here – is it just for show?” 
 
    He stopped and turned, apparently a bit surprised by my question. “Why? Are you an actor?”  
 
    “No, a bard, actually. I’ve had a lot of practice by myself, but I’m only just starting out performing in front of people, and I just thought to myself…well, that a bard who still has a great deal to learn is better than no bard at all.” 
 
    He started grinning again, scratching his neck. “I might have to agree with you on that part, only…I don’t see your instrument. Isn’t that part of the package, usually?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted, hanging my head. “That’s about the first thing you receive when you arrive at a town and talk to the resident bard master or instructor – and there’s usually one in every town.” For a second, Gillem’s smile turned into a slight frown – huh – I wondered what that might mean. “Now, usually these instructors are quite willing to teach you the basics and even provide you with a learning instrument. If, however, one were to piss off half of the village upon arrival…” I let my explanation trail off. 
 
    Gillem just looked at me for a while. Then he snorted and for a second looked surprised at his own reaction. This led into a burst of laughter escaping him and slowly evolving into a full-blown laughing fit, his head thrown backwards and face going dark red while he tried putting his hands over his mouth to contain it. I just sat there, completely embarrassed, my face growing redder by the second – but when I looked at him, almost bursting from trying to contain his amusement, I couldn’t help but stifle a grin at his full-throat, infectious laughter. Seconds later, I was laughing along with Gillem, cackling with laughter at the impressiveness of how completely I’d screwed up my situation. 
 
    After a while, we both calmed down a bit and, wiping a tear from each eye, Gillem said, still grinning, “Boy, you don’t screw around when you screw up, now do you?” He looked over at the bemuscled, scary-looking bastard who’d threatened me with violence earlier and yelled, “Kiff – hold the fort for ten minutes – and by Tharlenn’s hairy ears, just leave the stew alone – no attempts at cooking this time!” The brute didn’t look too happy but that might just be his default expression, and he did meander over behind the bar where he promptly poured a beer for himself.  
 
    The question was most likely evident from my face because turning towards the stairs, he said: “Kiff is the bouncer here. He’s as lazy as they come, but he’s dependable, and what’s most important,” he winked “he’s cheap labor. Now, you just follow me, and we’ll see what we can do about your little predicament.” We walked together companionably towards the cellar and went down the stairs to the cellar. I let my hand slide over the engravings covering the railing on the staircase. It was beautiful artwork – clearly, a lot of effort had been put into the woodwork of the tavern.  
 
    The cellar was small with a dirt floor and a tiny hallway leading into four rooms. The proportions had clearly been built with a gnome in mind and as a result, were slightly claustrophobic to me. I had to constantly keep my head down in order to avoid bashing my skull on the ceiling or door frame. Gillem lead me straight towards one of the rooms and unlocked the door – a simple door made in pine. A quick glance had showed that only one of the remaining doors were locked – and also reinforced by steel bands – but I repressed my natural curiosity and followed Gillem into a decently sized room with ceiling-high shelves on all sides and a many-tubed monstrosity of iron and steam in the middle. 
 
    Placing himself to the side of the room, he said, “The still’s off limits – but the rest of this garbage is yours for the digging. You are looking at 15 years of accumulated lost-and-found – if somebody has ever lost something at the bottom of a beer, it’s in here somewhere. I’ll let you borrow whichever instrument you’d like for the evening and even do you one better – if you impress me on the stage tonight, I’ll let you keep the instrument and whatever tips you might earn - and I might even throw in a little extra.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  The Show Must Begin 
    
  Gillem Drizzlefog has allowed you to choose an instrument from the lost and found and perform on stage, and he will reward you according to your success.  
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wide-eyed, I quickly accepted the quest and mumbled something vaguely grateful - I’d been caught completely by surprise. Quests like this with variable rewards were pretty rare and varied greatly – both in scope and reward - but some of the best rewards my rogue had received came from quests with variable rewards where I’d managed to excel. Back in the beta, however, they had usually been limited to special class quests and the like. 
 
    Gillem disappeared up the stairs, and I turned full-circle, trying to get an overview of the contents. I quickly realized that this was entirely impossible – the shelves were completely cluttered with items and this, combined with the dust covering most of the items, resulted in a uniformly chaotic mass of items. I had better just get digging. I decided to gather all instruments I found into a pile for itself – that way I’d be able to decide later just what my options were. 
 
    Some forty-five minutes and several cubic meters of dust later, I’d come to the realization that the good people of Grant’s Crossing most likely hated music. I’d probably amassed enough instruments to be able to outfit every man, woman and child in the village. A tambourine, two guitars, a half harp, a banjo, a frigging accordion and more than ten different flutes ranging from your hand-carved children’s flute to an impressive piece of art which, if my memory served me correctly, was a double bassoon, were spread out on the floor in front of me along with a few other even more obscure pieces. Finger cymbals? Really? If only I hadn’t forgotten my harem at home… 
 
    I only had a single stack of shelves to go and was feeling pretty optimistic about myself. I was no virtuoso with a guitar but skilled enough that I was pretty sure I’d be able to entertain a small crowd – and at the very least beat the alternative; no music at all, just alcohol and your own miserable company. Luckily, my voice hadn’t changed at all in-game – I had a decent singing voice, but I definitely wasn’t skilled enough to do an all-acoustic performance. My old violin teacher once told me, “A good and strong singing voice can hide almost all atrocities you commit on your poor instrument. You’re not here to perform, are you though, Danny? You’re here to learn to play – so shut that trap of yours.” 
 
    But luckily, he wasn’t here tonight – and I felt pretty confident that something like “Stairway to Heaven” for an intro while they were eating their dinner and then something a bit livelier – “House of the Rising Sun” followed by “Smoke on the Water” perhaps – and something quite a bit rowdier for later in the evening, like “Whiskey in the Jar”maybe, should do the trick. I was already trying to pick through my poor memory for the correct chords for some of the songs when I noticed a battered guitar case that had fallen behind the shelves. I debated just leaving it there – one of the two guitars I’d found was more than good enough for my skill level already – but I’ve never been able to temper my curiosity.  
 
    Folding myself under the stack of shelves, I was able to slide my right leg all the way under to slowly guide the case out. Covered in dust, the guitar case was made from some undefined, poorly cured animal skin which had most likely at some time been black, and one of the hinges had fallen off and been replaced with string. When I opened the lid and looked at the contents, my mouth went dry and my world seemed to freeze for a moment. 
 
    You can learn a lot just from looking at a violin. Does it have scuff marks on the back from being tossed aside carelessly? Is it in pristine condition, or does the color of the neck vary slightly where the left hand has handled it a countless number of times? Has it been regularly maintained or left to deteriorate?  
 
    There was no denying that this violin had lived a long, hard life with massive wear, but nevertheless, it was still beautiful. The old spruce soundboard could probably tell a hundred stories with dozens of scuff marks and even a single mark which looked suspiciously like the point of a dagger had been embedded into the front. The wood was heavily stained with use and it would never win a beauty competition, but the quality of the instrument still stood out. Lifting the violin and bow out of the guitar case, (which had a dark velvet interior molded to keep the violin in place and a compartment for extra strings, spare pegs and other paraphernalia) I reverently held the chinrest in place and softly let the bow flow over the strings in turn, checking whether each string was in tune, which, miraculously, they were.  
 
    At this point, I came to my senses for a second. Of course they were in tune – this is a game and there is no natural deterioration unless it’s programmed into the game. The sheer, mind-boggling realism of the instrument had just thrown me back into the real world for a bit. I checked the item description:  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Violin (Unidentified) 
    
  Though scuffed and worn, the level of workmanship that has gone into the construction of this violin is still easily spotted. The strings and pegs are of a high quality, and the instrument still has a lot of life left in it. 
    
  Workmanship: Good 
   Durability: 57/60 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huh – well, that didn’t help me much – I couldn’t see whatever magic abilities the violin had, no way of using them until the instrument had been identified and no-one to help me with the identification. It did raise my curiosity, though. I quickly looked at the descriptions of the rest of the instruments, but the best alternative was a regular Rosewood guitar whose workmanship was of average quality. Even if I hadn’t preferred a violin over a guitar, they didn’t even compare. 
 
    I quickly packed all the other instruments back on the shelves, put the violin and case into my inventory (probably my favorite part of being in a game – you just will the item into your inventory and suddenly, you don’t have to worry about carrying it – it’s there, ready to remove whenever you feel like it. If you need more slots in your inventory, you just buy bigger bags.) and walked upstairs to Gillem. “I’m ready – when would you like me to start?” 
 
    He looked me up and down – well, mainly up, but I wasn’t going to crack any small person jokes today – and said, “Took your time – but I suppose now is as good a time as any. Almost everyone in the village is here and most are busy with their dinner. You can try your luck while they eat, and if you don’t get booed off-stage, it probably means that they like your performance.” 
 
    Nodding, I moved towards the small stage. Lost in thoughts, I had forgotten all about the public’s general dislike for me and was lost in the realm of possibilities, wondering how best to approach the locals, and how to catch and retain their attention. 
 
    As a child, my instructor had insisted that I should receive a classical instruction. This meant all the classics; Bach, Mendelsohn, Tchaikovsky, Paganini and of course, the composer I’d since then chosen as my namesake in-game – Arcangelo Corelli. My parents thought that I needed an outlet, and seeing as I was a relatively intelligent, introverted and sensitive kid, they thought that the best way for me to get to know other people and become more social was to play…the violin. Parents - sometimes so clever, yet at other times utterly bereft of sense.  
 
    I played for a couple of years just to please them, but at some point, late at night, the internet led me unknowingly to a live video of a “gypsy style” duo playing with violins and cimbalom, and this video taught me a number of things about the violin. One, a person who is truly invested in playing the violin can summon a level of passion with his music in himself and his surroundings that, to me, is unparalleled. Two, playing the violin by memorizing every chord and passage in a song was not for me. Playing by letting the flow of your song, your feelings, or your group take you wherever they wanted, however, was. 
 
    I still attended my instructor a few years afterwards, and to this day, I still have a good number of the classics and even a decent number of pop songs memorized, but what stayed with me through ups and downs for all the intervening years was the ability to forget my troubles for a while and just play; to start a song with no real notion of what I was going to play and just move with the flow, letting the song evolve through my hands with no active intervention from my brain. 
 
    I climbed the stage, put the opened violin case down in front of me, took a deep breath – and gently let the music flow from my fingers. The song evolved slowly, starting as a softly flowing stream, low, warm tones hardly intruding upon the listeners at all. I let it slowly build, ever so slowly, until a few heads were turning my way. Then I let the rhythm become stronger and started playing slightly louder, letting the song slide slowly out from the background noise to gently catch the crowd’s attention. Still slow, warm, weaving tones, nothing to break people’s conversation, just enough to make a foot tap here, an elderly dwarf push his empty plate away and turn his chair my way.  
 
    A couple of minutes later, when I felt that the crowd was ready to pay attention without intruding too harshly, I let the music change mood, bubbling slowly into a happy, light celebration of life. Feeling completely energized by the airy, flowing cadence that drifted from the strings, I allowed my happiness to flow into the music, keeping the notes light and happy, almost delicate, never settling on a single rhythm for too long before moving on to another. A kid at one table was tapping happily along with the tune and his mother appeared lost in thought, hand stroking his hair with a thoughtful smile on her face.  
 
    Allowing the tempo and intensity of the song to incrementally increase, the joyful melody leaped out into the room in lively, sweeping tones. I was entirely lost to the music at this point and spared no glance for the room, simply enjoying the chance to lose myself into my passion for the first time in a long while. When I am entirely absorbed in playing, I often fail to note the passing of time, but after a while, I gradually allowed the music to grow more somber, moving gradually from the happy, flowing tones into darker, angrier passages. I coaxed the anger into fury and ever upwards, reaching a frenzied, almost feverish pitch.  
 
    After a while, the build-up had reached a pitch where I felt that I couldn’t hold it for a second longer, and I let it flow over into overwhelming sadness – long, sweeping tones, almost crying out the unfairness of it all. Over a long minute, I gradually led the sadness subside and let the music fade out from existence and my own awareness of the tavern return as I slowly looked up from the violin to the room beyond which was completely, unnaturally quiet.  
 
    Before this moment, I had not noticed that the room had filled up almost completely and that all eyes were on me. The silence lingered for a second – and then the room broke out in a thunderous, roaring applause.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Musician 
    
  Your musical skills may affect the people around you, causing people to like you better and new possibilities to surface. Every skill point in Musician will increase the impact that your music has on the audience.  
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Musician skill has increased to lvl 2 (39% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice the pop-ups to begin with, since a number of people crowded the small stage, thanking me profusely, and some even tossing coins into the violin case. However, after a couple of minutes, the hubbub had died down and I was able to thank the last of the crowd – an utterly adorable Half-Elven grandmother who kept saying that the ending was too sad – and quickly glance at the pop-ups (One extra skill level in musician already? Nice!) and approach Gillem. 
 
    Strangely, he didn’t look pleased at all. Actually, he looked somewhat… constipated, really. It didn’t exactly look like his face was used to bearing an unhappy expression, and the look did not appear natural on him at all. 
 
    I decided to avoid the worst of the embarrassment and get straight to the point. “Listen, Gillem, if you don’t like the violin, that’s ok – it’s not for everyone. I can go get a guitar, and I’ll probably be able to play some halfway decent songs for the crowd. Truth be told, I care much more about your approval than that of the crowd.” I probably laid it on a little thick, but seeing as how he owned the (so far) only access to building a better rep with the village, I really wanted to get on his good side. 
 
      
 
    That seemed to soothe his mind a little. “Do you seriously think I didn’t like your music? I haven’t heard a fiddler as talented as you since our resident bard quit playing.” He sighed and threw his hands up in frustration. “Listen, as a tavern owner, you learn to be really adaptable and get used to the weirdest stuff. Seriously, you wouldn’t believe me if I started telling you about some of the stuff that’s happened here over the past thirty-five years. That’s why I’m a man of very few principles. I don’t give credit and I keep my word – that’s it. And now, without even meaning to, you’ve made me break one of them.” 
 
    Obviously, he could see from the look on my face that I was drawing a complete blank. 
 
    “Right, you’re fresh to the village. The thing is, up until almost a year ago, we had a resident journeyman bard in the town, Greck Derzim. Talented guy, just as good at sweet talking a crowd, juggling and performing magic tricks, and the fiddle was his chosen instrument. Played like a demon, he did, and I’m quite certain he also had something of a demon inside him. He would always end the night by getting drunk - truly drunk – but it quickly worsened until some days he would be drunk even before he started playing. In the end, I had to lay him off, but instead of accepting it, he gave me his fiddle and asked me to keep it safe until he was ready to get back to work. I, of course, stowed it safely on my shelves, and, well, from all the instruments on the shelves, you had to choose his and then play well enough to make the angels weep…” He nodded at the violin in my hands and sighed. “I told you clearly, if you played well enough, you’d get to keep the instrument, and now it seems I have a choice. Either I keep my word to you and let you keep the fiddle and break my word to Greck or the other way around…hell of a pickle I’ve put myself in with my careless words. ” 
 
    Mind working furiously, I quickly considered the possibilities. I could probably demand that he fork over the violin, but I really wanted to keep my good reputation with him. Having a magical item as a level 1 character, however (even without knowing the stats) could make a hell of a difference, though. What if…”Gillem, erm…what if there’s a third alternative? The way I see it, I am definitely staying in Grant’s Crossing for a while. If you lend me the violin while I’m here, and I promise to treat it right and keep it in good repair, I promise to give it back to you when I leave the village for good. Also, a violin as good as this one deserves to be played, not just sit and gather dust on a shelf.” 
 
    His whole face lightening up, Willem seemed to consider my proposal. “Ah, I believe that would work. I do feel like I’m shortchanging you on the whole deal, though.”  
 
    I laughed and shot back, “Well, that’s easily solved. How about you throw in one extra thing – no, make that two!” He raised an eyebrow. “First, I’m entirely ignorant about everything in this part of the world, so you’ll allow me to pester you with any annoying question that comes to mind. Two, You help me identify the violin – I really want to know what abilities it has.” 
 
    He chortled and said, “I’m probably going to regret that first part, but you have yourself a deal, kiddo.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  The Show Must Begin 
    
  Gillem Drizzlefog, as well as the audience, are well satisfied with the performance you have put forth. Also, you managed to come to an acceptable agreement with Gillem concerning the violin. 
    
  Base reward: 
  You have received 750 experience points. Experience to next level: 900/1000. 
  Your reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog has increased by +1000. New reputation: 50 (neutral). 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +500. New reputation: -575 (neutral). 
    
  Reward for extraordinary performance and a deal struck with Gillem Drizzlefog: 
  Your reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog has increased by +500. New reputation: 550 (neutral). 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +250. New reputation: -325 (neutral). 
  Items received: One scroll (Identify Item). 8 silver, 6 copper. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Woot! I mentally padded myself on the back - keeping the violin for the time being, having it identified AND a bucketful of rep and cash. It looked like perhaps my luck was finally turning. 
 
    Grinning at me with barely concealed humor, Gillem quickly added, “Now, I’m going to leave you alone with a mug of ale and a shot – you’ve earned them both, but just to keep you on your toes, I have a proposal for you. Here’s the deal: the village hasn’t been the same since our bard stopped, and with all that’s happened lately, we sure could use someone to liven up the atmosphere in here. If you were to pass an evening in here every other day or so entertaining the village, I’d be willing to set you up with full board and a small room for as long as the agreement lasts. Oh, and if you keep playing like this, the tips will probably also be decent.” He winked and left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Entertainment for the Masses 
    
  Gillem Drizzlefog has asked you to entertain the people attending The Warlock’s End at least three evenings a week. The timeframe of the quest is unknown. 
    
  Reward:  
  Food and lodging at the tavern.  
  Other rewards unknown. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe my luck. This was a complete no-brainer. A chance to increase my reputation with the entire town on a regular basis which also gave me food, a place to stay and tips – I just needed to know where to sign. I pressed accept quickly and launched into one of my favorite parts of playing – checking out the loot. 
 
    First, I dug through the violin case and fished out all the tips, 8 silver and 6 copper, total. Impressive - Gillem had actually topped up the same amount that they’d given me. I might eventually come to like this old dump. Second…huh, that was strange. Somebody had tossed an old brass key into the case and used a piece of string to tie a scroll to it. The scroll had just four words, written in a shaky hand. “Tomorrow. Noon. Here. Greck.” Wait a minute – Greck, that was the old bard, wasn’t it? What the hell was that about? Ah, never mind, it looked like I’d be able to put that thought off until tomorrow, and I was just about to get to the good stuff.  
 
    I unfurled the Identify Item scroll, held the violin in my mind and started mumbling the incantation on the scroll. Shortly, a series of small lights seemed to float from the violin like fireflies, and I was left staring at my new violin: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Wellspring Violin of Charisma 
    
  Though scuffed and worn, the level of workmanship that has gone into the construction of this violin is still easily spotted. The strings and pegs are of a high quality, and the instrument still has a lot of life left in it. The violin has been enchanted to increase the wearer’s charisma and act as a mana well that the owner can fill from his own reserves, and then choose to draw from. 
    
  Workmanship: Good 
   Durability: 57/60 
  +5 Charisma when equipped.  
  Mana well. 100/100 mana 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was completely floored - this more than DOUBLED my starting mana! Sure, I probably couldn’t refill it on the fly without problems (such as my playing attracting all wildlife nearby) but still…if you were so lucky as to find a magic item within the first five levels, they were usually +1 to strength or something like that or had a wicked level requirement – this was truly amazing luck. After spending enough time congratulating myself on my most recent luck, I had to admit that there was work to do. I had spent way too much time deviating from my original plan – getting stinking drunk – it was time to get back on track! 
 
    Apparently, when you have nothing more than six points in endurance, the end result is that you get drunk pretty darn fast. What was left of the evening for me shortly resulted in tunnel vision, some pretty embarrassing conversations with a few of the townfolk, trying to learn the local version of poker (and failing), juggling glasses (very, very unsuccessfully) and flirting with even less success.  
 
    At some point, I found myself equipped with a minor case of beer goggles, trying to follow some really localized gossip from a human farmer couple, when none other than Othell seated himself across from me. 
 
    While my brain was fairly foggy, I did realize that now, where my reputation with the village was back up to neutral, I should be able to get back in his good books. Immediately, I fell over myself trying to apologize for my actions the day before. My reasoning at that point probably didn’t make a lot of sense, but he did quickly wave off my apologies. 
 
    “No need for all that, Archie. We’ve all done things we regret.” He seemed pretty sad at the thought, and I was just barely sober enough to quell my curiosity and just change the subject to something safer. 
 
      
 
    With that successfully concluded, I didn’t last a long time awake. Eventually I was escorted to my chamber by Gillem and Othell. In a desperate bid to regain a small portion of sobriety and ease the following day’s inevitable hangover, I threw open the shutters to get some air and played a couple of verses of “The Drunken Sailor” to the night forest, before I surrendered to my new bed and oblivion. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 – The Morning After 
 
      
 
    I don’t drink that often, but waking up after a serious drinking binge always starts the same way for me – with a series of questions, usually, but not always, the same questions in the same order. These questions are the following: 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “I wonder what’ll happen if I sit up – will my head hurt?” 
 
    “Am I going to throw up?” 
 
    “Am I still drunk? Feels like I’m still drunk.” 
 
    The answers to these questions that second day in World of Chains were as follows: “My room, on the floor.”, “Hell yes.”, “Close call, but no.” and “Mmmmhno. Well, maybe.” On this lovely morning where the birds were chirping right outside my window, I had to add another question, “What – the – hell – Exogenics? Why, you bastards - WHY?” Of course, once my mind cleared a bit, the answer was simple as pie. It’s not just that they love their game to be as realistic as possible – giving the player a solid hangover and a 2-hour debuff - (-25% to endurance, intelligence and charisma) it’s also one of their many ways of stimulating the economy with many normal NPCs offering a perfect yet highly expensive hangover cure. 
 
    Given access to my fortune, I’d have bought a stash already, but with things the way they were, I just had to tough it out. I dragged my sorry carcass down the stairs and ordered something to eat from the kid by the counter –Gillem’s daytime help, supposedly – and sat down to try to think and help myself get my life in order. 
 
      
 
    Reviewing my options once again, things didn’t look entirely as harsh in the morning light as they had the day before. I immediately discarded the option of ditching this character and trying out my luck IRL – I had no interest whatsoever in taking my chances with a pissed off mob boss who probably had decades of experience in locating people who really didn’t want to be found. The day before, I’d also realized that I very much liked playing for an audience, and even if my plans of making the character work in combat didn’t pan out, I probably wouldn’t mind too much staying some months in the village just playing, gambling and maybe doing some crafting quests, (very) slowly building my way back to a positive reputation with the Mayor. At that point, I’d be able to get a portal to a large city, where my build would really be able to shine. That was still plan B though – today, I’d first look around the rest of tavern and the rest of the village, then see what the old drunk of a bard wanted from me and then maybe – just maybe - try my luck with a little hack’n’slash. You never know – maybe the stats wouldn’t have that large an effect on my combat survivability. 
 
    I decided that I’d probably be less inclined to hate the world with a solid breakfast, and over a solid side of bacon and eggs, I tried to remedy my slight money problem. I sent a ticket to the in-game World of Chains admins, explaining my situation and asking whether there was any way to solve the situation from within the game, as I’d just started my vacation and didn’t want to break it off already over a small detail like this. When I’d finished the meal, my outlook on life had improved markedly, and I’d received a +2 buff to endurance which actually brought the total up above my original six points despite the debuff.  
 
    Additionally, I’d noticed the pop-ups that had seemingly been blinking to the side of my vision from the night before – pleasant surprises, really. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Lore 
    
  Through your discussions and investigations, you may learn new information about the world that surrounds you. This might come in handy in conversation or give you otherwise unavailable quest opportunities. Every skill point in Lore will increase the possibility of your utilizing the knowledge. 
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new subskill to Lore: 
    
  Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
    
  You have learned new information concerning your local surroundings, be it geography, nature, customs, monsters, persons, or much else. Every skill point to your subskill will increase the possibility of your utilizing the knowledge and will also increase the main Lore skill, albeit slowly.  
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Gambling 
    
  Winning and losing at gambling, be it at dice, cards or other games, has taught you much about tactics, looking for tells and cheaters. Every skill point in Gambling will increase your prowess when gambling. 
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Performing 
    
  Whether juggling geese, telling jokes, breathing fire or using finger puppets, performing gives you a chance to entertain a crowd, causing people to like you better and new possibilities to surface. Every skill point in Performing will increase the impact your performance has on the audience.  
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest has increased to lvl 2 (17% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Man - sometimes getting drunk was just the right life choice – what a lot of freebies! Sure, these skills weren’t worth much to begin with, but when I had found a chance to increase them, they could definitely make my life easier. Also, as an added bonus, learning more about the Local Lore also increased the general lore skill. This meant even though there was no chance in hell that I was going to stay here, talking to the locals would also increase my knowledge about the rest of the world – awesome. Stretching my aching body, I decided that it was about time I got a move on – to begin with, it was time to get to know my new workplace. I didn’t really know what I was looking for, but I’d decided that I’d best postpone walking around the city and talking to the villagers until the -25% charisma debuff had expired. Luckily, I’d woken up pretty early and should have plenty of time before noon and my mystery rendezvous with Greck.  
 
    There really wasn’t much to the tavern that I hadn’t noticed the day before – a door next to the bar connected to a semi-large kitchen which was empty at that moment – apparently the kid tending the bar also took care of that during the morning shift. My room was the smallest of five rooms on the second floor but still both cozy and squeaky clean and there really wasn’t anything happening around 6.30 A.M. on a Friday. I didn’t see any reason to start snooping around in the cellar – they’d probably just get the wrong idea – but my memory suddenly did dredge up one small but interesting detail from the day earlier, and my curiosity forced me outside the tavern to peer at the engravings that seemed to tell the story of the tavern. 
 
    The engravings were divided into two sides on either side of the door – one side portraying a cloaked, tall figure beside a tall tower on a hill – the warlock? – while the other side portrayed a short, beautiful, clearly Gnomish woman standing in front of what was clearly the tavern. From here, you could see the story evolving from the left to the right side. 
 
    One carving showed the warlock spotting the woman, clearly entranced, while the woman remained oblivious.  
 
    The next carvings showed the warlock courting the woman with flowers, gifts, and well…showing off with magic, probably – it was hard to tell from the carvings – and the woman rejecting him every time. Then the warlock spotted the woman with a man, and –huh – seemingly lost his shit and threw a magical salvo at the two lovers, killing both. The warlock cried over the grave, and later, a bunch of villagers came at him, pitchforks and all, and burned down his tower with him inside, with the tower collapsing on his head. Wow – a bit more Grimm Fairy Tales than Disney. 
 
    Curious and with a bit of time to kill, I chatted up the kid tending the bar. It didn’t take long, some fifteen minutes later, I’d learned that the kid was called Jebediah Drizzlefog (Jeb for short) – Gillem’s son and a real chatterbox to boot – I’d received a smattering of different information on the people in the village along with a +60% increase to my “Local Lore” skill. Putting aside the lore for a bit, I leaned on the counter and asked, “So, I couldn’t help but notice the engravings on the front door. Is there a true story behind that?” 
 
    His visage soured visibly, and he looked me directly in the eyes and asked, “What’s it to you, mister? You a historian of some sorts?”  
 
    A pop-up surprised the hell out of me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a choice for your Gathering profession: 
    
  Chronicler 
    
  Where other types of gatherers gather physical material, a chronicler gathers knowledge. Dungeons, taverns, hidden graves – places all over the continent of Aeion – hold hidden tidbits of knowledge that can grant you gold, items or lore. The higher your proficiency as Chronicler, the larger secrets and rewards are available. 
  Warning: Your choice of Gathering profession is permanent. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Knowing that Jebediah was waiting for an answer, I disregarded all common sense that I should think a permanent choice such as this through, clicked “accept” and immediately told him, quite truthfully, “Yes, actually, I’m a Chronicler, and stories such as these interest me very much.” 
 
    His eyes widened slightly – he obviously hadn’t expected that, and he seemed to consider whether to just dismiss me or not. “Look, mister. We don’t talk about it much – da don’t talk about it at all, though it took place more’n twenty years ago – but ya, it’s true. The lady on the engravings was my grandma, and after that bastard killed her and grandda, he gave da a lot of money and this here bar desk to apologize for what happened – as if that brought things to rights.” He smirked – a weirdly adult facial expression on a child at his age – and continued, “He got what was coming to him, though. Grant Callahan made sure o’ that and talked all them cowards into paying him back.” 
 
    I thanked him and took a pause to think – and admire the bar desk again. The flickering of the lights on the bar front were not as distracting in the morning light, and I realized that yesterday, I had failed to see the most impressive part of the bar – the bar desk itself was a 3-dimensional portrayal of the village, as it was 20-some years ago, assumedly, covered by some transparent material which allowed you to see all the small details. The flickering lights “only” portrayed the night sky, along with traveling clouds traversing the surface.  
 
    Sure, as a map, it probably wasn’t worth a lot today, but judging from the small chance I’d had to peruse the local attractions yesterday, it seemed that not much had changed from back then. A few more houses had been added, the palisade had not existed back then, and of course, there was a four-story tower on the hill I’d been climbing the day before which had been reduced to rubble – not much doubt as to where the warlock had lived. The details were incredible, though – definitely mage-made – I couldn’t imagine any craftsman being able to obtain this kind of detail. Looking at the tower, I could almost see the different stories, and…wait a moment.  
 
    “Jeb – do you have some sort of magnifying glass I could borrow for a second?” I asked him. Without saying anything, he reached behind the bar and returned with a small handle-less magnifying glass – I was assuredly not the first person to want to indulge my curiosity concerning the landscape. Looking close at the layout of the tower and its base, I tried to pump Jeb for a little more information, “Jeb, the engravings outside show the warlock’s tower burning with him on the inside and then collapsing. Would you happen to know exactly how that took place? I mean, I couldn’t imagine a black-hearted warlock like that just accepting being burned.” 
 
     He cleared his throat. “Sure mister, I know the stories better’n most, I reckon. Old Autoria – the Mayor, y’know, went along and made sure his spells couldn’t help ‘im anything, and then they built a huge fire, and that took care of that. If you want the story done official-like, you’d better talk to old Chertog – he’s about the bookiest person around.” 
 
    That would probably do it, I thought – a skillful summoner with her pockets filled with counterspells to keep any magic shenanigans away and an angry mob with torches and pitchforks for the rest. I thanked Jeb and went back to my investigations. The only thing that explanation didn’t exactly cover was why on earth the warlock wouldn’t just wait until the burning had died down and then disappear through the back entrance down by the river, which I could barely discern through the magnifying glass. Curiouser and curiouser, I thought – and was interrupted by another pop-up obscuring my vision. Man, that was getting annoying – I’d better do something about my settings in order to avoid that some annoying skill gain pop-up wouldn’t get me inadvertently killed in mid-combat. Fiddling about with the settings a bit, I changed them, making any pop-ups in-combat appear only as a small blinking icon at the periphery of my vision.  
 
    Finished with that, I spent a second cursing the lack of written guides to World of Chains – sure, it was more realistic like this – there were no quest guides in the real world either, but there sure as hell were a LOT of things you only knew from trial and error or spending time immersed inside the game. I had already known that you had the option to choose two professions. First, you had your gathering profession which helped you gather materials for crafting - Skinning for leatherworking, Forester for wood, Herbalist for herbs and Miner for rocks, jewels and metals. Second were the “real” crafting professions which allowed you to create all sorts of things from skill necklaces to full plate armor. Up until this moment, I’d thought that I had a pretty decent overview of the professions, but this Chronicler profession was completely new to me – maybe it was a recent update or maybe it was just well hidden for the investigative types to find. 
 
    Oh, and this just suddenly came to me afterwards: if the Chronicler profession concerned hidden tidbits of lore, this meant that there was definitely more to this story than what Jeb had told me – which brought my attention back to the small, blinking icon.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Digging for Old Bones (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have discovered that there might be more to the tragic story for which the tavern The Warlock’s End is named. Figure out what happened on the fateful night when Cassandra Drizzlefog was slain. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hahaaaah – Accept – no doubt whatsoever! If this was any indication of what the Chronicler class could bring with it, I would probably not come to regret my hasty choice. Especially due to how much time I was (still) planning to spend in a tavern – the odds were much better of me unearthing interesting tidbits in an overheard conversation or plausible truths in drunken story-telling than of me wanting to spend my time arse-up in the forest picking mushrooms. 
 
    Checking out the debuff icon, I could tell that the timer had just about run down to zero, and I went outside to depart on my grand tour of the village. The timer said 9.12 AM, and I decided to be back in good time for noon – wouldn’t want to start off on the wrong foot with the old bard, alcoholized though he might be.  
 
    Long story short, I spent the next two hours and a bit walking around the village, talking with anybody who looked like they might be willing to spend a couple of minutes chatting with a stranger – not pressing them for all the small details or anything, just trying to get a feeling for the village and its history, inhabitants and possibilities – oh, and unfailingly, asking them whether they needed help with something – there’s nothing wrong with fishing for quests. Coming back from my walk and trying to sort all the information, I was thrilled that I’d had the time to get to know the village better. 
 
    Of course, I’d gotten a better view of the city, and, to my surprise, I’d discovered even though the village was tiny, all the essentials were here. They had trainers for what seemed like every available class and any profession I could possibly be interested in. There were a number I hadn’t encountered, but they were probably out there, in or around the village. Also, the village wasn’t exactly brimming with stores, taverns or the like – but any beginner’s needs could be met. The buildings on the town “square” already took care of most needs; a merchant house to buy whatever you needed, the Temple to get your spiritual business in order, the Mayor’s for the legalities and The Warlock’s End to relax.  
 
      
 
    At a first-eye glance upon arrival, it had seemed that the rest of Grant’s Crossing was populated by shacks and hovels, but honestly, it turns out they were generally placed in the southwest part of town, next to the cemetery. The northwest part housed a sort of barracks/mercenary hangout spot mixed in with more normal housing. The northeast part was dominated by first the second largest building in the village – the merchant house – and behind that, continuing several meters out into the waters of the Jagged Rush (the large river bordering the village on the entire east side) was the Harbormaster’s house and boathouse. The southeastern part, behind the temple, was generally dominated by the craftsmen of the village – a smithy, woodworker, fisherman and others. 
 
    In the middle of my stroll around the village, I received a pop-up – the answer to my ticket. With bated breath I read the response from the admins, 
 
    “Dear Mr. Hawthorne. We understand your situation, and are willing to help you as far as we possibly can. Please understand that we cannot overrule the KYC (Know Your Customer) or AML (Anti Money Laundering) regulations of another company, just as we cannot rescind on our own policies. For a surcharge, we would be willing to contact your bank and ask for any alternatives that would not require you to put your vacation on hold. If you are interested, please reply to this mail, and we will forward your request to a local representative. 
 
    Pffft. Disappointed, I let out my breath and scratched the back of my head. Banks were banks everywhere – like hell they’d let me get away without turning in the necessary paperwork, no matter how good an excuse I had. Maybe I should contact Jens at the counter, and see if he were amenable to helping me out? I’d have to mull it over a bit. 
 
    Elsewhere, my walk had been more beneficial to me. Apart from a lot of knowledge – oh, and another increase to my Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest skill – I’d been offered three quests in total, which I’d all gratefully accepted. Two of the quests seemed like pretty generic quests – investigating a disturbance in the cemetery and killing off a couple of feral cats nearby who were getting overly aggressive - but there was nothing unusual about this at all. The quests you receive at neutral reputation tend to be more “grindy” and not as interesting – but luckily, I’d hit “liked” reputation soon with Gillem soon and with the city within a reasonable amount of time afterwards, and at that point, it’d probably be worth it to ask around again for further quests. 
 
    At the moment, though, I decided to get started on the third quest, which looked perfect for someone well-equipped for small talk: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a new quest: 
    
  What’s this Feeling? 
    
  The local priest, Mallard Bullhop, suffers from nightmares and premonitions. This infuses him with a vague feeling of dread which he believes is tied to some local threat or enemy. Investigate further among the inhabitants of Grant’s Crossing and discover whether there is something to his fears. 
    
  Reward:  
  5 silver 
  300 experience points 
  500 reputation with Mallard Bullhop 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I was standing in the middle of one of the numerous paths in the village, wondering just whom to approach first, when providence solved everything for me, in the form of a whistling Othell who was walking towards the town gates. I called out, trotting over to him. 
 
    “Hey Othell,” I said, slightly out of breath from the short run. I seriously needed some more endurance. “just the ratling I was looking for – Do you have a minute?” 
 
    He practically shone with pleasure at a chance to chat, “Oh. I’m not in hurry or anything. Just need to go into the woods and do a few repairs to a lookout post I’ve got ... it’ll keep. What would you like to know?” 
 
     “I guess – everything?” I said with a weak laugh. “I was just touring the village, learning as much as I can about the folks and history hereabouts. I figure since I’m staying here for the time being, I’d like to get to know you all. I’ve heard all sorts of interesting stuff already, but I still don’t know why anybody would build a village in the middle of a huge forest?” 
 
    Othell barked a laugh, “Oh, that’s an easy one. You’ve seen the Jagged Rush, right? Pretty hard to miss, really.” 
 
      
 
    I indicated that no, I had not missed spotting the fast-flowing wide river filled with sharp rocks a hundred meters away. Hell, we could hear the constant murmur of the river from where we were standing. 
 
    “Basically, this is as quiet, narrow and calm as the river gets on its long journey from the south to the north side of the Dawnlight Forest – while she does provide us with food, the Rush is an icy, treacherous bitch. Back when the village was founded, the passage from one side of the Dawnlight Forest to the other was even worse than it was today – no patrols, more monsters and when you had to cross the river, you’d have to force your own passage. The founders – our Original Four – who, in case you didn’t know, were the Harbormaster Grant Callahan, Autoria, our priest Mallard Bullhop and the old innkeeper, Cassandra Dizzlefog, Liayenne guard her soul. Anyway, the Original Four had chanced upon this crossing, which proved relatively easy to navigate. Shortly thereafter, they realized the possibilities in establishing a safe crossing which could also provide shelter, commerce and a bit of lawfulness. The rest, as they say, is history, and the village has been growing slowly ever since. I myself arrived with a caravan about six years ago, and after a good chat with Autoria, I decided to stay.”  
 
    I nodded in time to his explanation – it seemed like a smart move from the founders. Being able to profit from all trade that moved east to west and west to east did sound like a guaranteed way to get rich. There was just the one thing, “Sounds ingenious of the four. It’s a wonder the village hasn’t grown any larger, really. Has trade been bad?” 
 
    Othell just shrugged. “Trade’s good – it’s just the rest. Lots of animals and monsters, patrols are few and far between and the road isn’t getting any safer. Some choose to take the long way around the forest even though it’s at least three times the distance.” 
 
    I pondered this over for a minute, before thinking aloud, “Could this be what Mallard was hinting to? Is the village threatened?” Of course, after that comment, I had to explain myself. 
 
    After hearing of the priest’s request, he just chuckled. “Relax Archie – things aren’t all that bad. I don’t know why Mallard’s got his panties in a twist. Sure, belts have tightened a bit the past couple of years, but there’s nothing here that can threaten the village itself.” 
 
    While I wanted to question Othell more on the subject, I could see we were approaching the set time for the rendezvous with Greck, and I thanked him and took off. It was time to go back to The Warlock’s End and spend some time with a drunk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 – Off to a Good Start 
 
      
 
    Back in the tavern, I’d spent a short while trying to improve on the looks of my tattered clothing (and failing – horribly) before having a short but pleasant, solitary lunch. Now, I was wondering whether Greck would even show up or not – he was already a quarter of an hour late. Given his less than stellar reputation, I wouldn’t have been entirely surprised if he showed up an hour late or not at all. I decided that I might as well spend my time wisely and asked Jeb if they needed some help around the place, received the repeatable quest “No idle hands in this place” again, and was asked to clean the candle holders and chandeliers all over the main tavern room. I got to work and just made sure to keep an eye on the door. Moving methodically around the room, I’d finished with the candles along three of the walls and moved to the fourth when I noticed a pile of dirty rags stashed at one end of the long bench that was placed alongside the wall. Grimacing with disgust at the smell – even in a frigging game, some pricks would be unconscionable enough to just leave their dirty garbage in the tavern for others to clean up - I started to pick up the pile, when, out of nowhere, it moved. I froze, and suddenly, a monster appeared from the middle of the pile with a growl. A small and scaled reptilian head with a long snout appeared, blinking, its mouth gaping wide and showing off several rows of small, sharp teeth. 
 
    I stumbled backwards, grasping for my short sword, when the creature rose halfway from the bench and spoke, “What? ‘s noon already?” My brain was apparently unable to function at this point, my ass hit the floor and I could do nothing but stare uncomprehendingly while the monster continued to ignore me, holding its head in both hands and mumbling. He then yelled, “Kid - g’me some ale!” Jeb, who apparently knew the creature, dumped a tankard on the bench with a sour look and left again.  
 
    At this point, my brains decided to rejoin the party. They allied themselves with my feet, and once I had succeeded in getting back to my feet, they were jointly able to convince my gaping mouth to work once again. I cleared my throat loudly. “Greck Derzim? I got this note and, well, I’ve been looking out for you, but didn’t see you until now and…erm, you wanted to meet?” 
 
    Greck stood, evidently thought better of it, sat down again and drained his tankard in one long go. While he did this, I got a better look at him, and sitting, he was clearly no monster – or at least a humanoid monster. While he definitely seemed a sorry person at the moment and was only about 1.20 meters in height, he was still an impressive sight, looking exactly how I’d imagine a cross between a dragon and a small human. His body was greenish-brown, his snout elongated and his head topped by a backwards-flowing ridge of spiked protrusions running from his forehead and down his back and seemingly continuing all the way until the end of his long, prehensile tail which, at the moment, seemed to help him keep his balance on the bench. His hands and feet were more claws than digits but would definitely allow for handling tools. His stench was hard to describe – somewhere between cheap drink, vomit and wet dog – but his facial expression was easily described - the universal “Oh my God, what did I drink last night?”-expression.  
 
    After downing the ale, he seemed to slowly come to his senses, and he peered up at me and softly grumbled, “Y’still here? Good. Gemme ‘nother ale, ‘n we’ll talk.” I wasn’t entirely sure whether his accent was because he was a kobold, still drunk or because Common wasn’t his first language, but he was pretty hard to follow. A minute later, I returned from the bar, pushed two tankards in front of Greck and took a pull of my own ale. His eyes flashed in satisfaction, and he took another long pull of the first tankard before he started speaking. “So, y’want to be a bard, right?” 
 
    I frowned and responded, “What do you mean? I am a bard.”  
 
    He snorted. “Piss off, kid. Bards got spells. Flash. Skills. You got that? Nah – y’know how to play the violin – ain’t no bard though. Ain’t gonna repeat m’self again. Y’want to be a bard?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Bard Class Trial: Entering the World of Song 
    
  Greck Derzim has graciously offered to introduce you to the world of bards. Make it through the test in order to advance as a bard.  
    
  Reward:  
  Variable – depends on the success. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Accept! “Yes, of course I would love to learn more about being a bard. What should I do?”  
 
    He grinned – quite an intimidating display with the number of teeth he was showing – and his breath which was downright horrible. “Just follow – ‘n try not to disappoint. Y’need anything ‘fore we leave? No? Good.” 
 
    I followed Greck’s lead and walked silently alongside him as he left the tavern and crossed the town square to the Mayor’s house – and watched slackjawed as he told the confused gnome, “ ’Nother one for the grinder. Get with the portal already woman – got work to do t’day!” To my great surprise, she actually did as he said without any reaction – except for her mumbling under her breath the whole time – and of course, she stared at me like it was my fault that he was a rude bastard. A minute and a half later, I followed Greck without any incidents through a yellowish, shimmering portal and found myself situated (slightly nauseated but otherwise okay) in the middle of a dimly lit brick tunnel which I could only surmise was somewhere underground. Looking around, I could spot the end of the tunnel behind me – looked like the tunnel had collapsed, quite thoroughly – Greck right next to me and, a fact my nerves found quite soothing, the return portal right there.  
 
    A pop-up appeared, stating,  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Important: For the duration of the class quest, your respawn location has been automatically reset to your current location. All experience gained will be awarded upon completion of the quest 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huh – that meant that whatever I was about to bump into might be lethal, and also, they didn’t want me to gain a level half-way and find the dungeon too easy. 
 
    Without any ceremony, Greck dumped two scrolls on the ground next to me. “Oughta make ya a mite less…useless. Now, git. Try not ta bore’m to sleep, y’hear.” 
 
    Confused, I picked up the scroll and asked, “So, I do whatever it is I need to do to complete the trial and return to you here?”  
 
    He grinned – a quite disconcerting view, showing off his feral-looking rack of teeth and barked a laugh. “Naw. Y’make it outside or ya don’t make it at all.” And with this final remark, he stepped through the portal which shimmered out of existence along with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 – Delving Those Dungeons 
 
      
 
    Gods-friggin-damnit. Standing shell-shocked and slack-jawed in a corridor underground gods-know-where, I had no clue why on earth I’d chosen to trust that drunken little piece of garbage. What a mess. Now, whatever happened, I’d respawn right back in this corridor with no way out, and I hadn’t even had any chance to buy some decent arms and equipment that might do something to mitigate the impact my horrible stats had on my fighting efficiency. I spat for luck, hoping that somehow, I’d be able to make it out without having to engage in combat – and that whatever Greck left me was at least marginally useful. I quickly picked up the two scrolls and started skimming through the contents. Heart rate increasing, my frown momentarily changed into a satisfied smile, and I rapidly read through both scrolls and enjoyed the three pop-ups that appeared seconds later. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Sonic Missile 
    
  You release a missile born from Sonic Waves that travels in a straight path at what you are aiming for. Every skill point in Sonic Missile will increase the potential chance of deafening the enemy. 
    
  Properties: 
  1-10 sonic damage 
  3.0% Chance to deafen target 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast time: 1.0 seconds 
  Cooldown: 4.0 seconds 
  Mana cost: 10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell class: 
    
  Sonic Spells 
    
  Focusing mostly on producing sound and waves of sonic energy, Sonic Spells tend to focus on damage or impairing or affecting the target(s). Every skill point in Sonic Spells will increase the damage or efficiency of Sonic Spells. 
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Sonic Wave 
    
  You release a wave of sonic energy that starts at your hands and travels in an ever-widening cone in the direction you choose. Every skill point in Sonic Wave will increase the potential chance of deafening the enemy. 
    
  Properties: 
  1-10 sonic damage 
  3.0% Chance to deafen target 
  Range: 15 meters 
  Effect width: 90 degrees 
  Cast time: 1.0 seconds 
  Cooldown: 6.0 seconds 
  Mana cost: 10 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, I had received something that would actually enable me to cause some real damage. Since both spells were based on charisma, the damage increased proportionally, and they would already be able to cause decent damage for a level 1 spell. Now, if I could only get out of here and find somewhere to level the spells, I might even be able to get spells that I could kill weak mobs with before they were unable to reach me and take advantage of my horrible endurance stat. 
 
    I realized that I hadn’t taken a single look at my character sheet after creating my character. It looked like this: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arcangelo  
 
    Race: Half-elf 
 
    Class: Bard, Level 1 – experience towards next level: 900/1000 
 
    Crafting Class: None 
 
    Gathering Class: Chronicler, Novice 
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 60/60 
 
    Mana: 80/80(+100) 
 
    Stamina: 60/60 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Perception: 15 
 
    Endurance: 6 
 
    Charisma: 25 (+5) 
 
    Intelligence: 8 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Luck: 13 
 
      
 
      Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gambling 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  High Tide 
  
      	  Max 
  
      	    
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Musician 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Performing 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sonic Spells 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Sonic Missile 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      
 
     
   
 
   
  
 




	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Sonic Wave 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Fair Visage: Being blessed with the best from both parents, half-elves gain +1 Charisma for each level gained. 
 
      
 
    Low-light Vision: A half-elf can see twice as far as a human in poor illumination. He retains the ability to distinguish color and detail under these conditions. 
 
      
 
    Pariah to Elves: In general, Elves disregard half-elves as both a disgrace and an example as to the dishonor of the parent elf. Half-elves start with a “Disliked” reputation to all Elven factions, and earns -10% reputation gain with Elves. 
 
      
 
    Universally Welcome: A bard is always welcomed, almost regardless of where he goes. Everybody knows that a bard entering the room will soon result in cheerful music, good conversation, laughter and enjoyment. The Bard’s initial reputation with any faction that would otherwise start at disliked or neutral is automatically increased to the next level. Reputations below disliked and above neutral are not affected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      Reputation: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Subject: 
  
      	  Current Reputation 
  
      	  Rank 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Grant’s Crossing 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  -        General reputation 
  
      	  -325 
  
      	  Neutral 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Key persons: 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Autoria Dernfuddle 
 
       
  
      	  -3400 
  
      	  Despised 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Gillem Drizzlefog 
 
       
  
      	  550 
  
      	  Neutral 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I did find the character sheet to be entirely too wall-of-text-ish and decided to remove the traits and reputation chart from the overview to make it less cluttered from here on. The content however, I found to be not too shabby for a level 1 character. Now, I could only hope that I would be able to make it out of here and see what my stats could evolve into at a higher level, and with this positive thought in mind, I decided to get a move on and see what I was up against. I decided against trying to sneak – mostly because my agility is low enough that I shouldn’t even bother. I did give myself a mental reminder to take it slow and investigate everything as much as possible – for all I knew; the place was packed with spike traps or whatever that sottish lizard had come up with.  
 
    On a more positive vibe, I might find some hidden treasures, hints or maybe even something useful for my Chronicler profession if I paid attention. That being said, the first ten minutes went by without any incident whatsoever. The tunnel was definitely old and in obvious disrepair but seemed to be safe from further collapse for the time being. Also, enough dust had gathered that I could tell that it’d been a good long while since the last time someone had passed this way.  
 
    Some time passed by, and I was starting to get bored when I discovered the first trap – with my face. The “click” from when I stepped on the pressure plate should’ve been warning enough, but I actually froze in place, waiting patiently for the spiked board to drop down from the ceiling right into my shoulder, chest and cheek. I stumbled back, cursing from the pain and shock and the prompt told me that:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been hit. You receive 52 damage (type: piercing) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Son of a bitch, that hurt! Goddamned sadistic twists – give me a BREAK already. I stumbled around for a bit, clutching my face and moaning.  
 
    When I’d recovered a bit, unfortunately, I had to admit to myself how much of a rookie mistake this had been – relaxing after just a couple of minutes. I was lucky that it hadn’t hit spot on or it might’ve one-shot me. It was bad enough as it was, really – any damage right now would kill me on the spot. After this incident, I was extremely careful. Just a minute later, my diligence paid off, and I was able to discern a nasty bear trap hidden in a mound of dirt whose rusty iron jaws would definitely have killed me and would probably have removed the better part of my lower leg in the process. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Spot 
    
  This skill helps you to better spot what is hidden from plain sight – be it compartments, items or traps. Every skill point in Spot will increase your chance of spotting what lies hidden to the naked eye.  
    
  Stat: Perception 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Great. Now, if I could only level this skill a bit, it might save me quite a bit of horrible pain in the future. Sure, pain in World of Chains was nothing near as debilitating as in real life, but a spike to the cheek was nevertheless quite an unpleasant feeling even if the pain was toned down – it probably compared to having a tattoo made, but then again, what did I know? It wasn’t like I knew much about pain in the real world… 
 
    I decided not to try to dismantle the trap – with my agility, I’d probably just set it off inadvertently – and continued carefully along the tunnel. At this point, I sent a kind thought to Exogenics. They rarely diverted from their policy of high realism within the game, but thankfully, they had made an exception with this beginner’s level quest. Usually, in underground areas, you would need to bring some light source of your own, which would usually only last for a limited time, and allow you to be spotted from miles away by any monster with a hunger for your blood. Down here, however, the walls had small, slightly luminescent crystals imbedded within them every thirty feet or so. The light was still very dim, but with my Half-Elven eyes I was able to navigate quite easily. I shuddered at the thought of having to stumble blind through a trap-filled corridor and patted my own back, congratulating myself for my choice of race. 
 
    Over the next ten minutes, I’d successfully navigated three other traps and my Spot skill had risen to level 2 when, finally, I arrived to a large room that promised a change of pace. I could see the entrance to the room from afar and could clearly see that the room beyond was well lit. The entrance was framed by two columns with carved vines and grapes, and above the lintel, I could see some text carved above the entrance. Great – this was most likely a hint of how to beat the test and survive. World of Chains often rewarded the diligent and those who paid attention. I crept closer, making sure that no-one could see me from the room beyond and peeked up at the writing. “Rest in peace”, the gothic letters stated. Oh wow – thank you ever so kindly – I really needed that confidence boost. 
 
    Reaching the entrance, I peeked inside and saw a smallish room made in the same crumbling bricks as the tunnel. Sparsely decorated, the room only held a table, a chair…and an occupant. Lounging lazily, feet thrown up on the table, was my own personal tormentor, Greck. I walked confidently into the room, ready to tell him quite a few unpleasant truths about his ancestry – except, halfway into the room, I realized that it wasn’t Greck. His clothes, while dirty, were more reminiscent of armor than the burlap sack that Greck wore. Also, his scales were bluish in color and – what really tipped me off – unlike Greck, he carried a spear. The spear, while it looked to be in a state of disrepair and of bad quality, quickly started to occupy quite a bit of my attention as it slowly started pointing in my direction. The lizard’s name tag said “Kobold guard” and was yellow, indicating that he was the same level as me.  
 
    I instantly stopped and tried to reason with the fellow – after all, Greck didn’t seem that bad of a sort, now did he? Stiffly, I tried to affix a smile on my face and introduced myself, “Good day. My name is Arcangelo. I seem to find myself quite lost down here – maybe you can help me find the exit?” Walking swiftly towards me, he bared his teeth in a smile – really excellent teeth, those - and nodded his head in response. Coming even closer, he smirked, pointing back where I came from. Confused, I turned my head just a touch– and screamed as his spearhead slid in between my ribs, killing me instantly.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been hit. You receive 38 damage (type: piercing) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     My vision slowly faded to black and the pain guided me down to the floor where I collapsed, all thoughts fleeing from my scrambled mind. Slowly, my view floated above my dead body, and the world turned grey. I could only watch as the kobold stood over my dead body, grinning widely and spinning his spear around his head. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. 
    
  You can either wait for resurrection or respawn at your respawn point. Warning – respawning can result in negative effects to your items and stats or loss of items.  
    
  Wait/respawn? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    No other possibilities here - I chose “respawn.” 
 
      
 
    An instant later, I came to in the middle of the tunnel right where the portal had deposited me, and instantly thumbed through my inventory and character sheet, trying to assess how bad the damage was. Dying in World of Chains was always bad news, but the damage differed. You always received a hit to the durability of the items you had equipped – check, between 1 and 3 durability damage to all items. Four or five additional deaths and I’d be running around half-naked. Also, a death would cost you a random experience and skill loss to the point where you could actually lose a level or skill level. Luckily, I’d been spared from that this time around – and I couldn’t care less whether it was because I was still level 1 or because it was a class quest. The real kicker, though, was that you always risked leaving one of your items back with your corpse. This meant that sometimes you could see goblins run around in plate armor, wolves chewing bracelet-endowed arm bones and…gods-fucking-damnit…a kobold running around with all my money. With my Rogue, I’d adopted the healthy habit of leaving everything at home that wasn’t absolutely necessary for a given outing, including money. Odds were that I’d be able to remember it in the future if I survived this little field trip. 
 
    Oh, and just to remind me how nice my little “chat” with the kobold had gone over, the system had rewarded me with a little pop-up:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Diplomacy 
    
  Not all situations need to be resolved with violence. Sometimes situations can be altered by talking it out. Every skill point in Diplomacy will increase the chance of affecting the conversation in the direction that you desire.  
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but think that some Exogenics nerd was looking at me on the screen, snickering to himself.  
 
    At this point, however, diplomacy was OFF the table for the kobold – that little critter was going down. I decided to test out the new spell I’d received before using it to end the kobold’s pitiful life. I turned towards the collapsed end of the tunnel, hefted the violin, focused on a particular pile of rubble and activated Sonic Missile. 
 
    I felt, rather than heard, the spell escaping from the violin and could see the air distorting in front of me, creating a tightly focused wave effect which exploded from the violin and moved at an impressive speed directly to the pile of rubble I had targeted. It exploded with a satisfying “thwack”. The effect on the pile of rubble was barely noticeable, but perusing my combat log for a second, my lips curled upward in satisfaction with the result. “You have cast Sonic Missile. Damage done to pile of stones: 26.” At least my huge charisma score was good for something – my spell damage was way beyond the 1-10 basis damage of the spell. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for my weapon damage – if anything, my measly strength and agility scores would deduct a bit from the standard damage of my dagger and shortbow.  
 
    I decided that there was no reason even to equip my weapons – at least the charisma bonus from equipping the violin would increase my spell damage. I also cast Sonic Wave, trying to figure out how it worked. The visual effect was not entirely dissimilar except the spell traveled a bit slower and caused a very wide wave effect to appear and grow wider along its length as opposed to the tightly focused wave from Sonic Missile. Additionally, instead of only causing damage to the target, it damaged everything in its path. Clearly, Sonic Wave could be very effective in tiny tunnels such as this one but would probably not be as effective in open environments where my enemies had ample opportunities to dodge the effect. 
 
    I hurried down the tunnel, taking only the time necessary to disable pop-ups concerning damage – I really had no problem telling when I’d been hit. I avoided the traps and spent a short moment in front of the room entrance, mentally preparing myself and lifting two middle fingers to the taunting “Rest in peace” sign before I entered to face my tiny reptilian adversary again. This time, the kobold guard was prepared, facing me with his spear ready and rushing to meet me the moment he spotted me. Nonetheless, I was faster and after a short cast time, I released my Sonic Wave straight at him. The wave traveled along the corridor, and met him square on. I could see his health bar going down by about 30% - he wavered on his feet but continued on, increasing his pace. I yelled once again, releasing a Sonic Missile straight into his chest. Now, his health was down to about 45% and I could see his ears bleeding – looked like he had been deafened. Disregarding his injuries, he was still running furiously trying to close with me, and I scrambled backward, trying to gain some distance until my spells had cooled down.  
 
    That didn’t sit right with our furious lizard who emitted a loud cry and jumped straight at me, spear in one hand in front of himself, extending his reach. Even though I’d made as much haste as humanly possible, his spear still hit the meat of my lower leg, removing over a third of my health in one strike. I cried out in pain and grabbed at the wall to keep on my feet. Luckily, at this point my spell had cooled down, and I released a Sonic Missile straight into his ugly face, leaving him with just about 10% health. In retaliation, his tail slithered around my ankle, keeping me from moving away, while he struck again with the spear, piercing my other leg, promptly carving off another healthy slice of my health. He let the spear stay in the leg and started pummeling me with his closed fists, dealing rapid non-lethal damage. 
 
    Panicking, I finally saw the cool-down for Sonic Wave reach zero and tried to cast it right in the kobold’s ugly face, expecting to see his well-deserved death. Instead, my spell fizzled and died in my hands as I was unable to keep my concentration under the furious pummeling I was taking from the lizard’s tiny fists. Feverishly, I tried a recast, but the guard’s fists continued to disrupt my spell and seconds later, my vision turned gray and once again, I could look down upon my dormant body and the kobold taking out his frustrations on me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have fallen unconscious.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     The kobold guard’s fist were slowing down, and I just had the tiniest glimmer of hope that I might still survive, when he lowered his face to my neck and bit into my neck. The now familiar pop-up appeared:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died. 
    
  You can either wait for resurrection or respawn at your respawn point. Warning – respawning can result in negative effects to your items and stats or loss of items.  
    
  Wait/respawn? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Respawn. Geez.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Concentration 
    
  Concentration helps you ignore distractions and even pain at will in order to complete what you are working on. Every skill point in Concentration will increase the likelihood that you are not interrupted.  
    
  Stat: Endurance 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Gah, yeah – fat lot of good that did me. Furious with the difficulty of it all and my myriad of bad decisions, I was entirely unsure what to do now – and to add insult to injury, I could see that my shoes had stayed with my corpse. A short while later, I parked my sorry ass right outside the chamber of the kobold guard and tried to come up with a better strategy. Of course, I could try again and again – if I hit a critical hit with one of my spells, I was pretty sure to take him down.  
 
    Unfortunately, dying a couple of times more would leave me entirely naked and possibly without my violin as well – and I didn’t think much of my chances without the damage boost I received from the instrument. For sure, I had received an increase to my Unarmored Dodge skill, but it’d have to increase just a tiny bit faster to be any help. Also, this was the very first mob – what were the odds that a class quest involved only one single enemy? Something just felt wrong about the entire quest – sure, Exogenics didn’t cuddle you, but I’d never heard about a class quest where you were left without any chance of success or any guidance whatsoever. I glanced up at the sign again, cursing Exogenics once again. “Rest in peace”, my ass. More like “rest in pieces” in my….wait a moment. What was it that Greck had said before leaving me stranded? “Try not to bore them to sleep” or something like that. Could it really be this simple? Well, it wasn’t as if I had much to lose at this point. I slowly stood up, cocked the violin and bow, entered the guard’s room and started playing. 
 
    It was a simple tune, but one I could play dead drunk and blindfolded – a tune that had followed me since my parents had played it for me during own childhood. The “Wiegenlied” (cradle song) by Brahms. Involuntarily, even while playing, my body tensed in anticipation of the guard’s attack – but miraculously, nothing happened. He just stared straight through me, clearly without seeing anything and with his entire being focused on my playing. I had started playing lightly but quickly built up the intensity, insistently lowering the guard’s defense and inside my mind the entire time was I was singing the mantra of parents everywhere – “Go to sleep. Go to sleep. Go to sleep already, you little bastard!” 
 
    When he slowly lowered his body to the ground and closed his eyes, I was so high-strung with emotion that I could cry, and when I received the pop-up,  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Sleep 
    
  The single humanoid target goes into a magical slumber. Slapping or dealing damage to the target awakens the target – noise does not. 
    
  Properties: 
  Range: 20 meters 
  Cast time: 3.0 seconds 
  Effect duration: 10 minutes 
  Cooldown: 15 minutes 
  Mana cost: 20 
  Save vs. Sonic Spells negates 
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I flopped down onto the floor as if my strings had been cut. Finally, some good news – maybe I had a tiny chance of making it out of here! 
 
