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 Summary of Book 1 - The Wayward Bard 
 
      
 
    ‘The love of money is the root of all evils’. I, Daniel Hawthorne, might agree with that one. See, I figured I’d found an easy way to escape my tedious life and went for it. All-in. Most of my plan went off smoothly. Sure, there was the whole ‘running from pistol-carrying thugs’ part that wasn’t included in the original schematics. Oh, and I had not expected the criminals to figure out that I was going to lay low inside a VR-MMO. Still, all is good now. The money is right there in my account, waiting for me to finish my gaming session. In two years’ time, that is. 
 
    I did experience an initial hiccup or two. For instance, I didn’t start out in the center of society but right in the middle of nowhere, population count 300 and a banjo. ‘Grant’s Crossing’ they call it – a glorified rest-stop in the middle of a danger-filled forest. Every player who was unfortunate enough to land here was quick to complete their intro quests and earn a ticket out of the place. The village had been founded in support of an alternate trading route through the Dawnlight Forest. Only problem? They were failing. By the way, my location wasn’t the hiccup. That one was me introducing myself to the mayor by insulting her to her face – repeatedly. Predictably, this resulted in a horribly low reputation with the entire village, effectively trapping me in the damn place. 
 
    Still, when you’ve hit rock bottom, the only way to go is up. Unless you’re lying on a trap door, I guess… Nevermind. The point is that I realized I needed to actually work for a living unless my two years of gaming were to become a dull and disappointing experience. So I did. Made some acquaintances too. The plucky halfling barkeep Gillem and his son Jeb were kind enough to give me a place to stay – and even a job. It was provisional, but still. The drunken kobold Greck taught me sonic magic. Chertog, the dwarven groundskeeper, enlightened me on being a Chronicler and the artistry of horrible puns. Heh – I even found a companion in Lyle, a plucky human fighter who had probably read one too many stories about knights in shining armor. 
 
    Just as I was realizing that Grant’s Crossing wasn’t the dump I thought it to be, I learned another, more disturbing fact. The reason why the village was failing? Not their fault. Trade was doing well, but somebody was picking off caravans, putting a stranglehold on the goods making their way through the forest. With the help of another player – Darya, a loner playing a half-orc hunter, – and Lyle, we figured out that a demonologist and his cronies were to blame. Apparently, they’d been abducting, killing and even sacrificing caravan members for years for some nefarious purpose. 
 
    In the end, I unraveled the web of lies and uncovered the truth. We faced the culprit, Othell, the formerly so-friendly ratling, head-on and sent him running for his life. As a reward, I was offered the fulfillment of my initial wish – a ticket to a big city, where I could party and play music to my heart’s delight. To my own surprise, I didn’t want to leave, as I’d eventually grown attached to the place. Thus I stayed as the new bard of Grant’s Crossing. Everything was looking up, and I was thrilled at the prospect of enjoying myself in this quaint, little village with the occasional adventure to keep things lively. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 - Turnabout 
 
      
 
    The sun baked down on my head as I stepped out from under the foliage. I wiped the sweat off my brow and paused for a while to check out my minimap. Good – we were almost back to the village. Behind me, twigs were snapping as Lyle caught up to me. 
 
    The sight of my trusty companion was guaranteed to make me smile. On the days where his open, happy demeanor and cheerful spirit weren’t enough to do the trick, the knowledge that he had dedicated his muscular, armor-clad body to protecting my scrawny behind helped. 
 
    Today, however, he was carrying an uncharacteristic scowl on his face. “I still can’t believe he’d set us up like that!” 
 
    I scoffed at that. “Oh, I can very well believe it. Kiff’s been acting the bastard since the first moment I met him.” 
 
    Lyle kicked a rock. “Yeah, I get that. But… I’ve known him since forever, and still, he tries to set us up – over what? Some liquor?” 
 
    I grinned. It was pretty dumb when you put it like that. “We almost fell for it, though. If you hadn’t noticed those notes in Dwarven, we’d have been covered in sweat from all the fine mead we were carrying his way.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    We walked on in silence for a while, each of us deep in thought. Before us, the Jagged Rush appeared, frothy, foam-topped waters guiding us the rest of the way back to the village. The weather was mild, and in the distance, we could hear the sound of axes – people were out and about today. 
 
    Lyle broke the silence, “So. Are we going to let him get away with it?” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Like that’s even an option. What are our options, though? What would the Council do to Kiff if we told on him?” 
 
    "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 fine 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 then - If we were to tell the world what a bastard our good friend Kiff is, do you believe that he’d be the type to somehow cause trouble for us?" 
 
    The expelled breath from Lyle and following silence told me everything I needed to know, and I continued, “Alright. The way I see it: we can either go about this the official way, which is likely to have no real effect – or we can ensure that he won't pull off a trick like that again and have him do some work as compensation that'll help the community as a whole." 
 
    Lyle looked at me like I'd been drinking. "How in the Pits would you arrange that?” 
 
    I laughed out loud. "That's the brilliant part of it. I'd threaten him – with a song!" 
 
    He scoffed at me. "Fine, don't tell me." 
 
    We walked on in silence, and I lost myself in introspection for a while. Before us, the tableau expanded and the sun shone down on Grant's Crossing. It was hard to picture how I'd despised the place when I first arrived. I'd finally come around, though and had come to the conclusion that my landing in Grant’s Crossing was a godsend. There was a very real risk that the mobsters had become aware that I’d entered World of Chains. Therefore, running around in the larger cities and spending money frivolously didn’t seem all 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.  
 
    As for the village itself, my original complaints still stood. It was a tiny place. Dirty, poor and unrefined. My perspective had changed, however. Tiny though it may be, Grant's Crossing was filled to the brim with challenges and mysteries. The village was evolving too. It was hard to put a finger on it, 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. The mood had changed, though. As we neared the city gate, we spotted a young catling couple who was returning from the woods, flushed from the sun and clearly in love. A female half-orc, back bent with age, left for the forest, carrying a large basket and a bandolier of knives and other tools. Just three days ago, when we confronted the demonologist Othell, this had been a rare sight, as people preferred the safety of the village. Now, we passed by markers outlining two new fields to be established before we finally came to the entrance for the village proper. 
 
    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. Still, I imagined the quest could still be turned around to profit Lyle and me. Heh – if nothing else, I'd learned a promising new spell in order to distract the dog guarding the still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Entrance Animals 
    
  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: 1 hour 
  Mana cost: 1 per 5 seconds 
  Stat: Charisma  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    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 down how things could’ve gone if you’d been clever about it. First of all, you could’ve done your own dirty work yourself. Lyle’s a righteous 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, but no, you just had to get some rube to do the dirty work for you and take the fall if things went south. That makes it personal for me.” 
 
    Kiff’s face flushed from the insult to his intelligence and he was about to interrupt, but I kept talking, “Secondly, 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. 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, and all the 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 point? I wouldn’t even have to 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 promise 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 through 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 purple 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. I might be able to act tough, but the actual risk of being killed—maybe even several times over—was scary as hell. Even with the pain levels at ten percent, dying in World of Chains was… not good for the nerves. In the end, though, Kiff 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. It seemed like nothing else would do. Needless to say, I’d failed the quest to bring Kiff his alcohol. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Quest failed: How’s the Moonshine, Sunshine? 
    
  Upon realizing that the still in the forest did not belong to Kiff, you decided not to heed his request to bring him back some alcohol. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ah, well. I grinned to myself; today definitely hadn’t been a complete waste, and there was still plenty of sunlight left. Time for a well-earned beer break, and then we’d see about taking on the rest of the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 - Gone digging 
 
      
 
    Everybody knows alcohol always tastes better after an impressive accomplishment. If your team wins, the beer tastes better—it's a proven fact, and the semi-bitter pilsner I was enjoying surely fit the bill. I pointedly avoided looking at Kiff and tried my best not to look too smug—not sure I succeeded entirely, though.  
 
    I had my feet comfortably slung up on one of the smaller tables while I was idly browsing through my quest list. There were plenty of outstanding tasks in the village, and I had no doubt I'd be able to find new quests once I ran out, but for the moment, I just wanted something easy I could get started on. Preferably something that didn't demand too much talking or cajoling—it felt like I'd already spent half the day doing just that. Hmm—that left me with just three quests. My Chronicler skill still wasn't high enough for Chertog to spill the beans on that intriguing underground door, and with that, I was left with the choice between either graves or snakes.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Why is it always… 
    
  Naevys Fenmarel has observed that a number of Razortailed Vipers have been spreading near the Moonsong Cave. Slay 10 vipers.  
  Reward:  
  5 silver.  
  Unknown item.  
  For an improved reward, bring back a clutch of viper eggs  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    While I did look forward to letting loose and roasting a bunch of vipers, there was no way I'd start on that without my trusty meat shield—which meant that it was time to go visit Chertog again. Also, given that it was one of the very earliest quests I'd received, it was probably about time I got started. I just hoped it wasn't, as I suspected, tied to the undead. 
 
    When I made it to the cemetery, Chertog was nowhere to be seen. I went to knock on his front door and was met by a beautifully-crafted sign stating, "Be back soon to put the ‘fun’ in ‘funeral.’ For urgent matters, please form a line. People are dying to get in." I had to hand it to Chertog. The ability to give me tics even while he wasn't around—it was impressive. Since there was no obvious note showing when he'd be back, I decided to start sniffing around the place myself and see whether I could figure out something on my own. 
 
    I started by taking a tour of the cemetery. It was fairly obvious to me that whoever had raised the wooden palisade around Grant's Crossing back in the day had either failed to take the eventual necessity of a cemetery into account, or they'd decided that they didn't want it to form part of the village proper. As a result, the graveyard itself was enclosed within a smaller, rectangular wooden fence which you entered through a gate in the heavy wooden palisade surrounding the village. The grounds were exceedingly well-kept. The grass was freshly mown and kept at a uniform level, and the orderly rows of graves were framed by plants and the occasional flower bed, kept in properly subdued colors. The only hint at discrimination lay in the grave markers, where the materials, quality and degree of maintenance varied wildly. An all-granite tombstone sporting the image of a small child was placed right next to a plot that held only a simple wooden board for a marker. In general, however, the grounds were both orderly and quickly surveyed—apart from Chertog's shed, the plants and the neat rows of graves; there really wasn't that much to focus the attention on. 
 
    The average brain stores an overwhelming abundance of random knowledge that's rarely used. The distance from Earth to the Moon is roughly 400,000 kilometers. The average age of a person from Niger is 15. The cheat code for walking through walls in the original Doom is IDSPISPOPD. It was impressive that we could even remember our own names with the stupid amount of unnecessary facts we carried around at all times, really. Another such nugget of information I hadn't had any use for up until now was how, following a burial, the human body, on average, took about ten years to decompose enough for the next person to be buried on top. With that in mind, I could conclude that the total number of deceased persons since the erection of the cemetery was probably around a hundred and sixty. Given that the village had only existed for about twenty years, that didn't exactly promise well for a long and peaceful life. Then again, that wasn't exactly a surprise with the surrounding wilderness being what it was, and I made a mental effort to focus on the matter at hand. Shortly, I was able to locate two graves that definitely didn't look like they'd been excavated with loving, meticulous, dwarven fastidiousness. It was more like they'd exploded and spewed earth everywhere, and the smell from within indicated that whatever had been down there hadn't reached the skeleton stage yet. 
 
    This would be the place where your average supernatural investigator would take a glance at the scene, and say something like, "Oh, this wasn't a matter of someone stealing a corpse—as you can clearly see from the placement of the earth, someone escaped from within." Then, needless to say, he'd know the common behavioral tendencies of a freshly spawned undead and be able to deduce where said undead would shamble, and… well, rant aside, I was no investigator, supernatural or otherwise. This one time, it wasn't needed, though. I couldn't tell exactly whether it was Darya's educative skills at work or it was just that obvious, but I spotted what looked like scuff marks leading from the grave towards the southern part of the wooden fence, closest to the forest. A couple of minutes of prodding and pulling finally brought me to a section of the fence where it turned out that two boards had been pried loose at the bottom which allowed them to swing open at the slightest touch. Near the ground, I could see other marks—scratches, perhaps. It'd take someone more well-versed in tracking to decipher what from. I wasn't entirely sure, but I believed that I could detect faint hints of something reeking and foul from the boards themselves.  
 
    With what little I knew and without discussing the matter with Chertog, I wouldn't know when the last corpse had disappeared, but I felt convinced that it hadn't exactly been the night before, or the stench would've been even more overwhelming. As I was standing there considering my next actions, I saw a figure enter the cemetery and walk slowly to one of the graves. I decided to mosey on—I'd look like quite the weirdo if I stayed where I was, and it did seem like I'd found what little I'd be able to find at the moment. I walked slowly towards the exit, but before I left, I was able to identify the person visiting the cemetery as none other than the Harbor Master, Grant Callahan. 
 
    Mr. Callahan had a solemn look on his face, and I decided not to bother him straight away. Instead, I got comfortably seated under a tree just outside the cemetery gate. I whiled away the time running through some old exercises my old teacher had insisted were an absolute necessity in order to continually maintain and extend my manual dexterity. While I personally believed that they didn't improve anything beyond a certain point, I'd performed them often enough in my formative years that I would often find myself performing difficult chromatic scales over and over whenever I was left with nothing to do but wait. The good part about this was that the scales tended to help me alleviate boredom and pass the time faster. I did find the time to confirm that I’d received a skill point to Tracking—confirmation enough for me that I was on to something regarding my suspicions. 
 
    To be sure, I was zoning out hard enough that I almost failed to notice Mr. Callahan leaving the cemetery. I got up quickly and coughed politely to catch his attention. 
 
    "Ah. Arcangelo. How may I help you?" It still seemed weird to me—almost wrong at a fundamental level, that an orc was as civilized and well dressed as the Harbor Master. Today, he wore a simple getup with white woolen pants and shirt and a trim in silver thread on the front—regular clothes, yet manufactured with a quality that managed to make him stand out from the average villager. 
 
    "I was hoping you'd be willing to spare a moment. I wanted to learn some more about the founding of Grant's Crossing and… well, I was surprised that there was no official telling to be found. Now, I've talked with Mallard and Gillem, and I would love to have you and Autoria tell your version as well. I was thinking, with all the latest struggles, it wouldn't hurt to remind people what you've already achieved." 
 
    His approval came in the form of a pat on the back that almost bowled me over. "Excellent idea. That sounds like thirsty work, though. Let us go see if Gillem has some of that brilliant Hakanson Stout left."               
 
    I winced. That was one of the most expensive beers Gillem had in stock, and somehow, I got the expression that Grant wasn't the type to settle for just one. Five minutes later, my preconceptions were confirmed, as he'd polished off the first mug and a half while he was "arranging his thoughts". 
 
    Putting down the second mug with a satisfied sigh, he began, "Before I begin my version of the story, I am inclined to tell you a fact about the life of orcs on the world of Neyrus before the Separation.  
 
    “We used to be a tribal force. Were you aware of that? We had spread all over the continent, including most of what we today know as the Lost Isles. Fairly territorial, wildly competitive, uncivilized, and constantly at war with whoever might be inclined to look at us wrong. Today, with only the continent of Aeion remaining, we are but a shadow of the same. We still hold our share of territory, but the power lies undisputedly with the Cabal and the Rothian Republic. I must admit, this is not entirely a bad development—they are unmatched at keeping the peace and quelling needless bloodshed between nations and territories. 
 
    “For us orcs, however, this peace comes at a cost. I cannot tell you the exact number, but about every third orc on the entire continent is an addict. Alcohol, mushrooms, Slither, Khanta, we have no preferences. Even fewer orcs will live to see old age, as we tend to either succumb to bad lifestyles or get mixed up in moronic, violent altercations. I am not telling you this to make you feel sorry for us—Girelle help us, it is our own fault for not adapting better to our new situation. No, I am telling you so you can understand two things. First, at 43 years of age, I am already way past the average life span of an orc, and second, back then, I was aware that I needed to do something in order to end up as something other than just another addict. 
 
    “I had already experienced a stroke of luck in that regard by becoming a caravan guard. Not only did the regular action and hard work keep me off the streets, but the regular action from fighting monsters and bandits and competing guards trying to inch in on our routes alleviated the boredom some. The downtime, though—the downtime was the tough part. The guard work paid well enough for me to buy whatever I wanted—drugs, alcohol, company for the night—and with each time, I felt like it took just a little more to stave off the boredom. 
 
    When Mallard and I first got the idea to found a village here, for me it was not only a bid for profits—it was an attempt to get away from all the temptations, to find something interesting and near enough to my heart to be worth fighting for and to keep fighting for."  
 
    He seemed lost in thought for some moments after that, and I surreptitiously signaled Jeb to bring us another round. When Jeb came around with another stout for Mr. Callahan and me, he snapped out of it and gave Jeb a courteous smile, showing off an impressive set of teeth, and I noticed that one of the lower fangs was studded with something that looked like a diamond. Damn—even his teeth had class. 
 
    Mr. Callahan gathered himself and continued, "Sorry. Lots of old memories returning. That was the last time I was in contact with the outside world except through Autoria's communications—I hope you'll pardon an old fighter for getting nostalgic at times. Back then, however, I did not have much time for either nostalgia or goodbyes. Once we had made our decision and started working towards the expedition… You have seen Mallard and Autoria, and if I tell you that Cassandra was about the same size as Autoria, you will not be surprised that I quickly realized who would do the heavy lifting on the expedition. Now, I am not complaining at all—I never did mind hard work. I did have to learn a lot within a very limited time span, however. The intricacies involved in the necessary initial constructions, for instance, were quite overwhelming. Sure, building a raft is easy. Constructing a landing site that would survive the spring flood of the Jagged Rush and be hardy enough to stand against possible sabotage and attacks? Not that easy. Fortunately, I mostly had to work with the muscle memory—making sure that I obtained the necessary skills and would be able to shape and construct the basic materials and erect the buildings. Autoria handled everything else, meaning I never had to worry about the numbers or quantities. Heh—I make it sound so boring when it was anything but. We had no time to get bored, and before we knew it, we had arrived at the Crossing."  
 
    At that thought, his eyes lit up from within, and suddenly, his civil manners seemed more a costume than anything else. I had to make a conscious effort to keep my body from inching away from this sudden change in demeanor. 
 
    "That time," he practically breathed the words, as if savoring them. "There's no way to properly convey those weeks, but I will make an attempt. The first couple of days were relatively peaceful with few random attacks—at a guess, the tribes and monsters nearby had not reckoned on us staying. From the fifth night, however, they were on to us. The following week blurs together in my mind, but that first day still remains relatively clear. Autoria woke us from our slumber when one of her sentinel spells took off, and moments later, I was backhanding a kobold who tried to slit my throat in my sleep. When I sat up, they were everywhere, and I grabbed my axe and waded out into the middle of it. Heh—Greck has told me that on that night, I entered their local stories. The Tower, they call me, apparently. Heh—well, many tried to knock down The Tower during that night, but in the end, the sun rose, and we were left hurt and hurting but alive. You would think we had earned ourselves some reprieve and could use the day to recuperate, but no. They merely retreated to the wilderness or the river and started sniping from the shadows. That entire day we spent dodging hurried shots from the forest, erecting whatever barricades we could and preparing a modicum of security to build on for the coming days and nights. Cassandra traded shots with whoever came too close, Autoria sent her summoned minions hunting while she hid as well as she could and Gillem was there with his mace whenever they tried to break through and healed us whenever we got hurt and poisoned, which seemed to be a constant threat with those pit-spawned lizards." 
 
    I gulped. "That sounds horrible. I'm amazed any of you made it." 
 
    He looked at me and threw his head back, roaring with laughter. When he'd finally recovered enough to continue, his fangs were bared and voice raw. "I loved every minute of it. Those moments, I lived through the ultimate dream of every orc or half-orc warrior out there, and I excelled. I threw back my enemies, fought for every inch of Grant's Crossing and earned myself a name. People outside this forest will not have heard of me, but here? Here, I am a legend." He wiped a tear of mirth from an eye. "The others will talk about how it was one living nightmare, but they just fail to understand. Emerging through the crucible the way we did, taking it all for ourselves? It means we have forever proved ourselves worthy in the eyes of Tarral, our Lord of Honor." 
 
    Mr. Callahan calmed down a bit after that. "I still believe that the first night was the turning point—the others will disagree. Yes, we fought and toiled constantly for almost a month before we were finally secure enough to send out the couriers, but that night we made an impact large enough for all nearby to take heed and understand that a new power had come to the forest." 
 
    I tried to find some words to respond to his story but failed and opted to remain silent.  
 
    After almost a minute of silence, he continued, much quieter, "I still dream of that night sometimes, that constant blurred line between fury, blood lust, and the need to protect my friends—heh." He shook his head. "The years have been good to me though—not without loss, but I have much to be thankful for. And after those days, the fury has become easier to contain." Then he lapsed back into a thoughtful silence. 
 
    I cleared my throat. "I know I'm new here, Mr. Callahan—but it's not hard to tell that the village is lucky for having a guardian like you. Thank you for the recount." 
 
    "Hahno, thank you. Thinking back to those days has helped remove some of the darker thoughts that always pop up when I visit my wife's grave marker, and the Hakanson brew helped as well. I believe I had better get back to the books now, though. Do remember to come see the Council in a few days and receive your reward—you have very much earned it." 
 
    I watched him depart, practically salivating with the thought of my coming quest reward. What would it be? Magic rings? Or maybe some rare spell scrolls—Autoria was a sage, so that might be a possibility. With a conscious effort, I got back to the present and smiled at the ensuing notification.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  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.  
    
  Three of four stories obtained. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    When I went to pay my tab, I had to fight down a sudden desire to skip my law-abiding ways and go full-out murder hobo. Instead, I counted out my few remaining silver pieces and paid. Good thing that I didn't really have any expenses. 
 
    I'd only just had that thought when somebody in the tavern yelled, "Archie," waving to get my attention. I almost couldn't see him from behind another person's back, but from the furry arm and the way the person was bouncing around, a solid guess would be Millerd, the ratling I'd played Fingers with some time back. Moving to see what was what, I strolled over to his table and could see I'd been right in my assumptions.  
 
    Millerd sat there with a huge grin, patting the chair next to him. Next to him sat the half-elf, Aurora, and a male dwarf I didn't know. "Hey, Archie. Revan had to go back to his carving, and we're down a person. Care to join in for a round of Fingers?" 
 
    Hesitating, I hovered over the chair. "Why have I got the feeling that this is going to be expensive for me?" 
 
    He laughed out loud. "Because it is. Now sit down already." 
 
    I laughed along with him and introduced myself to the dwarf, Gerhard. Millerd was probably right, but I did enjoy the game and wanted to improve. "Alright, Millerd. One thing, though. What with everything that's been going on lately, I have to admit that I'm still a bit fuzzy on the rules. Do you all mind going over them once more before we get started?" 
 
    Gerhard shrugged neutrally, but Millerd practically jumped out of his seat. "I don't mind, if you don't, guys, really. Do you mind if I take the time to spin a proper yarn? Tell him how it's supposed to be told?" 
 
    Aurora laughed at his eagerness and got up from her chair. "I guess it's my turn to buy the next round anyway—maybe take a little nap. I know how you love to hear yourself talk." She blew Millerd a kiss and walked away. 
 
    Millerd picked up a six-sided die and tossed it after her, snickering at her outcry. "Alright. Fingers. Game goes way back to the Separation itself—back when everything was falling apart, things were a little rougher around the edges and rules weren't quite as universal as they are now. Before Fingers, people used to just play regular hold 'em poker—which you do know, if I remember correctly? Good. Of course, they still do play regular poker, but Fingers has become the popular choice in most places." 
 
    He paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts. "So, up around the Terradian Reaches, the Split-ear Orc tribe had been warring with the local dwarves for about half a year after Separation, and things were turning pretty ugly. The orcs were killing off any captured dwarves they didn't torture for information or fun, and the dwarves, for their part, placed all their prisoners inside an old prison, Umom Räm. Seems more compassionate, right? Except, the chief warden had a sadistic streak a mile long and used the power granted to him to entertain himself however he saw fit. Fistfights, live target practice with the inmates as targets, even full gladiatorial battles—seems death was a kinder fate than ending up in the old Umom Räm." 
 
    Millerd took a good quaff of his beer before continuing, "Now, the way I've heard it told, they were running out of able-bodied prisoners, which naturally annoyed the chief warden to no end, and he encouraged the other wardens to come up with an alternative entertainment that didn't need the victim—or player—to be physically fit. The end result: a large tournament where all prisoners could compete with the possibility to win great prizes—good food, better clothes and, for the ultimate winner, freedom. Needless to say, nobody turned down the possibility—it was a peaceful card game, right? 
 
    Picture the situation. Twenty dwarf wardens educate twenty times their number of orcs at swordpoint." He distorted his voice to sound like that of a dwarf, "Listen, you scum. The reason why it's called Fingers, instead of all the regular checking, raising, posturing and bluffing in poker, you show your intentions by revealing from one to four fingers. Even you bastards should be able to count that high. You all get fifty copper coins each—when you lose them all, you're out. 
 
    One finger means checking. Nothing new here. 
 
    Two fingers, raising. Always by a fixed amount. From one copper to two to three and so forth. 
 
    Three fingers, that's a gamble. Putting your faith in Marren. Roll a die and raise the bet by that much, from one to six. 
 
    Four fingers, all-in. Betting it all on one game. 
 
    And here's the kicker, you get two chances to bet for each hand of cards, and only the ones who bet highest continue playing. If two of you check and the final three gamble, only the three advance to the last round of betting. First round of betting is after you've received your two cards and the first three cards—the flop—have been revealed on the table. Then the turn and river cards are revealed on the table, and the second round of betting is on.  
 
    If you don't get it, you have ten minutes to have someone less boneheaded explain it to you, and then we're off!" 
 
    Gerhard thumped Millerd on the back of the head. "You know I hate it when you do that—you don't even sound like a dwarf." 
 
    Millerd didn't look the least bit sorry but continued with a grin, "Yeah, well, it gets the point across. When we play, we all place our right hand under these covers which are connected by a leather string to the dealer's hand. We then choose our bets, and the covers are withdrawn, revealing our bets. Just like back in the prison." He grimaced. "Not entirely though. The chief warden had a little house rule. If you lost, they'd chop off one of your fingers. Pretty grisly, I know, but it does make the name stick, right?" 
 
    Aurora rejoined us at the table. "Looks like I came at a good moment. Is he done telling war stories?" Millerd sputtered in complaint, but she continued, "In case you wonder, yes, the story is true. The embellishment that Millerd usually adds, with the chief warden being found dead with his own fingers stuffed down his throat, decidedly is not." 
 
    I butted in, "Yes, I believe I got it all—and I do appreciate the story, Millerd. Do you have any house rules here I should know of?" 
 
    She shook her head, causing her brown hair to cover part of her face. “None. We start with twenty-five coppers each, and that's the maximum you can lose in one game. None of us are rich." 
 
    I tried to keep from staring at her as she made a rough ponytail of her hair. Damn. She wasn't your perfect supermodel, but she was the kind of person who was completely oblivious as to how attractive she was. I cleared my throat and said, "I'm good to go—I really need to start earning back what I've lost from you guys." 
 
    Famous last words. A few hours later, we broke off because Aurora still had to pick a bunch of mushrooms for the day, and I'd consider it my luck because I was down to four silver pieces. I'd gone all-in two times and lost and really had a problem judging Aurora's hands from her bets. It wasn't all bad, though—I'd held my own in a good bunch of hands, won one all-in and gained a massive +3 to Gambling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Swapping Stories 
 
      
 
    Out of nowhere, my growling stomach decided to butt in and inform me that it was increasingly displeased with my lack of attention. No wonder—I realized that I had completely forgotten to eat lunch and set out to do something about it. Gillem had taken over control of the bar. He was simultaneously sorting rows of bottles behind the bar and arranging for the preparation of tonight's dinner. From time to time, he stuck his head through the back door to yell orders to the kitchen staff. They didn't have anything ready for an early dinner yet, but Gillem still managed to scrounge up a plate with a selection of dark bread and cold cuts—simple but filling. 
 
    It was a good showing this evening. Attendance generally varied a lot, favoring the weekend. Most families tended to stay at home during the work dayand then maybe show up once in the weekend—Saturdays and Sundays both, as the important part seemed to be the social interaction. Since going out on work days was generally viewed as a waste of money, the crowd was usually composed of singles with money to spare and the rare family with an occasion to celebrate—rarely more than twenty to thirty people. While this meant there were typically a bunch of bored singles present, I still had not—ahem—‘interacted’ with any myself. The whole ‘not real people’ business had bothered me more than I’d initially thought it would. Still, I had no clue what the future would bring, and the nights were a lonely affair. 
 
    The number of tavern guests had increased lately, however. I fully intended to downplay the effect of Othell being chased out of town and attribute all of it to the prowess of the newly-fledged village bard. At least, that was the approach I planned to take when I was to argue for a pay raise. 
 
    Oh yeah, in the midst of all the excitement and celebration when I accepted the job offer, I'd failed to notice that part of the pop-up at first. Being the village bard granted me automatic lodging, food, a snappy title I could add to my name tag if I so chose—I did not—and a weekly pay of three silver, to be adjusted upon agreement with the Council. It wasn't much, but the mere fact that I was being paid to play outdid most gigs I'd ever done in real life. Now, as I stood there surveying the crowd, everything felt right in the world, for once. This Saturday, almost every table was packed, and the mood was one of unbridled positivity. Customers had to dodge kids running amok between the tables, and a good number of red faces and raised voices implied that quite a few villagers were going to regret the evening's overindulgence on Sunday. 
 
    Back in the middle of the happenings with Othell, I’d managed to hit Apprentice level with my Musician skill. It hadn’t really registered at the time, but it did grant me an interesting ability: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the Apprentice level with your skill: 
    
  Musician 
    
  From now on, should you so choose, you will be able to play up to 50 percent louder. This does not affect any spells but will allow for your music to carry farther. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that helpful in Grant’s Crossing, seeing as how everybody was mostly crammed inside The Warlock’s End, but it did promise well for whenever I’d be able to gather a decent crowd. 
 
    I raised my bow and started to let everybody know just how good a mood I was in. I was slowly building up a decent rapport with everybody. Within a few moments after starting to play, I'd be able to judge whether the crowd was ready to relax and pay attention or if I'd do better in relaxing a bit and letting people finish their ongoing discussions. Today though, I could tell from the subtle motions of people relaxing in their chairs and conversations slowly dying down that I wouldn't be intruding on something important, so I slowly let my playing rise in pitch and volume as I bid them welcome with a silly piece I invented for the occasion. It was a bumbling, happy piece with little rhyme, reason or coherence, and I'd made it up earlier, watching a local cat prancing all over the place, playing with the motes of dust in the air. A short while later, I let the final notes die down and looked out over the attentive crowd, quite a few sporting silly little smiles that surely matched the one on my face. I stepped to the edge of the stage and addressed them, "Tonight, my friends, I would like to take a moment to thank you. Most of you know that when I arrived in the village, I wasn't as—let's say appreciative of my situation as I could've been." 
 
    A ratling boy yelled, "Ma says you called the mayor a bunch of bad words." And the crowd dissolved in laughter, while his mother tried to shush him.  
 
    I laughed along with them and said, "I can neither confirm nor deny that piece of absolute truth. I can attest to the fact that I've since then come to enjoy living in Grant's Crossing—a lot." 
 
    A voice in the back took a shot, "Yeah, well, we're still not lending you any money." 
 
    I fired back at him, "I can see you, y'know, Gillem. Even way down there." I turned the attention back to the crowd. "Now, a few of you already know that I've started chronicling the foundation of Grant's Crossing itself because I believe it's a shame that no one's taken it on themselves to gather the story yet. Still, there is one aspect that I would love to focus on—namely war." I cleared my throat to get the voice just right—no one around would get the reference anyway, but keeping proper form was important. "War. War never changes. This is a saying where I come from, which I've heard countless times and happen to agree with wholeheartedly. What does change is the way peoples and civilizations endure and handle their conflicts and their aftermath." I lifted the bow, adding, "This song was actually played often by both sides during one of the largest conflicts my people have ever withstood." 
 
    I launched into You'll Never Know—a sappy song from 1943 about two lovers separated by war. I could see a good number of people swaying silently in time to the music, and a brave few even started clapping and singing along with the chorus. When the scattered applause died down afterward, I continued, "So much hope and longing in that song, and it goes to show a lot about my people, that both sides in the same conflict actually long for the peace following the war—that we might be involved in many wars, but we strive for peace and love." 
 
    "Sometimes, however," I strummed a chord with a sound like a note that was terminated prematurely, "a conflict is over before we have the possibility to wrap our minds around what's going on—and we're left dealing with the aftermath. How we handle that is even more telling about a people—and I'd love to learn more about you. In short, I'd love to show you more about my people, if you’ll tell me more about how the peoples of Aeion handled the Separation." I gave them a dazzling smile and an inviting gesture to the stage. 
 
    There's always a moment of confusion after a comment like mine, where nobody wants to be the one to draw the attention. In addition to that, today’s topic wasn’t what you’d call polite dinner conversation. Still, the citizens of Grant's Crossing were becoming used to my antics, and if I always had to perform one-way entertainment, I'd end up exhausting my repertoire in no time. Also, these exchanges usually ended up being a lot of fun, and I always learned something. Sometimes it'd be a story or a poem, at other times a new song or two. Once and again, it was just a reminder that Gillem really was physically unable to play worth a damn. We didn't have to wait long this time around, though. After a brief pause, a half-orc with a brutish demeanor hopped on to the stage. I had to admit that I wasn't the very best at telling half-orcs apart, but he looked like one of the raft handlers. 
 
    Without a hint of a smile, he snarled. "I need a drum." This caused a bit of a commotion until Jeb sprinted down into the basement and returned, covered in dust but triumphant, with some sort of hand drum. The half-orc checked it over and then carelessly chucked it down from the stage where one of the other raft attendants caught it and started laying down a slow, haunting beat. 
 