    After spending a short but tense moment relieving the kobold guard of his spear, my money, my shoes and a couple of silver pieces he had on him, I decided to quickly proceed onwards. I decided against killing him in his sleep - part of my morals acted like an angel on my shoulder telling me it wasn’t honorable to kill an indefensible enemy, but I still remembered the guard sinking his teeth into my neck – that part wouldn’t affect me at all. Mostly, I decided not to try because I wasn’t entirely sure I could finish him off without any damage to myself.  
 
    As before, I didn’t hurry but took whatever time was necessary to ensure that I didn’t stumble into some life-threatening trap. This turned out to be a clever decision, as the single tunnel leading to the next room and next challenge concealed one clever collapsing trap and an area with several tiny spike traps in the floor, ready to pierce feet and shoes alike. Whoever had designed this quest definitely didn’t go easy on the participants – I was just happy that I’d invested so many points into perception.   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Spot has increased to level 3 (57% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment I laid eyes upon the doorway leading to the next chamber, I decided to once again put my non-existent sneaking skills to use and act the ninja. I didn’t harbor any hope that my sneaking skills were up to spec, but at the least, I wanted to see what was written on the lintel before I had to try my luck with whichever mobs might be waiting for me in the next room. 
 
    Inching along the wall, I managed to see the words clearly carved into the lintel: “Mine Enemy”. Hmm – it was easy to chalk it up to a warning along the line of “Here be enemies”, but given that the text in the previous chamber hinted to how to solve the puzzle and gain a new skill, there had to be more to it. What if they were talking about the proverb “The enemy of mine enemy is my friend”? In order to have that proverb make sense, however, I’d have to make friends with…oh. I tried to remain my usual semi-pessimistic self but could feel a wide smile spreading on my face, inexorable like the rising sun. If I was right about this, the days of my complete and utter uselessness might just be numbered.  
 
    Caught up in the mood, I took a chance, peeked quickly around the corner and, by a stroke of luck, managed to get a good view of the room and the two mobs inside without them seeing me. One, the larger of the two, a kobold guard was apparently arguing good-naturedly with the other, a light-framed kobold archer. Both were seated at a small, dilapidated wooden table in what appeared to be a small store room. 
 
    Leaning back against the wall, I spent a brief moment considering my tactics – and then swung back out into the corridor, putting my bow against the strings. Truthfully, I don’t know the correct name of the song, even though I’ve heard it dozens of times in different variations, but the title that’s stuck with me is “Welcome to my fireplace”. It supposedly originates from Romanian gypsies, and it’s always had the same effect on me – like someone inviting you in from the cold, making you feel accepted and welcome.  
 
    The warm, quick tones flew from my fiddle, and the effect on the kobolds was incredible. The archer, who sat at the table facing in my direction, was still seated and looking at me slack-jawed, eyes glazing over. The guard was slowly rising from his seat, looking back and forward between his companion and myself, as in confusion of what was happening. His confusion slowly turning to anger, he said something to the archer – a gabble of harsh and guttural sounds completely incomprehensible to me except for the single word “bard” in Common – and when he didn’t respond, he threw back his chair with the clear intent of going for my throat. 
 
    Within the next second, two blessed things happened in quick succession. I received a pop-up:  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Charm Person 
    
  The single humanoid target is ensorcelled into believing that the caster is a friend and ally. The target will act to defend the caster and will follow any orders that are not suicidal. The caster or any of his party dealing damage to the target dispels the enchantment. 
    
  Properties: 
  Range: 20 meters 
  Cast time: 3.0 seconds 
  Effect duration: 6 minutes 
  Cooldown: 10 minutes 
  Mana cost: 20 
  Save vs. Sonic Spells negates 
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d only managed to read the first sentence when the archer’s eyes returned to normal and he grabbed the closest thing to hand in order to stop the guard from attacking me, which happened to be his bow. Still seated on his chair, he nevertheless managed to bring the bow around in a fluid motion, hook the guard’s head in between the string and the limb of the bow and hang on. Caught entirely by surprise, the guard flopped back, landed on his back on the low table and after a split second of utter confusion and fury, drove his spear into the sitting archer. Quickly, the situation devolved into a frenzied back and forth of flurried attacks between the two, the archer getting the worst of it, as he only had his claws and a single arrow he used to stab the guard. As I saw the health of the archer quickly deteriorating, I snapped out of my passivity and cast a Sonic Missile on the guard and moved rapidly back into the tunnel to create some space between us and allow the spell to cool down.  
 
    Moving out of eye sight, I waited for a couple of seconds, hearing only the grunting of the struggle and a final scream which was followed by the sight of the blood-covered guard stumbling into the corridor, about half of his health remaining and with his slitted eyes screaming bloody murder. To his detriment, the timing was just right for me. First, I released a Sonic Wave which covered the entire tunnel at this distance, leaving him with no chance of dodging or avoiding the spell. When he stumbled onward, battered and bloodied, I met him with another Sonic Missile straight to the chest at a distance of a couple of meters. His bruised corpse hit the ground just a meter away, and I released a primal triumphant sound somewhere between a roar and a yell.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have defeated a weak kobold guard in battle. You gain 30 experience points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A minute or so later, my pulse finally calmed down a bit, and I was left feeling rather impressed by how well they were able to simulate the flush of adrenaline and the effect it has on you. Hands tingling in the aftermath, I got on with the looting, and enjoyed watching how both Sonic Spells and my two damage spells had increased to level 2. 
 
      
 
    The kobold guard was a bit of a letdown, really. He did have a small spear which I decided to equip in order to replace my marginally inferior dagger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Stone Tipped Small Spear 
    
  An inelegantly constructed small spear with a rough wooden shaft and a flint spearhead attached with sinew. 
    
  Damage: 1-8 
  Workmanship: Inferior 
  Durability: 18/25 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
     I wasn’t counting on it to save my life if I ran out of mana, but you never know. Apart from that, he only held 6 copper coins and a crappy, near-destroyed leather chest plate that was several sizes too tiny for me. 
 
    The kobold archer, on the other hand, had a pleasant surprise in store for me. Even though his bow had been destroyed in the fight and he wore no armor, he held a quiver with 25 arrows: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Fir Arrow 
    
  This fir arrow is tipped with a bronze arrowhead and fletched with an unknown animal’s feathers glued to the shaft. The arrow is of a decent making, but too small to use with medium-sized bows. 
    
  Damage: 1-8 
  Workmanship: Average 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He also held a small, greenish and unhealthy looking unidentified potion in a belt on his waist. I took it all and saved it for later. With my low intelligence score, there was no way that I’d be able to identify the potion without skills or help, and chugging a potion in order to figure out what it does has always been a recipe for explosive bowel syndrome – in this game sometimes involving a true explosion. I lingered over the room a bit, looking through the battered crates and wooden barrels that were placed around the storeroom and managed to rummage my way through a lot of rotten foodstuffs before locating three bolts of linen. Waste not, want not – I could always sell the stuff, if I managed to make it out of here. 
 
    Items in World of Chains were typically to be put in two categories: natural items and crafted items. Natural items can be anything unprocessed from a piece of iron ore to a dragon’s tongue. They are divided by rarity, from common (mostly vendor trash, with some usability) then uncommon (highly used for crafting) and rare (very effective for crafting) to very rare (extremely powerful for crafting). I’d been told that higher rarities exist, but had yet to see any. The scale still worked though – the higher the rarity, the better it would be for crafting. 
 
    Crafted items were a different story with their quality determined by three things: the material you used for the item, the workmanship of the craftsman who made it and whatever magic was added to the item. 
 
    The workmanship part of it I knew a little about – it went from “bad workmanship” , “low”, “inferior”, “average” and on to “high” and…whatever came next…and affected the durability and defense or damage stats of the item.  
 
    Concerning the materials, I was totally in the blank. I was sure that there was a natural progression of quality and subsequent improvement in stats and the like, depending on which type of wood you used for your spear, but hell if I knew how it worked. That was still on my to-do-list – way down there after “surviving this damn place”. 
 
    Oh, and magic: My ignorance was twice as complete on that subject. The intelligent reader will note that this explanation isn’t exactly the most thorough or factual, but that can happen when you play a game without any “help” or “journal” function. Also, when I’d played the beta, I’d spent most of my time completely enthralled with the complexity of the combat and the impressiveness of the graphics and never got around to crafting. 
 
    I got back to business. The following tunnel returned to the by now well-known concept: brick upon brick of absolute monotony trying to lull my attention to sleep and miss the traps they were sure to have hidden. It almost worked, too – this time, they had actually placed the traps on the floor right before the door to the next room, where one would almost inevitably start looking up in order to be able to read the message over the door.  I once again thanked my better than average eyesight and spent the next minutes on my stomach, discovering that a good number of the bricks in the floor were actually just fake shells covering small, extremely sharp spikes covered in a nasty substance. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Spot has increased to level 4 (12% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Feeling confident I knew where I could safely step, I delicately tip-toed close enough to the door to read the next message - “The obvious choice”.  Obvious trap is obvious - they wanted people to think that there was only one obvious choice. If they followed the same procedure as before, they were hinting at something a bit deeper – and the only thing I could think of was the proverb, “The obvious choice is usually a quick regret”. Of course, this meant nothing to me, when I didn’t know what “obvious choice” they were hinting at. This time around, I could tell from the tunnel that the next room was decidedly larger than the two earlier and no enemies were to be seen right away.  
 
    I decided to get a look at what the room offered, inched my way closer to the door and, hugging the door frame, peeked around the corner. The room beyond was large, circular and dimly lit but two light sources clearly illumined the room and the mobs inside. In the very center of the room, I could clearly see “the obvious choice” – a shimmering portal entirely reminiscent of the one that brought me here, guarded by a single kobold guard. The not so obvious choice was maybe 50 meters away, on the far side of the portal – a low bonfire surrounded by a kobold shaman and two kobold guards. This filled me with a huge sense of relief – I felt pretty confident that I’d be able to put the single guard near the portal to sleep quickly enough that I’d be able to step through the portal (which hopefully led to the exit) before any of the other kobolds even became aware of my presence.  
 
    At the very same time, it brought along a huge wave of frustration – after all this trouble, I wanted to not just survive – I wanted to excel and earn any bloody reward possible. I just didn’t see how it was possible for me to tackle four mobs and live to tell the tale. I chanced another peek at the room and its inhabitants. Looked to me like the kobold guard near the portal kept circling the portal at an extremely slow and predictable pace which allowed me to get a good look of the group near the fire without being spotted. One of the guards was tending to something over the fire while the other guard was whittling away at something and the shaman was apparently reading something by the light of the fire – next to a large wooden chest. Damn – I’d bet anything I owned that the key that Greck gave me fit into the lock of that chest! 
 
    I sat down for a breather in the relative safety of the tunnel to contemplate my possibilities – which also allowed the very last of my mana to regenerate - but no matter how I looked at the math, I came up one short. I’d be able to put one of them to sleep – probably the portal guy - and charm one other. The charmed lizard would then (theoretically) be able to keep one fellow kobold occupied, which left me with one single kobold that I wouldn’t be able to take in a one-on-one fight. Even though I hadn’t faced a shaman before, I didn’t hold any hopes that he’d be any easier to best than one of the guards – caster mobs were typically a tad more difficult than melee mobs. They were usually both more resourceful, inventive and intelligent …huh…time out!  
 
    This last thought had breathed a bit of life into a couple of my synapses and left me with a hare-brained scheme that just might work. Well, the worst that could happen at this point (probably) was that I’d die yet another time and aim straight for the portal instead. Some guy once said, “At the end of the day, we must go forward with hope.. something, something.” I was pretty sure that it was an excellent quote, and I decided to follow the part of it that I remembered. 
 
    I peeked around the corner and started timing the portal guard, waiting for the right moment. When I felt that I’d hit the right timing, I started casting sleep and three seconds later, I could feel the energy leaving my body, rushing towards the guard as a barely visible gust of wind, and I pumped my fist into the air, when I could see him fall prone on the exact far side of the portal of the other kobolds. With a little luck, they wouldn’t be able to see his fall and wouldn’t know what was going on. Unfortunately, I couldn’t manipulate his fall, and the guard had dropped his spear with somewhat of a clatter. After a few seconds of frozen silence, I heard two voices exchanging words in the harsh kobold language, followed seconds later by one of the kobold guards approaching the portal slowly, short sword in hand. I immediately started walking towards him, casting Charm Person simultaneously. So far, my plan worked – a moment later, I could see how his name tag changed from a hostile red outline to a friendly green. Now for the linchpin of my plan; I continued walking past the portal and the sleeping kobold guard and raised my voice to be heard clearly, “Good day to you, sirs. Mind if we speak for a bit?”  
 
    The shaman jumped to his feet. “Hrath k’wash?” he growled.  
 
    I sincerely hoped I wasn’t wrong – it’d be a shame to get killed because the kobolds didn’t speak common. Continuing onwards, I motioned for the charmed kobold guard to stand next to me and continued, “Now, now. There’s no need for violence. Your friend is snoring peacefully near the portal, and my good companion here has decided to back my side for a bit instead of yours. Is there anything wrong with us discussing a peaceful solution?” I plastered a false, wide smile on my face and prayed a silent prayer to whoever was listening that this worked.  
 
    “D’nerth,” he spat, looking around him, and clearly doing a bit of mental arithmetic of me having dispatched his two friends as well as somehow having made it past all the kobolds in the tunnel. “What do you want, human?” He glanced around the room as if unsure how to deal with me – a bard that didn’t attack on sight was probably not a regular occurrence in here.  
 
    I responded, “Just the answer to one quick question. Now, your people have probably been placed down here to test the prowess of all incoming bards. You’ll of course have noticed that I’ve bypassed your friends down the tunnel and that the odds aren’t looking that good for you at the moment. The thing is, I’m getting tired of bloodshed. So how about this: I just walk over to that chest, unlock it, take the contents and leave – and no-one else needs to be hurt ? Does that sound agreeable to you?” I activated my High Tide skill and waited, trying my best to look entirely self-assured and semi-bored. 
 
    The kobold shaman looked lost in thought for a moment – and then spoke, as if musing aloud to himself, “Kobolds get paid to keep bards from escaping. This bard is not escaping right now, yes? No clear…what is the word…instructions.” 
 
    I just barely kept myself from laughing out loud – this kobold seemed to be somewhat of a kindred spirit. “Unclear guidance can be such a pain – especially if one is underpaid. Take your time, good sir. I’ll just be wandering about for a bit.” To ensure that he didn’t try to jump me, I openly counted out 5 silver coins and left them on the floor before I walked straight to the chest and used the key that Greck had given me. (after checking for traps – I really didn’t trust the cold-blooded cheater.) To my delight it unlocked, and I shoveled the entire contents into my bags without even looking at what it was, nodded politely to the shaman and went for a walk – which just so happened to lead me right into the portal. My world contracted to a few yellow swirling lights, everything smelled of mint, strangely, and I appeared back in the Mayor’s house, where Greck was snoring in a chair. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 – Revelations, Book 1 
 
      
 
    Usually, I tend to think of myself as a relatively even-tempered guy, and I’d be the first to admit that the past couple of days had tested me to the point where it seems like I kept cursing and exploding left and right and acting out of character. However, the fear of dying I’d experienced over the past couple of hours combined with the sight of this little prick snoring happily in an armchair sent my multitude of pent-up emotions right into a boil. I walked over and tipped the chair over, letting Greck tumble to the ground in a heap behind the chair. The sight of him awakening mid-air with a sound approximating, “Nyaargh” will stay with me for the remainder of my life, and even in my furious state, it brought a (wicked, admittedly) smile to my face. I quickly followed him, knelt next to his sprawled body and started lecturing him on his transgressions, “You think you can just...”  
 
    Unfortunately, I’d only just started on my tirade, when I felt something nudge my...well, nether regions...and Greck grumbled, “Back. Off.” I froze, looked from his face down to the serrated and extremely sharp-looking knife that was located right around my most precious parts, looked back to Greck’s icy blue reptile eyes which seemed quite inhumane at the moment and slowly – ever so slowly – raised my hands and backed away. 
 
    Somehow his glare, which for a moment had seemed incredibly cold and threatening, returned to his earlier unfocused, short-sighted stare, and getting to his feet, he put on a wide smile. “So. y’made it. Let’s see how y’did.” 
 
    Slurring a couple of words in the Kobold language, darkness seemed to gather around Greck until a couple of seconds later, a small, dark blue oval appeared on the table. Shadows and light played inside the small oval, morphing, flowing, gradually forming apparitions and coalescing into...me. Standing inside a tunnel cursing at the space where, moments earlier, a portal had been. Gesturing with his hands, Greck manipulated the events, following my doings from the past hours. As I was already more than aware of what I’d been going through and not very interested in watching myself get killed, I slumped down into another chair and just relaxed for a while. A few short minutes later, I was shaken from my trance by two pop-ups:  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Bard Class Trial: Entering the World of Song 
    
  You have managed to not only survive the trial, but also exceed Greck’s expectations in coming up with ingenuous solutions and catching on to hints in your surroundings. 
    
  Basic reward: 
  You have received 500 experience points. Experience to next level: 400/2000 
  You have earned an Achievement: Apprentice Bard. Skill gain on Charisma based skills is increased by 3%. 
  Item received: Apprentice’s copper pendant. +1 to all Attributes  
    
  Additional reward for extraordinary performance and seeking peaceful solutions: 
  You have received 300 experience points. Experience to next level: 700/2000 
  Item upgraded to: Apprentice’s copper pendant of Charisma. +1 to all Attributes, +3 to Charisma 
  Your reputation with Greck Derzim has increased by +1000. New reputation: 675 (neutral) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You gained a level. 
    
  You are now a level 2 Bard. +1 Charisma from racial bonus. You have 5 attribute points to assign. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That sure as hell got my attention back to the real world. Well – the fake world, but you catch my drift. Back in the beta, quests were generally pretty straight forward, and the reward you’d receive was usually set from the starting point – and when it wasn’t, you were generally told exactly what to do to obtain a bonus. This was entirely new to me – bonuses to the rewards based on how true to the class you played? Some players would probably never discover this, and others would probably just continue with the usual hack’n’slash because that’s what they were used to from every other game (and warriors might actually gain bonuses without changing their style at all) – but for the people like me who loved to immerse ourselves in the game and actually play the part we were given, this was an incredible incentive to play as true to the role as possible. After spending a bit of time immersed in my own thoughts, I came to at the sound of Greck clearing his throat noisily. When I looked at him though, something had changed. His eyes were clear, he was sitting straight in the chair and he was looking straight at me, steepling his claws. 
 
    “I have reviewed your potential kid, and have found you to be acceptable material,” he said – no blurring of his words, no shortening of his phrases and no hint of his kobold accent – what the hell was going on? “Obviously, this means that you are due for some enlightenment. Now shut that mouth – you look like a local bumpkin. First things first, Your reward for completing the initiation along with my congratulations. You were far from the fastest to complete and your trap clearing skills are abysmal, but you show a lot of promise for thinking on your feet and actually listening to what is said – a rarer gift than one should think.” 
 
    He pushed the necklace over the table to me, and I stashed it quickly without any comments. “Now, you will already have surmised that I am not just the local drunk. Unfortunately, at this point, I cannot disclose either who I truly am or whom I serve. I can tell you the following two facts: I serve someone who has the best interest of Grant’s Crossing at heart, and it is necessary for me to remain to be seen as the local sot. I understand that you may have a lot of questions for me – feel free to ask them.” 
 
    A lot of questions – that was something of an understatement – the possibilities and implications were swirling around my muddled mind. I asked the first thing that came to mind, “Why the charade? What’s the point?” 
 
    “Straight to the point, I see. I can respect that,” he responded. “Basically I am here because Grant’s Crossing is not doing as well as it should. With the material arriving, the monsters and groupings that we know of and the persons who live in the village, it should be flourishing, but unfortunately, it seems to be stagnating instead of reaching the potential it ought to reach. At first, I was simply here to aid the village ‘s growth as a simple bard – a much-needed vacation of sorts. Later, when I came to the conclusion that some unknown party or parties must be influencing the village, I was ordered to act the buffoon in order to gain more information.” He seemed to deflate a bit in his chair before continuing, “Obviously, I have not managed to gain any headway whatsoever.” 
 
    I chewed on this for a moment. “All right, then why involve me? It’s not like I know anyone in town.” 
 
    His lopsided smile seemed a little sad to me. “Basically, Arcangelo, it is a calculated risk to me. You are new to the town, in a situation where you converse with a lot of people daily, and from what I have seen so far, you are not entirely inept with words. Maybe you can make some breakthrough where I could not, in which case I might be able to divulge more information to you. Also – and I say this as a fact, not a threat - if you were to try to expose me, no-one would believe you.” 
 
    I chuckled a bit under my breath at that. Drunk or not, he was still a bit of a bastard. I leaned forward in my seat and put on a huge smile. “All right, Greck – or whatever your real name is - then I just have one question left. What’s in it for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Layers and Layers – Part 1 
    
  Greck Derzim has asked you to discover who is responsible for holding back the progress in Grant’s Crossing. 
    
  Reward:  
  30 silver 
  1000 experience points. 
  1000 Reputation with Greck Derzim and the party backing him 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Accept. No questions asked. Not only was it a quest chain (which promised further rewards down the line) but Greck was most likely backed by a powerful group and maybe even a government agency of some sorts – gaining rep with those kinds of groups was notoriously hard because they didn’t just sign up anybody. 
 
    I shook hands with Greck and left him (and the Mayor, who let us both out without a single word, accompanied by a cold, hard glare) with my mind in a befuddled state – I definitely needed a chance to nurse a drink and look at my results. 
 
    In my mind’s eye, I was already going my inventory, checking over my hard-earned goodies, but the moment I stepped foot in the Warlock’s End again, my deserted bucket of brackish water and polishing cloth reminded me of my half-finished repeatable quest. Honestly, I didn’t know whether these sorts of quest had any kind of expiry on them, but seeing as how World of Chains is all about realism, there probably was. Thus, I carried my tired body around the tavern, cleaning and polishing the remaining candle holders. Half an hour later, I was rewarded with the by now familiar pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  No Idle Hands in This Place (repeatable) 
    
  Gillem Drizzlefog is satisfied with the effort you have delivered. 
    
  Reward: 
  You have received 150 experience points. Experience to next level: 850/2000 
  Your reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog has increased by +250. New reputation: 800 (neutral) 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +125. New reputation: -200 (neutral) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     Thirty seconds later found me with a mug of ice cold Jintish Beer in my hand – a light, lemony bitter with a rejuvenating effect - feet on the table and my attention completely focused on my inventory. 
 
     All in all, the chest had contained five items and a whopping 12 silver and four copper. After congratulating myself for a moment, my smile turned into a frown. Two days inside the game and I’d already lost any sense of proportions. I had what amounted to millions of silver pieces in the bank (the value of the gold piece in World of Chains depends on the amount of money currently in the game and is decided solely by Exogenics. Currently, a gold piece is, at this time, roughly the equivalent of 1.50 Euro) yet somehow my subconscious was still celebrating at receiving such a measly amount. Best keep the goal in mind…  
 
    Anyway, the really interesting stuff, as usual, was the loot. First were two potions (unidentified) – a clear glass bottle with a slightly fluorescent blue-green fluid inside and a dark, murky liquid. I’d really have to look into increasing my lore skill in order to be able to identify these myself – what a pest to carry around some stuff which might actually be life-saving…if only I knew what they were for. Mentally, I added another thing to my to-do checklist for the following day. 
 
    The two rings were also unidentified – what a bother. The last item was the true riddle, though. The item description was cryptic enough – basically just stating that it was an unidentified book in an unknown language, which helped me…not at all. The look of the book itself did nothing to detract from my ignorance, as it was thin and battered with an unadorned dark brown cover and no illustrations on the inside. At least the letters were regular letters and not hieroglyphs or something. The language was probably kobold – I’d have to ask Greck later. Seriously? Five items, and none of them identifiable? Sure, Intelligence was one of my dump stats, but I’d truly forgotten how much there was to learn in the game and how difficult it was at times. “Pfff– want some cheese with that whine, Daniel?” I thought to myself. It was time to stop grumbling and check out the icing on the cake – as I’d leveled up earlier, I had attribute points to add. 
 
    I took a look at my attribute points first: 
 
    Strength: 8 (+1) 
 
    Perception: 15 (+1) 
 
    Endurance: 6 (+1) 
 
    Charisma: 26 (+8) 
 
    Intelligence: 8 (+1) 
 
    Agility: 8 (+1) 
 
    Luck: 13 (+1) 
 
      
 
    Wow – my Charisma really was through the frigging roof for a level 2 character. With the bonuses from the pendant and the violin it was actually more than twice what my second highest attribute was. Now, if I spent my points from this level on Endurance, the next on Agility and the third on Strength, I’d gain a bit more in close combat survivability – only, there was no way this character would ever become truly proficient in close combat. To begin with, I’d been told that the bard was a middling to bad close combat character – and that was if you developed your build for it. I gave it a second thought – really, why would I even want to focus the least bit on close combat? My spell damage was amazing, and so far, not a single enemy had resisted even one spell. Maybe if I continued more or less the same way I’d started, I’d eventually be able to bespell my enemies before they reached me and avoid close combat altogether. 
 
    Now, this meant that I could skip strength and agility completely – and intelligence as well, for the moment, since I wasn’t at a lack for mana as long as I had the violin’s Manawell ability. I’d put a couple of points in Endurance since it’d be just a tad optimistic to think that I could avoid damage entirely.  
 
    In the end, I opted for +2 Endurance and +1 Charisma, Perception and Luck. I increased the attribute points on my character sheet, clicked “accept” and leaned back in anticipation – I really, truly loved this part. Moments later, I could feel a current rushing through me, incorporating the changes. I could practically feel how my chest grew just a tad less skinny and my eyesight the slightest bit sharper. Moments later, the rushing feeling disappeared, and I felt hale, whole and incredibly good. I exhaled deeply - hoo boy - one could truly become addicted to that. 
 
    After all the excitement, I’d actually planned to just get some dinner and call it a night. Sure, it was still early, but I was pretty exhausted mentally. In the middle of my dinner, however, I was interrupted by a couple of fingers prodding my leg. Looking up, I stared straight into the huge eyes of a beautiful elven girl who looked to be about 10 years of age. When she asked me innocently with a quavering voice when I was going to play that evening, I just didn’t have the heart to turn her down, and told her that I’d start as soon as I’d finished eating. 
 
    That evening, I tried a different tack from the night before. I took charge of the audience straight from the start but tried to involve them a lot more. Why? Well, two clever reasons: First, I wanted to learn a lot more about the locals, and second, I’m a lazy bastard when I can get away with it. If they could entertain themselves, I’d be more than happy to sit at the edge of the stage and applaud along with the rest of the audience. 
 
    In the end, I actually had a great deal of fun. I learned a number of local songs and dances, organized an impromptu talent competition for the kids and created a snappy little ditty over “The farmer in the dell” as a reward for the winner - a blushing 12-year old dwarf kid with a shockingly beautiful singing voice.  
 
    Eventually, when I told everybody that I was absolutely bushed and ready to turn in, they actually booed until I promised them a last song. As I wanted to leave them with something that wasn’t too unapproachable, I ended up playing and singing “Scarborough Fair” to them – one of the most beautiful traditional ballads that I know.  
 
    After packing up the violin and staggering to my chamber, I got the hint that everything had been well received as I reviewed the pop-ups I’d received over the past couple of hours – quite the lovely good-night reading: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog has increased by +250. New reputation: 1050 (liked) 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +125. New reputation: -75 (neutral) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Teacher 
    
  You know how to impart your knowledge to those around you and help them increase their skill gains faster and more efficiently.  Every skill point in Teacher will increase the rate at which your subject increases his skills. Limitation: At this skill level, you can only teach those whose skill is lower than yours, and you cannot teach somebody a new skill.  
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Singing 
    
  Anybody with a voice can sing, but few people ever care to learn how to sing properly. A person with a good singing voice, who knows how to use it, can keep everyone enchanted, from commoners to royalty. Every skill point in Singing will improve the effect that your singing has on the audience. 
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In addition, my Musician, Performing and Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest skills all increased by one. 
 
    Before I surrendered to sleep, I again spent a couple of minutes just taking in the night view of the forest and playing to myself. The reddish hue of the night sky along with the low gurgling sound of the Jagged Rush, which could be heard even in the middle of the village, lent the evening an idyllic atmosphere. Again, I let my mind relax from the tumultuous events of the day and just played for a bit, letting my fingers softly lull the forest to sleep – eventually, along with myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 – Off to Granny’s 
 
      
 
    The day after, I awoke with a hint of a dream half remembered – something involving otters with monocles and dapper dolphins – fighting, possibly? Apart from that juicy tidbit, my subconscious refused to yield any further information. For a brief minute, I just lay in bed, enjoying the silence and lack of immediate plans for the day and contemplated how that even worked. Did my real body sleep and the dreams I had out there were somehow transferred to the game? Alternatively, was the vague dream somehow implanted into my mind in-game? 
 
    Scratching my body (damn fleas – whatever else happened, I was going to get some new clothes and a bath today!) I got up and went downstairs, chatting for a while with Jeb before ordering some breakfast. Over a gracious serving of eggs and bacon, I contemplated the plans for the day.  
 
    First things first: my backup plan for gaining reputation with Grant’s Crossing safely within the tavern’s walls had apparently fizzled out overnight. When I’d asked Jeb for another repeatable quest he’d said something very kind, polite and heartwarming that effectively translated to, “Unfortunately, you can only use the repeatable quest to gain reputation until “liked” status, which you gained yesterday, remember?” The good part was that he’d mentioned that his da’ might have some other stuff he’d like my help with – I’d be sure to ask him later on. 
 
    This left me with a couple of things that I wanted to do inside the city before looking further into my Chronicler quest about the warlock. The frst of these was actually talking to Gillem in order to see which new quests he was ready to throw at me, but apparently, he always slept in late because he was the one who closed the tavern for the night, usually around 2 A.M.  The game clock told me that it was 8.00 AM, which meant that he probably wouldn’t wake up for a couple of hours at least. 
 
    Never mind – I finished up my breakfast, dropped off the dirty plate in the kitchen and got to it. As I walked out the door, I found myself in a great mood, whistling like the main character in some cheesy, ancient, black-and-white movie. I felt physically great, both my situation and my character were improving, and I was off to buy some decent beginner-grade items for myself. Suddenly, I recalled my lengthy chat with Greck concerning shadowy forces at play in Grant’s Crossing, and my mood plummeted. Damn, but my positive vibes didn’t last long in this place. 
 
    Today, I didn’t waste my time wandering around town getting to know everybody but went straight to the Traveler’s Delight – the best and only merchant house in town. The second largest building in the area, it was by far the best maintained - and the gaudiest. The building in itself was nothing special – the tried and true “four walls, sloped roof and a porch” – but the front was something else. The entire front wall of the house was covered in decorative woodwork showing all sorts of stuff – gears, weapons, foodstuffs, clothing – basically any item you could imagine being able to buy in a small village like Grant’s Crossing and then some. I actually spent a short while trying to decipher whether there was any history behind this, like in the Warlock’s End, but no – it was sheer advertising overload. Oh – I forgot to mention that all the carvings were colored too - in bright, jolly colors.  
 
    Entering the front door, a bell announced my entrance and from somewhere deeper within the store a voice announced, “Be right with you.” I took the time to scan the store and was left with the feeling of being inside an attic in which somebody had been storing everything that an eccentric collector had been stashing for the past hundred years. There was no apparent system – an old saddle was kept next to two matching short swords, a coffee pot and five twenty-kg bags of fertilizer. The only things that distinguished the inside of the store from that of an old antique shop (you know the kind - where the owner never actually tries to sell anything but only has the shop in order to chat with guests) were the lack of dust and the size of the shop – the store sported twelve parallel sets of floor-to-roof shelves going all the way to the back of the store, more than fifteen meters back. The back of the shop was dominated by a pristine, wide, wooden counter which probably led back to the domestic part of the house. 
 
    I could hear a set of footsteps getting closer and moments later, Elizabeth Bertinga, the owner of the merchant house, appeared through a back door. What a sight she was! Picture the grandmother from Red Riding Hood, small and stout body, wrinkles, ever-present smile and all. Then add a couple of loafers, a well-worn brown dress which sported a few floral imprints and a charming, near-sighted squint, and you had Mrs. Bertinga. Everything practically shouted “kind grandmother” to the heavens – seriously, she even wore a knitted shawl, and her voice had that charming, quavering quality which just makes you want to ask whether she needed a hand with anything. 
 
    “How can I help you today, young man?” she asked. 
 
    Smiling, I introduced myself and then gestured at my clothes and told the cover story I’d been preparing, “Basically, I was robbed and left with these itchy piles of burlap instead of my own clothes. I hope that I’ve been able to earn enough to finally buy something a bit more decent and burn these. Also, I’m probably going to be traveling the countryside a bit in the near future which leaves me in need of some basic equipment. Oh, and finally, I hope you can help me with the identification of a couple of items.” 
 
    She nodded and started moving towards the shelves. “You just follow me dear, we’ll have you covered in no time at all, don’t you worry.” For the next ten minutes, I followed her as she puttered around between the shelves and removed items for me to carry over to the counter. There was seemingly no system to the arrangement, but she never hesitated over where the different items were placed. The entire time she kept up an incessant stream of grandmotherly advice and comments, and I could only follow her obediently, nodding and agreeing at appropriate times. 
 
    In the end, I’d amassed a small pile of useful outdoor items along with a set of sturdy yet good-looking clothes and a pair of low boots. Mrs. Bertinga was beaming as if she’d knitted the clothes by herself. 
 
    “This should have you covered for starters, love. If you plan to have any extended travels or are in need of a little extra comfort, just say the word – I’m sure we can find something to your liking. This dashing outfit is just something for a handsome youngster like you. Oh, and you were asking about having some items identified?” 
 
    I actually blushed at her words – 34 years old, yet I still felt like I was 6 years old again and grandma was asking if any of the girls in my class were cute. I replied, “Yeah, I found a couple of what seem to be magic rings and three potions on my travels, only I can’t tell what they do, and the thing is, I’d actually like to learn how to identify these kinds of items myself instead of having to bother you any time I find something that just the tiniest bit special. Could you perhaps help me with that?” 
 
    She smiled widely and folded her hands in front of herself. “You were right to come to old Bertinga here. Sure, I could take a look and tell you what these items are for a tiny fee. But a clever and well-traveled young man like you ought to learn how to identify these kinds of items for himself. I’d love to take an hour or two to teach you the basics of this – for a small fee, of course. I can’t promise you that we’ll be able to cover all basic items in one go, but I’m sure we can improve your knowledge quite a bit.” 
 
    Aha – translated to game speak that meant something like, “Pay one silver piece and I’ll identify your item. Pay five silver pieces, and I’ll increase the relevant lore skill. Then you’ll be more likely to identify them for yourself in the future.”  
 
    I didn’t have to ponder the matter for a long time. I looked her straight into the eyes and said, “Then I’d like to learn from your wisdom on both potions and magic items. What will all these items amount to in total?” 
 
    “Oh, usually it would amount to 53 silver and change, but since I’ve taken a liking to you, I’m willing to let everything go for 45 silver pieces.”  
 
    Damnation. That was way beyond the – let me see – 30 silver pieces and 32 copper pieces - 33 silver pieces total that I had at the moment. Ah – but what if…I piled up the arrows, weapons, armor and bolts of cloth that I’d looted in the kobold dungeon, gave her my widest smile and said, “Unfortunately, I don’t have that much Mrs. Bertinga – but I was able to locate these items in my travels – how about I trade you all of these and give you all the 30 silver that I own?” I activated my High Tide skill and gave her an earnest smile.  
 
    For a short second, her eyes widened, and she gave a short, full-throated laugh. She then looked me straight in the eye, smiled and waited…and waited. I could only watch as the 30-second timer reduced to zero and my buff disappeared. She looked at me intensely for a second, as if measuring me, and THEN she responded. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my dear, I can’t do that. Except for the bolts of linen and the arrows, everything is of rather poor quality, and the arrows are small enough that I’ll have trouble finding someone who wants to purchase them. If I were to take the lot, I still couldn’t possibly go below 35 silver pieces.”  
 
    What a crafty old biddy. For a second there, she had revealed herself – there was no way in hell that she was the blundering old lady that she pretended to be – she had a razor wit and definitely the skills to match, if she were somehow able to tell that I was using my skill on her. Either I’d have to skip some of the items or skills that I really, really wanted or I’d have to somehow do a switcheroo on her. Now, if Granny were somehow just a bit like me, she’d be too clever for her own good and probably damn curious to boot – which gave me an idea.  
 
    “I understand you entirely – of course I wouldn’t want to entice you into a bad deal. That leaves me in a bit of a pickle, I’m afraid. I don’t have the money to purchase everything I want, and the only things I own are the ones I’d be asking you to teach me how to identify – oh. (I inserted a theatrical pause at this point, as if considering deeply) Say, Mrs. Bertinga, you wouldn’t happen to be interested in a game of chance, now would you?” 
 
    The glint in her eye told me her answer way before her quavering voice replied, “Well, I have been known to participate in a wager once or twice when I was younger. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Yesterday, I was stuck in a horrible dungeon for most of the day and the five items I want to have identified came from that dungeon. Three items were potions. One I located in the belt of a monster I slew, and I don’t hold much hope that it’s something truly amazing. The other two, however, were inside a locked chest guarded by their boss. I swear by Marren (This was the name of a deity I’d heard earlier and I was pretty sure I’d heard it in the beta as well) that this is the full truth. I am willing to part with one of the three potions and I am willing to let luck decide which one. So, what do you say: all these items, 25 silver pieces and one of these potions – decided by chance?” 
 
    She let out a delighted little laugh and said, “And here this was shaping up to be another dull day in the shop. All right, you can count me in. “

I quickly borrowed three large mugs from her and, asking her to turn around for a moment, stealthily arranged the three potions before asking her to turn around. I then shuffled the three mugs around a few times, making sure that the potion the kobold had dropped ended right in front of me and waited for her decision. After hemming and hawing for a bit, she turned over the middle mug expectantly, and my mood improved markedly as her face fell. Turning over the two other mugs, she then uttered a very un-granny-like curse word and took the potion that she had won. 
 
    “So, Mrs. Bertinga, I’m guessing that means that either all three potions were really bad or that you made the wrong choice. Could you tell me which it was?”  
 
    She stared at me sharply for a moment before exhaling loudly. “I can’t believe I actually fell for a shell game at my age. I’m not going to be a sore loser, however. One thing though, Arcangelo: would you be so kind as to tell me how you managed to cheat me?” 
 
    “I never lied to you, Mrs Bertinga, and I didn’t cheat. I still haven’t got the faintest clue what the remaining potions are. However, I have once read one thing about persons that you might not know: when presented with a vertical row of choices, a subject is most likely to choose the middle one. That’s why I placed the bottle least likely to be worth anything there.” 
 
    That was the truth – at least part of it. The other part I couldn’t possibly explain to an NPC, but somehow my high Charisma score made me more aware of my personal bearing and how people interpret it. The way I was standing – close to the counter, feet spread, hands almost flat on the counter but aiming towards the middle mug - was meant to impart my grasping for the object as if reluctant to let it go. How a bank worker with music and gaming as his only hobbies knew this I had no idea – clearly Exogenics’ Virtual Reality machinery was extremely effective! So was my little “con”, apparently, as I received three pop-ups immediately afterwards: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Barter has increased to level 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Barter has increased to level 3 (29% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gambling has increased to level 2 (10% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After she had cooled down a bit, Mrs. Bertinga was not a sore loser by any means, and we spent the next hour and a half chatting amiably over tea as she taught me the basics of how to recognize various basic versions of potions and magic items. Afterwards I received a lovely stream of pop-ups informing me of how much I’d learned: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new subskill to Lore: 
    
  Magic Lore 
    
  You have gained new knowledge concerning magic, be it magic theory, arcane runes and symbols, magical beasts or items or other information. Every skill point in your subskill will increase the possibility of your utilizing the knowledge and will also increase the main skill, albeit slowly. 
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new subskill to Lore: 
    
  Crafting Lore 
    
  You have gained new knowledge concerning crafted items and the crafting processes, be it the crafting of armor, weapons, potions, furniture or other information. Every skill point in your subskill will increase the possibility of your utilizing the knowledge and will also increase the main skill, albeit slowly. 
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Both new subskills immediately rose to level 3, and my main Lore skill increased to 3 as well. 
 
    I thanked Mrs. Bertinga profusely before turning towards the exit to leave. Halfway toward the door, I was struck by a thought, and turned around. “Mrs Bertinga?” I asked, “Mind if I ask you a question of a more, ahem, personal nature?” 
 
    With a mien caught somewhere between amusement and shock, she responded with a hint of laughter in her voice, “Well, that would certainly depend on the manner of the question, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and just jumped into the deep end, “I don’t doubt for a second that the vast majority of travelers, and possibly even part of the locals, are entirely fooled by your grandmotherly façade. Your mannerisms are impeccable and entirely convincing – I wouldn’t have spotted anything if I wasn’t in the business myself, that’s for certain – but here’s what I don’t get: I am sure that you get your share of rough travelers who see a “defenseless lil’ ole lady” and try to take what doesn’t belong to them. And this is the personal part: what are you hiding? How do you handle those kinds of situations?” 
 
    For the second time that day, I watched Mrs. Bertinga’s façade slip as she froze for a second before erupting in a very unladylike laugh – almost a snort. “Well, that IS pretty personal – and very well spotted. You are the first person to see beyond the granny veil for almost two years now. It’s not a secret to those who are in the know – but I do ask those people to keep it a secret, hear?” She gave me a stern look for emphasis, and I readily agreed. She continued, “I am a cleric - court-trained and all - and pretty damn good at it, if you ask me. What does that gain me in a standup fight, you might ask? Not that much, admittedly – but it does gives me the skills to take a punch while I throw a couple of these on the ground in front of me.”  
 
    She expertly tossed a couple of iron pellets of different colors to the ground, which rolled straight in my direction. Slightly nonplussed by her action, I kneeled, looking closer at the item in front of me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Iron Pellet (Unidentified) 
    
  This looks like an entirely unremarkable iron pellet. Shiny, unmarked and with nothing special about it. 
    
  Durability: 25/25 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I looked up and asked, “Interesting. What does it do?” 
 
    Mrs. Bertinga giggled like the oldest school girl in the world “Oh, I really shouldn’t, but…” she cleared her throat and intoned, clearly and precisely, “Primum Frigidum”. 
 
    The result was nothing less than shocking. I felt all my muscles freeze in my kneeling position, and suddenly, the world received a blue-tinted aspect. A debuff appeared in my vision:  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been frozen solid 
    
  You are unable to move, cast spells, talk or do anything that requires physical action.  
    
  30 seconds remaining 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing it as if from afar, Mrs. Bertinga’s giggling moved closer to me. She almost couldn’t speak for her giggling. “I’m…so…sorry Arcangelo. If only you could see yourself.” She launched into a new undignified set of giggles. What a heartless, mean old granny.  
 
    “Now, while you’re standing there with your mouth half opened, just picture exactly what you would do if I had a couple of similar pellets that dispensed fire instead of cold. Oh, that’s right – I do, and those are far from my only tricks.” 
 
    Finally, my muscles unclenched, my debuff disappeared and I was able to stand up again. I looked warily at Mrs. Bertinga – that is one kindly grandmother I wouldn’t want to cross – ever. I worked my jaw and cleared my throat, “I truly hope I’ll never have to find out the hard way what other surprises you possess, but if you don’t mind me asking: have you made these beauties yourself?” I prodded the other pellet cautiously with my toe. 
 
    “Yes. I’m a Tinkerer, son. People come to me and try to sell me all sorts of odds and ends – I find that tinkering with them and coming up with interesting combinations is a wonderful way to relax. I admit it’s not as prestigious as creating some shiny, fanciful paladin’s breastplate inlaid with mother-of-pearl trimmings or what have you, but I can create some truly versatile and useful items. Why, if you’re interested, I might even teach you some of the basics.” 
 
    Oooh – interesting. The Tinkerer primary profession might be right up my alley. While most people just sell random “crap” such as cold resistance potions and rings that give you minor telekinesis skills or allow you to project your voice, I’d always loved and adored these kinds of items. Used properly, they could get you out of situations that you otherwise wouldn’t be able to handle – even if you HAD bought the newest of war axes. “That sounds truly intriguing, Mrs. Bertinga – I might very well take you up on your offer. One shouldn’t jump into such a thing as selecting a Profession without thinking it all the way through.” I said, trying very much to disregard exactly how I’d chosen the Chronicler profession…or the Bard class for that sake. I continued, “Could you tell me which other Craftsmen you have in town?” 
 
    She put a finger on her lip, mulling it over for a moment. “Craftsmen – that means you’re not interested in the Gathering professions? Well, we have Garrett, our Weaponsmith, of course. Then there’s his son, Lyle, who’s aiming to become an Armorsmith. Adorable kid but terribly clumsy. Good old Autoria is the resident Sage – but then, that might not be an option for you, I hear.”  
 
    While she was entirely straight-faced, I could see her eyes twinkling – she was definitely enjoying having a laugh at me. “Of course, Greck you already know – our resident Alchemist – and Gillem’s also a Cook. That nasty piece of work Benneth is our Leatherworker and Grant Jr. – the Harbormaster’s son –is a Tailor. Who does that leave? Hmm. Have you met Othell? A bit of a scamp, but I like him – also, he’s a Scout. Mallard in the temple is our Physician, and Naevys, that lovely girl, is our Woodworker. Oh, and let’s not forget our Carpenter, Grace. I think those are all.” 
 
    I thanked her profusely and left the Traveler’s Delight, walking straight home where I ordered the hottest bath they could possibly make. This put me back another 10 coppers and left me with just 5 silver and 22 coppers in the purse but it was totally and undeniably worth it. Positioned in a large tin bathtub filled with steaming hot water in the back room of the Warlock’s End and enjoying life, the universe and the demise of all fleas, I decided to think about exactly what I wanted for my crafting profession. 
 
    Unfortunately, what with the realism and all, there was STILL no comprehensive FAQ or anything on World of Chains, but luckily my time with the beta had taught me a thing or two regarding the available professions. Apparently not enough, given my complete bafflement concerning the existence of the Chronicler and Tinkerer classes, but hey – it should be enough for me to make a pretty informed decision. 
 
    The existing Primary professions, to my knowledge, were: 
 
    Weaponsmith: Kind of self-explanatory. Hammering out weapons on a forge. All due respect for people who’re into this kind of thing (plus you can create some really impressive custom-made weapons), but this was simply not for me. Working with bloody big hammers for hours and hours on end and being certain that you’d end up with a number of unsightly burn scars (seriously, look at any smith – they all have them – bloody masochists).  
 
    Armorer: Same as the Weaponsmith – only insert “Metal armors and shields” instead of weapons. Same conclusion as well. Also, whichever metal armor I’d decide to create would be too heavy for me. 
 
    Leatherworker: Typically, a Bard would carry medium armor – leather or mail – but if I was going to avoid close combat and play the class mage-style, I might as well steer clear of any kinds of armor that might slow me down. Apart from leather armor and a few other odds and ends –for instance, Leatherworkers DO create some wonderful weight-reducing backpacks – this was not enough for me to elect this profession. 
 
    Tailor: Now, this could very well be a decent possibility. Tailors create custom clothes and cloaks, certain bags and various other items - typically for mages. Maybe I could make myself some +sonic damage and +charisma items or something along that line. 
 
    Woodworker: Yeah, I want to work my wood aaall night! Ahem – sorry about that. Apparently my subconscious doesn’t get enough fresh air. They create bows, arrows, spears and wooden shields. My old rogue was a Woodworker, and it served him well – especially the ability to create quality arrows on the cheap was a good match for him. With this character? Not that great a match… 
 
    Carpenter: A Carpenter is exactly what it sounds like. That guy who makes your rocking chair, wardrobe and other furniture. Some people just loved decorating their own virtual homes – me, I preferred to go to a tavern where somebody had done the decorating for me. Or maybe hiring someone to do it for me. 
 
    Alchemist: That guy who makes potions with really weird effects and also poisons. I would most likely choose this class for the thousands of possibilities that were great to have in the right situation – only, the trainer was frigging I-don’t-trust-you-as-far-as-I-can-carry-you-Greck. Also, before I figured out whether I could trust him, I wasn’t exactly going to ask him for instructions on how to mix volatile liquids. Then there’s the part where I wasn’t too certain whether I really wanted to receive any recipes from someone who seemed to be a functional alcoholic. 
 
    Cook: While I actually love to cook in real life, somehow this hasn’t translated over into the game. Sure, the benefits and buffs you could gain were awesome, but I’ve always preferred versatility over buffs. Also, I was pretty sure that if I asked really nicely, I could just buy some good stuff from Gillem. 
 
    Physician: I’ve been told that this is THE profession to choose if you solo a lot (which I am likely going to) and get into a lot of battles (which I am definitely going to avoid). Bandages, cures for poison and illnesses, compressions, poultices and lots of other stuff I know next to nothing about. Probably leeches too. 
 
    Scout: I really liked the Scout profession – it just wasn’t for me. It gives you a ton of items to craft for when you are in the wilderness. Want some tripwires and alarms to create a really defensible camp? Scout. Better gear for on the road? Scout. Improved binoculars? Well, you get the general idea. If you wanted to go hiking, you’d want to have a Scout along with you. 
 
    Sage: Yeah, this that might’ve been a great way to learn more spells and learn how to scribe spells, but that old biddy of a Mayor wasn’t going to train me any day soon, to be sure. Too bad, really – they also give access to some sorts of arcane thingies that I’ve only heard rumors about. Like – portal scrolls and really weird enchanting add-ons. Conclusion: Gnomes suck! 
 
    Jeweler: The only class that didn’t have a trainer in Grant’s Crossing. Just my luck. I mean, yeah, I totally got it – why would the profession in the game with the most expensive goods settle down in the middle of a forest where you’d be sure that your clientele was severely limited? But still – this profession really speaks to me. You could create a lot of +charisma or +endurance rings to wear and still have a minor invisibility necklace to slip on if you were in a bind. If only…gah…somebody ought to offer me some cheese with this whine. 
 
    Tinkerer: Odds and ends, trinkets and baubles of various effects – hell if I knew anything else, but the class sure seemed intriguing and promising. 
 
    Where did this leave me? Tailor, Alchemist, Sage, Jeweler and Tinkerer were the only professions I liked, and only Tailor, Alchemist and Tinkerer were a real possibility. I made a solemn promise to myself to look further into these three professions on the next day – now it was time to get out of the bath to get into my new clothes and have a look at the loot which I’d had identified! 
 
    With satisfaction, I looked at my new clothes before putting them on. A matching set of relatively rough-spun yet stylish cotton clothes cut in the same style in a darkish green with low boots and a red scarf, just to prevent the outfit from being boring.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Fancy Traveler’s Clothes 
    
  This matching set of clothes is made from relatively rough-spun cotton clothes, which have been stylishly cut in a matching style with a thought for the overall effect. The dark green of the clothes goes well along with the darn brown boots, and the red silk scarf adds just a splash of color. 
    
  Silk scarf.  Durability: 10/10 
  Cotton pants. Durability: 25/25 
  Cotton shirt.  Durability: 25/25 
  Low leather boots.  Durability: 30/30 
  Set item bonus: +1 Charisma, +1 Luck (4 items equipped) 
  Workmanship: Average 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was it – no more looking like a bum for me. Aah – I already felt like a new person. Now, for the rest of the stuff I’d bought - utility items mostly. I’d gotten myself a woolen blanket for warmth or cover, flint and steel, a crowbar, some torches and bandages and quill, ink and parchment. Oh, and a piece of chalk for messages or whatever needed to be marked. 
 
    There was a lot of other stuff I’d love to have, but I had to face the facts – at the moment my wallet was too slim to pay for any more and my arms were too slim to carry all that I wanted to bring along anyway. I did feel a terrible premonition that my excursion would end up like that ancient favorite game of mine, Fallout 2 – where going anywhere without a rope was the same as saying “Nah, I’m not that interested in any of the GOOD loot – I’ll just stay up here and look at that intriguing hole in the floor.” 
 
    Properly attired for my upcoming adventures and with the basest basics covered, it was time for the good stuff. I’d always done this, I mused – saving the good stuff for last. Even as a child, when I had a candy bag, I’d leave all the best stuff for last – now, I could only hope that it was worth the wait. Now, to see the potions that managed to get a rise out of Mrs. Berlinga and the two magic items: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Minor Potion of Spider Grip 
    
  Allows you to hang on to most anything and climb almost like a spider for the duration of the potion. You can climb along any plane and material – the strength of the potion eliminates the possibility of climbing upside down. 
    
  Duration: 4 minutes 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Potion of Grease 
    
  Throwing the bottle at an area covers the area in a thick, oily substance which is slippery enough to make it almost impossible to pass on foot. The substance is very sensitive to fire. 
    
  Area covered: Circle, three-meter radius 
  Duration: 3 minutes 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that’s what I’m talking about! Tiny items which somebody might just sell for a bit of cash – well, actually quite a decent amount of cash – I knew the grease potions were pretty popular in Player Versus Player combat (PVP) – but used in the right spot, they might just save your bacon. The magic items, however, actually made me clap my hands in childish glee.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Tin Ring of Minor Haste 
    
  This ring in itself is not particularly interesting – a simple tin ring with a curved pattern. It has been enhanced with a minor enchantment. 
    
  Range: touch. 
  Increases run speed by +50% for 30 seconds upon activation.  
  5/5 uses 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Bronze Ring of Amiability 
    
  This bronze ring is quite pleasing to the eye. The ring itself is thick and unadorned, but the bronze has a bright and warm sheen to it that draws the eye, when you focus on it. 
    
  +2 to Diplomacy and Barter skills 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I equipped both right away – the bronze ring played right to my strengths and the tin ring – well, you never knew when you’d have to run away from some slavering beast.  
 
    That was it – I felt as ready as I was going to get. I’d just check on the quests that I had and then see whether I’d be able to complete one of the grinding quests and earn myself a little cash. Opening the quest journal, I quickly perused the few quests I had available to me. 
 
    Greck wanted me to discover who was responsible for holding back the progress in Grant’s Crossing and Mallard, the local priest, wanted to know if there was some sort of threat looming over the village. Chertog, the gravedigger, wanted me to look into disappearing bodies, and then I’d have to look into what happened back when Gillem’s mother was killed. Lastly I had one standard hack n’ slash quest where I had to kill off some local feral cats. 
 
    Basically, it looked like I’d have a lot of opportunities to talk to a lot of people and exploit my high charisma… well, except for the “Darn kids” quest which would probably end up concerning the living dead – in every game I’d ever played, graveyard quests equaled zombies or skeletons - but right at that moment, I really felt like trying out my new equipment and whacking some poor mobs. This made for an easy choice – it was time to smoke some cats! 
 
    Itching to get moving, dish out an unfair amount of pain and collect mountains of loot, I left Grant’s Crossing with my intention fixed on flattening a bunch of feral cats. “How hard could it be?” I figured. As I’d both gained a level and some new items, I figured that it would be a cakewalk.  
 
    An hour and a half later found me placed behind my desk in the Warlock’s End, gazing blankly at nothing with my head in my hands. While ostensibly, I was trying to figure out how to do better next time, my mind kept circling around the humiliation of having my ass handed to me by a bunch of goddamn level 1 cats. Sure, there were a couple of redeeming factors. For instance, when the quest stated “feral cats”, I’d imagined just that – a common housecat with a bad attitude. What I got instead was a Feral Lynx – a 35 kg bastard offspring between a tiger, a tsunami and a blender.  
 
    The first encounter had actually gone over rather well. I spotted a Lynx in a clearing, busy feeding from the corpse of what looked like an elk. This should probably have been the first red flag – the fact that a smallish creature such as this had been able to take down as large an animal as an elk. Instead I pressed on to the attack, and a quick combo of well-placed spells resulted in the corpse of the Lynx coming to rest nearly at my feet. Instead of gloating over my first kill, I might also have spent a moment considering a few other things. The speed of the charging lynx and how it’d almost reached me despite the element of surprise, how it had almost evaded my second Sonic Missile, and last but not least, how many feline species tend to hunt in packs. Well, much to my detriment, my large reserve of knowledge on games and monster behavior in general was no good, when I failed to stop to think.  
 
    My memory of the events following my first kill were somewhat blurred, and what did stand out, I would not have minded forgetting again straight away, such as my high-pitched squeal at watching two lynx charging at me from the undergrowth, or learning the hard way that a lynx is actually a better climber than me. An image for the ages, that one, featuring one lynx clawing bloody furrows in my pant legs from the ground, and the other jumping straight up the trunk of the tree in three bounds to swipe at me from above. Or (and to this day, this memory never fails to make me wince) how my uncontrolled flailing from a low branch actually managed to connect a weak kick with the lynx on the ground, earning me the Brawling skill. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Brawling 
    
  A brawling master needs no weapons – he is a weapon in himself. Every skill point in Brawling will increase the blunt damage that you do in unarmored combat. 
    
  Stat: Strength 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    In the end, I had been forced to use a charge from my Tin ring of minor haste in order to be able to run away and escape only with heavy damage to my health, self-esteem and pants. My new pants, damnit!  
 
    When confronted with a difficult problem, it has always helped me to write it out for myself, and this time was no different. After a while, I leaned back and looked at the neat little list I had made for myself. 
 
     Problem no. 1: Too little agility and weapon skill to properly hit enemies – especially fast enemies. 
 
    No. 2: Not enough endurance and armor to truly take a punch, or claws and teeth, as it were. 
 
    No. 3: Not enough strength to effectively subdue smaller animals such as these. 
 
    No. 4: I’m built like a glass cannon, but cannot kill them with one shot. 
 
      
 
    Solution: ? 
 
      
 
    I spent a while looking back and forth between my character sheet and my list, looking for possible solutions and bypasses to my problem. Anybody able to listen to my rambling internal monologue at that moment would probably doubt my sanity, with the actual moment where I was struck by an epiphany sounding something like, “…just no frigging way. Agility’s out. Maybe go back to the real world? I’ll never be able to make it by myself. I’d have to – wait. Back up. By…myself.” 
 
     A wide smile dawned on my face, and I leaned forward on the desk and joyfully wrote two words in caps after the word “solution”: 
 
     MEAT SHIELD. 
 
    I don’t know how I had missed it – the solution for soft characters and glass cannons (high damaging characters with low defensive abilities and hit points) since time immemorial – someone big and brawny to hide behind while firing happily away with the high-damage spells. Now, I only had to find someone who fit the bill and who wouldn’t mind taking a lot of hits on my behalf – preferably for next to no payment. Most likely, this’d require some planning for it to work well. Luckily, I had the perfect accomplice to help me in my endeavor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 – Arcangelo Needs YOU! 
 
      
 
    Letting my weary carcass drop down onto a bar stool, I decided to go with the direct approach, “Hey, Gillem. Remember how you promised me that you’d answer any stupid question I could come up with, and you couldn’t ever get annoyed?” 
 
    Gillem barked a laugh and shot back, “Well, that’s not exactly what I remember promising – but sure, I’ll answer a couple of questions.” 
 
    I nodded gratefully at him, and dove in, “So, this might be a weird question, but…how come I haven’t seen any Reborn in town?” 
 
    A short explanation is probably due. “Reborn” is the name that NPCs use for players – of course, due to our propensity to not stay dead. Oh, and because all players start their life fully grown but without any skills, past or experience, the urban legend goes that we are all Reborn from an earlier life – a new soul in an existing body. A lot of histories, rumors and prejudice are associated with Reborn adventurers, and it’s not everywhere on the continent you want to disclose that you are one. Why? Well, because players tend to introduce chaos to most situations. Even when we behave nicely, which is rarely a given, a Reborn in your neighborhood can mean anything from having a murder solved to half the district burning down – you never know. This was also why, when I was able to, I tried to keep my status on the down low – it’d kept me out of trouble a number of times inside World of Chains. As far as I knew, however, not many players bothered to do this, and most actually revelled in the attention, positive or negative. 
 
    I must have looked nervous, because Gillem smirked at me and said: “Don’t you worry, Arcangelo. We already know that you’re a Reborn, and nobody around here holds it against you.” Seeing that I was about to say something, he continued, “Seriously, arriving at the village totally clueless and starting out by harassing the Mayor was a bit of a giveaway, and you might’ve ended in some trouble if you had continued along that line – but now we know you’re an all right fellow.” 
 
    “To answer your question: we do get Reborn here from time to time, maybe once a week or so. Thing is though, they tend to gravitate away from the village as fast as possible. I can hardly blame the spellcasters; I mean, we don’t even have a library here, but it seems like no-one is truly interested in getting to know the village and the people here. Their loss.” 
 
    The halfling stopped talking for a moment with his mouth set in a hard line before exhaling loudly. “Anyway, we have a standing agreement where the newcomers are allowed to make use of the Mayor’s portal facilities if they perform a number of tasks for the village in order to recuperate some of the costs involved – and of course, as a way of getting someone else to do some of the hard and dirty work in the village.” He winked at me.  
 
    “Basically, there’s just one Reborn lately who’s chosen to stick around – a Hunter – and she spends the majority of her time outside the village – in truth, I get the feeling that she rather dislikes other people – Reborn or no.” 
 
    That brought a slight frown to my face. My first choice would probably have been teaming up with another player – but then again, in this manner, I wouldn’t have to try to explain how I’d landed in the present situation. 
 
    Gathering my thoughts, I asked, “Some people from around the village have been asking me to help with a number of things, and to lay it out there, Gil, I can’t do it by myself. Mind if I use the stage tonight after my performance to ask for help?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Feel free. I should warn you, however, that it’s going to be a hard sell. Most of the locals tend to prefer the safety of the village. I don’t think you’re going to get any help here.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands together. “You just wait and see, Gillem. One just needs to lay the proper groundwork. Oh, and before I forget – my room really feels too empty and forlorn – mind if I drag up some of the stuff that’s slowly rotting away in your Lost and Found room to make it look like someone’s actually inhabiting the room?” 
 
    Gillem had already turned away to start polishing at something, but waved his hand dismissively at me over his shoulder. “No problem – but if you break something, you buy it.” 
 
    I allowed myself the luxury of relaxing for a midday meal, but following that, I basically spent every available moment until the evening preparing my approach and pitch. 
 
    I did also – finally – manage to track down Greck and ask him politely to make some time for me in his capacity as my teacher. His muttered reply was unintelligible – something about “making it worth the hassle first”, but the pop-up I received made his position pretty clear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Quid Pro Quo (repeatable) 
    
  Greck Derzim will deign to spend some of his time teaching you about the finer arts of being a bard in exchange of fair incentive. Bring him some alcohol of acceptable quality in order to secure one Bard class lesson. The length and quality of your lesson will depend on what you bring. 
    