    The half-orc on the stage glared out over the audience. "The Cabal are good storytellers. They will tell you that they took over in peace. Everybody accepted their rule and rules and everything has improved." His eyes narrowed, and he continued in a rasping voice, "Tarral curse them for Pits-spawned liars." A few grumbles and protests went up from the crowd, but the half-orc stared them down. "I, Hagren, will tell you the legend of the Mar'kath tribe—the last of our tribes to live truly free, not beaten down in a ratty part of town." He nodded at the drum player, and the beat quickened, taking on a happy, joyful tone. He then intoned the words along with the drum, not quite singing but nevertheless creating a chanting, mesmerizing tune. 
 
      
 
    "Mar'Kath we. Bloodbringers all. We rule the plains supreme. 
 
    Enemies die, and quarry falls. All heed the Eternal Dream. 
 
    We die in turn, and all is well. The Circle still remains. 
 
    Ac'ram felosh, keleb sedell. Unchanged upon the plains." 
 
      
 
    The drumbeat took on a frenzied pace, and Hagren's voice increased in volume, reverberating from the walls of the tavern. 
 
      
 
    "The ground she shakes, the world is torn, but still, we heed the call. 
 
    Our brethren lost and we forlorn. We honor one and all. 
 
    When all is still, we look around. From coast to coast we range. 
 
    Tarral D'leth, Tarral fetaun. And yet we rule unchanged." 
 
      
 
    The drums lessened their fervor, and the beat continued, less frenetic and with a touch of apprehension. 
 
      
 
    "Cabal approached our lands today. They state a wish for peace. 
 
    We see the game they try to play. Our grounds they try to seize. 
 
    Their laws supreme, their rule 'bove all. They wish to claim our plain. 
 
    Harrah moderc, Harrah su'kal. Not until we're all slain." 
 
      
 
    The cadence changed completely, decreasing in tempo to the point of almost stopping, and Hagren spoke quietly over the drum. His rasping voice still clearly reached everybody over the silence of the tavern. 
 
      
 
    "Our bodies sundered, spirits quelled, in squalor now we live. 
 
    Women slain and warriors felled. Nothing more to give. 
 
    The Dream has come and gone at last, the Circle finally broke. 
 
    Tarral baltor, Harrah nergash. We die or choose the yoke.” 
 
      
 
    When Hagren finished the last sentence, he jumped down from the stage and walked towards the door. The crowd meanwhile practically exploded in discussions, muttering and even a few catcalls. For a moment, I didn't know what to do with the powder keg he'd just lit, but I decided to nip it in the bud, raised the violin and subjected the crowd to the loudest, most ear-splitting screeching tone I could possibly create. I immediately activated my High Tide skill—this might be a hard sell—and spoke out into the stunned silence, "Hagren, please come back. I would very much like to thank you for your retelling." Hagren stopped near the door. He didn't return to his earlier seat, but he did turn around, waiting. 
 
    I addressed the crowd again, "Hagren makes an excellent point. History, as they say, is written by the victors, and it is extremely easy for the voice of the defeated to be drowned out eventually—unless we keep the history alive. I, for one, would like to hear the full story, and not just the official version. Also, please do not believe that this is something limited to Aeion. Where I come from, we have a country that has often been labeled the greatest existing nation—yet its history is not without its fair share of atrocities." I proceeded to tell them the story of the Trail of Tears—heavily edited, of course. I did not want any penalties because I slipped up and accidentally told the crowd that I was from another world and they were all just NPCs. 
 
    When I was done, I flung my arms wide open and said, "Very few people in this room are old enough to have taken part in the Separation and the turbulent times that followed—and nobody in this room should try to assign blame or point fingers. To me, the only truly culpable individuals are the ones who actively try to ignore or alter history instead of learning from it. Please, I would love to hear from all of you who have a story to tell—whether positive or negative." 
 
    The next hours were filled with stories—a veritable deluge of them. While at first, it had seemed like everybody was shocked to their core from someone speaking up against the Cabal, when the gate was opened, the stories poured out. Every race had been affected by the Separation, most drastically so. The dwarves had not suffered heavy losses, numbers-wise, yet the cultural cradle of their race had floated away, never to return. The elves had lost their capital, and all told, over a third of their race had died or disappeared overnight. Ratlings had always been spread over the entire continent, meaning their losses had been minimal, yet they had suffered heavy persecution in the aftermath. People perceived them—sometimes rightly so—as trying to profit from the crisis.  
 
    Not all the stories were negative, however, as the struggles and conflicts sometimes brought out the best in people. When the entire south-east was struck by famine following the disappearance of a huge agricultural zone, an unlikely alliance between elves and dwarves formed to transport emergency supplies to the region. An infamous pirate used his airship, the Bloody Vixen, to lift the inhabitants of half a town to safety, as the town itself was floating away. What had been a decade-long war of skirmishes between a human settlement and the indigenous lizardman tribe turned into a protracted search-and-rescue operation, as the area of the lizardmen broke down into a horrifying labyrinth of poisonous fumes, pitfalls and poisoned water. 
 
    It was getting late, and I was considering how to best wrap up the evening, seeing as how I was starting to notice a few yawns here and there. My eyelids were feeling heavy too, even though the two skill points I’d received to Lore: History did wake me up some. I spotted a familiar face in the crowd and decided to take the stage as the former speaker wrapped up his story. I applauded along with the crowd. "Thank you very much for that. We have heard a lot of different stories teaching us, and me especially, much about the aftermath of the Separation and how it brought both good and bad out in all of our peoples. I'd like to thank you, Hagren, especially, for speaking up—that took a lot of courage." I turned to address everybody, "I cannot say that I have any opinion on the Cabal. Pits, a couple of weeks ago, I hadn't heard the name before. And while tonight clearly shows that their rule has not been one of absolute blinding innocence, I do appreciate some of what they've done. From what I've heard tonight, it'd be unheard of, if not downright impossible, to see good folks representing as many races as have gathered here tonight in peace. Catfolk playing cards with ratlings? Elves drinking in excess with half-orcs and nobody throws a punch? This is the peace of the Royal Cabal. And for that, if nothing else, I would like to ask whether anybody knows a suitable official song or verse of the Cabal to round off tonight's telling?" With that, I smiled directly through the crowd to the half-dwarven girl who'd first told the story of the Royal Cabal and the Separation some time back—and fortunately, she understood my inquiry right away. 
 
    She moved towards the stage, blushing wildly and glanced at me. I held up my violin with a questioning look on my face, but she shook her head and faced the crowd. Moments later her clear voice spellbound the tavern, and her clear, open face added a definite sense of innocence to the a capella performance. 
 
    “Shadows have fallen. 
 
    Aeion lies dying. 
 
    Brethren at war. 
 
    While they cry in pain. 
 
      
 
    “Races diminished. 
 
    Stories forgotten. 
 
    We saved the world. 
 
    Has it been in vain? 
 
      
 
    “We do not want this. 
 
    Not our battle. 
 
    Can't turn away. 
 
    We will do our best. 
 
      
 
    “Cabal, they named us. 
 
    Schemers and faithless. 
 
    Still we're unbroken. 
 
    And we will not rest. 
 
      
 
    “Kingdoms united. 
 
    Races indifferent. 
 
    Brothers at peace. 
 
    This shall be our test.” 
 
      
 
    The girl stopped singing and immediately jumped down to her seat at one of the tables, but the applause that exploded from the crowd followed her for quite a while. While she did her best to hide her face behind her hair, she couldn't quite hide the smile on her face at all the praise. 
 
    When the sound had died down, I cleared my throat. "Yeah, I don't see any way to best that performance—and I have to admit that it's the perfect way to end the evening—with a message of hope for the future. So thank you all for coming out tonight and for sharing. It has been a learning experience for me." One final, polite round of applause, and over the next fifteen minutes a decent part of the crowd started paying their tabs and meandering towards the door. The tips were good tonight, though—six silver and change, and I hadn't even been doing the lion's share of the telling. On top of that, my Performing and Singing skill both increased. The kicker was a full 300 reputation gained with Grant's Crossing. This was both amazing and astounding simultaneously since I'd stopped gaining rep with the village from just playing. I theorized that maybe regular reputation gain from playing only worked until Revered status and further increases from playing were only possible if you'd made an impact beyond the regular on the village. I'd likely be able to verify that at a later point. 
 
    A slow clapping sound neared the stage, and I was torn from my idle thoughts as a familiar voice taunted from the front of the stage, "Impressive how you're able to avoid doing any work whatsoever and still leave all these people with the impression that you were the one performing." Gillem rested his arms on the stage, sporting a wide grin. 
 
    "Is that another way of saying you'd rather be a bard than a barkeep? If you convince the Council I need a raise, I can probably put in a good word with Greck to take on another apprentice. Then we just have that minor issue with your playing. Tell me, do cats still try to mate with you when you play?" 
 
    Gillem made an obscene gesture, and we shared a laugh. "Point. Oh, and the raise is easily handled—we in the Council actually agreed that we'd ask you to take on a small task for Grant's Crossing. Handle this, and you're assuredly in for a raise." 
 
    I perked up. "Really? Fill me in." 
 
    "You basically just need to go out and make friends. East or west first, you decide, but the village needs safety in order to grow, and that's been in short supply since we got here. With Othell taken care of, however…” He shrugged. 
 
    I quickly inspected the pop-up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Winning Hearts And Minds 
    
  With the worst local threats eliminated, the Council of Grant's Crossing looks to expand their hold on the nearby area. In order to aid them, improve relations with either the kobolds to the east or the local harpy nest to the west. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown - depends on the degree of success. 
  +500 Universal Reputation. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    My brow furrowed. "So… you want me to singlehandedly either deal with the group of harpies that had your entire Council on the run back in the day. That or a whole community of Grecks?" 
 
    His grin faded, and he shrugged awkwardly. "Yeah, I know, it's a hard sell, but, honestly, the village could really do with some improved relations with either of the groups. Think it over, will ya?" 
 
    “I will. Sheer curiosity here. If I were to embark on either of these, which would you choose?” 
 
    No hesitation. “Kobolds. From what I’ve heard, the harpies are really tricky in combat—you’ll want to improve a bit before you take them on.” 
 
    So translated to game-speak, the harpies were probably higher level compared to the kobolds. I nodded in thanks, and Gillem took off with a parting grin, leaving a foaming ale on the edge of the stage. Good guy. I was definitely not jumping at the bit to get on with that quest. For one, I was quite at ease in the village and in no hurry to get on with the plot. Apart from that, well, I really didn't want too much Universal Reputation—I was trying to remain inconspicuous here. 
 
    While I was packing, I was surprised to see Darya approach me at the stage. I greeted her with a smile. These days we weren't at odds, and I enjoyed the experience—we weren't hanging out or anything, but at the very least there was no animosity between us. 
 
    She gave me a lopsided smile. "You're an insufferable nerd, you know? ‘War. War never changes.’" 
 
    I grinned and shrugged. "Guilty as charged. I'm glad there was a fellow nerd around though—otherwise, no one would've gotten the reference."  
 
    Darya's grin grew wider. "Walked right into that one, didn't I? I just wanted to say that it wasn't entirely horrible tonight. It's nice to hear some of the older songs from time to time. Would've liked to hear you play Let's go Sunning—probably wasn't the mood you were going for though. 
 
    "Hah, no. A little happy for a discussion of war and repercussions, probably. Tell you what, though—first off, I think I could play it, but I definitely don't remember the lyrics for that one, and second, the lead's a woman if I remember correctly. If you'll sing it, I'll play it—deal?" 
 
    Her smile slipped a bit at that. "No, I don't think it's fair to inflict my singing on the poor villagers. They don't hurt me, I don't hurt them. You keep up the work though, Arcangelo. I see a lot of smiling people here."  
 
    I could only watch in awe as she turned and walked away. If she were an NPC, I'd judge that I'd finally made it to Liked reputation. I shook my head and slowly made my way up to my room. Some dusty old poem said something like, "The woods are lovely, dark and deep, but I have promises to keep and miles to go before I sleep." While I didn't have far to go at all, I did have promises to keep. Moments later, I'd opened the shutters, and my old friend, the chameleon, greeted the tones of Blue Moon, played pizzicato style, with what I could only interpret as a deeply satisfied hiss. 
 
    I was just about to go to bed, when I recalled a tiny detail I'd omitted and sat down to chronicle what I'd learned about the Separation. Shortly, I received a quest update. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  The Beginning And The End 
    
  You have uncovered the story of the Separation as it is told today all over the continent of Aeion. 
    
  Base reward: 
  +2 to Chronicler skill 
    
  Reward for unearthing other stories than the official one: 
  +1 to Chronicler skill  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, I slept, happy with my small yet peaceful world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Slithering Furies 
 
      
 
    Since arriving at Grant's Crossing, I'd been struck dumb on several occasions by hidden gems—marvelous locations that invited one to gawk in wonder at the sights. The underground grotto in the Bronze Bells Mine. Greck's wondrous training ground. Hell, just the forest itself was a brilliant sight when the sun hit just right. 
 
    The abandoned quarry was not such a place. In fact, the vibe it gave me was more horror movie than anything. The heavy fog that slithered along the ground, reducing visibility to an absolute minimum, didn't help at all. When I had read the quest description explaining that the quest was set in a quarry, the least I had imagined was a modicum of order—a place where rock and other materials were excavated, transported and shaped in an orderly manner. The truth was less impressive, as the quarry in question had apparently only been used by a couple of people who'd continually chosen the most accessible sites to dig or mine. The end result was a large area of broken ground with alternating piles of leftover rocks and rubble, holes in the ground and a medium-sized depression where water had accumulated to form a murky lake. The entire disheartening setting was placed in a wide gorge, rising to either side of the quarry and ensuring that little light entered to illuminate the sight. 
 
    Lyle and I were standing above the incline leading down to the quarry, and more than anything else, I felt like leaving the place to try another day—but I really didn't feel like walking an hour and a half back to the village empty-handed. I turned to Lyle with a sigh. "You did say that the vipers weren't poisonous, right?" 
 
    Lyle nodded. "Yeah. Naevys specifically mentioned that. They're supposed to be pretty large though." 
 
    I scratched my head. "Alright. Large, we can handle. We do this the same way we handled the Dire Rat, okay? And if they swarm us or something, we run." 
 
    When I first read the quest description asking us to hunt down ten Razortailed Vipers, I'd pictured a pack of small snakes, likely poisonous, recognizable from their thin tails. Maybe even vipers hunting in packs that would be able to overwhelm us if they got the jump on us. Therefore, when Lyle informed me that there was no need for anti-venom, I reckoned today's hunt would be a walk in the park. Yeah. Right. 
 
    In this old series, there's a guy who would jump out of nowhere to sing the word, "Mistaaaaaaake" at the top of his lungs if the protagonist did something stupid—my subconscious kept intruding, expecting his arrival at any moment. Instead, a grating sound from straight ahead announced the arrival of one of the vipers. 
 
    A six-meter-long snake with almost the mass of an alligator shouldn't be too hard to spot, but somehow, the scaled monstrosity that came slithering up had managed to remain unseen in the midst of a pile of rubble. I didn't manage to spot too much before Lyle placed himself in front of me, lowering his shield and hunkering down for the charge. I wasn't surprised when I saw him take a hit and stand his ground, defiant. The sight of the huge snake's body coiling up and re-arranging itself rapidly all around Lyle's feet followed by Lyle stumbling back did take me by surprise however. I hadn't even seen him get hit, but he had two bleeding lines on his legs. My gut reaction was solid though, and a Stun Blast exploded outwards, causing the large beast to lie still but for the twitching along its entire length. We both took full advantage of the monster being incapacitated. I let forth a Sonic Wave, immediately followed by a Sonic Missile, while Lyle stumbled forward, wreaking havoc on the animal with his mace. Its health was dropping rapidly, but all my damage spells were on cooldown. Momentarily useless, I decided to get a good look at the monster instead.  
 
    A brief glance was enough to learn both where its name came from and how Lyle had been damaged without any obvious attacks. Overall, the Razortailed Viper looked very much like a boa constrictor, only larger—and maybe thicker too. The scales themselves were dull and lifeless in appearance, but the animal still looked tough enough that it'd be able to take quite a beating. What stood out was the hindmost third of the tail where I could see a number of raised ridges along the sides and top of the viper. I couldn't tell what they were made from, but they were about a hand-span tall, a meter long and looked razor sharp. Of course, if they were sharp enough to cut through Lyle's leather leggings, I really didn't feel a need to collect further proof of just how sharp they were. My subconscious, however, was kind enough to provide me with an image of just what would happen, if the snake were to wrap the tail around either of us and—tighten. Urgh. A vivid imagination isn't always a good thing. 
 
    While I gawked, Lyle was handing out the hurt. His mace rose and fell in devastating overhead strikes on the viper's cranium, and I could see the health bar dropping quickly. A few hits later, the viper stirred back into action and coiled up its tail behind it—likely in preparation for a spring attack. Lyle left no openings, however. Seamlessly, he drew back his mace and, in a fluid motion, took two quick steps forward, forcefully bashing his shield straight into the snake's head. It dropped to the floor again in a senseless mess, and Lyle went back to caving in its skull. I fought to keep from laughing in amazement and joined in to fire off a new round of damage spells, and the beast finally lay still. 
 
    We were both standing before the dead body of the snake, Lyle breathing heavily with his hands on his knees and me scanning the quarry constantly, nervously awaiting the charge of another viper. Lyle admitted in a shaky voice, "That was… a little bigger than what I'd expected." 
 
    My own laughter admittedly sounded a little high-pitched to my own ears. That was one damn scary animal. "Not disagreeing with you there, Lyle. You were damned impressive though. If you keep this up, we'll have to find you a suitably dangerous nickname—Basher or Skullcrusher or something along those lines. How's the leg doing?" 
 
    He knelt to inspect the damage to his legs but couldn't quite hide the extensive blush that blossomed all over his face. "It doesn't look too horrible. It didn't hit a muscle or cut too deep or anything. It's just—damn. It didn't hurt at first, but it's starting to really smart, and I can't get the bleeding to stop." 
 
    I tossed the second-to-last roll of bandages to him and crouched to examine the viper's corpse. The body must've weighed almost as much as my own, and I was once again impressed by Lyle's sturdiness in combat. Scrutinizing it up close, I could tell that the ridges were actually part of the monster's body, apparently formed from the monster's own bone and unnaturally sharp to boot. I looted the corpse, and once again, I appreciated the fact that Exogenics had decided not to make the looting experience one hundred percent realistic—sawing through the sections of the viper in order to extract different body parts wasn't exactly my idea of a fun afternoon. The items I looted were interesting though. 
 
    Viper Scales were not exactly an unexpected drop. Nor was the matched set of Viper Fangs I looted. The single large eye, stalk and all was a bit more morbid but still made sense to me. I had not expected the three piles of Viper Meat that dropped—fine cuisine seemed to mean something different in the middle of the forest. All of the items were of uncommon quality, except for the meat, which was common. Pretty nice rewards, really, compared to some of our previous encounters, but then again, compared to taking on some small rats, this was another realm entirely. And this was only the beginning—we needed to take out at least ten of the creatures, boding well for the size of the loot pile. I couldn't wait to get home so I could tinker around with the crafting possibilities. 
 
    I chortled at my own impatience—better keep my mind on the task at hand, or I'd wind up being slowly digested in a snake's stomach. Meanwhile, Lyle got up and tested his leg, jumping up and down on the spot. The slight bleeding status he'd suffered had disappeared, and his health was slowly increasing again. Five minutes later, his health was back to full, and we got back to work. 
 
    Over the next half hour we managed to work out an almost foolproof method of dealing with the vipers and killed off an additional four beasts. I'd blaze off a salvo of Sonic Missile and Sonic Blast, then move back and allow Lyle to Shield Bash the snake into unconsciousness and start pounding the life out of it. Then I'd shoot another salvo, and if the animal started to stir before expiring, I'd fire off a Stun Blast. Oblivion usually came right around that point for the poor animals. 
 
    Seeing as how the quarry was several hundred meters across, narrowing slightly as one approached the farthest end of the area and, supposedly, the entrance to the Moonsong Cave, we decided to approach the hunt in an indirect manner. Instead of moving directly towards the cave and risk alerting several vipers at a time, we'd moved from side to side, only advancing slightly for each pass. While it was undoubtedly slower, it was also safer, and I started harboring hopes that we'd be able to clear the quarry without any challenges. Needless to say, the moment the unbidden thought appeared in my mind, things went wrong. We'd just pulled another viper from straight ahead when a rasping sound from my left side announced the uncalled-for arrival of another hissing partygoer that'd been hiding unseen in a large depression. This one was slightly smaller and had a darker color scheme—and that's about as much as I managed to see before springing into action. 
 
    I yelled, "Lyle. Company!" and hit the newcomer with a Stun Blast. I sprinted towards Lyle, only pausing to hit his opponent with my damage spells. "Take down this one fast. Can't handle two." He responded by sprinting forward and meeting the first viper with a horizontal mace blow, following it up with a vicious Shield Bash. I maneuvered around, placing Lyle between me and both vipers, impatiently waiting for my cooldowns to disappear. The viper was the first one to get back into business though. Its massive body went from a prone state into flinging all of its mass straight at Lyle in no time. Out of sheer desperation, I cast a Sonic Push, trying to alter its trajectory enough that it didn't hit Lyle. The blast was only partially efficient, however. While I managed to push the head slightly out of the way, the remainder of the body still hit him in the torso and bowled him over, sending him tumbling across the ground. At least the animal seemed momentarily disoriented, and with my cooldowns over, I unleashed both my damage spells, watching its health drop to about a third, and its massive head turn to fixate on me. 
 
    Right at this point, I heard a loud hiss from nearby. A brief glance confirmed the second snake was bearing down on me, as unstoppable as a freight train. I barely had the time to perform a clumsy dodge maneuver before I was struck by the beast's massive body, sending me spinning through the air like a bowling pin. 
 
    I've had the questionable pleasure of doing a whole lot of dodging and avoiding close combat attacks lately, and it's really friggin' hard. As in, surprisingly so. Even if your opponent is kind enough to not alter his angle of attack to follow your dodge, the mere act of decoding the situation right, deciding an intelligible course of action and then having your body react appropriately within split seconds is freakishly tough. Add to that the level of realism and the stress of combat, and it's no wonder that most players just throw on a bunch of armor and try to tough it out. 
 
    Oh, and even if you do get it right in the first attempt, landing correctly is another discussion entirely. Especially if one were to take my bumbling considerations and apply them to the present situation—being hit mid-jump. I landed badly, tumbling arse-over-elbows across the rock-filled ground, and a few debuffs appeared in my vision, which I had neither the time nor inclination to be scrutinizing right now. I was fortunate enough to land on my stomach though. Even though I was both disoriented and hurting, I knew that lying still was asking for a quick respawn, and even before I lay still, I scrambled to get up and sprint away in whichever direction forward was. As chance would have it, that direction was straight back towards Lyle, who still struggled with the oversized snake and sported bleeding cuts in several places. I could hear a rasping sound from straight behind me—there was no way I'd be able to help Lyle take down his opponent and still keep the monster off my own back, especially when that one hit had taken me down to 60 percent health. With a frustrated growl building in the back of my throat, I turned 180 degrees and started playing. 
 
    Sometimes I regretted not having chosen my old rogue. That one was simple. Target at a distance? Shoot it with the shortbow. Target close up? Bash it with the shortsword. That's it. Sure, there's more to it—parries, ripostes, overextending, proper footwork and posture and tons of other details. But it all paled in comparison to staring straight at a charging giant viper that's going full-tilt for you and still having to concentrate enough on your playing to force out a jolly little ditty in order to not miscast your spell. I closed my eyes to be able to focus better and immediately regretted it. If only I hadn't wasted my High Tide skill on a damn social quest yesterday evening. I zeroed my entire focus in on the one task—playing the song and releasing the Entrance Animals spell right. In my singlemindedness, I probably wasted a couple of seconds playing before I realized that the hissing wasn't coming any closer. Hesitantly, I opened my eyes and had the doubtful pleasure of seeing a huge snake head within spitting distance, huge head undulating back and forth with the eyes glazed over. 
 
    No victory celebration yet, though. I turned slowly, very carefully keeping up with my playing, to see if I still had a chance at saving Lyle. When I finally saw him, I couldn't help but let a nervous titter escape. He was down on one knee, battered and bleeding but victorious, dealing out a final barrage of blows to the head of the downed and beaten viper. With a final, massive strike, he sank down on both knees and let out a shuddering breath. Seconds later, my constant playing brought him back to the present. His head snapped around, eyes open wide, while he took in the sight of me serenading the viper, its head swaying back and forth peacefully right next to me. Initially, when he spoke, only a slight squeaking noise came out, and try as I might, I couldn't keep from laughing. 
 
    Moments later, his voice returned, and he asked, "Is that thing under control?" 
 
    I was happy that I'd chosen The Pied Piper for this spell—it really wasn't that hard a melody to keep going, and talking while playing wasn't really my forte. "More like kept in check for a bit. Can't keep it up forever though." That was a bit of an understatement. With the other spells I'd cast, I was down to just over half of my mana—thank God for the Mana Well effect of my violin. "I think I can keep it up for a minute or so, and then we'll have to take down the bastard. You up for it, or do we call it quits for today?" I could see a minor agility debuff over him but nothing major, and his health was still above the halfway mark. 
 
    Lyle rolled his shoulders with a slight wince. "I'm good, I think. A little battered, but I managed to avoid the worst of those razors. Just give me a short breather, and I'm ready to pound this thing into pulp." 
 
    When I let the enchantment drop a minute later, Lyle went to town on the poor animal. His initial overhead strike howled through the air, batting about the viper with enough force that it stood no chance of regaining its composure, let alone counter-attack. He got in two fast blows before following it up with a massive shield bash, leaving the snake lying at full length on the ground. He put his entire body into the overhand strike that followed and actually managed to rock the heavy body back half a meter from the impact. When the animal stirred after that, I shot off a Sonic Wave, grinning as the beast went down for good. 
 
    After that close call, we decided that we deserved a good, long break. Neither of us mentioned going back, though—after the stress of the encounters we'd survived, we weren't going back empty-handed. I did check over Lyle's status to ensure he wasn't just toughing it out, but the momentary debuffs had disappeared when his health returned to maximum. 
 
    Over the next hour, we—cautiously—approached the far end of the quarry in ever-tightening circles. We'd grown quite adept in catching the attention of single vipers and luring them back where we'd be reasonably certain no other monsters would aggro us. All told, we finished off twelve of the imposing, tough sum'bitches before we finally reached the end of the quarry, and our inventories were filled with plenty of viper parts, including a pair of Viper Tongues. And there we stood, staring uncertainly at what was clearly the Moonsong Cave. We weren't hesitating due to the cave entrance being imposing or anything. It was actually quite wide and spacious, as these things go. Only… instead of entering, we were shuffling our feet and studiously not looking at each other. I took the opportunity to check out the 12 identical notifications blinking innocently to the side of my vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have defeated a Razortailed Viper in battle. You gain 90 experience points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Nice. This would actually be a decent place for grinding—if the monsters were to respawn like they did in regular games. 
 
    Lyle was the first one to raise his voice, interrupting my musings, "Y'know, technically, we've done what Naevys asked us to do—we could just call it a day?" 
 
    I grunted. "Yeah. With how dangerous those vipers were, there's no way anybody could expect more of us." 
 
    Silence fell over us again, before Lyle continued, "Except we're not going to do that, are we?" 
 
    "Yeah, no. I mean, if you want to? It's just—if we don't clear out those eggs, the snakes are likely to return in large numbers shortly. Also, I really, really want to find out what's down there." I definitely wanted to complete the entirety of the quest. The difference between completing the basic part of a quest and completing all of it could mean a dramatic change in rewards. 
 
    He nodded, frowning. "Me too. Me too. Of course, there's bound to be something even larger and uglier down there, right?" 
 
    "Almost certainly. With our luck, it'll be a large pile of vipers. Or a room filled with tunnels, snakes bursting from every possible–" 
 
    Lyle punched my shoulder and barked a weak laugh. "Stop! Seriously. My imagination is running wild as it is. Let's just get this over with." 
 
    Before going cave diving, I wanted to check something out, though. Sure, I had done my part in the earlier battles, rolling out my damage spells and utility spells, but above all, the damage Lyle was dealing left me amazed—he'd improved to an impressive degree over the time I'd teamed up with him. I brought up his skill list and whistled in amazement. 
 
      
 
    
      Skills: 
 
       
 
   
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Armorsmithing 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blunt Weapons: 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         1-h Weapon and Shield 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Crushing Strike 
 
       
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Shield Bash 
 
       
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Shield Kick 
 
       
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heavy Armor 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Crafting Lore 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Geography 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Groupings 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         History 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Magic Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Incredible. He had seen some rapid overall improvement across the board and was moments from gaining the Apprentice rank in Heavy Armor and his weapon combo both. The best part was that he'd received an additional combat skill—Crushing Strike. Looked like a good choice for when he needed to dish out the hurt. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Crushing Strike 
    
  You unleash a monstrous strike upon your enemy which causes increased damage and has a chance to further daze and disorient whoever is struck. There is no cooldown, but the strike is very fatiguing to use. 
    
  Causes regular weapon damage + 80% 
  Chance to daze enemy 
  Cost: 40 stamina  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 - Spelunking 
 
      
 
    Everything was in order. We'd agreed on the game plan. We were well rested and as prepared as we could be. We shared a final look, loaded with meaning, but didn't talk any more. There was no need. 
 
     I walked out front, twenty meters ahead of Lyle, and the key word of the moment was caution. I was likely exaggerating it a bit, moving forward as silently as possible, checking cautiously for signs of movements, tracks or, well, basically anything to be wary of. The tunnel itself was spacious, at least three meters wide and with a height of twice that, quite nicely illuminated by some sort of mineral deposit inside the walls. Calcite, according to Lyle. It was a pretty material, sure, and seemed to do a lot to help the light from above ground reach deeper into the tunnel. It was, however, also difficult to properly extract and abundant enough that it wasn't worth much. 
 
     We delved deeper—but not too deep this time. The tunnel was a mere hundred meters in length, and as we descended, a rank stench rose up to meet us. At the end, the tunnel widened into a scene of beauty and horror combined. 
 
     Perhaps horror wasn't the right word. Devastation was more like it. A short glance was enough to show how the place had received its name—the Moonsong Cave. The walls of the large, circular grotto were adorned on all sides with multicolored stones—calcite and others I had no knowledge of—but the roof was open to the elements. In better days, I could almost imagine watching the moonlight descend from above, the light reflecting from the gems in all the hues of the rainbow while condensation slowly dripped from the stone walls into the natural pools of the cave. These were not better days, however. The small pools were muddied and littered with detritus, and the cave itself was covered in broken rock, bones and unidentifiable remains. 
 
     As for the aforementioned horror, it was perched in the center of the floor, resting on a pile of debris, and the moment I spotted it, I froze and began to slowly inch away, infinitesimally slow. When I reached Lyle, we moved together back up the tunnel until we reached open skies again and could breathe once more—me in silent relief and Lyle in perplexity. 
 
    I remained silent for a bit, pondering the ground, trying to manage the stream of half-formed plans and ideas that formed in mind and failing. Exhaling noisily, I addressed Lyle, "Sooo… good news or bad news first?" 
 
     "Erm. Good?" 
 
    "Alright. Well, the good news is that there's no large pile of vipers down there. Also, the room is closed—we know exactly what we're facing." 
 
    He grimaced. "That's the… never mind. So, the bad news is what we are facing, I guess." 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "… Intend to tell me?" 
 
    "It's the mother. The mother to all these snakes, and from the size of it, the mother of all snakes." And the name tag above the aptly named "Razortailed Clutch Mother" was orange, meaning it'd be a dangerous challenge for us. If we had brought Darya along, I might have given it a try—she was a mean shot, and with the terrain as it was, we could probably set up a good ambush. As it was… we weren't the perfect combo. One failed stun from either of us, and Lyle would be left trying to handle an oversized meat grinder that easily had the bulk to wrap around him and give him a blender hug. Additionally, the cooldown of my Stun Blast was thirty seconds—way too much time for the scary creature to play slice'n'dice with us. 
 
     "Oh. Hm. I guess, if it's much larger than the others, my mace wouldn't be much more than a toothpick—so we're not taking it head on?" He actually looked—disappointed? Geez. My attempt to instill caution into his mindset really wasn't taking. 
 
    "Pits, no. Also, Naevys never mentioned anything about taking care of any gargantuan mother snake—only to get the eggs for her. Any ideas? My mind keeps just picturing the sheer size of the cursed thing." I actually had issues trying to figure out just how huge it was. Piled up as it'd been, it was hard to see beginning and end of the monster.  
 
    Lyle sat down on a nearby boulder and looked up at me with a serious attitude. "Okay, closed chamber, huge viper. Is there anything else you can tell me?" The corner of his mouth quirked up. "Something useful, I mean." 
 
    I glared at him for a bit before relenting. Somebody was getting way too cocky for their own good. "It's an almost circular stone chamber. Floor's littered with broken rock and all sorts of refuse—bones and who-knows-what. The snake is perched in the back of the room—sleeping, it looks like. I'd wager the eggs are right underneath the beast, waiting to be hatched. Oh, and there's no roof to the cavern. Light spills down from just above." 
 
    He mulled this over in silence. "And the walls of the cavern? Are they rough or slippery? Do they slope inwards or outwards?" 
 
    "I'm… not sure what you're asking. There are pools on the cavern floor, and the weather's cold and foggy, so I guess the walls would be pretty wet and slippery. And…” I smacked my forehead lightly. "Sorry, I guess I'm being a bit slow today. You're asking if the walls can be climbed?" 
 
    He just arched an eyebrow and smiled. Runt. 
 
    "I guess they could. I'm definitely neither agile nor strong enough to do it myself, but from what little I saw, the rock did look pretty broken, uneven and not too steep." I paused, letting my mind catch up to my mouth. "So… if you wait on top, I'll enter from the front, and then I'll try to enchant the viper and lead it away. We could probably find a spot not too far from here where I'd have a decent shot at getting away from the snake for when I'm unable to maintain the spell any longer. Oh, and if the snake resists my spell, I'll run as far away as possible, and you should still be able to–" 
 
    My musings were interrupted by a snort from Lyle. He was hiding a huge smirk behind his hand and avoiding my eyes. 
 
    "What?" I demanded. 
 