  Reward:  
  100 experience points 
  +100 Reputation with Greck Derzim  
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I swallowed my automatic response, telling him off for being the world’s most horrible teacher. I knew most of his actions were nothing more than acting and keeping his cover. I just really wished he wasn’t so damn talented at behaving like an ass. In the end I merely accepted the quest and left. 
 
    It took a while to simmer down and get back to the work at hand, but in the end, when the crowd started to enter the inn in ones and twos, I felt pretty prepared. 
 
    Allowing the crowd time to eat, talk and relax, I just sat on the stage and from time to time, played a few short ditties on the violin - without the bow, just string work, pizzicato style. The sound it creates on a violin is pretty reminiscent to a guitar, and I love the variety of sounds it allows you to incorporate into the music. As before, I waited until most people were almost finished eating before I addressed the crowd.  
 
    I’ve always claimed that music from computer games and movies is among the most underrated music in the world. Overall, I find that it comes in two categories: in your face, insistent and loud music, announcing to the world that now is the time to fear for your life, now is the time to feel very, very afraid, or the kind of game and movie music I’ve always preferred: quiet, unassuming, slowly insinuating itself upon you, influencing a certain mood or feeling without you even taking heed. In that moment, I finally had the opportunity to check out whether its effect held true in the real world. Well – a virtual world, anyway – but it felt real.  
 
    I opened with one of my favorite examples of the former, “The Bridge of Khazad-Dum”. Loud, epic and adventurous, it definitely served to catch their attention. When the scattered applause had died down, I told the crowd, “Tonight, my friends, I would like to talk about heroes.” I continued telling them how a society’s heroes and legends tells much about its people, and how I would very much love to hear more about them and get to know them all a bit better. “Of course, it would be bad taste of me to just lean back and let everybody else do all the telling, and therefore, I would like to start out with a tale from my own home, which lies very far from here.” 
 
    I told them a short story I’d partially made up for the moment, concerning the abduction of children and women from a local town by the “Ell” – a magical, bewitching and seductive people with hollow backs, which range back to the Danish Viking age - and how a clever duo of local farmers had taken it upon themselves to bring back the captured people and succeeded where both the local knight and priest failed. 
 
    After finishing, I asked for input from the crowd, and after a short while, the cry went up, “Chertog!” “Yeah, Chertog, you’ve got tons of stories.” After a bit of persuasion, the elderly dwarf surrendered and took his place on the stage. He told a captivating story from his Dwarven home about the near extermination of his entire clan by a marauding horde of barbarous catfolk. While he narrated, I started playing, softly, not interrupting his story, but trying to enhance the mood. The crowd listened intently, learning how a small group of five dwarves had successfully held back the horde for two hours, allowing the remainder of the clan to escape to safety through a narrow cave opening. In the end, however, the small group succumbed to the horde.  
 
      
 
    Applauding along with the rest, I thanked him profusely. I said, “This is exactly what I’m talking about. A tale such as this not only teaches us about the past of Chertog’s clan. It also enlightens us about which traits are important among his clan – and as such, it goes way beyond simple entertainment.” 
 
    I continued, addressing the crowd, “How about the heroes of Aeion? Letting your elders do all the work is bad manners. Isn’t there one of you young folks who could entertain the rest of us with a tale of the greatest heroes of the world?” 
 
    A silence filled the crowd, until a small voice was heard and a young girl asked, “Do you know the tale of the Royal Cabal and the Separation?” 
 
    I indicated that I didn’t and waved her over for her to take over the stage. Blushing a furious red, she climbed the stage and stood in the middle, hands behind her back and looked down for a while before starting out. 
 
    “Once upon a time, the world was whole and hale. All sorts of races lived together, wielding a plethora of magics and mastering technologies unknown to us today. Sometimes we had harmony, sometimes we suffered from war, but above and beyond all, life flourished on Neyrus.” 
 
    A number of people in the crowd murmured, “As it shall be once again:” Apparently this was not just any old story. I refrained from playing this time around - I’d better not mess up some unspoken ritual concerned with the story. 
 
    “The Separation was upon us without warning. We do not know where it originated nor where it struck first. We could only observe its effect.” She gracefully knelt, letting one arm extend before her, indicating each corner of the compass in turn. “Everything. Everywhere: From the ever-burning Fire Mills in the north to the southern swampland, the world tore itself apart.”   
 
    “A darker day was never seen.” 
 
    She rose again, face downturned and solemn. “Much was lost that day - lives, land, riches and wisdom. The wise men of the world were confounded, and mages, priests and scholars alike acted in panic, doing their utmost to halt the destruction of our world, to no effect. Our downfall was nigh – but then the Royal Cabal of Boershan came to our defense.” 
 
    “Blessed be they.” 
 
    The girl looked up, a proud mien spreading on her features. “At great cost to themselves, they managed to stop the onslaught of the destruction and keep our world afloat, despite the evil forces doing their all to tear everything apart. They are the reason we remain in the sky.” 
 
    “Blessed be they.” 
 
    Smiling softly at us all, she finished, “The Cabal remain our guardians and our hope. Every day, they toil to reclaim the heavens and reunite us to the remainder of Neyrus. Give them their due, everybody, because they are the ones who will bring back what is lost.” At this, she went to her knees, spread her arms in a supplicating gesture and lead the final chant, where she spoke a sentence and the crowd responded. 
 
      
 
    “Cabal protect us.” 
 
    “Blessed be they”. 
 
    “Cabal guide us.” 
 
    “Blessed be they.” 
 
    “Cabal save us. 
 
     Blessed be they. 
 
      
 
    Clapping politely with the rest of the crowd, I did not expect the pop-up that entered my view at that point.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  The Beginning and the End (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have received a glance of the story behind the Separation. Uncover the entire story as it is told today. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I quickly pressed accept, not sparing the quest a whole lot of thought. I was focused on the crowd and how exactly to move on. Jumping back up onto the stage, I solemnly said, “Thank you very much for that. I suppose it’s only fair that I take my turn now?” I was met by a number of exclamations such as “Yeah”,”Go on Arcangelo.” and “Quit yer yappin’ an’ play sum’n already.” The last person was quickly shushed down, however. 
 
    I grinned at the offender and announced, “Luckily, I’ll be able to oblige you all this time. My next story is in the form of a ballad. This is a song from home, which, while sad, tells a lot about where I come from. It’s called “Utah Carol”. 
 
    I then proceeded to play the story of a rider, who mourned the loss of his partner who’d died to save a little girl from a stampeding herd of cattle. Played on the violin instead of on a guitar, as the original was, I tried my best to imbue the song with an additional sense of mourning and loss. This has never been the easiest of things for me as I tend to lose myself in the song when I improvise, and when the bow forced out the final verse, I felt drained from the effort. I spent a moment just staring at my feet before gathering my thoughts and looking up at the applauding crowd. 
 
    I gave them a half-smile, still somewhat caught up in the mood, and told them, “This song tells a lot about where I come from. It tells us that we, as Chertog’s clan, honor our fallen heroes.” I gave a nod in Chertog’s direction. “It tells us that we put the lives of our children above our own.” Here I smiled at the small girl who’d told the story earlier, “and finally, it tells us that you don’t need to be a knight in shining armor to be a hero – it might just as well be the person who works at your side, day in, day out.” I waited for a few moments, letting it sink in, before clearing my throat. “Ah, well – enough sadness for today. There’s still one story I plan to get from you today. Please tell me about the heroes of Grant’s Crossing.” 
 
    This was met by complete and utter silence. Nobody seemed to see what I was aiming at. Their gazes slowly drifted either down to the floor or over at Chertog as if asking him to take over. He seemed lost in thought for a bit, as well, before suddenly realizing how many people were staring imploringly at him. He coughed and spoke to the room, “Stop looking at me like that already. You all know I haven’t been chronicling much of what’s happening here..” 
 
    I encouraged the crowd a bit, “Come on. You’ve managed to erect a well-functioning village in the middle of one of the largest, most dangerous forests on Aeion, and despite being few inhabitants, you manage to keep trade flowing between the east and the west. Are you really claiming that this has happened without any heroics?” 
 
    At this, everybody started talking at once, recalling past stories, achievements and heroics. After a minute or so, I managed to shout down the crowd and convince them to have a go one at a time. When I had planned it out, this was exactly the outcome I’d been hoping for – for everyone to realize that a lot of the villagers had actually committed heroic deeds at some point. What I hadn’t expected was how touching it all was. We had Gillem’s son, Jeb, talking about a Reborn who had saved him from a feral dog, and how he’d never learned his name. A misty-eyed Ms. Bertinga spoke at length about how a local druid had risked her life without any recompense to bring her the ingredients for a medicine during an epidemic and even the usually bitter and taciturn catfolk hunter who the villagers had nicknamed “Sourpuss” explained how Othell had once saved him when he’d managed to enrage a huge boar and apologized directly to Othell for never having thanked him properly.  
 
    You might have been present at a family reunion or the like where, usually after the introduction of copious amounts of alcohol, every resentment, hatred and forgotten grudge from the past comes to light. That is exactly what this was, but only as a glorious, heartfelt opposite. Quite a few of the stories left me with tears in my eyes, and after only a couple of stories, I decided to stop playing and just let the villagers have this moment. 
 
    A couple of hours later, I started to see a few yawns around the room, and once the current speaker had finished, I attended the crowd with my address, “Before you all leave, I wanted to thank you very much for sharing these stories – your stories – with me. I have one final inquiry, however: I aim to follow your examples and strive to improve Grant’s Crossing and have a number of ideas in mind – the first to remove the feral lynx which have been harassing our hunter.” At this, I nodded at Sourpuss. I continued: “I cannot do it alone, however. I need a companion – someone who can shield my back while we both work for the common good of the village. Please come see me afterwards if you think this could be you. Whatever risk there is, we will share along with the well-earned rewards. Now, no more talking from me – you’ve left me hoarse enough that my last song tonight will be instrumental.”  
 
    As I bid them good night with what is probably my favorite recurring song from a game series – the Ballad of the Goddess – I could hear the chatter from the crowd. While it might just be wishful thinking, I couldn’t help but feel like I had caught the attention of the villagers with my plea. The only thing that was left for me was to hope that somebody in the town had the guts – or the lack of common sense – to assist me. 
 
    The final joyous tones from the song faded away, and I spent my time packing up. When I looked up, I could see three people waiting for me in front of the stage. While I kept my face carefully neutral, my inside voice did a giant “Woop” of joy. It had worked!  
 
    I took my time speaking with all three, getting to know their stories, strengths and weaknesses. In game terms, apart from the discussions, this also grants you limited access to the character sheet of the NPC who tells you about himself. The person who surprised me the most by volunteering was actually the very same Sourpuss who’d given me the quest to kill the lynx – the village’s hunter and skinner. The elderly catfolk by the name Benneth Stoll had apparently felt shamed by my speech and wanted to give something back to Grant’s Crossing. Unfortunately, however, I felt that I had to turn him down. From what I’d heard around town, his traps and hunting actually provided quite a bit of the provender that the village needed to manage, and I probably wouldn’t want to be the reason that everybody suddenly had to make do without meat or warm pelts for the winter. 
 
    At this point, I spent a short moment marveling at my behavior – was I really spending time considering the ethical ramifications of my choice? I reminded myself that this was still a game, no matter how realistic and well-polished, and the end-game as far as I was concerned was still unchanged – babes and brewskies! I did, however, still let Sourpuss go – I wouldn’t want the negative reputation hit his death would undoubtedly bring me.  
 
      
 
    The two remaining choices before me were: 
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Lyle Brenathan 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Class: Knight, Level 1 – experience towards next level: 0/1000  
 
    Crafting Class: Armorer, Apprentice 
 
    Gathering Class: Mining, Novice 
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 150/150 
 
    Mana: 80/80 
 
    Stamina: 150/150 
 
      
 
    Strength: 15 
 
    Perception: 8  
 
    Endurance: 15  
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 8  
 
    Agility: 8  
 
    Luck: 5  
 
      
 
      Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Armorsmithing 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blunt Weapons 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heavy Armor 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Crafting Lore 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Groupings 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        History 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Magic Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Religion 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mining 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Jack of all Trades: Humans are proficient with any manner of skills. Skill increases are 2% more likely to happen.  
 
      
 
    Well-liked: Humans are universally well-liked. +10% to any reputation gain. 
 
      
 
    Sign of the Bear: Once a day, gain +10 Endurance for 60 seconds.  
 
      
 
    ...in Shining Armor: Knights tend to spend a lot of time in their armor, and are able to use it as more effectively than most other classes. +5 AC. 
 
      
 
    Clumsy: You are clumsier than most – or just plain unlucky. You are more apt to skin your knee, drop your knife or stumble. The bad side to this is that it seems to have become a permanent thing. The good side is that your numerous incidents have hardened you beyond the usual. You gain -5 luck but +3 endurance and a +5 to any roll to resist pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyle was – well, everything about him just screamed that this was a good kid. He was kind and shy – the type you’d never hear talking loudly in public. He had an open, honest face with the kind of curly, unruly hair that every parent just has to ruffle. Oh, and he was almost two meters tall with long, brawny arms and a broad chest. Apparently, he’d been itching for the possibility to “get out there and do good” for a long while, but had never found a good chance before now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Berthold Gardarson  
 
    Race: Dwarf 
 
    Warrior, level 3 – experience towards next level: 2240/3000  
 
    Crafting Class: Woodworker, Novice 
 
    Gathering Class: None 
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 160/160 
 
    Mana: 80/80 
 
    Stamina: 160/160 
 
      
 
    Strength: 16 
 
    Perception: 9  
 
    Endurance: 16  
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 8  
 
    Agility: 10 
 
      
 
    Luck: 10 
 
      
 
      Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Crafting Lore 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Geography 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Slashing Weapons 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        1-h Weapon and Shield 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Two Weapons 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Flurry of Blows 
 
       
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Two-handed Weapon 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Rushed Attack 
 
       
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Woodworking 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Tough Meat: Dwarves, while small in stature, are a tough race. They gain +1 Endurance for each level. 
 
      
 
    An Eye for Detail: Regardless of their chosen path, dwarves who dedicate their lives to crafting, tend to excel at it. +5% chance at creating an improved workmanship result when crafting. 
 
      
 
    Natural Born Warrior: You have an instinctive understanding for martial arts and weapon skills. Skill increases on any combat skill are 5% more likely to happen.  
 
    Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Berserker: There is a slight chance for you to go berserk whenever you are damaged in battle. When berserk, your damage increases by 20% and you receive 20% spell resistance for the duration of the battle. You cannot, however, use any combat skills, as you are completely lost to the blood and mayhem. 
 
      
 
    Bloody Mess: You’ve had your fair share of battle, blood and gore, and you’ve come to like it. You receive +2 to all mêlée based skills once the blood starts flowing on the field.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If one were to take Lyle and consider how to find his exact opposite…well, they’d end up with a woman, but disregarding that, Berthold might just fit the bill. Where Lyle was tall and blond, Berthold was short and swarthy. Lyle was soft-spoken and well-mannered Berthold was loud and boisterous. Berthold was one of the two brothers in town who owned the barracks/mercenary “guild” that they’d aptly named Blood Brothers. Like he said, however, it was not much of a guild, nor had it ever been – there weren’t that many mercenaries to hire around here - just the brothers and a few hangers-on like Kiff from the tavern. His reasons for wanting to join up were, “Same as always, I guess. Herbert – brother dear – and I are a bit drunk and bored, and we get into a bit of a tussle. I knock him out and…well, I’m still drunk and bored, right? So, I shave off half his hair. Long story short: I need something to keep me occupied for a bit, and from what I’ve heard around town, you’re working with the priest to figure out what’s killing off the trade – this’ll probably even earn me extra money in the end. Heh.” 
 
    If I looked at the stats and skills only, there was no discussion – Berthold was tougher, more skilled and didn’t have that annoying “clumsy” trait. Also, odds were people wouldn’t miss him as much as Lyle if I were to get him killed. Except…I didn’t like him. Something about him just felt off to me – it was hard to explain. It kind of felt like lying in your bed at night and suddenly feeling like there’s someone in the room with you – a sort of fundamental unease. Well, that and the “Bloody mess” achievement. That was deeply disturbing, as well. 
 
    Being a game and all, I really should just have chosen the better stats, but whatever had brought me thus far along the bard path I’d been following had come due to me disregarding common game terms and acting on my feelings and hunches – and somehow, I had the feeling that behind the clumsiness and eager visage of Lyle, which made me think of a puppy, for some reason, rested a brilliant tank-to-be. He would probably need to be housebroken first, however. 
 
    I turned down Berthold as gently as possible, and I actually thought he took it rather nicely – his only comments were, “Hrmf. Fine. Gives me more time for my drinking. Look me up once the kid is pushing daisies, and you’ve been Reborn a time or three.” Later, I agreed upon the fine print of my agreement with Lyle. Basically, we would split any money we found 50/50, and any items we were to find which he could use, he’d have first picks on. Anything that we both could use, we’d throw in a pile and take turns choosing. While this sounds fair enough, he was undoubtedly getting the short end of the stick since a huge part of all loot usually arrived as vendor trash – which I’d keep for myself. Did I feel a few pangs of conscience at this? Sure did but not enough to question or remedy this unexpected windfall. We agreed that we’d meet the next morning at 9, ready to go, packed up with everything we could think would be of use. 
 
    The moment I saw Lyle walking towards the door, practically floating with joy, I allowed myself a couple of minutes of pure relaxation. I ordered a lager from Gillem and walked up to my room, threw myself down into the chair and smacked my boots up on the table and just enjoyed the beer with nothing at all inside my mind – completely blanked out. After a while the silence got to me, and it was as if I could hear the sound of some thought pinging around inside my skull, “Ping. Dude. Ping. Check out the loot. Plong. Else, I’m not going awaaaaay.” I shook my head, trying to clear away the cobwebs and other unwanted intruders from my mind and got down to business. First and foremost: the cash. I checked what the crowd had left in my guitar case. Scatter-minded moron that I was, I hadn’t even checked it after my last performance; I’d been that tired. Ah, well – that left me with a decent pile of small coins – 2 silver and 46 copper, to be exact. Apparently, the crowd still liked me. Sure, I could expect the amount to lower with time, but it was nice to know that I probably wouldn’t run entirely out of cash while I was playing at the inn.  
 
    The other day, I’d fiddled around with the setting for the pop-ups because they could be very distracting when I was performing or otherwise in the middle of something demanding my full attention. Essentially, gaining new skills and skill levels wouldn’t pop-up until I checked manually, and as for all other pop-ups, if I dismissed one, all except critical pop-ups (for instance, accepting a portal spell cast on me) would stay minimized until I checked them. The net result for the evening was 2 skill-ups for Local Lore, 2 new Lore subskills – Religion and History – 2 increases for Musician (hell yeah!) and one to Performing and Singing each.  
 
    While this was all nice and good, I forgot about it the moment I checked out the next two pop-ups. The first one was a very intriguing quest which could probably net a nice reward without having to submit myself to danger, but the second was incredible. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  How the Crossing Came to Be (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have learned a smattering of stories about the past of Grant’s Crossing. The origin and creation of Grant’s Crossing has never been officially chronicled. Compile the true story from the perspective of each of the four founders and reveal it to the village at Reveler’s Moon.  
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have earned an Achievement 
    
  Bringer of Joy 
    
  You have shown through you actions that you are able to bring people together and joy to the crowds wherever you go.   
    
  Reputation gained while performing or playing is increased by 25%. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As the icing on the proverbial cake, I received a whopping increase to rep: +650 to reputation with Gillem and +325 with the rest of Grant’s Crossing.  
 
    While I couldn’t exactly claim that everything was progressing with lightning speed, I sure felt like I was getting somewhere. Apart from this, things were progressively getting more interesting – who’d have thought that there’d be as much drama, hidden information and deep quest lines in a tiny village such as this? I’d probably end up enjoying the time I was going to spend here until I got the chance to leave for a real city – a notion I had not seen coming when I first figured out that I was stranded. 
 
      
 
    That night, just before turning in, I was standing at the open window, softly playing to myself – some of my favorite game music, the main theme from Final Fantasy 7. The night was feeling particularly peaceful, and there even was a scattering of different animals close by, giving everything a suitable “Disney” feel. I swear, a large lizard on the opposite roof even seemed to nod in time to the music. In short, I felt really good about myself when I went to bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 – Into the Woods 
 
      
 
    I awoke early the following day, well rested and in an extraordinarily good mood. It felt like after something had finally clicked, and things were going to go my way. I stretched, spending a moment to think how weird it was that my brain somehow still passed on the desire to stretch after a period of rest, when my body was placed inside a full-immersion tank. Feeling the need to relax and reward myself with a little down time, I decided to dedicate a little time to getting comfortably installed in my room. Half an hour and two trips to the lost-and-found room later, I stepped back, admiring my room, which for the first time actually felt like my room. Seeing as how my room was the last room on the second floor at the end of the hall just under the roof, both side walls slanted inwards. On one side, I had my cot, filled with fresh straw and a large woolen blanket for chilly nights and on the other a large draw chest with room to spare for all my earthly belongings. There was no lock for the chest, but then again, at this point I owned nothing worth stealing except for Greck’s old violin. The back wall was dominated by a large circular window and the center of the room was occupied by an old darkwood desk. 
 
     All in all, the result had been quite spartan, but the cellar had been a treasure trove and had turned out two warm animal pelts for the floor, an old map of the Dawnlight Forest, a couple of candlesticks to cover the splintered and worn table and a handful of nails. This allowed me to hang the violin case on one side of the window and the shortbow on the other side. It wasn’t that I actually thought that I’d ever get to use the shortbow, but I appreciated the balance in the room – music on one side, violence on the other. Nodding in satisfaction, I went down to the tavern room to get some breakfast and meet up with Lyle. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure what I’d expected from Lyle, but from his earlier exuberance, I’d at the very least expected him to show up.  I’d spent a slow morning in the tavern's main room, enjoying myself over a slow breakfast and afterwards passing the time good-naturedly pestering Jeb for local information. I received a smattering of mixed information on the local flora and fauna, local monsters (rumors as well as solid fact interspersed, it seemed) and more intel on what was happening locally. Long story short, trade was slowing down to a trickle and no-one seemed to know why – although rumors of highwaymen were rampant.  
 
    Leaving the tavern in search for Lyle, I received a pop-up rewarding my effort with an increase to Local Lore. The morning sun shone in my eyes, and the sky promised a gentle spring day with little to no rain.  
 
    On my way over to the smithy, I chanced upon the first Reborn I’d seen since arriving at Grant’s Crossing. Physically, there was no way to tell an NPC from a Reborn, but these two were a dead giveaway. One was a half-orc who was plodding along, gesturing wildly with his arms in the retelling of some story. The other was a halfling who, for some reason, was bouncing around more than walking. As they passed me by without a glance I heard the half-orc growl, “I’m telling you, bro. One more of these fetch quests, and I’m ripping off my ears, it’s so bloody boring.” The gnome groaned in response, “Tell me about it – but two or three more, and we’re out of this shithole.” 
 
    So yeah – Reborn: pretty easy to spot – present company (sometimes) excluded. 
 
    When I arrived at the smithy, I rapped politely on the door. A few moments later, the door was answered by a lumbering, soot-covered brute, who, eyes narrowed to slits, made a sound deep in his throat like a couple of boulders crashing together and walked back into the smithy. 
 
     “So you’re the one‘s been talking Lyle into stupid shit. Kid’s in the back,” he grunted. “If he’s hurt, I’ll be blaming you. With my hammer.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your reputation with Lawrence Brenathan has decreased by -2000. New reputation: -1075 (Disliked) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Good Luck, Sonny 
    
  Convince Lawrence Brenathan that allowing his son Lyle to embark on adventures in your company was the right decision. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Penalty for Lyle’s death: 
  -3000 reputation with Lawrence Brenathan 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That felt pretty brutal to me, but then again, I’d just convinced his son to risk his life on a regular basis – I probably couldn’t have expected a better reception. I had no clue how I was supposed to convince him that Lyle becoming my companion was an excellent idea but decided to shrug and get on with it. Keeping him alive for the first day would have to do for starters. 
 
    Near the back of the smithy, I found my wayward companion seated on a cot with his head leaned back towards the wall of the building, snoring like a buzzsaw. In his arms he held what I assumed was the reason for his oversleeping - and it was beautiful. It was a huge iron shield which was probably about 1.20 meters in height and looked to weigh enough that I'd have problems carrying it, let alone moving it quickly to defend myself. The rectangular, curved shape reminded me of old movies portraying Roman soldiers, only he'd added some iron studs all along the edge of the shield along with a protruding metal circle in the center - probably due to some craftsman's reasoning that was beyond me. 
 
    I gently rapped on the shield and watched as he slowly came to, fascinated by the look of shock on his face when he realized who was standing before him. He started stuttering his way through an apology, but I interrupted him immediately, trying to dispel his nervousness, “Relax, Lyle. I can see why you overslept if you worked all night finishing that shield. Can I see it?”  
 
    With his attention focused back onto familiar terrain, he calmed visibly. He turned the shield over in his hands and brushed it over before handing it to me. “Actually, it’s called a scutum,” he said. “No clue why, really, but I’ve been meaning to make it since forever. I just…never had a reason, before, you know.” At this he blushed – looked like he really couldn’t wait to get out of town.  
 
    The shield really did weigh a ton. I took a gander: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Heavy Iron Scutum 
    
  This heavy iron shield is constructed with one thing in mind: Protecting as much of the wearer as possible, yet still be light enough to carry in one hand. It has been outfitted with a shield boss for offensive purposes. 
    
  +6 Armor class 
  Workmanship: Average
Durability: 90/90 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Impressive – the shield had as much durability as most of my clothes combined – and was probably even harder to dent. “Looks like it can take quite a punch.” I said, nodding in appreciation. “What’s that metal…what do you call it…in the middle for?”  
 
    “It’s called a boss,” he responded “A shield boss – it’s supposed to be used for punching or bashing, but I’m not entirely sure how it works in practice. Guess I’ll just have to try it out.” 
 
    At this, I did grin. He’d admitted the day before that he didn’t actually have any combat experience whatsoever, that he’d only trained in the backyard with an old cast-off mace and whatever armor pieces he’d been able to gather together over the years. “I look forward to seeing the effect – now, if you’re about ready to go, I have a score to settle with a pack of lynx.” 
 
    He jumped up. “No, wait. Erm, I mean that’s not all I’ve been spending time on yesterday. I’ve been around town asking whether anybody else needed some help outside the town, and I actually found some people who needed a hand with some gathering and some mining but I didn’t know what profession you had so I just said we’d try to help them all. “ He took a short breath and rambled on, “Also there’s this girl outside town who needs us to gather a handful of eggs from a Razortail Viper and kill some vipers and I’ve heard that they’re supposed to be pretty tough, but...I don’t know.” 
 
    Listening to his enthusiastic rambling, I couldn’t help but smile. He continued for a bit, just listing all the details until he saw my expression and his face fell. I held my hands up in a placating gesture, “Relax, Lyle. You did good – I’m just pleasantly surprised by how much effort you’ve already put into this. If you keep it up like this, we’ll be sure to achieve some impressive results. Now, unfortunately, my profession is as a Chronicler, and therefore I don’t have the knowledge for gathering or mining anything – but whatever you yourself are able to help with, I’ll be glad to assist with – and if you could share the details of whatever else we might be able to assist with in the village, we’ll take a good whack at it, all right?” 
 
    In the end he was able to share two quests with me, and additionally, he had received a quest himself for mining some darkened iron - from his father, apparently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Why is it Always… 
    
  Naevys Fenmarel has observed that a number of Razortailed Vipers have been spreading near the Moonsong Cave. Slay 10 vipers.   
    
  Optional extra:  Bring back a clutch of viper eggs 
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience points. 
  5 silver 
  Unknown item 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  How’s the Moonshine, Sunshine? 
    
  Kiff Hardinger has had some unpleasant experiences with forest animals lately. He has asked you to check on his still in the forest and bring any full bottles back with you. 
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience points. 
  Payment in silver, depending on how many bottles you bring. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I accepted both quests and waited for Lyle to don the rest of his armor – a threadbare chainmail vest and a mismatched set of leather and chain armor for his arms and legs – and shoulder his dented, old 1-handed mace and backpack, and then we left for the woods.  
 
    During our short walk towards the place where I’d been thoroughly humiliated last time, we discussed just how we ought to deal with the lynx as well as what our contingency plans were.  
 
    Our modus operandi should be pretty straight forward - if everything went according to plan, that is. Lyle was to catch and keep the attention of all the lynx, and I should then proceed to draw them away from him and finish them off, one by one. I hoped that his armor, while of varying quality, should be enough to keep him from excessive damage.  
 
    Our contingency plan was, for now, severely limited due to our lack of money and useful items. There were tons of possible combinations of potions, magic and mundane items, skills or spells that’d be useful in a tense situation, but that was something to investigate in the future. For now, if any of us judged the situation to be going badly enough that we stood no chance of winning, he’d shout, “Fly, you fool.” (Yes, I insisted), and I’d quickly cast Minor Haste on both of us while we ran our respective butts off. I did also spend a couple of minutes stressing the importance of his getting away first and foremost – worst case scenario, I could always be Reborn once again. Not sure he really listened, though – he seemed to take the Knight role pretty seriously. 
 
    Getting closer to the area where I’d spotted the first lynx the day before, I turned towards Lyle and stopped him. We were currently standing in a relatively clear area –from here, it was just a two-minute walk through an area which was partially covered in thickets before we’d reach the clearing. “So, here’s the deal, Lyle: if we’re going to be questing together regularly, we need to be clever about it, or we’ll end up as skulls decorating the shelves in the lair of the first cunning little monster to lay a third-rate ambush. This is one of the reasons why I chose you over Berthold – because he seems extremely headstrong while you seem like the kind of person who’s willing to think things over, do the necessary grunt work first and keep vigilant all the time.”  
 
    I was entirely aware that I was laying it on pretty thick at this time, but I wanted to get my point across – and also might be having just a tad of an ulterior motive. I mean, if he went out and got us two new quests and himself a new item suited without any nudging whatever, what could he achieve for me…erm, us..if I encouraged him a bit? I cleared my thoughts and continued with a deadpan expression as if I were an experienced hunter and not someone who’d been surprised, ambushed, bested and led around by his nose for the better part of the past couple of days, “The first and probably most important rule for avoiding surprises is to take your time. No rushing in without thinking, and no making up plans in the middle of a situation. The second is to do your homework. Know your enemy, know the terrain and know the geography. The third is to always keep your eyes open. Now, tell me what you see, Lyle.” 
 
    He squinted at his surroundings with a perplexed expression on his face. “Erm, the forest? Fir trees, boulders, grass and dirt. I’m sorry, but I’m not really sure what you’re looking for. I don’t know that much about plants.” 
 
    “That’s my point exactly. You need to keep your eyes open all the time. So far you don’t know that much about the world and which hostile creatures lurk out here, and therefore, you don’t know exactly what to look for – yet! To tell you the truth, neither do I. I do know, however, that the savage felines we’re looking for are damn good at camouflage – and at climbing. So let’s take it slow and really look out for the bastards.” 
 
    He nodded and started staring in the direction we were going. A short while later, I received a pop-up which gave me a hint that he had spotted the first enemy. Admittedly, the “Oh” that escaped his lips was a bit of a giveaway. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Teacher has increased to level 2 (16% progress to next level) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Very good,” I praised him. “Let’s take a while and see if we can spot any other enemies before we draw him out – I can tell you from experience that they hunt in packs.” 
 
    A short while later, my own Spot skill had experienced an increase, and we’d spotted a total of four lynx in the nearest area, all with blue icons, showing them to be slightly below my level. I took a deep breath, said, “Here goes, Lyle – you know what we agreed on.” and we moved closer for the attack. Apparently, the awareness of the lynx was better than the range on my spells because the moment I estimated that I’d entered attack range, the first lynx had already spotted us and let out a growl that was ranged somewhere between lion and house cat. Not really impressive, but I still felt a shiver running down my spine, certain that it’d attract the attention of his pack mates quickly.  
 
    I immediately raised the violin and cast a Sonic Missile that lanced straight into his chest, and simultaneously, I moved as rapidly away from the carnivore as possible without stumbling. Watching the lynx sprinting towards me, long claws creating small furrows in the soft earth, I misjudged his approach and missed with my next Sonic Missile. I barely had time to unleash a Sonic Wave straight towards his path, and the next thing that registered was a heavy glancing blow to my abdomen, removing about a fourth of my health. Panicking, I scrambled to get up and away until I noticed the unmoving body at my feet – apparently, I’d managed to kill him mid-jump, suffering the damage inflicted by his corpse. 
 
    Disheveled and covered with dirt, I surveyed the situation, and spotted a thing of beauty. Lyle, scutum held low and mace in hand, holding off a total of four lynx as if he’d been born for the job. Fighting defensively, he undoubtedly did a minimum of damage, but he also left a minimum of openings for the lightning-quick lynx, and up until now, his armor had done an incredible job of deflecting their claws and teeth. Eyeing an opening, I cast another Sonic Missile at a lynx who’d just been dealt a parrying blow from his mace, and set my feet in readiness for the next charge. This time, I didn’t wait to watch the feline leap before I spread the damaging rays of Sonic Wave before me – and instantly dodged to the right.  
 
    My timing was anything but perfect, and I suffered an additional glancing blow to my legs – for less damage, this time, but I did get the chance to enjoy the sight of the lynx’s lifeless body tumbling along the ground for several meters before I swerved back towards the battle to be greeted by a confusing set of happenings. First, a pitiful yowl blasted through the forest, followed by a lynx cartwheeling through the air in an arc leading away from Lyle. Second, a lynx was able to dodge its way behind Lyle and sink its fangs deeply into his lower leg where it clung ferociously to him, attached by both its fangs and claws. Third, Lyle looked to be building up an impressive panic, flailing furiously at the cat with both arms and legs while blood was pouring down his leg and, strangely, his nose.  
 
    While Lyle looked entirely out of control, he didn’t seem to be in any mortal danger due to the damage he’d sustained so far. Also, I could tell that he’d chosen that moment to activate his star sign, because his body had just bulked out massively, like he’d spent half a year at the gym skipping everything but chest day. Even though the extra bulk and hit points were temporary, they’d grant him a bit of momentary safety, which is why I chose to do something about the last lynx attacking him instead.  
 
    A well-aimed Sonic Missile to its hind quarters definitely got its attention, and it turned upon me with a hiss. Just then, I noticed that the airbound lynx had actually landed far enough from Lyle that it had chosen me for the closer – or less problematic – target. This left me with one cat charging swiftly at me from straight ahead, maybe 20 meters away and another one 15 meters away and to the side, stalking quickly towards my left flank. For a moment, I could smell a redo of the other day’s humiliation, but I moved along with the left lynx, and within seconds, I had both cats getting uncomfortably close – but comfortably within the cone of my spell. “Not today, Garfield!” I mumbled through clenched teeth and cast Sonic Wave once again.  
 
    When the noise had dissipated, I could see both lynx lying unmoving nearly at my feet, and Lyle standing panting, bloody, but very much alive over the unrecognizable remains of the final Lynx. We’d done it! Our first battle was over, and we had triumphed! 
 
    “That. Was. Bloody. AWESOME!” I shouted to the world in general. “Lyle, you beautiful bastard – what you just did.” I gestured wildly with my arms, trying to replicate his earlier movements. “Holding off against four of the damn cats like it was no effort at all – that was friggin astounding!” 
 
    Lyle’s nascent smile kept growing larger until he as well was grinning like a loon. Sporting a leg that was still bleeding along with a nose that looked twice its normal size, I had to ask, “Lyle – your nose – what the hell happened there?” 
 
    Lyle blushed like a teenager whose parents had just discovered his “secret” bookmarks on the internet. “Well,” he mumbled, voice distorted by his swollen nose, “when the lynx got my leg from behind, I just lost it, I guess. I was hitting left and right, and it just hung on, biting and scratching – hurt like hell, I can tell you – and then this other cat leapt at me, and I kick straight at it, hard and fast as I could. Thing is, I’d forgotten that I was still carrying the shield – so I kicked the shield,” he indicated his steel-capped hard leather boots. “and it seems the shield got enough momentum to send the cat flying – and to continue straight upwards into my nose.”  
 
    I have achieved a number of personal successes in my life. To this day, I still count the fact that I didn’t dissolve into hysterical laughter at his explanation one of my more impressive mental achievements –even with the mental picture of him flattening his own nose interrupting my thoughts constantly. 
 
    I did have room for a quick epiphany, however, and inspected Lyle, bringing up his character sheet. Ka-ching – there it was: his clumsiness had actually gained him a new skill. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Shield Kick 
    
  You kick at the shield, causing the lower edge to swing forward with damaging effect. May reduce durability of shield or footwear or cause damage to yourself.  
    
  Causes strength damage 
  Chance to interrupt, stun or knock back enemy 
  Cooldown: 6.0 seconds 
  Cost: 20 stamina 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     “You know, Lyle. What you just did might actually just work in another combat situation – mostly since nobody will be expecting it. Just, you know, remember to duck next time.” 
 
    At that point, we felt that we deserved a short break and treated ourselves to some food, allowing our life and mana bars to slowly replenish. A short while later, we were both completely restored except for Lyle’s poor snout which would need some careful attention from a healer before he’d be able to smell something again or, speaking in game terms, he’d received a 72-hour minor debuff.  
 
    We collected the tails for the quest along with a few other drops from the lynx. Deciding not to waste any more time, we marched straight off on the lookout for the remaining three animals we needed for the quest. In the end, we ended up killing nine of them. First, we were lucky enough to spot a group of two lynx that posed us no problem whatsoever, as we spotted them dozing in the higher branches of a tree. We even managed to pull off an extremely effective combo - I offered a rude awakening to one of the lynx by blowing it out of the tree with a Sonic Missile, and Lyle added insult to injury by shield-bashing it mid-air, leaving it stunned and bewildered at death’s door. The members of the last group were somewhat tougher, as one of the lynx (supposedly the pack leader) was a bit larger, meaner and tougher than the rest, but I managed to bring the small one down quickly while Lyle kept the attention of the larger one. After that, between the two of us, the pack leader went down fairly quickly. 
 
    We spent some quality time relaxing after that, and I used the time to check out all pop-ups and Lyle’s character sheet seeing if we’d gained something useful except for experience points. Item-wise it wasn’t particularly impressive – apart from the quest items, we’d only located eight sets of lynx claws, one set of large lynx claws and a set of serrated lynx fangs. 
 
    Concerning the skills, the results were pretty nice. I’d received a number of different skill levels:  Sonic Missile, Sonic Wave, Sonic Spells, Concentration and Unarmored Dodge had all increased – both offensive spells by 2 -  and I’d gained a new skill, Leadership.  I guess that all the jumping around mid-cast could easily have caused my spell to backfire – if possible, I’d better get my Concentration up to acceptable levels as fast as possible. Oh, and luckily for me, it seemed that even a half-arsed attempt at dodging allowed my unarmored skill to increase slightly.  
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Lyle had gained skills in Heavy Armor and Blunt Weapons and gained the subskills: 1-h + Shield and Shield Bash. Heh, and my new favorite, Shield Kick. He’d also gained another level in Spot. The new skill, Shield Bash, was basically the same as it is in pretty much every game ever. Smash shield into enemy’s face. Laugh at his stunned look. Kill him. So, all in all, the skill was similar to Shield Kick without any of the negative effects. Nobody in their right mind would ever choose to use Shield Kick instead – except that it might surprise the hell out of anybody who was expecting any of the good old tricks. 
 
    Apart from that, the only pop-ups were from collecting the quest items and the regular experience point pop-ups. I saw eight instances of: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have defeated a Young Feral Lynx in battle. You gain 30 experience points. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    And one of: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have defeated a Mature Feral Lynx in battle. You gain 40 experience points. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    This granted a total of 280 experience points – far from enough to level either me or Lyle. I felt a bit disappointed – the loot was underwhelming, and the experience wasn’t all that – but maybe that new skill would save the day. I checked out the skill pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Leadership 
    
  You have assumed the responsibility of leading a group. Every skill point in Leadership increases the range of group bonuses, reception of experience and updates from kills and the range at which you can see your group members on the minimap. In addition, for every two levels in Leadership, you gain one Leadership point to spend. 
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’d played a total of three weeks’ time in the beta, and I’d never heard or seen anything about leadership. Maybe it was a more recent invention from Exogenics – it really shouldn’t have surprised me though, as group mechanics are not that special an addition to MMOs  – anyway, I immediately brought up my character sheet and spotted the new addition: “Leadership points: 1” and right next to it, a glowing blue button stating “Allocate”. Smiling in anticipation – kind of them to award a point at level one - I clicked the button, and instantly, my view was transformed to an entirely new Leadership status screen.  
 
    I was rewarded with a top-down view of a huge shape, covered in a giant mass of moving, floating fog which enshrouded everything except a tiny part in the middle of my view. Most of the screen was grayed out, but I could make out the general shape, which was that of a four leaf clover, sans stalk. The only part of the leaves that wasn’t covered by fog of war was the absolute center, and zooming in, I could tell that each leaf had its separate description: Mêlée, Ranged, Magic and Utility. Focusing on Mêlée, I then had the option to follow a glowing path along either edge of the leaf. The upper part was called Offense and the lower Defense - this part of it was the same for all leaves except Utility which was divided into In Combat and Out of Combat.  
 
    I quickly clicked around all the paths to get an overview over what was available to me and whether I was already able to afford anything, having just barely scratched the surface of group combat in World of Chains. Luckily, all paths were open right off the bat. This left me with the below overview: 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    
     Leadership Options:  
 
     Available points: 1 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Mêlée attack I: Mêlée attack damage is increased by +10%. 
 
    	 Resilience I: Mêlée damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    	 Ranged Damage I: Ranged attack damage is increased by +10%. 
 
    	 Ranged Avoidance I: Ranged damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    	 Spell Damage I: +10% spell damage. 
 
    	 Magic Resistance I: Magic damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    	 Improved Regeneration I: Stamina, mana and health regeneration speed in combat is increased by +20%. 
 
    	 Improved Metabolism I: The effects of food and drink on group members is increased by 20%. 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, the first choice was pretty easy – I was still very much focused on the whole “try not to get Lyle killed”-issue, so I happily invested my first leadership point on Resilience I. This opened up for the next update on the Mêlée Defense path which was: “Resist Effects I: Chance to resist physical status effects like stun, trip, knockdown and similar increased by 10%” – still at the low, low cost of one point. It was good to know that the costs didn’t increase – at least not initially. Also, at this point in the path, the fog of war revealed that the leaf offered a side shoot – apparently, there were also optional skills available for the choosing along the path. I was fresh out of points at the moment, however, and ready to get on with some of the quests. 
 
    Lyle and I had a chat on the topic of local geography – to be more specific, which of our current quests was the closest at the moment – and it turns out that he was just about as ignorant as I was on the topic. Luckily, with a little backtracking involved, he knew how to get to the Bronze Bells Mine, where he should be able to mine the darkened iron he needed for his quest – and afterwards, there was still the warlock’s tower to explore for my Chronicler quest, right next to the village. 
 
    We made good time to the mine, which was situated a few kilometers south along the western side of the Jagged Rush, without any incidents. The brisk walk also gave me a chance to get to know Lyle better – like regular person speak, not just, “Which skills do you have that I can use for my own safety?” From what he told me, I gathered that he had lived a pretty sheltered life within Grant’s Crossing. There was no doubt that his old man loved him, but in Lyle’s eyes, he also kept him sheltered and smothered him. What a typical, mean parent – keeping his only child from embarking upon perilous quests in his aspiration to become one of those knights Lyle had read so much about. In that aspect, Lyle was pretty much the archetype of all teenagers everywhere – but disregarding that part, he was also an eminently likable young man. He whistled when he walked, had a life-affirming positive outlook on everything and actually, as opposed to every other young man ever, including myself, thought things through before making his decisions. I also told him a bit about myself – in very general terms, of course – and the kilometers flew by. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 – Rats! 
 
      
 
    A short while later, we were standing at the brink of the Jagged Rush which, even on days of fair weather such as we were having today, lived up to its name – the wide river was dominated by white-tipped waves crashing noisily among the toothed fangs of numerous rocks lurking, waiting for anybody foolish enough to brave the passage. Our current focus, however, failed to impress. The mine consisted of what looked to be a natural cave entrance with an old wooden sign above the entrance stating “Bronze Bells Mine” in worn letters. 
 
    I turned towards Lyle ans asked, “Really? That’s a mine? There’s not even any…what do you call them? Those tracks for the little wagon where you bring up all the ore?” 
 
    Lyle grinned from ear to ear. “I think you’re talking about a mine railway and mine carts. That’s a different level from this mine, Arcangelo. As far as I know, you will be the fifth or sixth person to enter the mine ever. My dad named the mine himself. He was walking along with Chertog – this was about 18 years ago, give or take – trying to find some ore source for Grant’s Crossing. Chertog saw the opening and came up with some long, technical explanation and said and that there was likely to be plenty of ore for the entire town inside – at the very least, lots of ore for bronze and brass. Dad looked at Chertog and the entrance and said (Lyle cast his voice at a lower tone to imitate his dad), “Mph. Y’ just scared’a going deeper into t’woods. Lil’ cave hasn’t got enough ore t’make you a set a’ new balls.” Chertog just looked at him and said: “Care to make a bet?” Of course, even though my dad lost the bet and Chertog got to name the mine, mom later forced him to change part of the name to “Bells”. Anyway, since that first day, it’s always just been dad and one other person entering the mine – one of us to mine, the other to keep the rats away.” 
 
    I nodded while he talked. “That’s a great story. I - Wait – rats?” 
 
    “Yup – disgusting, Large Rats who tend to believe that the mine is theirs. Can’t mine down there without attracting one or two of them – I hope you’ll have my back while I’m mining?” 
 
    Of course, there was no way I could say no to that – even though I hate rats. Bloody hate them. Those lifeless, hateful eyes and the skittering sound they made when they moved across the floor, which was just quiet enough that you could spend hours at night doubting whether you’d imagined the sound or not. Yeah, sure, I have issues – but then who doesn’t? 
 
    I let Lyle enter first and took a bit of relief from his relaxed attitude. If someone like him who hadn’t had a lot of experience with battle wasn’t afraid to confront the little monsters, they couldn’t be that dangerous, now could they?  
 
    Right inside the entrance, a large wooden bucket hung suspended from a hook, and Lyle helped himself to a few things – a pickaxe and a small oil lamp. I felt an immense gratitude for the oil lamp as the world turned dark pretty quickly – and not just, “You might stub your toe on your way to the bathroom”-dark, but, “I can’t remember when I last saw my hands”-dark. Sure, I still had a couple of torches in my backpack, but they were short-lived things and only meant for an emergency. Trying to wrap myself in this last feeling of relief, we went onwards, into the darkness. 
 
    I stayed as close on Lyle’s heels as I could without stumbling into him, but as we descended and nothing untoward came charging out from the darkness, I started to relax a bit and take an interest in my surroundings. The cave itself was pretty uninteresting, and as far as I could tell, seemed to be a natural cave without anything man-made. This, of course, meant that the flooring was rough and uneven, and we had to climb over and around several obstacles to continue. 
 
    After ten minutes, Lyle slowed his pace, let out a satisfied sigh and said, “We’re here. Man, I love this place.”  The soft glow of the oil lamp illuminated the widening passage and what had moments before been a cramped corridor likely to induce claustrophobic tendencies was replaced by what I would call a miracle of nature – an underground cathedral, glorious enough to turn a man to religion. The cavernous vaults were held up by numerous huge pillars – stalactites and stalagmites in huge numbers – and what had moments ago been covered in darkness, came alive in a dazzling, kaleidoscopic wave of light as our poor light source was reflected off countless still water pools and brilliant geodes in the walls. The ceiling was high enough that the light couldn’t reach, but the walls to either side were over fifty meters away. The far wall was not to be seen. 
 
    I spun around myself a few times, trying to take it all in. “Lyle, this is incredible. I’m…I’m speechless. Thank you for bringing me here.” 
 
    He walked over to the nearest wall, right next to the cave tunnel, mumbled something and touched a specific spot on the wall before nodding to himself. He then turned his head towards me and said, “If I were you, I’d probably spend a little less time thanking me and a bit more preparing myself – because once I start swinging, the sound is going to attract all nearby rats.” He then gave me a wicked grin and swung with all his might at the wall. 
 
    Cursing Lyle, his ancestors and all knights in general – weren’t they supposed to be the good guys? – I quickly equipped my violin and planted myself firmly right before the tunnel where I could keep an eye on all sides – and would be able to ditch that malevolent bastard Lyle if things got too heated.  
 
    Moments later, the skittering started and the memories came pouring back. Gah – I decided to save that particular flashback for some unspecified time some 20-30 years into the future, and instead focused on keeping my eyes peeled and frying the first rat to show its whiskered face. The lighting sure wasn’t helping at all – the sparkling, shimmering light caused the entire room to look somehow unreal and shadows kept forming in random places. Along with the ringing of Lyle’s pickaxe, the atmosphere of the place had quickly gone from otherworldly dream to fevered nightmare.  
 
    Suddenly, one rat and then another scurried forth from separate sides of a meter-wide stalagmite, about 15 meters away. In my panicked state, I jinxed my release of the first Sonic Missile, and it flew wide of the leftmost rat by almost half a meter. The rats converged on my location, and I instantly released a Sonic Wave aimed at the space between the two, threw myself to the left in order to, hopefully avoid their charge and be on my feet when the cooldown for Sonic Missile had passed. I landed awkwardly, and my roll carried me just two meters away. The subsequent scramble gained me a couple of minor bruises, but I managed to stumble quickly to my feet in order to observe – something wonderful. A couple of feet before me lay the twisted corpses of both rats. I quickly checked my status log, and it hadn’t even been a critical hit – nevertheless, it had been enough to finish them off. I listened intently for a moment but could hear no further sounds from any rats. 
 
    “Fragile little vermin, right?” Lyle’s voice was strained from keeping back his laughter at my nerves. “You really should’ve seen your face right when they attacked. Heh – sorry, but I’ve never had the chance to pull a prank like this before. You’re not mad, right? I mean, they are attracted by the sound, but the noise from the digging only travels so far, so we never attract more than two or three – it’s not like we were in any danger, Arcangelo.” From one moment to the next, Lyle’s expression had changed to apprehensive – he probably remembered that I was supposed to be his ticket to becoming a real knight. 
 
      
 
    Pushing my frayed nerves to the back of my mind, I responded, “Mmno, I’m not angry – you really got the better of me.” I couldn’t bear to berate him even though I really wanted to take out my frustration on somebody – it’d be like kicking a particularly hopeful little puppy. “Now, did you get what you needed from the first spot here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got 3 pieces of ore from this first vein. Erm – would you mind if we spend a little extra time down here so I can maybe extract some extra ore? I can probably use it to make some other equipment for myself - and for you, if you have some good ideas…and a schematic, I guess. I don’t know much about caster stuff.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Sure, no problem – just warn me next time, so I have time to get in position. Let’s get moving then.” I waved him forward. Before I followed him, I spent a moment observing the dead rats. Now that they were lying still, I could see that they really were a couple of sorry specimens – scrawny things with a patchy fur and maybe 40 cm long with tails of a similar length. Nevertheless, their teeth were pretty impressive, and I could only imagine the debuffs one could get from being bitten. I shuddered and quickly trailed after Lyle. 
 
    Half an hour later, my fear of rats was forgotten, and I’d started having fun. The unpleasant task had turned into a regular turkey shoot and by now, I was experimenting with just how well I could move and cast at the same time. I had not been bitten once, and Lyle had gathered eight pieces of the required darkened iron as well as twelve pieces of regular iron ore. Nonchalantly, I finished off the last rat of the current attack with a Sonic Missile cast while ducking as low as I could and watched the rat crumble to the ground. At this point, we’d moved a couple of hundred meters into the cavern, and in the distance, I could glimpse the far wall – we seemed to be approaching the end of the room. When we moved on a moment later in silent agreement, I asked, “How come you’ve never cleared all rats out of here when they’re so weak?”  
 
    He shrugged and answered, “Chertog said that there are larger rats if you descend further, and that it’s a really…LOOK OUT!” 
 
    At his cry, I spun around in the direction he was staring and could see two rats just closing in on me from just a few meters away. Reacting by instinct, I rapidly cast Sonic Wave in their direction, and I smiled, watching the Sonic Wave destroy the two critters, only for the smile to freeze on my lips as the wave continued, traveling into a huge, needle-thin stalactite which instantly broke off and fell to the ground in a resounding, clangorous, shattering mess, completely destroying a number of smaller stalagmites in the process. 
 
    I looked at Lyle, who was visibly blanching, “So, if a little noise attracts a few rats…Then this would mean…” 
 
    He swallowed, “That we run for the tunnel, I guess?” 
 
    “Good call,” I said and took off. 
 
    The following day, I was able to appreciate what a good choice it’d been to throw a few extra points in endurance – otherwise, I never would’ve made it all the way to the tunnel. In the middle of the sprint, I was not able to muster any coherent thought. The earlier skittering sound had grown in intensity and seemed to fill up the entire cavern around us and was also accompanied by high-pitched squeaks which somehow seemed to contain a hatred of all things bipedal.  
 
    When we made it to the exit tunnel, I was trailing behind Lyle by a couple of meters and tiring rapidly. I chanced a glance behind me and almost tripped, as I couldn’t even process the numbers that I was seeing – it seemed like there were rats everywhere with the closest no further away than 20 meters or so. I yelled to Lyle, “We won’t make it to the exit. When I yell now, we stand our ground.” He grunted in assent, and we ran onwards into the tunnel until we had reached the point where Lyle was almost in danger of grazing his wide shoulders on each side of the tunnel. I then shouted, “Now! Let me past, Lyle.”Then I turned around and cast Sonic Wave straight back into the tunnel before I scraped my way past Lyle who was standing ready, shield in hand and breathing rapidly.  
 
    It seemed that my spell had gained us a couple of precious seconds because I managed to turn around and get a good look at what was rushing at us. At first it looked like a veritable wall of fur, teeth and glowing red eyes, but looking closer, I could spot maybe ten or twelve rats inside the corridor with more approaching. I managed to assess the threat level of a handful of the rats. Luckily, most of them were the low-level Weak Large Rats I’d been exterminating earlier with a light green name tag, but a few had yellow tags, showing that they were Large Rats with the same level as me.  
 
    I felt like I’d kept my fear of rats pretty well at bay until now, but all at once, it came rushing back to me. I simply couldn’t process how we were supposed to make it. For lack of a better plan - any plan, really - I sent a Sonic Missile into the snout of one of the higher-level rats, which, of course, did nothing to impede its progress. With both my spells on cooldown, I could only watch and pray that Lyle rose to the occasion.  
 
    And in the name of Jesus, Beelzebub and Mozart, did he ever rise to the occasion. The first rats converged on him where he stood, left foot planted solidly on the ground with his iron scutum placed just above the ground. He responded by letting out a furious shout and kicking his shield straight into the teeth of two leading rats, ducking to avoid the backlash. His timing was perfect, and the rodents tumbled end over end into their rushing brethren, resulting in a chaotic tangle of movement, limbs and blood among the first rats. Lyle then took advantage of their disorientation and dispatched one of the level 2 rats with a furious overhead blow with his mace – and instantly, he went back to his defensive position. 
 
    Mouth agape, I was shamed back into action by his martial prowess, just when the cooldown on my Sonic Wave had passed. I shouted: “Perfect! We do that again and alternate our attacks. We’ll make it Lyle!” To show him what the plan was, I moved forward, cast Sonic Wave at the trio of rats who has evaded the tangle of moving and dead rats, followed up with a Sonic Missile to finish off the lone rat who survived the initial spell, and moved back behind Lyle. “Switch!” I yelled, filled to the brim with adrenaline, and cheered Lyle on when he placed himself in front of me again. 
 
    The combo worked flawlessly. We switched places twice, and the rats were entirely unable to force their way past us. A single rat had managed to evade a Shield Kick and bury his teeth in Lyle’s ankle before he smashed it to bits, but the wound didn’t seem to bother him much. My hopes were beginning to rise as I could see the number of remaining rats dwindling to a handful while no more rodents seemed to be emerging from the cavern room.  
 
    At that instant, a glowing set of eyes appeared in the tunnel – set at twice the height of the other rats. A hideous screech filled the corridor. I immediately looked at the tag of the newcomer and felt my hopes being dashed yet again when I saw an orange tag stating Dire Rat, and the monstrous creature moved into the tunnel.  
 
    Comparing the Dire Rat to the other rats would be like comparing a platypus to a warthog. Sure, they’re both ugly as sin, but one of them is quite a bit more likely to trample you and defecate on your corpse. While it was basically the same shape as the other rats, all similarities ended there. It was more than two meters long, not counting the tail, and looked to weigh about the same as your average brown bear. Its front teeth were enormous, probably the length of my hands, and all four paws sported dagger-like claws ready to rend and tear.  
 
    My mind was about to turn numb with fear, but luckily, the last minutes had shown me exactly what worked on these rats. I instantly cast a Sonic Missile right in its ugly snout and readied myself to meet its charge with another Sonic Wave. Lyle, meanwhile, had finished off the two remaining rats right in front of him when I stepped in front of him and started casting, intending to shave off as much health as possible. The dire rat came charging in, barely able to fit in the narrow passage, and mid-stride, it completely smashed my battle plan, as it screeched again and the pervasive, high-pitched voice was accompanied by a visible sound wave not dissimilar from my own Sonic Wave, only it was dark-veined in aspect and slightly narrower. Whatever it was, it caught me off guard, caused a little damage and disrupted my cast. I only had the time to yell, “Holy crap!“ when the dire rat charged straight into me like a wayward freight train, hitting me with its lowered head and tossing me several meters through the air along with a complimentary mid-air impact with both one wall and something a bit softer – presumably either a rat corpse or some part of Lyle’s. 
 
    The pain was trying to catch my full attention, and I had to concentrate really hard to be able to try to get my bearings and rise, however shakily, to my legs. I could see that I was missing over half of my health already, with the battle being initiated just seconds ago. My Sonic Missile from earlier had only removed a tiny part from the dire rat’s health bar. At least, due to the mana well ability of my violin, I still had my entire mana reserves full, even though the mana well was just about emptied out. Maybe, the best option would be to…the rat landed a heavy blow on Lyle’s scutum shield and created a deep dent in the shield, and Lyle’s leg which had been injured earlier looked about to buckle on him, but he caught his balance at the last moment.  
 
    Ok, yeah, toughing it out and taking the occasional potshot at the rat from behind Lyle’s back was not an option. “All right – time to get radical,” I thought and brought up my inventory, exchanging my violin for the small hand spear and downing the Minor Potion of Spider Grip. I started sprinting towards Lyle, and at the last moment yelled, “Lyle – take a knee NOW.” He reacted quickly and kneeled, keeping his shield between him and the rat. At top speed, I used Lyle’s shoulder as a springboard, launching myself as high in the air as possible in order to land on the other side of the rat. 
 
    In my mind’s eye, I had held a vision of myself taking a dive, coming up rolling in order to quickly launch a surprise attack at the dire rat’s exposed back. To my detriment, I forgot to factor in my horrible strength and agility, and I landed, arms flailing wildly, on the left side of the rat’s hind quarters. The rat seemed quite confused by my stunt and, for a split second, failed to act at all, which allowed me to haul myself hand over hand up on the dire rat’s wide back. Normally, my stats would never have allowed for similar accomplishments, but the potion made the greasy fur of the rat seem like well-made hand holds.  
 
    A quick glance at Lyle told me that he was in trouble as well – down by 40% health and bleeding from a nasty scratch in the side; I could tell that he wouldn’t be able to keep up the fight for long. I grabbed a fistful of fur with one hand, raised the spear – and felt a sharp lance of pain enter my lower leg, as one of the two remaining smaller rats had climbed onto the larger rat’s back and attack me while the last one was circling back and forth just behind it, waiting its turn. “Enough already, you overgrown pests!” I shouted, and let loose a Sonic Wave aimed behind me. I managed somehow to keep my concentration with all the distractions even though the spell had felt a lot more…slippery than usual. The pain receded, and I felt forced to hope that I’d finished them off with the last salvo and take action against the large beast, as I could see Lyle’s health dropping below 40%.  
 
    Raising my spear, I drove it down once again towards the rat and felt it penetrate the thick skin of the creature – only, it was far from enough to cause it any real damage. Coupled with the Sonic Missile that I forced into existence straight into the rat’s body simultaneously, it was enough to catch the attention of the giant animal. What followed was the weirdest type of rodeo I’ve ever heard about – the rat did everything it could to force me off its back, and I was forced to forget about everything else and just hold on for dear life. My perspective of what was happening was limited, as I clung to the dire rat, body splayed as widely as possible to avoid falling off. My guess was that Lyle was taking full advantage of the animal’s sudden distraction because I could suddenly hear a few solid “thwacks” followed by the rat’s squeals. After a loud, ringing sound, my world was wrenched sideways as the rat’s head was slammed into the wall, and the rat tottered drunkenly to the ground.  
 
    I could see that the latest attacks had taken a decent toll on its health, and I took the opportunity to add insult to injury while the rat was unmoving, tearing out the spear and bringing it down on the same spot as earlier. This time, the spear went in deeper, and instantly, I could feel the rat twisting to get back on its feet. Normally, I wouldn’t attribute much intelligence to rats, but this one seemed to have its fair share, because seeing how it couldn’t dislodge me, it changed tactics, and the moment it got its feet under it, it threw itself sideways at the tunnel wall, aiming to leave a bard-shaped pancake permanently attached to the wall. There was no possible way for me to move quickly enough to avoid the wall, and I could only hang on and pray for a quick end. As predicted, what followed was the pain of being stuck between the rock and a ratty place. Much to my joy, however, the attack didn’t finish me off, and I managed to hold on to the animal, if just barely.  
 
    If anything, the squirming and squealing of the dire rat had reached new heights. Looking down to my right hand, I could see the stroke of luck that had saved me, as the meeting between the wall and the spear butt had apparently hammered the spear further into its body, leaving only a hand length of spear shaft on the outside. The health of the animal had also taken a massive toll, and I could see how another mace hit from Lyle lowered its health to about 15%.  
 