    "Or," he said, mirth evident in his voice, "we could do this the clever way and avoid your violent death?" 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we'd backtracked the entire way through the quarry and followed the western edge of the gorge all the way to where the tunnel entrance lay, maybe ten meters below. The opening to the cavern was, as Lyle had properly guessed, right nearby, and moments later, we were standing next to the opening, staring down at the reclined form of the Clutch Mother. 
 
    Lyle let out a low whistle. "Mother of all snakes indeed."  
 
    I looked at him impatiently. "So, what's your brilliant plan?" 
 
    He moved a bit closer to the edge with a devil-may-care attitude, calmly took off his backpack and started rummaging inside. He soon produced—with an annoying little flourish—a rope. 
 
    I could practically feel the grin coming into being on my face. "Why, you sly, well-prepared dog, you. This just got interesting." 
 
    He grinned back at me, wiggling his eyebrows while he secured the rope to an outcropping beside the hole.  
 
    Walking over to him, I looked down at the dozing animal and asked, "How about we try waking it up to check if the eggs are there?" Before he could do anything to stop me, I hooked one foot around a large rock and pushed it over the edge. I dove to the ground, pulling Lyle down as well, all the while grinning like a loon at the look of shock on his face. 
 
    Beyond the edge, I could hear the racket of the falling rock waking up the beast. Cautiously, I peered down to see the giant snake slithering around the cave, looking around, hissing and turning every which way, attempting to locate what had caused the noise. A minute later, it gave up and returned to its resting position. Encouraged, I turned back to Lyle and patted his arm, "Alright, I think we're on. The ground below the snake's just sand or earth or something, but I'm pretty sure I spotted an egg protruding from the ground. Any ideas on how to handle the situation, or should I just shoot a spell at the beast to kick it into gear? Then once it comes thundering up the cliff, we climb down the rope, rob the nest and waltz off laughing?" 
 
    Lyle nodded along. "Sure that'd work, but… I'd feel a whole lot better if we tried to take it down first—or at least hurt it enough that it'd regret trying to invade our quarry and destroy our livelihoods and all." 
 
    I patted his back in commiseration and spent a moment surveying our surroundings—a feat easily completed. The plateau near the hole was a weather-beaten place. A few scraggly bushes and the remnants of an old pine that had at some point been split by lightning were the only signs that we were still practically in the middle of a forest. Apart from this, there were just rocks and mud. A whole lot of rocks. "Lyle. Here's what we'll try…” 
 
    Five minutes later, we were ready, standing near the brink and looking down at the nesting Clutch Mother. We'd each lined up a pile of large rocks within easy reach and spent a while trying to decide the perfect size for ourselves. Fortunately, we wouldn't have to toss the rocks too far or hard—gravity would do all the work for us. I reiterated, "Remember, we'll get about four seconds if the stun settles, so you had better start tossing the rocks the moment I start playing. If it survives, however, we just leave it be—the important thing for us is to get away safely with the eggs." 
 
    He nodded, eyes boring down on the scaled intruder. "Don't worry. We'll take it down." 
 
    Lyle and I took one final glance at the beast before our eyes met. He nodded, and I raised my violin, aiming to introduce the sleeping beast, likely for the first time in its life, to a liberal dose of violin-carried rock and roll. Emphasis on the rock. 
 
    They say that one of the greatest gifts that has been bestowed upon humanity is the ability to empathize. We imagine ourselves in the place of other people, animals and even things—regardless of whether the other part has the capacity to feel or think like we do. It was only too easy to imagine oneself in the position of the scaly creature below. First the rest, blissfully unaware of the outside world. Next, a series of unfamiliar, yet intriguing, notes from above, lifting your massive head to the sky and flicking out your tongue to get a taste of what was going on. Finally, you're struck by a wave of energy that caused your entire body to freeze up, and you are left to stare at the sky above as it is partially obscured by a series of large rocks that rain down upon your supine body. 
 
    These thoughts, of course, didn't arrive until way later. For the time being, I felt the impact as the Stun Blast raced outwards from my violin and instantly put down the instrument, grabbing for the nearest rock to toss it at the huge form below. The next few seconds were frantic confusion, broken only by our grunting and wheezing as we lobbed heaps of pain down from above. The moment I could hear the beast stirring below, I dropped to my knees, staring at the health bar, gazing intently as the snake lifted its huge head into the air and fixed its cold stare on us. The health bar was still at about thirty percent—too much to risk anything. "So. Damn. Close," I groaned out loud, trying to get my head around the fact that we'd failed. Below, the snake let out a screeching hiss before turning towards the cave exit. 
 
    My sense of annoyance was rapidly replaced by dread as Lyle's voice rose beside me, "Not on my watch. For Grant's Crossing and liberty!" That last part he shouted out loud, as he hefted his weapons and jumped straight over the edge. I could only watch in horror as my chivalrous companion decided that a ten-meter jump attack was a completely feasible choice. Frozen, I could feel the sweat breaking out all over as his shouting form plummeted like a falling rock straight down on to the moving form of the snake below. Unsuspecting, the beast had started to slither away at great speed but froze at the swiftly-approaching racket before its outwardly ungainly body performed a half-turn at an amazing speed to see what was going on. This, unfortunately, was really bad news for Lyle. He did manage to throw his weight around midair, delivering a devastating blow to the snake's midsection, but the rest of his body barely hit the side of the snake before continuing downwards to the stone floor, where he hit awkwardly with a heavy thud. 
 
    That sound finally brought me out of my reverie. I grabbed my violin and immediately cast Entrance Animals. With any luck, I'd be able to spellbind the viper while it was stunned from Lyle's blow and keep it like that until Lyle could get to a safe distance. No such luck to be had. The spell fizzled, and I was left hesitant on the edge of the hole before I decided I might as well join Lyle in his stupidity and launched myself over the edge.  
 
    Now, this might seem dumber than it was with my weak physical stats. I had a plan, though. Well, a smidgen of a plan. A theory, at least. The thing is, from my perch at the edge of the grotto, I'd basically only be able to use my Sonic Missile, for fear of hitting Lyle, and I needed to get down to be able to use my AoE (Area of Effect) spells and maybe take the heat off Lyle. Crashing towards the ground and my premature respawn, I tucked the violin into my embrace and concentrated; I needed to get the timing just right for this. Halfway down, I started casting a Sonic Push from below myself, angling the sound wave upwards and slightly forward. I almost panicked as the increasing wind force caused my hair to whip around my face, obscuring my vision, but I forced through regardless, hoping for the timing to be right. Then the sound wave force hit me, arresting my fall and pushing me forward in the vain hope that I would avoid any injuries. That was the theory, at least. In practice, I lost all sense of direction, hit the ground painfully and tumbled head-over-heels over the ground, finally skidding to a stop face-down in one of the pools. I groaned and spat out brackish water as I forced my hurting body to comply and stand up, demanding my aching arms lift the violin I'd been embracing.  
 
    When I got to my feet, my vision was swimming and my balance way off. I'd definitely been hit by some sort of debuff, but I had no time to investigate. The viper was in motion on the other side of the chamber, but it took me a couple of seconds to see what was happening, and by then, it was already too late. Lyle sat awkwardly with his left leg sticking out at an unhealthy angle, trying to defend himself with just his shield—his weapon was nowhere to be seen. The viper's massive body was coiled in tension, and as I watched, helplessly, it struck, mouth opening wide to finish him off. Desperately, I fired off a Sonic Missile to catch its attention, but the animal didn't even flinch. In fact—was it swallowing him?  
 
    I was still far enough away that I couldn't see anything clearly but started casting Stun Blast in the hope that I'd make it closer and do something. I interrupted the casting halfway, as the animal was backing away, weaving back and forth erratically. It performed a half circle, and I prepared to defend myself, but the beast ignored me, continuing the motion while tossing its head back and forth like crazy. Not one to let an opportunity get away, I started casting a Sonic Wave, angling it so there was no risk of hitting Lyle and followed up with a Stun Blast. The beast was still ignoring me, even though its health was diminishing, and it had taken to banging its head against the cave wall, but the Stun Blast interrupted whatever it was doing, and it settled on the ground again, twitching. 
 
    With my damage spells on cooldown again, I took the opportunity to yell out, "Lyle! You okay?" A pained groan was my only response, but I took that as confirmation. I maintained full focus on the snake and, the moment I could, cast another Sonic Missile. So damn close—just another ten percent health.  
 
    The beast came around, raised its head and promptly smashed it into the wall again, causing pebbles to tumble down from above. Finally, I spotted what the hell was going on. Apparently, the viper had tried to swallow Lyle's shield whole and managed to get the entire thing stuck sideways inside its throat. The digestive troubles of the viper were a godsend to Lyle and me though. It looked like the monster would be unable to dislodge the shield before I could finally turn the thing into the largest purse on Aeion. 
 
    Unfortunately, the viper had the brains to do the math—if barely—and come to the same conclusion because it stopped its masochistic undertakings. The huge head swiveled around, and its tongue flickered in and out, assessing. At this point I thought we might just make it. I could probably take a single hit or two, and as long as I didn't fail my casts… my internal monologue stopped as the viper started slithering shakily towards me and then veered off towards Lyle, where he had gotten himself propped up against the wall. 
 
    Panicking, I yelled, "No! Go for me, you bastard!" and shot off a Sonic Wave, clipping off a bit less than half the remaining health. Again, it ignored me and slithered right up alongside Lyle, hiding him from my view but allowing the entire, razor-tipped length of the viper's body to crush him against the cavern wall. I sprinted closer to the head of the animal—I needed to do some serious damage instantly, or Lyle would bleed out. Taking a deep breath, I watched the cooldown for Sonic Missile disappear and instantly shot off another one. I watched in anxiety as the missile shot straight for the snout of the creature, visibly impacting and leaving it alive with just a few slivers of health remaining. 
 
    That's when I snapped. Yelling with fury, I ran straight at the monster's head, equipping my flimsy spear as I went. The viper turned towards me and opened its mouth at the sight of yet another morsel bearing down upon it. A last-second impulse made me cast Sonic Push straight at my own back. The spell threatened to slip away from me without the music to guide it out, but I powered through and was propelled forwards faster than I could ever hope to run. At the sight of the huge mouth agape before me, oversized fangs dripping with saliva, I couldn't even begin to focus on how to attack properly but just clutched the spear with both hands while a piece of advice from an old book kept repeating itself in my head, "Stick 'em with the pointy end." 
 
    The sudden burst of speed from my spell must've taken the viper by surprise because suddenly, I was hanging half-way inside the mouth and stabbing, stabbing, stabbing at anything and everything within reach. Moments later, pain engulfed me as the animal's jaws closed around my waist, and I found myself closed off from the world, deprived of light and sound and hurting. So, yeah, that's when I really panicked. I flailed left and right, yelled incoherently and generally just lost it. I'm certain it was only a matter of seconds, but it felt like longer, and that memory is definitely going to stay with me for a while. At last, I was able to fight down my panic and stay still—and then, ever so slowly, move my arms back to pry the jaws of the beast slightly apart. Bit by bit, this allowed me to squirm my way out from between the jaws and stare wide-eyed at the monster which finally lay blessedly still, clearly dead. 
 
    I forced myself to ignore the lingering feelings of dread from being stuck inside the viper and made my battered body dig down into its reserves one last time. I got up on unsteady legs and scanned around for any sign of Lyle. Luckily, the snake had veered slightly away from the wall in its attempt to eat me whole, and I was able to make it along the wall to locate him. When I did find him, Lyle was a mess. He was sporting so many cuts along his arms and body that the first impression was something from out of a slasher fic. I got out my last set of bandages but didn't even know where to start. He had so many cuts. 
 
    His eyes flickered over at me, fear visible in his eyes, and a soft sob escaped from his lips. "I'm… I'm sorry. I was so certain…" 
 
    Relieved, I waved off his concerns. "We'll talk about it later. I'm just glad you're okay." 
 
    After a brief moment of hesitation, I decided to attend to some of the deeper cuts that had gotten past his arms and were liberally divided along his upper legs and torso. After a—possibly overzealous—application of bandages, I could finally breathe out in relief as his bleeding status disappeared and his hit points stabilized with just 15 remaining. We divided the work fairly between us—I searched the cave for loot and crafting materials, while Lyle promised to take care of not dying. 
 
    I gave the viper a wide berth while I searched the rest of the cave. Even in death, the beast was intimidating and looked like something that might start slithering again at any time. The tour of the cave was quickly over and done with—I found no hidden exits, side rooms or treasures. As much as I kept pestering Lyle, he kept insisting that the various pretty stones embedded in the walls were basically valueless—good thing I didn't choose the Miner profession. That left two possible sources of loot, and I promptly got to work searching the debris-filled floor for anything of use. After fifteen minutes, I could conclude only that the vipers had been major slobs and ought to be ashamed of themselves. The floor was littered with all sorts of debris liberally mixed with viper scales and the occasional eroded remnant of something inorganic. There was one exception, though. In one of the pools, partially buried in silt, I found what had to be the remnants of a humanoid—or several. The abuse the person's remains had taken was severe, and only a minor pile of metallic items were left. Pushing aside a badly rusted chainmail, I pocketed a nonmagical Ornate Silver Ring to sell later and managed to identify a simple Tin Ring of Strength with a +1 modifier, which Lyle got to equip right away. My major find, however, came from another pool where a glint revealed an unidentified earring—a length of tiny chain links forged of varying materials which was to be attached by means of three studs. I couldn't wait to have it identified—even though I'd never worn an earring, the right stats might just start my belated teenage rebellion. Hell—it was fancy enough I might just equip it anyhow. 
 
    As for the Clutch Mother, it didn't disappoint. First off were a handful of Large Hardened Viper Scales, which Lyle was enthusiastic about taking to Sourpuss to see if he could process them into snake leather armor. Next were two saber-sized Large Viper Fangs. I couldn't tell whether you'd actually be able to use them for a weapon or the like but did feel a pressing need to have them mounted above my bed. Then came a huge pile of Viper Meat, eight Bone Protrusions—the wicked sharp ridges from the monster's side—and the final one, a rare Protection Gland. 
 
    The way back to the village was long and arduous with Lyle using a scavenged tree branch for a crutch the entire time. With the excitement of the battle at a distance, I used the time wisely to give Lyle the scolding of his life. I'd been convinced that I would have to present the news of his untimely death to his father, and I let him know in no uncertain terms how I felt about that. Add in the shock of his reckless stunt—yeah, I didn't hold back. In the end, while he did nod, mumbled "yes" at all the right times and seemed sincerely penitent, I wasn't sure I got through to him at all. Especially when I checked the development in our skills and noticed that he'd received a brand new achievement to match his two-week Broken Leg debuff: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Valor of Blackrock Spire 
    
  Odds mean nothing to you. You have proved that you are willing to risk your life for the things that matter the most to you—be they honor, family or a cheap thrill. Thus, when your life is at stake, you are strengthened. 
    
  When you face overwhelming odds, you receive a 3 minute +10 bonus to endurance and +10% pain resistance. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    That really didn't bode well for his good behavior. Ah, well. I decided to put it out of my head and leave it for his dad to talk some sense into him. I checked out my own progression from battling all the vipers and whistled. First off, both Sonic Missile and Sonic Wave had gained two levels and had finally crossed the threshold to Apprentice rank. I checked out the pop-up: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the Apprentice level with your spell: 
    
  Sonic Missile 
    
  Your control of the spell is such that you are able to cast it with additional force. The Concentration skill check of any enemy due to a hit by Sonic Missile is made at a -5 penalty. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The Sonic Wave pop-up was identical in nature. Wonderful—both would make for a slightly easier time against enemy spellcasters or enemies with skills that had casting times. My spells were generally coming along nicely. Stun Blast and Entrance Animals had gained two levels and Sonic Push one. Sonic Spells gained two, reaching nine. I couldn't wait to see what I'd get once I hit apprentice rank. 
 
    Apart from that, I'd gained skills in Unarmored Dodge, Spot, Leadership and Concentration. Even Acrobatics had gained a point, which I assumed came from jumping off a damn cliff. Oh—and I'd gained two new skills: Piercing Weapons and Throwing—which I promptly minimized again. I couldn't see myself using those any time soon. The XP wasn’t anything to scoff at either. We received a massive 400 from the Clutch Mother. That left Lyle and me really close to levels three and four, respectively.  
 
    We finally got back to the village, and I left Lyle on the porch of the smithy along with those viper scales—might as well let him make something from them. I proceeded to walk off as fast as possible to avoid the parental fallout. I couldn't help chuckling when I heard the yelling begin in the background. Right now, it was time for me to cash in on the completed quest. Sweet, sweet quest rewards awaited, and life was good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Will It Blend? 
 
      
 
    Evening time was drawing near when I entered the woods once again, aiming to visit Naevys and turn in the quest. The woods were alive with birdsong, and the sun was drawing orange shades towards the horizon. The large trio of oaks that Naevys called her home towered before me, and I couldn't help smiling as the tones of a flute whispered up from below. I decided to give her a small surprise and brought out my violin, listening attentively to catch the fleeting melody before slowly joining in. I started almost imperceptibly, slowly increasing in volume. I could tell when she noticed my presence, a single note drawn out for just a tad too long before she dove back into it, adding a joyous undertone to the melody. I slowly approached while our melodies mingled and merged, diverged from each other, meandering on their separate paths before once again embracing and becoming one. While I had yet to have a conversation with Naevys where my mind didn't feel like it was scrambling to keep up, right at that moment, I believed that I'd found one place where we were exactly the same—the ability to lose ourselves in the music and let ourselves get carried away.  
 
    When I peeked down into her abode, an involuntary smile spread on my face. Naevys was halfway up the wall, lying cradled in the embrace of two massive roots, eyes closed and surrendered to the music. Impressive how she could make such a silly posture seem completely natural. I spent maybe a few seconds extra just smiling at the sight of her before I made my way down the arboreal stairs, still playing and walked over to her. At this point, I promptly realized that there was no way to get to where she was, five meters up the wall. I stood for a moment, at a loss for words, when Naevys' eyes fluttered open, and she gracefully leapt down and gave me a large hug. My natural aversion to hugs had a short fight with the rest of my mind and lost. The close proximity of a stunningly cute girl can do that to you.  
 
    A moment later, she took a step back and looked up at me with a dazzling smile. "You did it. Thank you ever so much."  
 
    I was momentarily taken aback. "How… how could you possibly know that?" 
 
    Her affable character turned serious, and she replied, "My bond with nature cannot be broken. As I share with the forest, so too does it divulge its secrets to me." Her eyes glittered, and she pinched her nose with two fingers. "Also, you reek of snakes." 
 
    Nonplussed, I burst out in laughter and bowed. "I apologize for subjecting you to that. I wanted to give you the good news right away." 
 
    She waved away my concerns. "Nevermind, Arcangelo. Tell me how you managed to get away with the eggs." 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I'd related the entire encounter to her and learned that she was an amazing listener. She oohed and aahed at all the right moments, commiserated with me on Lyle's recklessness and held her hands in front of her mouth upon learning that he had almost died.  
 
    She wasn't entirely satisfied, though. "Why didn't you just take the eggs and run to begin with instead of killing the poor beast? The poor Mother was getting up there in years and likely would not have been able to produce another clutch of eggs. Well, I suppose it's all for the best—your people in the village are an impatient sort and probably would hate having to wait another five to ten years for her to reach her natural end. But what did bring her to move as far south as she has? Her kind usually reside in wetter climates." 
 
    Her brow furrowed pensively, and I quickly sidetracked her before she went off on a tangent by removing the eggs from my backpack, one by one. Her eyes widened, and she hared off without a word, returning a couple of minutes later with a large wicker basket filled with mulch and proceeded to line it with old rags. She then investigated each singular egg, listening closely to each one, marked each one with a dab of paint at one end and placed them with meticulous care in the basket. Two of them she placed next to the basket instead. 
 
    Watching her actions, I couldn't help myself, "You aren't going to… keep them, are you?" In my mind's eye, I was picturing her walking the forest with a couple of the vipers on a leash. 
 
    She tittered, "Of course not. Picture the mess they would make of my home."  
 
    I nodded in relief, right until she elaborated, "I'm just going to keep them around for a bit until they can fend for themselves and then release them back into the wild." She puttered around with the basket until she noticed my expression. "Oh, Arcangelo, have a little faith." She smiled. "When I let these beauties out into nature where they belong, they will feel no desire to ever attack a person and will only do so if provoked. Also, I plan to release them a ways north of the village where a family of cairn bears has been getting comfortable lately—we do not want those any closer to the village, terrors that they are." 
 
    Apparently, I looked suitably mollified, because she patted my shoulder. "Good of you to think of the village. It speaks well of you. Now, to business. The vipers in these two eggs," she indicated the pair that she'd set aside, "will not survive to be hatched. Would you carry them along to Gillem and thank him for his assistance last week? I'm certain he can use them to make some sort of delicacy." 
 
    I assured her I'd take care of it, and she nodded, turning her back towards me and starting to rummage around in a full-sized wardrobe that stood out among all the self-made equipment and furniture. Over her shoulder, she said, "You have been on my mind a lot lately. Lyle is easy to figure out, but you are a tougher puzzle. Oh, there we go." 
 
    She turned around and passed me a small leather purse along with a much larger bundle. "The money is for both of you. Now, Lyle, as your story clearly shows, needs protection—from himself as much as from the world. Please pass him this cloak along with my compliments. It should go well over his armor and grant him some extra padding for when you get yourselves into the next mess. You, on the other hand, have a choice to make." She extricated a small cloth pouch along with a rolled-up scroll and dangled the cloth pouch in front of me, producing a tiny clinking sound. "This is my emergency stash of various potions. With these tiny beauties in my life, I should not be wanting for protection until I can find a new stash." 
 
    My eyes lashed on to the dangling pouch like a hypnotizing pendant, and I might just have been salivating a bit. If the past weeks had shown me anything, it was that an ace in the hole could mean the difference between life and death here, and she was toting an entire bag of them. Fat chance I was going to choose whatever else she was going to–  
 
    She interrupted my thoughts, "The other choice would mean increased responsibility for you, but I believe it might be the better choice for you as a person." She unfurled the scroll for me, and I read the title. "Establish Animal Bond." 
 
    I swallowed. "Is this… Does this mean what I think it does?" 
 
    She nodded, deadly serious for once. "You will need to establish a friendly relationship first, but that is easily done when the egg hatches for you. Taking care of the growing viper and protecting him until he can, in turn, protect you will not be as easy, however, and the connection comes at a cost." 
 
    I'd already forgotten all about the pouch with its instantly accessible goodies—this was the real deal. I could vividly picture leading my own razortailed monstrosity into battle—maybe even growing it large enough for me to ride it? "Could you tell me more about these vipers? How large do they grow? Will he or she understand what I'm saying?" 
 
    Naevys beamed a brilliant smile at me and promptly launched into an explanation on the characteristics and behavior of the Razortailed Viper. I kept up with the deluge of information—barely—but couldn't help glancing at the scroll before me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Establish Animal Bond 
    
  This scroll allows the bearer to form a permanent bond with an animal, allowing for a telepathic connection to grow between the two. The form and connection depend on the animal type and level of intellect. 
  Requirement: Friendly relationship with the animal. 
  Cost: 20 mana allocated to maintaining the bond. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    "… as you can see, nature meant for him to grow even larger, but keeping themselves fed is a real issue. I do not expect you to go into this empty-handed, dear Arcangelo. I will guide you along the necessary paths." She looked at me, waiting for an answer. 
 
    I really hadn't caught the entirety of her lecture because another idea kept intruding on my train of thought and plain refused to go away. "Naevys, erm…this might be an impertinent question, but would this, " I indicated the scroll, "work on any animal?" 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she immediately riposted, "Oh no, Arcangelo, this is not a path that you want to tread. Thousands before you have embarked on perilous journeys to capture and tame giant eagles, dragons or floating dreamers. They almost always fail—even those who, unlike you, have trained for the purpose. Either they are slain outright trying to capture a dragon egg, or something goes wrong in the training process, and the poor animal is ruined. I will not allow you to just disappear on me like that. I enjoy your company." 
 
    I spent a brief moment allowing myself to luxuriate in the thought of flying on a giant eagle and then squashed the thought firmly. Also, a floating dreamer—what the hell? Did she just inadvertently say that she liked me? Shaking my head, I tried to gather my thoughts and present them coherently, "Oh no, you misunderstand me—and I would not want to disrespect this gift in such a manner. It's just—there are plenty of reasons why Lyle and I keep getting in over our heads. Part is Lyle's recklessness, part is the sad fact that I often don't think far enough ahead. These are things we can and will work on improving. There are probably other factors I'm forgetting, but the last, major fault with our partnership is this. We're loud and obvious. Neither of us knows how to sneak or spy worth a damn, and we tend to crash straight into things. A bond with one of these vipers would only exacerbate the problem—and I believe I have a solution." 
 
    Naevys listened while I explained. Bit by bit, the frown that had appeared on her brow disappeared, and she gave me a grudging nod. "Your reasoning is sound. Don't worry about your viper—I will make for a good surrogate mother. Now, let's get out of here and go introduce you to your future partner. I can tell you are just about trembling with excitement. The transition will come with its own set of questions, and I had better be your teacher in this." 
 
    I can count the number of times I've initiated a hug on the fingers of one hand, but still, I enfolded Naevys in an embrace, thanking her awkwardly. On the way back to the village, I was practically skipping. If my plan worked, not only would Lyle and I be able to work stealth and subterfuge into our outings—something entirely new to us—I'd also have another set of eyes to watch my back for enemies, be they in-game or from real life. 
 
    We made good speed and a short while later arrived at the back of The Warlock's End. We didn't enter but walked behind the building, past the service entrance to the kitchen and into the tiny cluster of pine trees that always kept the worst of the afternoon heat away from my room. Naevys had insisted that the primary introduction to the capital-b Bond was rather straightforward—I just had to get the recipient in a good mood and then read the scroll. When we had arrived, she stayed in the background. I tried to center myself for a while but had to give up—I was way too excited to relax—and instead calmed down the best way I know. My old teacher would've been ashamed of me and the way I without preamble launched into a piece by Strauss - Frühlingsstimmen (Voices of Spring) and maltreated most of the introductory part. Shortly thereafter, my mind let go of most of the tension, and my thoughts retreated to the back of my mind while my fingers reveled in the joyous, lilting melody. A while later, I opened my eyes while the final triumphant conclusion spilled from my fingers and felt like myself again—and then I spotted it. My chameleon friend was right there next to me, eyes closed, head raising and falling in time to the music. As I softly let the music die down, I whispered, afraid to scare it away, "Hi there. How would you like to be my friend?" Keeping the animal firmly fixed in my vision, I raised the Establish Animal Bond scroll before me and read the incantation out loud.  
 
    The scroll crumbled to dust in my hands, yet nothing happened. Had I been wrong? Did the spell fail? I stared at the chameleon, noticing nothing new—and then I was hit by the strangest sensation. Within my mind, new sensations blossomed—those of content tempered with the slightest feeling of unease. I concentrated harder on the sensations and soon was able to single out even more. I could feel the satisfied laziness of the chameleon and the lingering heat within the body from the past couple of hours spent on a roof in the evening sun. Then I got the pop-up: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have established a Bond with an animal companion: 
    
  Veiled Dawnlight Chameleon 
    
  Named for their general habitat, this species has adapted to the temperate climate and environment in the Dawnlight Forest. They have developed poison spitting abilities in order to defend themselves against the dangerous local species. As a whole, the species persists both because of their impressive ability to blend in with the background and inoffensive demeanor. 
  The Veiled subspecies have evolved their camouflage abilities even further to work optimally in a forest environment. They receive a bonus to stealth in forests and a penalty in all other surroundings. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Right away, I focused on him, bringing up his stats.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Companion info: 
 
      
 
    Name: (undecided) 
 
    Race: Veiled Dawnlight Chameleon 
 
    Level 1 – experience towards next level: 900/1000 
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 70/70 
 
    Mana: 20/20 
 
    Stamina: 70/70 
 
      
 
      
 
    Racial Abilities: 
 
      
 
    360 Degree Vision: The eyes of a Dawnlight Chameleon are a wonder of nature. Each eye swivels independently of the other, allowing for a full 360-degree vision with the animal able to focus on two different objects simultaneously.
Ability type: Passive 
 
      
 
    Arboreal Movement: The body of a Dawnlight Chameleon is optimized for climbing trees and traversing rough terrain, both horizontally and vertically, and it can maintain an impressive movement speed even on almost impassable terrain. Each foot can maintain an almost tong-like grip on whatever it is holding on to due to the design of the foot and the sharp claws on each toe. Additionally, it has a long prehensile tail to help maintain both grip and balance. 
 
    Ability type: Passive 
 
    Ballistic Tongue: A Dawnlight Chameleon mainly catches its prey, primarily insects and small animals, by means of its highly-elastic tongue which it projects from its mouth at extremely high velocities. Once hit, the tongue stays in place by means of both suction and wet adhesion while exuding a movement-inhibiting poison capable of incapacitating tiny animals. 
 
    Ability type: Active 
 
    Cost: 20 stamina 
 
    Color-changing Skin: The chameleon is able to control its color and thermoregulation via two layers within its skin. These layers allow the chameleon to alter its pigmentation and affect which wavelengths of light are absorbed and reflected, resulting in an incredible ability to blend in with the background. It can also be used to to create colorful, clashing displays,mainly used for impressing female chameleons or to scare away easily impressionable animals. The ability is triggered either consciously or via pheromones, activating when the chameleon is agitated and slowly defaulting to regular coloring when it relaxes again. 
 
    Ability type: Active. 
 
    Cost: 5 Stamina/Minute. 
 
    Poison Spit: Apart from providing poison to the tongue, the chameleon can use its Protection Glands to launch a wad of poison and neutralize targets at a distance. The liquid substance disperses slightly over distance, and accuracy is hard beyond 15.0 meters. The mechanisms needed to produce the poison wad are very taxing to the animal, and it can only be used sparingly before needing recovery. 
 
    Ability type: Active 
 
    Cost: 35 stamina 
 
    Cast time: 1.0 seconds 
 
    Sensitivity To Heat And Cold: While the adaptation of the chameleon's body to the forest climate grants a number of advantages, it also comes at a cost. Gradually upon exposure to intense heat, the animal becomes increasingly lethargic. The same applies for cold. Prolonged exposure to either heat or cold can result in lasting damage or death. 
 
    Ability type: Passive
  
 
    Wow—I'd definitely need a little time to process that wall of text. It was not a regular character sheet, though. For one, skills and spells were hidden, meaning I couldn’t influence those. For now, I dismissed all the pop-ups and just stared at my new animal companion, really taking in its appearance for the first time.  
 
    It didn't look exactly like a chameleon as I remembered them—that was my first impression. Sure, the head looked the exact same, as did the eyes with just this weird little hole for the pupil to look through. The skin also looked similar, visually something like a blend between tiny scales and actual skin as well as its long, prehensile tail—but that's where the similarities stopped. When I think of chameleons, they're these spindly animals with stick-like legs that would be just the thing for a non-conforming artist to sling around her neck in order to look fashionably outré. This fella—because I just spotted that he was definitely a he—was anything but spindly. In actual fact, he looked to have more komodo dragon in his ancestry than actual chameleon, and his body gave off a definite sense of danger. The twin ridges of ragged spikes extending from one end of the neck to the very start of the tail didn't look like they were just there to impress the female chameleons either. 
 
    I tensed as a hand landed softly on my shoulder.  
 
    Naevys stayed partially behind me, taking in the sight of the animal. She spoke softly, almost in a whisper, "Ooh, Girelle has blessed this one. You chose wisely, Arcangelo. Now, keep your mind on the task at hand. You have befriended him by means of your music, correct?" I assented, and she continued, "Good—now you have bonded each other, you need to affirm to him that you are still his friend and that this will continue unchanged."  
 
    I wasn't entirely sure how to do this. Should I maybe…  
 
    She swatted the back of my head with a low laugh. "Play something for him. My, but that human blood must be slowing down your brains." 
 
    Ears burning, I launched into the first thing that came to mind. A beautiful mood piece with a flowing, relaxed vibe to it that had often been spinning through my loudspeakers when I was relaxing. What brought it to my mind, though, was the title, The Dragon Charmer. As I played, I could tell the dragon was well and truly charmed. His eyes rolled, head nodded in time to the music, and once or twice, his hindquarters even twitched as the rhythms flowed over us.  
 
    From behind me came a whisper, "Good. Now close your eyes and feel for him." 
 
    Without asking, I did as she said and focused on the newly-arrived presence in my mind. He was there instantly. I could feel the unease disappearing from him as I continued playing and kept focusing on that new little node of emotions, attempting to take in every little detail. Before long, his presence felt less intrusive, more like something that was meant to be where it was. Even with my eyes closed, I was beginning to be able to get a feel for his relative physical location and believed I would be able to spin around and still point straight at him without fail. 
 
    Naevys' hand returned to my shoulder along with her pleasant voice, "Wonderful. Now, you will teach him that you will be a larger part of his life, helping him provide for himself. The mayor has a small vegetable garden, fenced in to avoid any intruders. Right now, a large squirrel has taken advantage of this placement and is dozing in an apple tree, completely sated. Try to nudge him in the right direction." 
 
    I did as she said, attempting to convey the mental image of food and him finding easy prey. At first, I was met only with mild confusion, but shortly thereafter, I found myself trailing my companion, watching his swaying walk as he slowly stalked along the side of the tavern and crossed the town square. Urgh—I'd need to come up with a decent name for him soon. Calling him "my companion" felt weird already. His coloring and camouflage were beyond impressive though. I let myself fall back a little, and even knowing where he was, it was hard to pinpoint him with the muddy earth of the town square as background. When he reached the fence, his coloring changed fluidly, adjusting to the new background, and he effortlessly climbed the wooden structure. At the top, he paused for a moment before traversing the enclosure proper and moving from my vision. I moved a bit closer, trying my best to look unobtrusive, standing as I was right next to the mayor's house. Closing my eyes again, I found I could follow his progress. First the silent crossing of the garden, then the careful climb, cautiously avoiding any noise and finally, the thrill as he attacked, knowing beforehand that the target was doomed. The ensuing bombardment of sensations was a mixture of triumph, joy, ferocity and ultimately, satiation as he finished eating the squirrel. 
 