    At that instant, the pain seemed to drive the giant critter mad, and again, I was reduced to doing nothing but hanging onto the spear. Halfway suspended into the air, I did have a front row seat to how the animal crashed shakily to its feet, ignored yet another full-contact blow from Lyle and apparently tried to climb over my poor companion. At this very inopportune moment, his leg decided to buckle, and everything seemed to move in slow motion, as I could feel my world first going upwards and then crashing forwards again – with both the rat and myself landing on top of Lyle and his shield. His body had fully disappeared under the rat, and the scutum was the only thing preserving his life as he’d managed to bring it up to cover his head at the last moment. The frenzied sounds of the rat’s deadly teeth digging into the scutum promised to bring an end to that protection, and I cast the last remaining splinter of self-preservation to the wind, climbing hand over hand up along the body of the rat, until I finally managed to reach its neck and throw myself hands first at its head – and yet again, I missed.  
 
    My body was arcing over the critter’s head, but stretching, I managed to grab onto the animal’s eye ridge with one hand and, straining all the while, cast Sonic Missile – straight into the eye. I didn’t have a lot of time to process the result as gravity, my old, hateful enemy, propelled me head over heels over the rat and caused me to slam heavily to the floor, removing everything but the last splinter of my health. 
 
    I could barely see straight as I, once again, forced myself back to get to my feet, and upon seeing the huge rat start moving again, I almost popped off another Sonic Wave before realizing that its eyes were glassy and lifeless and that the movement actually originated from underneath the rat where Lyle was struggling to escape its clutches. I hurried over and, with Lyle’s help, managed to drag the rat’s head off of him, drag him out of there and apply a set of bandages before the bleeding damage from his numerous wounds removed the remaining slivers of his health. 
 
    Needless to say, we took a long break - quite a ways back down the corridor, where the stench of dead rats wasn’t as overpowering. We were both extremely battered and had several debuffs – Lyle was hit the hardest in that respect with two 24-hour disease debuffs decreasing his strength, agility and endurance while I got away with a 2-hour disease debuff reducing poison and disease resistances by -20% and a 24-hour “Minor Wasting Disease” debuff which gave me -2 to strength, -20% to my movement speed and an incredibly queasy stomach. I wondered which lucky Exogenics programmer got that job, “So hey boyo, you need to create a realistic disease of someone who has a minor case of the runs – enjoy!” Disregarding my stomach’s flip-flopping, we settled down to take a meal – Lyle’s mother had actually made us sandwiches which made me feel as if I was back in school again, but hey, sandwiches. Munching, I spent the downtime checking up on the rewards we’d received. 
 
    The first part of our rat extermination – before everything went to hell - had resulted in twelve slain weak rats, and during the second frantic struggle for survival, we’d finished off a whopping sixteen weak rats, three Large Rats and the dire rat. While the weak rats granted almost no experience – a measly fifteen points each – the large ones gave thirty points each and the dire rat a full 300, which resulted in a total of 630 experience and left both of us with the next level within staring distance.  
 
    I’d gained another skill level in Concentration, one in Leadership and one in Sonic Spells – both offensive sub-skills had gained two levels each. My ill-advised stunts and earlier fun time with the lesser rats, had also gained me a skill increase to Unarmored Dodge and an entirely new skill: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Acrobatics 
    
  Sometimes, you engage in the performance of extraordinary feats of balance, agility or motor coordination. Every skill point to Acrobatics, will increase the chance of succeeding in your attempts and making your feats even more impressive. 
    
  Stat: Agility. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Lyle, meanwhile, had gained nice increases in his 1h + shield, Shield Kick and especially Heavy Armor skills. Apparently, taking a good beating did wonders for your armor skills – who knew? (apart from anybody who’d ever played RPGs.) 
 
      
 
    The nicest part, however, were the two pop-ups that had appeared after the conclusion of the battle: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have gained a Group Achievement: 
    
  Survive the Swarm I 
    
  You have survived an attack by more than ten times your group’s number. In the future, your group receives +2 to all defensive skill checks when your group is heavily outnumbered. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have gained a Group Achievement: 
    
  Defeat the Swarm I 
    
  You have eliminated a group numbered more than ten times your group’s number. In the future, your group receives +2 to all offensive skill checks when your group is heavily outnumbered. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Holy hell – I still couldn’t fathom that I’d never engaged in group combat in World of Chains before when the possible gains were as impressive as this. Also, I loved what this promised – that any truly impressive group feats had the possibility to not only gain experience and loot but also achievements with buffs for the future. 
 
      
 
    Lyle and I agreed that with what we’d just been through, we weren’t going to turn homewards without mining the last ore – but first, we had the obligatory loot search in front of us, which was made less enjoyable than usual due to the horrible smell of the rat corpses. None the less, ten minutes of searching among the corpses landed us with quite a large load. The weak rats dropped a Rat Tail each. I don’t know what the developers had with tails, but it seemed to be the standard drop. Apart from that, the drops were a hodgepodge of different body parts of differing quality and obscurity. Rat Claws, Rat Eyes and even two sets of Rat Gizzards – purely common drops with a couple of uncommon ones mixed in. I’ve always been of the “Waste not, want not” religion, but I was pretty close to leaving the gizzards on the ground – at least, once they were inside the inventory, the stench dissipated. 
 
    The Large Rats dropped more of the same, but the Dire Rat was extremely giving. We received a set of Large sharp Rat Fangs, several Large sharp Rat Claws, a whole handful of Tuft of Dire Rat Hair, a Fury Gland, whatever that was and, of course, a Dire Rat Tail. All of the items were of the uncommon quality except the Fury Gland and, to my surprise, the tail, which were rares. 
 
    After being thus loaded down by tons of animal parts, we moved back to the cavern and located the final ore vein. While Lyle was busy mining it, I kept my eyes and ears peeled – I definitely didn’t feel up to a repeat performance. This is how I spotted something out of place in the cavern – something that looked to be man-made.  
 
    When Lyle had finished, I asked him about it, and he said, “Oh, yeah – it’s a door. No clue where it goes, but apparently, it says “Do not enter” in Dwarvish or something like that. There’s a couple of other side tunnels where the rats come from, but this is the only part that has been closed.” Unable to temper my curiosity, I dragged Lyle over to the door with me which proved to be a rectangular metal door built sturdily enough to resist the charge of a moderately ill-tempered rhinoceros with two heavy metal latches placed on our side of the door – so apparently, the door was meant to keep something on the other side out.  True to Lyle’s words, the door held words, etched into the metal surface, that were probably Dwarvish, “Anek mer Drakmar. Nerak da Edhekal aftrumm othok. Othok ath na comuroz Fraed.” I took the time to write down the words, wanting to learn what the fuzz was about, and when I’d finished writing, I received a pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Here Be ? – Part 1 (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have discovered a door in an underground cave which seems to have been made to keep something or someone from exiting the cave. Figure out the story behind the door. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Quite satisfied that my old RPG instincts had not failed me, I chose “accept”, and Lyle and I started for the exit. A short while later, we were enjoying the sun on our faces and walking towards Grant’s Crossing again. We both felt pretty battered and ready to call it a day, so we agreed that we’d take a look near the tower, but if there was any sign of resistance – monsters, traps or whatever – we’d haul ass for the safety of the village. 
 
    In this moment of respite, I at last came to a conclusion to the question I’d asked myself days earlier: “What am I supposed to do with this character?” Well, the recent days and fights had taught me that I really wanted this character to work and that with the right combinations and teamwork, it could work. Until proven otherwise, I’d discard all other options, try to create a master bard and carve my own enjoyment out of the World of Chains. I still didn’t know entirely about the money question, but decided to let it lie for the next few days at least.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 – The Tower of Evil Beckons 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, we were standing on top of the hillock, where the warlock’s tower used to be. I hadn’t really expected finding anything up on top, but seeing as how I was only really looking for civilization the first time I was up there, I decided that we ought to take a look anyway – and use the time to scout out the surroundings for any threats. I didn’t learn anything useful about the tower except that I could tell that some of the weed-covered stones had been scorched – the “kill him with fire” part of the story still looked to hold up to scrutiny. Circling around the hill, we approached the riverside, and so far, what I’d spotted in the bar held true – there actually was a smallish cave leading into the hillock.  
 
    Trying to forget today’s other cave experiences, I slowly entered and could see that the cave really wasn’t that deep – fifteen meters or so – and the weak light illuminating the cave allowed me to enter without any light sources and still be able to see my way. I took my time, trying to avoid any stupid interactions with old traps, resident vampire bats or whatever else Exogenics might feel I needed in my life at the moment – but there was nothing to spot at all. When I made it to the back of the cave, however, I learned exactly why the warlock hadn’t escaped to wreak havoc on the village. The earthen passage with wooden cross beams had collapsed, probably as a result of the tower coming down, with a huge boulder exploding its way straight through the roof of the passage, almost completely blocking the passage. The tricky part here, however, was the word “almost”. I asked Lyle to keep watch at the cave entrance and make sure that we wouldn’t be ambushed and lit one of my precious torches in order to see what I was doing.  
 
    I had instantly assumed that the collapse of the tunnel had been complete. Scrutinizing the former tunnel, however, I could see that a low-hanging passage still remained open under the threatening boulder. It seemed to be almost impassable by a grown human, but "almost" was good enough for me to give it a try. Being a half-elf with strength and endurance as dump stats had gifted me with a slender build which might just be my meal ticket allowing for entry to the remains of the warlock's tower. 
 
     Two minutes of crawling, pushing and squirming disallowed me of that notion – yet I was this close. With Lyle pushing on my legs, I had made it a full two meters into the claustrophobic passage, and I could tell that the passage actually seemed to open up just a bit further in – there was just no way to inch my way any further and Lyle had no way of applying more pressure. I went so far as to ask Lyle whether he could dig the passage any deeper, but he insisted that there could be a real danger of bringing the entire hill down on our heads.  
 
    I walked around the cave, kicking up dust and working myself into a state of annoyance. I wasn't interested in involving anybody else from the village in my quest – who knew what I'd be able to find for myself if only I could make it through? I went through a lot of increasingly improbable solutions before I came up with a bad, no, horrible idea...that I instantly knew I was going to try out. 
 
    I let Lyle in on my plan, and he told me in no uncertain terms that it rated among the worst ideas that he’d ever heard about – and that he was very anxious to see me try to go through with it. If nothing else, he said, the story would earn him any number of rounds at the tavern. I tried to ignore how anxious my sidekick was to see my imminent failure and focus on the task before me. The challenge was not only to be able to force my way into the tunnel, but to be able to continue all the way into the opening beyond without becoming stuck. If I were able to make it in there, I had no doubt that I’d be able to make it back – or at the very least, investigate the space beyond, slide all the loot out to Lyle and die a horrible death before respawning back in the village.  
 
    With that thought firmly fixed in my mind – not the horrible death part, the loot part – I took a deep breath and asked Lyle to take the torch, step back a couple of meters and wait until I yelled for his assistance. I then proceeded to take off my clothes – well, obviously, I didn’t go 100% au naturel – risking my life was one thing, but there are certain parts you just don’t put into harm’s way.  
 
    Thus heroically clad in my skivvies, I placed all my stuff to the side of the tunnel, located my Potion of Grease and threw the potion into the tunnel as hard as I could. I was rewarded by a splattering sound, and a small wave of viscous, slippery liquid sailed forth from the tunnel, covering the area right in front of the tunnel and a couple of meters outwards. I checked the consistency of the oily substance that now covered the surface and smiled - what used to be a rough cave surface with equal parts dirt and stone now felt like a slip-n-slide. 
 
    I hurried back to the cave entrance, took a deep breath and started sprinting for the tunnel opening. Where the grease coating started, I threw myself towards the cavern floor, gathering my hands in front of me as if diving into a pool and aimed for the opening, which suddenly seemed like it had halved in size. This was definitely another new experience for me – like being shot from a cannon, praying for my life, yet without any possibility of correcting my aim. Split seconds later, something struck me. Well, several somethings: first, the tunnel walls, pushing in on my body from all sides, next, shards and splinters from the vial, closely followed by the huge boulder which carved deep furrows into my right shoulder and side and last but not least, the clay wall I hit head first when I came barreling through the room at unhealthy speeds. 
 
    To this day, I remain impressed I didn’t break my fool neck. I did, however, spend some time on the floor groaning and cursing myself and would probably have stayed that way for a while longer when I was rudely interrupted by the arrival of my backpack which bruised a new couple of places on my battered body.  
 
    From the other side of the tunnel, Lyle shouted “What can you see? That Potion of Grease isn’t going to last forever!” 
 
    I staggered to my feet and, off to the side, extracted another torch from my pack and lit it, taking great care to keep it at a safe distance from myself – covered in grease like I was; it’d be only too easy to end up a Half-Elven torch. The torch illuminated my surroundings, and I found myself in a dank cellar room accompanied by a wine rack, a wooden box and a skeleton. The skeleton was surrounded by empty wine bottles, and I would’ve loved to spend some time investigating the room, but as Lyle reminded me, I was operating on a timer here – I had no clue when the grease would disappear, leaving me trapped inside to join the other skeleton. In short succession, I stripped the corpse of two rings, a necklace, a purse and a book, moved on to the box which had, at some point, been an ice box, but after the ice had evaporated, most of the contents had rotted away long ago. I grabbed the remaining items without bothering to see what they were and moved on to the wine racks, quickly stuffing everything in my backpack. 
 
    A short while later, I slid the backpack back out the tunnel and prepared a repeat performance of my earlier stunt – and I almost made it all the way through. With a little help from Lyle, a bit of wiggling and a few extra scrapes and injuries, I returned to the other side to a madly grinning Lyle. 
 
    We agreed to walk back to the village, turn in our quests and receive our rewards and meet right after at the Warlock’s End to lick our wounds and share the plunder. Just before we reached the palisade, however, we heard two angry voices raised in anger and came upon Othell and Sourpuss in a heated argument. The sight could’ve been unintentionally comical – the brawny catfolk was half again higher than the ratling and he had to bend almost in half to face off the way they did, but the furious look on his face rapidly dispersed all humor from the situation. We barely managed to hear the last snippet Sourpuss spat at Othell, “Just do your damn job, you little guttershite! It’s your fault and you damn well know it.” Following that, he immediately strode off, and we watched as Othell stood there, glaring holes into his back.  
 
    I told Lyle I’d meet him back in the village, and walked over to Othell, taking care to make a lot of noise. “Wow, Othell – what in the Pits was that about? I thought you two had made up yesterday.” 
 
    He turned around, large ears drooping slightly: “Hey Archie. Yeah, that’s what I thought too. I’m not really sure what that was – all of a sudden he just accused me of not doing my job guarding the village. Then when I asked him which enemies I should be protecting it from, he mentioned some bloody cats. That’s something for the damn hunter to deal with, right? Course, when I told him that, he went completely off his catnip.” 
 
    I nodded and scratched my nose. “You know, Othell, Lyle and I actually took care of those feral cats today – want me to have a word with him, smooth things over a bit?” 
 
    Othell spat and shook his head: “He can go to the Pits, for all I care, that gods-damned volatile drunkard. Probably just had a bad hangover as usual.” 
 
    I patted his back in commiseration and he accompanied me on my way back to the village, chatting merrily as if he’d already forgotten what just happened. I went to turn in my quest with Sourpuss, mentioning nothing about what I’d seen, and after that short visit to Sourpuss my mood had improved markedly. I walked happy (with just a slight limp) and whistling back to the tavern. 
 
    A short while later, Lyle and I had finished our respective errands, picked up drinks from the bar and reconvened in my room, away from prying eyes. 
 
    We started with the cash, simply because that was the easiest to split - two silver from Lyle’s quest and an impressive one gold and twelve silver from the warlock’s purse left us with twelve silver each – not a bad start. The purse also contained a Small garnet gem which we agreed I’d sell. 
 
    Next, we delved into the items. I’d received a Leather Skull Cap from Sourpuss’ quest which went to Lyle without any discussion. Even though it was light armor, it looked really sturdy and any helm was better than no helm. The rings were pretty basic starter stuff, especially for such a notorious and wicked warlock. There was a Copper ring of minor Intelligence, boosting Intelligence by +1, which I immediately donned and a similar one, boosting Endurance with +1 for Lyle. The necklace, however, was a different matter. The material looked like silver, only darker in hue with a dark blue sheen. The chain itself was heavy, seemingly comprised by six separate thinner chains that were woven and interlocked in varying patterns. When I read the item description, my jaw dropped and I instantly started salivating from sheer greed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Truesilver Amulet of Excellence 
    
  This amulet could easily be mistaken for a silver amulet – and an expertly crafted one at that. The reason that it has been crafted in truesilver, however, is obvious – because truesilver can hold heavier enchantments than silver. The necklace causes the mental and social skills of the wearer to skyrocket. 
    
  +8 to Charisma 
  +3 to Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The amulet alone would boost the efficiency and damage of my spells by almost a third – and even better, there was no doubt that this item was for me. 
 
    Apart from this, I’d found a whole hoard of stuff I happily kept for myself as we’d agreed upon. Five wine bottles of different and unknown vintages, which hopefully ought to pay for a couple of lessons with Greck, a large and disgusting pile of body parts from our enemies which I hoped would be useful as items for crafting, otherwise they’d end up as “vendor trash” – what you called an item when it was good for nothing but selling to a vendor, usually at a low price. Also, the book that the warlock had held cradled in his dying hands, of course. I was chomping at the bit to study the book in peace and see what nobody else in the village knew about the wicked warlock’s dying moments and thoughts – but I decided to shove the thought to the back of my mind for awhile – right then was the time to celebrate a successful first outing with Lyle. Oh, and there also was a mystery box: a wooden box containing six glass orbs the size of large marbles which all held some sort of colored, twisting fog on the inside. The official name tag was, of course, “unidentified item”. 
 
    We spent some time chatting and going over the day, re-telling and embellishing on the details of the battles. I sacrificed one of the wine bottles to the good cause, and the tales grew taller while our laughter grew louder and when Lyle left a bit later, he was anxious to get home to his parents and tell them of his exploits – or in his words, “Maybe the least humiliating half of it.” When he’d left, I experienced something I hadn’t felt since the beginning of my impromptu attempt at early retirement: happiness. I wasn’t entirely sure which part of the day had encouraged this result – the easy camaraderie with Lyle, the hard-won battles or the spoils – but for once, I was entirely at peace with myself. I opened the shutters, took out my violin and just played for a while, serenading the evening forest. A couple of deer were grazing peacefully right on the other side of the stockade – oh, and my number one fan, the lizard, was also out. As a reward, I treated them to a rendition of a song from Bambi, “Little April Shower”. It’s a nauseatingly cute song, but hey – that’s the kind of mood I was in. 
 
    Later, I lowered my violin and turned my back to the forest.  The warlock’s book was lying on my table, beckoning me to delve into its secrets. Rubbing my hands together in anticipation, that is just what I did. I might be alone in this among gamers, but above the loot gains and even skill and level increases, this was what I loved: knowing that I’d revealed yet another part of a puzzle and there was another history to unfold before me. 
 
    The title read Memoirs of Warren Tikkenhauser. A bit disappointing, really – the cover was definitely not made from human skin, there was no writing in blood inside and it shockingly lacked all instructions on how best to sacrifice virgins in order to summon dark forces from the Netherworlds. Most of all, he talked about practicing his mental exercises, gathering flowers and plants for potions (supposedly all crushed when the tower collapsed) and pining away for the love of his life – Cassandra Dizzlefog, Gillem’s mother. Of course, this’d only come as a surprise for someone who hadn’t been reading the quest description. What I didn’t know was exactly why he’d decided to off Mama Dizzlefog. Realizing that there’d be no groundbreaking magic reveals in the tome, I started leafing through the pages to get on with it. 
 
    I was talking to myself while I did so – filthy habit, but someone had to come up with all the horrible jokes, and I was the only one present. “Blah blah blah, newcomer to the area – lot of prejudice because he’s a warlock, decides to build outside of town. Boring anecdotes about the area, the fauna and his mental disciplines – gah, and people wonder why I never liked reading. “ 
 
    “Oh, he finally meets the girl – lovely. Maybe we can get on with this story and…yes, of course. Poetry. Horrible, mangled poetry and lots of it. Urgh. “ 
 
    “Well, at least he starts talking to the girl at some point – huh, and gets rejected – quelle surprise. I wonder if that’s when he snapped? Hmm – no, it seems that the rejection only spurs him on. Roses, gifts, poetry – heh, no wonder that she keeps on turning him down, if he inflicts that trash on her. But – ah, at long last, it’s starting to get interesting. He actually believes that he’s getting somewhere – starts seeing timid, encouraging smiles from her. This is something else – I’d expected wicked and vindictive, not completely delusional. Let’s see what happens next.” 
 
    “Wait, that can’t be right. He gets into a clandestine mail exchange with her? And starts having secret dates with her? This is starting to sound less and less like delusions, unless he completely snapped, and he claims that she was actually buying into his declarations of endless love and talking about ending it with her husband? This is getting pretty exciting – I wonder when we get to the showdown. Ah, there we go:” 
 
    On that fateful night, I did depart with my heart filled with hope and love – burning love for my Cassie. She was radiant, like a florid moonbeam wrapped in a form fitting dress. She was shining with love for me and wearing my gift, as she announced to the world that she was going to leave him – her husband who had failed to provide her with the love she needed to flourish, like a flower needs water, shade and dirt – for me. Yet in our moment of triumph, my world collapsed slowly along with my flower, as she stumbled to the ground, burning from a spell cast from the shadows. My mental capacities failed to engage, and I stood gaping, empty and frozen as a fiend from the shadows spewed nonsense about, “Being her only true love,” and “Not letting her get away with abandoning him.” The husband – former husband maybe – I could not form a coherent thought – charged the shadows, shouting obscenities. A short chant emanated from the shadows, and he fell moments later, shrouded in frost. 
 
     To this day, I don’t know why I was spared, but I was left alone in the darkness, lonelier even than I had been before meeting Cassie because back then I did not know that this kind of love existed – and now I had experienced it and lost it again. I cried over her body, unaware of the progression of time or anything but my grief. Later, however, when I heard angry voices approaching, I suddenly realized how I must look, alone over her dead body. Maybe I should have faced them and professed my guilt, but the pain was too much, so I cradled Cassandra’s necklace – the only thing on her that had escaped destruction – near to my heart and fled into the night. 
 
    “Wait – Cassandra’s necklace? He isn’t talking about my new necklace is he? Hell if I’m forking it over to anybody. Also, fire, ice and chants – that pretty much limits the perp to either a sorcerer or a demonologist – should narrow down the field a bit in this place. Damn – is this for real? Has the entire village been tricked? Better read on…” 
 
    Today, I awoke to face a world bereft of love and a reason to live. I could think of naught but her charred body in my arms and an eternity to face without her. After an eternity of self-pity, I started thinking about her son who was in the same position as I was. Alone in the world with no-one to care for him. While I did not know how I would move forward, at the least I might be able to honor my Cassie and provide for her son. I ordered a shrine to be constructed for Cassandra for the tavern - a memorial, depicting Grant's Crossing as it was on the very last perfect day when she was still among the living. I also ordered a secret shrine to be added - an inheritance for the son. Later, I will instruct him on how to open the shrine. 
 
    “Really, now? Here's to hoping he actually included that part later. Man, he really was one sad, melodramatic gnome - well, I suspect I might be the same in his shoes, but it sure is one sad epitaph. Oh no - the next pages are blank. Wait - there's one final page here. Looks like it was hastily scribbled down - ooh, and the obligatory blood spatter stains the page as well - this is definitely a post-battle entry.” 
 
    How could they do this to me? I have gathered plants to cure the diseases of their children. Spent my money in their stores. Called them friends and loved them. And even when they turned against me, I could not raise a hand against them – they have but been mislead by the true killer. I tried to run, but my legs were crushed by the falling stone. My only solace lies in knowing that I will be joining her soon, but her killer – if there is any sort of justice above the depths, I will return as a shade to haunt his every moment. 
 
    The next – final – part was written in a shaky hand, in large, crooked letters which had pierced the parchment in several places. 
 
      
 
    To any who might find this journal: I implore you – ensure that justice is done and the wicked brought low. Show this journal to my brother Verdun in Solitude when the task is done – he will reward you.  
 
      
 
    I go now – to rest. 
 
      
 
    Upon reading the final words, I received two pop-ups: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Digging for old Bones 
    
  You have discovered the reality of what actually took place when Cassandra Drizzlefog was slain. Inform Gillem Drizzlefog of the facts. 
    
  Optional extra: Hand over his mother’s necklace 
    
  Reward: 
  Unknown 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Unwrap the Gift (Chronicler quest) 
    
  The warlock Warren Tikkenhauser hid an inheritance for Gillem Drizzlefog inside the magically constructed bar desk. Unlock the secrets hidden inside the desk, either alone or with Gillem. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I groaned out loud – how could Exogenics do this to me? First they presented me with an awesome item, and then they threw a curveball at me, saying, “Hey, you liked what you got behind door number one? Well, how would you like to trade for what’s behind the unopened door number two? It’s just too good an offer to turn down. Mayhaps.” I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but I was pretty sure the decision was going to cost me some hours of procrastinating before I could decide on what to do.  
 
    Apart from that filthy trick, I felt damn good about the day’s progression. The combat had gone surprisingly well, and I had managed to complete what probably amounted to a rare quest along with a number of smaller quests - that, and I’d finally managed to hit Level 3 as I turned in Sourpuss’ quest for the feral felines. I wasn’t entirely sure how I wanted to spend my stat points and saved all five for the time being – which gave me a feeling of, for the first time, being ahead of the game. With that lovely, fuzzy feeling inside, I turned in and fell straight asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 – Knowledge is Power Too 
 
      
 
    The following day, I awoke to recall that I still had the “Minor Wasting Disease” debuff, and in short progression, decided that this should be a day for learning and completing quests. I had great hopes for learning a good handful of new tricks during the day, as there were a good number of possibilities that I’d heretofore failed to investigate fully. I decided for myself that I’d spend the time until noon learning a bit more about my Chronicler class, and then I’d postpone my decision of whether to turn in the necklace along with the quest for Gillem until around noon – and maybe even try to locate Greck and see if a couple of wine bottles would make him tractable enough to teach me some new bard tricks and spells. 
 
    After breakfast and a longing look at the bar table – man, I was looking forward to cracking the code on that one and see what Gillem’s “inheritance” was – I went outside to another clear and sunny day and puttered over to the local graveyard to pay a visit to the local Chronicler teacher Chertog. On my way, I did allocate my stat points – three to Endurance and two to Charisma. I loved how hard my spells hit, but so far I really wasn’t doing too good at the whole “avoid being hit” task – basically, extra hit points were a necessity. This time around, I tried crossing my arms tight over my chest as I allocated the points and could literally feel how my chest expanded slightly with additional bulk and muscle.  
 
    Chertog was out and about in the graveyard when I visited, doing...something with a rake. Observing him for a bit, delving into my extensive knowledge from countless games and computer games, my assessment was that he looked every bit the stereotypical dwarf. Shorter than 1.40 meters, wider than he was tall and heavily bemuscled, he looked like someone who'd have been able to headbutt the Dire Rat into submission. 
 
    I'd met Chertog a few times before at the inn, and there were only two details which made him stand out from every other dwarf I'd ever seen: he wasn't wearing any armor, only a hardwearing brownish robe, liberally smudged with dirt, and he had practically no hair - his pate was clean-shaven and he only sported a single, thin tuft of hair on his chin. Every time I saw him, my mind screamed, "OMG - a dwarf villain!!!" I decided that I'd better not mention anything, however, as dwarves were notorious about being touchy about their beards. Also, in a small village like this one, I would likely be able to get all details and more at the tavern later on at the cost of a couple of ales. I walked up to him and coughed politely. 
 
    Chertog twitched and started looking at the ground around him. "You trying to scare me again, Sans? I ain't falling for it this time." At this point, he noticed me and turned towards me. "Ahem, oh, it's the bard again. You seen a skeleton hiding around here? He's such a pain in the behind. Man, I have a bone to pick with him." He looked at me, as if expecting something. 
 
    I thought, "Did he...did he just do that on purpose? Nevermind - better answer him instead of staring at him like a yokel." I responded, "No, no skeletons around here - and I'm sorry to say that I haven't moved forward in your task." His quest – looking into why entire bodies were disappearing from the graveyard - was one of the first ones I'd received in Grant's Crossing, and I still hadn't looked into it at all what with being busy with...well, everything else. 
 
    He shrugged. "No matter - Arcangelo, was it? I won't be falling for any more tricks from that old bag of bones anyway - I can see right through him." Both his eyebrows shot up, and he stared straight at me. 
 
    My mind was drawing a complete blank. Were those...horrible, horrible puns? No, it couldn't be. "Erm, are you saying that the undead are actually active around here and that I'm looking for skeletons?" 
 
    Chertog visibly deflated. "You humans have a horrible sense of humor. That was prime material, and you didn't even twitch a muscle. Bah, you’re probably too daft to even catch it. Now, never mind all that, what did you want to ask me about.” 
 
    I hesitated, momentarily lost for words – were there no normal people in this bloody village? “Ahem – I’ve been named a Chronicler a few days ago, and I was really just looking for some instructions on…well, what that truly entails. Oh, and wait one damn minute – so that quest you sent me on a couple of days ago, was that also just one big joke, setting me up for the whole “undead are on the loose” shtick?” 
 
    Chertog’s face turned grave, and he said, “I would never waste a person’s time like that. There truly have been bodies going missing – another the night before yesterday – and I still hope you’ll be able to help me with that. I’m pretty damn certain that it ain’t undead skeletons, though. Know how I can tell?” One side of his mouth started twitching almost imperceptibly when he asked. 
 
    I gave it some thought but came up blank and shook my head. 
 
    Chertog’s stomach started shaking, while he answered, “None of ‘em would dare piss me of, you see – they don’t have the guts!” He bent over and started roaring with laughter. 
 
    I groaned audibly, but he seemed to take that like encouragement because he collected himself and continued, “Nah, I'm only kidding – skellies are never frightened. Nothing gets under their skin.”  
 
    I rubbed my eyes and held up my hands in defeat. “Argh – please, stop, already, Chertog. You’re killing every funny bone in my body. Gah – and now I’m doing it as well! Please, let’s forget this ever happened – I really need your guidance!”  
 
    That last part apparently caught his attention because he straightened up and wiped away a wayward tear from his eye. “All right, you spoilsport, I’ll let you off easy this time. So you’re saying that for some reason you went and made a Chronicler of yourself, and now you want to know what that actually means. Well, for one, it means you’re dafter than daft to buy into something without looking into the consequences. I suppose there’s no turning back and choosing something else, Reborn like you?” He raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
    I nodded my head in confirmation and silently admonished myself for having done exactly what he berated me for – acting without thinking really seemed to be the major theme of the month for me. 
 
    He nodded to himself, and the corner of his mouth quirked up as he continued, “Heh, well, I guess I’m not one to judge. Listen, I’ll give you the short version of my experience as a Chronicler and let you judge for yourself whether you’ve screwed up choosing this path for yourself or not. But first, certain formalities have to be observed – follow me.” 
 
    He led me back to his house – a sturdy, reinforced building the size of a large shed – and walked in ahead of me, leaving me staring at the inside of the building in astonishment. While everything was clean as a whistle and looked to be made in quality materials, every available inch of the building was packed with books, scroll cases, writing materials and other paraphernalia the function of which I could only guess at – a pile of stone tablets stacked on a table here and a pile of animal skins there. “The bookiest person in Grant’s Crossing,” - Jeb had been right on the money there. Surprisingly, the chaos seemed to be under some sort of system because Chertog walked straight to a pile of books and picked out one book in particular before turning back to me with a satisfied sigh. He held the book up between us and said, “This part I’ve always liked. You need to draw a bit of your blood – just a drop, really –place your hand on the journal and repeat what I say.” 
 
    I felt pretty clueless but pricked the tip of my finger and put my hand on top of the book, watching as it soaked up my blood. Chertog nodded to himself, lost in thought and then intoned in a grave voice, “Núk kadan oz Thorokian Anym”. 
 
    I struggled with the harsh Dwarven intonation but followed his lead. He then continued with alternating sentences in common and Dwarfish, and I repeated the best I could. 
 
      
 
    Núk kadan oz Thorokian Anym. 
 
    Enter now the path of Truth 
 
    Da Karik khor’is Haritz 
 
    Goddess faith and fact provide. 
 
    Othok ath ein eron Kronul nos  
 
    Knowledge spread and ignorance soothe. 
 
    Thamar var agnuk othok 
 
    Lest you stray far from her side. 
 
      
 
    When I spoke the final words, I could feel an unfamiliar sensation, as if someone took a hold of something deep within me, clenched and pulled. Panicking, I had the time to think, “Swearing a blood oath in an unknown language? Clever, Danny-boy, clever,” before the resulting pop-ups assuaged my fears. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have soulbound an item: 
    
  Chronicler’s Journal Book 
    
  Your journal book is the repository of all true knowledge that you uncover in the World of Chains. Keep it secret. Keep it safe. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a choice of religion: 
    
  Serune 
    
  The path of the Chronicler supports the designs of Serune, the goddess of knowledge and pathways. By choosing to walk this road, you further her designs and devote yourself to the pursuit of truth, knowledge and delving into the unknown. Take Serune as your personal deity and become her follower. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That was intriguing. They had introduced the worshipping of gods into the World of Chains? I rather liked the idea of getting in good with the goddess of knowledge - and pathways, whatever that meant – but this time, I’d better investigate a bit before I jumped right into it. I cleared my throat. “Sooo – Chertog – that dwarven bit – what was that about?” 
 
    He shrugged and said, “Dwarves insist that the Chronicler profession originates from the dwarves. Of course, so do the humans and the elves, but what do they know, right? Thing is, for dwarves, being a Chronicler isn’t just a job, it’s a devotion. You leave your family behind to get a new one – and that part of the ritual is about welcoming the young dwarf to his new family.” 
 
    “It’s what I did, too – was always an inquisitive kid, or nosy, as my father used to say – and when I first joined up as a Chronicler, I knew that I’d ended up in the right place. They told me that I needed to be curious, delve into ancient history as well as present time. This I did. They told me that my curiosity should be boundless but that the easy and quick answer was often a lie. I took it to heart. They told me that if I worked hard to better myself, gain knowledge and pursue the hidden truths of the world, I would be able to gain fame and fortune and rise among the ranks of Chroniclers worldwide. – and it was all true. I did gain fame, fortune and the respect of my fellow Chroniclers as I rose among their ranks. They just neglected to hand me one tiny piece of information, which I’m giving you for free: politics beats knowledge, every damn time.” 
 
    My face was probably scrounging up in confusion – I had no clue what he was aiming at. Before I could say anything, however, he chuckled and continued, “Yeah, I am being a bit hazy on the details, aren’t I? Well, what I’m trying to say is this: even though the main focus of a Chronicler is the search for knowledge and truth, you ignore the politics of your surroundings at your own detriment. While I was rising in the ranks, I managed to make quite a few enemies – some because they just had a really lousy sense of humor, but mostly because I didn’t really care about politics and what my unveilings might mean to my countrymen.” 
 
    His mien went darker and his animated gestures less lively as he continued, “Long story short, at one point I managed to dig up an amazing story on a venerable old Merchant Lord – triple checked the facts and my sources like I always did – but the moment I revealed it, everything went wrong; the Merchant Lord challenged my findings, my proof went missing, and my sources refused to talk. Before I knew what was happening, I was banished from my homelands, and the only reason I managed to maintain a bit of my honor,” at this he was stroking his tuft of beard with an angry look on his face, “was that I agreed to sequester myself in an obscure village completely off the map and perform a moronic task for the rest of my life, which might be a colossal waste of time or might, at some point, aid the dwarven race somehow.”  
 
    After this tirade, it took Chertog a visible effort to pull himself together, and I could almost see his regular façade clicking back into place – and therefore, I wasn’t surprised when he continued, “You know, it really shouldn’t  have come as a surprise for me – I mean, a low blow from dwarves? Practically a no-brainer, right?” 
 
    This one time, I indulged him, just to cheer him up, and chuckled quietly: “Really, Chertog? Tall-guy-jokes about your fellow dwarves? I’d have figured you to have higher standards.” 
 
    Chertog’s rough guffaw cleared away the depressing mood that had been encroaching on us, and a corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile. “Anyway, I guess that you also want some of the more down-to-earth information about how it all works, right? Or did I manage to scare you away?” 
 
    I waved off his concerns, “No – please go ahead – I’m all ears.” 
 
    Another guffaw. “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 
    I started massaging my temples – that one wasn’t even on purpose. “I meant to say: pleeeease enlighten me, oh wise and benevolent Master Chronicler.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Flattery – I love it. All right, hard and practical facts, easy to digest. As long as you keep your eyes and ears open, you will realize that you are surrounded by unsolved riddles, false history and unsubstantiated rumors concerning everything from the pedigree of your neighbor’s dog to which sheets the Mayor is tangling nightly. Once you start untangling these knots, you will also arrive at certain nuggets of knowledge, as pure as mithril ore, which you know for a fact and have proved to be true. Begin inscribing these in your journal – both the way you came to the knowledge and the information itself – and investigating the mysteries that come to you, and you will improve as a Chronicler. Then…” He stopped himself and shook his head. “Sorry, my natural loquaciousness got away with me.”  
 
    “The short and clear version, then. Do good Chronicler work, and you’ll improve as a Chronicler – with experience, your skills will improve, you will gain new, useful skills and you may even learn a few Chronicler spells. This’ll come to you naturally, however – it can’t be taught. Do good enough work – I can help you determine when you’ve reached that point– and you might be able to advance in rank as a Chronicler if you pass the tests that you are given. Oh, and if you rise enough in rank, you risk becoming famous – or infamous. Clear enough for you?” 
 
    That did sound great to me – so, not only did the profession gain me the chance to become a veritable Indiana Jones, delving into scripture on temple walls and ancient hieroglyphs in books in order to right ancient wrongs, uncover truths and find epic loot – it also gave me the opportunity to gain extra skills along the way. I decided to jump at the chance to complete the quest I’d gained earlier at the cavern door and said, “Lovely. It’s exactly what I need to get started, Chertog. I don’t mind learning by doing at all – I just have one quick question, and one part where I need some clarification. First, the question: earlier, you said something about a moronic task you were forced to accept. That wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain door inside the Bronze Bells Mine, would it?” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up, and he looked straight at me, “What? Who the hell told you that? Oooh, that’s right, you’ve been touring with Lyle, that little tattletale. Pffft. Forget about it son, I’m not telling you anything until I figure out whether you’re worth half a damn as a Chronicler. Next question.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Here Be ? – Part I (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have discovered a door in an underground cave which seems to have been made to keep something or someone from exiting the cave. Figure out the story behind the door. Chertog has confirmed that he knows something about the door. Return to him when you have gained at least Chronicler skill level 10. 
    
  Reward: 
  Unknown 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I harrumphed. “All right, where does the Goddess Serune come into the picture, and what does becoming her follower entail?” 
 
    He waved his hands dismissively at the air. “I – along with most dwarves – don’t bother with her. Who’d choose to worship a god of human aspect of their own free will?” He shrugged and continued, “But sure, I get the attraction. If searching for knowledge is your calling, you might as well go all the way and join the cult…or whatever it the followers of Serune do. For what it’s worth, I haven’t heard any negative stuff about her – and I’ve heard tell of especially talented Chroniclers who have received special attention from Serune – no details, however.  If you want some better information, you’d better keep your ears stiff.” 
 
    “Urgh, I get it Chertog. I almost preferred the skeleton jokes. Thank you very much for the information, however. I’d better get to work then and ask around for anybody who knows a bit more about Serune. Oh, “ I facepalmed myself, “or maybe I could just ask Mallard Bullhop for information on Serune.” 
 
    He smirked. “Yeah, well, if you want the easy solution, I guess you could also ask the only resident expert on all things spiritual. Don’t worry – if you were daft enough to keep running around asking the whole world about Serune, I would’ve pointed you in his direction,” his eyes sparkled with mirth, “eventually.” 
 
    I turned around and started walking towards the door while I threw my hands in the air in frustration. “You’re a horrible teacher, Chertog!” 
 
    He tailed me out of the building and snapped his fingers as if he’d just thought of something, “Heh – you know what’s the difference between you and these good people in the ground around here?” 
 
    I kept walking. “Enough already, Chertog.” 
 
    “One of you composes – the others decompose.” 
 
    I kept walking and held my hands over my ears. That didn’t stop him from shouting after me, however, “What? I’m funny! This guy was positively laughing his skull off!” 
 
    As I left the cemetery, shaking my head at the severe lack of normal people in Grant’s Crossing, I surprised myself by coming to the realization that I actually liked Chertog. Sure, his humor was horrible, and he was as barmy as they come, but he seemed genuine and kind, deep down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 – The Only Decent Thing to Do 
 
      
 
    Seeing that the hour was getting past 10 in the morning, I probably stood a good chance at stumbling upon Gillem if I returned to the tavern – and with that, I had a decision to make concerning the necklace – should I keep it or give it to Gillem when I turned in the quest? 
 
    If it’d only been a regular game instead of World of Chains, the answer would’ve been easy for me. The vast majority of all games are created to make the player feel special, exceptional even, and therefore any quest such as this one that seemed to leave the player at a disadvantage, would 9 times out of 10 be the better choice. Instead of the item in question, you’d be sure to receive incredible reputation, another quest or some awesome heirloom that the quest giver just so happened to have stashed away and was suddenly willing to part with. World of Chains – you might as well toss a coin instead because it doesn’t work the same way. NPCs were free to do whatever the hell they liked based on their personality, their rep with you and…some sort of algorithm, probably. Hell if I knew. 
 
    Therefore, I resorted to an old fashioned round of pros and cons. 
 
    For the cons, there was the real kicker: in short, it was an incredible item. With those stats, I’d be sure to be able to use the necklace for the next twenty levels at a minimum – maybe more – and as long as I kept it tucked away under my clothing, Gillem would never know. Odds were good that whichever reward I might receive instead wouldn’t come close to the value of the necklace – hell, it was probably worth as much as all the rewards I’d received so far together – not counting the violin, as it wasn’t really mine to keep.  
 
    In favor of giving it away: I believed that it was the only right and decent thing to do. Heh – of course, I was just kidding around with myself – like 99 out of 100 people who play games, I was only in the game for my own amusement and gratification – and I’d have a hard time believing anybody who tried to convince me that they were different. What else, then? Well, there was a pretty nice potential for a good rep gain with Gillem and therefore with the village. Gillem also tended to be a pretty nice guy overall and seemed like the type to settle his accounts. Lastly, we had the remainder of the quest – the secrets inside the bar table – I’d hate to miss the opportunity to solve that riddle – and giving him the necklace might give me some extra points in my favor. 
 
    The dark horse in this game was, of course, that I had no clue as to how Gillem would react when I showed him the truth about his mother. Anger? Denial? Gratitude? A desire for revenge, perhaps? Then and there, I decided to wait until I’d seen his reaction before I decided whether I’d throw the necklace on the sacrificial altar for the sake of the quest. If he was completely unreachable, maybe this one piece of hard evidence could get to him. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I had my answer: anger and denial. Gillem’s usually cheerful face was dark with rage and scrounged up in a horrible scowl as he was poring over the journal, delivering a tirade to the world in general. Luckily, he’d agreed to my suggestion to take our business downstairs where we wouldn’t be bothered by customers, and therefore, no-one had the rare opportunity to see him unhinged like he was at the moment. Even his usually artfully tousled hair was completely out of sorts as he’d unconsciously been pulling on his locks. After having gone through the entire thing, he turned towards the only present target for his rage – yours truly. He snarled, “Who put you up to this?” 
 
    I explained the discrepancy I’d located in the tableau of the bar desk, how it had led me to investigate from sheer curiosity and what I had seen in the tower cellar. 
 
    With wild eyes, Gillem waved away all my explanations, “I’m not buying it, all right? My mother was not a skank – and whatever rumors you’ve heard are just wrong. So just get the hell out of here, and…don’t speak to me for a while, okay?” 
 
    I tried to placate him and appeal to his logical side, but he wasn’t buying it – my calm and rational approach just seemed to infuriate him even more – to the point that his raised voice made Kiff put his head down the stairs and ask if he should, “Toss the sucker who’s pissing you off, boss?” 
 
    Luckily, he just glared at Kiff until he backed off, but he did continue his rant with no signs of slowing down or listening – which ultimately made the decision for me. 
 
    “Anyway, it’s not happening. You already must have decided that this – this lunatic’s ravings were true when you came waltzing in…”  
 
    Gillem’s angry monologue ground to a halt when I produced his mother’s necklace and asked him. “Do you recognize this?”  
 
    He spat, “Where did you find this? No, wait, of course it was with the blasted warlock’s stash. So that part is true, all right. But that still doesn’t prove anything but him killing both my parents and stealing her necklace!” 
 
    I conceded the point but replied, “True, but do you remember your father giving your mother this necklace? Can you say with certainty that this wasn’t a gift from Warren?”  
 
    This time, even though he still seemed furious, he at least considered the question before responding, “No, my father would never have wasted money on something as frivolous as a necklace – and I do recall her wearing it happily on a number of occasions.  Mom did have a lot of admirers though – this could have come from any number of them.” 
 
    I nodded, put a hand on his shoulder and activated my High Tide skill. “I agree, Gillem, but don’t you want to be sure? Why live with the uncertainty when we have the possibility to get to the core of it right away? I could show you how to enter the tower so you could see the warlock’s end for yourself, but that won’t give you anything extra. Up there, however,” I pointed in the general direction of the bar, ”lies the answer as to whether these findings are the insane ravings of a madman or the absolute truth.”  
 
    Gillem took a deep breath and gathered himself before answering, “All right – let’s take a look. Give me five minutes to get ready and give my customers a bad excuse as to why I have to close down the bar for half an hour. And I swear to Tharlenn – if there’s nothing to this, I’m charging you rent for a month for putting me through this needlessly. ” 
 
    Cleverly, I decided not to mention that I didn’t pay any rent. Five minutes later, we stood before the bar desk, wondering just how to attack the problem. Gillem had kicked everybody out from the bar, and if I smelled a bit of alcohol on his breath, I didn’t begrudge him anything – hell, if anybody needed something stronger than beer with the day they’d had, it should be him. I scratched my head and turned towards Gillem. “So, how about we go over everything in detail and see whether there’s anything obvious to see – like your name next to a lever or something similar.” 
 
    Ten minutes of close scrutiny didn’t bring us anything – and we’d even used a magnifying glass in some of the spots. The back of the bar desk was all business – a single no-nonsense hardwood shelf with nowhere obvious to hide anything, as was the lower front of the desk – also hardwood without any decorations whatsoever. I grinned – if anything, that just made the quest all the more exciting. I got out Warren’s journal again, leafing through the pages while thinking aloud, “All right Gillem, help me here. The only solid information we have is this passage:  
 
    I ordered a shrine to be constructed for Cassandra for the tavern - a memorial, depicting Grant's Crossing as it was on the very last perfect day when she was still among the living. I also ordered a secret compartment to be added - an inheritance for the son. Later, I will instruct him on how to open it. 
 
    Maybe it’s something in the map itself – is there anything that’s the least bit off – like a building that shouldn’t be there, a new clearing in the forest or something?” 
 
    We both engaged in another round of scrutiny, with the same lack of result. I huffed, lost in thought. “Let me read that again – hmm, does this part read a bit funny to you? I mean, the text says the very last perfect day, yet the front of the bar desk clearly shows off a night sky, right?” I’d actually meant for that question to be rhetorical, but Gillem surprised me. 
 
    “Mmmno, that’s not what it is,” he interjected, certainty clear in his voice. “Those are all star signs.” 
 
    I perked up – this might be the key. “Right, so I know next to nothing about star signs. Would these signs happen to correspond to a certain date or period of time?” I kept my fingers crossed, hoping for the right answer.  
 
    He nodded. “Yeah…huh, so, you’re saying the key might be the date and the star sign that suits?” 
 
    I smiled, nodding, “Exactly, or…well, maybe your mother’s birthday. Anyway, let’s start with the date. Errr - Warren’s journal says October 20th – which star sign would that be?” 
 
    He indicated five twinkling lights. “The Summoner – that’s this one right here – three stars in a straight line form the body, and these two are the arms raised up high for a summoning.” 
 
    I moved closer until my nose was almost touching. “All right, let’s see if there’s anything different about these. The colors seem to be similar to the others. The placement – hell if I know – can you tell if anything’s off about their placement, Gillem?” Gillem moved around behind me while I kept up my mental checklists muttering, “What else could there be?” I touched one of the stars, scrunched my face in concentration and touched the star sign next to it – then instantly patted wildly behind me until I got a hold of Gillem’s arm and dragged him to my side. “Take your hand and place it on the star sign!” 
 
    He drew his lower lip between his teeth and placed his hand over the entire star sign. “Funny – it feels sort of warm – like a pulsating feeling, right?” 
 
    “Exactly.” We waited together in silence for a bit until I realized I’d been holding my breath in anticipation. Disappointed, I expelled my breath and said, “Damn – I thought for sure that was it. I think we’re onto something, however. Let’s see if we can find anything similar.” 
 
    I felt convinced that the pair of us were a sight for sore eyes for the next couple of minutes as we investigated every diminutive detail of the bar desk with our hands. Suddenly, Gillem cried out, “Here. I’ve got another.” His hand was located, not among the star signs, but on the map itself – right over the tavern.  
 
    He tried holding his hand over that point and the star sign – but still, nothing happened. 
 
    I scratched my head, thinking – and then slapped my hand down on the bar desk. “Hah!” Gillem flinched in surprise, and I held up both hands in silent apology and then put on a huge grin. “If I’m right about this, you’ll have to break out the good stuff to celebrate!” I looked at the bar desk, estimating the distances. “Erm, you’ll probably have to kick off your shoe and use your foot to cover the star sign and reach the remaining two spots.”  
 
    He did as I asked, and after a bit of activity that probably looked like 3D Twister, he covered the star sign with his foot, the right hand on the tavern and I guided his left hand to the warlock’s tower. His raised eyebrows attested to the fact that it felt right – and a couple of seconds later, a silent “click” broke the silence, as a hidden cupboard swung open. We both stared in amazement for a bit, before I erupted in a huge celebratory, “YESSSSS!” 
 
    Gillem, however, was suddenly reticent, and I smiled at him and inclined my head towards the desk. “Go ahead, my friend. Check out your inheritance. I’ll be at a table back here.” 
 
    A while later Gillem walked over to my table, with his hair askew and red eyes. In a hoarse voice he said, “Read this,” and handed me an unsealed letter. 
 
    The hand writing in front simply said: “For Gillem Dizzlefog,” and the single page inside only had a few paragraphs: 
 
    Dear Gillem. 
 
    I apologize for not saying this to your face, but among the myriad of flaws I will own to, a lack of courage resides among the most predominant. Suffice to say that I, who loved your mother with my entire heart, failed to protect her, and for that, I am punished with the most horrible torment: a life without her. I can never apologize enough for this failure and will not insult you by trying. 
 
    Thus, I choose the coward’s way once again. Please accept this inheritance as a means to secure your future in a life without the person we both loved the most. Should you ever deign to visit me, know that everything I own is yours. 
 
    Sincerely 
 
    Warren Tikkenhauser 
 
    A tear slid from the tip of Gillem’s nose. “He – he ordered the bar desk made before his death and included a copy of their correspondence. His and – that of my mother.” His voice broke, and he took a deep breath before continuing, “It’s her, Arcangelo – there’s no doubt. It’s all true. And their love – it’s beautiful.” 
 
    I quickly decided to keep my opinion of Warren’s poetry to myself, kept my face carefully neutral and just nodded. 
 
    He sniffed and carried on, “I’m sorry for doubting you. I’ll – know what, I’ll just start by breaking out the good stuff like you said, and then we’ll talk, ok?” He gave me a vague smile and walked towards the cellar. 
 
    A short while later, Gillem returned, looking more composed than earlier and carrying a large smile – as well as a large dust-covered clay crock. He placed it on the table, scooted over a chair and sat down with a sigh. “First, I’d like to get the uncomfortable part over with. I am extremely sorry for how I just treated you and how I reacted. I – I don’t really know what came over me, but it’s…unpleasant to know that I could lose control like that. Thank you for talking me down.” 
 
    I snorted and slapped his shoulder, “Remember who you’re talking to? I’m practically the king of overreacting. Actually, come to think of it, this kind of feels like the first real conversation we had, only the tables are turned.” 
 
    His frown gradually disappeared. “Yeah, it does feel familiar, doesn’t it? It won’t happen again, though. Promise.“ He looked really relieved and rubbed his hands together in anticipation, “And now, for the spoils.” He hefted the clay crock, holding it into the air pensively. 
 
     “You know, I won this beer in an arm wrestling competition with a passing mercenary captain years ago. I’ve been saving it for when I would finally be able to pay off my loan on the tavern. With the interest I had to accept to be able to take it over back when my parents died, I had expected another ten to fifteen good years before I’d be able to call it my own. Today, however, with the money that he left me in the inheritance, you are looking at a proud, newly-fledged tavern owner, and it’s all because of you!” Gillem looked me straight in the eye, and I had to look away to keep from blushing. He waved away any protestations and kept on singing my praises. “I know that the Warlock – Warren – is the one who left me the money – but if it hadn’t been for you, nobody would have looked into this, ever. For us here in Grant’s Crossing, all of this was ancient history. I don’t want you to believe that I take your help for granted, and with that in mind, I would like to grant you a few well-earned rewards – a small handful of gold, my deepest gratitude and what you’ve been seeking from the moment you set foot in our tiny village.” 
 
    I received a whopping five gold – there went my money problems - and an amazing pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your reputation with Gillem Drizzlefog has increased by 2000. New reputation: 3775 (respected) 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by 1000. New reputation: 2125 (liked) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was plain awesome. Oh, and my diplomacy skill had gained two levels – nice job of convincing him – while my Spot skill had increased yet again. 
 
    I could hardly concentrate on these nice rewards, drooling with anticipation as I was for what he was about to say next. Could he really gain me access to my financials? Was the easy life right there, waiting for me? 
 
    He cleared his throat, and put on a crooked smile. “Truth is, I’m not too happy with this myself, but you’ve earned it. I have an old favor I can cash in with Autoria – our kindhearted Mayor, remember? It will take me some time to get the wheels in motion – a week, most likely – but at the end of that time, she should be ready to open a portal for you, wherever you wish to go.” 
 
    I could feel my anticipation forming into some other emotion – something conflicted. Clearly, this was a good thing for me – I’d be able live way more comfortably off my musician skills in a big city – but damnit, I was just starting to enjoy myself here. Ah, well, that was a dilemma for another day, and I thanked Gillem profusely. He quickly waved off my thanks and rose to stand next to my chair, looking me solemnly in the eye. “Now that the easy part is over with, I have a difficult thing to ask of you.” 
 
    I couldn’t keep one eyebrow from lifting – hadn’t I done enough already? I at least managed to keep quiet and wait for Gillem to continue his exposition. Huh – and maybe I even had an idea where this was going… 
 
    “Arcangelo, I would ask for you to keep quiet about the whole thing for now in order that no-one suspects that we know what happened those twenty years ago. Then I want you to figure out – slyly and without anybody finding out what you’re up to – who actually did kill my parents.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely shocked. Anybody who’d just figured out that they’d been living a lie would want to see the culprit brought to justice. “Count me in, Gillem, and then when we know who did it – we tell the authorities and bring him to justice?” 
 
    He just looked at me like I’d fallen down from the sky – and his always amiable expression hardened to something entirely different. “No, Arcangelo – then we make him burn!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Digging for Old Truths (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have uncovered part of the truth – the warlock Warren Tikkenhauser was framed for the murder of Gillem Dizzlefog’s parents. Now, you need to figure out who really performed the misdeed and why. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I accepted the quest, and after the worst shellshock at seeing Gillem so unhinged had faded, the next hour went by swimmingly, and we spent some quality time male bonding in the old fashioned style – alcohol and tall tales. Mid-chat, I suddenly recalled the quest I’d received for gathering information on the creation of Grant’s Crossing and asked him whether he could tell me what it’d been like for his parents and him back then. 
 
    He scratched his head and said, “Huh - I haven’t thought about those days in years, but sure. Let me just gather my thoughts.” He got up, and moved to the bar before returning with an ale for both of us. “All right – you’ll have to recall that I was but thirteen years old at the time. Apart from that, everything I know about the founding itself, I heard from my mother – she didn’t send for my dad and I until the worst difficulties had been hammered out.  
 
    “It comes down to this though: everything that this village is built upon, they’ve created. In the early days it was just the four of them, a campfire and a forest full of monsters – or so it seemed to my mother. They arrived six persons tall and well-prepared with tools and agreements in hand. My mother was in charge of all auxiliaries – cooking, hunting, scouting, handling most of the night shifts and lending the occasional hand wherever it was needed. She was also a deft hand with a crossbow. In her own words, those first days she just seemed to fly from one end of the camp to the other because every single thing had top priority. 
 
    “You may not believe this about Mallard, but he was a bit of a hothead in his youth – and a fairly decent fighter, according to my mother. His major task was keeping everyone constantly blessed and healed from the seemingly constant injuries and helping defend the site. Additionally, he handled all mediation in the group whenever the bickering became too incensed. 
 
    “Grant Callahan did just about everything else. This is also why they ended up naming the village after him – because if it’d been for all the others, they would still have been building. From sunup to sundown he toiled, building defenses for the camp, erecting the foundation for the crossing itself, felling trees and cutting boards. His only breaks were when he had to eat or when he had to hoist his huge axe and defend the camp. 
 
    “The Original Four also brought two hired helpers along – official couriers who, for a very hefty wage, helped with the manual labor in the first days, and afterwards went west and east respectively, informing the authorities on either side that a (hopefully) permanent safe spot had been erected mid-forest, encouraging them to clear and maintain a proper path and start sending regular patrols. 
 
    “The only person who, according to my mother, didn’t really participate was the Mayor, who just sat there, scribbling in her book all day and only helped in case of larger attacks. Her delegated task was apparently all the “official” stuff which is also why they made her Mayor – none of the others had any interest in that. 
 
    “And that’s basically how the days went. When they believed that they had established a fairly secure perimeter, they sent off the couriers and went back to work improving everything – and the rest, as they say, is history. ” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  How the Crossing Came to Be (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have learned a smattering of stories about the past of Grant’s Crossing. The origin and creation of Grant’s Crossing has never been officially chronicled.  Compile the true story from the perspective of each of the four founders and reveal it to the village at Reveler’s Moon.  
    
  One of four stories obtained. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Afterwards, Gillem opened up the tavern for everybody else again with a flimsy excuse about the boiler, and I enjoyed a hearty lunch – deer sausages and fresh bread – before going for a short walk to clear my head of the worst alcohol fumes. I debated whether I could justify to myself taking the rest of the day off, but in the end, my curiosity about uncovering more secrets of the arts of the bard got the better of me, and I sauntered back to the tavern to wait for Greck’s inevitable appearance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 – Boating n’ Barding 
 
      
 
    Never had I seen Greck as tractable as when I placed two bottles from the warlock’s stash in front of him to complete the quest. He tried to wave me off right away – most likely so he could abscond with the bottles and have a dirty ménage á trois with them right away. When I pushed him to get my lessons right away (I was getting pretty damn tired of only having two damage spells and two spells that only worked on humans) he didn’t even complain, just growled, “Quit pissin’ my time away – we’re off,” and went for the door.  
 
    Neither his demeanor nor his haste allowed for much conversation, but after a while, it became clear that we were heading for the Harbormaster’s lodgings – or more specifically, for the river vessel’s berth. It was the first time I’d actually laid eyes upon the vessel, and…well, “underwhelming “didn’t quite cut it. It was a raft. A big raft, to be sure, with wooden railings on both sides, but for crossing a river as savage and threatening as the Jagged Rush, it really looked insufficient for the task. Well, I lucked out and ended up having to pay for the trip as well – one look at Greck’s hostile mug told me that there’d be no cash forthcoming from him – and a short while later, we were on our way across the river.  
 
    The day proved to be an educational one right off the bat. First, I learned that the raft was more than sufficient to cross the river – two half-orc employees pulled the raft along ropes placed on either side of the raft, and the ride seemed effortless for them. Second, I learned that Exogenics employees are sadistic. Seriously, they held in their grubby hands the ability to create a world’s laws of physics exactly like they wanted – and still they decided that endurance-challenged individuals like me should be prone to seasickness. I was starting to take it a bit personally – especially when one half-orc started mocking the sounds that the “puny human” was making. 
 
    Fortunately, the crossing didn’t take much more than a couple of minutes, and I had a chance to compose myself while we were walking along the forest trail. A while later, I was contemplating asking Greck exactly what the plan was when he turned from the trail and dove into the wilderness. Perplexed, I simply followed him, and after another five silent minutes, we arrived at the first man-made thing I’d seen since crossing the river – a huge wooden gate, set smack in the middle of a wooden fence which ranged as far as the eye could see to either side. The gate had a heavy iron chain holding it closed along with the obligatory large iron padlock. Greck conjured the key for the padlock from somewhere on his person, unlocked the gate and allowed me entrance to…paradise. 
 
    Seriously, that was the first impression that I got. Beyond the gates were softly rolling hills, a small stream gently lolling by with the sun glittering in its surface and small animals frolicking everywhere. I almost expected cartoon animals to start some sort of song right away, it was that harmonious. Greck locked the gate behind us, dumped his cloak on the grass and said, “That should do it. There is no need for pretense in here kid. Welcome to my personal training camp. If you could hand over the bottles, we can get started right away – supposedly, you could become a bit less hopeless.” 
 
    I still wasn’t used to the idea of Greck not actually being a psychopathic drunkard – well, not entirely, at least – I didn’t have him figured out at all. I handed over the two bottles and said, “Without a doubt, there’s a lot you could teach me, Greck. I really need to learn more basic spells and skills. I feel like there’s so much more to being a bard that I’m missing because I need some kind of formal training.” 
 
    He harrumphed while opening the first bottle with an evil-looking, curved knife. “There is no need for acting the sycophant, Arcangelo. I said I would teach you if you managed to locate some decent vintages and this…I feel quite confident that you are not exactly a connoisseur, but let us just say that you have earned yourself a longer lesson than the half-hour speed tour I was aiming to give you.” Greck managed to summon a wine cup from somewhere and then started in on the first bottle. After the first cup, he slowed down somewhat, gave a deep satisfied sigh and turned back to me. “Now, what do you actually know about magic?” 
 
    I gave the question the consideration it merited and was about to tell him about the ideas I’d managed to dredge up during my play time inside the World of Chains before I realized that they were just that – ideas and preconceptions. I’d never played a magic wielder myself and most everything I knew was based on hearsay. I shrugged and said, “Nothing that I know without a doubt to be true.” 
 
    He guffawed and responded, “Lovely. That saves me from having to disabuse you of any idiotic notions before we start filling your head with actual knowledge. Now sit, listen and pay attention because I am not repeating myself.” 
 
    “Magic,” he continued, “is basically the same, no matter how you choose to approach it. This part usually takes a smidgen of time to digest, but there is no denying it. Whether you are a demonologist, calling out to the outer worlds for demons who will beckon to your call, a sorcerer who waves her hands and chants her “power words” to manipulate the elements or a shaman dancing his silly little dance and tapping his ridiculous drum, you are doing the exact same thing: trying to access the magic of Neyrus. Magic exists as an inherent part of this world, and there are a number of different ways to approach the matter of manipulating the magic and coercing it to do your will. Every other magic user on Aeion loves getting into shouting matches about which school of magic is the “true” school of thought – the next time you feel tempted to do the same, remember that we are all but tiny little buckets trying to dip into the same world-sized well. Making fun of shamans, however, is allowed.” 
 
    He took a short break, savoring the last drops of his second cup. I took the opportunity to ask a question, “Does that mean that I’d have the chance to learn all types of magic, regardless whether I have chosen the Bard as my class?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled and he said: “Feel like taking on the world already and learning all magic types? No, naturally that is not what it means. While you might theoretically, in time, learn enough about magic and the magic theories of other classes to be able to master some of their lesser spells, you will never increase in skill and aptitude as, say, a Summoner, someone who has dedicated her entire life to mastering the intricacies of summoning.  
 
    “What it does mean is that every magic user has two essential aptitudes which define how good he is at his craft: one covering the basic spell type or types of his class, and one covering the method that he generally uses to summon or deliver his spells. 
 
    Greck probably noticed my forehead furrowing in thought when I tried to digest all this, because he continued: 
 
    “Let us begin with the average bard as an example. We have our aptitude for Sonic Spells, defining how good we are at our craft and our skills as musicians, explaining how well we deliver our spells into being. Now, have you tried casting any spells without the music as a guide?” 
 
    I thought back to the fight with the Dire rat and how the spells had felt almost beyond my ability to force into existence when I’d donned my spear instead of the violin. I nodded, “Yeah – it felt a lot harder to cast the spells – I felt like I was quite close to failing the cast of one of the spells. I’d chalked it up to being distracted at the time – but you’re telling me that it’s because I’m not using the right, what, medium to bring the magic into being or something like that?” 
 
    Greck squinted, considering, and responded, “That is not an entirely wrong way of approaching it. We bards have music as our chosen method of dipping into the ocean of magic that exists just on the verge of existence as we know it. This does not mean, as you discovered by chance, that we cannot make do without it, only that you will achieve the best results when you train both these essential proficiencies instead of just one. If you survive long enough to leave the Dawnlight Forest and enter one of the larger cities, I will guarantee that you will get to see a lot of magic users who disregard this basic truth and focus only, typically, on their chosen spell types. This is sheer folly, however, as a person who dedicates time and practice to both will be able to manage harder spells and cast the same spells more effectively than one who specializes in either the spell type or the medium, as you put it. 
 
    “You’ll probably need some practical examples to make the lesson stick, however. Young people always do. You said that you wanted to learn more spells, right?” 
 
    I nodded eagerly, trying to look as attentive as possible. 
 
      
 
    He nodded to himself and said, “Well, Arcangelo, in a minute we will put the magic theory you just learned into practice, and then we will allow your own skills to decide whether you learn anything useful or not.” He smirked, looking extremely satisfied with himself. “First, I’ll need to tell you this: there are two basic ways of learning a spell. One is to pay huge sums for a scroll which basically forces the knowledge needed to learn any given spell straight into your brain, as long as you have the prerequisite level of aptitude with the given spell type. This method is fast, easy and reliable – and you would be a moron for choosing it as your standard. 
 
    “For what reason, you ask? The following: The second way covers deciding the effect you want to force into the world, creating the accompanying music or tones that you believe are the natural venue to bring forth the effect, and then do it. If you hold the musical talent and the skill for Sonic Spells that is required and perform flawlessly, you will be able to create any existing bard spell within your range.” 
 
    I looked at him skeptically, “Any spell? Really? But – why would anybody choose to pay for a scroll then?”  
 
    He let out a barking laugh. “Is that a joke? Because people are lazy and this approach is pretty damn hard. First of all, the potential spell combinations are actually quite limited in contrast to what you might believe and also dependent on what is physically possible, depending on the spell type. A bard Grandmaster could try all day to create a sonic fireball and still fail because sound waves simply do not act in the same way as fire. Second, even if you have chosen a feasible spell within your abilities, holding the right mindset and choosing the correct music for the spell requires a lot of trial and error – basically, there is quite a lot of experimentation involved.” 
 
    Never mind the work, the possibilities took my breath away. I’d thought that my accomplishments on learning spells by myself during the bard class quests were limited to that quest line – but if I were able to create any basic spell right now and even more powerful spells once I grew more talented – I couldn’t even process the possible permutations of everything that I wanted to learn. Gathering my focus, I cleared my throat and asked, “So, where’s a good place to start?” 
 
    Greck plopped down onto the grass, refilled his cup and asked, with a wide smile on his face, “What do you think you ought to be able to learn?” 
 
    The answer flew right out of my mouth without checking with my brain first, “A buff. I definitely ought to learn how to strengthen my group members and influence their combat skills somehow.” 
 
    Greck slapped his knee. “Hah – you got it in one – I am starting to hope that we will be able to turn you into a real bard someday, Arcangelo. What you are talking about is a fundamental skill to all bards and is not just a simple buff – it starts that way, but evolves along with your prowess and according to your choices along the way. Is it something along that line you were seeking?” 
 
    Something along that line…I was practically drooling. Trying to keep my eagerness in check, I responded, “Yes, that is exactly it, Greck.” 
 
      
 
    The corners of his mouth quirked up as he responded, “Ah, too bad. You will need to evolve as a bard, before I can teach you that skill, and you are far from powerful enough to continue with your next class quest yet. Better keep at the training, right?” His grin showed off his small, sharp incisors. “It was a good idea, though. Any others?” 
 
    Inside, I was fuming. That dirty little lizard was enjoying this way too much. I snarled, “Well, can you teach me how to push around everybody near you like they’re just annoying little fleas? That seems to be something of an expertise for you!” I barely got the words out before I was buffeted by what felt like hurricane-like gales of wind which somehow managed to only affect the area right around me. They tossed me back and forth for a couple of seconds before depositing me on my behind in the dirt, right before Greck. I spent a brief second contemplating whether I’d ever be able to learn how to keep my temper in check, but when I looked up at his wide grin, I couldn’t help but continue, “Yeah, just like that – only more annoying.” 
 
    At that, Greck let out a howling laughter, and I wondered whether his next spell would result in my respawning back in the village, but his next words were simply: “Yes, I’ll be able to teach it to you – but just the basic version, mind you.” 
 
    My mind was already working on the next comeback, so this left me baffled. “I, uh, well, great. Where do I start?” 
 
    About an hour later, I had learned a lot. First of all, Greck really wasn’t a horrible teacher when he wasn’t focusing on being a sadistic git. True, he was a bit too fond of Socratic questioning –or whatever it’s called when you respond to every other question with, “Good question. What do you think?” – and really didn’t come up with a lot of hard answers, but he did open up the door to the intricacies of magic theory.  
 
    The second thing I’d learned was that I had next to no idea how sound waves actually worked in practice – and given that the spell I was trying to learn operated by manipulating sound waves, it was probably rather essential that I managed to cobble together at least a basic understanding. Well, it was slow progress, but I was learning. A bit. 
 
    The final lesson so far that day: this “learning spells” stuff wasn’t an exact science. Quoting Greck, you had to, “Fix the required outcome of the spell firmly in your mind, layer this outcome with the tune that best accompanies the image in your mind and call out to the magic. Depending on the exactness of the image and the appropriateness of the music you have chosen, the magic will put higher or lower demands on the levels of musician or magic mastery. To phrase it otherwise: if you are truly talented as a musician, a mage or both, you can afford to be a bit sloppier in the actual execution and still learn the spell.” 
 
    I felt that I had the music part down pat. Parts of Antonio Vivaldi’s “Four Seasons” had a violin part portraying a summer storm which was in turn tempestuous and more relaxed and flowing and had the exact imagery that I was going for – someone or something being buffeted by gusts of wind of inconstant intensity. In addition to this, I was creating a mental image of a wind gust appearing out of nowhere to the side of Greck, pushing him towards the ground. I had no qualms about using him as a test dummy – I thought that turnabout would be fair play and he probably wouldn’t even feel whatever tiny gust of wind I’d be able to summon at first. 
 
    My lack of results lasted until I explained my quandaries to Greck and he asked me, “Tell me: where do you picture the sound waves originating from?” 
 
    “Well – from myself, of course,” I responded. ”I’m casting the spell so they have to come from me, right?” 
 
    He proceeded to explain to me, in no uncertain terms, that it’d be quite an impressive task to make sound waves, which always travel in a relatively straight line, move around corners. Feeling chagrined, I amended my mental image to include the sound waves and accompanying sound originating from right next to Greck and tried again – only to see an unseen fist of wind hit Greck and cause him to stumble for a few steps before righting himself. 
 
    With a wide, stupid grin on my face, I relished the resulting pop-up: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Sonic Push 
    
  You can create a sonic force from a point of origin you decide, buffeting and pushing your target. You can regulate the force of the sound wave and concurrent sound up to the maximum force. Every skill point in Sonic Push will increase the maximum force of the sound wave and add the possibility to chain multiple waves. 
    
  Properties: 
  Range: 30 meters 
  Cast time: 1.0 seconds 
  Cooldown: 2.0 seconds 
  Mana cost: 10 
  Maximum number of sound waves: 1 
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I instantly started playing around with the possibilities, ignoring the annoyed sound from Greck. The sound that accompanied the sound wave was that of a gust of wind, and, well, to be honest it felt weak to me. I was only starting out, however, and while the spell would never be powerful enough to knock back something with as much mass as the Dire rat, it’d surely be efficient against smaller creatures and as a utility spell – or to get stuff down from the higher shelves. I discovered that I could actually tune the applied power to a very fine degree – it was no telekinesis spell, but I’d definitely be able to use it as a utility spell as well. 
 
    After patting myself on the back for a job well done, I turned back to Greck, who had meanwhile dug into the second bottle and had a blissful smile on his lips. I decided to leave him alone for a while and try the next one out on my own. My intentions of forging Lyle and me into an effective duo were definitely coming into effect, but I still believed that I needed a little something extra. My mind was set on discovering an effective crowd control spell, and I believed that I had a decent notion of where to start. 
 
    Sure, games throughout the ages had created tons of different variations on crowd control spells, and there were a bunch that I'd have to look into at some point - having a "Charm" spell that worked on animals, for instance, would be really useful - or some kind of spell that inspired fear into our enemies, making them retreat for a while, would also be fine and dandy. Oh, and I supposed that Sonic Spells would also be able to perform some sort of minor earthquake that'd cause groups of enemies to stumble, slip and fall all over the place - but what I was really looking for was one of the classics - a good old "stun" spell. 
 
    I walked around by myself a bit, pondering exactly how to approach the spell. If I were able to figure this out by myself, then supposedly, I'd also be able to learn new spells afterwards without Greck's help which would make my life a hell of a lot easier. The near future looked very promising to me, and I couldn't keep from whistling as I was traversing the sun-dappled corner of the forest that Greck had encircled by a fence. A nearby brook was babbling happily away and the grass-covered glade I was strolling across was so idyllic that I contemplated treating myself to a nap. 
 
    A small "crunch" under my boot snapped me out of my reverie - and looking down, I could see a smattering of small bones. I had no idea how to identify what kind of animal they belonged to as I still hadn't been able to summon the energy to actually learn all that stuff about following tracks, identifying animals by their droppings and what not. That just wasn't my idea of a good time. Looking around, however, I started to get an idea as I could see countless such small piles around the glade surrounded by bunnies hopping around happily. Only then did I realise that this was what Greck had been talking about when he talked about "his training area". What I’d initially thought of as heaven, was probably more of a pet cemetery.  “Brr...morbid,” I thought to myself and then shrugged, "but hey - when in Rome..." 
 
    I focused on a nearby rabbit and tried to wrap my mind around the spell I wanted to create. Any person nearby would've seen a thin half-elf walking around in circles muttering intensively to himself - in my mind, however, the discussion made tons of sense, "All right - technical part first. I'm probably looking to make a sonic wave of sorts that overpowers the nervous systems of my enemies, causing their body to lock up for a while. Basically, it should be similar to Sonic Wave, only with a stunning effect. Should I go for a full circle effect? Nah, Lyle probably wouldn't appreciate it if I hit him by accident - better make it a cone of some sorts. Would be fun to see his face though - mid-fight against an enemy and then brzap - Gah, focus Daniel! All right, cone it is – a wave straight from my position to lock up joints, cause cramps and other hilarious effects. I should be able to maintain that effect in my mind. 
 
    “How about the sound? Hmm - we're looking for something thunderous, overwhelming and above all shocking. The Barney theme song perhaps? Heh, nah, we’re looking for the powerful kind of shock, not the nauseating type. The classics aren’t my best bet for this – but how about some good old-school rock n’ roll?  That could probably work – and I’ve wasted enough time on “Violin Hero” that I knew how to play a bunch of the good stuff. Hmm – AC/DC had some pretty amazing intros, and I bet I could catch at least some of their raspy guitar sounds on the violin. Dirty Deeds? Nah – too slow. Highway to Hell? Nope – same thing.  Ooooh – I got it! I’ll have to use the words of good old Goldilocks, because this one is just right.” 
 
    A moment later, I had the spell image set in my mind and a poor, unsuspecting rabbit fixed in my sights. Oh, and I had checked that it wasn’t some level 20 killer rabbit – this was the regular bunny type otherwise known as “target practice”. The following moments introduced the World of Chains to the intro to AC/DC’s “Back in Black” for what was probably the first time. The rabbit, however, ignored the epicness of the tones, and its fuzzy ears seemed to mock me as the attempt fizzled into nothingness. 
 
    Twenty minutes and maybe fifty tries later, I enjoyed the sight as the spell slammed into being. A sort of floating haze reminiscent of a heat wave flew outwards from my position and moved through and past the unlucky rabbit, leaving it lying on the ground, twitching helplessly. I raised my hands, put on imaginary sun glasses and told the rabbit, “You’ve been thunderstruck.” 
 
    The bunny didn’t appreciate my wit, but after a short while of lying on the ground, it rose shakily to its feet and peeled off into the nearby bushes. “Ah, everyone’s a critic,” I mumbled to myself, and looked at the pop-up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Stun Blast 
    
  You create a wave of force which is able to stun or severely reduce mobility of the target(s) for a while. Every skill point in Stun Blast will increase the chance that the enemy is stunned instead of debuffed. 
    
  Properties: 
  Range: 10 meters 
  Cast time: 1.0 seconds 
  Effect width: 90 degrees 
  Duration: 5.0 seconds 
  Cooldown: 30 seconds 
  Mana cost: 30 
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I did a quick little dance to celebrate my new spell. Alas, I did not receive any "dancing" skill for my efforts - likely a comment from Exogenics on my lack of skills - and went back to Greck to show off. 
 
    When I found him, Greck was more than halfway through the second bottle and singing silly tongue twister tunes - in a very pleasant baritone, I might add. Before I realized it, my foot was tapping along to a rendition of "The nosy gnome knows no naughty nuns" and chuckling under my breath. I actually felt a bit of regret when I interrupted him - I didn't know how long he'd accommodate me as a teacher once the bottle was empty, and I still had one thing I wanted to know, 
 
    "Hey, Greck. I managed to learn another spell I was looking for. Before I forget, I just wanted to mention that your instructions have been really helpful, and I believe I’m much better equipped for maybe living out the week than I was before today – so thank you very much.” 
 
    He looked at me with a smile on his face and bleary eyes and waved a hand dismissively. “No need to mention it kid. If you do manage to survive the next couple of years, you might even end up with a smidgen of talent. Now, I would say that you have maybe…twenty minutes left of your time – so is there anything else you need?” He held the remaining bottle up to the light and squinted as he estimated the remaining liquid. 
 
    “Actually yes, there is one thing,” I answered. “With the basics you gave me and tons of practice – and maybe another lesson or two at some point – I do believe that I’ll be able to learn a lot of the necessary spells to become a versatile bard. Still, it feels like I’m missing some of the basic skills. Some basic skills or knowledge I ought to have but just haven’t realized yet – like maybe what the long-term focus for a bard might be?” 
 
    Greck scratched his head and glanced up at me, as if unsure what I was aiming for. I, of course, couldn’t help since I wasn’t completely certain myself. I just felt like there was more to the bard role than monsters by day and music by night. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “This…I was not prepared to deal with today. Now, I want you to understand me completely: this is usually not one of the first lessons an apprentice bard asks for, and you are not prepared to enter that world. Generally, an apprentice bard will spend at least a couple of years playing, partying, getting acquainted with farmers’ daughters and getting themselves involved in foolish adventures. Some bards maintain that lifestyle for their entire life without digging deeper – and some are the happier for it. I can tell that you will not be satisfied with that simple life, but I cannot, in good conscience, involve you any further before you have grown a lot stronger. However, for showing a depth to you that I did not expect, I will teach you this basic skill that has helped me through a lot of difficult situations over the years.” 
 
    He then spent the next half hour teaching me the basics for how to successfully blackmail people or how to best weather being blackmailed. I didn’t know what the hell I was getting myself into, but that little lizard seemed to live one interesting life if he had to resort to blackmail often. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Blackmail 
    
  You are aware that there is an art form to blackmailing or being blackmailed and many possible mistakes to make. Every skill point in Blackmail will increase the potential for achieving a better result and avoid making errors when blackmailing or increase the odds of catching the blackmailer in an error or avoid unwanted results when being blackmailed. 
    
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once I had learned the skill, we started on our way back to the village. Oh, and my Magic Lore had increased by two - apparently the information Greck had given me was good stuff. 
 
    There was just the one thing I had to know before we came back: “I’ve got to ask you one final question, Greck. We’re in the middle of the forest with no-one around – and you’re not trying to fool anybody right now. You’re standing differently; you’re talking differently – hell, even your eyes look different. What’s with the drink?” 
 
    He looked down, considered the empty wine bottle for a moment with a small, sad smile playing on his lips. “The trick to a good long con, Arcangelo, and to the best performances as well,” he tossed the bottle into the nearby brush, “is when part of the performance is no performance at all.” 
 
    We didn’t talk much after that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 – The Plot Thickeneth 
 
      
 
    When we returned to Grant’s Crossing, we parted ways, and I was left without knowing what to do for the moment. My debuff from the fight with the dire rat was still in effect, hence I wasn’t going to engage in any dangerous outings. I had a crucial decision to make for my crafting class but my head was still spinning from all of the new knowledge I’d absorbed from Greck and Chertog, and I wanted to, for once, make an informed decision. I took a look at my quest list to see whether there was something I could be doing to spend the time inside the town that didn’t demand any heavy thinking. 
 
      
 
    I scrolled down the list, muttering all the while, “Let’s see: fighting, more fighting, urgh, too much thinking involved, wait – I’d completely forgotten about that one – it’s perfect.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  What’s this Feeling? 
    
  The local priest, Mallard Bullhop, suffers from nightmares and premonitions. This infuses him with a vague feeling of dread which he believes is tied to some local threat or enemy. Investigate further among the inhabitants of Grant’s Crossing and discover whether there is something to his fears. 
    
  Reward:  
  5 silver 
  300 experience points 
  500 reputation with Mallard Bullhop 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That hit the spot. I mean, sure, the quest description did sound a bit dark and ominous, but I’d gotten to know the locals quite well by now, and judging by the reaction I’d initially gotten from Othell, this was a recipe for strolling through the village, chatting with everybody and getting bucketloads of gossip – oh, and maybe an update to the quest at some point, if I got lucky. 
 
    About an hour later had proven me entirely right. So far, I’d learned any number of interesting facts about the local priest: 
 
    He did have trouble sleeping at night, but it was due to overeating and indulging in sweets before bedtime. He was one of the kindliest and most thoughtful villagers in Grant’s Crossing and always paid attention to the villagers’ needs and wellbeing. He was also currently engaged in not-so-pastoral activities with no less than three local women, including the smith’s wife. Oh, and he was secretly not a priest of Harrah, the god of growth and nature’s cycles, but Girelle, the goddess of the hunt and berserker rage. I actually found that last one more plausible than the “sleeping around” rumor, considering that Lawrence’s wife was 1.85 meters tall and thin as a post while Mallard Bullhop was well past middle aged and even rounder than your average halfling. This lack of results didn’t discourage me in the least however – I was enjoying just chatting to people without anything pressing to do. 
 
    Basically, so far I’d just wandered around the village and talked to anybody who seemed to have some spare time. Amazing how a small village like this seemed to house gossip and stories enough for a large city. After my Local Lore skill had increased twice, I decided to change my tack a bit and try to talk with some of the business owners and ask them about any local threats in general instead of prying for gossip. This altered the results of my conversations quite a bit, and the resulting image that was starting to form was certainly more ominous than what I’d expected before starting the quest.  
 
    After talking to Sourpuss, the carpenter, one of the half-orcs attending the crossing and Herbert – Berthold’s brother from the Blood Brothers, I was able to piece together that at least every fifth caravan failed to reach their destination, disappearing somewhere on the western side of the village. Apparently, the Mayor had some communication spells that allowed them to converse with the big cities from time to time, keeping tabs on the caravans that were supposed to be arriving from the east or west. Adding all their comments up made for a disturbing and clear picture: traveling through the Dawnlight Forest had always been dangerous, but trade had been dwindling for a long time now and was reaching an all-time low. Herbert had added that at one point when trade was low and he had worked as a caravan guard, he had found an empty, bloodied boot near the road in a place where he knew that a caravan had been passing by a couple of days earlier. Sourpuss had also commented that people were starting to keep at home instead of making use of the nearby lands as they used to, to some degree. 
 
    To me, it sounded like nobody had connected the dots so far and realized that the attacks were increasing. Nobody likes being the bearer of bad news, and that’s why it was with a heavy heart that I trudged back to Mallard in the early afternoon.  
 
    Of all the work places in Grant’s Crossing, Mallard Bullhop had the most impressive one by far. The “temple” was placed right next to the lopsided town square and consisted of a largish circular area bounded by four towering monoliths. Except for the center of the area, the area was covered in wild growth, and at first glance, seemed to be completely untended. Upon closer inspection, one couldn’t help but notice that there was magic at play. The circle seemed to portray the four seasons, and if you stood in the middle and turned around slowly, you could experience the same flowers and bushes growing from almost nothing into full bloom before watching them slowly fading and withering again. The middle of the circle was held bare, and occupied only by a slight circular depression set in stone where Mallard tended to be present during office hours – or whatever you’re supposed to call it when there’s neither office nor actual work involved. As per usual, he was puttering around the circle, caring to his plants, lost to everything but his tasks.  
 
    I coughed and waited as he turned towards me with a kind smile on his face. I’m pretty sure that everybody has someone like Mallard among their families or acquaintances – that one person who always, whatever he is up to, just seems like this really, really nice guy. You might spend an entire evening with that person, and while you might not end up with the most groundbreaking or philosophic of discussions, you’re dead certain to enjoy yourself because you just naturally relax in his or her company. Mallard was that favorite uncle times twenty. Short of nature, he was well endowed in the stomach region, like most halflings are, and his most predominant feature by far was his facial hair, as he was completely bald yet sported the most impressive set of sideburns I’d ever seen, auburn red with large streaks of pure white interspersed. While Mallard seemed as content as ever, I couldn’t fail to see the bags under his eyes – it looked like he still wasn’t getting enough sleep – and now I knew why. 
 
    He greeted me kindly, “Ah, Arcangelo. It is so nice to find you in good health. How are you enjoying the beautiful weather we are having?” We exchanged pleasantries for a bit, and not wanting to spoil his mood right away, I decided to use this opportunity to wise up regarding the goddess Serune. 
 
    “Ah, Serune – Goddess of Knowledge, Pathways and Grudges – or “the enigmatic scholar” as they call her,” he said as his face brightened even more. “Lovely girl, from what I’ve heard. Terribly preoccupied with her riddles, knowledge and whatnot, but quite a pleasant acquaintance. “ 
 
    Feeling quite satisfied with his answer, I said, “Thanks, Mallard. That should be…wait, knowledge and grudges? So she’s a seeker of truth and a vengeful mistress – how does that work?” 
 
    Mallard chuckled, which, with the amplitude of his belly, was a full-body movement. “You don’t know a whole lot about the gods, do you?” He could probably tell from my expression that I was blanker than a 15-year old kid on his first day working the register because he elaborated right away, “We don’t have any idealized gods here on Aeion. A rhetorical question: how many people do you know who are good or evil through and through? Well, our gods reflect us and we them. So yes, Serune is a dedicated explorer, scholar and seeker of knowledge – but if you cross her, she will never forget it and most likely make sure that you rue the day you learned her name.” 
 
    I had to admit that the idea of a god not being either black or white made a whole lot of sense to me – but still, I had to know. “But how does that work with your god – Harrah – the god of growth and nature, right? It doesn’t get less evil than that, I’d say.” 
 
    This time, his chuckle gave way to a full-bellied laugh which went on for long enough that he had to wipe tears from his eyes before replying, “First of all, if you believe that nature is good per definition, then you really need to talk to a ranger or two. Second, Harrah’s full title is god of growth and nature’s cycles which includes winter – and death.” At this, he pointed behind him at the withered portion of plants. 
 
    I hung my head. “God. Oh, I mean, damn, I feel silly. Well, thanks for clearing that up.”  
 
    Following that lecture, I couldn’t come up with any excuse for postponing the inevitable, and I told Mallard what I’d discovered concerning his nightmares. He took it in stride – actually seemed a bit relieved that it wasn’t just his imagination playing tricks with him – thanked me for my help, paid me and gave me a new quest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  What’s this Feeling? 
    
  You have informed Mallard Bullhop that you believe there is a connection between his premonitions and the development in the disappearance of the caravans that pass through Grant’s Crossing. 
    
  Reward: 
  You have received 300 experience points. Experience to next level: 300/3000 
  Your reputation with Mallard Bullhop has increased by +500. New reputation: 2125 (liked) 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +250. New reputation: 1700 (liked) 
    
  Items received: 5 silver  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Digging Deeper 
    
  Mallard Bullhop has tasked you with figuring out exactly what is impairing the trade through Grant’s Crossing and why. 
    
  Reward:  
  500 experience points 
  1000 reputation with Mallard Bullhop 
  1 gold 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was just about to leave, when I realized that this was as good a time as any to advance one of my Chronicler quests, and asked Mallard if he would be willing to tell me about the founding of the village and briefly mentioned what Gillem had told me earlier. He nodded amiably and launched straight into the retelling. 
 
    “You wouldn’t know from looking at me, but I used to be a bit of a wild one back in my young days. Slim too, believe it or not.  
 
    “Grant and I were the ones who’d originally stumbled on the crossing – we’d been accompanying a caravan on its way through the forest and, to our advantage, the other persons on the caravan didn’t see the same possibilities in the crossing that we did – they just saw an easier place to cross for the next hike through the forest.  
 
    “Grant knew Cassandra who was working with her husband and kid in an inn and I knew Autoria from an episode where I’d gotten myself into a bit of legal trouble. They all lived in Laegeria, west of the forest, and while we were very different people, we had a couple of things in common: we were fairly young, unsatisfied with our lot in life and not afraid of a challenge. 
 
    “We got everyone together and had a couple of late night brainstorming sessions, plenty of alcohol involved for everyone – except for Autoria, which is probably for the best, since she was the one to take notes and boil everything down to these huge to-do, to-buy, and to-talk-to lists. I won’t bore you with the details, but Cassandra basically did all the shopping, Autoria handled all the official stuff – ensuring we had the rights to the land, that we’d be able to contact the authorities straight away when the village was founded and legalities like that - and Grant spent some time learning about construction. Meanwhile, I mostly sat on my behind and congratulating myself on choosing the life of a wandering priest since I didn’t have anything to do until we arrived. The worst I had to deal with in those days was when tempers flared and I had to put a stop to the bickering. 
 
    “For a while, we weren’t too sure whether we could pull it off, but then suddenly we found ourselves on our way. Our initial journey was relatively uneventful – we managed to escape a tenacious harpy search party, but apart from that, we had no serious encounters. When we arrived though…” Mallard exhaled loudly before continuing: “I’m not even sure how to properly explain the next month. To me, it’s all one blurry mess of constant attacks by animals and monsters, minor and major injuries, poisonings and infections that needed cures, clerical and well as mundane. And the exhaustion – Harrah be my witness, neither of us ever had time for a proper night’s sleep, and I had to start creating some truly awful concoctions just to keep us all awake and functioning through the day. 
 
    “And the bickering. I swear, if I hadn’t lived it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it. We were so put upon that the smallest spark could start an argument, and somehow I ended up being the only one who could usually quench the flames. Not always though – the one time, Autoria and Cassandra actually got into a fist fight over who ought to pull a night shift.” 
 
    I tried to fix that in my mind – the stately, respectful Autoria rolling around in the dirt, pummeling another woman and just failed.  
 
    Clearly, Mallard could see where my mind had gone off to, because he laughed and continued: “Yeah, I know. Hard to believe, right? But that just shows what can happen to anybody when they’re put through too much. Somehow we endured, though, and I swear: The day we sent off the couriers was the happiest day of my life. That day, I firmly believed that Harrah stood with me and that we’d be able to make it. And as you can see, we did.” He ended that last bit with his arms folded over his prodigious stomach and a large, satisfied smile on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  How the Crossing Came to Be (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have learned a smattering of stories about the past of Grant’s Crossing. The origin and creation of Grant’s Crossing has never been officially chronicled.  Compile the true story from the perspective of each of the four founders and reveal it to the village at Reveler’s Moon.  
    
  Two of four stories obtained. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I thanked him for the insight into his experiences and left. Moments later, I came to a decision and brought up the old pop-up that had been lying minimized in the periphery of my vision, accepting Serune as my personal deity - if anything, she sounded like an interesting choice, and I could hardly wait to see what her path might offer. Of course, my subconscious was chanting, “I’m gonna be Indy!” over and over again, but I told him to shut it and moved on. 
 
    Glancing at the in-game clock, I could tell that it was only early afternoon, yet with all the learning and emotional roller coaster rides I’d been on since this morning, I was ready to call it quits and just forget about everything – but I still had two more quick visits to cross off the checklist for the day. Those were easily handled, however. 
 
    First off, I made an arrangement with Herbert to visit the place where he had seen the ambush spot for a small fee. Thereafter, I agreed on the specifics with Lyle – we’d meet up outside the city gates all dressed up and ready for anything. Both were eager to agree – Lyle because he seemed to be just as psyched as I was about improving our dynamic duo and Herbert because he seemed to be bored out of his mind. 
 
    And that – was – it. I had nothing left to give. My mind felt numb from processing too much information, the inside of my head buzzing from too much talk. I stumbled back to the Warlock’s End and told Gillem I’d be in my room for the rest of the day. Safely ensconced by myself, I felt like I could finally breathe. I slammed open the shutters and closed my eyes for a bit, just taking in the fresh air. After a bit, I got my violin and promptly lost myself in the music. 
 
    Some people tend to believe that the process of creating music revolves around playing short passages over and over again with minor variations until you have it down pat. Hell, they may be right – I’ve never created any written pieces, and while I do know how to read and write sheet music – again, thanks to my old music teacher – I’ve never used it for anything more constructive than learning to play single pieces that caught my attention. My point being that when I create music, I tend to choose a certain mood and just let the music flow through me. In most cases, I wouldn’t be able to reproduce anything I’ve played – only on rare occasions do the “songs” stick with me afterwards.  
 
    After the progress of the last few days, my mood was cautiously optimistic, and the music that sprang from my hands was light, floating and flowing – gliding like a river, ever changing yet happily bubbling away. I gladly lost any notion of time and place, and only when I was disturbed from my trance by someone knocking on the door did I notice that my number one fan was back – the lizard from before had relocated to a spot along my windowsill where it was apparently enjoying the music – or at least, this is what I decided to believe. Its long, spotted body was sprawled out, its eyes were closed and it definitely seemed to enjoy life. 
 
    I was a bit annoyed by the interruption but decided to do the polite thing and answer the door. Outside, Gillem was waiting with an easy smile on his face. He told me that somebody had heard me playing for a while and wanted me to take it downstairs where everybody had a chance to enjoy it. I won’t go over every little thing he said, but just recap our discussion: Gillem argued that since I was playing anyway I might as well have everybody else enjoy it – and he was persistent and convincing enough in his arguments that, in the end, I could only throw in the towel and yield. I did, however, throw a parting nod of apology to my current audience before I left, feeling only slightly silly for doing so.  
 
    Even though I had a lingering suspicion that Gillem had only been able to convince me because he had a huge Charisma score and a Diplomacy skill stat that was through the roof (which, if true, would have some pretty damn interesting implications) it turns out that his arguments were right on the money. When I started playing again, I entered my own private world, population me and my music and failed to notice anything else. Additionally, everybody seemed to understand my need for a bit of privacy, and no-one intruded – except for Gillem, who, at some point, put a pint and a steaming plate of tubers and veggies in front of me.  
 
    One would think that four hours of almost constant playing would leave a body aching, the mind tired with having to concentrate on finger placement, how to keep the tune flowing, which tempo and pressure to apply – not so for me. Playing has always been my therapy, my cigarette break, my haven. When, at last, hours later, I lowered the violin from my chin with a sigh, I realized, to my surprise, that most people had already left and it was getting late. Four people were left at one table, playing cards, Sourpuss sat alone at a table, hunched over a drink and an elderly catfolk couple nodded to me and left, when they saw that I had finished.  
 
    I lowered the violin to its case and received yet another surprise. It was almost overflowing with coins of small denomination – a large stack of copper coins and even some silver were staring up at me. Evidently, people appreciated the constant background music even though there had been no interaction or singing whatsoever. Additionally – and at this final revelation, I gawked – my Musician skill had risen three times. It would appear my teacher was right – practice does pay off. While I was packing up, I spotted Othell getting up from the players’ table, laughing.  
 
    He approached me only to punch me hard in the kidney, say “Beautiful, my friend – keep it up, you hear?” and grin drunkenly at me. Rubbing my side, I glared at him, which was summarily ignored – he definitely reminded me of an old friend from high school who also believed that a sucker punch was the equivalent of a pat on the back. 
 
    I did spot a chance to get an answer to something that’d been bugging me since the last time we spoke. My reputation with Grant’s Crossing had grown to “Liked” status and he seemed pretty inebriated – this was probably the best possible time to get some answers from Othell, and even though I was tired from the long day his earlier sad behavior just had “side quest” written all over it. I cleared my throat, “Erm, Othell. The other day you mentioned how we all have our regrets, and I failed to say it at the time, but if there’s anything I can do, you just tell me, ok?” 
 
    He kicked my shin, ignoring my glare, “Hey, it’s appreciated, Archie. Ancient news, though, and nothing to do. My regrets…” He lowered his voice and leaned in. “I’m not one to whine – but we aren’t really treated that well around Aeion – ratlings, I mean. I’ve traveled around a lot as a scout and guard, and it’s a fact. I left my home town to find a place where I’d be better off and traveled for maybe five or six years searching. When I got here – well, I liked the place and got a decent job offer from Autoria, but on that topic it was and is just the same as everywhere else. I don’t regret settling down here but – y’know, sometimes I wonder if I should’ve just stayed in my home town to begin with.” 
 
    Ouch – that was bitter. A little too much info for me – maybe it would teach me not to pry too much. I hit him in the shoulder and told him that I, for one, liked him and didn’t much care about the rest of the world. This seemed to do the trick, and a short while later, he was back at the table, drinking and laughing. 
 
    A bit later, I was tucking myself in under my furs with that odd feeling you sometimes get after a day of hard work where you’re completely done in and every bit of your body hurts, but it’s a good kind of hurt – only right then it was my brain that was stretching languorously from its efforts. 
 
    Suddenly, I bolted upright in my bed, all sleep lost from my mind while everything I held to be true in the world came crashing down like boulders in the midst of an avalanche. All right, I was probably being a mite dramatic, but something had just changed for me maybe in an irredeemable manner. I had not received any quest updates after turning in the quest. What did that mean? Had something broken inside the game? Was it something concerning this quest in particular? I went over the quest description and still couldn’t find anything. It was a pretty straightforward Chronicler quest – wait! I facepalmed myself hard enough to leave a mark – and then pulled out my Chronicler’s Journal.  
 
    Five minutes later, I’d chronicled The Truth (for some reason my mind kept writing those two words as capital letters) about what happened on the day that Cassandra Drizzlefog died, taking painstaking care to write in the most succinct and informative manner while including the facts as to what I had learned, from which sources and what proof corroborated my story. The moment I was done and had closed the journal, I received the belated pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Digging for Old Bones (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have managed to convince Gillem Drizzlefog of the truth of what happened to his mother years past.  
    
  Reward: 
  Chronicler skill gained + increased to level 2 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With this done, I sighed in relief and continued to enter the Chronicle of the secrets inside the tavern desk which awarded me a final pop-up, 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Unwrap the Gift (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have collaborated with Gillem Drizzlefog to divulge the past secrets that had been hidden inside his tavern desk for decades. 
    
  Reward: 
  Chronicler skill increased to level 3 
    
  Additional reward for the return of Gillem’s mother’s necklace: 
  Photographic memory skill gained 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    For a second, I was looking for all the loot that always followed along with a quest completion, until I remembered all the goodies that Gillem had already lavished upon me. Also, the two new skills were sure to be entertaining, but that would have to wait till the morning. I sighed in relief, dropping back into the bed, knowing that all was well and good in the world again – and off to the world of dreams I went. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 – There and Back Again 
 
      
 
    I woke the following morning before the in-game alarm clock woke me, feeling energized and ready to take on the world. I spouted to my room and the world in general “Prepare, villains, lest ye feel the wrath of my mighty songs!” Yeah – that still needed some work.  
 
    I then remembered the two new skills I didn’t have the mental capacity to check out in my somnolent state the night before and quickly accessed the two latest pop-ups: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Chronicler 
    
  You have started down the path of truth and learning. Once you have dedicated yourself to the acquisition of Lore, you will find that it’s easier to learn something similar in the future. Every point to Chronicler increases the pace at which you learn new languages and the chance that your experience allows you to crack codes or notice inconsistencies in stories, among others. 
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That was – pretty awesome, actually. Well, apart from the name – the class skill for the Chronicler class was called “Chronicler”? Truly impressive naming, Exogenics – Kvothe would’ve been proud. Apart from the skill being lovely and promising an impressive increase in my future learning, it made quite a lot of sense to me. If you dedicated your life to mysteries and lore, you’d get better at spotting said mysteries and absorbing the lore. Also, the language part was a lovely detail – usually you’d have to do a lengthy and tedious quest series with a group in order for them to consent to teaching you their language – that or buy a Language primer at an exorbitant price. Being able to learn a language unassisted would be great – I’d have to ask Greck at some point regarding that book I found ages ago. If that was in the kobold language, I’d have to learn it eventually – my curiosity could accept no less. 
 
      
 
    Now for the second pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Photographic Memory 
    
  Running from monsters? Breaking and entering? Studying for a test? In many situations, you just don’t have the time needed to study what you want. Once a day, you can take a snapshot of your current view and review it in detail for the following 24 hours. 
    
  Cooldown: 24 hours  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I instantly loved the skill. Sure, I couldn’t come up with a single instance where I could’ve used it so far, but that just meant that I lacked for imagination. I’d have to keep it close to mind in order to remember using it. 
 
    Feeling like nothing could go wrong, I went down to the tavern room and was presented with what was on the menu that day – oatmeal – my least favorite breakfast ever. To my surprise, the kitchen had cracked the code on how to make that horrifying and disgusting gruel taste all right. If you were wondering, the solution is loads of fresh herbs, salt and a helping of crunchy bacon liberally mixed with the oatmeal. Thus revitalized with a full stomach and a nice +2 to endurance buff from the meal, I picked up the lunch box I’d ordered earlier from Jeb, shouldered my backpack (not literally, though – Exogenics were kind enough to allow for the inventory to just be there when you need it, so you didn’t have to worry about all the trouble a physical backpack might entail – putting it down somewhere and forgetting it, having your weapon tangle with the straps or what have you.) and went to meet Lyle and Herbert at the gates. 
 
    Both were already there when I arrived and raring to go. Lyle sported the new item he’d made from the iron in the mine and couldn’t wait to show it off – an Iron Breastplate that sported a nice +8 Armor class. It was a pretty basic item, really, but at the early levels, pickers can’t be choosers – most items that drop are horrible and any solid item you equip can be felt right away. I held no doubt that just this one additional item could’ve turned the fight with the dire rat into less of a close call.  Also, the fact that he was already able to craft this level of items was promising for the future.  I congratulated him on his achievement and off we went.  
 
    Herbert was – well, Berthold had clearly not been lying when he said he’d cut off half his hair – his otherwise archetypical dwarven look, short, squat and bearded, was extraordinarily martial due to one half of his head being recently shaved. 
 
    I was expecting for the next part of our quest to be pretty boring – the three of us following the mud road the that the locals called the “trade route” in wary silence, alert at all times for any sight or sound – but the truth turned out entirely different yet pretty entertaining. Herbert showed himself to be something of a comedian and entertained the lot of us with gory, implausible stories about his adventures as a mercenary. If the mercenary life was as deadly as he implied, there wouldn’t be any left at this rate. It did, however, allow for a lovely ride – and as he said, “We’ve never had any problems with the road for the first three or four hours. It’s well traveled enough that even the feral wildlife stays away.”  
 
    I didn’t think anything of it, as it allowed us to relax and enjoy the day. After about three hours of walking at a leisurely pace, we paused for a long lunch where we regaled Herbert with the story of our rat battle. I intentionally downplayed my role in the battle, making it sound like Lyle had done the lion’s share of the work – if, somehow, I could help rid Lyle of some of his insecurities, he’d likely be an even better help both in and out of battles. 
 
    After lunch, we carried on, and about an hour later, both Lyle and I were engrossed in a story of how Herbert’s entire mercenary company had suffered from indigestion, and they’d had to fight an entire battle armored only from the waist up – I could hardly concentrate on walking straight, I was laughing so much.  
 
    Besides, there really wasn’t anything else to focus on – the experience of the road had remained unchanged through the entire time; only the local foliage differed. I’d decided earlier that I really ought to learn a bit more about the local nature – to me, it was all “small trees, large trees and bushes that looked a bit like those other bushes earlier, only larger.” In the current section, some large-leafed bushes had encroached upon the edges of the road on all sides, but everything else was the same bland, all-green-and-brown scenery.  
 
    Mid-sentence, Herbert stopped right in the middle of the road, turned towards us and said, “All right, that should probably do it.” 
 
    Confused, I asked, “What? Should we start being alert from now on?” 
 
    With a, for once, serious look on his face, Herbert responded, “Yeah. The first ambush spot is about half an hour away, and while I don’t think anybody’d attack the three of us – nothing to gain for them – I’d rather not tempt fate.” 
 
    From then on, we were markedly more alert, keeping an eye on our surroundings and trying not to make too much noise. A tense half hour later, in the middle of a stretch that, to me, looked entirely like the rest of the forest, he told us that we’d arrived and he’d give us a bit of time to decide whether we wanted to pay him and snoop around ourselves or return with him. Lyle and I spent a complete total of two minutes in the clearing before bumping heads. Slightly embarrassed, I asked Lyle, “So…have any idea what we’re supposed to look for?” 
 
    He just looked at me, completely crestfallen. “I…I was sure you’d know how to proceed.” 
 
    Herbert wasn’t any help either. “Do I look like some long-shanked elf hunter to you? This is what I use for a living,” he said, patting the axe at his side. He grumbled, “You’d be better off asking someone who cares about those sorts of things – Othell or Sourpuss or someone.” 
 
    The long walk back provided both of us with a lovely opportunity to consider the advantages of being prepared for the exact quest we were embarking on and a reminder to myself that I really, really needed to learn some nature lore and something about tracking. Of course, I did get a good chance to consider how we should best proceed with our abysmally low tracking and nature skills, and when we neared Grant’s Crossing again, I paid off Herbert and left the other two to find a person who’d be likely to be able to help us. My options were limited though - I only really knew of three persons around who might be of any help. There was Sourpuss, who I’d already decided not to involve in anything dangerous if I could avoid it, Othell, who was stuck guarding the village and Naevys Fenmarel, the elf druid who supposedly lived just outside town. A druid – that sounded like the exact type of person I was looking for – someone close to nature, who, when in doubt, could just ask the nearest squirrel for directions. 
 
    Meeting Naevys for the first time was an interesting experience. The first eye-opener was her dwelling. I had imagined her living close to nature – in a tent enclosed by trees or maybe even in a tree, but the reality was even grander than I had anticipated. At first, when I arrived at the appointed spot, ten minutes’ walk north of Grant’s Crossing, a stone’s throw from the Jagged Rush, I wasn’t even able to spot her dwelling – right until I heard a song babbling from in between a gathering of three stout oak trees old and large enough to have grown into one melded behemoth of a tree. “Babbling” was the only word that suited, seeing as how it was a hodgepodge of words interspersed with no apparent meaning. The melody was light-hearted and catchy, though, and I found myself humming along to the tune.  
 
    The gnarled limbs of the oaks beckoned me further into the center of the huge tree where the afternoon sun only broke through intermittently, and my eyes had to adjust for a bit before I realized what I was looking at. If one were to imagine the countless roots of three huge, age-old oaks working together in unison in order to dig down into the ground and push all the earth back, finally settling in order to serve as walls, floor and even a frigging pathway down, this is exactly what Naevys’ home was. There was no such thing as a plane surface, everything looked to be wavy and undulating, and the effect was actually pretty disturbing to the eye – until you’d put eyes on Naevys. Neither she nor her home in any way diminished the chaotic visual effect of the room, but one look at her sitting cross-legged on a pillow, bouncing carelessly back and forth while sewing a shirt and suddenly everything seemed all right, every single thing in its element. 
 
    The best word I can think of to define Naevys would be “bouncy”. This does not contain any carnal implications – if anything, Naevys was petite for an elf. Everything else, though: her red blond hair, which always seemed to move about her face like a halo, her energy, which seemed to spark all over the place and, of course, her personality which was radiant and completely erratic. Within the first couple of minutes inside her abode, she’d hugged me, (I am not a hugger) berated me for not showing up earlier, and browbeaten me into playing along with her little ditty because, “She wanted to get it right.” To this day, I still don’t know how she knew who I was, but she was chatting away right off the bat like we’d known each other forever and…well, she was just so enthusiastic that I couldn’t do anything but play along. I would’ve called her ditzy, but from time to time, her comments were so insightful that they revealed a razor-sharp mind behind the curls – maybe I was just way too slow to keep up with the tempo at which her brain operated. 
 
    After half an hour of playing, singing and her telling me an extremely convoluted story about the wild piglet family that was living close to home, I finally got around to asking her whether she’d be willing to help me with my problems. Her response was sympathetic but firmly opposed, “I am of the forest, this is true, Arcangelo. My heart goes out to your plight and that of my villagers – but my place is here.” This was the most lucid response I got out of her – never got a real reason. I was scratching my head, contemplating my next move, when I suddenly noticed that Naevys had moved, silent as a ghost, until she was standing right in front of me, her animated face tipped to the side adorned with a pensive smile. I barely had time to start noticing how pretty she really was before she reached with one hand for my face – and patted my chin, like you would a good kid.  
 
    “You’re all right.” she determined with a nod for herself. “Especially considering your parentage – you half-elves have a tendency to go bad, like a litter with a stunted cub – but you’ll do just fine. You need to see my dear friend, Darya.” She lifted a finger, admonishing, “Now, pay attention. Just like you, she is a Reborn, but that is where the similarities stop. You are of the people, and she is not – this is why you have to treat her well. Any low behavior, and I will hear of it – understood?”  
 
    Confused, I just nodded, and her face cleared right up. She continued, “Good. She will help you, but you might have to prod her along a bit. It will be good for her to get out among people.” She then proceeded to explain where Darya was sheltered and, moments later, moved right on to asking me which other instruments I could play. When I finally disentangled myself from Naevys’ curious questions, it was already getting late; dusk was approaching, and it was getting harder to see where I was going.  
 
    Her directions were good, though, and even someone with limited botanical knowledge like me would be able to find her camp. I knew I was approaching when I could tell that the underbrush was slowly opening up, and I could glimpse the telltale gleam of a campfire straight ahead. I was already busy mentally preparing my arguments for why the other player should help me in my quests – and inside my own head this remains a completely valid excuse for why I failed to notice her approach right up until the moment where she was aiming an arrow at my exposed back and clearing her throat. 
 
    I don’t squeal. I would, however, be lying if I tried to claim that the noise I produced at the shock of a tall, feral-looking woman aiming an arrow straight at me wasn’t slightly high-pitched. It probably didn’t help that she had light green skin and huge tusks and that her multi-colored leather outfit seemed to make her blend right in with her surroundings. My obvious distress seemed to help convey the fact that I came in peaceful intentions because she aimed her bow slightly to the side, snorted and said, “Five steps forward sets off a noise alarm, so...don’t. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Naevys told me where you camped – she wasn’t sure whether you’d help me but said you’d probably be willing to hear me out.” 
 
    At this, she lowered her weapon and moved at an angle towards the campfire. I shrugged and followed her. A moment later, I was met by the impressive benefits of someone who had chosen the Scout crafting class – the small clearing I entered had clearly been altered for the optimal comfort of the half-orc as well as for security. The central cooking fire was dug into the ground, reducing the light emanating from the fire, and it was entirely smokeless – however that was possible. I could also tell that a couple of screens woven from sticks and plants had been placed in random openings around the clearing, although their use was lost to me.  
 
    The half-orc lowered herself to a cloth tarpaulin placed on the ground in front of a cozy-looking lean-to and started whittling away at a piece of wood – one out of a larger pile in front of her. She eyed me briefly and said, “So, talk.” 
 
    Ignoring her behavior, I complied. I told her about the entire threat to the village, the quest from the priest, why we didn’t want to include Sourpuss and what the result might be for the village if nothing was done. I left out nothing, painting the entire vivid picture of a village in decline due to an unknown, external threat. When I was done, the silence stretched as she kept sharpening the small piece of wood, apparently lost in thought.  
 
    Finally, she lowered the piece of wood, now transformed to a wooden caltrop, to the ground with a sigh and looked straight at me, her dark eyes piercing and hard. “I don’t like people. That’s pretty harsh, but it’s a fact. And you,” she indicated her knife at me,” are a prime example of why this is the case. How many minutes did you manage to spend in Grant’s Crossing before you started insulting the Mayor, of all people? Never mind, that was a rhetorical question – but this is why I entered World of Chains in the first place and very much why I arrived in Grant’s Crossing later on. It has provided me with the chance to enjoy myself and Nature without the nuisance of having to interact with other “Reborn” all the time. There is only one thing I didn’t expect; I’ve actually come to like the local people. Most of them are basically good folks in a tough spot and – nevermind. What I’m trying to say is yes, I’ll help you, but I want you to understand me right. I’m not joining you for the “questing” or “leveling” or whatever – we’re helping the village, and then we go our separate ways.”  
 
    That was....pretty harsh, but hey, I couldn’t exactly fault her logic. Also, a lot of players really did act like complete morons inside World of Chains so we were almost in agreement there. I didn’t waste any time trying to convince her that I wasn’t like all the others or any such nonsense. Either she’d come around or she wouldn’t – whatever happened, I’d found someone who would have a chance of helping Lyle and me track down whoever was attacking the caravans and so I might be able to progress with my quest – and, of course, help the village while I was at it. I encouraged her to talk to Mallard so she could receive the quest as well, but she turned me down, saying, “I’m not in it for the rewards,” or words to that effect. The whole thing felt subtly wrong to me – who’d turn down a reward for a job you were aiming to do anyway? Puzzled, I thanked her for agreeing to the assistance of the village and left. 
 
    When I returned to the Warlock’s End, dusk had fallen over the village, and I was tired, sweaty and grumpy. I decided to forego any bardish activities for the evening and just enjoy myself. After a pint of lemon ale and a great meal – a thick haunch of baked bread carved out in the middle and stuffed with bell peppers and mushrooms – the dominant part of dissatisfaction at wasting almost an entire day trudging along a forest path had faded away, and I was just relaxing and taking in what was happening around the tavern room. In a corner, a bunch of kids had assembled a pile of chairs into something resembling a fort and were playing a game involving a lot of arguing and pointing fingers. The rest of the room was relatively calm, and I naturally gravitated towards a table where Gillem was playing a card game with two others I didn’t know – a female half-elf and a male ratling. 
 
    The banter was good-natured and relaxed, and they were playing for low stakes – coppers only. They didn’t mind me pulling up a chair and, once introductions were made, I tried to get a feel for the game – Fingers, as it was called. Fortunately, the suits were as I knew them. 52 cards, 2-10, jack, queen, king and aces high, no jokers. The game itself was roughly equivalent to poker, but that’s about as far as my understanding went, as the players had another meta-game going, involving (unsurprisingly, given the name) the fingers of one hand while the other hand held the cards. 
 
    The evening flew by, and I got to know the other players. Millerd, the ratling, did some part-time work for a lot of shop-owners of the city and was animated, fun – and seemed to be a bit of a layabout. Aurora, the half-elf, had a pleasant, but really focused personality and apparently helped the entire village gathering and farming herbs. Win or lose, she was entirely gripped by the game. I lost more than I won – a lot more, close to four silver – and drank a bit more than I should have, but I wholeheartedly enjoyed just loosening up and enjoying myself with no other thoughts crowding my mind. 
 
    I did learn a lot, though, even though I wasn’t actively trying to. Fingers, for one, was a riveting game that contained way more skill and theory than I possessed at the moment, and just like a regular game of Texas Hold ‘Em, it was pretty addictive and with a lively group like ours, a whole lot of fun. I ended up gaining close to three levels in gambling and still didn’t feel remotely close to mastering the basics of Fingers. 
 
    I also, at long last, got an answer to a question that’d been rummaging around the back of my mind for a while now, “Where the hell does all the money in Grant’s Crossing come from? Decent tips, quest rewards and so on – how does it work?” Honestly, I was expecting to answer to be, “It’s a game – economics doesn’t have to make sense,” but the truth was a bit more straightforward. For day-to-day stuff inside the village, most transactions took place by the means of bartering or the exchange of services with no money changing hands – but for larger transactions or purchases, they used money. The major inflow of money invariably came from the regular caravans – when they passed the night (or a couple of nights), they’d already spent at least two weeks travelling on foot and would be more than willing to part with some of their money for services, entertainment or purchases. Apart from the regular trade passing from the eastern side of the Dawnlight Forest and vice versa, the caravans typically earned a little extra on the side from people like Aurora who, from time to time, sold herbs and plants on the cheap to the caravans. 
 
    Also, it turns out that Mrs. Bertinga did brisk business with the townsfolk of Grant’s Crossing and was willing to pay for most kinds of produce which she’d then barter for and then sell them off with a healthy profit margin for herself, undoubtedly. In conclusion, Cash was not king nor was it always available, but all in all, the average townsperson had plenty of opportunities to earn money and not too many places to spend it – which meant that there was a small surplus of cash flowing around. 
 
    Oh – and the lovely folks at the table got a good laugh at my expense for asking why they didn’t just use portals for trade – apparently, the ingredients needed for powering the portals were pretty damn costly, and they were only used to transport newly-fledged Reborn away from the village because the alternative – a bunch of disgruntled Reborn stuck in a village they disliked – had proven even more costly. 
 
    I also had a chance to see Sourpuss in a less sour state. He’d been seated in a corner by himself, but late in the evening, he dragged his chair next to mine, laid a heavy arm over my shoulder and in a gruff manner, started extolling my virtues in ridding the village of the feral cats. His breath was truly horrible, and when I thanked him for the compliments, I discovered why, as he sloppily poured half the contents of his tankard into my mug and offered a toast in what could only be called foul rotgut. He retired to his own table shortly thereafter, but it was nice to see this side of him, if only briefly. 
 
    When at last I retired to my chambers, my execution of the evening’s serenade was pretty sketchy, but I’m pretty sure it was at least loud enough that the next-door neighbors had a chance to enjoy my heartfelt enjoyment of the “Ace of Spades.” No skill-ups though. Tough crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 – Into the Wilds 
 
    
I've always disliked the term "bright-eyed and bushy-tailed" - how can people not be aware that the average squirrel, to whom the term supposedly applies, sleeps almost 15 hours a day? Anyway, we met way too early the following morning. This was not because I particularly liked getting up early, but we'd agreed that it was necessary in order to avoid a situation where we started late and suddenly we'd be running around in the woods in near darkness in an area where an unknown number of caravans had been attacked and supposedly slaughtered. Hence, we met before the gates around six in the morning - and while the others looked like they were raring to go, my eyes felt gritty and my tail felt pretty damn heavy. 
 
    We knew from the day before that we'd have to spend the next approximately five hours walking, and I'd decided to spend the time trying to soften up Darya - even though she seemed like a bit of a hard case, being on bad terms with the only other PC nearby was sheer idiocy. For this purpose, I utilized my secret weapon - Lyle. One whispered conversation with Lyle, and we'd agreed on a course to bring Darya out of her shell a little. Personally, I was counting on the youthful curiosity and bumbling charisma of Lyle to win through where I'd obviously failed - and then, perhaps, use that in order to get an in. 
 
    A short while into our trek, I was looking back at the walk with Herbert with a feeling bordering on nostalgia. Unsurprisingly, Darya was not fond of small talk and seemed quite satisfied passing the entire walk in silence. She did, however, respond civilly to Lyle's questions, and when he innocently proclaimed how he'd almost never left the village before, Darya turned out to be a fount of knowledge on the surrounding environs, and Lyle listened intently, as did I. 
 
    Apparently, Grant's Crossing was placed fortuitously from a defensive view point. The Jagged Rush bordered the village all along the eastern side of the village, and a couple of kilometers north of the village it divided further, running north and west, respectively. As the Jagged Rush was virtually impassable by ordinary means, this left the village in a corner of the map and surrounded by pine forest with no large communities or groupings of natural predators or enemies nearby. This, apparently, was something of a rarity inside the Dawnlight Forest, which was seen as a dangerous and relatively lawless area.  
 
    This was not to say, however, that the western shore of the Jagged Rush held no dangerous animals or abominations. A nearby marsh area held a large population of dangerous vipers and reptiles, the Greenpeaks about a day's travel away were said to have a small harpy population, and of course, "regular" hostile animals were abundant - as I'd already established for myself. But within three days of travel there was only one large, sentient grouping - a tribe of kobolds with which Grant's Crossing maintained a tentative state of peace - heavily influenced by the fact that the tribe remained on the eastern side of the Jagged Rush. 
 
    Through my myriad of conversations with various village people over this and that, I’d already learned most of this – but the point was to get her talking, and it worked like a charm. Once Darya had finished her exposition, she spent a short while lost in thought until suddenly she blurted out, “I can’t believe that you didn’t know that.” 
 
    Lyle’s face blossomed to a fantastic red and he shrugged, clearly ill at ease: “Well, I knew some of it, but, y’know, my folks didn’t want me to leave the village anyway, so it’s never really come up.” 
 
    I chimed in at this point, “With no school in the village, it seems that the education of the young people is fairly random. Lyle knows so much about history and smithing that I’ve lost all hope of ever catching up to him, but there are a few areas that have been neglected pretty badly. I’ve tried to teach him a bit about the stuff I know something about – how to spot an enemy, tactics and so on – but there are a couple of areas where I know even less than Lyle. Geography’s one of them – and the other – well,” I turned to Lyle, indicating our surroundings, “I’m from the big city. Personally, I can tell that these trees are spruce, but apart from that I don’t believe that I’d be able to name any of the bushes, plants or trees around here – let alone recognize them if we returned here a bit later.”  
 
    Darya looked at me with a blank expression, verging on disbelief, and I asked Lyle, “How about you?” Lyle just silently shook his head in denial, and I turned back towards Darya in time to see the disbelief plain on her face. “Yeah, it’s a disgrace, really. Neither of us have had the chance to learn anything much about nature in our lives, and – heh – we probably shouldn’t be allowed outside Grant’s Crossing without a chaperone telling us what’s poisoned and what isn’t.” 
 
    She gave me a flat look and said in a dull monotone, “You could just ask.” 
 
    My brow furrowed, and I asked, confused, “What do you mean?”  
 
    “There’s a difference between disliking company and being socially challenged. Clearly, you really want me to teach you some nature lore, and you could have just asked. Instead you had to put on that show and try to guilt me into doing it.” She scoffed and started walking faster. 
 
    I cursed silently and spoke to be her, admittedly, shapely behind, “Sorry – I just thought – urgh. Would you be so kind as to teach Lyle and me about nature lore on the walk?” 
 
    Darya growled, “Oh, pits, no,” and turned around, flashing me a smile that was all teeth and tusks, “but I don’t mind teaching Lyle.” 
 
    That’s how the rest of the hike passed by. Lyle and Darya walked, heads together, while Darya exposited on the names, properties and typical behavior or placement of a certain plant – or at least, that’s what I assume, since Darya would cut off and glare at me the instant I’d move too close to them. I spent most of the time annoyed at myself and at the fact that I was no closer to figuring Darya out than when I started - if anything, I’d alienated her even further. I definitely also spent way too much time mulling over what her deal was – she was one tough, green cookie to figure out. She was, admittedly, also very pretty once one saw past the huge tusks. She was a tall, slender woman with an athletic and strong build. Her high cheekbones and long hair made up in a multitude of braids - all combined to give her a certain air of someone primal yet controlled. 
 
    After a while, I had to admit to myself that I was procrastinating and had really just gotten what I deserved so I forced my thoughts to other endeavors. And – well, it was really rather enjoyable. The day was chilly but clear, and the sun was out It proved a great backdrop for taking stock and doing a bit of mental accounting, sorting out which tasks and mysteries I still hadn’t solved, which ones were still outstanding and which ones I wouldn’t mind skipping entirely – there weren’t that many days to go before I’d receive the option to jump ship for greener pastures through a portal. While there was no need to leave right away, well, odds were that life would be easier for someone like me in the big city. 
 
    Once I’d done all the mental arithmetic, I ended up with a grand total of three quests that I’d really hate missing out on. The rest of them didn’t seem that impressive, judging only from their description, and while I was very well aware that looks could be deceiving in the World of Chains, I probably wouldn’t be playing the good old “wonder what might’ve happened if I stayed” game if I skipped town. For instance: checking a still in the wilderness? Kudos for the Fallout 2 reference, but no thanks. 
 