    Either Naevys was following all this by some ancient druid mumbo-jumbo, or she was getting really good at reading me because she clapped her hands joyously. "Oh, you did it, Arcangelo. From here on out, you two just need to get to know each other better and learn to work together as a team."  
 
    She then launched into an explanation of the variety of his diet, how often I should feed him and hell if I knew what else. Most of my attention was firmly fixed with my companion, following his mood, his presence, and most of all, the wave of content and gratitude that oozed through the bond.  
 
    A moment later, she punched my shoulder and said, not unkindly, "I know what it feels like to have opened your eyes for the first time. Go, with my blessings and those of Girelle. One final thing," she lifted one admonishing finger, "you will spend the entirety of tomorrow together. A fledgling bond needs nurturing." 
 
    I quickly agreed, and Naevys was off, happily whistling her silly tune from earlier. From my friend, I could feel a growing sense of sleepiness and decided to call it an early night myself. I shelled out for some cold left-overs from Gillem and went to my room to eat, opening the window wide. Afterward, I allowed myself the pleasure to sit at the window and just let my thoughts drift, thinking of nothing and everything. After a while, I got out my violin and let my fingers flow alongside my thoughts, calmly and light as a feather. At some point, my companion drifted off right above me somewhere along the ridge of the roof, and I decided to join him. Sleep was a long time coming, though—my mind was awhirl with half-formed plans and schemes for us to start in on the following day. We could get to know each other better, learn to work together, maybe track down whatever had been taking off with bodies from the cemetery. Hell—who knew? It might even be time to get to work on figuring out who the culprit was behind the murder of Gillem's mother. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 7 – How To Train Your Lizard 
 
      
 
    Once in a while, when you try to really sit down and define for yourself who you are, the easier route is always to define who you aren't in comparison to pinpointing the exact shape and feel of your personality. For myself, a couple of easy examples would be: ‘I am not a perfect person, nor do I see the point in aiming for it’, ‘Even though I share many traits with extroverted people, I am not an extrovert’, ‘Not a hugger’ and always the pertinent one, ‘I have never been a morning person’. This morning, however, my awakening was subtly different. My eyes were grainy, head heavy and the sunlight blinding, but beneath it all was a benevolent presence, languid and comfortable, relishing in the feeling of the morning sun on the neighboring roof. It was surprisingly hard to remain my regular grumpy morning self with my newfound companion right there, his entire gambit of emotions next to mine, insisting that everything about the world was as it should be. I stuck my head out the window to greet him, and while it felt like he acknowledged my presence, he certainly didn't move a muscle. A short while later, I was chomping my way through a full breakfast of cold chicken—well, it tasted like chicken anyway. To date, I had seen no hens around here—and vegetables accompanied by my second cup of coffee for the day, and I was feeling positively chirpy.  
 
    As Gillem was still sleeping after taking yesterday's evening shift, I spent a short while chatting with Jeb while I unloaded all the Viper Meat that Lyle and I had gathered the day before. He perked up the moment I showed him one of the slabs, but the moment I gave him the viper egg from Naevys and told him that we had thirty-four pieces of meat—almost twenty kilos total—his eyebrows threatened to ascend past his forehead. 
 
    "Mister, promise you'll spill the tale someday? We'll buy it for sure—it'll keep folks fed for a couple of days, and the taste's swell. Spicy and gamey both. Dunno how much Da'll part with for the lot though—hang on to it 'til I ask 'im?" 
 
    A sudden idea struck me, and I waved off his concerns. "You just keep it. I'll talk price with Gillem. Oh, and tell him if he wants to owe a good dinner at some point where I'd like something better than usual, I'll take that instead of money." I wasn't entirely sure why I said that, but my purse wasn't completely empty at the time, and the feeling of being ever so slightly ahead of the game just sounded right for the moment. 
 
    We parted ways, and I headed straight for my curiously-unnamed companion. He'd moved farther down the neighboring building and was hovering over a side window, taking the occasional pot shot at one of the fat flies that were buzzing lazily in the morning sun. His coloring at the moment was a darker green than yesterday, almost grey, likely to absorb as much of the sun's heat as possible. Given the pleased sensation that buzzed through our bond, I was in no hurry to get going and decided instead to sit down and consider how best to approach this. Hmm—if I wanted a good companion, I had probably better try and learn how to actually communicate with him. The ability to sense his feelings wouldn't help much when I wanted to say, "You attack the one on the left." If we made some progress on that, maybe we could move on to something more important—agreeing on an actual name for him. Just calling him "my companion" was starting to get weird. Full disclosure: the type who has a blank space at the top of the character sheet twenty minutes after the game had started? That's me. I already knew the naming part might take a while.  
 
    Ah, well—first things first. Even before I got around communicating with him, I wanted to learn exactly how much information I could glean through the bond. At the very end of his hunt the day before, I'd almost felt that I could hear the crunching as he chomped down on the poor squirrel. It might just have been my over-active imagination, but the possibilities… I shook my head and got to work. The bond was right there in front of me, and when I was this close to him, the bond was readily available and ‘visible’ to my mind's eye. The major sensations emanating from him were entirely transparent—a deep-rooted pleasure with the heat of the morning sun, an already half-full stomach and the easy meal in the moribund flies before him. Focusing my attention entirely on our bond, I was able to discern a deeper layer of emotions pulsing below—a minor indignation with the fact that the sun would soon move to the other side of the building and the annoying sensation of a couple of itchy scales that his claws were unable to reach and he just couldn't make the itch go away using the tail. 
 
    This blend of physical sensations, thoughts and emotions was almost too much to make sense of at once—one at a time was understandable, but the combination made the experience rather overwhelming. I decided to try something and mentally sent an image of him coming down to me on the ground, and he gracefully made the vertical climb down the wall towards me. Well, I had to "ask" a few times. Apparently, the flies were just too good and the sun just right, because it took some insisting before he finally acquiesced. I didn't mind that much because I was trying as hard as I could to keep the physical sensations in the bond set apart from the rest. I slowly approached him and reached my hand towards him at glacial speed, giving him every possibility to pull back. When he didn't, I reached for the scales that were bothering him and softly started scratching him. The surprise from the bond momentarily drowned out the physical sensations, but then they returned—the physical sensation of the itch being taken care of inter-weaved with an almost overwhelming sense of well-being.  
 
    I was learning, however, and with the attention I paid, I was soon able to tell everything apart better. While his emotions and thoughts felt like they were fluttering all over the place with the overall predictability of the proverbial butterfly, the physical sensations felt more like a permanent presence behind the scenes. Minutes later, when he was satisfied with the back scratches, he returned to his position above the window. I kept my focus entirely on his senses and was soon able to dig a little deeper. Thus far, I had mostly been able to tell the dominating sensations, but underneath it all, they were all present.  
 
    I don't know how much time I spent just moving my attention around, focusing on separate things—first on the sensation of one claw clinging to the wooden wall, then the—surprisingly juicy—taste of a fly buzzing its last or the cold of a momentary breeze on his scales. When I opened my eyes and stood up, however, my knees and neck popped from inactivity, and I was surprised to see that he had actually moved around the corner to better catch the rays of the sun. 
 
    "Huh—it's easy to get distracted in there, but does that mean distance isn't a factor?" I instantly returned to my focus, and while it was more difficult to keep concentrating with my eyes open, it was definitely doable—kind of a schizophrenic experience though. I slowly moved backwards and quickly had to realize that I wouldn't be able to keep track of him from the other side of the forest—the most fleeting sensations started to become fuzzy and unintelligible at twenty meters of distance, and even the uppermost sensations started to become slippery at twice that. Perhaps that might improve with practice, but for now, it was time for the big test. I returned to place myself right in front of him, closed my eyes and tried reaching out for his hearing. To my surprise, I caught on right away and had to contend with a second set of sounds intermingling with my own hearing. The sound of it was tinny and a bit off—like a set of headphones that didn't work properly—but I could hear the surroundings and quite well at that. "That just leaves the big one," I murmured and dove back in.  
 
    The connection, once again, just clicked, and I found myself seeing through his eyes. The experience this time, however, was entirely alien. While I'd understood the part about 360 degrees of visibility, I was most assuredly not prepared for the experience of one eye focusing downwards and zooming in on an insect at the same time that the other one rolled back in the head and focused on a hind claw securing its traction. When the backwards-facing eye then zoomed back out and rolled forward to combine with the other in a sort of binocular vision, my focus snapped, and I buried my head in my hands, watching a one-minute "Minor sensory overload" debuff appear along with the beginnings of a headache. Ten minutes and five tries later, and I'd decided that it didn't seem like it was getting any better. Alright, so that likely wasn't something I was going to use often, except for emergencies. Still, I'd gotten a full house here—all five senses present and manageable even though his sense of smell was horrible and eyesight problematic. This was going to make any future scouting or spying an absolute frigging joy! 
 
    The next part on my to-do list, however, left me at a loss and pacing back and forth, trying to determine how to move onward. I needed to learn how to talk with him—not just sending an image and being able to interpret some of the emotions therein but proper, two-way communication. Otherwise, any combat situation would become completely muddled. Not only that, any hope I had of him helping Lyle and me with more complex situations—for instance, scouting or spying where detailed, precise feedback was a necessity—would fade away. Ah, well, it gave me a proper excuse to go see Naevys and ask her for some tips on the matter. I had no doubt she knew more about animals and animal bonds than the rest of the village combined. Of course, the tiny, gorgeous elf also had a fascinating personality and impressive, if baffling, intellect hidden beneath that tousled red-blond head of hair.  
 
    Making the decision to leave was easy. Convincing my companion to come along? Not so much. He kept projecting the lovely sensation of the warmth from the sun coupled with a light breeze and a vague desire to go into the woods to find larger prey. Eventually, the image of myself playing for him while we walked did the trick, but he gave me a definite vibe of, "Alright, but I'm doing it under duress." I was happy to discover that his movement speed, when he wasn't trying to be stealthy, matched a decent strolling speed for me, and we made good time, even though my neck was protesting from playing while walking. 
 
    Naevys wasn't in when we arrived, and I was left wondering at how her abode seemed subtly different when she wasn't around—messier and somehow less colorful. I didn't have time to speculate on her whereabouts, though, as a moment later, she came wandering out from between the trees, smiling in welcome. Her hair was even messier than usual, and her mouth was stained with colors—from berries, I supposed. All told, she gave off the impression of a mischievous child—ignoring, of course, her female form, which, though petite, was anything but childlike.My companion ignored both of us, disappearing from sight into the canopy of the large trees. Watching her blooming smile, my subconscious decided to go ahead and make a decision without me. Yes, it judged, it was possible to be attracted to somebody who didn’t even exist in the real world. 
 
    "Arcangelo. I was wondering when you'd come visiting." 
 
    I smiled at her. "You were so certain I'd be here today?" 
 
    Her delighted laughter rang from her, causing a few leaves to dislodge from her hair, drifting to the ground. "Today, you are a parent. Nature can be wonderful and cruel both, but it does obey certain laws. Among all humanoids, one law is constant: newly-fledged parents will panic, and who else would you go to for advice?" 
 
    I could feel one side of my mouth creeping upwards. "So would that make you the benevolent grandmother who knows everything?" 
 
    Her brow furrowed. "I'm not sure I approve of the way you make that sound, but all-knowing, I will grant." The last part was delivered with a quick grin. "Now, how may I assist the lucky father? Have you agreed on a name?" 
 
    I quelled the impulse to stick out my tongue at her and simply said, "No, that is the next part of my plan. First, I want to learn how to talk with him. What to do, what the limits are, where I should start—basically… everything on that subject, I guess." 
 
    She smiled. "Agreeable. Your goal is praiseworthy, and I have the knowledge to aid you. However, it will come at a cost." 
 
    I tried to hide a frown. "How much of a cost?" My personal money tree was almost entirely deleaved at the moment. 
 
    Her smile grew wider. "I hold hopes that you, along with the rest of the lesser races, come to learn this at some point. The common coin you use has no actual worth. No, I intend to take my payment in a form worthy of meaning." She pointed at me with a meaningful smile. 
 
    My face instantly felt red. She wanted me to pay with… my body? A range of emotions flashed through my mind before I noticed that the direction her finger was pointing wasn't straight at me, but at—oh. "The violin?" I coughed, my mind racing to get back on track. "You want violin lessons?" 
 
    She nodded. Was that a knowing smile? "Yes. At times I find myself in a sad mood, and I believe the violin would serve me better than my flute there." 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Let Your Fingers Do The Talking 
    
  Naevys Fenmarel has agreed to teach you the skills to communicate properly with your Animal Companion. In return, you are to teach her the basics of playing the violin. 
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience 
  Additional reward for outstanding result: Unknown 
  Penalty for failing to reach an agreeable level within a month: -750 reputation with Naevys. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Accepting the quest, I nodded in agreement. "No problem whatsoever. I look forward to it." 
 
    She folded her hands in front of her with a bedazzling smile. "I appreciate that Arcangelo. Teach me well, and I will teach you something special in return." 
 
    I just nodded, keeping my face neutral. What was it with her and the innuendo today? I'd need a cold shower later to take my mind somewhere else. 
 
    Fortunately, Naevys clapped her hands, bringing my mind back to the present. "Alright, let us proceed. Tell me, what do you know about training animals?" 
 
    We quickly dispersed with the formalities. The only animal I'd ever helped train was my parents' old Irish Setter. I'd been six years old. Also, the only knowledge I had concerning Animal Companions and their bonds was what I'd learned within the past 24 hours. A blank slate really. Yeah—better look on the bright side. 
 
    We'd moved to her dwelling, and I was sprawled comfortably in the heap of blankets and pillows that made up her bed while she paced the room, petting a wooden… bird of some kind. After a while, she came to a stop and turned towards me. "Repetition. That's key. Repetition, perseverance and respect. After the initial phase, improvisation and a good sense of imagination also come into play, but that will likely come easier to an artistic mind such as you. For now, we will keep it limited until you both have the basics down by rote." She sat down cross-legged in front of me, keeping eye contact with a serious face. "I should spell out the ground rules before you begin your training—it could save you some disappointment in the long run. First, he will never be able to talk. He has no vocal cords. It is, quite frankly, impossible. Second, his ability to learn is limited by your teaching capabilities. If your methods are flawed, his learning will be too. And third, I cannot tell you how far he can advance. Numerous factors play in apart from what I have already mentioned—among these, his race, his intelligence and the question of how compatible the two of you are. You can always come to me for guidance, but beyond a certain point, you two will have to leave the nest and learn how to fly for yourselves."  
 
    I nodded my understanding, and we got to work. The first thing she did was list a short number of words that would form the basis of our teachings. We began with ten common words—none of which should prove alien to the chameleon: "hunt", "eat", "drink", "attack", "hide", "sleep", "move", "music", "come" and "stay". For each word, Naevys guided my hand in creating a visual image for each word that my companion would be able to understand. "Drink", for instance, would be an image of the chameleon lapping water from the relevant place. No rocket science here, but the real grind would be three-fold: using the same images for the same words over and over again, forming the base of a language and slowly expanding our vocabulary. In addition, I was to say the words out loud every time as well. His hearing was pretty bad, but it should not, in itself, prove a limit to his learning the meaning of spoken words. Once we'd developed a basic vocabulary of maybe a hundred "words"—sure sounded like a lot to me, but Naevys insisted that was less than your average two-year-old—we'd expand not only the vocabulary but also the possibilities for using images to replace modulation, tone and even punctuation. According to her, if we managed all this and the chameleon and I still got along fine, our vocabulary would start expanding by itself, and the only limit would be our tenacity and natural abilities. 
 
    I thanked her profusely and insisted on getting started right away with the violin. I probably should be getting on with more important stuff, but her company and personality invigorated me, and truth be told, she was easy enough on the eye that I was in no hurry. We went over the basics—boring but necessary. Positioning, hand grip, proper posture, how to hold the bow. Every single part of these, if learned wrong, would be able to ruin any learning before we even got started. Fortunately, though, we could skip all the information on proper equipment maintenance and tuning. There were advantages to being in a virtual world. Then the basics became slightly more involved. How to properly apply the bow. How to make a note—without starting in on the chords—ring true. Controlling finger pressure. Then onwards. 
 
    Naevys was a wonderful student. Attentive, quick on the uptake and fast, agile hands. When she focused, her normally distracted nature disappeared, and she was downright intense in her focus. She was also furiously distracting. Watching her heart-shaped face fully engrossed in the attempt to play her first D Major scale flawlessly with a wayward red-blonde lock of hair trying its best to divert her attention—well, let's just say that I had trouble keeping my own focus.  
 
    I don't know how much time had passed, but we were approaching noon as I called a halt to the session. "I've got one more thing in mind before we stop, but if you keep it up with the scales for at least a day or two, it should prove a good basis for our next session. Now, do you mind if I invite my companion?"  
 
    "Not at all." 
 
    I tried out my new "come" command—a mental image of the chameleon walking towards me, where I was standing. To egg him on, I also included the image for "music" and then explained the next part to Naevys. Meant more as a form of diversion than a learning tool, it was also intended as a way of showing her that you could form a lot of music with little need for fancy embellishments and finger work. Basically, I asked her to play simple chords on her flute, and I would try to respond with the same chord as fast as possible. Then she'd choose a new one, which I'd replicate and so forth, increasing the speed little by little. The end result became, just as I'd hoped, silly, entertaining and just the tiniest bit educational. Naevys started slowly, testing me out at a languid pace, and I matched her flawlessly. She slowly increased the pace, and I responded in kind. Before long, her fingers flew over the flute as she played a simple little ditty, and I struggled to keep up and interpret what she was playing at the same time. I made tons of errors—especially when she trapped me, taking the tune in a different direction from what I expected and causing my entire melody to fall apart. I couldn't help laughing along with her as I saw the mischievous smile on her face. She made nice afterwards, and we finished with one of the local tunes played slowly, and I made an effort to play clearly and allow her to recognize the chords repeated on the violin. 
 
    When we were done, she stretched. "Aah, I needed that. Too much seriousness lately—you are a welcome diversion." 
 
    "I've enjoyed myself too. Not many people around here value music the way you do, Naevys. I do believe that we need to get going, however. My friend's empty stomach is starting to intrude in my head, and it's getting to be distracting." 
 
    "Take care of him—and yourself," she moved up to me and grabbed both my arms, "and please, take great care to pay attention to each other. Those who form a tight-knit bond early tend to learn faster." 
 
    I assured her I'd do my utmost, and we took off, me patting my own back for increases in both Teacher and Musician.  
 
    My companion didn't pay much attention to me, however—his mind was entirely focused on a nest of eggs he'd spotted from his location among the upper branches of the three oaks, and he aimed unerringly at a smaller tree in the distance. When we reached it, he disappeared into the foliage, and I tried my best not to focus too hard on the munching that ensued, focusing instead on finding the right name. 
 
    The first names that came to mind were the horrible type of punny pet names you'd hear from people with no sense of humor—and Chertog, presumably. No thank you. No Karma, Chameleonardo Da Vinci or Chamillionaire here. I also didn't feel like a regular name—Bob and Steve just lacked any sort of gravity. Ultimately, my new companion deserved to decide for himself, and I started talking out loud. A few minutes later, he descended from the tree again, and I had confirmed that he was either supremely uninterested in my ramblings or I had yet to stumble upon the perfect name. I'd gone over all the cool dragon, serpent and lizard names I could come up with and was still a bit hurt that he wasn't going to be the next Viserion. Snapping my fingers, I tried to dig deep into the depths of my memory. "Poll, perhaps? He was a lizard too, but… okay, no. Then maybe we need something a tad older—more gravity." I scratched my head in befuddlement before blurting out, "Apep." He swiveled his head towards me, whether from the sudden outburst or actual interest was hard to tell, but it was the first time he had reacted. I continued, "Yeah, Apep. Old Egyptian god, they called him the Serpent of the Nile—pretty wicked—well, more like evil, actually. The God of Chaos too and supposed to eat the world or something along that line." My prattling died out as his head turned back, and he snatched up another fly. "Hrm. So maybe it wasn't the evil lizard god part you enjoyed. How about something that sounds similar? Apollos? No? Damn, I liked that one. Azrael? Auriel? Atlas?" At the last one, he opened his mouth wide, showing off his sharp teeth, and the bond carried a message of approval and joy. I got to my feet and walked closer. "Atlas, you say? Carrying the world on your shoulders and all that? A bit melodramatic, but I definitely approve." 
 
    I got down on one knee and stared him straight in the eye, taking great care to project nothing but approval and kinship. "Atlas. I am very glad to have met you. Now, what do you say we go and get stronger so we can take on the world together?" 
 
    He chirped merrily, and I nodded in satisfaction. That was undoubtedly a ‘yes’! 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 8 – Something In The Air 
 
      
 
    Walking through the forest, I experienced a bit of peace and quiet to consider my present situation with Atlas—and so far, everything seemed promising. My momentary sense of unease was rapidly quelled as I discovered that I could—with little effort—block him out entirely from my senses, and I felt pretty confident that he wouldn't be able to "listen in" either. While it did seem natural to have his presence in my mind, there would probably be times where I'd want complete privacy. Urgh, Naevys' innuendo had left my mind in the gutter. 
 
    Blessedly, my mind was soon awarded with a new distraction. After the resident demonologist, Othell, fled with his tail between his legs, the inhabitants of the village had been much more outgoing and less frightened to spend time outside the village—at least in the near vicinity where the growth of the foliage wasn't as entangled and the local beasts not as intimidating. Due to this, the sound of voices and laughter was becoming more common-place on the outskirts. The sound of a full-on verbal tongue lashing, however, was less common. I sent a ‘Hide’ command to Atlas, watching him fade from view with amazement and walked closer. 
 
    Parting some low-hanging branches, I was astonished at the sight of two familiar figures in an entirely unfamiliar setting. Darya was kneeling next to a small wooden contraption on the ground while Sourpuss was standing next to her, his hulking figure intimidating with his massive, scarred arms folded over his chest, giving her an earful. The astonishing part was that she just took it though, and she even looked ashamed. Even knowing that I should probably just mind my own business, watching her sitting there with her head bowed caused something inside to knot up, and I needed to do something about it. I strode forward and picked up part of the discussion. 
 
    "… and even if it doesn't break apart, the angle'll make sure the animal isn't killed, just hurt, at best. That means you've got a limping rabbit you'll need to track for Girelle knows how long before you get to eat. Also, the fear and hurt'll make the meat taste like crap and spoil quicker." 
 
     She looked up. "That's why I wanted to go with a regular rabbit snare." 
 
    His lips curled upwards. "Yeah, the one trap you know how to use. Tell me, genius, what'll you do when–" He abruptly turned towards me. "I thought I smelled an interruption." His whiskered face was scrunched up in a grimace, but I saw no outright hostility. "What?" he snarled. 
 
    I swallowed but decided to soldier on. When he was sober, this was just about as agreeable as he got. "I just heard arguing and wanted to see what was going on. Are you two okay?" 
 
    Sourpuss' forehead furrowed further, and his frown grew more pronounced, showing off one large incisor. He stared at me and then spoke at Darya, "Girl. Git. Make a trap that'll take down a lone wolf. And don't use rope." 
 
    She got up quickly, gathered her discarded trap and disappeared from the clearing without a word, but she did shoot me a dark look before leaving. What? Like it was my fault she'd picked a maniac for a trainer. 
 
    Once she was out of sight, Sourpuss expelled his breath noisily. "Need anything else? She ain't ready for her class quest yet—too damn afraid to get her hands dirty." 
 
    What the hell? She was already training for her next class quest? And her trainer was actually helping her train? I had to take a moment at the realization that a brooding, violent piece of work like Sourpuss actually made for a more helpful trainer than Greck. I shook my head in exasperation and changed the subject, "No, not really. I did want to ask how you've been. The past couple of days can't have been easy for you."  
 
    He stared at me in astonishment for a moment before shrugging. "What's it to you? Most people are bastards. That's not going to change any time soon." He turned his back on me and started for the woods—and then did an about-turn, striding straight towards me. "Want to do something useful instead of just yapping about feelings and wasting my time? Do something about those damned winged pests that've been harassing fishermen lately."  
 
    With that tirade off his chest, he strode off, leaving me with a pop-up and two strange realizations. The first one was sad, namely that even with all Sourpuss' bile and bluster, I might be the closest thing to a friend that he had. The second that somehow I'd managed to gain a new quest by being annoying. That had to be a first. I checked out the quest description: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Annoyance From Above 
    
  Benneth has tasked you with the removal of the ‘winged pests’ that have been harassing fishermen along the Jagged Rush to the south of the village.  
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was vague. I clicked accept, and the wheels started churning. While I would've liked some additional info on what we were getting ourselves into, I couldn't help but think that this was the perfect opportunity to check out the fighting capacities of my newfound partner. Sure, we were both green when it came to working together, but if worst came to worst, Atlas would be able to hide and watch while I had my ass handed to me. "No time like the present," I figured, sending Atlas a “hunt” image, accompanied by the image of a bird being shot out of the sky. The excitement that purred back through the bond was both promising and contagious, and I found myself raring to go. 
 
    I did make one huge concession to my own safety by taking it slow, for once. The moment the foam-tipped waves of the Jagged Rush came into view, I pulled right back into the tree line and slowed down considerably in order to make sure we wouldn't throw ourselves headfirst into any encounters. I also urged Atlas to help keep an eye on any airborne enemies. This was easier said than done—pointing from my eyes to the sky above the river and projecting the image for “enemy” repeatedly did the trick. That is, first I had to realize that he had no clue what I was talking about, and we spent a while coming up with a decent visualization for “enemy”. I figured that a little extra caution couldn't hurt—Sourpuss' temper taken into consideration, ‘winged pests’ could mean anything from seagulls to dragons. An uneventful half an hour of trudging later, my focus began to drift. To occupy my mind, I started delving into the bond once again. Alternating between his senses and mine in short spurts, I tried to come to terms with the differences and reduce the period of confusion and sensory overlap that appeared whenever I switched. It did feel like I made some infinitesimally small, progress, boding very well for the future. At some point I might be able to effortlessly switch back and forth between his senses and mine, choosing instinctively which ones to piggyback when. And speaking of instincts, I had a bit of a facepalm moment when I tried looking through his eyes yet again, promptly got nauseous and instinctively switched off following one of the eyes. As anybody with common sense could've predicted, the experience was nowhere near as unsettling when I was just watching through one eye,except for when he'd suddenly have his eye roll back and watch behind him. That was one disconcerting sensation. 
 
    Time flew by as we followed the passage of the foaming river. Atlas had long since abandoned the earth and was making his way from tree to tree across the interlocked system of branches high above my head. His agile, long-limbed body made surprisingly good time, and the dodgy terrain had me picking up the pace to keep up from time to time. After some time, however, we stumbled into a problem I'd never expected to encounter in a game. Atlas got bored. It started as a tendency to veer off the path and be distracted by—anything, really. Insects, pools of water, comfortable spots in the sun. This time around, I didn't even have the luxury of being able to lure him along with the promise of music because I feared alerting enemies to our presence. Instead, I went with the second best choice—enticing him with the promise of food. Honestly, I had no clue what else to do. I had no experience to draw on when it came to actual animal training or… raising a kid or whatever else might apply. Hence the food. Fortunately, Atlas proved very tractable at the image of me carrying a fallen bird over for him to eat and moved on,at an increased pace, even. Now I just had to hope that we were actually up against birds and not, say, gargoyles. 
 
    I was momentarily back in my own body navigating a treacherous body of brambles when Atlas spotted our quarry. Immediately, I knew what was going on, with the bond carrying a sense of accomplishment and, surprisingly, bloodthirst. Or was it just a deep-seated sense of hunger? Hard to tell. Tuning in to Atlas' view, I saw the close-up image of our first enemy in full flight, circling the river. 
 
    ‘Majestic’ was probably the best word to describe our quarry. From what I was sensing through the bond, ‘lunch’ was also up there. Whichever we'd opt for, the Dawnlight Soarer was a sleek and deadly eagle-like avian with an impressive wingspan and a curved, wicked beak. It was hard to tell at a distance, but it didn't look like we were up against some sort of giant bird of prey—"merely" a large, winged killer. The name tag was also framed in green, indicating an opponent below my level. Great, I could do with something that was a bit less of a challenge for once. While my knowledge on birds of prey was limited to a couple of nature programs and documentaries, only two details about the animal served to set it apart from your standard eagle, hawk or whatever they're called. First off, the claws looked unusually long in proportion to the body and also, the entire frontal part of the wingspan and shoulders were covered by something that looked like carapace or bone. Maybe something that'd strengthen the bones for a head-on collision? I’d better avoid that. 
 
    The Dawnlight Soarer was circling lazily over the river, obviously keeping an eye on something down there, and I moved back a little to estimate the best approach without being spotted. At a guess, I'd say that we were in a safe zone inside the tree limit. The foliage and trees were close enough together that they'd make any flying a suicidal prospect. The riverbed was more than 50 meters away, however, meaning I'd have to move at least halfway to the river to be able to hit the damn thing. Ah, well. I'd hopefully be able to run back into cover if everything went wrong. I told Atlas to move forward to where a shrubbery was conveniently placed between the forest and the river bed. I really wanted him to stay inside the forest, but if he did, he'd be no help at all… I just had to hope that the Soarer wouldn't be able to penetrate his camouflage.  
 
    I believe that I recall reading something regarding large birds of prey having an eyesight around three to ten times better than your average human being or something like that. However it worked in-game, the Soarer's eyesight proved no match for Atlas. I kept my eyes glued to the bird who was currently hovering over an updraft, and I believed that I saw his head move a little when the leaves of the shrubbery gave way, allowing Atlas to enter but otherwise remained still. I performed a hurried check of the skies to ensure that we wouldn't be surprised by any other enemies and decided to just get on with it and not to push my luck any further. I moved the leaves before me and walked quickly forwards, hoping to come into spell range before he noticed me.  
 
    I made it pretty far but was still about halfway from the river when the bird turned its head towards me, called out a shrill cry, dipped a wing and started a long, lazy dive towards me. I raised my violin and started playing, and a Sonic Missile flew forth to meet it halfway. Too late, the animal tried to bat its wings and avoid the spell but failed, and I smiled as a full 60 percent of its health was sheared off, and it did a long, wide turn to get away. Things were going my way for once—well, as long as the bird didn't manage to get out of my range. Fortunately, I had the right tools prepared. The moment the wounded bird of prey started flapping its wings to get away, I cast Sonic Push, buffeting the bird from the side, causing it to tumble end over end through the air. The moment the poor thing regained control, the cooldown was over, and yet another targeted wave of sonic force slammed into the Soarer, pummeling it back towards me. Weaving wildly, it managed to stabilize, and it spotted me. Another cry emitted forth, this one filled with bloodthirst and fury, and the Soarer dove straight for me, exposing its wicked claws. I sent “wait” to Atlas and, estimating the distance to be about right, sent a Sonic Wave to meet the incoming animal and then immediately dodged to the side. I watched the wave strike the bird head-on and the health bar disappear as the now lifeless body plummeted down, impacting with the ground not far from where I'd been standing. I barely had the time to spot a jagged tumble of dirty, dark brown feathers and a weird bone structure when a surprised ‘hiss’ erupted from Atlas along with a sense of shock. I was just about to make fun of his bad nerves when we were interrupted by a choir of distant cries. From across the river, Atlas and I watched as a trio of Dawnlight Soarers rose from the trees, their cries promising vengeance for the fallen kin. "Of course they're flock animals," I growled and turned to run back to the safety of the woods.  
 
    I made it about halfway when I looked over my shoulder and realized I'd never make it in time. I made a noise in the back of my throat and turned back around. Change of plans. Stun them all with Atlas' help, dive out of the way, then run back to the forest and finish them from a safe distance? Yeah, that'd have to do. The two leftmost predators were flying close to each other with the last one coming in faster and lower. I told Atlas to "attack" the foremost one and concentrated, sending a Stun Blast at the others. As the blast wave left my violin, I saw a smaller, tighter ball flying over my shoulder to hit the foremost Soarer. I didn't stop to watch the result but turned tail and ran. I was almost to the forest and spared a second to watch over my shoulder while I ran. My grin returned in force. The first animal had just impacted with the ground next to the shrubbery with all the grace of a bag of bones, and the two others were about to do the same. I hit the brakes, boots skidding over the uneven ground. Figuring I might as well put the hurt to them while they were down and out, I raised the violin to send 'em reeling. And then I was hit. The spell flew apart in my mind, and my concentration shattered and was overtaken by a pure, feral panic at being surrounded by predators on all sides, all instincts yelling at me to just freeze.  
 
    I was so engrossed in the strength of these feelings, it took me a while to realize that these were Atlas' emotions, flooding over from within the bond due to the sheer intensity. The moment I did understand that, it took me just a second to block off the bond entirely and another split-second to come to terms with how thoroughly the tables had turned. One of the nearby avians was flapping its wings, launching into the air with what appeared to be a broken bone, yet the other two were still very much focused on me. In fact, while the torn-up ground indicated that they'd suffered from nasty landings, they'd both gotten up and were now getting awfully close to me, one from either side. They were both hurt, and one was dragging an injured wing, but they looked ready to tear me apart. Still recovering, I stumbled backwards and fired a Sonic Missile at the soarer with the injured wing, hoping to take it out quickly. No dice though; it took the hit straight on but pushed through. Then all sense of control vanished as both birds attacked.  
 
    My earlier idea that they'd be clumsy on the earth was instantly proved wrong. Of course, me being unarmed and unarmored didn't help at all, and I was left reeling, scrambling backwards as a whirlwind of beaks and claws descended upon me. Within seconds, claws left stinging lines on my arm and leg, and as a seeking beak encroached on my neck, I resorted to using my poor violin as a shield. I could barely see, as they darted in from both sides, distracting me with their flapping wings and attacking with both claws and beak, and my body was starting to feel sluggish. I stumbled, and the uninjured predator saw an opening and squawked, moving in for the kill, while the other hung back. It flapped its wings, springing forward with claws and beak outstretched—and promptly collapsed on the ground two steps before me as its feet refused to cooperate. For the briefest of moments, I just stood there, stupefied, and then I ran to the side of the twitching mass of feathers where I could shoot a Sonic Wave right through the animal and watch in enjoyment as it continued straight into the one with the broken wing, felling it instantly.  
 
    I backed off until I was almost inside the woods and felt confident it wouldn't be able to reach me. The twitching animal was clearly regaining control over its limbs and trying to stand up, but I did not intend to give it a fair chance. "Turkey shoot, bitch," I mumbled as I released a Sonic Missile straight down its throat, and the beast crumpled to the ground. Finally, I could breathe, and my eyes started flickering around to check if I'd make it—first at my wounds, which were much shallower than I'd expected, then at my legs and arms which were feeling really sluggish and heavy. Finally, my eyes shot to the sky, where the final Dawnlight Soarer was just now folding its wings closer to its body, dropping like a stone fired from a ballista—straight at me. I didn't have time to think and just acted. My violin flew up, and a Sonic Push slammed into the Soarer from the side, trying to force it off target. The animal veered to the side, and I managed a split-second of relief before it stuck out a wing and reversed to a weaving, confusing pattern before finally touching down. Straight into my shoulder. The impact sent me careening through the air, and I hit the ground several times before coming to rest face-down on top of a bed of thistles.  
 
    And there I lay, hurting and dazed, and above all, I just wanted to stay there on the ground. Try as I might, I just couldn't force my arms to cooperate fully. I kept looking for the "you have died" pop-up, but it failed to appear. Groaning, I managed to roll my body to the side where I lay, panting, expecting to be finished off promptly. Fortunately, my fears did not translate into reality right away. While the kamikaze diver had definitely done a hell of a job on me, my final spell had done something good, because it'd blown the bird enough off-course that its continuous flight had led straight into a fallen tree trunk. It must have taken a lot of damage in the process because feathers were strewn everywhere and one wing was set at an awkward angle. It was, however also laboriously struggling to stand up. I fought to do—well, anything. Get to my legs, force a spell into existence, call out for help—but my mind and body refused to act beyond the most limited actions. In effect, I could only watch as the Soarer stumbled to its legs and slowly turned its head to cast a hate-filled glare at me.  
 
    One limping step towards me, and it promptly collapsed in a graceless heap. Beside it, Atlas slowly faded into view, and I could swear that he shot a smirk at me before he hurried over to the squawking animal and tore into its throat with an audible crunch. I rolled on to my back and just breathed for a while, relieved that the imminent danger was over for now. As my pulse slowly returned to normal, I realized exactly why I was as feeble as was the case. Not only was I down to a third of my total hit points, I was suffering from no less than four poison debuffs, each stripping me of two Agility and two Endurance. This left my Agility at one, explaining why my motor control was pretty much shot, and my current three in Endurance along with all the recent activity had completely exhausted my stamina reserves. I just stared for a moment, dumbfounded at how close I'd come to being reduced to bird feed. ‘Winged pests’ indeed. With their mobility and the debuff, they'd be able to take down quite the range of prey, and if I hadn't been able to shoot them out of the air, I'd never have stood a chance. Fortunately, the debuffs weren't of the long-lasting kind. The first one was about to run out in five minutes, but my stamina was already slowly ticking back in, and I shakily got back up to my feet. 
 
    Atlas was busy feeding on the final Soarer—a messy sight—and I didn't interrupt. Instead, I sent him a heartfelt message of approval and praise. Sure, he'd almost gotten me killed right at the start, but that was something beyond his control, and I believed that the next time I would have an easier time dealing with it, maybe even suppressing it entirely. That being said, there was no denying that he'd saved my bacon twice during the battle—in time we could grow to be a fearful pair. Add in my trusty meat shield Lyle, and we'd be a force to reckon with. 
 
    I spent a bit recuperating, keeping an eye on the sky, and when the first debuff disappeared, I got on to the good stuff. To my relief, the quest had updated, and we didn't have to try our luck with any further groups. Seeing the loot, I was not impressed initially. Something in me still expected something like a magic dagger to drop from these birds, but Exogenics kept it realistic. Four Soarer Beaks, eight Soarer Claws and several handfuls of Soarer Feathers were pretty much along the lines of what I was expecting. The feathers were of common rarity and the rest uncommon. There was a single rare drop—an entire Soarer Skull—and I rapidly pocketed the bloody item with a grimace. I was a bit curious as to the possibilities with those claws. Maybe I'd be able to use the poison on them for some nasty purposes? That promised for an interesting chat with Mrs. Bertinga. 
 
    Experience-wise, I was not impressed. 200 experience points total was pretty underwhelming. However, it was just enough to get me to ding level four. Hooyah! After a brief moment of introspection, and I put three points into Charisma, one into Perception and one into Luck—I really liked the way this build was working for me. I was also really looking forward to Atlas gaining 800 more to reach level two so I could see the possibilities.  
 
    In the skill area as well, the encounter had been more than worth it, as my skills had increased impressively. All spells I'd used had increased along with Concentration, Leadership, Unarmored Dodge and even Acrobatics. Heh, and Sonic Push had increased twice. Nice. I looked forward to seeing what happened when I got that one to level ten and Apprentice Rank. Speaking of which—a wonderful pop-up was waiting for me: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the Apprentice level with your skill: 
    
  Sonic Spells 
    
  Delving into the intricacies of sonic mastery, you have learned to apply your damaging spells to better effect.  
  Damage of all Sonic Spells increased by 20% 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I did a little jig. For all intents and purposes, once the combat started, I was pretty much a glass cannon. Hence, with my type of character, damage is king. This should do a lot to keep us ahead of the game. In the back of my mind, I could sense Atlas and his bloated belly, as he was dragging himself on to a rock to take in the early afternoon sun. I decided that in this moment, we were both triumphant warriors, and as such, we'd both earned a rest in the sun. I flopped down beside him and rested my head on my arms. 
 
    A minute later, I moved a bit farther away. Some triumphant warriors really needed to work on having their breath smell a little less like carcass. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 9 – Tune of Discord 
 
      
 
    During our walk back to the village, I had a bit of an eye-opener. Not only had the increase to the Leadership skill given me a new skill to distribute, I also had one additional un-allocated skill point waiting for me. For shame, past Daniel. Leaving skill points unused like that was a horrible habit. Still, it meant two points to use immediately and I got to browsing. A couple of minutes of looking through skill trees later, my approach had changed slightly. No specific skill stood out enough that I just had to have it. Due to this, my current choice was more of general decision than a specific choice.  
 
    So, which of the eight paths did I want to explore? The Offense or Defense Path of either Ranged, Melee or Magic - or go Utility, either In Combat or Out of Combat? Every single path would be of benefit to one or more of Lyle, myself and Atlas. Still, I excluded a couple immediately. None of the three offense paths would benefit the entire party. I took Ranged and Magic Defense out of the equation as well. So far, ranged attackers or mages had been few and far between. That left me with three choices in the Mêlée Defense, Utility In-Combat and Utility Out of Combat routes: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     Leadership Options:  
 
     Available points: 2 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Resist Effects I: Chance to resist physical status effects from melee attacks like stun, trip, knockdown and similar increased 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%. 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, four choices really. I could also upgrade Resilience under the Mêlée Defense tab, but that would cost me both skill points. 
 
    
    	 Resilience II: Melee damage taken is reduced by 20% 
 
   
 
    In the end, I went with Improved Regeneration I. It was the one we’d all be able to use no matter which encounter we found ourselves in. That, and I still had the previous encounter fresh in mind. The next choice that appeared along the In-Combat path was a no-brainer, and I selected it with a smile on my face. 
 
    
    	 Combat Movement I: +5% movement speed in combat. 
 
   
 
    It might not be much initially, but every bit helped to avoid attacks or run away faster. 
 
    During our walk back to the village, Atlas was a whole lot more agreeable. A full belly, successful outing and a sort of bonding experience all combined into one happy lizard. As for me, I was practically floating as well. The day had been one long learning experience, and things were looking ever more promising. Atlas was taking to language like a dragon to hoarding—a couple of repetitions, and he'd have each word down pat. He even started to react to some of my spoken words. I played for him on and off, always initiating by telling him what I was going to do. Approaching the village, we encountered our first speed bump on the road to real telepathic communication. A couple of minutes of failed attempts, and I was forced to accept that, "Stay nearby. I might have need of you soon," was pretty damn far beyond our current level of communication. He had been increasingly insistent about a specific nearby pool he wanted to visit, and in the end, that's what we agreed upon. I'd just have to resign myself to run off and fetch him if and when I needed his help. It was probably a matter of time, though. I was pretty confident I'd need his eyes and stealth in order to not be taken by surprise, but I wanted to ask Chertog a number of things and didn't want to shock him by having Atlas lurking around. Well, unless his inevitable puns were even more atrocious than usual. A huge lizard popping out of nowhere right before him might stun him into silence for a while. Might. 
 
    As I made my way along the village palisade to the town gates, however, I started speculating on whether I'd been premature in letting him go because… something was going on inside the village. Voices were raised and orders shouted, and while I couldn't tell the words apart, the urgency was plain as day. The occasional gap between logs in the palisade allowed for glimpses of people running or moving around at speed. Instinctively, I upped my pace as well, and when I reached the gates, I was practically running. The scene inside was that of controlled chaos and the regular murmuring tune of the day-to-day undertakings, which were usually pretty relaxed right after noon, was pitched at a higher pace. To me, it was like a discordant tune, stringing its way through the frenzied activities, telling me quite clearly that something wasn’t right. A bunch of villagers were busy erecting a wooden scaffolding of sorts in the distance, and unfamiliar scents carried through the air. I hurried closer and grabbed the sleeve of a girl skipping by, asking what was going on. 
 
    Her answer was short, but explained everything, "Whaddaya mean? It's Caravan Day, silly." 
 
    Ah. The arrival of the legendary caravan. A wonderful chance for the villagers to earn money at extortionate rates from tired caravan guards and hear news from the grand Outside. Judging from the colored flags that were currently being raised in the town square, it was also going to be half a day off for the villagers. This also explained the urgency—they'd want everything in its place by the time the caravan entered the village. The sense of discord slowly trickled to the background, and I had a chuckle at my own nervousness. Their arrival meant nothing to me—except maybe some increased tips in the evening. I shrugged and made my way to the cemetery where Chertog was busy out front, removing weeds from in between the logs that separated the cemetery grounds from the village proper. Meeting him always took me a bit aback—his ever-present brown, worn robe and shaved pate just screamed "dwarven warrior monk", while his tidy goatee yelled "villain". His smile seemed a bit chillier than usual, though. 
 
    "Ah, my errant apprentice returns. I suspect you're looking for some answers to a riddle or a mystery that's troubling you. As always, let old Chertog help you in his benevolence without asking for anything in return." 
 
    Oh, that's what he was grumpy about. Good timing, for once. "In all honesty, yes, I'd like for you to enlighten me on a few topics—right before I continue figuring out where the grave robber went after escaping from out the broken fence back there." I pointed to the place I'd spotted a while back. 
 
    That seemed to mollify him some. "Hah. Of course I'll help alleviate my favorite student of a smidgen of his ignorance. Besides, I'm used to dealing with people who're late all the time." 
 
    I held up my hands in supplication as I saw what was coming. "Chertog… please don't." 
 
    Of course, he ignored me. "Yeah, take late Mrs. Bainsworth over there? Haven't had any issues with her at all." He gave off a full-throated chuckle. “Quiet as the grave, really.” 
 
    Massaging my temple, I took a dig at him, "Wow. Sometimes I wonder at how you can keep the audience away."  
 
    Of course, this did nothing to faze him. "Me too, really. I tell you, it's the level of education today that's to blame." 
 
    I groaned. "That doesn't even make any sense. You don't have a bloody school in the village." 
 
    Chertog shook his head vigorously. "Just goes to show how much you know. We have two teachers right here." He pointed behind him at the graveyard. "Yeah, one of ‘em's pretty humerus, but the other's quite sternum." He threw back his head and roared with laughter. 
 
    So help me, an involuntary snort escaped me. Crap. If he thought I was actually enjoying his dreadful puns, he'd never stop. "About those questions?" 
 
    He gave me a lop-sided grin but relented, motioning for me to continue. 
 
    "Thank you. Now, the first one's probably a stupid question, but it could save me a lot of time in the long run. Time and again I find myself in search of knowledge in different areas of expertise. How does the Chronicler network, erm, work? Are you the only one nearby who's saving information and would you allow me to read your books—or what would you suggest?"  
 
    He rubbed his pate. "That question sorta got away from you in the end, didn't it? Heh, don't sweat it. I get what you're asking. I'm by no means the only person in Grant's Crossing who's hoarding knowledge, but I'm probably the only one who doesn't specialize. What I'm saying is if you want information on administration and legal issues, ask Autoria, for hunting tips, go to Sourpuss and so on. Their expertise will most often have my smattering of information beat nine times out of ten. And yes, you're my student—of course I'll let you check out my books—under observation, mind you. I have my filing system down just right." 
 
    I thought back to the haphazardly-piled stacks of books and scrolls that covered most surfaces of his shed and suppressed a shudder. Having to deal with a chaperone—even Chertog—was preferable to having to dig through that mess on my own. "That's very kind of you. And the Chronicler network? There is a network, right?" 
 
    He nodded affably. "The Chronicler network, as you call it, is commonly referred to as The Wheel. If you view the entire continent of Aeion as a huge wheel, the center, where we store all information that we deem worthy, is the Hub. Moving outwards from the Hub, we have Spokes going in all directions with Repositories stashed at fair distances along the length of each Spoke. The most important mission of each Repository is to gather and retain as much information as possible. Then they're to assess what is worthy of being forwarded, what should merely be stored locally and, ever so rarely, what should be destroyed outright. Heh. This is the boiled-down version, as you can guess. With every organization that reaches the size of ours, there's bound to be tons of additions and necessary later add-ons. Quality control and emergency communication along the Spokes for instance. Or backup vaults. Or even intermediary knowledge stations for storing what's considered to be basic knowledge. I reckon you can imagine how impractical it was back in the day when we had to contact the Hub whenever we needed a blueprint for a miner's pump." 
 
    I nodded, attempting to take in the idea of a vast network of people all across the continent sorting through oceans of useful information, judging which were to be assigned the notion of ‘truth’ and sent onward to the central vault of knowledge for safekeeping. To me, it sounded quite a lot like…”Chertog, erm… I'm not entirely sure how to phrase this, but… how is this system not being abused? In all honesty, it sounds like the perfect recipe for restricting knowledge and deciding what the uneducated masses are allowed to know. " 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "You seriously asking me whether the system's perfect, kid?" 
 
    I could feel a blush creeping its way up to my ears. Okay, so maybe I had forgotten, just for a moment, that he'd been dumped here as a penalty by someone who had gamed the system to frame him. "Sorry, Chertog. I forgot. I'm so sorry." 
 
    He chuckled. "No hard feelings, Arcangelo. You're not the one who set me up. Besides, the important part is that, despite all the shortcomings of our system, it works, and there are checks and balances in place to avoid the worst of the abuse. Furthermore, we have two factions in place to avoid the worst type of abuse. The most important, of course, being us dwarves, and the second being the Royal Cabal itself. A little history is in order here, I reckon." He cleared his throat and looked pensive for a moment before continuing, "The Hub has existed for the better part of four hundred years. It sprang into existence when the Regent of the time, Jormuth Targarsson, decided that there was a clear and present danger of losing vital parts of our knowledge and cultural base, what with all the incessant wars and infighting. He set up the Chronicler profession along with the system to propel knowledge towards the Hub and verify and assess the importance of each piece of information." His face fell. "Alas, even he failed to predict that the Hub itself could be lost, and when Varmahlíd floated away during the Separation, we lost everything but bits and pieces—and the idea of the system itself. This time around, we're playing for keeps, though. We've allied ourselves with the Royal Cabal and all their underlings—we deliver and preserve the information, and they develop and maintain the infrastructure that allows us to keep the lore moving." He thought about it for a second before adding, "Oh, and should the Cabal decide that we were stacking the deck, there'd be… ramifications, let's keep it at that." 
 
    It still did sound like a nation-wide conspiracy in the making to me, but fortunately, that wasn't my problem. "Thank you for the explanation, Chertog. What does that mean for a newcomer like me, though? Would I be allowed access to the Hub or one of these local… Repositories, was it? And where is the closest one?" 
 
    A loud guffaw made Chertog's ample belly bounce. "Oh, that's a good one. No, you'd have to prove yourself in order to gain access to the Hub itself, and even then, there are several Charters that're off-limits to everybody except a very few, select groupings. We wouldn't want just anybody to be able to delve into necromancy, right? At the rate you're learning, you will, however, soon be allowed access to the Repositories." 
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I instantly accepted—how could I not? I mean, they were basically giving me access to the in-game cheat codes, right? Sure, I could pay for lessons with Mrs. Bertinga, suffer through horrible humor with Chertog and maybe even gain an audience with old Mayor Autoria. With this, I could just read up on it myself and find the information I wanted on my own. Maybe even ask someone so I wouldn't have to suffer through all the dull tomes. At least, that was how I was hoping this was going to play out. "You never did mention where the nearest one was, did you?" 
 
    He grunted. "Too right. Unfortunately, you'll have to travel all the way to the western edge of the forest to Laegeria for that. Heh, unless you'd somehow be able to convince the harpies west of here to access theirs. I still can't fathom how the Cabal came to an agreement with them, but facts are they'll inspect and pass on lore like any other Repository. They just don't tolerate strangers." 
 
    With that, the old gears started grinding. Maybe I'd actually want to take a closer look at the Council quest to establish peace with the harpies at some point after all. Fortunately, I was in no hurry, as I still needed another four levels to my Chronicler skill before I'd be allowed entry. While we'd been talking, the hubbub around us had slowly grown in intensity, to the point where it seemed that at any moment, fisticuffs might be breaking out left and right. I was just asking Chertog whether he had any knowledge on Sonic Magic lying around when a kid sprinted by us before braking sharply and almost stumbling in his hurry. The kid was actually an out of breath Jebediah, Gillem's kid, who pointed at me, wheezing something unintelligible. I laughed. "What is it, Jeb? Breathe, kid." 
 
    He finally got his breath back and slowly straightened. "The Pits're you doing here? You're s'posed to be back at the tavern like half 'n hour ago."  
 
    I was completely taken aback. It wasn't like I was a wage slave with regular hours like back in the bank.  
 
    He didn't wait for me to gather a coherent reply though. "Din't you read the agreement? Caravan comes to town, you work. 's the deal, 'n no two ways about it." 
 
    I… really couldn’t remember that part. Here I thought I’d read all the fine print. He was probably right, though. "What, right now? Have they even arrived yet?" 
 
    He shook his head, all teenaged certainty. "Don't matter none. We gotta go." With that, he took off at a jog. 
 
    I stared back and forth between Jeb and Chertog for a few seconds, watching as Chertog's jaw slowly tightened. "Arcangelo," he said with a grave expression, "your days are numbered." 
 
    "What?" I felt like a complete idiot, just gaping at the entire world today, but things were simply happening too fast for me to react. Threats now? 
 
    "Yes, numbered," he repeated and slapped me on the back, hard. "Didn't you know? The days in your calendar? They're numbered. Should help even someone as popular as you find a free spot for your old teacher. Tell me when you're able to try again." And with that, he turned around and walked away with a mean chuckle, leaving me to catch up to Jeb. 
 
    I didn't have to run far. In fact, the moment I rounded the nearest corner, I spotted him leaning against the fence, looking like a cat who'd just watched his feline arch-nemesis drenched by a storm drain. I slowed down to a walk, and he started walking at my side. Within a few moments, my brain caught up—I blame all the knocks my poor head had received during the day. "So, Jeb, there's no emergency? No small details in the agreement?" 
 
    His smirk grew to impressive proportions. "Nah. Saw y' standing there, gabbing with ol' Chertog 'n thought I'll rescue him from the bad jokes 'n what not, 'n then he'll owe me one.’ By the by, y' owe me one." 
 
    I stopped. "I actually had something I was supposed to help him with." 
 
    Jeb raised an eyebrow. "Is it better than triple tips for hardly no work? Oh, and Bertel says they've got a smoking hot adventurer with 'em. Wanna miss that for whatever Chertog's got going on?" 
 
    So I wasn't going to win any competitions for steadfastness that day, but damn, Jeb knew how to sell his point. Beautiful adventurers and easy tips would win my attention ten times out of ten. 
 
    When we entered the tavern, it was still relatively empty. Jeb had everything prepared, though. "Bertel says they're stalling 'm a bit ‘cause the market's not ready yet. Half of 'em tend to go straight here 'n wet their throats first - 'n then it's back 'n forth between the shops, stalls 'n here until they crash at some point. If we're lucky, they'll be too hungover to move on tomorrow, so we can fleece 'm a bit more." 
 
    Such cynicism from someone so young. But it would appear that this was a stable factor in the lives of all villagers. I could already see Millerd and the other Fingers players with their cards—and they just so happened to have an extra seat or two if somebody would like to join in. From the sounds and smells in the kitchen, all hands were on deck, and fully at work going over some last-minute preparations. I spotted Gillem orchestrating everything from the kitchen door and milled over. "So, shorty, everything in order here?" 
 
    His head turned, and a dazzling smile emerged. "Now it is. Blessed Tharlenn, you'll double my income just by jumping on to that stage. If you manage to make that fiddle of yours sound less like a dying feline, we might even make it higher. It's always a competition, you know? They've got the goods out there and some entertainment, while I've got the alcohol—and now I've got the entertainment to match them. It'll be glorious!" 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I’m getting pretty hungry here, though. Think you could help with a decent serving for a working man?” 
 
    He waved me off. “Don’t worry, Archie. I’ll throw some leftovers your way at some point tonight.” 
 
    Holy mother of greed. I could practically see the gold coins in his eyes and couldn't help taking a swing at him. "Sounds great, Gillem. You know, I've been thinking. I'm the official Bard of all of Grant's Crossing, yet I always remain cooped up inside the tavern instead of spreading the music around the entire village. Preferential treatment, isn’t it?" I slowly stroked my chin. 
 
    Gillem glared at me. "You wouldn't. Not tonight." 
 
    "I'm just wondering out loud. I mean, I'm sure they've got all sorts of good food cooking out there in the square, right?" I let that hang for a bit. 
 
    He ground his teeth. "I will have something special arranged for you, and you will take back those words when you enjoy it." 
 
    I decided I'd taken the joke far enough—if I tried to push him for extra drinks, he'd probably punch me. "Sounds wonderful, Gillem. Of course, I'd never leave your company on a night like this. What're friends for, right?" 
 
    He growled something unintelligible and turned back toward the kitchen door, yelling an order at the unlucky kitchen help.  
 
    I chuckled evilly. Man, I was going to regret that, but damn if it wasn't worth it. I so rarely got the better of him. My chuckle grew to a full laugh as I discovered that my little joke had actually resulted in a bonus to the Blackmail skill. Wiping my eyes, I turned back to business. I started going over what I wanted to play for the night. I'd probably try to stick to local stuff—better odds of a good reception if it was something they knew, I'd wager—and I could do with the practice. Maybe even ask them for wishes, get them involved. Yeah, that'd do. Everything else I'd decide along the way. I generally found that I had better luck if I could adapt something on the fly depending on the mood of the crowd. 
 
    I'd just placed my stuff on the stage and fetched a beaker of water for myself when the door slammed open and the whole village floated in on a wave of laughter, shouts and high spirits. At first, I failed to even make out who the caravan guards were because they were the most subdued of the bunch. Covered in dust and grime, they responded little to the crowd, focusing entirely on the small figure who was waiting for them before the bar—Gillem. Decked out in his finest accoutrements, for once he appeared not to be a jovial barkeep but rather a maître d'. A short, composed discussion with the leading caravan guard—a grim-faced half-orc—led flawlessly to a series of shouted orders to the kitchen staff while the guards were placed at four large tables that had been shoved together. Once they were seated, a calm slowly fell over the room, while the company ordered their drinks and settled in.  
 
    The entire arrangement seemed to me a fine-tuned operation, rehearsed many times and orchestrated perfectly. Everybody knew their parts and played along, and so many things happened simultaneously that it was hard to keep track. Dirty capes and jackets were shed, placed in a basket and removed, for cleaning ostensibly. Drinks were served, huge backpacks carried up the stairs with the company in the center of it all, gearing down. The villagers piped down or helped out, knowing without being told that there was a pecking order in place and that their time would come later in the evening. This was not the time to intrude on anybody’s attention, and I decided to start playing softly, keeping everything mellow, relaxed and very much in the background.  
 
    Soon, food and drink started to flow in astounding quantities. Huge platters of meat, gravy and tubers decked the tables alongside large tankards of beer and water alongside the occasional wine bottle. I could spot several small plates of foodstuffs that I had never seen Gillem serve before. Hhe wasn't holding anything back tonight. The company dug in, and soon, the rest of the room started to place their orders in a more relaxed fashion. After a while, a low chatter began to fill the room as a degree of normalcy returned, and everybody focused on their own satisfaction. I kept my playing low-pitched but did notice a curious glance or two from the companyand did my own fair share of gawking while playing. Overall they were an unassuming bunch—a twelve-man group composed of men and women from pretty much every race with only gnomes being left out. It was easy to tell who was who among the company. The sole halfling stood out with his garish clothes, gold chains and a huge belly, demanding the choicest of delicacies for himself—surely, this was the merchant. The rest were one large collection of wiry muscles, scars and bad table manners, with the sole exception being the aforementioned "smoking hot adventurer". And boy, did she ever stand out. Like a rose among weeds, the female elf was the epitome of grace and beauty, commanding attention from everybody present without even trying. Her long, flowing dress was embroidered with flowers, and she looked more like someone who'd decided to step out for a pleasant picnic than a girl at the end of a long day's march. Her laughter was infectious, and even a local beauty like Aurora was mostly ignored while she waited the tables. The elf must've earned as many envious glances from the women present as she did admiring ones from the males. At times, I even found my own attention wavering and decided to concentrate on my playing—best to save any attempts at flirtation for later. 
 
    Subtly, the mood in the room changed as people slowly ate their fill, and I acted accordingly. It wasn't quite time to capture their attention entirely, but I decided to make my presence obvious. Moments later, the tones of a local ballad, The Miller's Homecoming, slowly spread throughout the room. It was a common classic, or so I'd been informed. You know, one of those songs with thirty-plus verses that'll have different words and moods depending on the village you visit, but everybody'd know it upon hearing it. Whatever it was, it did the trick, and I noticed a couple of chairs being subtly turned towards me throughout the room—guards and villagers alike. I even noticed a small smile appearing on Gillem's face from behind the bar where he was surveying the room. 
 
    As the tables were slowly cleared out, I caught the attention of a couple of guards starting to veer towards the door and knew this was the time to hold them. I almost started singing something, but then something changed my mind. Maybe it was the sight of the gorgeous, stately elf with her lustrous black hair flowing down her neck. Yes, my attention drifted again, so sue me. Or maybe it was the merry atmosphere which was building up into something closer to a party than a regular night at the tavern. I slowly let the music die down and strode forward, front and center. "Well met, everyone. In the name of Cariola, goddess of friendship and love, I hereby pronounce this a night of celebration. Why do we celebrate, do you ask? Because wherever people come together in peace, sweet music grows—the music of new paths and friendships that are founded, seeds that are sown and, dare I say it, love that blossoms. And with this, I would ask you to join me in a dance, so we can scare away the dawn for a while. Aurora, would you be a dear and show one of our new friends just how it's done around here?" I gave off my best lopsided grin. "You know, we can't expect outsiders such as these to know all our quaint customs and dances, right?" In a loud stage whisper, I added, "Oh, and please don’t go too fast. There's no way these slowpokes are going to be able to keep up with us, right?"  
 
    Thankfully, Aurora took up my challenge with a raised eyebrow that told me without a doubt that I was going to pay her back for that later. She approached one of the least scruffy-looking guards, gave him the once-over, held out her hand and asked loud enough for the room to hear, "Do you intend to prove our bard right or what?"  
 
    The guard shot back with a good-natured jibe, "You just tell me if your fragile feet get too sore to continue, sweetheart," jumped to his feet and took her hand. On cue, I started back into the song. Only this time, I played it as it was supposed to be played—fast, swirling, and above all, loud. Both the caravan guard and Aurora held their ground, and I was impressed that the guard's heavy boots somehow managed to avoid causing any damage to Aurora's dainty feet in her soft leather shoes. After three verses, I lowered the violin and applauded the dancers—and the rest of the room quickly followed. Both the dancers were slightly out of breath, and Aurora had gained some color in her cheeks. I threw the challenge to the rest of the room, "Are you going to let them outshine you all? Get out there with us and show how it's supposed to be done!" and with that I launched straight into The Clumsy King—a raucous and merry tune that had a simple beat even a child with a tenpenny whistle could follow. Pandemonium followed as tables and chairs were pushed roughly out to line the walls and dancers threw themselves into the merriment.  
 
    Following this, my task was pretty much done. I just had to keep the music flowing, while my villagers and the guards did everything in their power to make this an event to remember. To begin with, most people kept to themselves, but after a while, everybody intermingled freely, both on and off the dance floor. Gillem mostly kept to his position at the bar, shouting orders left and right, but the contentment in his wide grin was plain to see. To tell from the rivers of ale and spirits that were flowing, even Gillem's avarice would likely be sated for a time following tonight. Once in a while, one of the guards shot a glance towards the door, but a fresh cup of wine or a new dance partner would inadvertently arrive to distract him or her. Some of the guards that didn't dance ended up at a table in the corner along with Millerd and Gerhard, attempting to fleece the fleecers and groans and shouts from their table soon joined the ruckus. After some time, I spotted Sourpuss and Greck attempting to drink a huge, hulking catfolk under the table, while Mrs. Bertinga was lost in discussion with the halfling merchant right next to them. Time and again, the door would sneak open, and somebody would stare in astonishment at the proceedings inside before they inevitably joined in. An hour later, and I imagined that all the stalls outside were left unattended with the tavern as crowded as I'd ever seen it. I even spotted the carpenter, a young loner of a human who rarely left his cabin, dare to approach the lovely elven guard and ask her to dance.  
 
    As for me, I was lost—ost in the joyous mood, lost in the music, lost to the wonder of not having any true obligations beyond this evening and keeping this captured moment of perfect joy alive. The next few hours was one unending tapestry of music, requests, shouted jibes, comments and laughter, and I can only imagine that I'd have continued until keeling over if a small hand hadn't suddenly tugged on my legs. Looking down, I saw Jeb holding a huge platter of food along with two large cups of water. "Tora'll take over for now, mister. Dig in." I thanked him gratefully as the small half-dwarven girl climbed the stage and waited for the worst noise to die down before launching out in an a capella version of Down By The Riverside. Heh—I'd taught her that one, but now, somebody might just think that she was a Reborn. That could prove an entertaining misunderstanding. Chuckling to myself, I dug back into the food and almost fainted from the pleasure of it. Thick slices of boar steak with thick, tasty gravy and crispy fried tubers at the side were accompanied by deer bacon and an assortment of fresh, crunchy shoots and a tiny bowl of ripe, tart berries to counter the richness of the gravy. Gillem had truly outdone himself this time. I'd have to compliment him later.  
 
    After an unknown period of time in culinary heaven, I sat next to the stage, nibbling at the last piece of bacon and enjoying Tora's latest song. I didn't know the tune, but it was captivating, telling the story of a farmer who lost her husband during the Separation. After a period lost to grief, she dedicated her life to improving the conditions of those in need and eventually rose high enough to gain the ears of a local noble. The song was simple, but her singing was heartfelt enough that I was right there with her, hoping that the farmer would be able to help everybody. Before I heard the conclusion, however, somebody was shaking my sleeve again.  
 
    The culprit was Jeb again, but before I could tell him to let me hear out the song, he burst out, "Da says you're to get on stage again 'n play like nothing's wrong—only finish off quickly and don't make a show of it. 'S important, he says." 
 
    For once, Jeb had no further information, not a clue what was going on. He could only tell me that Gillem was "Using his mean voice, y'know?" which told me absolutely nothing. From across the room, I spotted him, but his face gave off nothing—except for the fact that his earlier grin had disappeared entirely. What the hell was this? Was he getting back at me for my acts earlier? Didn't he get that I was just joking around? My mind was in turmoil as Tora finished her song, and I hardly even acknowledged her presence when she descended from the stage to the sound of massive applause. I got back up and, for a moment, drew a complete blank. I simply didn't know what to play.  
 
    The scattered live gigs I've played back in Copenhagen have taught me a number of capital-R Rules. Watch out for people throwing beer bottles, even in friendly crowds. After the shows, always ‘coincidentally’ take a place near the bar next to the people who've clapped the loudest. Men may buy you a round, and women—heh—women may compliment you in other ways. The rule that applied right now, however, was ‘Always have an emergency melody to play if your brain shuts down.’ This was why, two seconds later, I found myself playing the intro to emergency song number one for merry crowds—Flogging Molly's Drunken Lullabies. Fortunately, the crowd loved it, and my playing was almost drowned out by the stamping of feet on the dance floor. I'd played that song so many times that it also allowed me a bit of surplus to think. Not about Gillem's reasoning—I'd save that for later—but on how to make an excuse and escape to my room without causing suspicion. Eventually, I decided to go with the old adage learned by children everywhere, ‘When lying, keep as close to the truth as possible,’ and a short while later, I was telling the crowd how I'd gotten in a fight with a group of Dawnlight Soarers earlier, how it'd left me somewhat the worse for wear and I needed some rest. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 10 – Nothing But Suspicions 
 
      
 
    I left the stage to a chorus of boos intermingled with a blending of cries, "Get better, Arcangelo", "Y'just can't hold yer liquor" and everything in between. I made a show of looking tired, but inside my head, everything was one big mess. I just couldn't figure out why he'd change his demeanor that quickly. When I got to my room, I tried to think it through but failed to come to any reasonable conclusion. I hadn't entirely lied downstairs—it had been a long day, and it'd taken its toll on me. Sleep wasn't a possibility for me, though. Not before I got some answers. I decided to put my hands and mind to use, counting out the tips I'd received. That, at least, was a bit of good news—the old guitar case was littered with copper pieces and the occasional silver piece, and I even found a solitary gold coin. All told, there were almost two and a half gold pieces. I'd also gained a level to Musician and two to Performing, but right now, I couldn't bring myself to care. 
 