    The most important quest for me was the one concerning that damn door. A door placed in the middle of nowhere along with Chertog‘s story about being sentenced to some sort of punitive guard duty or the like pretty much had me drooling, and I needed to know what was behind it. A growing evil? Dragons? Levels upon levels filled with a thriving civilization of goblin-like creatures that I could abuse as fodder to increase my level to superhuman status? Gah.  
 
    There was also the one where I was supposed to convince Lyle’s father that Lyle was in good hands. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” I thought. I wouldn’t mind taking Lyle with me to the big city as some sort of holy bodyguard/trainee, but theodds were bad of that happening, as protective as his parents were. I’d probably end up having to ditch Lyle completely, but I’d cross that sorry bridge if I came to it. 
 
    The last one? That quest where I was supposed to play for the villagers three nights a week with an unknown time limit – yeah, that one ought to have a great reward, but without knowing when I’d earned my reward, I might just have to grind my teeth and skip it entirely.  The very last item on my to-do list wasn’t a quest, though – it was that book in an unknown language I just kept forgetting about. I’d seriously have to ask Greck about it – I’d be so pissed if I ended up leaving the village behind before realizing it was the key to something amazing here in the forest. 
 
    Sure, there were a couple of other non-quest items I needed to get sorted out as well - finally and once and for all deciding if Tinkering was the way to go for me, for instance, and learning a bit more about spells from Greck.  
 
    We took a short lunch break and ended up back in the clearing that Herbert had pointed out shortly before noon. Good thing because I'd more or less exhausted all topics I wanted to procrastinate on. Next, I'd be starting in on what the mobsters were up to out in the real world, and I really didn't want to get my mind whirling in circles on that subject. 
 
    Lyle and I were just waiting for Darya who seemed to be lost in her own world. After a bit, she apparently came to a conclusion because she whirled on us, challenging, "All right, playtime is over." her gaze drifted over to me, "and we're done with the childish punishments for today. So. You two have little to no idea how to track a target, animal or otherwise, right?" 
 
    I shrugged, “Inside a city I know a bit about it, sure.” I’d actually been pretty proficient at tracking down people in cities when I was playing a rogue. More a question of asking the right questions of the right persons and knowing your districts than actual “tracking”. “Out here, though, I’m as ignorant as dirt.” 
 
    Lyle looked down and said, “The same, I guess – except I don’t know anything about cities either.  
 
    Darya nodded, "All right. I can work with that. So, how do you think tracking in the forest works?"  
 
    I instantly felt relegated back to school, being called before the blackboard by the teacher. Then as now, my thought processes seemed to rapidly leak out my ears, leaving only a remnant of my usual wit. “Footprints, I guess – and if the bandits have marked some trees to remember their way, maybe?”  
 
    Lyle chimed in, “In all the stories, the heroes usually find something the villains have dropped – or maybe a hair or a thread gets stuck on a thorny bush or something – so we keep our eyes open for something like that?” 
 
    She smiled slightly at that, not unkindly: “That’s…actually not a bad starting point. Not because either of you are right, really, but because there’s not a whole lot you’ll have to unlearn. You,” she nodded at me: “do have a point in that you’ll generally be on the lookout for foot prints – except they’re a tricky business at best, and we’ve had at least three solid rainfalls since the last two weeks. The rest of your guesses belong where you found them, Lyle – in the stories. In real life, part of your cape doesn’t just get left on an annoying thorn, and you don’t just drop your knife – that would make our work way too easy,” she raised an admonishing finger, “and it is hard work, make no mistake. Tracking is the combined sum of your perception, intuition, knowledge of your surroundings and perseverance.” She walked to the edge of the path, sat down on her haunches and pointed at the forest. “Now, let’s get to it.” 
 
    The next hour was spent moving extremely slowly through the woods, receiving instructions on which signs we were supposed to look for if we were tracking animals, different animal types, how to track humanoids and a smattering of different monsters. We covered when to do grid searches and when to track in an expanding spiral pattern. Darya also expanded on the importance of knowing your nature lore. Some plants could aid you in your tracking endeavors – for instance, they might hold branches that broke off easily, leaving a trail of clearly broken or discolored branches, or they might shed their leaves with little force, leaving a partially defoliated plant as result. One specific plant she named “Runner’s Foe” would even wither and die at the touch of bare skin, animal or humanoid alike. Others again would make your job more difficult with branches that were supremely flexible or broke imperceptibly, leaving no trail of your quarry’s passing.  
 
    There was no doubt that Darya knew her trade – she exposed self-assuredly with plenty of practical examples and no hesitation, and as long as we were in the midst of a topic she obviously enjoyed, her animosity towards me was temporarily buried. While I did by no means absorb everything she taught us, I did pick up a lot of information, and especially took one thing to heart: namely that the art of tracking (her words, not mine) was the exact same for pursuer and pursued – and while I did not expect to spend a lot of time mid-forest tracking my enemies, a guy in my real-life situation might do well to learn any tricks that could help him avoid pursuit – and learn I did: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Tracking 
    
  Whether you are hunting down your prey or maybe you are the prey attempting to avoid pursuit, this skill helps you make the most of your surroundings. Every skill point in Tracking or one of its sub-categories will increase the chance of either noticing any perceptible tracks or clues or avoiding leaving any tracks for your pursuer to find. 
    
  Stat: Perception 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new subskill to Tracking: 
    
  Tracking: Forest 
    
  You have learned new information about tracking or avoiding being tracked inside forests. Every skill point in your subskill will increase the possibility of success and will also increase the main Tracking skill, albeit slowly. 
    
  Stat: Perception 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The subskill had just managed to improve to 3, and I was starting to fear for the time we’d have to spend in the woods when Darya stopped unexpectedly in front of a huge thorny bush and gave a soft, “Huh.” She then turned to us with a slight frown. “Regardless of everything I’ve said earlier, some rare few times you just get everything handed to you on a silver platter.” She indicated the bush, where a clear and straight path had been trampled through the bush, leaving no doubt that someone – or something – had passed through here. Darya confirmed that she was not able to ascertain what type of creature or humanoid had been moving here, but she could say that there’d been several of them, and at least one of them had been of her height.  
 
    Checking in the opposite direction, whoever had made the trail had shown an equal lack of care back there. I took a gander at my map, and a quick estimation had the trail leading straight back to the trade route, only a kilometer or so down the road from where we’d started tracking. 
 
    Now, we had already been moving fully equipped and ready for action, but seeing how we were getting somewhere, we were fully focused, weapons and yes, musical instruments, primed and ready. By agreement, Darya lead the group, keeping an eye on the trail, closely followed by Lyle who stayed ready to move up front if we were attacked. An eventless half hour later found us crouching in the foliage, staring into a large clearing containing a city. All right – it wasn’t a city – not even a village. It looked more like a grouping of about twenty low-roofed, dilapidated buildings that had been left alone for years, but still. Neither of us had heard any mentions of anybody ever living out this way – yet the evidence was clear, and the tracks, according to Darya, clearly continued into the center of the ruins.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 – A Déjà Vu of Sorts 
 
      
 
    Darya took point in deciding how to best go about scouting the small village, and we definitely didn’t complain, seeing as how she was way better equipped for all the stalking and sneaking about. Her first order of business was to do a complete circuit of the clearing, staking it out from all angles, looking for possible surprises and life signs. Lyle and I were just supposed to sit tight, ready for anything, and in case of trouble, make as much noise as possible. Since “as much noise as possible” was more or less modus operandi for Lyle and I on our outings to date, I felt supremely confident in our ability to do just that. This left the two of us waiting about forty minutes, fully attentive and with our eyes on stalks for the least bit of movement or noise, but nothing happened. I did almost soil myself when Darya returned to our hideaway, but that was beside the point. 
 
    She calmly gave her report: no movement or signs that anybody had been passing through the nearby forest lately and there was nothing to be scouted from within the clearing either. She’d spotted one single track, this one a bit fresher and easier to read, with multiple footprints (meaning humanoids) leading away from the clearing in almost the opposite direction that we had entered. She couldn’t conclude whether that meant that our prey had come and gone, but we wouldn’t be able to tell for sure without investigating fully.  
 
    With that, we cautiously moved inside the clearing; Lyle in front, shadowed by Darya on the right and me on the left a couple of meters back. Our path might’ve seemed haphazard or indirect to the uninitiated, but we had decided to check out all the buildings first before moving towards the center of the clearing. I, for one, had seen too many movies where “our heroes” were daft or headstrong enough to move straight for the center of town where the enemies obliged them by pouring out of any building – so yeah, checking the buildings first seemed like the way to go. 
 
    The buildings were quickly ruled out as ambush points, and we ended up approaching the center, more relaxed now that we’d determined that we weren’t about to be pincushioned by waiting archers. 
 
    I spoke without thinking, “Guys – this is a hole in the ground.” 
 
    Lyle nodded in agreement, wrinkling his nose in disgust, “Yeah, seriously – everything is rotten, and it looks like it was abandoned years ago or more. We are definitely not going to find anybody here!” 
 
    I grabbed him by the shoulder and pointed at the structure embedded dead center in the clearing – a crude stone staircase heading almost straight down into the earth. “No, seriously, there’s a hole in the ground, right there.” The staircase to hell just sat there, promising doom for anybody daring to trespass. Somebody might claim that I was being overly dramatic over a silly stair – but in that case, they hadn’t been exposed to many games or movies. The lintel surrounding the staircase was portrayed as the open jaws of a giant, gaping dragon with huge fanged teeth. As it was the only decoration of any kind we’d seen on any of the structures in the building, it just oozed, “Pray, enter. We have cultists, traps and snakes galore. Come for the adventure, stay for the blood sacrifices.” Maybe my imagination was overtly vivid, but it was that kind of entrance.  
 
    A short discussion later and we’d agreed to do a more thorough search of the surrounding buildings in order to try and assess just what we were getting ourselves into. We reconvened a quarter of an hour later in front of the staircase, and Lyle was the first one to speak up, “I stick to my first comment. This seriously is a hole in the ground. Everything is busted or rotten, and it was clearly abandoned ages ago.” 
 
    I truly couldn’t fault him for that impression. It was obvious that the place had been abandoned for years, maybe even decades, and nature was trying to reclaim everything with waist-high grass and shrubs everywhere. Even so, the buildings and furniture that’d been left behind were plainly of a shoddy make, constructed with a disregard for drafts, holes in the walls, straight angles or similar minor concerns. The clearing had held twelve buildings, two of which had already collapsed. 
 
    I piped in, “Agreed – it’s a dump. Something feels a bit off to me, though. First, proportions; whoever lived here must’ve been pretty small – all of them – nothing taller than gnome-size as far as I could tell – right? Next, twelve buildings altogether, and out of those, three were dormitories, two smithies, one carpenter, one classroom and let’s see… five unknowns?” 
 
    Darya cleared her throat, “Three unknowns. One looks like a bowyer – I recognized the workbench – and I believe the largest one was a mess hall. Large table for serving, smaller tables with benches for eating.” 
 
    I nodded to myself, half lost in thought, “Sounds about right, but then what about that oblong building where they’ve dug down to create something that looks – well, like a swimming pool?” 
 
    At that, Lyle snapped his fingers and exclaimed, “That’s it! Arcangelo, they were Kobolds!” The words gushed from him, as if to forestall us from disagreeing, “You both know Greck, right? Well, even with his…problems and all, he still always goes for a swim every single day. Chertog told me once that it’s because his species is half ground, half sea people or something along that line”. 
 
    Darya raised an eyebrow and ventured, “Amphibian?” 
 
    Lyle looked as blank as a teenager hit with a pop quiz after a hard night of gaming, so I jumped in to save him, “It would explain a lot, really – including that ugly mug at the staircase, but then – what the hell were at least fifty kobolds doing in the middle of the forest? And with no regular housing and just what looks like a work camp or, pits, a war camp?” 
 
    We all pondered that for a bit in silence, but in the end, I stood up from where I’d been resting and rubbed my hands together.  “All right, we’re not going to have all the answers, but we know a bit more now. As for tactics, I propose that I go first with Lyle close behind me and you in the rear, Darya. I know,” I said, holding my hands before me in order to pre-empt any complaints, “I’m not sneaky by any means, but I do have a couple of decent stun spells in case of surprises, and also, I’ve spent a fair amount of time recently spotting kobold traps in underground tunnels.” 
 
    At this, Darya shot me a look I couldn’t quite decipher – curiosity maybe? Whatever it was, for once she didn’t look hostile and only nodded her consent. I turned to Lyle and gave my sternest impression, “And you. Same agreement as our earlier outing, all right? If things look like they’re about to go south, I’ll cast Minor Haste on you, and you run for Grant’s Crossing. No hesitation, no heroics – agreed?” 
 
    Lyle gave an earnest nod, and for Darya’s benefit, I added, “While it’d be a major pain in the ass for Darya or me to fall in battle here, it’ll only mean a temporary inconvenience for us. You, on the other hand, are not an expendable resource!” Lyle blushed, but it looked like he took it to heart – which was exactly what I was aiming for – I really didn’t want to explain to his dad how he’d fallen in battle. 
 
    There was only one additional subject to discuss before venturing down – light. Already from the top of the stairs, I could tell that it was going to be as dark as sin, and it didn’t look as if Exogenics had been kind enough to include fluorescent mushrooms to illuminate our path. Darya volunteered her help, and within a quarter of an hour, she’d manufactured a bundle of homemade torches that should provide decent light without too much smoke. Naturally, this meant painting one big damn target on ourselves for any mean-spirited creature with Darksight that might be lurking down there, but it wasn’t to be helped. Lyle decided that he’d likely be able to maneuver decently with a torch in his shield hand without burning himself, and with that we entered the maws of the dragon – or kobold, most likely. 
 
    It was slow going. With my earlier experience from the bard class quest, I distrusted every damn fixture inside the tunnel and went as slowly as needed to feel pretty certain that we weren’t going to get slaughtered by my lack of attention. The stairs went down for at least twenty meters before petering out into a familiar-looking tunnel with a downward slope. The familiarity was easily explained – the dimensions and style looked exactly the same as during the bard quest and served to increase my paranoia. Things went entirely without any incidents, however, right until we neared the first chamber.  The chamber itself was also similar to the ones I’d passed with a couple of notable exceptions: No helpful texts, no kobolds, no traps and most importantly, three exits sprouted from the chamber, one for every point on the compass. At this juncture, I was left scratching my head and asked Darya if she could help with any tracks.  
 
    She spent a couple of minutes crawling about on the floor and then returned to us for a whispered conversation, “I am fairly sure that the paths to the north and west have been left almost untouched for quite some time – the eastern tunnel, on the other hand, looks like it has seen some use.” 
 
    I thanked her and asked, “All right. I’m well aware that this might be a huge waste of time, but do we dare leave those two tunnels unexplored? Anybody opposed to spending the time to make sure our backs are free?” There were no takers, and shortly, I was shuffling forward westwards through a mostly undisturbed layer of dust with a number of footprints going each way to disturb the monotony of the seemingly endless tunnel.  
 
    Five minutes later, my paranoia finally paid off. I’d noticed something that looked like a mural on the left wall and of course, wanted to investigate. I took my time, however, and managed to stop in time to notice a number of incongruities on the rightmost wall – a couple of lines of about a meter of length each placed at ankle and waist level where the mortar in the brick walls seemed to be missing. Holding up my hand to stop the others, I slowly inched forward, scanning from left to right. I failed to spot anything which might trigger whatever lay hidden behind those lines on the wall and waved Lyle forward a bit to help with the light. A bit later, I took a closer look at the floor on the other side where a number of bricks had been placed slightly out of key with the surrounding ones – fiendishly placed just where one might stand to take a closer look at the mural on the wall. 
 
    Once I’d assured myself that no other traps were nearby and warned the others off, I took a closer look at the murals. It was pretty basic stuff, really.  Some kobold guy on a throne points his scepter at a bunch of grouped kobolds, kobolds go forth en masse, creating homes everywhere they went and there was much rejoicing – by the kobolds, at least. We moved onwards, careful to stay to the right side of the corridor. Unfortunately, that was all – fifty meters down the corridor, it was a dead end alley – no treasure chests, nothing – just a full stop. 
 
    We returned to the original chamber and took the northward tunnel, intending to explore every option before venturing into the place where our quarry was supposedly lurking. The result was only slightly different – another dead end, another trap. Also, there were no murals, yet the dead end following the trap held a small shrine to some unnamed kobold deity. The trap itself was slightly more intricate, mostly due to the lack of obvious exit holes or spots where flying, slashing, bladed death would emerge. Given the nature of our surroundings, my dislike for kobolds was already pretty impressive, but locating a bunch of pressure plates and afterwards finding the exit holes at the end of the tunnel where it’d be completely impossible to see them until they’d spewed their contents at us caused me to start actively loathing the little bastards. 
 
     Feeling quite satisfied with the lack of death by traps and my most recent skill-up in Spot, we started down the last corridor. Our torch caused the shadows to play erratically, and I slowly began to long for the outdoors again. Luckily, the conclusion to our adventure should be close by. We soon arrived at the approximate distance where the traps had been located in the other corridors – and this corridor was only slightly different in that part of the trap had already been set off. The third tunnel was a repeat performance of the first one with a couple of murals, trigger points scattered all over the center of the floor and an unknown trap – but definitely something involving the twenty-something holes in the ceiling. 
 
    Honestly though, their ingenuity in attempting to cause me harm was old news – and the traps themselves also seemed pretty antiquated. What was entirely new was our situation – standing baffled and perplexed at the third dead end out of three. The murals hadn’t held any hints, being exact copies of the first corridor – and the shrine in the middle had held no text, hieroglyphs or helpful pictograms – just a slightly lumpy statue. I scratched the back of my head. “Any ideas? You’re sure that this was the tunnel that’d been used most?”  
 
    Darya seemed as perplexed as I was. “Almost certain. This place makes little sense to me, however. These are old traps - why would anybody want to trap every single corridor when none of it leads anywhere?”  
 
    “I…gah, I really don’t know. Why kobolds do what they do confuses me most of the time. I mean, trapping a single corridor would likely be to protect something, right? Hurt anybody who got close to something important? But trap all three – who the hell does that? All in order to protect a badly crafted statue and some murals. I…” I slapped my forehead. “Unless it’s all part of one huge lie. They placed the murals to tell anybody who’d come investigating that they were just innocent farmers sent to fertilize the land and sow crops, but how does that make sense with what we’ve seen up top?” 
 
    Lyle got it right away. “Hah. Yeah, not many farms around in the settlement.” 
 
    I felt like I was on a roll. “So, they try to divert the attention from whatever they’re really up to – and then they place traps everywhere in order to discourage people from investigating too closely. Which means,” I said with a triumphant laugh, “that you were right the whole time, Darya, and this is the exact spot we needed to go in order to continue. Let’s put an extra torch somewhere and you guys can help me search!” 
 
    Once we’d gotten that far, locating the triggers for the trap door really wasn’t too hard. It did take a bit of calculated effort to open the trap doors given that the triggers were shaped exactly like the pressure plates for the traps themselves. In the end, we meticulously examined the end of the corridor for any other possible murder holes, ensconced ourselves behind Lyle who knelt behind his shield – just in case – and threw an unlit torch at the trigger. The satisfaction at seeing the end wall turn inwards with a rumbling groan was immense, and I barely managed to suppress a cry of triumph. 
 
    After a moment, we managed to wipe the smiles off our faces and get back into the seriousness of it – whatever enemies might’ve stayed here would likely be nearby. We moved forward in the same patient tempo we’d been using until now, searching everything painstakingly for more surprises.  
 
    Nothing new – just another instance of the same type of tunnel. Darya quickly motioned us to stillness, however, and put a hand to her ear. Straining to listen, it took me a while until I noticed what she’d heard. There was a constant background sound down this tunnel – I couldn’t tell exactly what it was, only that it sounded somehow familiar – a low rumbling of sorts. Halfway down the tunnel, we spotted a glow in the distance, and we decided to put out our torches in order to avoid informing everybody about our whereabouts until absolutely necessary. We then proceeded forwards at a slow crawl, alert and ready for anything or everything this damn place might throw at us. Nevertheless, the tableau that met us at the end of the tunnel did faze us all for quite a bit. 
 
    The tunnel we’d been traversing had been moving almost imperceptibly downwards for a while, and now it opened up – outwards and upwards into a cavernous chamber with tiled walls covered in elaborate murals on all sides and supported by twin rows of huge pillars traversing the entire fifty meters of length and one gigantic mural taking up the entire back wall behind some sort of pedestal that had likely been utilized as a speaking platform. Several tunnel exits lead away from the chamber, clearly showing the enormity of what the kobolds had created here. Nonetheless, as above, so below. The decay from being left unattended for several years was also starting to show – the crude tiles had fallen from the walls in several places, and dust and dirt piled up everywhere.  
 
    Regardless, the place looked like any archaeologist’s wet dream, and my inner greedy pig was squealing with delight. Actually, I never really understood that phrase “Inner greedy pig” – wouldn’t he just be snuffling for truffles and mud? If I had some sort of spirit animal symbolizing my greed, it’d without a doubt be an inner mimic – I could see him in my mind’s eye, long, prehensile tongue sticking out from between the lids of the chest, salivating with the thought of rolling all the shiny, tasty loot in between… 
 
    Sometimes my mind manages to run away from me, and this situation was a prime example. Somehow, caught up with my moronic inner monologue, I’d even managed to disregard the elephant in the room. Out of the blue, Darya grabbed my collar and dragged me down to the floor where I berated myself for not paying attention, while observing what awaited us in the center of the room. 
 
    Really, it was impressive how I’d managed to stare at the scenery without focusing on this immediately. While the lit oil lanterns dispersed around the room were obviously recent additions, the large setup placed right in front of the pedestal containing a couple of tables, tomes and other items I couldn’t see from this far away were also clearly not part of the scenery, but what truly caught my attention was the blood-smeared creature lying right before the tables in the middle of a scattered bunch of remains in various stages of decay, happily chomping away at what looked like a leg bone.  
 
    The sound it made was a lot like purring, but there was no way that this was a feline – it looked more like the unlikely lovechild from a grizzly and a skunk – a long, heavily furred body with short legs, ferocious claws and growling was deep enough that I felt it in my bones. The tag over the creature: Shadow-infested Wolverine written in a dark orange was intimidating enough that I lowered myself even closer to the ground. If the creature was tough enough that it’d be a dangerous, possibly lethal challenge to our entire group, we definitely needed to come up with a decent game plan for the attack.  
 
    Personally, I only had information on The Wolverine – which probably wasn’t all that helpful in this case. Sure, “bad-tempered” and “lethal claws” seemed to be right on the money, but I was hoping that the rest of the description was way off. There was one additional detail about the tag that had me worrying though - the “shadow-infested” part. Looking closely, parts of the wolverine’s fur and body were discolored in large, black blemishes which seemed to be – rougher, more jagged even.  
 
    We pulled back a bit into the tunnel and sat down to discuss our possibilities. Our eyes kept glancing towards the end of the tunnel – clearly I wasn’t the only one who felt anxious about facing the creature. 
 
    I whispered, “Attack or pull back? Do you think we can pull this off?” 
 
    Lyle grimaced and acted exactly like the stories would want him to – heroically, “Of course we attack. This is the chance to take down whatever has been plaguing our lives for years!” 
 
    After considering for a moment, Darya added, “I truly want to take it down – but in complete honesty, this creature alone would not be able to take down and remove all signs of a great number of battle-hardened caravans. There might be more down here.” 
 
    I agreed, “It’s possible that others are around, but I really believe we ought to give it a shot. First, what are the odds of being able to catch that creature unaware again? Second, I don’t know much about animals, but that one looks like a carnivore – won’t it be able to sniff out our presence? The moment they find out we’ve been here, they can just move camp and we’d be left back at square one.” 
 
    Darya scowled, but nodded her assent. “Their sense of smell is impeccable and – damn, you’re right. We will have to chance it. As for wolverines in general, they are ferocious critters that can disembowel opponents easily with their claws. They are actually pretty slow over longer distances – even Lyle would be able to outpace it, armored as he is, but at shorter intervals, they can often outpace a human being. What else? Let’s see – the similarity to a skunk is not a coincidence. They have a set of – scent glands or the like – that can release an absolutely vile smell – but I honestly cannot remember whether they are able to use it as an attack, but just…be aware. One final factor: did any of you notice the…” She gestured around her body, looking for the right words.” 
 
    “The dark splotches on the animal? Yeah.” I nodded grimly. “Unfortunately, I’m fairly confident that the animal has been enchanted somehow. It looked like the dark patches were harder and rougher than the furred spots, and – well, we really have no idea what effect it might have. So – battle plan?” 
 
    Darya took the initiative, “I have an attack that – if I hit the legs - might cripple it to reduce its speed. I’m thinking I should start out with that.” 
 
    I gave her the thumbs up: “I like it. I’m fairly sure none of my spells can take the creature completely out of commission – it’s probably too tough for that. We ought to try to take turns keeping it stunned or off balance, Lyle. That leaves Darya and me free to cause some damage while it’s stunned or out of it.” 
 
    The half-orc woman agreed, “I have a couple of other tricks I will be trying out on that account – this might work. Only, if it goes straight for you or me, Arcangelo, we need to move quickly in order to incapacitate it – and then make ourselves scarce as rapidly as possible.” 
 
    We all stared at each other for a bit and then quietly rose, moving back to the entrance. Darya pointed out our routes – I was to go right, Lyle up the middle and Darya left. I noticed that I was breathing rapidly – the gravity of the moment was getting to me as we were going to attack the highest-level creature I’d seen so far with a partially untested group – this might go south in so many different ways. 
 
    We silently moved a bit into the chamber and watched as Darya pulled back her bow to its full extension, her arrow brushing back a lock of hair, eyes narrowed and focused on the target. She looked ferocious enough that I almost used my Photographic memory ability then and there – she really cut an impressive figure. Then she released the arrow, the wolverine screeched in a high-pitched tone and our plans went straight to hell. 
 
    I rapidly cut to the right, raising the violin and readying a Stun Blast when I noticed that the wolverine had decided to move to my left, aiming straight for the person who’d managed to hurt it. Its left front paw was dripping with blood and the look on its face was clearly murderous. Lyle was running to intercept, shield readied and lowered and he was making good time, when the wolverine, still stalking through the chamber coiled its limber body together and leapt, covering ten meters in a single jump and taking us all by surprise. It slashed out with the undamaged paw, and only a graceful dive and roll from Darya allowed her to get away with a superficial slash to the stomach area. Even that glancing attack had taken a toll of almost twenty percent of her health, though, and now Lyle was placed in between me and the wolverine who was very much ignoring Lyle, going for the softer target. Darya managed to sidestep another attack and put one of the pillars between the two which opened the path for Lyle who charged straight for the animal, Shield Bashing straight at its side.  
 
    Unfortunately, it was not taken by surprise - or maybe it merely resisted the skill - because it met the shield straight on with a thunderous swipe, causing the metal to scream from the impact. Even from a distance, I could see that the shield was taking a serious battering instantly – the shadow-covered claws of the creature seemed to be hell on the hard metal. To his credit, Lyle was not fazed because he ducked slightly, used Shield Kick and caused the animal to stumble backwards, clearly disoriented. Darya took the opportunity to take two rapid potshots at the animal, causing its health to drop marginally. I’d been running all the while and finally arrived from behind the pillar where Darya was standing just in time to watch the wolverine shake the confusion from its eyes, narrow its gaze on me , once again tighten like a spring and leap for me.  
 
    Sure, I saw it coming, but nevertheless, I just barely had time to cast a Stun Blast at the animal and only managed to shift my weight slightly before the animal tumbled into my legs, throwing me into the air like a particularly unlucky bowling pin. Everything was confusion for a second before I managed to get a feeling for what was up and down and the pain of the charge settled on me. I’d lost almost a third of my health at that attack, and there’d clearly also been some additional debuff because my leg hurt and almost buckled when I fought my way to my feet.  
 
    Blessedly, both Lyle and Darya had taken good advantage of the wolverine being momentarily downed Lyle put in a few solid whacks, one sliding from the dark blemish on the foreleg and the other clearly connecting with its snout, smashing a few of its protruding incisors.  Darya spent a moment concentrating on some attack which connected with the animal’s rump, penetrating deeply. The health of the animal had gone below sixty percent now, and I added my bit, hitting home with a Sonic Missile which it was discourteous enough to ignore entirely – whether I’d hit a shadow patch or it’d just resisted the spell entirely, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    For the moment, it looked like Lyle had the monster well in hand, and I was preparing to angle a Sonic Wave enough to only hit the wolverine – when it turned its backside to Lyle and sprayed him with a toxic fluid, causing him to choke hard. If Darya hadn’t forewarned us, he’d probably been entirely covered, but he managed – just barely – to use the shield to catch the majority of the fluid. Moments later, he was staggering back, coughing and spluttering, barely able to breathe, while the wolverine was dogging him, unaffected by the horrible stench that was threatening to disrupt my concentration even from fifteen meters away.  
 
    Lyle tore at the bindings of the shield, trying to remove it from his arm, and I could clearly see that I needed to step in if I were to save him from a disemboweling. I rapidly cast Sonic Push on the animal, summoning a sound wave to push it slightly sideways. This created a bit of distance between it and Lyle while, fortuitously, also causing it to miss an attack. In quick succession, I followed up with a Stun Blast, barely managing to edge the spell around Lyle. It worked though, and Lyle finally succeeded in removing his shield, throwing it to the side while Darya and I rained pain on the wolverine as best we could. I really needed to learn more than two damage spells. 
 
    Seeing that our only real defensive capabilities had just been removed, I yelled, “We need to finish it now – attack, damnit!” Lyle reacted quickly and managed to deliver a full, two-handed strike to the creature’s furred back, resulting in an audible “crack” and landing the animal flat on its stomach just before it came to once again. It was down to twenty percent health, and I was yelling for the others to continue – victory felt like it was just around the corner.  
 
    The wolverine decided to disagree with my assessment. Instead of wasting the time getting to its feet, it dug its claws into the ground and set off, causing it to slide almost ten meters across the dust-covered ground and landing it a couple of meters in front of Darya. She impressed me, kept her cool even right in the face of the beast and calmly delivered an arrow at point blank range straight into its shoulder before attempting to dodge away. The wolverine ignored the horrible damage it was taking and tore right after Darya, managing to snag her left leg. It bore her to the ground and followed up, closing its teeth on her ankle and starting to furiously work its head back and forth.  
 
    Even from a good eight meters away, I could tell that the damage to Darya’s leg was horrendous. She had no way of ignoring the damage or getting free by herself and was bounced left and right like a rag doll. The wolverine was standing right over Darya, and I could see no way to stun it without hitting Darya as well. A quick glimpse told me that Lyle was sprawling headlong on the ground – whether from his clumsy nature or due to the disorientation from the stench attack, I couldn’t tell.  
 
    I could clearly see that Darya wouldn’t be able to wait for Lyle’s contributions, and I couldn’t risk the wolverine resisting my spells, so I activated my High Tide skill and aimed a Stun Blast straight at the two. Both Darya and the wolverine were affected, and the animal sprawled twitching right on top of Darya’s legs. I followed up with a Sonic Push, knocking the animal off of Darya and a bit away and immediately added insult to injury with a Sonic Missile and a Sonic Wave and – that was it.  
 
    All my useful abilities were on cooldown, and the beast was slowly getting back to its feet again with Darya clear in its sight. Her health bar was barely existent with only a few slivers remaining – and I moved to interpose myself between the animal and her, fully aware that I wouldn’t make it in time. I could almost cry in frustration – we were so damn close!  
 
    This is when Lyle finally arrived at the scene, his mace raised high over his head, and threw himself straight at the wolverine with absolute disregard for his own health. He hit the badly damaged animal in the neck with a resounding “crunch” but didn’t pause, mace rising and falling again and again until it had finally stopped moving entirely.  
 
    I looked at Lyle in amazement – whichever parts of him weren’t covered by blood were liberally sprinkled from the stench attack, and he reeked to high heaven – but at that moment, I finally got the “knight in shining armor” thing – it was all about timing, and my boy frigging excelled. My attention moved on swiftly to Darya, who had raised her head on her elbow, judging the damage done to her leg before attempting to get up. She then looked at me, and our eyes met – and once again, I was thoroughly impressed by her. Darya’s mien was not one of pain, fear or relief – on the contrary, she had a fierce grin on her face and her eyes sparkled, and she had clearly enjoyed the savage combat as well as the close call. She opened her mouth to say something to me – which was completely lost to me as she was enveloped in a torrent of dark explosions a moment later. 
 
    My mind froze. I had no idea what had just happened. Darya sank to the ground, pierced by some dark power – and a second later, her body faded away, leaving only a quiver of arrows lying on the ground. It was only when a shout echoed from one of the side tunnels,”Liayenne curse you all. Haeberus, what have they done to you?” that my brain kicked back in again.  
 
    I glanced at the side tunnel and spotted a robed and masked humanoid emerging from a side tunnel, running in our direction. His tag of one was dark orange as well, stating simply Masked Assailant and I made a quick decision, “Lyle, we can’t win this. Run! Now!” I had to push him to get started, but in seconds, we were sprinting for the exit – and I was confirmed that I’d made the right decision by a spell hitting me in the back, tearing through my body and almost causing me to fall. That quick spell had removed an extra thirty-five percent, leaving me well below half health. I stumbled along and tore the Tin ring of minor haste off my hand, passing it to Lyle, “Use this – right away!” He started to speak up in disagreement, but I cut him off, “Leg’s busted – I won’t make it – go!” 
 
    We had barely entered the tunnel when another dark wave came after us, slamming into the wall, and Lyle suddenly picked up speed in front of me. I hid just around the corner, counting to five and then stepped out and cast Stun Blast blindly. I got lucky and our assailant fell to the ground, twitching, as I suddenly realized the opportunity I had before me and used my Photographic memory skill on the entire chamber that was laid out before me. I might not be able to make it out alive, but I’d possibly be able to identify the bastard later on. I managed to light a torch quickly, instantly turned on my heels and sprinted back – just because he was quite likely to get the better of me, didn’t mean I’d let him get away with it easily. 
 
    I threw caution to the wind and ran as fast as I could with my damaged leg. Just in time, I remembered to keep to the side when I returned to the first trap – which gave me an idea. A stupid, horrible idea – but it was the best I could come up with at the time. When I made it to the intersection, I hid right next to the tunnel entrance, panting and gasping for air. I didn’t have to wait more than ten seconds before my pursuit could be clearly heard behind me, and I made a repeat performance – only this time, I didn’t try to stun him but cast Sonic Wave, aiming to attract his attention more than out of any hope of actually hurting him. By the sound of his grunt, it worked, and I ducked straight into the next tunnel on my right – not the one leading to the exit but the one with the shrine. I sprinted for the end of the tunnel while a loud laughter emanated behind me – obviously, he’d established that I’d managed to jump into the “wrong” tunnel. In short succession, I reached the end, avoiding the pressure plate, and knelt down behind the tiny shrine, shielding my body to the greatest possible extent from whatever he’d choose to throw at me. I also placed my violin in my inventory – it wouldn’t be helpful for what I had in mind. 
 
    Obviously, my assailant had remembered to read the “Evil Villain Handbook”, because he slowed down his pace when he got closer to me and started a bloody monologue. Seriously, it was almost textbook perfect. My brain almost failed to process what he was saying, it was so clichéd, “As you have caused pain to me and mine, I will repay you tenfold. Your feeble mind cannot hold the idea of the torments I will subject you to….” and so on. He did cut an impressive figure though – shadows were swirling around his body, obscuring his figure and fading in and out of existence around his hands with varying forms - chains, bands of steel, spiked gauntlets – his visage was as scary as it was inconstant.  
 
    I realized he’d stopped walking – and speaking – about twenty meters away, and searched my mind for the last words he’d spoken. Ah, yes – a timeless classic, “Do you have any last words?” That was my cue to act, and I got in character, crawling forwards on my knees in subjugation, murmuring words along the line of, “Please don’t kill me. We couldn’t have known that he was yours. I’ll do anything,” and so on and so forth, while I moved slowly forwards on my knees, readying an item from my inventory. When I was about eight meters away, he finally moved to do something, and I saw my chance to act.  
 
    My right hand shot forward with all my limited strength, throwing my blanket at the bastard, attempting to unfurl it and cover as much as possible. Now, the plan was for the carpet to momentarily blind him, and then I’d stun him and execute the trap, hopefully taking him out or cause enough damage to incapacitate him. Unfortunately, my throw didn’t come out quite right, and the blanket hit the ground in front of him instead. In response, another wave of darkness tore through my body, leaving me half-stunned with pain and with only memories remaining of the good health I’d recently enjoyed. I tried to force a Stun Blast into existence, but without my Musician skill and with the distraction of the pain, it fell apart in my hands. As a last resort, I hurriedly dragged my crowbar out of my inventory, tossed it at the pressure plate and rolled over to the nearest wall, entering the fetal position. A loud series of “shickt” sounds ensued, and miraculously, I was left untouched. In disbelief, I thought, “Did it really work?” and rolled to my back, glaring at the place where he was – or rather, at the shadowy substance in the middle of the corridor holding more than ten arrows captured mid-air. A split-second later, the substance disappeared, and I could see my assailant once again – he did not look pleased. 
 
    His arm shot out as he delivered his final comment, “I believe I promised you…pain.” 
 
    Say one thing for my heretofore unnamed enemy, say he delivers on his promises! I don’t know how long I was stranded in my personal Purgatory, but it was long enough for me to actually look forward to the resulting pop-up. 
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    Moments later, I reappeared in the town square in Grant’s Crossing, panting and fatigued with the memory of the torments I’d just been forced to endure. I had no time to waste, however, and I marched straight for the town gates in search for Lyle. 
 
    There was no time to stock up on potions, new gear or whatever else I might find useful, but two minutes later found me walking briskly along the forest path once again (running was not a possibility – I’d exhaust my stamina in minutes, and then I’d have to rest or walk really slowly to recuperate), and at least I had a bit of time I could dedicate to judge just how damaging the death toll had been, as well as going through all the pop-ups I’d received during my tunnel escapades. 
 
    All right, Spot had ended up increasing twice, actually, and I’d received another point to each of the spells I’d used as well as Sonic Spells. Brilliant. Huh – Leadership had actually also increased twice, netting me another point to use – lovely. Finally, finishing off the wolverine had gained us 400 experience points – quite impressive for a single enemy. 
 
    As for the bad news: dying, as well as the pummeling I’d taken earlier, had cost me massive damage to my clothes – they were looking more and more like rags these days – and a toll of 240 experience points. Also, none of us had received any loot whatsoever from the entire affair. All in all, I didn’t find it to be that horrible a cost – right until I noticed that I’d lost my Apprentice’s copper pendant of Charisma. Huff – having my second-best item drop in favor of that shadow-covered spawn was really pretty insulting and something I’d pay back with severe interest, should the opportunity arise! 
 
    My trek along the forest path was one hundred percent uneventful. About halfway through, some loud cursing might’ve scared a couple of birds off their branches as I realized that I could just have used the opportunity when I’d stunned my assailant to sprint over and tear off his hood and figure out who the culprit was – but that’s beside the point. In order to cut away the suspense: two hours down the path, I came upon Lyle and Darya who were jogging back towards the village – and both were doing fairly well even though Lyle stank to high heaven.  
 
    I am not a hugging type. I’ve mentioned this earlier, but it bears repeating. This is why Lyle was subjected to a happy, emotional and truly manly pat on the back instead. There was nothing much to tell for either Darya or him – he’d jogged the entire way back without running into anything or anybody, and Darya had ran all the way until she met up with Lyle. This isn’t to say that we were one happy family – Lyle was obviously very unhappy with the fact that I’d overruled him and we’d let the villain get away, but I promised him that the following days I’d focus almost exclusively on finding clues about who he was and where to find him which mollified him slightly. Darya, on the other hand, was surprisingly blasé about the whole thing – Lyle told me that once she’d learned that he was all right, she’d been all smiles and relaxed entirely. I offered to replace the quiver of arrows she’d lost, but she declined, and after a while, she actually said that she agreed with the decisions I’d made during the fight – high praise from her, if ever I’d heard any.  
 
    We made it back to the village without any incidents and parted, promising to meet the next day over lunch in order to discuss how best to proceed with locating our shadow mage. 
 
    I looked at the in-game clock and decided to call it a day – it was half past six in the evening, and boy, did I feel the need to blow off some steam. The Warlock’s End was almost full, as was customary around this time, and I debated with myself whether I’d prefer to get something to eat, something to drink or just retire to my room and play – and I was mildly surprised when the response I got was, “Neither.” It might’ve been in reaction to my death or the gloomy surroundings we’d been creeping around in, but I felt the need for some social interaction more than ever – so I caught Gillem’s eye, gestured for something to eat and drink, and then I climbed the small stage and got my violin out. 
 
    This evening was…different. Looking back, for pretty much all of the nights I’d played at the tavern, I’d had some sort of agenda with my playing. First off, I’d been trying to impress the populace with my skillset, earning more reputation and getting to know them, and then later on, I’d even used it in order to properly get the audience in a mindset for me to be able to recruit a helper from their ranks. I didn’t feel bad for this – this was still a game, and, hell, why would I play this class if I didn’t use my gifts to my advantage? Still, this evening, I just relaxed, played whatever the hell came to my mind and simply had fun.  
 
    I know, I probably should’ve been a bit despondent or downtrodden, what with the failure and near escape of Lyle, but – well, I’ve always been like this. At the start of a puzzle or challenge, I might abandon it entirely if I make no headway or see no possible way to advance – but the moment I see the first progress? It’s game on, and that was the exact thought I was directing to my shadowy adversary lurking out there somewhere, “Game on, you shady bitch.” I grinned inwardly and went back to my music and crowd. 
 
    I had a few drinks over the evening, but generally, I was just lost in the moment, loving every little bit of it. Sometimes I just ambled through the room, chatting with people; sometimes I sang or played. I must’ve eaten at some point, but I’m not really sure.  
 
    A drunken Dwarven mother taught me a Dwarvish nonsense song that is used when washing clothes – a powerful song with harsh tonalities and a rhythmic pounding cadence that’d definitely work well for a monotonous task such as cleaning clothes in a river or keeping your galley slaves rowing at the same beat. Anyway, the song was also great as a drinking song, and while only a fifth of the room looked like they knew what they were singing, they seemed to enjoy it. 
 
    I also introduced them to the piece by that girl who got famous playing the violin in the snow, doing splits and looking absolutely fabulous at the same time - I always forget her name. Now, I was only able to replicate one out of four of those feats – playing the piece, that is – but no-one seemed to mind, seeing as how it’s a wonderful number – thrilling, life affirming and buoyant, all in one. 
 
    At some point, I also spotted the blushing young girl (half dwarf, half human and all teenaged nervousness) who’d taught me the chant of the Royal Cabal and the Separation some days earlier, and roped her into singing “The wild rose” with me. 
 
    At some point, I’d been singing “The Fairy Feller’s Master Stroke” by Queen (What can I say? I’m a sucker for their stuff, especially their less famous numbers). I was busy considering exactly what to play next, when I was forcibly pushed off stage – not entirely gently either. I looked up to complain and saw Naevys flashing her happy-go-lucky grin at me. She blew me a kiss. “How about I show you how to really sing? You’re not bad, but…” She left the sentence unfinished and winked at me. 
 
    I knew when to back down and did so as gracefully as possible, leaving her the stage. This was the first time I’d seen her around the tavern, and I looked forward to hearing her skills. I could tell from the murmur going through the crowd that this was not an everyday experience. I found a chair and relaxed, expecting a hauntingly beautiful tune, something ephemeral, indefinable and clearly out of this world. What we got was – both less and more. She chose a simple and funny local song – “The tanner and his seven sons” –a children’s song with easily remembered and basic rhythms and a pretty damn uncomplicated moral: “Thou shalt not judge thy neighbor based on his looks,” or in this case, his stench.  
 
    And when she sang – I lack the words to describe it succinctly, but she somehow made the song more. The power of her voice added depth, emphasis and feeling to the song that I’d never imagined possible. More than a few wept along with the tanner when the woman of his dreams rejected him, smiled in delight when the nobleman’s daughter ignored the horrible vapors resulting from his work and saw the man, regardless of the scorn his neighbors showed him and laughed with the ever more graphic descriptions of the antics of their seven children. Naevys’ vocal range wasn’t even that impressive – she was a contralto, singing quite a bit lower than the majority of women - but, by god, her control. I made a silent promise to myself to reign in my singing until I’d improved, and just stomped my feet, clapping along with the rest. The applause was thunderous enough that I didn’t even notice her disappearing from the stage afterwards. 
 
    The rest of the evening flew by. A teenaged half-orc and Elven duo almost came to blows, but the situation was quickly and harshly resolved by Kiff – and even more memorable, Gillem took the stage along with a guitar and announced how he’d “Show us all what music was supposed to sound like.” About 45 seconds into “The madame’s boudoir” he was booed off stage among loud complaints and peals of laughter – while his fingerwork wasn’t really bad, his voice was something else entirely – he was apparently able to hit any tone but the one needed for the song – and it was hilarious! 
 
    When at last I retired to my room, my mind was awash with the impressions from the evening, and I felt stuffed to the brim with happy feelings. My eyelids were getting increasingly heavy, but when I saw a clearly defined shadow right outside my window, I knew exactly what was asked for. I opened the window wide, laughed and bid the forest night as well as my favorite chameleon a fond goodbye to the tunes of Brahms’ “Wiegenlied”. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 – Stuff to Learn, People to See 
 
      
 
    The following day, I woke up full of energy and excitement which, for me, generally translates into stumbling down the stairs, grumbling softly into my breakfast – hard boiled eggs, black bread and fat slices of bacon – while my mind slowly started getting into gear. Twenty minutes to really wake up – for me, that's about as good as it gets. Now, I was very aware of the fact that there were a number of things I needed to handle during the day – plotting with Darya and Lyle and turning in the first part of the quest to Mallard Bullhop, for instance, but my mind wouldn't allow me to focus on any of it before I'd satiated my curiosity –and checked out the pop-ups from the day before which netted me a new level in Musician and two in Singing. 
 
    With that, I nodded to myself, slid away my empty plate and started looking into how my Photographic memory skill actually worked. A moment of fiddling brought me to a new item pulsing in my inventory – a “Memory image” with a timer showing the amount of time the image would still be available. Accessing the image worked like a charm – yesterday’s scene from the underground chamber filled my vision, allowing me to peruse all the creepy details at my leisure including the blatantly obvious figure of my shadowed adversary lying prone on the floor on the left-most side. I tinkered about with the image a bit and located a slider that allowed me to zoom in and out, creating an extraordinary wealth of details.  
 
    To my regret, that didn't help me identify the robed figure at all. Even stunned, shadows swirled over him, obscuring most of his body. His clothes were nondescript and entirely unhelpful - greyish, dirty, voluminous robes that obscured the entire body as well as a large hood that took damn good care of the rest – no help to be had here. 
 
    I moved on to the rest of the room and was quickly taken in by how life-like the image was – and how dilapidated the entire room seemed. The craftsmanship must’ve really been shoddy for the place to start falling apart by itself in a decade or two underground – or so it seemed to me, being virtually ignorant on the topic of construction work – for all I knew, this might be completely normal. The only part to mostly evade time’s tooth was the huge mural in the back – and I was well pleased to see that the angle allowed me to finally peruse the contents in detail. 
 
    The center of the mural showed off the head lizard honcho favorably. Strong, masculine, crowned and bearing a scepter of sorts in one hand and a skull in another, he … well, actually, I wasn’t entirely sure what he was up to. The mural showed a multitude of jagged lines originating from him to different groupings that all seemed to be marching away from their leader, weapons in hand. Additionally, the leader of each grouping held some sort of crystal or chalice high before them. The background of the mural seemed to depict some sort of geographical area – a country or continent, maybe, with mountains, rivers and all – but it was nothing I even remotely recognized. Seriously, would it have been too much to include a simple title? When I removed my gaze from the mural, an unexpected pop-up appeared: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Once Were Legion (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have discovered hints and pieces of the martial past of the Kobold race on Aeion. Decipher the meaning behind the mural and chronicle the story of what was and might have been. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that sure was intriguing – I knew all along that those kobolds were bad news. I pressed “accept” and got back to the matter at hand – figuring out more about the shadow mage. 
 
    The first discovery was blatantly obvious: right in front of the large table setup, parts of the floor were inscribed in a dark substance with eldritch symbols in several concentric circles. While this would be enough for me to point and yell, "Summoner," the swirling shadows surrounding the symbols clearly showed that this is what had spawned – or maybe altered – the wolverine. 
 
    The table itself portrayed a somewhat eccentric display. The part on the right that I had spotted earlier was a clear cut and paste from every arcane display ever; large, dripping candles, a few pieces of occult paraphernalia and a twenty-pound tome – all items placed dead straight in their respective spot, not a hair out of place. The other part of the table, however, told a different story – a story of chaos and self-indulgence. The left-hand side was positively covered with empty bottles, cards, dice and an impressive load of dirty dishes. Two impromptu chairs had also been fashioned from debris dragged over to the table and piled up. The entire scene was slightly schizophrenic to look at. One side was a scene of control and self-control while the other was a scene of debauchery and abandonment. Now, this could either mean that our summoning compadre was very meticulous when he worked and something of a slob when he relaxed with his fellow conspirators or – more likely – that he had two companions. Sloppy companions who mostly dealt with drinking, eating and gambling. 
 
    I finished off with the disturbing part: the pile of humanoid remains on the chamber floor. I could clearly tell that they'd been looted – there were tons of clothes still left on the bodies, and like the bodies themselves, they were in various states of decay. You could tell that pieces of armor, rings, earrings and similar had been removed, and on some occasions pried from the bodies – apparently, my adversaries were not averse to a little corpse digging if it could help their own finances. This lead to an idea. If some of the persons who'd been harassing the caravans had been looting the corpses – where would they go to sell them? Might they actually be daft enough to go to Mrs. Bertinga's place? It was worth checking out. 
 
    I spent some extra time checking out the image without finding anything else useful, but I did notice that there couldn't be more than twenty to twenty-five corpses in the pile at most – a far cry from the thirty-plus full caravans that'd gone missing over the years. This was likely of some import as well, but I failed to connect the dots. Ah, well – I was nowhere near done investigating, and I'd gotten off to a decent start, at least. 
 
    I minimized the image and got up and went straight to the Traveller’s Delight to see Mrs. Bertinga – there was no time like the present. 
 
    I entered the merchant house accompanied by the melodious tinkle of a tiny doorbell. Trying to absorb the cluttered chaos of the surrounding shelves almost left me short of breath, but this time I had a clear idea of what I wanted. A new, sturdy set of clothes, learning a bit more about magic items in general and figuring out once and for all whether being a tinkerer could somehow help me in the fight against the summoner that was starting to look more and more certain. Also, I needed a clear answer as to whether she knew if anyone had been selling “used” merchandise in her shop. 
 
    The first two items were easily handled, and after an amiable round of barter, we'd agreed to the low, low price (her words, not mine) of 12 silver for an hour of education on Magic Lore and an impressive set of clothes. I really hadn’t planned to spend as much on clothes, but when she paraded the set before me words like “majestic”, “impressive” and “I need this” kept intruding on my mind: 
 
    The pants were simple, smooth, flowing and grey with no decorations. The accompanying shirt was grey as well but covered with flowing scrollwork in gold, criss-crossing belts as well as some incredibly impressive matching bracelets. The material was … hell if I knew, but it was soft and looked hard-wearing and also – a cape! It had a luxurious cape that was bordered by elaborate scrollwork, which was to be clasped onto the shirt. All in all, I could easily imagine a Roman nobleman traveling around in his chariot in this outfit and the matching black leather boots with silver scrollwork that had the softest fur imaginable on the inside. Simply looking at the clothes made me feel twice as impressive, and I was itching to change my worn outfit as soon as possible. The description read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lesser Nobleman’s Outfit 
    
  This outfit was the height of fashion in the country nobles’ circles a couple of years back. The cut is elegant, and the clothes well maintained and unused. The outfit allows the wearer to leave a good impression without completely disregarding durability. 
    
  Nobleman’s cape. Durability: 20/20, +1 Endurance  
  Nobleman’s shirt. Durability: 30/30, +1 Charisma 
  Nobleman’s pants. Durability: 30/30 
  Nobleman’s boots.  Durability: 40/40 
  Set item bonus: +1 Charisma (4 items equipped) 
  Workmanship: High 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Mrs. Bertinga was kind enough to allow me to change before we continued, and with that taken care of, we spent a comfortable hour furthering my education on all things magical. She was kind enough to focus foremost on the most common items which would theoretically be of the largest advantage, allowing me to properly identify many “common” magic items. Suitably educated, we moved onto more serious business. 
 
    "So you want to know more about becoming a Tinkerer, or as my old teacher used to say it, "Meddle with forces that can take your hand clean off?" I'd be more than pleased to give you a rundown of the basics involved, but first, I need to ask you a personal question. Word in town is that you're a Reborn. Is this true?" 
 
    She looked at me, grandmotherly gaze replaced by a piercing stare, and I couldn't help but think that she had a grudge against Reborn. Maybe I ought to tell a small lie, but … ah, to hell with it, I decided and answered as politely as possible, "Yes ma'am, it's true - does that make a difference?" 
 
     She giggled – I was never going to understand how different the real Lizzy Bertinga was compared to her regular grandmotherly façade – and said, "Oooh yes, my dear – it makes a huge difference. You are so lucky! It means that when you make a horrible mistake and are taken apart, you'll actually get a second chance. My boy, someday I'll have to show you my Tinkering room and the protective measures I have in place for when I start experimenting with unknown reagents." She launched straight into a long explanation and didn't allow me a chance to ask exactly what she meant by being "taken apart", or maybe she was just having fun at my expense - mean old grandma. 
 
     "The most important part of tinkering, if you want to use it for anything halfway decent, is to actually tinker. A lot of people start out with the profession and then never actually experiment but settle for buying recipes and trading them with other tinkerers. We have a word for those, dear: amateurs. While they might come so far as to have a decent selection of known recipes, they’ll never understand the why of our profession. Why does seaman’s tears combined with fluorescent seaweed boost your natural agility? They wouldn’t be able to tell you – but I could.” Her gleaming eyes somehow managed to add the words “at a price.” 
 
     “Oh, but I am getting ahead of myself, Arcangelo. I do apologize. That will not be a problem for you for some time still. We should focus on the basics for a bit, and then I’ll let you decide whether a Tinkerer’s path is for you.” Mrs. Bertinga put both her hands behind her back as if reciting a lesson learned by rote long ago. “The most important thing to focus on as a tinkerer is the core. The core defines what you can make, how powerful it’s effect will be and how you can improve upon it afterwards. What is the core, you ask? Good question, young man. A practical demonstration is probably in order. Now, a Reborn such as yourself probably sticks his shapely nose into lots of dangerous situations and as a result, ends up with tons of natural resources from bear paws to snake eggs … right?” She raised one eyebrow at me. 
 
     I nodded while trying to push down the overwhelming feeling of being back in school again, being examined at the blackboard. 
 
     “Great – now cough it up, dearest. Whatever you found during your latest shenanigans, just line them up here on the counter.” 
 
     I did as she asked, presenting one of each of the different rat parts Lyle and I had found during our battle in the cavern. Mrs. Bertinga hemmed and hawed over the items before she arrived at the Dire rat tail and the Fury gland, where she started laughing. 
 
     “Wooo, Arcangelo, what have you been up to? Now, these two we’re saving for a later discussion. The other parts, however, are perfect for our little explanation. Do you mind if this one is consumed?” she said, pointing at a Weak rat tail. 
 
     I murmured something to the negative, and she instantly focused on the tail, cupping both hands around it. A moment later, a soft glow started to emanate from her hands; the tail started glowing, and a moment later, it dissolved, amalgamating into a tiny glowing globe that looked like it was made from glass. I asked, “Can I look?” and as she nodded. I brought my eye right up next to the globe and thought I could see a tiny dark mote swirling around inside. There was no descriptive text or anything explaining what she’d just made so I simply asked, “What is this, Mrs. Bertinga?” 
 
     “This, Arcangelo, is a Tinkerer’s Core. If you were a Tinkerer, you’d be able to sense the contents and strength of the core, but for the rest of the world, it’s just a pretty doodad. The size and looks depend on the item that you deconstructed for the use of your core – and this one resulted in a weak agility debuff. This is where the fun part comes into play. Tinkerers can learn how to create any silly number of variations of different items, but the basics are simple: we can create traps, grenades and automatons.” 
 
     I believe she must’ve spotted how she caught my attention at that because she laughed softly and continued, “Don’t worry dear, I will elaborate further. Now, where was I? Ah, yes, traps, grenades and automatons. The value of the core itself is simple; whatever feature the core holds will also apply to whatever you decide to create. In this case, creating an automaton would be a foolish act since it would inherit the agility debuff – and we don’t want to waste resources to create something that is below average, do we? The grenade or the trap, however, might be useful in the right situation. Please do bear in mind that we are dealing with a core created by the most common and hence weakest type of items.” 
 
     She put an admonishing finger in the air. “To begin with, I encourage you to only use common or uncommon items for cores – later on, you would hate yourself for having wasted rare items on failed experiments.  Luckily, you will not be able to create too much havoc right away since you can only create cores from one item in the start. Later, you’ll learn how to combine two or three items to make better cores with additional effects – we should probably have another chat at that time again – if you make it that far,” she tittered again. 
 
     “But I digress, yet again. Funny how that happens more often when I have a handsome young man eager for my words.” I must not have been able to hide the look of dismay on my face because she continued, clearly too amused to cover it, “Oh, you are a funny plaything. If only I were forty years younger – but please, stop distracting me, dear. Whichever type you choose to construct will be very limited to begin with – simple snares for traps, clay containers for grenades and the most horrid stick and twine automatons – but as you learn, your possibilities will improve, as will your skills. Which leads us straight to the most important question today. Do you, Arcangelo, wish to become a Tinkerer?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a Primary profession: 
    
  Tinkerer 
    
  Tinkerers are the masters of making the most of very little. Through constant experimentation and acquisition of knowledge, they learn how to make wondrous and deadly grenades, traps and automatons. This profession choice is not for the faint of heart as Tinkerers often fall prey to their own art, and the usual death penalties apply. Warning: Your choice of Primary profession is permanent. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Of course, I accepted – like there was ever any doubt at this point. This was exactly the sort of edge I’d been looking for – being able to learn, create and apply different solutions to varying situations might have me pull through where simple force couldn’t. Sure, there was the part about mayhem and danger during the experimentation, but that was what the respawn was for, right? 
 
    Mrs. Bertinga was even kind enough to hand me ten sets of items for level 1 traps, grenades and automatons each – as she said, “The first taste is always free – and did I happen to mention that I hold the base items for almost everything you’ll be able to learn for the first long while?”  
 
    With the possibilities swirling around in my mind, I could barely concentrate on my remaining task with the need to dive into the intricacies of the Tinkering art. It took a major effort on my part to pull my mind back to the task at hand and ask Mrs. Bertinga, “I am already deeply indebted to you for the teachings you have bestowed upon me until now – but If you don’t mind, I have one additional question that might be somewhat … delicate in manner.”  
 
    She tittered and said, “Well, color me intrigued, my boy. Don’t beat around the bush – you never know when a woman my age might make her last trade.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “All right. This might intrude on – nevermind, no stalling. Basically, we have discovered that there is a group that has been waylaying caravans nearby over the past years, and I have reason to believe that they might have tried to sell some of the items they’ve removed from their victims. Have you had regular dealings with somebody who might fit that description?” 
 
    She grew completely still for a moment. “Do – are you sure you even realize what you’re asking, Arcangelo?” Her mien grew steadily darker and without waiting for an answer, she continued, “Of course you do. Those gods-cursed, moronic, filthy little murderers. Choke my trade, will you?” Mrs. Bertinga paced back and forth for a while until she clearly pulled herself together and turned back towards me, teeth bared in a snarl. “Yes, I know who it was – Herbert and Berthold.  They’ve sold me items from time to time. The stories differed –gambling with caravan guards, stumbling upon somebody who’d been attacked by monsters and once even coming across a caravan that had been decimated. Of course, if I’d known they’d been targeting my damn village all the while …” She turned away again, fuming. 
 
    I spent a while talking her down and expressing upon her how important it was that she didn’t act on her own initiative if we were to find the real mastermind behind the attacks. Shortly thereafter, I left the merchant house, completely flustered with thoughts, speculations and possibilities. I considered planning what to do about them, but my mind really couldn’t handle the information I’d just gained. Herbert had been so damn helpful, and Berthold had even offered to join my party – why would he have done that? 
 
    In order to stop my mind from reeling, I decided then and there that I’d postpone laying any plans until I’d met with Lyle and Darya a couple of hours later and instead, distract my mind from all the intricacies of the situation by delving into the possibilities of my newfound ability. 
 
    Crossing the town square, I did allow myself to enjoy the sight of the bunch of pop-ups I’d received.  Barter and Diplomacy increased as did Magic Lore – twice – and this: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Tinker 
    
  Tinkering is the dangerous practice of learning how to combine different items and ingredients, often dangerous or magical in nature, into different types of traps, bombs or automatons. Every point to Tinker will increase the strength of the core you create by 2% and decrease the chance that the crafting fails. 
    
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    A short while later, I had arranged all available ingredients and materials in front of me in neat piles on the table back in my own tavern room and cracked my knuckles - it was time to get tinkering! 
 
    I accessed my Character sheet where a new button had appeared next to my crafting class and level simply stating: "Tinker". I pressed it, and instantly, I was propelled into what I could only imagine was the “crafting mode” where I immediately lost myself. An hour or so later when I closed the crafting menu  … well … most people know that state you can enter from time to time where you're so thoroughly immersed in whatever you're doing that you fail to stop and check whether what you're doing is borderline retarded or not. 
 
    The result, when you come to your senses, can be anything from, "Wow, that works like a charm – I'm not entirely sure how I did it, but yay!" over "Yeah, so I just spent the last four hours customizing the looks of my character … " to "Did I just gamble away all my savings?" Mine was more like, “Wow – what a rush. Erm – and now, I’m out of materials – damn.” 
 
    The list of what I didn't do is pretty exhaustive. I didn't rummage through every available menu, didn't study my findings meticulously and I definitely didn't give any thought to exactly what would be the most efficient for me to craft. I'm not even sure that I figured out what all buttons and open fields meant. 
 
    I did have fun, though. I experimented away, absorbed by the possibilities and intricacies of the system and was intent on raising my tinkering skill as high as possible. The skill did climb all the way to four, so it wasn't all bad – but I sure did waste a lot of materials on failed attempts (probably due to my low intelligence stat), and I felt pretty convinced afterwards that I could have ended up with a better result. In the end, I promised myself that for the next round of tinkering, I'd spend more time considering the possibilities and costs in order to obtain the optimal result. However, when I was observing the nice stack of different creations stacked on the table in front of me, I couldn't help but smile – damn, but the Tinkerer class showed promise! Sure, I wasn't entirely sure whether all this stuff would prove of any worth in the upcoming battle, but it was a start. I was left with: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Twine Puppet 
    
  This most basic of automatons, made out of sticks and twine, is close to falling apart but might serve for a distraction or two. 
    
  Damage: 10-20 
  Hitpoints: 10 
  Activation cost: 30 mana 
  Activation time: 30 seconds
Duration: 3 minutes 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I had made five of these from the Lynx claws, and they actually looked kind of scary – like a badly made children’s puppet with longish claws attached – something straight from a bad slasher movie. I also had a single version with double the HP (which still sucked) and 20-40 damage from the large lynx. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Rope Trap 
    
  This trap is basically an ensorcelled length of string. It will need to be attached somewhere in order to activate it and will then unleash its enchantment on whoever or whatever stumbles unwarily into the trap. 
    
  Effect: -1 agility 
  Effect duration: 10 minutes 
  Activation cost: 30 mana 
  Activation time: 30 seconds 
  Trap duration: 24 hours 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So, yeah, I’d gone completely overboard with these, crafting twelve of them from the Rat tails – especially since it was a glorified piece of string! In my defense, I actually had an idea for how these could be used, but the jury was out on their usefulness until I’d heard Darya’s opinion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Clay Bomb 
    
  A fragile clay shell surrounds the Tinkerer’s core and will release the enchantment contained within upon impact with the target. 
    
  Damage upon impact: 3-5 
  Effect: 3-5 bleeding damage every 10 seconds for 60 seconds  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Now, these I liked. I’d created five of them, also made from the Lynx claws. While the damage was negligible, if you managed to throw 3 or 4 at a target and ran away, the damage over time would be quite decent. I also had two larger versions that dealt 5-10 bleeding damage instead and even had a 1- meter radius effect so you could, theoretically, hit multiple enemies with one bomb. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Small Clay Bomb 
    
  A fragile clay shell surrounds the Tinkerer’s core and will release the enchantment contained within upon impact with the target. 
    
  Damage upon impact: 3-5 
  Effect: -20% movement speed 
  Effect duration: 3 minutes 
  
     
 
    
   
 
   
  
 




	
   
  
     
 
    
   
 
    These last three were life savers; crafted from Dire rat fur – I’d be able to throw one of these lovelies in the face of a charging enemy and retreat until I could safely cast spells or shoot from afar again. Brilliant. 
 
    All in all, it amounted to a decent pile of low-level stuff which, in itself, might verge on “bad”, but combined with a good team and my spells, it might even the odds of a difficult battle.  
 
    My mind had been well and truly distracted for quite a while, and suddenly, I was raving to get on with the challenge of how to best take down the Dwarven duo and their unknown companion. I still had almost an hour to kill before I had to meet up with Darya and Lyle and decided to go chat with Chertog to learn more about the shadowy summoner. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 - Chatting with Friends 
 
      
 
    Chertog was out and about in the cemetery weeding the grounds, and a huge smile appeared on his face when he spotted me. He waved me over. “If it isn’t my lost apprentice. Finally realize that you needed to do something about that horrible sense of humor of yours and come begging to the master for education? Or did you finally figure out what’s happened to those damned stubborn skeletons of mine?” 
 
    I cleared my throat noisily. Someday, I was really going to get around to looking into that quest. “Unfortunately, no. Apparently, I’ve upgraded from undead to demons, and I really need your wisdom.” I shamelessly flattered his ego while I told him what had happened. I didn’t mention anything about the Blood Brothers but paid special heed to everything concerning the summoner.  
 
    Chertog harrumphed and nodded in all the appropriate places, and when I was finally done, he summed it up quite nicely, “You’re basically looking for any information that might prepare you for an eventual face-off with the bastard that put you down? All right, I can do that.” He motioned for me to follow him, and walked to his shed. On the way there, he turned towards me and said, “Now, the most efficient way to get rid of a demon is surprisingly easy.” As soon as he saw my eyebrows go up in anticipation, he continued in his deadpan voice, “Yeah, you need to exorcise a lot.” 
 
    I blinked at him, twice, until it sank in. “Chertog, that was – urgh, even for you, that was horrible.” 
 
    He guffawed and opened his door, walking straight towards a large pile of loose sheets of parchment on a shelf, held down by a huge tome. He lovingly placed the tome to the side and started leafing through the sheets. “I’m fairly certain that it should be in here somewhere. Until then, I’ll have to disappoint you and say that I really don’t know that much about the topic. What I do know, Arcangelo, is that you’re not looking for a summoner – someone who summons raw magic energy and forces it into whichever shapes and tasks he or she wants fulfilled. No, you’re looking for a demonologist – a person who makes deals with creatures and spirits from other planes of existence – someone who trades in blood, meat and suffering in order to further his own interests.”  
 
    His usually so affable tone of voice had grown quite heated in the end of his exposition, and I had to ask, “Chertog, have you ever had any dealings with a demonologist?” 
 
    He sighed deeply and looked at me despondently before starting to speak, “Once, when I was young and trusting – well – have you ever heard about a demonic cobbler?” 
 
    I shook my head in confusion – how did that even work? 
 
    He looked at me earnestly and continued, “They do exist – and you’d better watch out, or they’ll steal your soles!” he said, promptly falling apart into a helpless laughter. 
 
    I was crestfallen. “I. You. Gods! Why would you even take it that far?” 
 
    Chertog wiped away a tear from the corner of his eye. “You’re way too easy a mark, son. Nevermind all that. I found what I was looking for. Here,” he said, handing me a piece of parchment. “This is the only documentation I’ve got on Dwarven demonologists – there really aren’t that many, at least in dwarven society. I reckon all you pointy-ears are weird enough you might have a larger portion, but … never mind. I got it from a town crier who was informing everybody in the town. It’s in common, though, so’s you lesser species can also understand the threat.” 
 
    I perused the parchment. It clearly wasn’t too old – the vellum was still spry and uncracked, and the letters stood out in a clear, bold hand, easily conveying its meaning: 
 
      
 
    Hear ye, hear ye 
 
    To all law-abiding, god-fearing citizens of Tormundstadt: 
 
    Be warned and aware that the good Defender Guard has discovered a malicious threat in our midst; clear signs of a demonologist have been spotted on the fringes of the town. Fret not, good people; we shall provide you with the information needed to recognize and help eliminate the threat. 
 
    How do I recognize a demonologist? 
 
    These abominations look like you and me, however, there are clear signs of their doings that can reveal the workings of a demonologist: 
 
    ●     Symbols: Demonologists meddle with the arcane by means of eldritch symbols. If you recognize a smattering of painted or worked symbols in circles or other compositions, it might be the remains of a summoning. 
 
    ●     Loners or nighthawks: Summoning demons is a time-consuming business. Therefore, practitioners of this vile art need hours and hours of uninterrupted time and usually exhibit either anti-social behavior or uncommon nightly routines. 
 
    ●     Disappearings: The sacrifices needed for the despicable rituals are usually sanguine in nature. Have you not seen the neighborhood dogs lately? Have the casteless inexplicably started vanishing from the streets? This might be the workings of a demonologist. 
 
    ●     Shadows and blood: The typical demonologist deals with the power of either shadows or blood – and sometimes this is reflected in his summons or himself. Unnatural behavior of the shadows, unexplainable open wounds or weeping sores can be side effects to their workings and can reveal his true nature. 
 
    What should I do in case I recognize any of the above signs? 
 
    Please take your findings to the Defender Guard Station in the Lower Arches where we will investigate it thoroughly. Any findings leading to the capture of our enemy will be rewarded. 
 
    What should I do if I meet the demonologist or his summoned creature? 
 
    Flee. Do not fight. A demonologist is not an enemy to be taken lightly. This is the reason why we, the Defender Guard, exist: to fight and protect you. 
 
    Faith and Strength Supreme! 
 
    Corben Friedwulfson 
 
      
 
    I thanked Chertog and handed the parchment back to him, “Not much real information to be had, is there? And the announcement – it surely must’ve caused some panic in the town?” 
 
    He responded with a grunt, “True. The Defender Guard has a pretty pragmatic approach to this sort of thing – to them, a slight panic and a number of beatings bestowed upon loners or weirdos is an agreeable price if they can flush out the real culprit.” His jaw clenched, and it looked like he had a foul taste in his mouth when he spoke again, “To be fair, Arcangelo, there’s one matter that the parchment fails to describe. You don’t have to resort to sacrificing people, animals or the like in your dealings as a demonologist – it’s just the path that most of the bastards choose. I’ve heard a few stories that I believe about demonologists who instead offer up their own powers, strength or blood in exchange for service from a demon or whatever assistance they want. Sometimes they’re even able to trick the demons into rewarding them without having to pay. That sort of thing is pretty damn uncommon though – mostly it’s just good ole’ tie you to an altar and cut your veins open types of demonologists.” 
 
    I thanked him for his help and left quickly, hoping to avoid any further puns. Of course, I wasn’t fast enough, as the door slammed open, he yelled: 
 
    “Oi, I forgot. What do you call a demon who slurps his food?” 
 
    I put my hands over my ears and continued to walk. 
 
    “A GOBLIN!” 
 
    Safely back in the tavern a few moments later, I tried to remove all remnants of Chertog’s horrible sense of humor with a break and a taste of Gillem’s darkest ale – a lovely bittersweet creation that was thick enough for a spoon to stand upright in the glass. After checking the time, I asked Jeb to arrange for the best meals he’d be able to provide for three persons and to have it brought to my room – cost me two silver pieces, but if ever we needed a good meal to keep our wits about us, it was now. I then retired to my room and spent a moment making it look semi-passable – and a short while later, Lyle and Darya both arrived. Our impromptu War Council was in session. 
 
    Their arrival coincided with the dinner, and I invited them to partake before we got down to business. Arrangements were a bit cramped – I’d dragged two extra chairs into the room, and with all the dishes Jeb carried in, we were sitting quite closely. We spent the first half hour just chatting and enjoying ourselves, and Lyle told me how he’d informed his father of what happened yesterday. 
 
    “He was livid, I can tell you that much, Archangelo! “Put m’lad at risk, will ya? See how ye  like the taste of m’hammer.” He went on for quite some time before I managed to calm him down some and tell him exactly what you’d done to help me get away. After that, he relaxed a bit, but whew – I can tell when he’s still kind of angry, and you’re definitely not in his good books yet. 
 
    With that, a pop-up intruded on the scene: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Good Luck, Sonny 
    
  Lawrence Brenathan has grudgingly accepted that you are doing your best to protect Lyle, even at the cost of your own death and rebirth. He still remains to be fully convinced that letting Lyle join you was a good idea. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Penalty for Lyle’s death: 
  -3000 reputation with Lawrence Brenathan 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huh – I wasn’t sure how much more I’d be able to deliver to actually convince him. Would I need to have Lyle slay a dragon right in front of him or something? 
 
    When we were all quite sated, Lyle tossed himself onto my bed while Darya and I sat on each our side of the table, and the planning began. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we were done. It was quite underwhelming, really – especially considering that half that time was spent recounting the discoveries and discussions of the day. We did have to forcibly keep Lyle from running off and kicking the Dwarven brothers’ door in right then and there – I never knew that he had a temper beneath his timid, blushing exterior. The moment we’d talked him out of any premature action, however, all plotting went straight out the window as they both were in complete agreement on how to proceed. 
 
    “The Council?” I asked,  
 
    Lyle nodded eagerly, “Yeah, the Council. You know … all right, you might not know it.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at him, but hey, he wasn’t wrong. 
 
    He continued, “Thing is, the Mayor takes care of all the day-to-day decisions here, but whenever something especially important comes up, the Original Four gather to agree on a decision – or the Original Three and Gillem, I guess, since he took over from his mother, y’know?.” 
 
    I shrugged. “This means my very favorite Mayor, the Harbormaster, Mallard Bullhop and Gillem. Hmm – I suppose this qualifies as pretty darn important, and you’re certain we shouldn’t just go ahead and fix it ourselves?” 
 
    “Yes!” they answered in unison, and I held up my hands in mock surrender – and the very first War Council was concluded with no real decisions made whatsoever. 
 
    We agreed that I’d come get them the moment we could realistically do something ourselves again, and off I went to meet up with Mallard Bullhop, turn in the quest and get the show on the road. 
 
    I don’t know exactly what I was expecting from Mallard, but he continued being the epitome of kindness, and truthfully, likely the most normal person in Grant’s Crossing I’d had the pleasure of getting to know. He listened to my retelling, nodded in all the right places and thanked me profusely for all the help I’d offered so far.  
 
    He took his time pondering the implications afterwards, stroking his belly and ample sideburns before concluding, “Harrah is not one for threats – the powers of life and death suffice for him. A humble priest like me is allowed his small eccentricities, however – so believe me,when I say that we will make that dastardly shadowed despoiler pay. I will call for an emergency session of the council. Can I call upon you within the hour?” 
 
    Of course, I agreed. Sure, from personal experience, once the capital-a Authorities got involved, everything was about to grind to a complete halt, but still, if Gillem and Mallard were involved, odds were the ball would be able to keep rolling, and we could confront the damn dwarves soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 – “Chatting” with “Friends” 
 
      
 
    Half an hour flew by in the tavern. I’d given Gillem the Cliffs Notes version, and we passed the time playing dice until Mallard stuck his head in the tavern door and caught our attention. We strode over to the Mayor’s house where Gillem ushered me into the foyer, up the stairs and into a room I hadn’t seen before. From the raised voices inside, part of the Council was already in session. 
 
    The Council of Grant's Crossing looked very much the way I'd always pictured a gentlemen's club. The members of the Council were seated in a large room where the white walls were decorated with stucco and covered with heavy wall hangings and elaborate paintings. The center of the room was dominated by a large circular table, carved and gilded. Everything in the room had clearly been created with an eye for quality – opulent and gaudy in places, sure, but the workmanship of the furnishings was undeniable. Gillem took his place, and I was allowed to gawk at the assembled Council members as they were placed in their Sunday finest. 
 
    Three of the four I already knew, but the fourth and final member I had not yet met in person. Harbormaster Grant Callahan was reclined comfortably in his heavy chair, pipe in hand and puffing contently. I tried hard not to stare – half-orcs I'd met in plenty, but Mr. Callahan was by far the fanciest, best-dressed half-orc I'd ever met. I would've figured that a half-orc in a suit-and-vest attire with rim glasses would look absolutely ridiculous, but he managed to pull it off. The heavy gold chain around his neck showed something with waves – probably denoting his status as Harbormaster. 
 
    Mallard took charge and told them briefly about the reason why he'd called the emergency meeting, summarizing the information about the demonologist and his cadre and how they had been strangling off local trade for the past few years. He handled it quite nicely, I thought, being succinct, to the point and economical with his gestures. He then waved in my direction and introduced me with the words, "As Arcangelo is the one who discovered the demonologist’s lair, I would ask you to pose any questions straight to him." 
 
    I felt like a lamb thrown to the wolves as three sets of eyes focused their stares on me, and the next hour proved to be among the worst exams I’ve had to sit through. Their questions ranged from economical in nature from Mr. Callahan, "How much money would you estimate that they have been getting from selling their items?" over insulting and personal from the good ole Autoria, "Have you got any way to prove that your claim is true?" to thoughtful ones from Gillem, "If you estimate that only part of the caravan members have been sacrificed, what has happened to the rest? Were they taken north along the path you mentioned?” A vast majority of the questions, I was simply unable to answer, but with help from the Memory Image, I was able to describe the summoning circle in detail. Even Autoria caved and admitted that it, “Fit with what she knew about demon summoning.” In the end, with lots of unnecessary discussion, their curiosity was sated, and I was sent outside the door like a naughty child while the grown-ups deliberated. 
 
    After fifteen minutes or more, I was allowed back in – I’d started doubting that I’d even be allowed to know which agreement they reached, but it looked like I’d made the cut. 
 
    Mr. Callahan nodded to me and sat forward in his chair – the moment showcased that his exquisite suit was also hiding a nice paunch underneath – looked like Harbormaster wasn’t the toughest of jobs. It turned out he spoke just as nicely as he dressed, “We thank you for your help, Arcangelo. You and the other Reborn might have laid the groundwork for saving our village, for which we have fought and bled through decades, from a slow death. We will arrange for a proper reward in good time, and we should like you to come back in a week’s time, when it is done. For now, however, please accept our gratitude – and hear me out, because the village would ask for your help once again.”  
 
    He took a short break to drink from a glass on the table, and I quickly noted the pop-up I’d received. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +750. New reputation: 2450 (liked) 
  Your Universal reputation has increased by +250. New reputation: 250/1000 towards next level 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Awesome – I'd finally received Universal Reputation points – they were basically what allowed you to become known and respected (or vilified) throughout the entire continent. My path towards in-game rockstardom had finally started! I forcefully dragged my attention from my daydreaming back to Grant Callahan. 
 
    "As you and your friends have provided an exemplary service to the cause of the village thus far, we would ask for your assistance once again by helping us interrogate the Gardarsson brothers and dig up the true identity of the demonologist." 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Convincing the Conniving 
    
  The council of Grant’s Crossing has asked you to somehow convince Herbert Gardarsson and his brother to reveal the identity behind the unnamed demonologist and arrange for his capture. The Council will grant you limited aid – use it as you will.  
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience points. 
  500 reputation with Grant’s Crossing 
  5 silver 
    
  Penalty for failure: 
  -1000 reputation with Grant’s Crossing 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I accepted with a smile, and the Harbormaster continued with a frown on his face, "Now, as for the brothers themselves. Really, we should incarcerate them until we can decide exactly what their involvement has been and which punishment they deserve – and they clearly merit a harsh punishment. As distasteful as it is to us, we cannot disperse that judgement upon them right now. We simply do not dare to alert the demonologist that we are aware of his presence among us. As such, you will need to convince the brothers on your own initiative and as best you can – but we will be able to provide you with some trusted help." He looked me straight in the eye, sincerity clear on his face. "If you believe this task will pose a problem for you, please say so, and we will apply for outside help. Certainly, since this would be both expensive and time consuming, we would prefer to avoid that path." 
 
    I took a moment considering the task at hand. I'd have to convince a couple of hardened criminals and murderers to give up their demonologist friend, who'd in all likelihood be able to make the rest of their life a living hell if he wasn't stopped – and I couldn't out them to the rest of the community, use violence or throw them in jail. But … nobody said I wasn't allowed to lie …  
 
    I turned on my brightest grin and announced, "It won't be a problem!" 
 
    The meeting was concluded right thereafter, but before I left, Mallard asked for a quiet moment. He patted me on the arm and came straight to the point, “Arcangelo, you’ll notice that I haven’t given you any rewards. My reasoning should be, as always, impeccable. I asked you to figure out what’s impairing the trade – which you did – but also why – which you still need to do.” He stared at me, as if daring me to disagree, and when I didn’t (the quest description was quite clear on that point, which left me with no reason to bitch and moan), he nodded to himself. He turned to leave – and as a parting note, he winked and shot over his shoulder, “Of course, you’ll notice nobody mentioned exactly who talked the rest of the Council into getting you a reward in the first place, right?” 
 
    I just stared at his retreating back. Damn – that really was one stand up guy. 
 
    The next half hour found me walking the streets of Grant's Crossing, soul-searching and considering how best to handle the situation. Once I’d reached the general decision on how to approach the Dwarven psychos, I was just preparing my arguments, counter arguments and how to best catch their attention and keep them from thinking. A light fog grew, but I was whistling as I went around in circles. I was looking forward to this – I wasn't usually the type to actively seek confrontations, but these bastards had it coming. I was going to milk it for all it was worth! 
 
    I had one detour to make and got it over and done with quickly. My backup, good old Othell, was lounging about at the village gate. He agreed to do what I asked of him with little discussion since the Mayor had already cleared everything with him. Two minutes of chatting and I marched on – it was time to stare down a couple of dwarves. 
 
    When I reached the "Blood Brothers" building, I paused with my hands on the entrance door, savoring the moment – and then I pulled open the door and strode in as if I owned the place. The two brothers were in the middle of a card game with weapons and empty dishes and cups strewn all over the table – a very familiar scene. They spotted me and both froze for a short moment before fake smiles appeared on their faces, and Herbert stood up with a welcoming gesture, civil as anything. 
 
    "Sit down Herbert – you're embarrassing yourself," I said and sat down at the table myself, unable to keep a huge grin from my face. When I turned my head, I could see that Herbert was still standing there, now with a confused look to him as if unsure how to act or respond. I cut the humor from my voice, "I came here directly from a meeting with the Council. I – said - sit!" 
 
    Herbert grudgingly sat down, and I plastered the smile back on my face. "See, that wasn't so hard, now was it? There's no reason to be uncivil to each other." I gathered their cards from the table and slid the rest of the stuff to the floor – no reason to refrain from being a provocative asshole right then and there. "Allow me to lay the cards on the table for you," I said and picked out two jacks, placing them on the table in front of us. 
 
    "Here you are. You've chosen to ally yourselves with some dark forces. This has been a shitty experience for Grant's Crossing but a wonderful journey for you, so far." Herbert started saying something, but I spoke over him, repeating in a louder voice, “So far.” 
 
    I tossed three kings and a queen haphazardly to the table. "This is the Council. For now, they are the only ones who know about you and your unfortunate alliance." Herbert still acted the innocent, but I caught sight of Berthold’s hand twitching slightly towards the dagger on his belt. 
 
    A joker was added on top of the lot. "Your friend out in the woods – the big question mark. He knows that we're aware he's out there but remains blissfully oblivious to the fact that the Council knows about you." 
 
    I took all the remaining cards and spread them in a circle around the two jacks. "The rest of Grant's Crossing. Now, I wonder what their reaction would be if they were told that you are responsible for all the hardship they've suffered over the past few years?" 
 
    I bent down and picked up a dagger, slamming it down point first, pinning the cards of small denomination to the table. Both the dwarves sprang back, and Berthold looked to be inches from jumping me. I adopted an affected tone, "So sorry about that – but I was short an extra set of cards. This," I pointed to the dagger, "is the group of Defender Guards and mages arriving in four weeks to take down your shadowy friend – and you, should you decide to jump ship." At this point I was straight out lying my ass off, but I wanted them both off guard, and the Defender Guards from Chertog’s pamphlet had sounded like an impressive bunch. 
 
     I leaned back on my chair and stared at the dwarves for a while. Both were staring at the table, Herbert sweating and pale while Berthold was fuming and looked to be fighting to keep his temper. 
 
    Berthold ground his teeth and said, "We don't know what you're talking about. We've never done any … " 
 
    "Don't you dare!" I interrupted him, snarling. "Don't you dare claim you're innocent. I've seen your cozy little camp down near the summoning circle. I've seen the looted corpses of the caravans. I know you've been pawning off the items you looted at the merchant house. In fact, if you try to claim your innocence, I swear, I will take this place apart, and I know I'll find evidence in here. Don’t – fucking – dare!" I practically growled near the end. Admittedly, I lost my temper a little, and I really had no authority at all in the place, but Berthold was ticking me off. I really felt the need to put him in his place. 
 
    Berthold just stared at me menacingly, but Herbert's head kept swerving to the right – so yeah, good educated guess – they definitely had hidden loot in the house. 
 
    "Now, I want to make myself clear," I said, trying to infuse my voice with authority. "As long as you admit to your crimes and answer any questions I have, the Council has agreed to be magnanimous and let you live for the time being, as long as you do not warn our shadowy friend about the hunters. There will be a reckoning, however, when this is all over and done with." 
 
    I spread my arms in inquiry to the two and asked, "Any questions? All good here, so we can get on with what I need to know?" 
 
     This seemed to wake Herbert up, and he grumbled a bit and asked, "This reckoning - what'll it mean fer us?" 
 
     "No clue. Could be some fines you'll have to pay, a few years of prison, some seizure of property, something like that." I waved one hand dismissively. 
 
     His scowl deepened. "Seizure of property – you saying they'll take our home? And lock us up?" 
 
     I smirked. "Hey, I don't make the decisions here – it's all up to the Council. If it were up to me, I'd probably just let the town people get their revenge on you, but hey – seems they're pretty forgiving people in the Council. They did ask me to make entirely certain that you’d understand the basics though; trying to warn the demonologist will officially turn you into targets to be killed on sight." 
 
    Both of the brothers seemed to have become a bit more subdued, and even though Berthold still had a wild look to his eyes, at least his hands weren't hovering over his dagger anymore.  
 
     I rubbed my hands together in anticipation. "All right – my turn! First question: why? Why in the name of Serune would you try to join me on my travels, Berthold?" 
 
    Berthold looked at his feet, mumbling something indecipherable. 
 
    "I'm up here, Berthold. Speak up already." 
 
    "Because you're a thrice-cursed REBORN, all right?" he yelled and continued at a lower tone of voice, still visibly agitated, "Everybody knows that you lot are unpredictable, violent, gods-damned, nosy bastards. And," he shrugged, eyes cast down, "we thought that if I were to join you, I'd lead you on a merry, long and boring chase till you got bored and skipped town. Course, that didn't work due to that prissy kid getting the spot." 
 
    I nodded. "All right – answers – I like it, and you Herbert, why in the pits would you volunteer the location where you'd been attacking the caravans?" 
 
    He looked me straight in the eyes and said, "Wasn't my idea, but I didn't actually lead you to one of the ambush points – we were just unfortunate that it was nearby. Place I took you to, it'd be easy for someone to lead you instead to this perfect place we know. A place where we could safely observe a large pack of huge wolves gnawing on … y'know, bones." 
 
    I took a second, allowing his comment to sink in before respoinding, "Why would … ah, of course … this would lead me to believe that the disappearances were likely due to monster attacks and not your influence – all right. It’d probably also have worked, to tell the truth. See how well we're doing? Now, for the final and most important question – or questions; this certain someone you mention – is this our resident demon invoker? And who is it?" 
 
    The brothers looked at each other. Berthold was scowling and Herbert clearly nervous. Herbert looked down first, and Berthold turned his glare on me, challenging me, "Why would we tell you? The Council isn't going to do anything about us – you said so yourself." 
 
    This was exactly what I feared – I had no real heft in this situation, no authority. It was time to up the stakes – I gave him my best shit-eating grin and roared with laughter, "You said it yourself, didn't you? I'm a Reborn! I don't care about your silly little rules or the Council. I'll just go straight out there and tell the truth to the nearest person I see – and then when you're dangling from the nearest tree, I'll laugh. Sure, they won't find your pal that way, but I'll leave that up to the hunters to find later on." 
 
    Berthold's nostrils flared in anger, and he glared at me. "You wouldn't dare … " 
 
    I stared right back at him, trying not to show how my heart was pounding. "Try me, you murdering little runt. To me, that would be the best kind of justice." 
 
    He kept up his stare a moment longer until he finally slammed his fist down on the table and looked away. The silence stretched on until he finally whispered, "Sourpuss" in a resigned voice. 
 
    The name exploded to the forefront of my mind. Of course he was the one! A complete loner with no friends who was known to go into the woods whenever the mood suited him – and he'd also offered to join my group. That lying, deceiving fur-faced bastard! I thought about it a bit further and mused, "So, when you'd led me to that spot and told me I should seek out someone who'd be able to help you with these things?" 
 
    He grunted, "You'd accidentally bump into Sourpuss when you got back. Except you hared off somewhere instead and ruined everything." 
 
    I bared my teeth. "Excuse me if I have troubles coming up with a heartfelt apology. Now, one final question, and I won't be troubling you again. Will Sourpuss be able to raise or summon something else within the next couple of days?" 
 
    They chewed over that for a while until Berthold said, "I doubt it – nothing useful at least. It took him a long time to raise Haeberus to the strength and intelligence that he'd acquired, and he’d need to start all over." 
 
    I got up and bowed to them. "All right. Herbert. Berthold. I appreciate your forthrightness and will speak in your favor to the Council, should the possibility arise. Good day." 
 
     When I closed the door behind me, I carefully kept my hands folded in front of me in order to hide just how much they were shaking. What an adrenaline high – at the same time, that was the most frightening thing I’d ever done. Walking into a room with two criminals who I knew would want to hurt me and start bossing them around – and somehow, I managed to keep them from discovering that I was bluffing all the while. Gods – if moments were women I’d have made love to this one! 
 
     A pop-up showed that my blackmail skill had just gone up one level. Huh – not exactly a skill I’d ever thought I’d be using, but then again – the way things were going, I might end up using it on a regular basis. 
 
    I kinda wanted a break but did take the time I needed to make my rounds and get the most pressing quest parts over with. I went back to Mallard and relayed the bad news on our deceitful feline – he clearly didn’t like it but didn’t dispute my findings – obviously it made sense to him as well, distasteful though it may have been. He told me that he’d arrange for some assistance with capturing Sourpuss the day after, around 9 AM and that he’d appreciate the help of our group in case of trouble. I told him I’d do my best – I really wanted to be around as well – if Sourpuss went berserk, he could do some real damage. 
 
    An hour later, Lyle and I had visited Darya in her camp, enlightening her on the developments and the showdown in the morning. We agreed to meet for breakfast in the tavern and take the Council’s lead for the confrontation itself. With that – I was done for the day – not only with the most urgent quests but mentally as well. Speaking to many people didn’t faze me but the need to apply my brain as diligently as I had, in so many uncommon situations, had me feeling wrung out. 
 
    For once, I really didn’t need to be around people, and, hell, it’s not like I needed any extra gear apart from what I was always carrying in my inventory. I had my warm cape, my violin, and some bread and water in case I was starving. With that part well in hand, I took a slow stroll through the woods until I was standing on top of the hill of the old warlock’s tower.  
 
    A deep sigh seemed to flow through my entire body, and I slowly turned full circle, enjoying the view of the surrounding forest landscape. Everything seemed so remote and … peaceful from up here. The mist was spread out unevenly over the landscape and gave the setting a dreamy look. I lovingly caressed my violin and just stood for a while, enjoying the fresh air of the afternoon. After a while, I sighed again and started playing – promptly losing myself. 
 
    A lot of people drink or do drugs to forget or escape the humdrum day-to-day trivialities. This is my drug of choice – except, of course, for when I drink. However, when I'm well and truly lost in my own mind, pouring my emotions into my instrument and playing whatever crosses my fancy, I'm momentarily able to turn off that part of my mind that tends to be churning in the background, procrastinating about whatever worries might be on my mind at the time. For a while there on the hillock, I forgot all about the drama and trouble in Grant's Crossing, my erstwhile dream about living a life of luxury and hangers-on and even managed to disregard the distant ghost of a certain mob boss and his cronies. When, hours later, I lowered my violin, I was left with a buzzing, pleasant feeling, and that slightly guilty feeling you can get sometimes when you treat yourself to something good. The two increases to Musician definitely didn’t subtract from my warm, fuzzy feelings. 
 
    After a moment’s contemplation, I decided, “Hell, I might as well go all in and dedicate the rest of the day to indulging myself.” Twenty minutes later found me whistling on the way to my room, balancing a huge plate of meat, gravy n’ taters in one hand and some huge tome on history that Gillem allowed me to borrow to keep me company in the other. Heh – I did manage to read the first chapter while I ate, but afterwards? I believe that I was asleep within a page or two. 
 
    I woke up somewhere around midnight to the sound of something ticking repeatedly on the window pane, but in my sleep-befuddled state, I just mumbled, “Owe you an encore, dude,” crashed back to the bed and promptly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 – Uncomfortable Conclusions 
 
      
 
    Fantasy games and literature in general operate with a number of tropes I've never been able to entirely understand. Elves are naturally thin. Why? Do they hate ice cream? Dragons love gold and gems – apparently it's sort of an ergonomically optimal mattress to them. Would it be possible to maybe make a really lucrative trade if you had, say, twenty metric tons of cotton, a few hundred seamstresses and buckets of glitter for that shiny effect? Also, for some reason, most fantasy worlds can only brew tea not coffee.  
 
    Whatever else I might blame Exogenics for, introducing coffee to their world was surely reason enough to praise their design team. These were among the profound thoughts I was pondering while I slowly woke up at breakfast alongside Lyle and Darya. Not many words were spoken, but at least the silence didn't feel forced. I wouldn't say we had bonded or anything remotely similar, but Darya didn't display the open hostility she'd shown the first few times. This might be due to me not acting like a manipulative arse in front of her recently, but I wasn't awake enough for that level of introspection. 
 
    We were approaching the agreed upon time when Othell popped his head in the door, spotted us and ran over to our table. Panting, he burst out, "Come with me! Quickly!" We all rose to follow him, and he spoke as we moved, "I’ve just made the rounds, and we’re all moving directly to the house now!"  
 
    I was very relieved that the Council had agreed to provide us the assistance of Othell for the time being. He’d spent the night keeping watch on the brethren, making sure that they didn’t run straight to Sourpuss, telling our plans. While I felt pretty comfortable in the thought that Othell wouldn’t have been able to help me in my interrogation of the dwarves, I had maintained some doubts about what the dwarves would chose to do once there was no obvious pressure on them, and they were seemingly left without supervision. While they’d actually stayed in their house instead of running directly off to alert Sourpuss – more than I’d expected of the double-crossing bastards – it felt good knowing that he’d been there all the while, keeping the bastard from learning of our plans. 
 
    Sourpuss' "house" was an ill-kept monstrosity of a cabin placed close to the white-capped waters of the Jagged Rush but as far away from any other buildings in Grant’s Crossing as the wooden palisade would allow for. He also had a number of other contraptions nearby for handling pelts, drying fish as well as a couple of permanent fishing nets and an additional shed that was almost the same size as his house – all of these in way better condition than his actual abode. The smell was something else, though. I’d never had the pleasure of experiencing the aromas of a tanner’s livelihood up close, and the sudden realization hit me that I really didn’t feel a need to linger any longer than necessary. 
 
      
 
    When we arrived, it seemed that half the town had already arrived. The entire Council was standing a ways off from the door, and boy, were they packing. Autoria was decked out in all sorts of arcane paraphernalia, and Mr. Callahan was clad in ornate bronze armor, cutting an impressive figure which was only slightly ruined by the fact that the armor looked really tight on him. Gillem had “The Law”, his large wooden mace, in his hands and wore dark leather armor, lending him quite the swashbuckling look, and for once, Mallard was attired in priestly garb, carrying a large staff. At the door, Kip had just started pounding on the door, demanding that Sourpuss open the door while the two brawny half-orcs I’d seen handling the river crossing before were right behind him, swords in hand. 
 
    I instantly broke out in sweat. Any decent movie would have the villain leveling the door right around that moment and the three brawny dudes blown away while the real boss fight started – except nothing remotely similar happened. Sourpuss opened the door slightly, bared teeth and an angry expression on his face, but any exclamation died on his lips, along with any desire to attempt an escape, the moment he spotted all the people who’d shown up to help subdue him. 
 
    He went along quietly, which I’d very much not anticipated. While his face was grim, and his body language spoke volumes about the fury bottled up inside him. His mouth was closed tightly, and he offered nothing – no threats, no protestations of innocence, nothing at all. This behavior clashed harshly with the image that was still burned vividly in my subconscious – a laughing, theatrical maniac with a serious bad guy syndrome and a thing for speeches – but nevertheless, he was escorted without incident back to the Harbormaster’s home. Othell, meanwhile, told me that the smith and Autoria had been up all night embellishing on one of the two existing prison cells of the village in order to ensure that he’d be completely unable to escape both via mundane and magical means. 
 
    The entire experience was horribly anticlimactic. We were all dressed up with no-one to kill – how extremely inconsiderate of Sourpuss. Lyle seemed pretty happy with the way everything had panned out – I suspect the thought of hurting someone who’d been providing you with meat and fish your entire life hadn’t exactly felt thrilling to him. Darya took off quickly – we’d accomplished what we set out to do, and staying for the social niceties didn’t really seem to be her thing so I didn’t take it to heart.  
 
    As for me, in short succession, I was left bored and without anything compelling to do right that moment – which is probably why I found myself gravitating back to Sourpuss’ house. It definitely wasn’t because I felt the need to spend more time in the numbing fragrances of Sourpuss’ tanning activities, but something didn’t sit right with me about the whole thing – apart from the stench. 
 
    Now, I understood the Blood Brothers buckling under the pressure I’d applied (along with the supposed small army of hunters out for their asses if they didn’t give), but why on earth would Sourpuss cave without a fight? With what he’d supposedly done, he would either be executed right off the bat or would never see daylight again – I wasn’t that informed about how severe a legal system they had around here, if any. No, I saw only two realistic possibilities: 
 
    One: He had been surprised by the takedown but had planned ahead for something similar and intended to flee later. Made sense, but whatever else you could say about the old ice queen Autoria, I’d never heard anybody doubt the quality of her magical abilities. He’d probably be disappointed in his eventual escape attempt. 
 
    Two: Sourpuss was innocent and had become the victim of a clever and crafty setup.  
 
    Of course, there was a third option as well – that he was the culprit, only he’d chickened out at seeing the heavy opposition arrayed against him. My gut feeling was telling me “Nay” on this one, however – the difference between the megalomaniacal villain with a sense for drama and the dour feline was just too large. 
 
    I stood in front of Sourpuss’ front door for a moment, considering my options. While I had a hunch something about the situation might be fishy, I wasn’t entirely ready for breaking and entering. Fortunately, I heard sounds from within the cabin and stuck my head in where I spotted Mallard busy going through all of Sourpuss’ belongings. Apparently, he had volunteered for the dirty job of gathering evidence – evidence which would be assessed by the Council who would also decide and arrange for the judgment. Mallard listened to my reason for returning without judging me and promptly enrolled me in the search – as he stated, “The sooner I can get back into fresh air, the better.”  
 
    The main and only room in the cabin was a wreck and only served to convince me further that something was wrong. Everything looked like the setting of your average college dorm room on a Sunday – old plates and empty bottles were everywhere along with the heavy stench of cheap liquor which even served to overpower the tanning fumes. It didn’t appear that Sourpuss owned much of value – a few sets of rumpled, smelly clothes along with a collection of surprisingly lifelike carved wooden animals. Our search brought nothing of value at all, and we agreed to check on his shed before we called it quits. 
 
    Before we could move on, we had to spend awhile extra searching through the exploded mess of a cabin because the next-door shed was locked with a heavy-duty padlock. Mallard finally located the key in a jar labeled “Pickles” of all things. When we entered the shed, it almost felt like a different world. The shed was meticulously kept and recently cleaned, as were the tool benches and work clothes. The numerous tools were fixed on the walls, all in their proper place, and the result, when compared to the earlier chaos, was slightly schizophrenic. Mallard walked through the shed, gawking. He turned around and indicated the room to me, asking, “What is this?” 
 
     I scratched my head and ventured, “Beats me. Either he keeps the work and his regular life really separate, or he keeps his cabin like that on purpose in order to cover up … whatever’s in here.” 
 
    Mallard nodded, and we went to work. This time, our search was a hell of a lot easier than going through the cabin as even the contents of the cupboards were properly arranged. Five minutes were all we needed to confirm that Sourpuss was hiding nothing horrendous, and the only thing remaining was the trap door that led down to Sourpuss' root cellar. 
 
    One word, "Jackpot!" The visual effect of it wasn't too far from a horror movie. The root cellar was stuffed with dead animals arranged for storage on hooks – some of them already butchered and prepared, others untreated and surprisingly lifelike. Two male deer staring accusingly at me, suspended from the hindquarters as they were, dripping their remaining blood into bowls placed under their expertly sliced necks. Behind them and right underneath a brace of hares, we stared at what appeared to me a frighteningly familiar arrangement. On the floor, surrounded by candles, arcane symbols had been painted in a six-pointed star, and a small, leather-bound book was wrapped in an oilskin right next to it to keep the cold of the root cellar from affecting it. Also, my damn necklace! Seriously – the bastard had taken the time to affix the necklace around the neck of a pheasant which made for one pretty damn gruesome sight. 
 
    Mallard and I just stood there for a while, taking in the gruesome details – and then he snapped up the book, I took my necklace and by silent agreement, we did a cursory inspection of the rest of the root cellar before we hurried out, taking care to lock the shed behind us. We walked aimlessly along the Jagged Rush until we'd escaped the worst of the odors and stood for a while without talking in companionable silence, staring at the white-flecked waters streaming by. 
 
    Mallard was the first one to talk. He was holding the book he'd found and quoted the title, "A Treatise on Shadows and Shades - So – it definitely was Sourpuss." 
 
    I stared at the waters as a small tree floated by at impressive speeds. "Sure looks like it." It looked like a squirrel or some other critter was trapped among the branches of the tree, rushing towards an uncertain future. I wasn't entirely sure why, but I made a decision right then. "Mallard, you remember when you asked me to help you the first time? You had some gut feelings that you couldn’t ignore but were unable to come up with a decent explanation for what was wrong – and that’s why you asked me to look into the whole damned thing.”  
 
    “Sure, Arcangelo. I’m not going to forget that right away.” 
 
    “That’s my problem. Something about this just feels … off – and I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    He mulled that over in silence for a while until he said, “Catch,” and tossed the book in my direction. “You do what it takes until that voice quiets right down – and if you find something, I’ll listen. Won’t promise I’ll agree, but I’ll listen. Oh, and I’ll need that back when you’re done.” He hemmed and hawed for a bit before concluding, ”I reckon you’ll have two days at the most until we’re laying the judgment on Sourpuss.” 
 
    I thanked him profusely and promised to keep him updated on any discoveries I might make along the way – and then moved back to my tavern room for a concentrated dose of reading and thinking. Once I’d gotten myself comfortably installed in my bed with a large pitcher of chilled tether juice (strange looking fruit with a taste somewhere between blackcurrant and water melon), I got started on the book. Reading and plotting – this was turning out quite differently from the type of day I’d been expecting. 
 
    Half an hour later, I put down the book, severely disappointed. Deep down I'd hoped that the book would be an introduction to shadow magic or whatever it was called in World of Chains. Then, I theorized, I would perhaps be able to learn the basics and be able to introduce some severely needed stealth elements to my modus operandi. Supposedly, Exogenics figured that this would’ve been too much wish fulfillment since the book was more of a philosophical discussion on the nature and state of shadows. Philosophy had never been my strong point or even particularly interesting to me – it'd always seemed to me that people who dedicated their lives to philosophy just really liked to debate instead of actually arriving at an answer at some point. 
 
    The book did have some interesting theories, however. The first was the part about shadows being a physical manifestation of the borders between this world and others – and a theory about manipulating shadows to actually create pathways. This theory went well with the swirling shadows that'd been present at the summoning circle in the ruins. The second interesting part was how shadows were closely associated with the goddess of shadows and personal ambition, Liayenne, and how shadow manipulators who followed her teachings were typically more adept at handling shadows. As for anything that might either further condemn or redeem Sourpuss – nothing. Not a hint. One increase to my Magic Lore skill but nothing useful. 
 
    I wondered why I was even still looking into this. Evidence was stacked high against Sourpuss, and it's not like he had tons of friends to defend him – but there were just a bunch of details that didn't sit right with me. First off, everything about Sourpuss just screamed "loner" – from the devastation in his cabin over his reputation in the village and to his everyday behavior. Was this the type of person to team up with the Gardarsson duo? Second, nothing in his cabin or his shed had indicated that he liked to or even knew how to read – we'd located a bunch of wood cuts indicating the prime cuts on different animals but not a single piece of paper, book or anything written except from the book. Third, the most compelling detail for me, when Sourpuss came to me and told me how he'd wanted to join me in aiding the village, I'd bloody well believed him. Berthold had given me the chills right off the bat (though, admittedly, his brother’s charisma had won me over), but Sourpuss' arguments had seemed heartfelt and genuine. Not exactly what you'd call hard evidence, but it'd have to do. 
 
    This left me at an impassé – and as usual, when I'm left without any useful starting point or knowledge, I turned to the real teachers of my formative years – actors. If there was one thing the original NYPD Blues’ series had taught me, it was to always look for means, motive and opportunity. Now, motive would remain a question mark until I'd actually learned what the hell they were up to - apart from sacrificing people in the woods for personal gain, of course. Asking the Blood Brothers for further information would remain a dubious affair – if they'd already lied about Sourpuss, they'd probably keep it up. Means and opportunity, however, were an entirely different discussion. The list of people from Grant's Crossing who'd have the means to set up the entire operation and pull it off for years without being detected, as well as the opportunity to regularly elope from their usual doings to haunt the woods and, supposedly, perform lengthy summoning sessions, would likely be rather short.  
 
    And with that, I was suddenly entirely aware of how to proceed. I needed answers, and if there was one thing I’d learned over the past couple of weeks, it was this: in a small village like Grant’s Crossing – if anything the least bit interesting happens, the village awakens to chatter and gossip. 
 
    I could’ve learned any number of new things about Sourpuss and his crimes that day (scratch “supposed” crimes in this crowd – the public opinion on Sourpuss was not favorable) – including a good bunch of tales that were either very improbable or plain make believe. This I knew to expect, and I didn’t expect to learn anything useful about Sourpuss or his behavior or whereabouts. What I did expect, and received in full, were plenty of opportunities to introduce seemingly innocuous questions.  
 
      
 
    “Seriously, it’s been years! How come no-one has caught him red-handed in the forest, by accident if nothing else?” 
 
    “Other people have seen shadow magic around lately? Do tell!” 
 
    “What do you mean, almost no-one goes into the forest regularly? Yeah, of course I know it’s dangerous, but … it’s all forest here, right?” 
 
    After almost an hour of socializing and chatting with people, I'd made huge progress, and what had seemed like an insurmountable task to begin with had been boiled down to a list of only six people who entered the forest regularly for long periods at a time – long enough to be able to perform the attacks. Discounting the Dwarven brothers as well as Darya, (who'd only been around for the last 3 months' time) I was actually down to three possible perpetrators. Needless to say, Sourpuss headed the list, but the other two alternatives had surprised the hell out of me: Naevys and Othell. 
 
    I had a hard time picturing either of the two committing gruesome crimes of their own volition, but then again, my troubles picturing the dour-faced Sourpuss in the same position was what brought me to my current line of investigation anyway. 
 
    I returned to the tavern for lunch. Gillem was working early today, and as he brought me my meal, he dropped a note on my table along with a hearty slap on the back. The contents of the note were extremely limited – a number of dates and a scribbled note on top, "Mallard said you could probably use a little help. You owe me! It's the dates that the caravan's that've disappeared left the village. /G" 
 
    I almost started cheering out loud right then and there. Damn, what a friend! Finally, I'd have a realistic way of proving the innocence or guilt of the remaining three suspects – and I didn't even have to confront them and warn the entire town what I was up to. Whatever Gillem might conceivably ask for would be a cheap price to pay for his well-timed assistance. Sitting still for the remainder of my meal was something of a task – suddenly, I was jittery, filled with energy and wanted nothing more than getting started right away. I knew just where to start too. 
 
    A bit later, I was trudging through the woods on the lookout for Darya. The clearing where her camp was located was empty, but as luck would have it, she returned just when I attempted applying my meager tracking skills to figure out where she'd went. It was a good thing, too. I had been able to locate a few solid tracks where I felt certain in my knowledge that they were pretty recent but deciding which of those tracks were the freshest was still way beyond me. 
 
    When we spoke, Darya was strangely quiet – almost subdued – compared to the latest days. Thankfully, she instantly agreed to help me in my endeavors and took the whole thing seriously. She did look fairly anxious perusing the list of dates, but when she got half-way through, her face lit up and she flashed me a brilliant smile. "I knew it. Here. Naevys couldn't possibly have been part of this attack. We were travelling the woods for three days at that date, looking for Morningflush." 
 
    To be honest, my sense of relief was almost tangible. Of the three persons on the list, Naevys had the most innocent persona, and confronting her with my accusations was not something I wanted to do. Now, I was down to two possible culprits, and while I didn't want to face Othell without any hard evidence, I might have to at some point. I spent a while chatting with Darya, discussing which options were available, and when I left a bit later, she'd volunteered her help if ever I'd need to face off with him. On my way back to the village, I marveled at how my relationship with Darya had rapidly become cordial – if it continued like this, I might be able to convince her to join Lyle and me on a more permanent basis. We could very well do with some increased damage dealing ability in combat, and she was an impressive force of nature! 
 
     I had two options remaining to me before I'd have to make some decisions, and they both proved completely useless. The first was talking to Gillem for more information on Othell and his schedules, and the second was talking directly to Sourpuss about helping him. Talking to Gillem did bring me some information at least – namely the fact that Othell's nickname was "Mayor's lil' helper" and that no information would be available from her side unless under serious duress. Talking to Sourpuss – just wasn't going to happen. They'd limited all access to him in his cell, and they only had a single questioning session (closed to the Council, of course) planned before the eventual judgment. 
 
    At some point early in the afternoon, I’d gravitated to a corner of the tavern where I was mulling over my conundrum with a large, chilled ale to help me chill down my forehead and throat.  
 
    It wasn’t just the one quest. I was putting all the other quests on the back burner for the time being, what with the narrow time frame I was working under, but some of these quests turned out to be interconnected, sometimes in surprising ways. Therefore, I wondered whether the demonologist could also be the person who killed Gillem’s mother and decided to get back to this if Sourpuss turned out to be the culprit. The killer couldn’t have been Othell himself, given how few years he’d spent in the town, but the jury was still out on Sourpuss. 
 
    Othell and Sourpuss. Sourpuss and Othell. Opposites in almost all aspects. One was short, the other tall. One was an extrovert, the other an introvert. One a chatty, happy camper and the other decidedly not. One of these two personas was a fake, a fantasy created for the sole purpose of convincing the townspeople of the simple nature of a personality that was way deeper than the one shown to the world. The real demonologist was intelligent, devious and determined enough to keep his real personality hidden for years on end – and arrogant.  
 
    Just like that, I was struck by the lightning of inspiration, and my mind started spinning furiously with the implications and methods I’d have to apply. 
 
    All right – if I couldn’t prove for certain that either of them was our resident demonologist, I’d go for the second best result – forcing the villain to expose himself. Now, since Sourpuss was forcibly off limits for the remainder of his, in all likelihood, very short life span, this meant Othell. If Othell was truly the culprit, I might just have an inkling of how to force his dark, dirty secret out in the open.  
 
    The villainous personality I’d met was bestowed with enough arrogance that he’d likely feel entirely certain he’d be able to keep up his façade, whatever happened, due to his intelligence. Also, he’d probably hold to an – understandable – conviction that the clever tricks he’d pulled in order to frame Sourpuss plus his connection to Autoria and ability to guide her would be enough to ensure that everything would go over smoothly. With that in mind, maybe – just maybe – I wouldn’t have to procure any evidence but only needed to convince him of the error of his assumptions and provide him with enough rope to hang himself. 
 
    There were a lot of ifs involved, and I’d most likely have to bluff – a lot. And coat my bluffs with a thin sheet of lies. But hell – it was the first time I felt that I was actually getting somewhere, and if Othell truly was the demonologist, every half-truth, bluff or flat-out lie would only be a soft-hearted precursor to the karmic ass-kicking he really deserved. I bent my mind back to the task at hand – and the plotting deepened.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 – Beginning of the End 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I felt as if I were back at the beginnings of my current adventure. I was working with a very inflexible deadline, too little time to prepare properly and I didn't really have any idea what I was doing. I had to admit, though, that even with what was at stake and the huge possibilities of failing or doing something irredeemably stupid (such as accusing a completely innocent person of something horrendous), I was having fun. I was aware that the implications this had regarding my personality likely weren't too flattering but decided to ignore that for the time being – or indefinitely, if need be. 
 
    The first part of my to-do list was basically, “How do I convince the – supposed – wicked demonologist that I’ve got it all figured out?” I did this in the same way I usually prepare for conversations I know are going to be difficult. Play back the entire conversation in my head beforehand, imagining as many possible permutations and reactions as possible and the optimal response I’d be able to deliver. I am aware that this might sound almost impossible, but having some clever replies prepared can be a major factor in steering the conversations in the way you wanted them to go. I was in no way a world-class debater, but I’d spent enough time on small stages around Copenhagen (and especially in the bars afterwards) that I knew how to avoid the worst pitfalls. This time around, I mostly tried to prepare arguments that steered away from inconvenient subjects – “evidence”, for one – and blindsided him with angles he hadn’t considered.  
 
    I didn’t allow myself to spend as much time on this part as I’d like. I was pressingly aware I wanted to push for a confrontation as soon as possible – preferably this very night. I could, theoretically, wait until the day after, but seeing as how Mallard had said two days “at most”, I really didn’t want to push it. On top of this, the next part of planning would require more effort and more help – the practical side.  
 
    For this, I gathered Lyle and Darya and asked for their help. Hell, I would’ve begged for it if necessary. Neither of them were happy with the short notice, but they did accept my argumentation and helped me with the planning – and the next hours flew by, first with the ideas, theories and stratagems and afterwards with the actual, practical work of prepping a place of battle to make sure that the ground favored our trio as much as possible. In the middle of everything, I finally recalled the Leadership point I still hadn’t used and instantly applied it to Magic Resistance I: Magic damage taken is reduced by -10%. Unfortunately, I didn’t have another point ready for the next one in this path – Resist Magic Effects I: Chance to resist magical status effects like charm, curse, confusion and similar effects increased by 10%. 
 
    We spared no materials, utilizing everything we had available, and when we returned to the village for a late and rushed dinner, we were covered in dirt and pretty worn out from our exertions. I urged the others to grab a quick shower and then prepare their gear while I ran a few last-minute errands – trying to arrange for a bit of last-minute help.  
 
    Despite my hopes and the fact that he was the one who originally set me moving on the path that’d be leading to the night’s showdown, Mallard refused to lend a hand in any battle. He wouldn’t go directly against Autoria’s favorite without clear proof of any wrongdoing. As I turned away, disappointed, he added, as if musing out loud, “Thinking about the safety of some of my friends is another thing, though. I reckon, if somebody asked nicely, I might know a protective spell that could aid a group about to head out into danger.” His huge grin almost reached his bald pate, and I couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    My last resort, Gillem, was equally unwilling to participate directly, but he did agree to help us with the final piece of the puzzle, and with that done, I returned to Darya and Lyle. 
 
    We’d reconvened around ten in the evening, completed our last-minute checks and were about to head out to see Mallard and disperse to our agreed places when Gillem joined our table with three foaming tankards. He smiled and waved off our thanks, speaking right over our heads, “I don’t need to know anything – for your sake and mine. This is for your intentions – risking yourselves to help the village deserves praise.” With that, he walked off. 
 
    We toasted to the night’s success, drank deeply, and with that, we were off. A short visit with Mallard netted us a beautiful buff: 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  30% protection from all magical damage. Duration: 6 hours 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    After receiving that, we separated to prepare for our parts. 
 
    My path took me on a short detour past the Blood Brothers, where I bullied them for a brief moment and left them with a task and a sealed letter addressed to a certain “Othell Belaris” – and then I left as quickly as possible in order to make sure that we were all in place.  
 
    We’d chosen the hill with the ruins of the warlock’s tower for our confrontation both because it was close to the village but also because it had all the characteristics we were looking for – a semi-steep hill that could be traversed from almost all sides with the forest close by. It also somehow felt right to me, to engage in what could very well result in a defining battle on a site that’d already been at the heart of so much drama for Grant’s Crossing. 
 
    Minutes later, I’d checked in with Darya and Lyle and moved on to place myself, alone, in the absolute center of the tower ruins, easily observed from all angles. The primary plan was to talk Othell into surrendering peacefully – unrealistic though it may seem. I’d prefer to end this bloodlessly, and there might be some sort of compromise we could reach. The backup plan, if that failed, was to encourage Othell – and possibly the Blood Brothers as well – to face me directly in the hopes that they wouldn’t think too deeply about the whereabouts of my companions. And – well – that was it. I believed that we were as prepared as we could be within the time frame we had available, and I settled in for a good wait. 
 
    Othell tarried in arriving. I must admit that I’d imagined that he’d come straight out to confront me, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether this was a good development or not. Almost an hour after I’d dumped off the letter – which, by the way, simply read, “I know your secret. Join me at the warlock’s tower immediately. /Arcangelo” – Othell emerged alone from the woods closest to the village and climbed up to meet me. 
 
    He wasted no time on chit-chat, “I don’t know what you’re on about Archie, but this really isn’t my idea of a joke – and especially not in the middle of the night.” Even though he looked more angry than nervous, his tone of voice did hold a quaver of uncertainty in it – which would be entirely understandable for anybody who’d received an approach such as Othell had. 
 
    “I won’t waste your time here Othell.” I saw no sense in prolonging the inevitable. “I know you’re the demonologist and the real mastermind behind the attacks on the caravan – and I wanted to see whether we’d be able to come to an agreement or if you’d choose to attack me instead.” 
 
    His reaction wasn’t entirely what I’d been looking for. Anger, denial, a straight-out attack – those I’d all prepared for – but a full chuckle leading into full-throated laughter, yeah, that took me by surprise. Of course, by the end, when he was wiping away tears and still chuckling quietly, he took a good look at my face and replied with a stunned look, “Gods abound, you’re serious.” 
 
    I simply nodded.  
 
    He shook his head, as if trying to clear it. If he really was the culprit, this was some world-class acting right here. “I … I can’t believe I’m hearing this. Look, Archie, I’m not even going to try to respond to that insanity – I’m off to bed.”  
 
    He turned to move away, and I saw my opportunity slipping away – I needed to act quickly. “Othell, give me thirty seconds to say my deal, and then you’re free to leave.” 
 
    He hesitated but didn’t move. 
 
    I took this as my chance and quickly started talking, “The thing is, figuring you out was one thing – that part really wasn’t too hard. No, figuring out how to counter your clever tricks with Sourpuss was the tough part – but I did it. So, here’s the deal: even if I’m wrong and you’re not the demonologist, you need to hear me out. Why? Because this is going down, and this – this moment here and now – is your only opportunity to do something about it until you get your punishment.” That caught his attention. It was still too early to decide whether I was harassing an innocent, but at least he wasn’t storming off. 
 
    I continued, unabashed, “First off, I’d like to say that I’m impressed. Getting away with this for so many years is quite the accomplishment – but I digress. What I really wanted to say is you’ve done an incredible job of framing Sourpuss. I can’t imagine that the work involved was that hard – I mean, getting a key from a drunk and then planting a few items in his shed isn’t really soul breaking drudgery, but the effect of it is undeniable, and Sourpuss is the perfect victim – unlikeable and a loner to boot.” I threw my hands in the air for emphasis. “I had a hell of a time looking for evidence against you or in favor of Sourpuss. It took me quite some time to come to a conclusion – which was that I don’t really need any hard evidence.” 
 
    This got the first real reaction from him, “What in the pits do you mean? First you say that you’re … what? Going to frame it on me? And then you say you don’t need any evidence – make some sense, man!” 
 
    I grinned. Operation “Destroy Othell’s self-confidence” was a go. “You might recall that I’m a bard, right? Bit hard to miss, of course, but what is it bards do? Most people answer, “Play music” or “Entertain”, but that’s only a small part of the whole. What we do is this.” I leaned forward, speaking slowly and clearly for emphasis, “We – influence – minds!”  
 
    Othell’s eyebrows shot upwards, and I bared my teeth in a huge grin again, trying to be as aggravating as possible to keep him off kilter. “I see you might just get what I’m aiming at. How about I do this: I’ll run you through how a theoretical evening at the inn will pan out, and then I’ll allow you to be the judge of whether I’m right or not?” 
 
    Othell had his arms crossed over his chest, and the look in his eyes was clearly angry by now, but he didn’t stop me. 
 
    I gestured expansively around me while talking, setting the scene, “All right, picture this: it’s three days from now, Saturday, in the evening – the busiest evening of the week in the tavern. Everybody’s been fed, and a good bunch of people are getting into their cups. Sourpuss was hanged yesterday, and it’s still fresh on the mind of all people here. 
 
    I start off with a song – something simple, yet sad, about the “good old days” – back when everything used to be better. Get people reminiscing a tad. Then I’ll start talking a bit to the crowd in between songs. Nothing too heavy yet – just some words about how I’ve heard so much good about the earlier days of Grant’s Crossing; the entrepreneurial spirit, how everybody worked together, that kind of thing. Some few might even remember that Sourpuss was also around back then, feeding the village. Play an old song from the village maybe. 
 
    Following that, I start getting a bit more direct. Maybe say something how you never really know people one hundred percent. Everyone will of course assume that I’m talking about Sourpuss – but after that, I’ll make a direct appeal to the crowd – tell them I need their help reconciling what I know with what’s happened. 
 
    The first thing I’ll do then, is, of course, sell out the Blood Brothers as an offering to the crowd – tell everybody that they were part of the attacks and that the Council knows but hasn’t done anything. Heh – maybe I’ll even throw in some grisly details from the ruins to really get them on my side. This should get the crowd good and riled up, but I’ll appeal to their better natures, ask for calm and for their assistance because I have further news.” 
 
    Othell still looked angry, but was he starting to look nervous as well? I couldn’t tell and decided to power on, “You did make one small error, you know. Sourpuss can’t read! Leaving a book with him makes no sense at all, and there will be people out there who are aware of that fact. This is what I will ask them to confirm or deny – and then I’ll start musing on a couple of other weird coincidences; how Sourpuss was in the village for almost a decade before he started his attacks and how a loner such as him was able to talk the dwarves into joining him.” 
 
    At this point Othell couldn’t keep quiet any longer, “But … this is all just so much nonsense – you can’t back anything up.” 
 
    I smiled innocently and winked. “Oh, I know. Incidentally, this is where I mention you for the first time – indirectly, but still. I’ll list all the people in the village who actually spend enough time in the forest to be able to participate in all the attacks – and then, with the help of the crowd, of course, we’ll scratch each name off the list one by one, until there are just two names left – Sourpuss’ and yours.” 
 
    Othell’s scowl had deepened into a hateful glare which I took as encouragement. 
 
    I scratched my jaw. “You know, I’m not utterly convinced what to mention after that – there’s a couple of possible paths I could choose. Mentioning that the attacks started shortly after you came to the village six years ago, that’s a good one. Maybe I should ask whether anybody’s seen either you or Sourpuss in the company of the dwarves – seem impartial and all.” I waved off my considerations. “I might just wing it. Anyway, once they’ve all decided that you’re the culprit, somebody in the room might just cry out something along the lines of, “If the Council won’t do anything, I will,” and … well, I’m pretty certain the mood might just turn progressively darker after that.” 
 