    The wait was incredibly frustrating, and I took to pacing back and forth inside the room when I could feel Atlas returning. The satisfied sensations emanating from him helped a little and left me in a slightly better mood for a bit. That soon changed as the door opened, and Gillem stepped in. The look on his face was as grim as I'd ever seen.  
 
    The silence stretched while he glared at me. I could see his jaw clenching, and he growled, "You've got some explaining to do, and it'd better be good. Half an hour ago, I received a wanted poster. This happens occasionally. We're in the middle of nowhere, but some guards earn a little by agreeing to pass these out to all the cities they pass through. I always agree to put them up behind the bar, and then I let them hang there for a year or so before I pull them down again—it's no skin off my back. Now, picture my surprise when it's your ugly mug staring at me on the poster, saying you're wanted for murder and worse—with a 1000 gold reward." 
 
    I barely had the time to think, ‘They've found me!’ before my mind exploded in a ton of different directions. Flee? But Gillem's right there. Fight? It's Gillem, damnit. Lie? Seconds later, my mind opted for the only sensible decision, and I collapsed in a dead faint. I had no clue how long time had passed, but coming to with Gillem standing over me and slapping my face hard was not going to be a favorite memory. Still confused, I blurted out the most important thing on my mind, "Please don't tell them!" 
 
    He stepped back with a grimace, and I noticed that he'd actually brought The Law with him—that dangerous-looking mace of his was resting on his belt right next to his hand. "Give me one good reason." 
 
    I pinched my nose in an attempt to focus and then spread my hands in supplication. "It's a lie. Well, the wanted part isn't, but the murder part definitely is." 
 
    "Go on." His fingers were tapping impatiently on his belt next to The Law—still, at least it didn’t look like he was ready to pull it right away. 
 
    In the end, the only reasonable story I could come up with was the truth—or as close to it as I could actually tell him. "Erm. Short version—I stole a lot of money from some dangerous criminals. I screwed up horribly though, and… well, one thing led to another, and suddenly, I was standing here in Grant's Crossing shouting at Autoria because I was unable to access the cash. And—now it appears they're looking for me. Please don't tell them. You have no idea what these people are capable of!" I activated my High Tide skill at that last part. If ever I needed a boost to my charisma, it was now. Gods—to think that my life was in the hands of someone who wasn't even real. 
 
    He mulled it over for far longer than was reasonable. In the end, though, his voice grew less gruff as he mused, "Well, that explains a few things."  
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Usually these posters are issued by some noble or other or, in the rarest of cases, by the high and mighty Cabal itself. This one, however, gives a return address in some inn in the Cradle." 
 
    "The Cradle?" 
 
    "… You Reborn types never cease to amaze me. How you can be so knowledgeable in certain areas and completely ignorant in others is infuriating. The Cradle of Hope. Our capital. Used to be called… Terival's Honor or something pre-Separation, but the Cabal decided they needed something to unite the people when we had to rebuild and start over." 
 
    "Oh. Thanks." I thought about it for a while. "You said there was a picture, right? How did I look?" 
 
    "Hmm—like you'd been ill. Thin and unhealthy and with a lot less hair. Also, they'd done your ears all wrong. If you're asking if anybody would recognize you, the answer is probably no. Still, I wouldn't want to chance it if I were you. It's more money than anybody here will see in our lifetime. "  
 
    That explained a bit. They must've used an old photo. This was somewhat good news. They obviously didn't know where I was or what race I'd chosen, but it did show that they were looking for me inside the game. "It's an old painting they're using then. But– Pits, I don't know how to phrase this properly. Aren't you going to turn me in?" 
 
    He grinned, and something inside me thawed up. "I really should—especially with that trick you pulled on me earlier. Except—screw 'em! This way I'll get to hold it over your head forever." 
 
    Gillem might be handsome, but he sure as hell wasn't my type. Right at that moment, I didn't care, and I enfolded him in a huge hug. When I backed off again, I had to wipe a few tears off my face, and I cleared my throat. "Gillem. I– Pits, you're a giant of a person. Don't let anybody ever tell you otherwise." 
 
    He laughed and said, "Oh, I know. The ladies all say so," but I could see a faint blush on his cheeks. 
 
    "The poster though—is it hanging down there right now?" 
 
    He nodded, suddenly serious. "Yes. If I didn't put it up, it'd have raised suspicion, and for the same reason, I won't be able to just tear it apart. When I get down there, however, I'll accidentally put a bottle in front of it or something, so people can't see your face. Then I can remove it when the caravan's left with nobody the wiser for it." 
 
    A wave of relief that was almost palpable flushed over me. "That sounds like a wonderful plan. I suspect I'd better hide up here until they're all gone, right?" 
 
    He shrugged. "It’s for the best. I'll go get you when they've left. Let's just hope that they don't decide to spend a second day here as well." 
 
    I assented and searched my mind for anything else to do or think of. As nothing else appeared, I finished lamely with, "Gillem, thank you again. I know you’re giving up a lot of easy money here. I will make it up to you.”

His eyes bored into mine. “In that case, you know what I want you to do.” 
 
    I nodded, gravely. “Gillem, I swear, I’ll figure out who the murderer was and bring him to justice.”  
 
    Gillem broke the silence after a moment, his voice cracking with emotion, “I know you will, my friend. Now please, let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    “Alright, then I just have one other thing I need to tell you. That meal you made? Totally worth whatever flak I'm going to catch for my bad joke." 
 
    He laughed softly and waved it off. "G'night, Archie. Try not to get caught during the night. I'll try to think up some punishment." 
 
    My sleep was undisturbed. Surprisingly so. When I woke, however, all my anxieties and fears returned with a vengeance. What if they were bringing word back to the mafia boss—what was his name again?—right this very moment? Maybe I'd be better off just taking off into the unknown. Gods. In my confusion yesterday, I'd even played a regular song from home. If there were any players among the guards, they'd know for sure who I was. I went back and forth with myself like this for a while. This had always been the way for me—in times of anxiety, my inner demons would run their own show, battling over the privilege of being able to cause the most inner turmoil. Atlas was no help right now. I could feel him a bit off in the distance, too far away for me to relax in the simple feeling of his general positivity. 
 
    What usually helped me through problems was to try and apply some logic to whatever's tormenting me—divide my problems into bite-sized chunks that're more manageable. Right this moment, my body was lying suspended in a vat of jelly back in Copenhagen, and the mere fact that the criminals were trying to locate me in-game meant that they hadn't succeeded in finding my physical position. Sure, right this moment they could be monitoring the Exogenics premises, trying to find an employee to browbeat into giving away where I was or even attempting to hack the system—or all the above. However, the poster showed that they obviously hadn't managed it yet, and that helped me fend off the worst of the anxiety. Exogenics were also known for excellent security—cyber and otherwise—and this might, hopefully, keep them from attempting something drastic back in Copenhagen until they'd tried their luck in-game.  
 
    Alright. Chunks, I needed more chunks. While the poster gave away the fact that they were trying to find me in-game, it also made sense from their point of view. Aeion was a huge continent, and a bunch of players could waste years traveling around trying to locate somebody. They'd clearly also been informed that our looks were modeled after our real looks, meaning they weren't acting like complete noobs here, more's the pity. What if they did find me, though? The pain threshold was still around ten percent, but I'm guessing they could still work with that. I shuddered at the thought. Good thing Exogenics had an emergency function for if people got stuck in unfortunate situations,‘respawn’ with all the usual costs involved. That'd likely be the best way out if they caught me. Or maybe… maybe they weren't even trying to catch me but simply to make me panic and log out where they could catch me. Yeah, that wasn't going to happen. If I logged out, I wouldn't be able to enter the game again for a week or so, leaving me on the run again. All told, the most appealing resolution for me still appeared to be remaining in-game and keeping myself as inconspicuous as possible. Now, if only the damn caravan would leave, allowing me to go down and get a decent breakfast already. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn't have to wait long. Gillem unlocked the door, entered with a tray—and promptly locked the door behind him again. "Trouble," he started, and my heart skipped a beat. "The caravan is leaving in a bit. They were running late already, and they're handling all their purchases right now. Except, the elf is staying." 
 
    "What, the gorgeous one? Why the Pits would she do that?" 
 
    Arms folded, he frowned. "She is 'Sareena Gloridien'—people won't stop yapping about her or her many wonderful qualities. Apparently, she has some noble connections on either side of the Dawnlight Forest and wants to spend some time investigating whether it'd make sense to spend additional funding to heighten the security for the passage through Grant's Crossing. It does make sense. Autoria did inform the authorities that we scared off the Demonologist, only, the caravan started on their journey more than a week ago. They wouldn't be aware of this. Additionally, this might even strengthen the case for additional funding, now they know what the problem is. It's just…” 
 
    He hesitated, and I finished his sentence for him, "The timing. There's no way that this is a coincidence. Right?" 
 
    He nodded. "It does smell fishy. And even if she's legit, she might notice if I remove the damn poster." 
 
    I got up and walked to the window. I needed some air. "So… what do we do? I can't just hole myself up in here for two or three weeks until the next caravan arrives. We need to figure out what she’s up to." 
 
    Behind me, Gillem was cracking his knuckles—something I'd never known him to do before. "Archie, I'll help you as much as I can, only—I can't let you into her room to go through her stuff. It just– I can't."  
 
    I looked behind me. Gillem really looked out of sorts. I smiled at him. "Relax, my friend. I wouldn't ask you to start a life of crime at your age. Besides, you're too pretty to go to jail." I walked over to take a closer look at the tray he'd carried. All of a sudden, my appetite was back. Juggling a still-hot bun, I continued, "Besides, I just needed a bit of a kick. I know exactly how to get started now. I might have to stay in my room all of today, but if that's what it takes, I'll call myself lucky. Apart from that, I'd like to ask for two things from you. First, I'd like to know which room she's staying in, and second, could you have Jeb run up to alert me when she enters the tavern? In exchange, I promise you, I won't break in." 
 
    Gillem didn't look entirely convinced, but he did acquiesce and allowed me to shoo him out the door. 
 
    Alright. Scheming time. The plan was fairly simplistic, but I really couldn't see a downside to it. Sure, I might end up wasting a lot of time and gain nothing, but the risks involved were limited. 
 
    Step 1: Get ahold of Atlas. 
 
    Step 2: Convince him to hang outside the fair maiden's window and check out what she had brought along with her. With his eyesight, I should be able to spot any damn details, notes and equipment in there and extrapolate from that. 
 
    Step 3: If Step 2 doesn’t pan out, wait around for her and see if her return reveals anything. 
 
    Step 4: Well, make a decision, I guess. Should I stay in Grant's Crossing, or was the wiser bet to get the hell out of Dodge? Maybe pay Sourpuss to help me with a running start and try to make it to another village to start over? Or take that Council quest… 
 
    Step 1 cost me no effort at all. I could tell that Atlas was already fairly bored and looking for something to do. Also, he seemed to have enjoyed our outing yesterday because I was undeniably feeling a bit of a ‘Sure, let's go play’ vibe from him. Add to that the fact that we were on the good side of the building where the insects gathered in the windows, and he needed little prodding to move to her window.  
 
    The walk was slightly nauseating—especially looking through one eye of his while he went effortlessly from horizontal movement to vertical. However, I'd spent enough time with that old game where you played an alien that could cling to any surface that my mind was able to cope. Once he'd made it there, Step 2 was easily initiated. A command from me to "look" coupled with an image of him moving closer to the window to look in did the trick. The first discovery was a promising one—the elf had left the window wide open, allowing Atlas to enter if our initial scouting session brought nothing. We started from the window sill, though. I'd prefer it if he could stay where he could leave at a moment's notice. Easy as pie, I was enriched with an amplified view of everything inside the room, elf-free and inviting—for the moment. Convincing Atlas to stay long enough with one single object was a bit of a harder task, however, and we spent some time in mutual bewilderment until we'd managed to agree on the meaning of ‘left’, ‘right’, ‘up’ and ‘down.’ Once again, I had to praise my fortunes that I'd been bonded with a mind as quick on the uptake as Atlas—I could only imagine how many months it'd take me to educate one of the Razortailed Vipers. With that part covered, I managed to grab an overview of what little she'd left in the room, even going so far as to jot down the details for myself so I wouldn't miss anything crucial.  
 
    Items: One chair, still underneath the table, likely untouched. One huge backpack, half-opened, contents practically spilling out. One, whatchamacallit, wandering staff, Gandalf-style. One table, pristine apart from a stack of papers. One bed, rumpled. One pile of discarded clothes on the floor. One chest, locked. So far, nothing out of the ordinary. Another bit of experimentation and Atlas was updated on the whole ‘zoom in’ and ‘zoom out’ thing. Without a doubt, he was enjoying himself, making a game out of reacting to my commands. Sometimes, he even screwed with my perception or did the opposite of what I asked for, and I could clearly feel the waves of mirth as he, in turn, felt my confusion or disorientation. 
 
    I started with the obvious choice—the stack of papers. In most fantasy games, she'd have a letter containing her orders and reasoning right on top for ease of discovery. Alas, this was not the case. Instead, I was looking at my own face, clearly a painting that was replicated from one of my old photos made in the bank. Welp, that explained where they got it and also indicated that they were still collaborating with my old boss. Additionally, that very much removed the possibility of taking down the poster in the tavern. If she was the one distributing them, she'd surely notice, regardless of whether she actually worked directly for the mobsters or not. The wanted poster itself was, I found, pretty unimaginative. Supposedly I was wanted for ‘a wide range of nefarious deeds including murder, rape and arson’. Laying it on a little thick, aren’t we? The remainder was more interesting. Apparently, they didn't want anybody to apprehend me—I was ostensibly way too dangerous to approach—but only report back with information. Hmm—I understood the reasoning—they wouldn't want to rely too much on the in-game intelligence or give anything away, but in practice, it was a good thing, as it gave me a bit of leeway if somebody caught on to me. Oh, and they didn't mention me being a Reborn either. Good call on their part—a lot of NPCs figured Reborn were too much trouble to get involved with. I couldn't see the contents of the rest of the papers, so I just marked down the address and moved on. 
 
    The pile of clothes had nothing of interest within it, and I suddenly appreciated how Atlas couldn't really talk yet, or he'd probably call me a pervert for spying on dirty women's underwear. Other than that, the chest still remained locked, and the staff just looked like a staff, for all the magical properties it might carry. As for the bed—yeah, nothing. That left me with the backpack, and that one sported a few items of interest. I mean, they were innocuous enough by themselves, but together? I could spot a coil of rope, a heavy-duty jacket and what was probably the material for a small tent. All in all, that looked more like the contents of an advanced adventurer's kit—not the items of some noble's crony unused to physical hardship. Sure, it didn't prove anything, but my hackles were raised. And… that was it. Damnit. We'd need to move on to Step 3—even if that involved waiting. 
 
    I loathe waiting. With a fiery passion and the wrath of all four Daemon Lords combined. Seriously, if I'm ever in a spot where I might spend two minutes waiting, I'll be playing on my phone—and if I'm at home, the distractions are stacked in every square meter of the house to avoid being in a situation where I'd have to just sit and twiddle my thumbs. Therefore, I did not relish the idea of just waiting for the dark-haired temptress to return, but the idea of leaving the room and giving her or anybody else the chance to draw parallels between my beautiful face and that of the poster were even less tempting. I didn't want to start playing either—that'd just invite questions as to why I stayed cooped up in my room. I told Atlas to go have fun nearby or something to that effect, but I believe he caught the general impression. I then settled in for a long wait the best way I knew how—trying for a nap. My mind wouldn't really stop working though, and I resorted to a cheat code, fishing out the history tome I'd borrowed from Gillem some days ago.  
 
    With everything that had been going on and the fact that I was already pretty well-rested from a good night's sleep, I actually managed to read quite a lot this time around. It beat looking at the wall, if only just. It was this weird mixture of constant blabbering about genealogies interspersed with a bunch of histories that were actually semi-interesting. I found that if I skipped the genealogies, it wasn't entirely horrible. One of the things I gathered from the book was that the original composition of races in Neyrus had been more diverse than it was in the present day. Not only that, but the power balance had also been more fluid, with races and coalitions constantly in flux. For instance, a couple of centuries B.S.—Before Separation—dwarves and a warmongering faction among the humans spent decades cementing an alliance and subduing all other races in large parts of the main continent. Then disagreement led to infighting among the dwarves, and the entire faction was pushed back, with seas of blood and atrocities to follow. Meanwhile, the outlying islands surrounding the main continent of Aeion would do their own thing, and others would rarely bother them, leading to entire cultures and even races going missing in the Separation. One passage was particularly interesting. It told the story of a supposed plot for the kobolds to make a play for power after they’d already lost a large-scale war. The author told the story of a vast number of sightings of military buildup and organization. Yet, following the Separation, this had all faded into silence. I was just about ready to put aside the book and fall asleep when a pop-up startled me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Once Were Legion (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have received confirmation that kobolds were, in fact, building a military presence prior to the Separation. You still need to confirm the meaning behind the mural and gain further details. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    


Hah—intriguing—if I could gain quest updates in real life from reading, I might've been more of a book worm. I'd even gained a point to Lore: History. I went back to the tome and to the stories scattered among the seas of information of supposed historical importance. The only thing of importance I found this time around, however, was sleep.  
 
    I woke up groggy to the sound of a key turning in my lock and remained lying, uncomprehending, as a loud clatter preceded Jeb's voice hissing, "She's here. Now." My chin had become stuck to the latest page of the tome, and I peeled myself away in disgust while giving a mental shout to Atlas to "come", imbuing the thought with as much urgency as I could. Fortunately, he hadn't moved far, and I followed his progress as he slowly moved over to the window again. 
 
    The crystal-clear image of the lovely sable-haired Sareena sprang into view, and I could feel myself blushing as she kicked off her shoes and started fanning herself. "Focus, Daniel," I thought, trying to maintain Atlas' attention on her—not the easiest of tasks as he was apparently thirsty. The fact that she did absolutely nothing interesting didn't help—just massaged her own neck before lying down on the bed with a massive sigh. After a few minutes of inactivity, I was starting to consider how to best keep Atlas engaged when her eyes flew open and she rolled off the bed, kneeling before the chest. She fumbled around with her purse, removing a key and opened the chest. Unfortunately, she didn't go ahead to show off what had her all aflutter, but she did heave a sigh before locking the chest again. She then returned the key to her purse which she secreted somewhere inside the folds of her dress.  
 
    She sat down at the table and proceeded to leaf through the stack of papers before her. She removed a single piece of paper—much creased and folded—holding it up before her to study. I barely had the time to spot what it was—a sketch of Grant's Crossing with several spots marked on it—before she placed it alongside her purse and stood. She patted down her dress and did up her hair in a tidy braid before leaving the chamber once again. 
 
    Huh—that was enlightening. A map of the village seemed a bit ominous, but if she had my place jotted down already… well, she would've found me by now. The thing about the chest, though—she obviously had something dear to her which she kept down there. Now, if only I could grab ahold of the key. Meh, wishful thinking didn't help at all. Now, if I had my old rogue, I'd just disguise myself and lift the damn purse off of her. I wasn't going to try that now, though. No, I opted for the boring but safer route. If I made sure to have Atlas placed optimally next time, he'd almost certainly be able to catch a glimpse of whatever was so precious to her, and I surely had the least risk if I stayed with the waiting game. Atlas and I were working on a "Go play" command, and I believed we just about had it down pat. At the very least, he disappeared up to the roof, leaving me with a lingering sensation of satisfaction. 
 
    Speaking of satisfaction, I eyed the tray that Jeb had plunked down on to my table before disappearing again that contained a huge covered plate and a tankard next to it. The smell that escaped the lid chased away all bad thoughts for a time, and I eagerly opened it, smiling upon seeing the large serving of boar bacon placed alongside a row of large slices of dark bread and a generous chunk of butter. A small bowl was placed alongside, containing a handful of small boiled eggs—bird eggs, judging from the size and hard shell. My large smile grew even wider as I popped up the lid on the frosty tankard, taking in the honeyed fragrance of the chilled mead. "Somebody just earned themselves a nice Christmas gift," I thought as I settled down to treat myself. 
 
    I was in no hurry at all, given that I was merely waiting for Sareena to return later on, taking my time to really enjoy the meal. Try as I might, though, close to an hour later, I chased down the last piece of bread with a swig of the mead, and with a huge, satisfied sigh, it was back to inactivity for me. I couldn't handle the idea of yet another round against the history tome. Sure, there were a few interesting passages, but still, it was… it was like that time when a so-called friend had tried to convince me that a book called the Silmarella-something was the ultimate fantasy epic. The only difference between then and now was that this one was even duller. What else could I come up with? I really wanted to tinker around with some of the stuff I'd found, but… I also wanted a round of advice from Mrs. Bertinga first. I needed more info to start making sense of how things worked. That way I might actually start creating something halfway-decent.  
 
    That left me with just one thing to do that I'd been postponing for a while now. Really, if procrastination were a science, I'd be studying for my doctorate. I was that good at ignoring boring tasks. It was way past time, though. I had been collecting items from damn near everywhere but had no real overview of what I was carrying around these days. Also, the way I'd been ignoring procuring proper items for way too long was downright criminal. I sighed and opened my inventory. 
 
    Focusing on my equipped items first, I found things to be looking… alright, I supposed. My head and arm slots were still empty, as were a full five finger slots. Assuredly, Mrs. Bertinga could help with this, but at least what I had equipped was quite decent for my level. Especially my necklace and Greck's old violin were top notch. On top of that, I was still due rewards from both Sourpuss and the Council—some of those were bound to be equippable items or so I hoped. 
 
    The rest of it, though—one big, unmanaged mess. My inventory was a mix of the items I thought I could use on my outings as well as whatever I'd picked up during the latest fights. In addition, I had an equal portion of random items stuffed away in my chest. This was actually one of my worst gaming sins—accumulate tons of items and then never use them. Besides, it looked like I actually had some really interesting items lying around I just hadn't gotten to looking at. I'd simply dumped the new items down on top. Shaking my head at myself, I got to work.  
 
    As soon as I got to it, I realized how much I'd actually been hoarding—especially crafting materials. I still had a decent bunch of materials left back from the fights with the rats and the lynxes, and that was just the beginning. Add to that what I'd found from Othell's possessed bear, the Razortailed Vipers and the Dawnlight Soarers, and I was approaching a full hundred items - 93, to be specific, and three of them rare. This just made it all the more critical that I actually learned more about Tinkering as soon as possible. 
 
    I also had a couple of more mundane items—the stuff I dragged around with me wherever I went. Chalk, quill, ink and parchment, emergency rations, a crowbar and stuff like that. I was probably also going to get a rope. I'd need Lyle to carry all the heavier stuff anyway in order not to exceed my maximum encumbrance. 
 
    The kicker, however, was how many unidentified items I had lying around. Sure, the newfound earring made sense, but I still had Berthold's axes lying around, and I still had no clue as to what that old book in a strange language was. Also, that box with six unidentified marble-like glass orbs. Where'd I even gotten those? Oh yeah—the Warlock's tower. How the hell had I avoided looking at those for so long? Ah, well, I needed to get it done. Soon, at least. The one good aspect to my hoarding gene was that I still held on to two bottles, allowing for one additional teaching lesson with Greck. Apart from looking at that damn book, I had a couple of ideas I wanted to look into. 
 
    Carefully placing the final items back into the chest, I sighed in relief. From here on out, I'd try to keep things relatively organized and do away with the unnecessary items at regular intervals. Or so I hoped. At the very least, I'd gotten a decent overview of what I needed to purchase and what I had available for crafting. I was keeping myself busy speculating on the Tinkering effects of the different items I had, extrapolating from the little I'd seen so far, when Jeb's large nose preceded the remainder of his face, and he hissed, "She's here again. Y'need me to do this all day?" before popping back out again. 
 
    I hurriedly stood up, sending a feeler out for Atlas. He was fast asleep on top of the roof, but I found that I could actually, somehow, press on through his sleep and reach him—even though his mood was far from his usual sunny self, and all he kept telling me was how he was going to go back to sleep instantly. In the end, I once again had to resort to bribes in order to secure his assistance. I sure hoped I'd be able to leave the tavern soon, or I'd have to sneak out into the woods like a bachelor to his paramour just to serenade a cranky lizard. Yeah, if Gillem caught wind of that, he would never let me live it down. It worked, however, and soon my scaly partner was installed in the very spot I'd decided upon earlier, and we settled down patiently to wait.  
 
    The elf didn't keep us waiting long, sweeping in shortly thereafter with her hands full of items. She locked the door behind her, dropped most of the items on the bed and plopped down on the single chair, swinging both feet up on the table in a very unladylike fashion. She'd kept one thing in her hands—a tankard not unlike the one I'd emptied earlier—and she raised it to her forehead, cooling herself down with a slight groan. Taking a swig, that groan changed to a low growl of pleasure, and she stayed there for a moment, nursing the tankard. After she'd drained half of it, she put it to the side with a grimace. She then moved over to the chest, opened it and—jackpot-removed a small round item that was pretty reminiscent of… hell, it was a crystal ball, just like the one the mayor was sporting. 
 
    She placed it softly, almost reverently, on the table and seated herself before it—properly this time. She then took several deep breaths as if preparing herself for the task and then placed both hands on the crystal ball, muttering in an arcane language. Within seconds, colors started swirling inside the crystal ball, even though the contents remained completely obscure to Atlas and me. Sareena must've been able to perceive something from it, however, because she began to speak to the crystal ball, softly and submissively—a complete change from her earlier behavior.  
 
    "Yes, I apologize for my tardiness, Sir. The caravan was harried by kobolds for a while, and we were forced to hole up in defense for a couple of days." 
 
    The sound was tinny but easy enough to hear—Atlas himself was completely enthralled by the swirling colors inside the crystal ball, and the largest problem would likely be if I tried to pry his attention away from the discussion. When she spoke next, though, I realized that we weren't hearing the response. Crap, that meant I'd have to make out the meaning from her replies only. 
 
    "I am aware, Sir. It will not happen again. I am pleased to say that I have made decent progress after arriving." 
 
    "Yes. I have located most of them by now. I do not have all the information you requested yet. I have no doubt, however, that I will have everything collected by the time I leave with the next caravan." 
 
    A long pause this time. 
 
    "There will be no repetition of that unfortunate incident." 
 
    "Understood. Any change or challenge, and I will contact you at the same time on that day. Otherwise, I will meet up with the advance group two days after departure." 
 
    "I am aware that this is important, Sir."  
 
    The last comment was the first time she introduced some heat to her voice. Following that, however, she merely nodded and went "Mmhm" a couple of times. 
 
    Following a final, "I will," the mists of the crystal ball died down, and Sareena pushed the chair back, exhaling forcefully. She carefully locked the crystal ball back up, and then stood up, slowly undoing her braid and shaking out her full mane. A small, devilish grin appeared on her face, and she huffed, "That takes care of the boring part. Now for some me time." She then loosened the two uppermost buttons of her dress, downed the rest of the tankard and left the room. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 11 – Prep Work 
 
      
 
    The overwhelming wave of relief that ensued almost left me dizzy. She wasn't here for me. Sure, she might still recognize me and turn in my whereabouts to the criminals, but she wasn't specifically looking for me. She might also be trouble on two legs with an undisclosed agenda, but she was not here for me. That was a win, no matter how I chose to look at it. Also, she'd leave the village with the next caravan. A moronic smile plastered itself on to my face, and I didn't even try to hinder it. I wouldn't have to hare off into the unknown without any guidance. Instead, I'd get to stay right where I was, and the odds were pretty damn good that our remote village wouldn't receive a second visit any time soon. Oh—my pop-up indicator was blinking at me, and I watched as I got a fresh quest: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Facades 
    
  You have discovered that Sareena Gloridien is not who she claims she is. Also, her aims seem nefarious. Figure out the truth behind her presence before she leaves the village. 
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, that was pretty uncommon for me. Normally, I'll accept any quest, no matter how small, in the chance that I'll get around to it at some point. This time around, I gave serious thoughts to declining the quest. Staying in the village while she was here was obviously not an option, meaning I wasn't going to get a chance to look into it before she left. Ah, well, I could always tell Gillem about it, ask him to forward the intel to the Council, and they could put someone on the job if they felt like it. They might even part with a trifle for the heads up from me.  
 
    I pressed accept and moved on to the real issue. What to do with the next two weeks? I wasn't going to creep around nearby, that was for sure, and the Dawnlight Forest wasn't really a place for me to go prancing around in. No, I needed some time off, and the Council's quest to make friends with either kobolds or harpies seemed like the perfect solution. It was time to finally let my old alter ego out and play. Time to once again say hello to… Side Quest Man! Dun dun dun.  
 
    Fair enough. Even I would admit that my mental antics were decidedly unfunny, but I was literally bouncing about, filled with surplus energy at the awareness that I was not the current target of a localized manhunt.  
 
    Alright, kobolds or harpies? A townful of mean-tempered Greck wannabes or a bunch of prissy feathered females who attack on sight. I chuckled. Who was I even kidding? I'd already made up my mind. The experience from our last battle was still lingering in the back of my head, and I really wanted to get a bit of non-fighting practice in with Atlas before I introduced him to a round of battles like the one we'd just been through—especially with winged foes who were a couple of levels above me. Now, I had a working theory that things were going to work quite a bit more smoothly if Atlas could be allowed to stand unnoticed in the background and help from a distance, but I wanted to get some fighting experience with him before taking on the harpies. Besides, I'd hate to actually succeed in winning the harpies over and then be unable to visit their Chronicler Repository just because I'd been unable to increase my Chronicler skill beforehand. As for the kobolds… they couldn't all be like Greck, right? There was just no way that every kobold could be that salty. 
 
    So, if we were off to kobold land, what would I actually need to look into? I took the piece of paper I'd been using for notes and added a clean break and the title "Preparations". I chewed the end of the pencil, considered my approach and started writing: 
 
    - Avoid Sareena. IMPORTANT! 
 
    - Get in touch with Lyle and have his leg fixed. Maybe Mallard can help? 
 
    - Have another training session with Greck. Get the down-low on the kobolds. Learn more magic and magic theory. NEED DEFENSE! Oh, maybe ask Greck to come along. 
 
    - Chat with Mrs. Bertinga and purchase whatever items I need. Make sure that I actually have items for all slots and materials for tinkering. And a tent. Need that Tinkerer lesson! 
 
    - Durability for Violin and clothes? Mend stuff first? 
 
    I looked over the list as the door was unlocked yet again as Jeb returned, balancing another large tray in his hands. Man, room service was good today. ‘Great service and good assistance for spying. Did not turn me in for murder. Five stars.’ I waved him in and took the tray from him. "Hey, Jeb, I appreciate your help today. You've helped me a lot. There’s no need for you to come running the next time she returns." 
 
    He shrugged. "S'not a problem, mister. Just—what's it all about?" 
 
    I laughed nervously. "I can't tell you right now. I hope I'll be able to give you the full tale at some point. Do you have a minute? There are a few things I'd like to ask you. There's a tip in it for you." 
 
    Another shrug.  
 
    I took that as agreement, and before long, Jeb shot off with instructions to get Greck, Lyle and Gillem to come visit me—and then he'd be off, carrying my clothes to the local tailor for mending, five silver to pay for it and another silver piece for his troubles. There'd be no mending the violin, however, even though it was down to 49/60 durability. According to Jeb, the local carpenter's knowledge with regards to repairing music instruments was limited to "That time he fixed the ol' cudgel Mrs. Brenathan uses t' beat a tune on Mr. Brenathan's head when he gets drunk." With distaste, I donned my old, tattered set of "fancy traveler's clothes" and grabbed the dusty tome to tide me over.  
 
    Out of all the things that'd gone my way after entering the World of Chains, Gillem was the one recurring person who had done the most to help me. I couldn't help wondering what I would've been reduced to if he hadn't helped me to begin with. Hell, he'd helped me reduce my negative reputation with the village and eventually even ensured that I was on good terms with the Council—Autoria excluded. Apart from a small temper tantrum where the reputation of his mother was at stake, he'd come through for me at all times. He didn't disappoint this time around either, rapping on the door just a couple minutes later. 
 
    I filled him in on what I'd encountered, which meant introducing him to Atlas. His eyes grew wide as saucers when Atlas materialized seemingly from thin air, but he did regain his composure instantly. Following the first shock, his curiosity was insatiable, and after a smattering of questions, I laughingly had to tell him to address any other questions at Naevys because I was fresh out of answers. 
 
    As to my situation, he was quick to agree with my approach and kind enough to lend me Jeb to run interference when I was going out—just in the case that the elf and I were to walk about in the same general area. He lifted a finger, admonishing, "Don't think you can rely on using him for cheap labor any old time though. That's for me alone to abuse," he finished with a wink, then barked a laugh and continued, "and you know what? If anybody asks, I'll just tell the truth about what the Council has asked you to do—only, I might slip up and mention that you went after the harpies." 
 
    I clapped my hands. "Good one. And don't you worry, Gillem. I'm not going to take the one true benefit of becoming a parent—free manpower—away from you. Now, with that over and done with, we've taken care of the worst of my worries. I have one final issue where I'm going to have to ask you for help, though." 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Yeah, it's money. In all honesty, I hadn't expected to have to leave the village just yet and haven't been hoarding cash. If I need to approach the kobolds and make a good showing of myself and Grant's Crossing—whatever that might entail—I'm going to need to purchase some equipment, and I just don't have the cash for it.” 
 
    He frowned. "Remember the first evening we talked. I told you that I have two rules. I keep my word, and I don't give any credit." He looked me up and down, taking in my old, tattered clothes and made a small noise in the back of his throat. "I will, however—for your own good, you understand—explain to the Council how you look, in detail. With that in mind, I think we should be able to agree that a small advance on the reward would be in order." He smirked. "Can't have 'em thinking that everybody in Grant's Crossing looks like that, can we?" 
 
    I looked at him with a deadpan expression. "This is you getting back at me, isn't it?" 
 
    He burst out in laughter. "No. Oooh no. I'm just getting started." 
 
    I made an obscene gesture at him, and I cleared my throat. "Now, don't get used to this, you old villain, but seriously, thank you. For everything. You've done more for me than everybody else combined in the village, and well, I owe you. Big time. Don't think for a moment I've forgotten about figuring out what happened with your mother either." 
 
    He nodded and patted me on the elbow. "I know, Arcangelo. I know. Now get something to eat. Sounds like you have a busy day ahead of you tomorrow. I'd better get back to making sure that Kiff doesn't steal scraps from the kitchen again." 
 
    I looked at the door closing behind him and could feel a silly smile on my face. Then I got to work, figuring out exactly what I wanted to do the day after to be prepared for my excursion. Oh, and stuffing myself with Gillem's delicacies. Seriously, that guy knew how to cook. Eventually, I came up with a decent game plan and decided to reward myself by going to bed early. It took me a while to fall asleep. Plans and insecurities intermingled in my head, and twice, I had to get up and jot down another thought to my list before I gradually slipped into the release of sleep. 
 
    Generally, these days, I tended to sleep until I woke up with no fixed sleeping schedule. Before starting my regular eight to five job, I'd always gone to sleep whenever I felt like it, automatically gravitating towards a day that started around nine or ten in the morning. Today, however, I started the day bright and early, as Atlas kept screaming bloody murder in my head. To be fair, "murder" probably wasn't the right word, but in my sleepy, groggy condition, it took me a while to realize what was going on. I jumped over to the table in my undies and grabbed my violin, preparing to defend myself before I slowly started to take in just what was going on. The outrage and hateful feelings that shot through the bond were… directed at something or someone else, and… I couldn't help myself. I sat down on the bed and started laughing, high-pitched peals of laughter that sounded dangerously close to hysteria.  
 
    As it turns out, I was not under attack. Atlas' fury was directed at some dastardly animal who'd had the audacity to steal away with the eggs from a bird’s nest that Atlas himself had been eyeing. I couldn't be entirely certain, but I also got the impression that he got slightly miffed that I was laughing at his misfortune.  
 
    Ah, well. I stretched my body and cracked my neck. It was seven in the morning, and I had a lot of things to do, so I might as well get to it. After a while, Atlas calmed down enough to check over the window and confirm that Sareena was still sleeping. I crept down to the bar where Jeb was using the bar for a pillow and convinced him to prepare a lunchbox for me and join me at Lyle's house as soon as possible. My request for a handful of unboiled eggs was met with a strange glance, but he acquiesced and promised to wake Gillem up and get hopping. A couple of communication attempts later, and I felt confident that Atlas knew that he should seek me out when that Sareena lass woke up. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 12 – LFG! 
 
      
 
    When I made it over to the smithy, I already felt like things were going my way. It looked to be a beautiful day, I had my to-do list all plotted out and I could already see Lyle, Atlas and me leaving the village in search for adventure. Just two minutes later, karma, as well as Lyle's father, were doing their darndest to dissuade me of that notion. 
 
    "What do you mean, he's not available?" 
 
    "You deaf, fiddler? You got his leg broken. Now he's doing moron work in the back until it heals. Oughta teach him." 
 
    "But… why? It's what he wants to do." If this were a cartoon, steam would be rising from my head. 
 
    He grunted. It was a good grunt. A sound that carried a whole conversation in itself—something along the lines of, "You're starting to get on my nerves, and I wouldn't mind working out some of the anger issues I've been having with a good pummeling."  
 
    I could feel my shoulders sinking. "Is there nothing I can do to make you change your mind?" 
 
    His frown grew to even more epic proportions, and he crossed his arms in front of his impressive chest, shaking his head.  
 
    Then a spark grew in his eyes as if he came up with something. For the briefest moment, I thought I'd gotten through to him, right up until his gravelly voice announced, "Don't try getting Mallard to heal him either. We had a chat." 
 
    That really didn't leave much room for interpretation, and I was forced to admit defeat. If we couldn’t even go see the healer… With weary feet, I turned around and started walking away. In the distance, I could see Jeb come running with a heavy bag bouncing on his shoulders, but when he came closer and saw my expression, he slowed to a walk and, blessedly, didn't ask me anything. 
 
    I forced myself to stop whining and reconsider my position. Alright, it was going to be a party of two, so what? If anything, my needs for preparation had just lessened, as I didn't have to factor Lyle into the equation. I wiped the frown off my face. 
 
    "So Lyle isn't coming after all." I looked at the bulky bag Jeb was toting. "Here, let me take that one. Looks like your dad has been busy in the kitchen." 
 
    He handed it over and did something unusual for him—looked me straight in the eye. "There's also three gold in there. Da din't have time to talk to the Council. He won't say nothin', but it's his money. Don't you let 'im down, mister." 
 
    "I won't. Gillem has done so much for– I just won't. Did you manage to grab a hold of the tailor?" 
 
    "Yup. Took care of it. Oh, 'n Da says Greck'll be waiting for you at his spot, whatever that means. Want to go over n' pick up the clothes now?" 
 
    "By all means, lead the way." We'd crossed half the village when I noticed that we were heading for the Harbormaster's home and I turned to Jeb in query, "Who is the tailor again?" 
 
    He didn't quite conceal the eye roll. "Mr. Callahan's son? Grant Jr.?" 
 
    Oh. Yeah, I think I had heard something to that effect at some point. A son with a fashion sense also explained why Grant Callahan was always impeccably dressed. 
 
    The tailor's shop was an unobtrusive one. As a matter of fact, at first, I mistook it for a servants’ entrance to the large mansion in which the Harbormaster resided. There were no signs, no clothes on display or even windows showing the goods, but then again, there would be no need for that in a village the size of Grant's Crossing. Jeb strode into the building like he owned the place, and I trailed along. After a few steps, I had to stop and let my eyes acclimatize themselves, as I'd just entered an entirely different world. Overall, I got the same sensory overload as when I'd entered Chertog's shed for the first time, only the owner's fixation here was clearly with clothes. 
 
    The room in itself was rather plain, I assumed—constructed with unpainted plank floors and little in the way of adornments. Apart from the counter at the end of the room and a door behind the counter, it was kept entirely free from furniture. When I say 'I assumed' it was plain, I mean that I basically could only see the roof and flooring. Everything else was covered, floor-to-ceiling. Along the left wall, fabric samples were arranged, color-coded and with a clear progression from coarser materials to finer. Along the right, finished dresses and full suits were arranged on finely-painted mannequins along the entire wall, while an intricate wire system displayed an overwhelming number of single pieces. I practically salivated—why on Earth had I ever gone to Mrs. Bertinga to shop for clothes when there was a selection as stunning and beautiful as this one right next door? 
 
    I was still frozen two steps past the doorway, taking it all in, when a loud voice boomed out into the room, "Jebediah. At long last, you have returned. My greatest challenge. My nemesis. Will you finally allow me to outfit you in style?" I turned from a classic two-piece suit—a marvelous sight, flawlessly fashioned in white and made from something that looked like silk,but I digress—in time to gape at the sight striding in. He was clearly a half-orc—no doubt there. The greyish-green skin tone and the large fangs gave it away. His sense of style, however, was simply flawless. He wore dark blue, well-tailored suit pants combined with a set of leather shoes finer than anything I'd ever owned in the real world, a brown, wide belt with an elaborate golden buckle and a white shirt. All in all, he looked like someone who'd just stepped out of a menswear commercial. 
 
    Jeb, however, was less impressed. "Y'still calling me ugly? ‘Cause you know I ain't having none of that."  
 
    The half-orc dismissed the notion with a wave of his hands, "Never, my tiny Drizzlefog friend. I'm just saying that you could be so much more if you let me bedeck you with a suit of clothing or three—as befits the son of a Council member." Only then did he appear to notice me, and he promptly ignored Jeb, crossing the space in three long strides. "Now, what have we here? The notorious newcomer, I presume—Arcangelo, was it? Grant Callahan Jr. at your beck and call." 
 
    I shook his hand, taking great pains—literally—not to show how he was crushing my slender fingers. "It's a pleasure to meet you. And believe me, if I'd known about this place, I would've stopped by earlier." I gestured at the surrounding merchandise, marveling at the quality and variety of it all. "Could you… tell me a little about what you do and can do?" 
 
    Jeb piped in from the side, "Oh, now you did it," and went off to throw himself into the single unoccupied chair in the corner of the room. 
 
    Grant Jr., however… At times you can literally tell from a person's eyes if you hit upon a subject that they love. His eyes practically sparkled, and his polite smile was spilling over into a wide grin. "I'd love to, but let's start with what I don't do. I don't just make clothes. Anybody with a hint of skill can make clothes, mend a tear or rejuvenate an old shirt with some dye. What I do is different and arguably more difficult. I assess a person, then I inquire as to who that person wants to be and afterwards, I help them become that person." He gestured with one hand. "As you can see, I do not lack for possibilities. The real challenge lies in defining exactly what you want to achieve." His grin intensified. "So, tell me, illustrious tavern bard and defier of demonologists, who do you endeavor to be?" 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer and was brought short. Suddenly, I realized that I hadn't really thought it through. Who exactly would I want to become within the game? Obviously, aiming for fame or infamy was right out. "Can I get back to you on that one? I really don't know just yet," I responded. 
 
    He chuckled. "That is on par with the average response I get. Take our tiny friend over there who is currently scuffing the upholstery of my chair. He hasn't figured out what he wants in life. A plethora of paths are available to him, but the deciding is tough. Of course, I have offered to make him something more general for everyday use until he comes to know himself, but he refuses. And thus," he raised his voice, "he remains looking like the world's tiniest vagabond."  
 
    The only response from the corner was a rude gesture, and Grant Jr. let out a booming laugh. Clearly, this was not the first time the two had gone back and forth over the subject. 
 
    I was intrigued, however. The only way I could interpret his words was that he would tailor items to shape the skills, and looks of course, in the direction that the buyer wanted. What if I asked for several sets of clothes going in different directions? "I will most definitely get back to you when I've given it proper thought. Please tell me, though, how do you get by out here? I mean, there's a limited clientele, and well, looking at the villagers in general, they don't exactly give the impression that they were clothed by you."  
 
    His laughter rang out once again. "Yes, they do look like they spend the majority of the day wallowing in mud, don't they?" He grimaced. "Truth is, I would assuredly do a lot better in a larger city, but this is where I am. Would you want a person with my skills to spend the day sewing rough linen garb? Pfah. I know who I am, and I will continue to pursue my goals." He winked. "As long as my father continues to support me. Our villagers really do not pay me much." 
 
    A burst of involuntary laughter escaped me. 
 
    He continued unabashed, a gleam in his eyes, "I do not intend to belittle my fellow villagers—even the scruffy ones." The last part was clearly a jibe at Jeb again. "Most of them cannot afford my services, and those who can often misunderstand the point and save their clothes for special occasions instead of proudly showing off their true selves every single day. I do have high hopes for Grant's Crossing, though. Now and again, I convince a person to actually embrace themselves, and it is glorious. Take Gillem, for instance. They are not the most glorious of outfits, but they are undeniably him." 
 
    Come to think of it, Gillem always looked pretty dashing. He had a sort of ‘roguish pirate’ thing going on that definitely worked for him. I nodded in agreement. "They do become him—and give a bit of a hint toward his nature too, I'd say. Now, I believe that I personally could do with something a tiny bit fancier—but like I said, I'll have to think it over. What about a person who might need to act differently in different situations?" 
 
    His brows scrunched up in confusion. "I'm not sure I follow that train of thought. You don't want to come across as yourself?" 
 
    I shrugged. "It's just a thought I had. Being a bard requires you to perform a lot on-stage, but off-stage, I'm not the most extroverted of people. This means that the kind of clothing I wear while performing would rarely be what I would choose to wear when I’m just myself. Less gaudy and more stylish. Does that make sense to you?" 
 
    "I… I would have to think it over. Your argument makes sense, yet I'm not sure this is something I can condone." He seemed genuinely disturbed at the thought. 
 
    I gave him a small smile. "If you can't, it's not a problem at all, and like I mentioned, I'll need some time myself to figure out which path I want to choose anyway."  
 
    We shook hands, and I left the shop along with Jeb who seemed bored to tears at the exchange. I, on the other hand, simply adored Grant Jr. He was a complete eccentric—hell, ‘weirdo’ wasn't too far off—but he was genuine and true to his character. Also, I couldn't find any flaws with his vision to make people live up to their best and become well-dressed in the process. 
 
    I grinned at the thought that all NPCs in the game were based on actual personalities—seems like they'd used all the weird personalities for Grant's Crossing. Ah, well, better get on with it. I asked Jeb to run ahead of me and run interference if he spotted our sable-haired beauty. Odds were pretty good that Atlas would come warn me when she woke up, yet… ’trust but verify’ sounded like the sensible approach at that moment. 
 
    The garish front of Mrs. Bertinga's store was a complete counterpoint to the stark functionality of the tailor, but entering the shop still left me at ease. The jumble of items inside the store gave off the same relaxing and slightly dusty feeling, like entering an old antique store. Jeb stayed outside to keep watch. 
 
    Outwardly, Mrs. Bertinga fit the bill as well, and I could easily understand how people were taken in by her act. Looking at her standing there behind the counter, hands folded and eyes downturned, she was the spitting image of a kindly old grandmother. Of course, I knew better by now. "Hey, Mrs. Bertinga." I walked briskly up to her with a grin on my face. "How much did you fleece that poor caravan merchant for?" 
 
    She looked up, and her grandmotherly demeanor was replaced with a fiendish grin. "A lady does not kiss and tell, my dear Arcangelo. Now, as for fleecing—what can I do for you today?" 
 
    I lined up my requests—varied as they were—and added how I would love to learn more about Tinkering as well. 
 
    She looked at me with a disapproving frown. "Now, now. Do you recall what I told you about my opinion on Tinkering?" 
 
    "Yes, that the essence is experimentation and learning how everything works for yourself. And I agree.I It's just… Well, I'm off for parts unknown where the result could actually make a great deal of difference for Grant's Crossing, and I'd hate to fail because I lacked the knowledge to perform well." 
 
    At that, the tiny woman gave me a brilliant smile. "Oh, you Reborn types. It's always 'national emergency' this, 'only you can help me' that. Arcangelo, dear, it takes more than a pretty face to make me go back on my principles." 
 
    I relented, and we got down to the haggling. Ten minutes later, we shook hands in agreement, and I forked over almost every single coin I had and the ornate silver ring I'd found near the Clutch Mother. This left me with a paltry eight silver and an increase to my Barter skill. I watched in growing excitement as she started piling items up on the desk. Inside of me, a sense of adventure was slowly starting to build, and I carefully built my own pile of items next to hers with things for identifying.  
 
    Without Lyle at my side, I'd have to settle for less than I actually would like to buy. No tent, no length of rope, no luxury items. I'd be hard-pressed just to carry all the items I already had in my inventory plus the bedroll I was purchasing—not to mention if I were to get in a combat situation. I did get me a huge pile of crafting materials—more than enough for everything I had already amassed—and then I got me some fun stuff. Mrs. Bertinga had dusted off a nice selection of jewelry, and I ended up purchasing two rings. One ring gave a +1 to Endurance and the other a +1 to Perception. Now, I know, stacking Charisma would seem like the wise choice, but unfortunately, Exogenics had gone the old-fashioned route—only one item boosting a specific stat or skill would count. 
 
    Already feeling quite happy with my transaction, I practically bounced in anticipation while Mrs. Bertinga checked over my unidentified items. She handed them over one by one after she was done investigating.
The first items were Berthold's axes. "I recognize these, dear. Ugly things. At least, I am confident that you will put them to a more noble use than Berthold himself, Girelle guide his soul." 
 
    "Noble" was maybe a bit of an exaggeration, but I suppose that with Berthold as the starting point, pretty much whatever I decided to do was an improvement. The axes themselves, however, were pretty impressive: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Thirsty Blackened Iron Axes 
    
  This matched set of short hand axes are fabricated for no-nonsense heavy use. The hickory handles are wrapped in leather for a better grip, and they are balanced for throwing. The serrated edges of the blackened iron axe-heads ensure that any major cut will result in an ugly, wide wound and increase bleeding. 
    
  Damage: 5-20 
  Causes bleeding damage: 1/second for 30 seconds. 
  Workmanship: Good 
  Durability: 65/80 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    So, definitely good items, but not exactly a match for Lyle or me. I'd hang on to them though. They were too good to sell. Hmm—maybe Lyle would be interested in an alternative to his single-handed approach when I returned? 
 
    Investigating the earring made Mrs. Bertinga smile in appreciation. "I've always been fond of these. I actually had a ring like this in my younger days. Sometime I'll have to tell you about those days, love. Or the nights, especially. Oh, the adventures." 
 
    I desperately tried to stop myself from thinking which kinds of nightly adventures the kindly old grandmother had engaged in during her youth. "Okay? So what do they do?" 
 
    She looked like she was lost, reminiscing. "What? Oh, they give you the ability to regain your stamina once a day. Quite useful if you're engaging in… strenuous activities, if you catch my drift." 
 
    Pass. Hard pass. "Of course, like in a battle," I said, desperately trying to steer the subject to safer straits. 
 
    She tittered, "Exactly, love," and handed over the earrings. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Silver Earring Of Second Wind 
    
  This earring is formed from nine tiny chain links forged in exquisite detail from bronze, silver and gold. The chain is attached to three studs, allowing the earring to adorn the entire length of the ear. 
    
  Grants Second Wind. Once a day upon activation, regain up to 100 stamina. 
  10/10 uses. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Wonderful. Had I only had those during our battle with the Dawnlight Soarers, I wouldn't have been a hairsbreadth from respawning. I could just have regained stamina and pummeled the living hell out of that last kamikaze bird. 
 
    The mysterious box with the six glass orbs, however, caused a bit of trouble for her. First, she gave the box itself a thorough investigation. Then she opened it and proceeded to scrutinize the orbs themselves, and following that, she placed them carefully in a bolt of cloth to look closer at the inside of the box. Her initial curious glance was slowly replaced by a scowl, which deepened for every minute that passed. It must have been at least a full ten minutes when she stood up and stretched her back. "Well, aren't you a guarantee for mysteries? First, you toss a fury gland on my table, and now? I can feel the magic inside both the box itself and the orbs, but I have no idea what they are. Where did you get them?" 
 
    My mind sped up. I couldn't tell her everything about what I'd found under the warlock's tower or the unknown killer might learn that their secret wasn't buried anymore. Sooo—white lie? White lie. "Do you know that hill where the warlock’s tower was? The one that gives you such a wonderful view of the village and the Jagged Rush? When I enter the forest, I often pause there before returning to the tavern. Well, the other day I noticed that some animal had been digging amongst the rubble and spotted the corner of this little beauty inside the hole. Does that mean there's nothing to learn from it?"  
 
    Her eyes lit up, and she left me with a mumbled, "Wait right here, Arcangelo." Shortly thereafter, she returned, carrying a small, tattered notebook. When she opened it, flipping through the pages, I could tell that a lot of the pages were dog-eared and filled with scribbled additions. Promptly, she slammed down the notebook in front of me with a loud, "I knew it!" 
 
    The words in the notebook were neat and easy to read, "My correspondence has surely been one large learning experience. While I still hope for my anonymous warlock informer to divulge his name at some point, everything I have been able to confirm elsewhere rings true. What he included in his last letter arouses a bit of trepidation in me, however. He has often explained how the process of creating the basis—the essence and mind—of a golem is costly and difficult. However, if I interpret this correctly, a warlock will be able to bind these crafted essences to a physical object—a soulstone—in theory, allowing for the warlock to hoard the basis of a personal army of unthinking soldiers. I am beginning to suspect that the vilification demonologists are exposed to might actually be better suited to warlocks. Admittedly, I'm not certain how these soulstones are supposed to look, but apparently, the center of the soulstone contains a ‘floating, misty substance with the color indicating the origin of the essence,’ whatever that entails." 
 
     Mrs. Bertinga looked at me expectantly. 
 
     "So, you're telling me that these shinies right before me are actually the basis for creating six frigging golems that'll respond only to me?" Holy personal bodyguard, Batman! 
 
     "Language, Arcangelo," she admonished. "It's of course not as simple as all that. If I'm right and if these soulstones are functional, you'd still need somebody to create the golem bodies and activate them—however that might work. You might have noticed that warlocks are not exactly welcomed around these parts." That last part was delivered with a decent dose of sarcasm. Before I could butt in, she continued, "As a matter of fact, if I were you, I would hesitate to mention these objects to anybody from the village. In larger cities, you will find that warlocks do not have half the bad reputation that they do around here and might be able to receive some guidance." She paused for a moment before continuing, "Unless, of course, you don't care to lug those orbs halfway around the world. I guess I could part with a few silver for them." 
 
    I laughed out loud—really couldn't help myself. The avarice in her eyes was clear enough. I could practically see the glow. "That's awfully kind of you Mrs. Bertinga. I do believe I'll be able to summon the energy, however." 
 
    She shrugged, and the corner of her mouth quirked up. "Ah well, please don't blame an old woman for trying." With the deal concluded, Mrs. Bertinga folded her hands. "It has been good seeing you again, Arcangelo. Now, off with you, and do try to learn a little more about Tinkering already. I should love to have someone I can talk shop with." 
 
    I spread my hands in surrender. "I can only agree. I expect I'll have some time for myself where I can give it a try. Please take care of the Crossing in my absence. Oh, and do you mind if I spend five minutes to jot something down here on your desk." 
 
    She gave me the go ahead with a bright smile, and I sat down, trying to focus my thoughts. Later, I smoothed out the piece of paper and went back outside into the bright sun where Jeb was leaning against the wall at an awkward angle. I whistled, and we moved off. With the blue skies above, it was looking more and more like it'd be the perfect day for traveling. I probably should go get Atlas and get going. Except… I exhaled forcefully in disgust with myself. I was being an idiot. Here I was, standing stock still in the middle of the street, just asking for that two-timing elf to bump into me—all because I couldn't make up my mind. The question I was trying to answer was should I ask Darya to join me on the quest? The prime reason against was pretty obvious. If she started asking too many questions, I would only have the option to clam up and refuse to answer. In favor, however, were several good reasons. I was about to go off into the wilderness—not exactly something I was prepared for, skill-, stat- or knowledge-wise. She'd also be able to hunt, protect the camp with her scout profession and track properly, and as she had already proved, she more than held her own in a fight. Also, she was really an intriguing person, standoffish though she may be.  
 
    I finally tore myself loose from my own indecision and started walking towards the woods. I could manage some uncomfortable silences if it meant not respawning right back here just because I couldn't hold my own inside the forest. Jeb agreed to stay behind near the gates and keep an eye open. This time around, I managed to find her camp without a hitch. I even congratulated myself on spotting a couple of old tracks from where somebody had entered and left the camp enclosure—maybe I would actually become proficient at tracking at some point. 
 
    She wasn't in the camp, though. Of course, she wasn't. With my luck, she'd be out on a three-day quest for Sourpuss, collecting moleskins or something. I rubbed my forehead in disgust and said something entirely unsuitable for children's ears—which of course summoned Darya to appear from behind a tree like a genie from a damn bottle. 
 
    "Go what on a what now?" 
 
    I was struck by the strangest sensation of simultaneously wanting to hide and feeling the need to come up with something witty and disarming. "I said I was going to go do… something… something. Oh, please just imagine I said something funny. I'm having a bit of an off-day here." 
 
    The sound she made can only be described as ‘snerk.’ "Done," she said with a teasing smile. "Now, how large a favor do you need? So far you've only come out here when you needed help." 
 
    Oh, so she wouldn't mind it if I actually did stop by? That was progress. "That's not a nice thing to say. Except for your being completely right. Now, if you maybe didn't live in the middle of predator-infested woods, I might stop by more often."  
 
    Her smile grew a fraction, but then her eyebrow quirked up. "I notice you didn't correct me on the 'needing help' part." 
 
    I sighed. Loudly. "You know, you're way too observant for your own good. And completely right again, of course. Hear me out?" 
 
    She leaned back against the tree, crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. 
 
    "Alright. I've received a quest that can help improve and expand the peaceful area around Grant's Crossing. It's placed in the middle of the wilderness, however, and you know exactly how effective I am with all this nature stuff. That's why I've come to you. With you on board, I believe it should be doable. Now, that is the good news. There are three pieces of bad news, however." 
 
    She nodded again, expression serious. 
 
    I ticked off on my fingers. "First piece. Lyle is wounded and won't be able to join us. No tank. Second, and I'm a horrible, horrible person for breaking it to you like this, but it's a two-week quest at least. Third, we have to go today, and I can't tell you why." It spoke a lot about her character that she didn't start frowning until that last sentence.  
 
    Following that was quite a lengthy silence until she asked calmly, "And if I turn you down?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I might still make it without your help. It's a two to three days’ walk through the wilderness though, and that's before the quest even really starts. If I don't make it, nothing much changes, I guess. Grant's Crossing just won't improve the way it could." I maintained my expression studiously calm. "They aren't real people, and you don't have a dog in this fight. I completely understand it if–" 
 
    She interrupted me, for the first time sounding annoyed. "Stop that. Most people back there," she pointed in the direction of the village, "have treated me better than anybody back in the real world." She gazed down at the ground for a while before she looked straight at me with a challenging gaze. "I will help you, but there are a couple of things you need to know." She waited until she had my full attention. "As long as we're inside the forest, my word is law." I nodded, and she lifted an admonishing finger. “The first time you refuse an order, I’ll let you fend for yourself. I mean it.”  
 
    I nodded gravely, and her expression grew from stern to diabolical. "Also, I will find out whatever it is you're hiding. I can't stand puzzles." 
 
    Oh, this was going to be fun. Depending on how you define "fun". 
 
    The talk grew practical, and we agreed to meet on the other side of the river a couple of hours later. She indicated that she had some preparations to make as well. With that, my chances had just improved quite a bit. Despite her words, I couldn't help but smile while I walked back to the village. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 13 – Back To School 
 
      
 
    The next couple of steps in the process were straightforward. I met back up with Jeb, thanked him profusely for his assistance and then told Atlas we were going on an adventure.  
 
    Jeb was loquacious as ever. "'S alright." He did, however, not protest running interference one last time while we walked back to the tavern and then on to the ferry. He even acquiesced to deliver my hastily scribbled letter to Lyle. Probably didn't hurt that I gave him another of my few remaining silver pieces.  
 
    “What’s it say, Mister? Or is it a secret?” 
 
    “It’s me trying to assuage my guilty conscience. I won’t be able to tell Lyle in person that I’m off since his dad is keeping watch over him. Also, I‘ve arranged… hey!” 
 
    Jeb was reading the letter, completely unabashed. Suddenly his eyes rose to meet mine. “Kiff’s gonna teach? Our Kiff?” 
 
    “That letter was… nevermind, it wasn’t a secret anyway. Kiff owed us a favor, and we came to an agreement.” 
 
    That earned me a doubting gaze followed by Jeb’s trademark shrug. Moments later we parted ways. 
 
    Fifteen uneventful minutes later, I could breathe in relief as Atlas and I got on to the 'ferry'—that old glorified raft—in order to take us to Greck's training place on the other side. I was down to three silver now—three silver pieces for crossing and one to each of the half-orc workers to swear that I hadn't crossed. That meant I was practically destitute, yet it felt like a huge weight had been removed from my shoulders. Now, no matter what happened, as long as I avoided returning to the village or respawning until Sareena left the village, I should be safe, and with Darya on my side, the odds of that were slim.  
 
    I even managed to avoid any seasickness. I was sort of distracted too. Watching the two half-orcs toiling away, oblivious to the large lizard that lay just meters away from them, was just way too funny. I sent Atlas some sensations of approval, but it didn't feel like he understood me—this was likely nothing out of the ordinary for my stealthy compatriot. 
 
    When we got to the other side, we followed the path for a while and then left it to walk along the tiny, winding trail that led to Greck's secret enclosure. The chain-link gate stood before us, accompanied by the sight of Greck's reclined body in the clearing behind that, snoring with the sound of a dying bird. All of a sudden, I was reminded of an old adage, "We receive the teachers that we deserve," or something along those lines. I snorted softly to myself—Gods, I hoped that was not the case. Apparently, this was enough to wake him up, and he came to with a befuddled look on his face. It would appear that he'd started the party already.  
 
    "'About time you came. Now, kindly hand over the good stuff. I need something to take away the taste in my mouth. I swear to Dreben, Gillem has somehow managed to water his ale and make it taste like wood alcohol mixed with horse urine in one go. Take it from an alchemist, that should really be impossible." 
 
    "I've been thinking about that. I've never actually seen you mix any concoctions. Why is that?" 
 
    He was already pouring the first measure of wine into a cup and spoke distractedly. "That sort of question, I might answer—if you were a fellow alchemist. Being the sort you are, I do not want to give you the impression that this is something you might be able to learn for yourself. Gods below, that's good stuff." He flicked a sharp nail at the glass, producing a ringing tone. "The clock is officially ticking, Arcangelo, and today is a warm day. Are you here to tell me about any progress in your task?"  
 
    Task? What task? Stalling for time, I started rummaging around in my backpack as if looking for something. Meanwhile, I scrolled through my active quests. Oh.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’d forgotten all about that one. Seriously, I’d figured that all of that was over and done with. 
 
    “No progress. I did have additional questions though. Because… you know, I did figure out that Othell was behind everything.” 
 
    His lips curled up in a grimace. “Everything. Really? No unknown bystanders here? Somebody who brought Othell dark instructions in sacrificial magic and bankrolled his plans? Also, you mentioned footprints leading away from their lair. Were some of the caravan members left alive? The questions are numerous.” He lowered himself to a half-reclined position on the grass. 
 
    I refrained from asking where he’d learned about what I’d told the council members in a closed session and just swallowed my pride. Clearly, there was much more to the situation than I’d figured earlier. I wasn’t going to make any progress on that any time soon, however. "I will look into that. However… Greck. I'm not going to sugarcoat it. I need your help." 
 
    Eyes closed, he savored a mouthful of the wine before replying. "Does that involve me getting up?" 
 
    "It involves you getting on your feet, getting whatever you need for a protracted journey of two weeks, and going off into the unknown with Darya and me. Oh, and with my luck, there will be plenty of fighting." 
 
    He looked incredulously at me, then at his wine glass and our peaceful surroundings in turn and smiled blissfully. "That is going to be one hard sell." 
 
    "I know," I sighed, "and if you could teach me the basics of your language and your customs right this moment, then I wouldn't be trying to convince you to come along, but we're lacking for time." 
 
    His smile slipped. "My language. Arcangelo, don't tell me that you are going to Nerit." 
 
    I raised my arms in a helpless gesture. "I don't even know what the place is called. That kobold city two to three days' walk from here. Seriously, I need your help Greck." 
 
    He bared his teeth, and his scales darkened in hue. "That kobold city. You– you ignorant little meat sack. Thracken guide me. Do you even know what you are asking? They will chew you up and spit out your bones. They are not creatures of civilization. They will… WHY THE PITS DO YOU THINK THEY EXILED ME?" That last part, he shouted, spittle flying through his sharp teeth, and I instinctively backed away. 
 
    “Greck, I–“ 
 
    "Just leave me alone, you worthless mammal." With a growl, he spun on his heels and took off into the nearby glade. 
 
    I gaped at his retreating back. How about a trigger warning, please, Exogenics? I did not see that coming, and it wasn't like Greck had been forthcoming with details regarding his past. I decided to wait it out and see what happened—at least he hadn't told me leave the place. Yet. 
 
    Two minutes turned into ten, and I started to get bored. Still no sign of him. Atlas was enjoying himself immensely outside the fence. Apparently, there were tons of small animals milling around, just waiting for him to pounce on them. I spent a couple of minutes following his simple joy at a perfect stealthy approach or disappointment when a bird spotted him and took off. Then seeing as Greck was still absent, I decided I may as well entertain myself and brought forth the violin in an attempt to put music to Atlas' escapades. As I started playing, the music scared away an otherwise clueless squirrel, and he gave off an affronted hiss. As he then started moving, however, he caught on to my aim, and within moments, we turned it into a game. A quick, jaunty tune portrayed Atlas as he strode along a wide limb, turning into a mischievous, plunky melody as he camouflaged himself, toying with a bunny that was completely oblivious as to its impending doom. I enjoyed myself thoroughly until a voice from right behind startled me.  
 
    "You know, I find you much less infuriating when you just play." 
 
    The ensuing screech from the violin brought about another screech from the frightened rabbit, and a wave of emotion from Atlas that I could only translate as, "Noooooo! Why?" 
 
    "I like your new friend. He will have plenty of fun in Nerit, trying to outsmart any watchers. Heh—unless he is spotted." 
 
    I decided not to say anything, just wait for a cue. At least he'd calmed down again. 
 
    "Listen, Nerit is a horrible place. Like any other place, there are tolerable people, and there are complete fanatics. You might bump into somebody who will be willing to guide you in whatever you need to do if your luck holds. There is one thing above all that you need to know, however. Their foundation is ill—feverish, rotten, lethally ill—and even though some of those who live there actually are aware of this, they will. Not. Change. Believe me, I've tried." 
 
    I'd never seen Greck so solemn or so downtrodden. I hesitated to ask, but he looked to be lost inside his own mind. "Which illness is that?" 
 
    "Huh? Oh. Cultural stagnation. They've decided that their culture was perfect 150 years ago, and they're trying to keep it exactly like that. Unsurprisingly, it doesn't work. Yet their system and religious beliefs will not allow them to change. And still, they wonder why our race is in decline and try to blame it on…" At this, he shook his head violently and looked me straight in the eye. "I am not going back. Grant's Crossing may not be perfect, but I have my routines, my acquaintances and my principles. I will help you as I can today, however." 
 
    This was probably as close to an excuse as I was ever going to get from him. It was clear to me that he was adamant about this, and I restrained myself from pushing. What would I need from him then? Hmm. "Thank you, Greck. In that case, what do I need to know about Nerit? Also, Darya is coming with me. Does that change anything?" 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "If anything, that raises your odds of success. Many kobolds—and especially those of Nerit—are obsessed with martial prowess and appearance. With that in mind, I believe she can help you succeed where you alone will not." 
 
    Wait—did he just dismiss my skills entirely? Before I could interrupt, he lectured on. 
 
    "Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘A place for everybody and everybody in their place?’” 
 
    "I think that's supposed to be ‘everything’, Greck." 
 