    I brushed off my hands and looked to Othell. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    He burst out, “You can’t do this, you bastard. The Council won’t stand for it! You’ll hang as well!” 
 
    I barked a laugh. “Hang me? I’m a Reborn, remember? Also, do you believe that they’ll hang the rest of the village as well? It’s not like I intend to get my hands dirty.” 
 
    He visibly deflated. “Why would you do something like this to me? I’m innocent!” 
 
    Even though I felt extremely uncomfortable at his outburst, I shrugged and kept pushing, “You just don’t get it, do you? I’m a Reborn! We make our own justice!” 
 
    His face fell, and he turned around. Just for a moment, I thought that I’d made him cry, but the sound that erupted from him was a low chuckle, increasing in strength – and when he turned around, he was composed once again and even seemed to stand taller, looking me straight in the eye. When he spoke even his voice seemed firmer – colder somehow, “Color me impressed, Arcangelo. That is cold-hearted – but I do believe that it would work.” He clapped theatrically and flashed a cold smile. “So, what is it you want? This is blackmail, correct?” 
 
    I refrained from pumping my fists in celebration – barely – and responded in the same business-like manner, “Answers first, and then we can talk price. First question is pretty simple – why do it?” 
 
    He looked at me as if I were a cockroach who’d inadvertently crawled right onto his dinner plate. “You cannot be unaware of …  ah – Reborn – I suppose maybe you are.” He massaged his brow while looking at his feet. ”Do you know the difference between a white and a black demonologist, to use the coarser terms?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I think so. The way I understood it, a white demonologist will use his own powers, body and blood for the deals that he makes with … whatever forces it is you actually deal with. A black one, on the other hand, will use that of others.” 
 
    “That’s something of an oversimplification but not entirely inaccurate. Now, given the huge difference between the behavior and lifestyle of the two types, what do you believe the difference is between the general treatment of a white and a black demonologist?” 
 
    I considered this, “Well, given the fact that … ”  
 
    “None!” he interrupted me, the anger resonating from his voice. “Not the slightest gods-cursed difference! So when they ran me from home and I got here … and learned that nothing was different here with these ignorant, backwater hicks – I decided I might as well take the easier route; to the pits with Grant’s Crossing.” 
 
    Now that was harsh, but then again, you probably shouldn’t expect the most humanitarian worldview from a person who’s been sacrificing people for his own gains. “All right – I suppose I can understand that. Then what about the caravans and their goods? What happened to them?” 
 
    “I knew of a group who shared the same principles as I do, and they took the goods and surplus survivors off my hands in exchange for money and knowledge – I’ve profited vastly from this collaboration over the years.”  His anger faded away, and his usual broad grin returned to his furry face along with a hint of his usual kind demeanor. “That actually brings me full circle back to my question, Archie – what are you looking for – a payoff or do you just want in? Either way, we’ll figure something out.” He laughed out loud. “Really, I’m sure that my friends can provide for you as well, regardless of what you seek – money, knowledge, spells or a ticket with invitations to the right circles.” 
 
    I did a double take at that. I’d prepared myself well in advance for the eventual “join the dark side” speech, but I had no idea of the connections or cash he would have available – this merited some consideration. 
 
    My initial reasons for entering the World of Chains had been simple. I just wanted to enjoy myself, drown my worries in good wine, fine women, gambling and music. So far, what I’d received only included one of those four elements – and now Othell was basically telling me that he’d be prepared to make sure I’d receive the final three. All it’d take would be for me to move on and leave Grant’s Crossing – which I was already planning to do. Except – it wouldn’t just mean leaving them but abandoning them to the future depredations of our resident demonologist. 
 
    I sighed. Othell was right, really. The folks of Grant’s Crossing were a bunch of ignorant, backward hicks – but somewhere along the line, they’d become my hicks. I knew very well that this was all just a game, but still, I’d made connections with many of the people in the village and I’d be damned if I’d leave them at the mercy of this depraved, furry-assed bastard. An unbidden thought made me smile – maybe looting Othell would be considered karmic retribution for all the looting he’d performed over the years? I was going to give him this one chance though. 
 
    Othell smiled back at me, as he clearly misunderstood my intentions – therefore, I simply said, “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “Just that. This is not a shakedown or an attempt to join your forces. This is me giving you the chance to surrender peacefully before I take you down by force. I’m willing to listen to any requirements you might have for yielding, but you will have to surrender to the authorities.” I held up a hand to forestall his inevitable rejection. “Please don’t dismiss this before you’ve thought it through. Yes, the people of Grant’s Crossing are ignorant and know next to nothing about the nuances of the outside world or demonologists, but behind all the gossip and lack of knowledge, they’re good people. You’ve lived among them for six years – you know this.” 
 
    I could see his frown softening as he thought about my words and fired off my last shot, “How about this? Wouldn’t it be nice, for once, to actually be able to be yourself? No cover, no secrets, just you – Othell?”  
 
    His face fell and he stared at his feet for a bit – maybe I’d gotten to him? When he looked back up, however, his expression was hardening, and his eyes narrowed. “No. It’s gotten too far. You don’t know the things I’ve done.” 
 
    Before I was able to counter that, Othell inexplicably raised a hand over his head, making him look like a kid in school, waiting for permission from the teacher. 
 
    I obliged, “What is it Othell?” 
 
    “This? Oh, I didn’t mean to ask you anything – I’m just signaling the others so we can put you out of commission and take you with us.”  
 
    I looked behind me, and sure enough, Berthold was trudging up the hill next to … ”Is that a goddamn bear? But they said that you wouldn’t be able to summon anything for a while?”  
 
    “Oh my,” his teeth were very white in the moonlight, and the evil villain mask was back in full force, “they must have lied. How very unkind of them. Now, I’m afraid that Herbert was unable to join us due to a slight case of bleeding out – but we’ll just have to make do.” His fingers performed a series of agile, precise movements while he muttered something under his breath and shadows started swirling around him as they had the last time. “Now, I’ve read up on a ritual that should supposedly do away with even a Reborn, and I’m itching to try it out. Any last words before we put you under?” 
 
    That just had to be exaggeration – there was no way Exogenics had introduced some sort of ritual that could cause permadeath for a character – right? I started slowly inching my way towards the edge of the hill. "I guess there is one revelation I'd like to share with you before the situation escalates." I turned slightly to face the trio and activated my High Tide skill. " See, the thing is, I really should’ve recognized you back in the ruins –  even with the robe and the shadows – how many persons are a meter tall and smell like a wet dog on a mitten?” I had just a split second to register his look turning to sheer rage before my Stun Blast kicked in, and I enjoyed the vision of all three enemies tumbling to the ground.  
 
    I should have just run. I really should have. The chance of ending the encounter quickly proved too much of a temptation for me though, and my fingers danced over the strings as I cast Charm on Berthold. Inwardly I cursed over the lengthy cast time, and my relief when the spell settled over Berthold’s shoulders was instantly broken when he resisted the spell, even shaking and twitching on the ground as he was. Then I ran for my life.  
 
    Some experiences are so bland and boring, you’ll forget them almost as soon as you’ve lived them – and others stay with you for your entire life. Sprinting down a muddy, grass-covered hill with all the speed I could muster on a dark, partially cloudy, night – that one surely wasn’t going to leave me any time soon. I’d definitely have stumbled and broken a leg within the first ten meters if it weren’t for two things: first, my Half-Elven descent granted me increased vision in low-light situations such as this, and second, earlier that day we’d planted a low row of white sticks in the ground to mark my way. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear the three getting up – Berthold’s cursing was quickly drowned out by a furious roar from the bear. I ran for dear life and nearly made it to the bottom of the hill unscathed when a shadowy wave clipped my shoulder and sent me sprawling. In short succession, I managed to hit one of the white sticks followed by one of my own traps and the ground. “Damn, -1 agility – it’s not as if I had plenty to spare,” I thought as I forced myself to ignore the pain and scramble the remaining ten meters to the tree line. 
 
    Momentarily safe behind a tree, I equipped my violin and turned back to see the development – and a small smile formed on my lips. The trio had taken the most direct route down the hill, which basically meant straight through all the traps that I’d placed earlier that night. It looked like Berthold had taken the brunt of the traps because he’d already stumbled and plowed a long path in the ground with his face – and now the bear was struggling through the rest of them.  
 
    My thoughts went, “Kind of them to divvy it up – whoa!” I just barely managed to throw myself back behind the tree as another wave of darkness hit the entire tree line – I heard a grunt a bit further down but couldn’t tell whether Darya had been hit or not. I decided not to waste my time, swiveled back out and cast another combo of damage spells at the bear up front, enjoying the sight of the Sonic Wave taking the perfect route to hit all three. In the meantime, my companions followed the plan, and a few grenades started to sail out through the night to hit the fighters in front – that’d be the clay bombs with the movement speed debuffs to slow down their approach. I decided to add insult to injury and quickly ran through the notes to a Sonic Push, causing Berthold to trip over his own feet and fall face first again. Clearly, that was tempting fate too much because suddenly, a dark fog settled over my shoulders, and my entire body grew sluggish and tired. I could see an unknown icon blinking in the right-hand corner of my vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Strength, Perception and Agility decreased by 50%. Duration: 30 minutes 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Gah – it was time to get moving. I shouted, “Move it, now – don’t stand still – Othell knows curses!” The first part of the trap had gone down swimmingly, apart from a few hiccups. The good thing was that whatever happened now, Othell's cover was officially blown since Gillem had agreed to watch the entire interaction hidden in the forest. Now, as for these "hiccups", I counted one huge damn bear more than we expected – and the nose dive plus the curse – those we hadn’t planned for.  
 
    Part two was pretty simple for me, though – that’s where the others were supposed to do all the hard work. While I was stumbling through the woods, cursing my current horrible balance and lack of strength, Lyle and Darya were retreating quickly but taking the time to wear the enemies down, little by little. Darya would be taking potshots with her bow whenever the opportunity presented itself, and Lyle was equipped with all the clay bombs that caused bleeding damage. Hopefully, the flight through the woods would be enough to take down one of the three or at least leave them seriously debilitated. 
 
    A few breathless minutes later, I found myself in another nearby clearing which was to be the center for the final part of our plan. I moved through the open space and placed myself, yet again, behind a tree on the far side and checked my health which was down to about sixty percent. Behind me, the forest was alive with the sound of my companions’ struggles, and I frantically worked to prepare myself as best I could. A minute or so later, Lyle stumbled into the clearing and hurried to the other side. He glanced at the three presences next to me, smiled and said, “I’m out of bombs – and so ready,” while equipping his trusty mace and replacement shield, which was basically a couple of boards hammered together reinforced with a metal band. Moments later, Darya came sprinting out of the woods with pursuit hot at her heels – shadows were swirling around her from where she’d apparently also been cursed. 
 
    If we’d named the three parts of our strategy, part three would definitely be called “The Stand”. At this point, we’d hopefully weakened our enemies enough that a concentrated effort on our part could take them down – that, at least, was the theory. We’d soon see exactly what was going to happen in practice, as first the bear and then Berthold barged out of the forest, spent a moment to reorient themselves and then ceaselessly followed Darya’s form. Berthold was down to around forty percent health and bleeding heavily from the ears – apparently my initial Sonic Wave had managed to deafen him – and the bear was down to about a third left– clearly its bulk had made for an inviting target in the close woods. 
 
    It was the first opportunity I’d had to really take a look at the bear, and to my relief, it didn’t look as massive as I’d originally pictured – at least, it didn’t rival the Dire rat. Still, even debuffed, battered and bleeding as it was, it remained a hulking, dirty, brown creature with massive paws that’d likely be able to pound me into pulp in moments if it got ahold of me. I did notice that there were no shadowy patches on the bear – hopefully this meant that Othell had not had the chance to augment the animal. Othell himself was nowhere to be seen. Either he was skulking in the shadows or his short legs had failed to keep up. 
 
    I barely had time to whisper, “I stun them, and then we finish ‘em off,” to Lyle, before I had to raise my violin and a Stun Blast erupted straight at them both. The bear ploughed up a few meters of earth before coming to a trembling rest, and I stepped forward to continue my attack when I belatedly noticed that Berthold was still standing and in fact, charging straight at me, twin axes at the ready. Lyle was running already, but he spotted my miscalculation and barely managed to move in front of me, deflecting the first attack.  
 
    Normally, I’d have put even money on Lyle against Berthold, especially as beat-up as he already was, but Berthold had clearly gone berserk, attacking with no regard for his health and there was a constant, keening sound emanating from his mouth. I yelled, “Lyle, full defense – everybody, on Berthold.” I instantly added a mental command for my secret weapons to make themselves useful immediately. Instantly, the three shambling twine puppets I’d just activated erupted from the woods, staggering gracelessly after Berthold with sharp claws and lethal intentions.  
 
    Berthold went down – hard, ugly and bloody – just like the dwarf himself. I tried casting Sleep on him, but berserk as he was, it didn’t take. Our combined damage was simply too much for him to ignore, and in the end, he collapsed with an arrow sprouting from his chest. Nonetheless, he’d taken one of the puppets with him, and Lyle was now limping hard from where an axe had torn a long, bleeding gash into his lower leg. 
 
    A split second after I’d ordered the remaining puppets to go for the bear that was just getting up, Othell announced his presence with a wave of darkness that washed over Darya and me. I rapidly let loose a Sonic Missile and yelled, “Finish it already!” I instantly saw an arrow erupt from the animal’s shoulder and its health jumped down to about ten percent.  I’d just jumped back in safety behind a tree, expecting another wave of darkness, when I heard Othell’s voice cry out, “ENOUGH!” – and moments later, the entire clearing was shrouded in darkness.  
 
    This was not complete “I cannot see my own hand in front of me” darkness but roiling shadows thick enough to obscure everything farther than a meter away. Basically, he’d just removed most of the effectiveness of two thirds of our small team with the one spell, and I was at a loss at how to proceed. Fortunately for me, my small, brainless puppets had no such limitations, and moments later, I could hear the bear whine from where one puppet had ostensibly managed to get in a lucky strike. A roar and two consecutive crunching sounds likely meant the destruction of both puppets, but it did provide me with some sound to aim by. I shot off a Sonic Wave blindly and prayed. 
 
    A deafening roar filled with fury and pain covered the clearing – then silence – and eventually a dull thump. This was followed by a loud wordless shout from Othell from somewhere inside the clearing, followed by a complete lack of noise.  
 
    I was back to standing behind the tree, listening in earnest for any hints as to where Othell was or for the shadows to dissipate and used the time to summon the first of the remaining three puppets. If anything, the conditions seemed to worsen, and I had absolutely no idea where the others were. I felt convinced that we’d be able to take Othell down, now that his support was gone – if only we’d be able to pin him down. 
 
    Suddenly, Othell’s voice rang out again, from further away this time, “Oh, Arcangelo. You rotten, cursed bastard of a Reborn. You have no idea of the pain I am going to cause you. As you have hurt mine, so I shall hurt yours. I will flay the … ”  
 
    His monologue was rudely interrupted by the muted “twang” of an arrow being released and a loud cry. Nothing happened after that for awhile until a cry pierced the shadows – this time clearly from some distance, “I will return for you. In the name of Liayenne, I do so swear.” 
 
    Minutes went by, and the fog finally lifted and our battered party was left staring at each other. We’d made it – but Othell had gotten away. We gathered in the clearing to discuss our situation and debated going after him while he was wounded – but concluded that hunting a shadow master at night on his home turf was a recipe for disaster. Eventually, we all returned to the tavern – to talk, recuperate and celebrate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 – Time Off 
 
      
 
    We had crashed fairly early the day before. The night’s developments had left all three of us physically and emotionally exhausted, and Gillem had been gracious enough to provide Darya with lodging for the night – after we’d explained everything that’d happened at least three times. Well – Darya had to tell her part at least five times due to how amazing it was. While Lyle and I had been hiding behind trees, allowing Othell to have at it with target practice and monologues, Darya had immediately dropped to the ground and started slowly creeping to the other side of the clearing, making sure to stay just inside the trees. Once she was certain she’d made it without Othell noticing – mostly due to the fact that she could hear his spells hitting the other side – she’d closed her eyes and started just taking in everything with her other senses. 
 
    The sound of Othell’s angry monologues. The very faint smell of the dead bear, overlaid by the ozone-like smell of waves of unleashed magic. Eventually, even the sound of footsteps. In the end, all these inputs combined to give her a sense of where Othell was standing; she rose and shot in one moment – and miracle of miracles, hit him right in the back with a special attack! She told me afterwards that she’d even gained an achievement which looked like a precursor to actual Blind Fighting, allowing her to better rely on her other senses if she couldn’t see.  
 
    The day after was a day of talking. Debriefings, meetings, impromptu gatherings, gossipmongers demanding their due and friendly conversations – whatever the moniker, our group spent half the day explaining what’d happened to pretty much everybody over and frigging over again.  
 
    I managed to grab a couple of minutes to myself outside the Council’s chamber to go through pop-ups of the day before, and I enjoyed what I saw. My spells had received some nice increases, and both my Unarmored Dodge and Leadership skills had leveled. Blackmail and Diplomacy had both increased from the hilltop conversation – weird combination, but I’d take it. Even my Acrobatics skill had gained a point from my downhill shenanigans. I’d gained a grand total of 280 experience points – 150 from Berthold and 130 from the bear. This was only about a third of what his former pet had granted – good thing Othell hadn’t had the time (or sacrificial opportunities) to buff his pet further, or we’d have been royally screwed. Othell himself, of course, netted us absolutely nothing since he’d gotten away.  
 
    I’d received a pop-up that was bitter but undeniably fair: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	   You have failed the quest: 
    
  Convincing the Conniving 
    
  While you did eventually figure out who the culprit behind the attacks was, the Gardarsson brothers managed to make a fool out of you and convince you that Sourpuss was the demonologist. 
    
  Penalty: 
  -1000 reputation with Grant’s Crossing. New reputation: 1125 (liked) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As for loot; the bear had provided a number of items which I was already looking forward to tinkering with, and Berthold – well – I just couldn’t quite bring myself to frisking his corpse right in front of the eyes of the others. I did take his hand axes with me, seeing as he’d just tried to kill us all. I was aware that it might look like I was losing sight of the fact that this was a game, it was just … the sheer thought of rummaging through the clothes of the very lifelike personage I’d been talking to just hours earlier had me beat. It was easier when you were hunting monsters or something less … human.  
 
    There was one final pop-up and … I wasn’t entirely sure what to think about it yet: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have earned an Achievement 
    
  The Ends Justify the Means 
    
  You have proven that you are willing to go to extraordinary and even amoral lengths to get to the bottom of what you believe to be the truth. People know and respect that you are a man who gets results but dislike the methods that you tend to use. 
    
  Any positive reputation gain is increased by 20%, but negative reputation is increased by 40% 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    In the end, I made the conscious decision to regard it as a good thing. Almost all the reputation I’d gained so far had been positive, and judging by my results so far, the gain would be much higher than any potential losses. I’d just have to avoid another “incident” like the one with the Mayor or Lyle suddenly dying on me, or this could land me in serious bad karma in one fell blow. 
 
    When the Council was done with this final session, however, the mood changed. In order to corroborate our stories, they’d had both the Blood Brothers’ and Othell’s homes searched, and they’d uncovered everything. Items confirmed to be from caravans that’d disappeared, Othell’s summoning paraphernalia and books and the most important part – a barely breathing, horribly scarred and injured Herbert Gardarsson who readily admitted to everything. In his own words, Herbert had reached the limit of what he would participate in and had said no – and Othell had interpreted that as him wanting to expose their secrets and "rewarded" him accordingly. Supposedly, the only reason he was still alive was that Othell had wanted to finish the session properly after he was done with us. 
 
    While I didn't have that much experience with the Council, I had to grant them this: they were a pragmatic bunch. Once blame had been properly placed with the guilty parties, the discussions were cut off (except for Herbert's fate, which still remained to be decided), and they immediately freed Sourpuss, declared all work to be cancelled and for the day to be a day of celebrations for the entire village. Mallard saw me off, ordering me to have fun – and gave me my reward for helping out the village. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Digging Deeper 
    
  You figured out that Othell Belaris was the mastermind behind the suppression on the trade caravans and was told what happened to the caravans afterwards.  
    
  Reward: 
  500 experience points 
  +1000 (+20%) =1200 reputation with Mallard Bullhop. New reputation: 2825 (liked) 
  +500 (+20%) = 600 reputation with Grant’s Crossing. New reputation: 1725 (liked) 
    
    
  1 gold 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Simultaneously, I received my first indication that Serune might be the right choice for me: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Improved standing with Serune: 
    
  You have fought hard to uncover hidden truths inside the village of Grant’s Crossing and have also lain the groundwork for a proper grudge for the years to come.  
    
  Reward: 
  Uncovering an old, well-hidden secret: 500 clergy points 
  Establishing the basis of a grudge: 200 clergy points 
    
  1 gold 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    All right, the part where I was rewarded for creating an enemy was pretty disturbing, but the rest went pretty well with my Chronicler class. 
 
    Now, if anybody were to look back at the last week or so, they'd probably be justified in claiming that I was getting a bit too invested in the game. The decisions I'd made were not really in sync with how I initially wanted to spend my time in game, and a lot of my choices were based entirely on the "personalities" of the people in the game instead of relying on game logic or even proper economic sense. I would like to address these hypothetical persons, however, and state, "Walk a mile in these shoes, and tell me I was wrong. Have an impassioned and inebriated late-night discussion with Gillem about which is better – light or dark beer – and tell me again that he's just an NPC. Better yet, walk the muddy streets of Grant's Crossing when the entire village is completely occupied celebrating a feast in your honor, and tell me it wasn't worth it. I frigging dare you." I did walk those streets – and I took it all in, loving every moment. I played and sang with whoever was around, ate and drank with people of all races and ages and was overwhelmed with embarrassment from all the hugs, kisses and gratitude I received from people I'd never even talked to before.  
 
    At some point after dinner, the rumor spread like wildfire that the Council was throwing a huge celebratory feast in the Town Square in the evening, and they were even setting up tables and a stage and having Gillem arrange whatever delicacies money could buy. Not only that, but everybody was helping – throwing in some homebrew, producing a few family recipes for the tables or putting together small groups to rehearse songs or plays or just adding some color to the picture by getting hopelessly drunk over the afternoon. 
 
    Gillem and I also cooked up our own entertainment. He egged me on to create some song to celebrate the "triumph over evil" – his words, not mine – and after a couple of pints, his arguments started making a lot of sense to me. I came up with the notion of inviting Naevys to sing the song while I played to make the end result even better. Gillem sent Jeb running to fetch her, and when they returned, she needed little incentive to help. The next few hours were spent laughing, drinking, playing and fiddling with the words. The melody – well, I stole that one, hands down. 
 
    The day flew by, speeches were held and the evening’s celebratory feast consumed along with an entirely unhealthy amount of alcohol. Suddenly, I found myself on stage late in the evening, playing before the collected masses of the village – I'd never realized that there were so many of them – while Naevys sang along. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Heroine of Grant's Crossing 
 
      
 
    The demonspawn surveyed our village. 
 
    Said, “This will do fine for my lair. 
 
    I’m off now to kill, steal and pillage. 
 
    Pluck ‘em bald – save maybe one hair.” 
 
      
 
    “She’d been beaten once, yet she strode out again. 
 
    Stood firm in the path of both demons and men. 
 
    Her eyes full of fire ‘gainst foes vile and black. 
 
    She did not rest once ‘till she paid them all back.” 
 
      
 
    Years and years our villain was hiding. 
 
    Decimating our bravest and best. 
 
    Out of nowhere the half-orc came striding. 
 
    And the dark knave was put to the test. 
 
      
 
    “She’d been beaten once, yet she strode out again. 
 
    Stood firm in the path of both demons and men. 
 
    Her eyes full of fire ‘gainst foes vile and black. 
 
    Her first fight was lost, yet she’d pay ‘em all back.” 
 
      
 
    Once the miscreants had been uncovered, 
 
    Our bard talked them into a fight. 
 
    Nearby half-orc and warrior hovered. 
 
    Soon, the two forces clashed in the night. 
 
      
 
    “She’d been beaten once, yet she strode out again. 
 
    Stood firm in the path of both demons and men. 
 
    Her eyes full of fire ‘gainst foes vile and black. 
 
    She gave it her all ‘till she paid them all back. 
 
      
 
    In full darkness, the villain stood talking. 
 
    Said, “You failed, now I’ll put you to rest.” 
 
    While our heroine slowly came stalking. 
 
    And her arrow shot into his chest. 
 
      
 
    “She’d been beaten once, yet she strode out again 
 
    Stood firm in the path of both demons and men. 
 
    Her eyes full of fire ‘gainst foes vile and black. 
 
    She saved all our lives with her final attack.” 
 
      
 
    When we'd finished, the audience exploded in a thunderous applause, and we were immediately asked to sing it again. This time, I got caught up in the sound of Naevys' voice and almost bungled a couple of notes – and when I started concentrating properly again, I had to admit that the result was pretty damn spectacular – the song itself wasn't half bad, and coupled with her voice, we'd likely have the remainder of the village humming the tune in the days to come.  
 
    At some point later on, our heroine made an appearance, emerging from the crowd with two cups of something and a lopsided smile on her face. 
 
    She handed off one of the cups to me and moved closer to be heard over the crowd, “Very impressive singing and a rather … grandiose telling of my exploits.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, well, they needed a win and could do with a hero – and what you did was pretty damn heroic.” Up close, I once again couldn't help but notice how extraordinarily attractive Darya was regardless of the tusks and skin color. Her high chin bones, full lips and golden eyes seemed to drag me in closer. 
 
    She said, “Thanks a lot, Arcangelo – nobody has ever called me a hero before.” 
 
    She looked down – was she blushing? It actually looked like she was blushing – and moved closer to me. Her close presence was almost intoxicating, and I barely noticed what was happening – until, in one flowing motion, she poured the contents of her cup over my head, tripped me and caused me to keel over – and the next thing I knew, my head slammed into the ground, and I was blinking away a pop-up about non-lethal damage. 
 
    She beamed a feral grin at me, baring her tusks and teeth. “Of course, putting your song to the tune of “The Hero of Canton” changes the impression quite a bit, you cocky bastard.” Walking away, she yelled over her shoulder, “Also – dwarves and ratlings aren’t men – your writing is horrible.” 
 
    While she walked away, I called out, “Come on! I had to make a song about a hero, and I just couldn’t get the tune out of my head – it’s so damn catchy!” I rested my head on the ground again to make the earth stop spinning, and a moment later, I could see Gillem’s head obscure my view of the sky. 
 
    “Sooo – hanging out, I see?” His wide grin was infectious. 
 
    “Nah – I’m busy,” I riposted. “I’ve been told I need to work on my people skills … this is me working. Heh – or learning, at least. Today, I’ve learned that if you want to name somebody a hero, you’d better accompany it to a tune that wasn’t originally about someone very, very unheroic.” Inwards, I couldn’t help thinking, “She even knows her Firefly – damn.” 
 
    Gillem snorted, “Don’t quit your day job, Archie. Oh, and about that.” He gave me a hand up. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to discuss with you. Now, I know you’re aiming to get the hell out of here, find some large place filled to the brim with loose women and make your name there – but I want to grant you an alternative: how about staying here – as the official Bard in Grant’s Crossing? Hear me out, my friend. I know you don’t want to be limited to this place – but what’s the rush? The rest of the world will still be there half a year from now, and until then, well, people here are growing somewhat fond of you – even Kiff only tries to strangle you half the time – and your playing is starting to sound halfway decent.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Entertainment for the Masses 
    
  You have kept the good people of Grant’s Crossing entertained for an acceptable period of time and have been offered a choice of rewards. 
    
  Reward A:  
  Become the official Bard of Grant’s Crossing.  
  Reputation with Grant’s Crossing increased by +1000 (+20%) =1200. New reputation: 2925 (liked)    
  Universal reputation increased by 250. (+20%) = 300. New reputation 550/1000 (entirely unknown)  
  Additional quest lines become available.  
  Reward B:  
  Universal reputation increased by 250. (+20%) = 300. New reputation 550/1000 (entirely unknown) 
  Choose between a selection of items from Gillem’s personal stash. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The words “What’s the rush?” stayed with me. I’d had a couple of reasons for wanting to leave, but the foremost had been the fear of getting bored and lacking something to do – and looking back at the last couple of weeks, if anything, I had too many interesting odds and ends to look into. Also, I had trouble imagining myself finding as good and eager teachers as I had in Grant’s Crossing – and while the audience might not always be polished, refined or even clean, they were as enthusiastic and authentic as I could ever hope for. Heh – and with the way things were evolving while I was around, I’d probably be embroiled in an all-out war before long. 
 
    I put an arm around Gillem’s shoulder and guided him towards the nearest beer cask. “Gillem – I feel I need more information from you. This upgrade should of course come with my own valet and personal waiter, right?” 
 
    He barked with laughter. “Good one. I’m already losing money from our arrangements with how much you’re eating. Shouldn’t you stiff-ears be eating only shoots or bark or something like that?” 
 
    “Hah – I think you forgot the “half” in half-elf. That means only half of me is a stoic, wise, eternal being living in a pact with nature. The other half is quite all right with eating meat and slapping impudent gnomes – like this.” 
 
    Our banter continued – but for once, I had a pop-up that I didn’t want to minimize right away. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  You have accepted the role as the official Bard of Grant’s Crossing 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    I had a feeling that this could be the start of something wonderful. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end of The Wayward Bard, Book 1 of the World of Chains series. 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: Violin.gif] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All rise. All rise.  
 
    Stand and honor the tenacious reader, for at present he has finished the first book of the World of Chains series. 
 
    We, the people of Neyrus must pay our respect, even as our ways must part, for it is you who awakens life and creates the vivid images into our world, allowing us to truly step into being. All hope is not lost, however, and we aspire to meet again. 
 
    When shall we meet again? 
 
    This question weighs heavy on our minds and hearts as well. The opportunities are, as of now, few in number, but the star signs are auspicious. 
 
    ●     Patreon: This is where the prime opportunities lie. The place where the freshly written chapters will appear before anywhere else, where we would invite you to discuss, partake in exclusive content and help shape the story as it winds forward. www.Patreon.com/Moulder666.  
 
    ●     Facebook: Our Chronicler has been known to lurk in the murkiest of pits – but a few shining groups still stand out as beacons of hope in these troubled times. Chant the name of The Wayward Bard in any of these groups, and he will appear, hopefully clothed this time. Should the wait become too much, these groups can help you alleviate the boredom and gain more reading material in the meantime. 
 
    
    	 LitRPG: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/ 
 
    	 Gamelit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
    	 LitRPG Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/ 
 
    	 LitRPG Rebels: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGRebels/ 
 
   
 
    ●     Patience: The second book covering our history, Tune of Discord, is being written as we speak. Should patience also reign among your strengths, you have but to wait, and we will see each other again. 
 
    What if I miss it? 
 
    Any and each of the above Facebook groups will tell the story far and wide, when our Chronicler increases in level yet again, and the Tune of Discord is born. Otherwise, follow Lars M. on Amazon. 
 
    Are there no other ways to fight the good fight for Neyrus? 
 
    Certainly there are – and any of these will earn yet higher levels of appreciation from us all! 
 
    
    	 Take your time to leave a review. Good or negative, the importance is honesty. Our Chronicler is yet an apprentice and has much to learn. 
 
    	 Spread the word. Tell the tale. Leave a post. Share the horror of Chertog’s puns. 
 
   
 
    Faith and Strength Supreme! 
 
    Lars M. 
 
      
 
    Appreciations: 
 
    This book is dedicated to my three lovely children. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d have been done ages ago! 
 
    I do have a few additional thank yous to go around – but if you don’t care for all that drivel, you can skip a couple of pages and go straight to the overview showing the status of Archie and Lyle at the end of the book – or a sneak peek at Chapter 1 of book 2. Now we’re talking, eh?  
 
    There are a lot of people I need to thank for all their help with the book. The obvious ones are, well, obvious – but still: 
 
    Dylan Schnabel - https://schnabelediting.com/ -  my editor for pointing out and correcting the horrifying amount of errors I’d made. Commas…not my forte. Also, I apologize, but writing “all right” as “alright” – I just can’t do it man. 
 
    Alejandro Rojas - https://www.artstation.com/wblake - the artist, for creating an incredible cover even with my limited guidance. 
 
    Morgan Douglas – for spending an inordinate amount of time reading and re-reading my book, improving it in a multitude of ways both large and small. 
 
    All my Alpha readers: Back then I was just about ready to throw in the towel. Thank you for convincing me that there was something worth building on. Oh, and Shemer, I’m looking at you mate. You’d better get done with book 2 of Life Reset, or I’ll sprint right past you! 
 
    My Beta readers: Spelling or grammar errors, problems in continuity, behavior and consistency – you guys have helped with everything! Beer’s on me next time you come to Denmark! 
 
    Morgan Searle: Good company and good advice. Constantly! 
 
    All you folks on RRL: You’ve helped influence the story tremendously and helped encourage me constantly – and I both hated and loved you when you told me that I was in the middle of making a huge error with the story. That cost me 20 thousand pre-written words and a month of scratching my scalp, but I believe the end result is volumes better for making the change. 
 
    Everybody else: There are an impressive amount of people who have helped me with advice both practical and general. If you’re not in any of the above boxes, I hope you don’t think I’m disrespectful, but there are so many people who have helped me over the past 1½ years, it’s mind-boggling. 
 
      
 
    Character overview at the end of The Wayward Bard 
 
      
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arcangelo  
 
    Race: Half-elf 
 
    Class: Bard, Level 3 – experience towards next level: 1240/3000 
 
    Crafting Class: Tinkerer, Novice 
 
    Gathering Class: Chronicler, Novice 
 
    Deity: Serune, Initiate. Clergy points: 700/1000 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 110/110 (+20) 
 
    Mana: 80/80(+120) 
 
    Stamina: 110/110 (+20) 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8 (+1) 
 
    Perception: 16 (+1) 
 
    Endurance: 11 (+2) 
 
    Charisma: 30 (+10) 
 
    Intelligence: 8(+2) 
 
    Agility: 8 (+1) 
 
    Luck: 14 (+1) 
 
      
 
      Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  4(+2) 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blackmail 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brawling 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chronicler 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Concentration 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  5(+2) 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gambling 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  High Tide 
  
      	  Max 
  
      	    
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Crafting Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        History 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Magic Lore 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Religion 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Musician 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Performing 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sonic Spells 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Charm Person 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Sleep 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Sonic Missile 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Sonic Push 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Sonic Wave 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Stun Blast 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teacher 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tinker 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Forest 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmored Dodge 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Leadership Skills: 
 
      
 
    Resilience I: Mêlée damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    Magic Resistance I: Magic damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Fair Visage: Being blessed with the best from both parents, half-elves gain +1 Charisma for each level gained. 
 
      
 
    Low-light Vision: A half-elf can see twice as far as a human in poor illumination. He retains the ability to distinguish color and detail under these conditions. 
 
      
 
    Pariah to Elves: In general, Elves disregard half-elves as both a disgrace and an example as to the dishonor of the parent elf. Half-elves start with a “Disliked” reputation to all Elven factions, and earns -10% reputation gain with Elves. 
 
      
 
    Universally Welcome: A bard is always welcomed, almost regardless of where he goes. Everybody knows that a bard entering the room will soon result in cheerful music, good conversation, laughter and enjoyment. The Bard’s initial reputation with any faction that would otherwise start at disliked or neutral is automatically increased to the next level. Reputations below disliked and above neutral are not affected. 
 
      
 
    Apprentice Bard: Charisma based skills increase 3% faster. 
 
      
 
    Bringer of Joy. You have shown that you are able to bring people together and joy to the crowds where ever you go. Reputation gain while performing or playing is increased by 25%. 
 
      
 
    Survive the Swarm I. You have survived an attack by more than ten times your group’s number. In the future, your group receives +2 to all defensive skill checks when your group is heavily outnumbered. 
 
      
 
    Defeat the Swarm I. You have eliminated a group numbered more than ten times your group’s number. In the future, your group receives +2 to all offensive skill checks when your group is heavily outnumbered. 
 
      
 
    The Ends Justify the Means. You have proven that you are willing to go to extraordinary and even amoral lengths to get to the bottom of what you believe to be the truth. People know and respect that you are a man who gets results, but dislike the methods that you tend to use. Any positive reputation gain is increased by 20%, but negative reputation is increased by 40% 
 
      
 
      
 
      Reputation: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Subject: 
  
      	  Current Reputation 
  
      	  Rank 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Grant’s Crossing 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  -        General reputation 
  
      	  2925 
  
      	  Liked 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Key persons: 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Autoria Dernfuddle 
 
       
  
      	  75 
  
      	  Neutral 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Gillem Drizzlefog 
 
       
  
      	  3825 
  
      	  Respected 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Mallard Bullhop 
 
       
  
      	  2825 
  
      	  Liked 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Other persons: 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Greck Derzim 
 
       
  
      	  3450 
  
      	  Respected 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Lawrence Brenathan 
 
       
  
      	  2250 
  
      	  Liked 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Universal Reputation 
  
      	  550 
  
      	  Entirely unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Lyle Brenathan 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Knight, level 2 – experience towards next level 350/2000  
 
    Crafting Class: Armorer, Apprentice 
 
    Gathering Class: Mining, Novice 
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 180/180 (+10) 
 
    Mana: 80/80 
 
    Stamina: 180/180 (+10) 
 
      
 
    Strength: 17 
 
    Perception: 8  
 
    Endurance: 18 (+1) 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 8  
 
    Agility: 8  
 
    Luck: 5  
 
      
 
      
 
    
       Skills: 
 
       
 
   
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Armorsmithing 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blunt Weapons: 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        1-h Weapon and Shield 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Shield Bash 
 
       
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Shield Kick 
 
       
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heavy Armor 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Crafting Lore 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Geography 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Groupings 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        History 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -        Magic Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Jack of all Trades: Humans are proficient with any manner of skills. Skill increases are 2% more likely to happen.  
 
    Well-liked: Humans are universally well-liked. +10% to any reputation gain. 
 
    Sign of the Bear. Once a day, gain +10 Endurance for 60 seconds.  
 
    ...in Shining Armor. Knights tend to spend a lot of time in their armor, and are able to use it as more effectively than most other classes. +5 AC. 
 
    Clumsy. You are clumsier than most – or just plain unlucky. You are more apt to skin your knee, drop your knife or stumble. The bad side to this is that it seems to have become a permanent thing. The good side is that your numerous incidents have hardened you beyond the usual. You are affected by -5 Luck but gain +3 Endurance and a +5 to any roll to resist pain. 
 
      
 
    Survive the Swarm I. You have survived an attack by more than ten times your group’s number. In the future, your group receives +2 to all defensive skill checks when your group is heavily outnumbered. 
 
      
 
    Defeat the Swarm I. You have eliminated a group numbered more than ten times your group’s number. In the future, your group receives +2 to all offensive skill checks when your group is heavily outnumbered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Active Quests at the end of The Wayward Bard 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Layers and Layers – part 1 
    
  Greck Derzim has asked you to discover who is responsible for holding back the progress in Grant’s Crossing. 
    
  Reward:  
  30 silver 
  1000 experience points. 
  1000 Reputation with Greck Derzim and the party backing him 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  The Beginning and the End (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have received a glance of the story behind the Separation. Uncover the entire story as it is told today. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Darn Kids 
    
  Whole bodies are disappearing from the local graveyard. The gravedigger suspects shenanigans from the local kids. Figure out the cause and put an end to it. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown item 
   250 experience points 
   +200 reputation with Grant’s Crossing 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  How the Crossing Came to Be (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have learned a smattering of stories about the past of Grant’s Crossing. The origin and creation of Grant’s Crossing has never been officially chronicled.  Compile the true story from the perspective of each of the four founders and reveal it to the village at Reveler’s Moon.  
    
  Two of four stories obtained. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Once Were Legion (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have discovered hints and pieces of the martial past of the Kobold race on Aeion. Decipher the meaning behind the mural and chronicle the story of what was and might have been. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Good Luck, Sonny 
    
  Convince Lawrence Brenathan that allowing his son Lyle to embark on adventures in your company was the right decision. 
    
  Updated:  Lawrence Brenathan has grudgingly accepted that you are doing your best to protect Lyle, even at the cost of your own death and rebirth. He still remains to be fully convinced that letting Lyle join you was a good idea. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Penalty for Lyle’s death: 
  -3000 reputation with Lawrence Brenathan 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Why Is It Always… 
    
  Naevys Fenmarel has observed that a number of Razortailed Vipers have been spreading near the Moonsong Cave. Slay 10 vipers.   
    
  Optional extra:  Bring back a clutch of viper eggs 
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience points. 
  5 silver 
  Unknown item 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  How’s the Moonshine, Sunshine? 
    
  Kiff Hardinger has had some unpleasant experiences with forest animals lately. He has asked you to check on his still in the forest and bring any full bottles back with you. 
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience points. 
  Payment in silver, depending on how many bottles you bring. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Here Be? – Part 1 (Chronicler quest) 
    
  You have discovered a door in an underground cave which seems to have been made to keep something or someone from exiting the cave. Figure out the story behind the door. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Quid Pro Quo (repeatable) 
    
  Greck Derzim will deign to spend some of his time teaching you about the finer arts of being a bard in exchange for fair incentive. Bring him some alcohol of acceptable quality in order to secure one Bard class lesson. The length and quality of your lesson will depend on what you bring. 
    
  Reward:  
  100 experience points 
  100 Reputation with Greck Derzim  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Chapter 1 of Tune of Discord - Turnabout 
 
      
 
    My legs were racing, arms pumping back and forth in an effort to make me move faster and I was hyperventilating like crazy. I sprinted along the side of the simple log cabin and slipped a little as I cleared the corner of the cabin way too fast. I could hear low growls from behind me and tried to increase my speed even further. In front of me, Lyle held onto the open gate and cheered me on as my pistoning legs worked overtime to save my life. The gate quickly drew closer, as did the growls from behind, and I dove head-first through the gate, yelling: "Shut it! Now!" while airborne. 
 
    I hit the ground badly and had the air knocked from me. From behind me came a dull thump, and Lyle grunted: "Little help please?" I looked back, and could see him struggling to shut the gate, where the head of the beast was moving back and forth in a frenzy. Saliva was flying everywhere, and Lyle was struggling to gain a foothold, as he was slowly pushed backwards. I struggled to my feet, started running and slammed my shoulder into the gate with all the force I could. The impact sent a dull pain shooting up my shoulder, but fortunately also resulted in a loud yelp, and the beast drew his head back in pain, allowing Lyle to quickly slam the gate shut. 
 
    Stumbling over to a nearby tree, I dropped to the ground. Running for my life - it really wasn't something I wanted to get used to, but it seemed to be happening often these days. 
 
    I looked over to Lyle. He was eyeing the gate nervously, clearly not satisfied that the construction could keep the brutish guard dog within the confines of the solid wooden enclosure. I couldn't really fault him for doing so - the term "dog" was a bit misleading, and I felt confident that at some point, the dog's ancestors had enjoyed intimate relations with a bull. The result was all muscles, huge teeth and a bad temper. 
 
    Resting my head against the tree, I closed my eyes, letting the sweat cool on my skin. "Hey Lyle." I called. "I'm getting the clear impression I should've asked a couple of questions a bit earlier, For instance: Exactly how much did our friendly bouncer, Kiff, tell you about any ravenous guard dogs he had standing around?" 
 
    I could hear the shuffling sound of Lyle moving closer. "Erm - it's not like...I mean to say, he didn't. He just said to get the stuff and to get the good stuff or he wouldn't pay anything. That part he actually said twice. I can go back and check with him how..." 
 
    "Relax Lyle." I interrupted him with a laugh. Now that the dog was at a safe distance, I could practically feel the tension oozing out of me. "It's my fault as much as yours. I know what Kiff's like, and this shouldn't come as a surprise, really. Correct me if I'm wrong, but he seems like the type who'd laugh his skull off if we returned empty-handed with claw marks all over." 
 
    Lyle shot off a nervous laugh at that - didn't seem like I was way off target. "Now, the question is: How do we get past the beastie? I'd prefer that we avoid hurting him - he's just doing his job, really, even if he looks like something that's part demon. Also, Kiff might just take it badly." 
 
    His laughter grew a bit less constrained at that. "Yeah, I wouldn't want to be the one to tell him - he has quite a temper. So - erm - what do we do? I mean, Darya showed me some mushrooms that can sort of knock out an animal, but I'm not really sure how to find any." 
 
    I sat up and scratched my head, pondering the possibilities. It wasn't a problem, really - if Lyle couldn't obtain Darya's help in locating something useful, Ms. Bertinga would surely have some doodad or other that'd be able to put the beast to sleep without any permanent side effects. Except, there was something that'd been rummaging around in my brain for a while that I really wanted to try out. 
 
    With a grunt, I got back up, pulled out my violin and mentally rehearsed the tune I was looking for. I nodded towards the tree I'd just vacated and said: "Why don't you take a break? I'll try and see if I can actually make this work." He gave me an inquisitive look, but obediently sat down. 
 
    I gave the guard dog an assessing look, as I walked closer - the name tag was blue, meaning the beast was about my level, and probably shouldn't resist my spells too often. I addressed the animal, which started growling again as I moved closer: "So you're trying to make a meal out of me, huh? That's pretty ill-mannered, I'd say, but I suppose I should give you some leeway for having a crappy owner. How about we let bygones be bygones and start over, huh? You and me? Best buddies?" 
 
    I raised the bow and started playing - only to lower it a moment later, disappointed to see that nothing had happened and my plan wasn’t working. I glared at the guard dog, cracked my knuckles and got to work. 
 
    They say that when Edison invented the light bulb, he failed in creating a working light bulb about ten thousand times. His comment to that, paraphrasing because my memory for quotes is horrible, was something like: "I did not fail. I just discovered ten thousand ways that won’t work." 
 
    An hour and a half later, I had confirmed, to my complete lack of surprise, that I’d never achieve that kind of patience. I was sweating from playing in the midday heat and fuming at my own incompetence, the stubbornness of the dog, and the world in general. 
 
    I was trying to invent a new spell, but it was completely eluding my grasp. For the life of me, I couldn’t tell what was the problem was – the songs I chose, the spell I wanted to create or the possibilities allowed by the system. 
 
    I’d started out with a desire to create some sort of "Charm Animal" spell, but nothing seemed to work. I tried a couple of those cute and cuddly songs from old cartoons where fluffy animals seemed to appear from the woodwork and befriend the singer. When that failed to give any results, I went classical - I figured Gershwin’s “walking the dog” might do the trick, but no dice. Following that, I tried to come up with a suitable solution for a similar "Sleep" spell for animals, with the same lack of results. Then, feeling that it was my playing that might be the problem, I tried going over the same songs, only played differently. Less or more intensity, changing the tone of the songs to be more soothing, more angry, faster or slower. Whatever I tried: No. Result. Whatsoever! 
 
    In order to vent a little, I went for a short walk, ignoring a befuddled Lyle who seemed to have an infuriating amount of fun at my increasing agitation. 
 
    In the past, walking had sometimes helped clear my head, and today seemed to be no different. My problem was, I decided, that I didn’t really know what the factors were for a success in learning a new spell, and was reduced to trial and error. Sure, Greck had been kind enough to teach me how the deciding factors basically could be reduced to my skill level in Sonic Spells plus my Musician skill versus the difficulty of the spell involved – but I’d failed to ask whether there was any limit to the number of spells you could learn, or what would happen if you set out to learn a spell that was marginally different from a "standard" spell. Could I, theoretically, teach myself hundreds of variations of a regular spell, for instance, or were there any inherent limits - or only very limited numbers and types of available spells? I believe he’d mentioned something about a limited number of combinations, but couldn’t recall exactly what it was. There was nothing for it at the moment, but to save all my questions for my next session with Greck. At the moment, I could either devote myself to spending the necessary time needed to stumble upon the combination I needed to learn one of the spells I was aiming for, or adjust to the fact that it’d be easier for me once I knew a bit more about learning spells in general and return to Grant’s Crossing with Lyle. 
 
    Having my difficulties spelled out for me like that was a bit of a relief. I honestly didn’t care to spend a lot of time in the forest trying my luck without knowing whether my approach was all wrong, and the quest really wasn’t that pressing. With that I decided to call it quits and make an early day of it - maybe even look into those disappearing corpses for Chertog. Heh - the gratitude might even make him cut down on the puns for a while. With that (extremely unlikely) cheery thought, I upped my pace and hiked back towards Kiff’s cabin. It really was a beautiful day. The sky was clear and blue, the weather warm and a slight breeze caressed my skin as I walked. The forest was teeming with life, and the entire scene had an idyllic air that stood as a refreshing contrast to some of the dark scenes I’d observed over the past couple of weeks. It was almost like setting foot in an old Disney cartoon, and I felt the sudden urge to start playing and see all the cute and cuddly creatures of the forest join me on my walk back to Lyle. 
 
    And just like that, a flash of inspiration struck. Turning full circle, I focused my sight on a nearby squirrel above me that was happily chatting away with its mouth full, and softly started to play. 
 
    It took a couple of false starts, because I had to get the feeling for the song - I was playing by memory, and it'd been ages since I’d last heard it, but moments later, The Pied Piper was streaming from my hands, and the babbling, warm and joyful melody was accompanied by the long-sought-after pop-up: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Entrance Animals 
    
  Sound waves spellbind and attract all nearby animals, who remain calm and happy for as long as you keep playing and maintain the spell. If the spell fails or targets take any damage, they revert to their original state and temper. Large animals, additional animals, or hostile animals will add to the difficulty of the skill check. Every skill point to Entrance Animals will increase the potential chance of the spell holding. 
  Properties:
Range: 10 meter radius
Cast time: 3.0 seconds
Cooldown: 8 hours
Mana cost: 15/minute 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I kept up playing while I tried out the effect of the spell in practice. The squirrel jumped from the tree and moved closer, until it sat on its haunches right in front of me, swaying slightly to the music. If I moved backwards, the squirrel moved along with me. I started walking back towards the cabin, and a minute later, a hedgehog crept from under a nearby bush and started following me. Wow - I had to be really careful using this spell among hostile animals. I could easily picture myself running out of mana with a huge pack of wolves gazing dreamily at me or attracting enough animals that my control over the spell would shatter. Just to see what would happen, I stopped playing, and watched in amusement as the squirrel chittered angrily at me before returning to the safe haven of the tree tops. The hedgehog played possum for a while, and then slowly returned to the undergrowth. 
 
    I returned in triumph to Lyle, who had succumbed to boredom and was snoring softly seated against the tree. 
 
    As I explained my accomplishment he showed the extent of his appreciation along with his white teeth in a huge yawn: "So you're going to go inside that fence, right next to that beast, and play to keep it calm - and one little mistake or stumble will be enough for the dog to break free of the spell and attack?" 
 
    "That's not what I'm...huh, well I guess it was. All right - slight correction, where we handle it a little more cleverly. I play for the doggie on this side of the fence, move slowly to the other side while I take the dog with me, and when we're there, you're free to enter the cabin and gather everything that's necessary. Deal?" 
 
    Lyle nodded, looking considerably less disturbed by that plan, and we immediately set to work. I spent the next ten minutes on the far side of the fence, entertaining the dog who actually looked sort of cuddly with his tongue happily lolling out of his mouth. The fact that he wasn't trying to chew on my leg also helped immensely. 
 
    As Lyle approached with a frown on his face, I let the spell drop and enjoyed the momentary confusion on the dog's face before it started growling again. I approached Lyle and asked: "Why the long face? Nothing to be found? Did you break anything?" 
 
    His frown grew even more pronounced: "Thanks for the vote of confidence. No, I did find the entrance key in an urn, a still - and a vat, plenty of large bottles and stuff like that. It's only - well, look here." He held up a large bottle for me to inspect. 
 
    The bottle was nondescript, with plenty of liquid sloshing around inside, and the only thing that stood out was a hand-written label on the front. "What is this? Ginok Átil. Dresz, anok - That sounds almost..." 
 
    Lyle interrupted me: "Dwarven, I know. Also, the place was really clean - like it is at home every Sunday. If Kiff has been avoiding this place for some time now, why's it clean?" 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. "So, you're telling me that this isn't Kiff's cabin? He just wanted someone else to go steal a bunch of good dwarven alcohol for him? Gods-cursed, two-timing, cheap bastard." Lyle was staring at his feet, clearly uncomfortable, and I reined it in a bit. "All right - no reason to dwell on it mate - let's talk about how we manage to receive some compensation from Kiff for wasting our time in the forest." 
 
    "What do you mean? Shouldn't we turn him in - tell the Council? Or at the very least figure out who he tried to plunder and tell him?" 
 
    "I guess we could." Damn - from time to time, I forgot that Lyle's class was actually Knight and not just your typical bash-stuff-and-get-paid warrior. "Want to get going back to the village? I could really do with something chilly to drink after these exertions."

Walking back, I gave it some thought, and in the end decided that this time around, the right way to go would be being open and forthright. It's not like I minded being a little manipulative here and there, but I could see the teamwork with Lyle working splendidly a long time from now - and for that, I'd probably better be open about my wishes. "Hey Lyle - What happens to small-time criminals in Grant’s Crossing?” 
 
    “Not that much, I think. It’s not like we have a jail, and it’d have to be a pretty nasty crime for them to send somebody off with a caravan or through a portal for sentencing. They fined lil’ Arvos for nicking some of the Harbourmaster’s son’s jewelry, but nothing apart from that. We’re all pretty civil around here.” 
 
    I scratched my neck, where a couple of bloodsuckers had gotten to me. Again, I had to marvel at the realism of the game at the same time as I cursed the Exogenics programmers for their insistence on including unnecessary annoyances. “So a slap on the wrist and a fine. Fair enough. Another thing though: Do you think that our good friend Kiff would be the type to somehow make trouble for us for telling the world what a bastard he is?” 
 
    The expelled breath from Lyle and following silence told me everything I needed to know. “All right, Lyle, I think I get the picture. Honestly, you should decide - it’s your village and people you know, after all. Before you make up your mind, however, I have an alternative that might work out even better for the village in the long run. The way I see it: Even if we tell on him, there’s no way to prove that he was planning a crime - and even if by some miracle we do prove it, it wouldn’t have any real effect on him. So - what if, instead, we make sure that he knows that we know, ensure that he won’t pull off a trick like that again, and have him do some work that’ll help the community as a whole?” 
 
    Lyle looked at me like I’d been drinking: “And how in the pits would you arrange all that? 
 
    I laughed out loud, “That’s the brilliant part of it: I’d threaten him - with a song!” 
 
    He scoffed at me. “Fine, be that way. But all right - if you can somehow manage to talk him into all those things, I’d agree it’s probably a better solution.” 
 
    We walked in silence for quite some time, and I experienced something that’d been virtually impossible over the last few days - a period of peace and quiet, and I enjoyed taking the time to gather my thoughts a little. After I’d accepted the position as the official bard of Grant’s Crossing it seemed everything in the village had been postponed until all possible problems and considerations had been talked to death and an official stand had been taken. Basically, this meant that everybody involved had had to spent the last three days repeating whatever they knew over and over again in order to quell whatever new rumor had appeared. Yes, I was certain that Othell had been the demonologist - he’d admitted as much and more to my face. Yes, the Gardarsson brothers had admitted to being part of it as well. Yes, Darya was the one who’d finally forced him to flee. In the end, I’d been unable to do anything useful with my time apart from playing in the tavern each night - the only windfall was that my Diplomacy skill had gained a full three levels from the constant discussions. Oh, and in the post-battle celebrations, they’d been pretty loose with the tips. 
 
    I hadn’t really taken the time to contemplate my situation lately, and it felt like it was way overdue. Ingame, I was doing well - no discussion. The Chronicler class seemed to be the choice for someone like me who loved riddles, lore and puzzles. So far, I hadn’t even been forced to spend my time poring over some boring old tome, which I initially feared. Tinkering was fun and promised to become a truly versatile weapon in the future, and I looked forward to going monster hunting and gaining some more ingredients. Finally, the Bard class - I loved it. Whoever chose it simply in order to play a melee/sorcery hybrid didn’t know what they were missing out on. I also felt very appreciated in the village, and it didn’t seem like I’d run out of things to entertain myself with in the near future. Basically, I wasn’t going anywhere. Outside the game - heh, that one was a little tougher. I had come to the conclusion that my landing in Grant’s Crossing was a godsend. Given that there was a risk that the mobsters had become aware that I’d entered World of Chains, running around in the larger cities, spending money frivolously suddenly didn’t seem that appealing to me - it’d be way too easy to connect the dots and find me. No, for now, laying low and enjoying myself sounded like the perfect plan - apart from that I’d just focus on the original idea: Wait until the heat dies down. Sure, it was a major pain, knowing that I had all that cash readily available, with only a minor technicality barring the way - but it wasn’t enough for me to risk my life, trying to get access. A couple of years from now, it’d still be right there. 
 
    We finished our hike without any incidents, and before we knew it, Grant’s Crossing slowly became visible through the greenery. Nothing much seemed to have changed from the first time I approached the village, just two weeks back, yet something had changed. The buildings were still the same, heavyset timber houses with little to no adornments, and the surrounding forest was unchanged as well, though everything did look a lot kinder in the bright sunlight. The mood had changed, though. As we neared the city gate, we spotted a young couple who were returning from the woods, flushed from the sun and clearly in love. A female orc, back bent with age, left for the forest, carrying a large basket and a bandolier of knives and other tools. She nodded politely to us and rolled her eyes at the sight of the couple with a small smile on her face, as she passed us by. 
 
    Inside the gates, Lyle excused himself and took off, and I steeled myself for the coming confrontation with Kiff. I didn't expect it to turn ugly, but then again, I hadn't expected him to set us up like this either. 
 
    When I entered The Warlock’s End, I was momentarily taken aback by how much the place had come to feel like home to me. The moment I set foot on the creaking planks of the tavern floor and inhaled the savory scents coming from the kitchen, it felt like somebody had taken a load off my shoulders. 
 
    Part of that weight returned, when I spotted Kiff slouching against the wall in his regular spot near the bar, but I ignored it. His dark clothes and muscular frame made me think of a panther at rest, and I set my shoulders and charged in before I became too anxious. 
 
    "Hey Kiff. Got a moment? I've got something for you." 
 
    He lit up with a predatory smile and gestured expansively with his arm in front of him: "Splendid. Lead the way, fiddle boy." 
 
    I ignored the moniker and led him to my room, where I seated myself at the other side of my table, ignored his self-satisfied smile and took a shot at him: "So, Kiff. Too proud to engage in our own petty theft, are we?" 
 
    That sure wiped the smile off his face. He grew red in the face, and placed both hands on the table, growling down at me: “What the hell are you on about? If you couldn’t..” 
 
    “Cut the crap, Kiff.” I interrupted with a condescending smile on my face. Under the table, my hands were gripping my legs tightly. Damn, was that man ever intimidating. “We both know what you did and didn’t do. Now sit down. We need to talk consequences.” 
 
    “Screw you.” He spat, and that annoying smile found its way back. “I don’t have to do jack. It’s not like you have any evidence. Dreben curse you for not bringing any bottles back with you though. Now, if there’s nothing else?” He moved for the door. 
 
    That attitude of his was really getting to me. I let a bit of my annoyance bleed through my voice: “Walk out that door, and things are going to turn ugly.” 
 
    His hand froze on the door handle, and his voice turned cold: “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “Not at all. It’s a fact though. Right now, I’m trying to solve this in as fair a manner as possible, but if you leave, you won’t even know what you could’ve avoided. Feel free to stand there looming while I break it down for you. First of all: You could’ve done your own dirty work yourself. Lyle’s a sanctimonious sort, and might have done something if he’d learned about it, but me? There wouldn’t be any reason for me to intervene - pits, I might’ve even bought a bottle from you. You just had to get some dupe to do the dirty work for you, and take the fall if things went south - and that makes it personal for me. Second: While you’re undoubtedly both stronger and faster than me, and might be able to tear me limb from limb, I’d be Reborn a short while later. And allow me to let you in on a little secret. I recently learned a spell that can make you obey my every command for ten minutes, even while you’re inside your own head, screaming.” While that was only partially true - the Charm Person spell didn’t work exactly like that - I still allowed Kiff a little time for his subconscious to really get rolling, and only continued when I thought I spotted a slight reaction on his stoneface. “My third and final comment is this: I wouldn’t attack you. I’d just - sing.” 
 
    I shot him a smile and waited for a moment to really allow the confusion to set in before I continued. “It isn’t even going to be a song about you. Just someone who happens to look and act like you. And I will tell you, the Chronicle of the Contagious Courtesan will draw a lot of laughter - just maybe not from you.” I watched his face go slowly from confusion over realization to stunned shock, and while I knew that it was an extremely childish reaction, I just had to use my Photographic Memory ability right there, in order to treasure the look on his face later. 
 
    Finally, he settled into anger - for him, a familiar expression - and pointed an accusing finger straight at me. “If you do something like that, I’ll…” 
 
    Again, I interrupted him: “You’ll do what exactly? I have no intentions of repeating myself here, so here are your options: You can either take your chances to become the laughing stock of Grant’s Crossing, you can throw the first punch, or you can sit down and we figure out a fair repayment. I promise, it’ll be fairer than you setting us up in the first place. 
 
    Kiff fairly trembled with anger, and I had to fight not to flinch - a vein in his forehead was throbbing so hard, I thought it was going to burst. After what seemed like an eternity, he spat and said: “I have no damn money, so forget about it.” 
 
    I waved away his concerns and indicated the chair in front of him: “That’s not what I wanted from you anyway. See, Lyle is a decent hand with a mace, but there are a few places where he could definitely improve with some practice…” 
 
    Two minutes later, I closed the door behind Kiff and stumbled over to open the window and just stood there, taking deep gulps of air and letting the sweat cool on my skin. A weak laugh erupted from my lips - in the end, he’d agreed to everything I asked of him. Twice a week for the next three months, he’d act as a personal trainer to Lyle, allowing him to toughen up and improve his combat skills without any risk of real damage. He’d arrange for everything - a good selection of weapons, armor and whatever was needed, and Lyle just had to show up. As an added bonus, my Blackmail skill had increased. The quest to win the approval of Lyle’s father still stubbornly refused to update though - in the end, I’d probably have to arrange for Lyle to save his father from a horde of monsters in order to complete that one - seemed like nothing else would do. 
 
    Ah, well - I grinned to myself - today definitely hadn’t been a complete waste, and there was still plenty of sunlight left - I’d go for a well-earned beer break, and then we’d see about taking on the rest of the world. 
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