    "Not in Nerit, that's for certain." He entered into a teacher's position, one clawed index finger admonishing an imaginary crowd. "King above all, warriors stand tall. Hunters provide while crafters treat hide. Workers must toil, the rest to the soil." He spat. "Oh, and then you have the priests and shamans off to the side, making sure that nobody rocks the boat." 
 
    I thought about it, trying to figure out where I'd fit in within the system. "And bards? Or mages?" 
 
    His grimace explained very well that the next part wasn't going to be favorable. "Sure, there's room for us. As long as we subscribe to and preach the teachings of Thracken. Otherwise, they can and will stack the deck against you. And please take this to heart, 'kobolds do not care about honor or mercy. Only success. They will not play fair—and neither should you.'" 
 
    I nodded gravely. "So people are going to dislike me simply for being a caster. Anything else I should know? Taboos? What about your language?" 
 
    "We are xenophobic to a fault. I would counsel that you do not announce yourself until you have actually made it to Nerit. Otherwise, an over-zealous hunter might decide to use you for target practice. And do not discuss religion with them. The word ‘sacrilege’ gets thrown around a lot. As for the language, if you somehow manage not to get tossed out immediately, you should be able to learn the basics of the language eventually. Many kobolds leave Nerit for some time and know enough Common to get by, and once you've found your place on the soil, you might learn enough to actually wise up and leave the damn place already. What is it that you will be trying to achieve that is so critical anyway?" 
 
    I gestured vaguely with my hands, looking for words. "A peace pact, basically. Assurances that the kobolds won't attack, allowing the village to expand in peace on this side of the river." 
 
    He looked thoughtful for a while. "Huh. The theory is sound, at least. The Council should send Grant instead though. Him, they respect in Nerit, even if they would try to backstab him at the first opportunity. Now, is that all, or will you let me enjoy the remaining wine in silence?" 
 
    Looked like the 'good' old Greck was back. "Hah. Like I'm letting you off the hook that easy. First, this has been bugging me for so long. What is this book?" I held the unidentified book up. 
 
    He snorted. "Let us call it a private joke. Bring it on the journey, though. It will do you good." 
 
    I waited patiently until I realized he was done. "You're seriously not going to tell me?" 
 
    "What, and ruin the surprise? I am an old showman, remember?"  
 
    I fumed—goddamn, secretive excuse for a reptile. "Alright, will you deign to teach me more about Sonic Magic, or is that also beneath you?" 
 
    He poured another glass—glacially slow. I could tell he was enjoying himself immensely. "I suppose I can find the time. What would you like to learn about?" 
 
    This time I came prepared. "Defense and healing. I desperately need a spell to help in my defense. Whenever somebody comes close during combat, I'm in hot water. Also, since I’m not agile enough to avoid being hit entirely, I really need to learn how to heal myself." 
 
    “Ho hum. Healing and defense. Somebody is looking to evolve their skills. Those are laudable intents.” He closed his eyes for a while and then raised a finger. “We have spoken about the nature of magic in Neyrus earlier, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah, how all spellcasters dip into the same magic well?”  
 
    “Exactly. We have not talked about the flavors of magic yet. We are not going to today, either—unless you have brought a second bottle? No? I shall treat you to the short version, then. Would it be logical for a summoner to master the art of healing as well as an actual healer? Of course not. This is because the kind of magic you wield affects the properties of the magical energy. Taints it, if you will. Treatises have been written on the topic, but for now, the only relevant part is this: Sonic Magic excels at two things. The application of direct force and the manipulation of emotions.” He shrugged. “Healing is viable, but not until you have learned more.” 
 
    “As for defense…” He clapped his hands together, startling me. "How did it take you so long to reach that conclusion? It must be a side effect of being a Reborn—decreased survival instincts. And yes, that is a completely logical idea. How would you go about solving your dilemma?" 
 
    "The best possible solution to me would be some sort of passive spell—something I can cast and then not have to worry about it afterwards. Some sort of shield maybe?" 
 
    He grinned. "Tough luck, kid. You've picked the wrong sort of magic school for that. A summoner can apply long-lasting spells on his summoned creatures. Shamans have all sorts of interesting internal changes that they can affect on themselves—some of them even permanent. But Sonic magic? Sonic waves are born of motion and remain in motion for exactly as long as is defined by the medium, spell and abilities of the caster." 
 
    That took some digesting, and I mused out loud. "So, nothing that remains fixed in place. Is that what you're saying? My own abilities can also increase to improve the spells, and of course, the spell itself has some limits which can improve with time. Now, my venerable, yet extremely reticent teacher, did you or did you not confirm that it is possible to create some kind of shield spell with Sonic Magic? Something that is not static." 
 
    His many-toothed grin confirmed my suspicions. Gods. Wrestling useful facts from Greck felt a lot like convincing somebody online that they were wrong. It could be done, but the work involved often made you feel you'd be better off not trying. 
 
    Eventually, he drained his glass and stood up. "I do believe that you've reached a level of control where you might be able to manage this. Now, what would you want to ward yourself from? Physical attacks or otherwise?" 
 
    I answered promptly, "Physical. Ranged and close-combat, if possible." 
 
    "And how would you go about maintaining such a shield?" 
 
    "Erm—I suppose I'd have to maintain a constant image of what I wanted in my mind? And I guess, if I wanted to be able to do something else at the same time, I'd have to do it without playing?" 
 
    "Yes. And also?" 
 
    The difficulty of what I'd be trying to do just hit me. I'd experienced how slippery spells were even when I was only casting them without music. "I will also have to learn how to maintain the image of this spell fixed in my mind at the same time that I cast another one. Gods below, is that even possible, Greck?" 
 
    "It is. It's more of a mental knack than it is a real test of your skills, however. You do need a certain minimum of aptitude, which I believe you have obtained. Barely." 
 
    I snorted. "Thank you for that vote of confidence. How should I proceed?" 
 
    "It will be rather difficult for you to play around with the spell if you haven't mastered the spell yet, correct?" 
 
    "Well, thank you, Captain… nevermind. So, a shield with sonic elements in constant motion. I recall you saying that sonic waves always travel in a straight line?" 
 
    That grin again. "That is the simplified version. It is also the one we will remain with for now." 
 
    "A yes would also have worked just fine. Is it possible to create a sort of pulsing forces that push outwards from the body at short intervals and push away anything?" 
 
    "It surely is. What do you believe the mana drain would be from a full-body sonic wave shooting out every half-second or so?" 
 
    Damn. Too expensive. So…”What if I were to use a series of waves that shoot around me instead at fixed positions and angles? Theoretically, it'll leave some openings, but if I time them to overlap and get used to their presence and positions…” 
 
    "The mana drain from that would be less costly. As always, while you are attempting to learn a spell, use music. The alternative is unnecessarily difficult." 
 
    I nodded my understanding and walked off a bit to practice. Atlas, predictably, had gorged himself and was fast asleep in a tree. The image of the spell was relatively easy—me placed inside a constant, ever-renewing swirl of sonic waves that would hopefully push interfering weapons, arrows and the like off-course. Now I just needed a song. Ten minutes of failed attempts made me discard my first idea. Even though I was envisioning the spell to be sort of a ring of protection against my enemies, Ring of Fire just wouldn't hack it. What a shame—I'd always liked the song too. No, I needed something less massive, more flittering, like the flight of… oh. 
 
    Sometimes I enjoyed happy-go-lucky music. The musical equivalent of candy—light in calories and guaranteed to put a spring in your step and a smile on your face. And I did smile when the light tones of the song Fireflies spread through the clearing, and I earned my pop-up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Veil Of Sound 
    
  A series of sonic waves surround you, constantly phasing in and out of existence. The waves help ward the caster, pushing away or diverting incoming physical attacks or objects. Eight waves are held in motion. Every skill point to Veil of Sound increases the force of the waves. 
    
  Properties: 
  Range: Personal 
  Cast Time: 0.5 seconds 
  Mana cost: 1 mana/sec 
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Triumphantly, I slowly walked back to Greck while holding the spell active. It was really rather pretty to look at. Like being inside a translucent cage of constantly-moving vapor trails.  
 
    My foul-smelling curmudgeon of a teacher was having a good time. He was juggling random items with a smile on his face, constantly procuring and hiding items within his voluminous rags. Clearly, he was also pretty drunk, as the occasional fumble led to an item tumbling to the floor or a graceless stretch to catch a wayward ball.  
 
    A sudden thought intruded on my mind. Then second thoughts and third butted in, asking me to please reconsider, but I was already striding forward with a huge smile on my face. And sure, I might regret this, but by the sacred name of Händel, was the look on his face worth it. First, one of the waves hit square in the middle of the juggling path, causing half the items to fly askew and an apple to zoom straight past Greck's head. The large ‘O’ his mouth made caused me to giggle uncontrollably. I took one additional step forward, and three further waves hit him in the chest, side and leg, pushing him slightly backwards and causing him to balance precariously on one leg before he regained his equilibrium. 
 
    The astonished look on his face was priceless. Watching it turn to rage, I barely had the time to think, "Uh oh," before I was buffeted from all sides by gale-force winds and firmly deposited on the ground several meters away. I looked up at Greck who was stalking closer, and another giggle escaped my lips. This soon devolved into a bout of full-blown hysterical laughter with me placed on my back, pointing up at Greck, trying in vain to make the words come out right in between peals of laughter. "G-gods. Your face." I broke down again. "You should have seen your face."  
 
    The thunderous look on his face changed after that, and he smiled the most devious grin I'd seen on his face to date. "Good trick. Let us see if you regret that at a later date. Oh, and if you made me spill the wine, that date will be today." He walked back to where he located the bottle and wine glass—fortunately unscathed—and poured the last remnants of the first bottle. "Good. Let me see it. Farther away this time. And no music."  
 
    I cast the spell again without the violin, and immediately, it felt like the spell was trying to get away from me. My control felt slippery, and it was more difficult to maintain the image in my mind. Sweat sprang out on my forehead, and I struggled to keep my focus as my mana slowly dwindled. Close to four minutes later, I heaved a sigh of relief and let the spell slip from my grip, looking at the single mana point that was left to me. "I'm out of mana, Greck." 
 
    "Good. Rest until it's replenished. Then the real training begins."  
 
    His words sent chills down my spine, but I still let myself sink gratefully down to the soft, inviting grass and closed my eyes. The weather was blessedly warm, and a slight breeze carried a wonderful scent of clean nature untouched by man. I let out a sigh and folded my hands behind my back.  
 
    It seemed like only seconds had passed when a decidedly unfriendly boot prodded my side and Greck’s raspy voice said, "Do you wish to learn or not? Get up." 
 
    I fought my way to my feet and tried to clear the cobwebs from my mind. Obviously, it hadn't been… oh. My mana was back to full. "I'm ready," I managed, and Greck motioned at me to get on with it. I started casting the spell again and slowly regained my bearings as I settled back into the monotonous struggle of maintaining the shield.  
 
    After a few moments, Greck spoke up, "Have you got it under control?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Good. Good. Can you talk while you keep the spell under control?" 
 
    "I… think so," I ventured. 
 
    "Great. Then you are ready for the next part." 
 
    I looked at him in curiosity. This quickly transformed through realization into horror as I noticed the items next to Greck—a large pile of sticks, rocks and rubbish. My glance shot from the pile to Greck. He was throwing an apple up into the air and catching it again with a huge smile plastered on his face. "Oh no," I burst out. 
 
    "Oh yes." He laughed and threw the apple.  
 
    The shield fell apart in my mind, and the apple hit me in the shoulder. Hard. Affronted, I looked up at Greck, who was busy deciding what to throw at me next. This was going to suck.  
 
    And suck it did. At first, my spells kept fizzling out as I tried avoiding Greck's missiles and keeping the Veil active at the same time. Following that, I tried standing stock-still, but the sight of a rock aiming straight for my head proved too much for my instincts, and I lost focus when I ducked. When my mana mercifully ran out, I was subjected to a round of inquisitive questions, delivered with way too much glee. 
 
    "Why do you believe that you are unable to keep your focus?" 
 
    "Do you think it would help if you didn't jump around like a tumbler in the middle of a seizure?" 
 
    "What is the point of activating the shield if you do not trust it?" 
 
    The words were harsh, and Greck really ought to tone it down a bit, but the meaning was clear, "Stand still and trust in your protection, damnit." 
 
    I regained my mana, and we went straight back into it. This time around, I focused on remaining completely still and trusting in the spell, and miracle of miracles, it worked. This might seem completely logical to, well, anybody, but it's damn hard to deny all the ingrained instincts of your body when a stick the length of your torso comes flying towards you at high speed. I tried to close my eyes exactly once. It helped a lot for a few seconds, but then suddenly, I was flying through the air. I hit the ground, gasping in pain when realization kicked in. The little bastard had hit me with a Sonic Push.  
 
    From across the meadow, Greck shouted, "Do you believe your adversaries will allow you to close your eyes mid-combat?" 
 
    Groaning, I got to my feet and recast the Veil of Sound. Sure he was right, but couldn't he just have said so? Still, the training helped. Soon, I felt comfortable trusting in the Veil and had a pretty good idea of where and how the waves were placed. Of course, this is when Greck started really testing me and the spell. He'd throw several items at the same spot, challenging what the spell could handle, and then he started propelling items along faster with a well-timed Sonic Push or throwing them at the weak spots of the spell—my feet and the top of my head. Once he even shot an apple way too high, and I smiled in pleasure—right until he gave the damn thing a Sonic Push from behind, causing it to rocket into my back at full speed hard enough to leave a mark. It did get the point across, though. The spell had several weak spots, and I'd be forced to move around while maintaining the spell to account for those. Made sense too.  
 
    We rested in between sessions, and Greck's questions became less pointed and more specific. I slowly began to enjoy myself again, relishing in the chance to explore the intricacies of the spell, the limitations and possibilities, and the change from physical tests to mental tests allowed me to both wrap my head around the concept and get my body used to it. 
 
    "Where are the weak spots?" Feet, back and possibly between the shoulder and neck.  
 
    "What is your best recourse when the opponent is a heavy hitter?" Move just far enough away that the spell can repel the rest of the force. 
 
    "What if your adversary attacks with several light attacks but lightning-quick?" I'd—have to look into that. Wasn't sure the spell could cope with too much speed. 
 
    When I forced myself to my feet next time, I felt good. Confident that I was slowly getting the hang of this. The skill had even increased to two from the practice, and I had a smile on my face when I summoned the Veil of Sound one more time.  
 
    Of course, Greck managed to destroy that with five words, "Time for the real test." 
 
    What? What more could he come up with? I had this spell pretty much figured out now, and I just needed practice and… oh. My face fell as I realized what I'd managed to forget. I would somehow have to manage to do all the things I'd learned up until now—and, at the same time, manage to cast other spells! 
 
    Greck just grinned. I'm certain my face underwent a series of interesting changes right then.  
 
    He said, "I recommend you start with something simple," and tossed the first stick, which was promptly guided aside by one of my sound waves. 
 
    "Alright—simple," I said to myself, mentally preparing a Sonic Missile. The first attempt went completely awry as all spells failed at the same time, and I was rewarded with a nice clout to my head. I received the same result for every single attempt thereafter. I just couldn't keep my mental focus up and concentrate on casting a spell at the same time. It required a degree of schizophrenia I couldn't quite wrap my mind around. When I threw myself to the ground for the next ‘break’, my body felt like one large tapestry of welts, and I'd even gained a nice six-hour debuff—‘Bruised’—that reduced my agility. 
 
    At this point, I'd finally deduced one thing about Greck's teaching methods. They worked. Even though it felt like he was mocking my incompetence, his questions allowed me to focus my own questions and mental investigations and hone in on what was pertinent. Good thing too, or else I'd have exploded as he kept digging at me. 
 
    "Why are you unable to add this last layer to your casting?" Because—hell if I knew. 
 
    "What could help you maintain control?" Same answer. 
 
    "What are the exact actions that you need to perform in addition to what you can already handle?" Oh. That gave me an idea. 
 
    The next session felt less like a beating and more like training again. I still took the occasional hit, but I was getting somewhere. I remembered the old quote, "How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time." And that's exactly what I did. First I added playing the violin while maintaining the Veil of Sound. The melody for the Sonic Missile spell, over and over again. When that was done, I added the image of casting the Sonic Missile in time with the rest. Finally, I forced the spell into being. It wasn't easy and took a good deal of false starts while the ‘Bruised’ debuff was upgraded to ‘Heavily Bruised’, but eventually, a Sonic Missile shot out into the clearing while the Veil of Sound still floated around me. I sat down heavily on the grass, panting and just reveled in the sensation. That had been a lot harder than I had imagined. I closed my eyes, exhilarating in the feeling of the breeze cooling the sweat on my brow. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, Greck stood over me with a bemused look on his face. "Here, you earned this," he said and handed me a half-full wine glass.  
 
    I know nothing about wine. I've always preferred beer or soda. The taste of this particular glass, however, was heavenly, plain and simple. I held up the glass to Greck in a toast, and he drained the rest of the bottle in response. 
 
    We shared a brief moment of companionable silence, and I reveled in the appearance of a new pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new skill: 
    
  Multicast 
    
  You have learned how to maintain a passive spell while casting other spells. Multicasting is a drain on your concentration, however, and the mana cost of your active skills is doubled while multicasting. Each skill point to Multicast slightly reduces the pressure on concentration. 
    
  Skill type: Passive 
  Stat: Intelligence 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Wow, so using my new spell constantly wasn't without its cost—even discarding how damn difficult it was. Until now, I had experienced no mana shortage due to the Wellspring effect on my violin, but this would essentially throw any thoughts of protracted battles without any mana potions straight out the window. Ah, well—any which way I looked at it, today’s gains had been phenomenal. My Concentration skill had gained a level as well—heh, no wonder. 
 
    Soon, we were walking back towards the path. Greck was quizzing me as we went, obviously preparing me for the fact that I'd need a lot of practice in order to be able to use the Multicast ability effortlessly. Train as often as possible with as many different spells as possible under some kind of pressure, if I could arrange it. That seemed to be the order of the day.  
 
    This time, when I thanked him for his help, I was surprised to discover that there was no irony in my voice. So he wasn't the perfect teacher, but he still cared, and he got results. It's hard to argue with results. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 14 – Call Of Nature 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I was lost in thought, looking at Greck's retreating back, when Darya popped out from behind a tree right next to me. She said something, but it was lost in the sound of me swearing in shock. I took a moment to regain my composure and then enunciated quite clearly, "Don't do that. Seriously, is it possible to get a stroke in here? Because it damn well feels like I almost had one." 
 
    She chuckled and continued as if I hadn't spoken at all, "That was Greck, but what happened to his voice?" 
 
    Oh damn. Of course, I was probably the only person in the village who knew that he wasn't just the town drunk. "Yeah, today was an uncommonly good day. It's like politicians. You have to get to them late enough in the day that the hangover's gone but early enough that they're not too drunk to function. I swear, he hardly even growled at me." 
 
    She looked at me but didn't comment further. Darya really was a woman of few words. I indicated the path before us, and we set off without any discussion. I was slowly getting the hang of interpreting her silences now. This one was the good kind—more a companionable silence—and she seemed well at ease as we walked along the path. We spent a couple of hours like that, traveling at a decent pace with few words exchanged. At one point, she held up a hand, and we froze in silence as she pulled out her bow and nocked an arrow. She cupped her ear, indicating that she'd heard something and pointed at a spot among the heavy upper branches of a tree. Straight to where Atlas was. 
 
    "Right…" I said out loud and rubbed my temple. This was going to be interesting. 
 
    She looked at me with a furious look on her face like, "What the hell?" 
 
    "I'm really sorry, Darya. The last day has been pretty stressful. There's somebody I'd like you to meet. Atlas?" I sent him a request to "Reveal" himself, and moments later, his scaly form appeared. I couldn't be sure, but it looked like he was grinning. 
 
    Darya's reaction was not what I expected. Honestly, I imagined her to either take a shot at him or squeal in horror. And while she did make a noise that was pretty close to a squeal, it was of the sort usually reserved for babies or puppies. "Oh my. Is he yours? Can I talk to him?" 
 
    I didn't even get a chance to respond before she was off into the foliage. I followed and could hear a babble of words coming from her that was completely out of character for the Darya I knew. 
 
    "… So beautiful. And strong too. And those teeth are marvelous. My, what an impressive predator you are." 
 
    I asked Atlas to come down, and he complied quickly. Clearly, she was making a good first impression. 
 
    She turned back to me. "Companion?" 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Damn. Benneth is making me wait until I've completed my next class quest. Something about succeeding without any outside interference at all." 
 
    "Benneth? Ah, Sourpuss." 
 
    She frowned. "Don't call him that to his face. Pisses him off. And he's an alright sort really, below all the posturing and grumbling." 
 
    I wasn't going to argue with her right now. This was the most chatty I'd ever seen her, and it was like a completely different person underneath her usual façade. "He's a Dawnlight Chameleon. Evolved to be perfectly at home in forests like these." 
 
    She nodded. "Marvellous camouflage too. I've heard him a couple of times, but haven't spotted him once. What does he weigh in at? 50kilos maybe?" 
 
    We chatted back and forth for a while, and I lured Atlas down to say hello—not a difficult task, really. Atlas was instantly taken with the brawny half-orc. Before I knew it, she was scratching his scales, and I was almost overwhelmed with sensations of bliss. He even joined us on the road for a while, walking beside us like a dog—a scaled, hulking beast of a dog, but still—while Darya admonished me that I'd have to apply some sort of ointment to his scales to keep them from cracking. She admitted how she had always wanted a reptile for herself but never had the opportunity. The center of attention, Atlas, trotted back into the woods at some point, and eventually, our conversation simmered down to a regular level. Darya still wore a slight smile though, and our hike was easy and untroubled. 
 
    We were approaching late afternoon when I called a halt. "We'd better talk directions. The first part of the trek's pretty easy, but at some point, we'll have to veer north and leave the path. Heh—you'd better make the call on that one. Now, I haven't played around with the map a lot, but I should be able to… ah, there. You seeing this?" 
 
    "Yes, I just received a pop-up with the map." She sat down cross-legged on the path, mumbling to herself for a while. Then with a final nod, she stood back up, dusting off her clothes. "Now, how do I– oh, there we go. Have your data now." She looked at me. "How are you with maps?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Jon Snow, pretty much." 
 
    She snorted. "Fair enough. Good part—we know where we're going, and I have a general topographic map of the area." 
 
    That was good news. My map was pretty much grey area and hearsay with a lone red dot being our target right in the middle of it. 
 
    Darya continued, "Less good—the map was old. Mrs. Bertinga bought it off an explorer maybe twenty years back. Also, the area around our target is unexplored. Still, let's stay on the path for a couple more hours and camp for the evening. Tomorrow's off-road trekking all day." 
 
    I nodded, and we resumed our hike. At a sudden impulse, I asked Darya if she could tell me if we passed by any plants or trees that were dangerous or poisonous. It's not like I was planning to stay in the forest forever, but I'd probably be better off if I avoided having my leg swell to double-size from some infection. 
 
    Fortunately, she had no objections, and she started pointing out plants and trees as we passed by. Surprisingly often, too. Sure, most were only dangerous upon ingestion, but a decent number of plants or bushes had thorns with weak poisons. I'd been pretty damn fortunate to not become inflicted by something the way I'd been bumbling about in the woods to date. It was good to hear that my Luck stat was worth something. Heh—and it would seem that my attention was also worth something, as my Lore: Nature skill increased twice during the walk. 
 
    Just like that, the day flew by, and before I knew it, Darya was pointing out a likely campsite. I'd suspected from the beginning that I was going to feel relatively useless compared to her once we reached the wilderness, but this… this was ridiculous. I just stood and stared as she bustled about, coaxing the camp place into doing her bidding, every single movement planned and purposeful. She prepared a fireplace, erected a number of wire traps to alert us if anybody should sneak up on us and even started in on preparing two separate lean-tos. 
 
    Eventually, I was forced to admit defeat and approach her. "Sooo—anything I can help with so I don't just stand around, fiddling my thumbs?" 
 
    “Yes, please. Would you help gather more branches for the lean-tos? About this size and width?” 
 
    I bowed dramatically and went to work. Of course, she'd brought rope. Later, when we had everything erected and a cozy fire going, we dove into the contents of the lunch box I'd received from Gillem. As always, he delivered. Rations for traveling that'd keep well—hard bread, harder cheese, cured ham and a small sack of mixed salted nuts—and a feast of an evening meal. He'd provided everything to build the perfect sandwich, and even included a bottle of dark beer for each of us. Well, for me and Lyle, really, but …yeah. The mood was light, and though we didn't talk much, I was really happy I'd asked her along. 
 
    Through a mouthful of sandwich, Darya asked, "Are we in a hurry to get there?" 
 
    Suddenly, my suspicions woke back up. She did threaten to figure out the truth. I kept my face composed. "Not as such. Why?" 
 
    She shrugged. "My class quest will probably come soon, and there are a few skills I'd like to practice on the way. So if we can spare a handful of hours tomorrow…” 
 
    Oh, that was harmless. "Sure—not a problem. I'll help where I can." 
 
    "I– no offense, but I had better go alone; I will need to be quiet and your sneaking skills…” She let the sentence trail off with a helpless shrug. 
 
    Wow. So, that was a bit emasculating. Sure, I knew I wouldn't be of much help in the woods, but damn, woman. I faked a smile. "No problem. I just got a new skill I'd better try to improve as well." The silence stretched for a bit, but eventually, I felt my fingers itch. "Erm, stupid question, probably, but—are we safe here?" 
 
    She tilted her head. "Should be. Alarms are up, no tracks nearby, animal or otherwise, and we're far enough from the track that no one should come across us by accident." 
 
    I raised my violin. "Does that mean I can…?" 
 
    Her laughter was loud enough that it caught the attention of Atlas, and she nodded. 
 
    I called out, "Come, Atlas. Music," and held up the violin for him to see. He plodded closer and eventually found a spot right between the fire and Darya, looking for all the world like a large dog. 
 
    She scooted a bit closer to him and started scratching his scales, practically making him coo in delight. "He understands speech?" 
 
    "Yes. Well, he's learning to, at least. He's a clever giant." 
 
    "That he is. Aren't you? Oh yes, you are." 
 
    As Darya's speech center dissolved, leaving only baby talk, I shut out everything but myself and the violin. With the past couple of days finally behind me, I felt the need for some comfort music—music that I've played so often that I needn't even concentrate. The violin sonatas of my namesake most definitely qualified, and I promptly dove into the first sonata-a joyful piece that changes tempo a lot throughout the song. 
 
    I cannot claim that classical music is my favorite music. There are too many skilled, self-trained violinists out there that, in my opinion, produce music that can compete with even the best of the classics. I will, however, attest to the fact that I'm profoundly satisfied with having been trained classically. Otherwise, I might have lost out on so much knowledge—such as being able to appreciate how the plays of Arcangelo Corelli altered the standards of violin music both during his life and afterwards. These thoughts were very much in the background, however, as were both my companions. The overriding emotion was relief—both at playing and that of feeling marginally safe again. When I was coming down from the euphoria of reveling in the music, I opened my eyes to find Darya looking at me intently, lips slightly parted. When she realized I was watching, she rapidly looked down. 
 
    I finished playing, and we arranged ourselves for sleep with few words. Atlas was already conked out right next to the fire. I arranged my bedroll under the primitive lean-to, pleased to discover that everything was comfortable and the bed-roll thick and cozy. For a while, I just laid there, listening to the night sounds of the forest and enjoying the fresh air surrounding me. If only real life were like this, I might end up becoming an outdoor person. 
 
    Whatever the reason, I slept late and woke to find the sun already baking down on our clearing. At my rustling, Darya also roused, her myriad of braids rustling about her face and sleep still in her eyes. I was quick to realize a horrible fact about my new traveling companion. She was a morning person. Within a minute, she was active, whistling as she went about rummaging through the sack, selecting a healthy portion of items for her breakfast. I grumbled over the lack of coffee, but a couple of hard, fluffy rolls along with hard-boiled eggs, rashers of bacon and sausages slowly transported me to the land of the living. 
 
    Breakfast done, Darya approached me with a strangely wary look. "Hey, erm—can you do me a favor?"  
 
    "Sure?"  
 
    "I'm going hunting for a few hours, but we're getting a late start. Would it be alright if Atlas joined me? I could really use a hand with spotting the quarry, and neutralizing them like you said he could." She was actually wringing her hands—weird to see her like that. A single day, and she was already trying to win over my companion. She was probably going to coddle him too, but… I didn't want to come off as selfish. "Of course you can. Mind you, I'm not entirely convinced that I can explain properly what you'd like him to do, but I'll do my best. And of course, he is a clever rascal. With how fast he's taking to you, I'm convinced he'd grow wings and fly just to earn another handful of scratches." 
 
    Darya gave off a brilliant smile. "Thank you. I'll treat him well." 
 
    I searched for Atlas and quickly found him nearby. My mouth quirked up. "Does that treatment include a shower? He's tramping through mud right now—trying to catch fish, I believe." 
 
    She laughed. "Sorry, showers are extra." 
 
    I called out to him, and within a couple of minutes, he and Darya were off for whatever shenanigans they could rouse up. While I was feeling slightly left out, I really didn't mind the additional time to train. I hadn't really spared any time for training back in the village. Aafter the initial period where everything was a matter of urgency, I hadn't really felt the need to push myself. "Serves me right," I thought. By now, playing JRPGs should've taught me that an extra grinding session is always a good idea. 
 
    "Ah well, no time like the present," I mumbled to myself and got to work. My Veil of Sound sprang into existence flawlessly, and my mana started ticking down. "That's going to be a problem at some point," I thought, "but practice might reduce the cost of Multicasting and my Veil both." Now that I'd gotten used to the placement of the swirling waves, I could tell that the weak spots in the protective spell were fairly large. Nevertheless, as long as I didn't just stand stock-still and await the attacks, I should be able to use the armor proactively and guide the attacks into the waves. It wasn't going to be easy, though, and I would need far better combat control than I'd mastered so far. I got to work and started playing, conjuring forth a Sonic Push at the same time. To my astonishment, with limited strain, the spell pushed into being straight away, knocking over the pile of stones I'd stacked as a target. Oh—of course it'd be easier without the distractions. 
 
    I paused for a moment, considering how best to approach my training. Essentially, I had two choices. Either cultivate Multicast remorselessly and hope that the payoff at level ten would be worth it, or train Multicast slowly and raise Concentration at the same time. So far, the rewards I'd received at level ten were decent but not life-altering. Lacking for Concentration at a crucial point and having the wrong spell fizzle, however—that could ‘alter’ my life in the gory sense of the word. Not much of a choice from where I was standing.  
 
    Decision made, I got to it. If I stopped to think, I'm dead certain that I would be laughing at myself for how I looked—with good reason. I was jumping, bobbing and weaving about in the glade, dodging the imaginary attacks of make-believe foes. All the while, I was fighting to maintain control of my shield and fight back with a Sonic Push. Regardless of appearances, it worked. The strain increased threefold as did the toll on my concentration. It's hard to explain exactly where the challenge lay, but… picture singing the chorus to Love in an Elevator. Easily doable, yeah? Then you just have to do the exact same thing while jumping around like crazy and killing an end boss in Dark Souls at the same time. When my mana depleted for the first time, I checked out the progressions to make sure, and yeah. Minor increases to Multicast, Concentration, Veil of Sound and Sonic Push, with Veil of Sound increasing the fastest. Wonderful. Now I just had to keep it up.  
 
    An hour and a half later, I dropped to the ground, exhausted. There was no way I could keep this up. Now, it wasn't all bad. Multicast and Veil of Sound had already increased twice, and Concentration and Sonic Push once. However, the process was extraordinarily draining. Not only was it mentally taxing, but constantly having your mana reduced to near zero also took its toll. I felt like I'd been put through the wringer, and my concentration was flaking. Additionally, when I was training with Greck, the actual risk of injury—or at least humiliation—did make a difference. Compared to the day before, my increases were at least halved. No surprise there—training in a safe environment just wasn't the same as when your life or health was on the line.  
 
    I needed a distraction—but what? In the middle of the woods with nobody to talk to, I'd have to deliver my own entertainment and, well, I'd never know when I next had some time entirely to myself like this. Maybe I didn't need to take a break from the spells but just from the multicasting and constant draining of my resources. That'd probably work. Mulling it over, I had been in dire need of some additional spells over the past days, especially when it came to pure damage output. Sonic Wave and Sonic Missile did a great job of finishing off the enemies when they were at a safe distance, but the moment they focused on me and came in for the kill, they were somewhat lacking—and I'd lost count of the number of times that both spells had been on cooldown, leaving me without damage spells. The conclusion was easy. I needed an additional damage spell. Something with a fast cast time and a high damage output. What else? Hmm—there was that time where I'd missed a monster that was coming straight for me. Something easy to aim as well. No fireball-like spells for me either. For one, I had trouble enough with collateral damage as it was—especially on my stun spell. Furthermore, I wouldn't have a clue how to make that work with sonic magic working like it did. A short mental plunge into the history of my all-time favorite games quickly came up with something that should work. Basically, I'd need a flamethrower-like spell. Yeah, that should very well do for the image. 
 
    What about the music though? I'd need something crazy fast that went from zero to 100 right off the bat. That excluded pretty much all the classical songs I knew and most folk and pop songs too—hell, and most other genres, really. Fast and furious weren't really standard in a lot of genres. I'd have to turn to heavy metal for this one. Gah. It was still a tall order. The only song that sprang to mind, well… even with my imagination at max, I just couldn't figure out how to portray the furious growls of that Pantera song on the violin. I was just about to let it rest when I recalled all the hours I'd spent playing Violin Hero. There was the most difficult song of the lot that I'd never managed to complete flawlessly on expert. It fit the bill though, and I started my attempt. Soon, I felt transported back to my old living room, cursing at the difficulty of the song—and this time, I didn't even have the notes on the screen before me, guiding my hand. At my twelfth attempt, however, I was finally met with success. The sight of a wide stream of sonic magic streaming forth from my hand in a rapid current to the tones of Through the Fire and Flames brought a smile to my lips. I spun full-circle, and as I watched the jet spray out into the entire clearing, I finally allowed a roar of laughter to escape my lips. 
 
    The pop-up was exactly as I hoped it would be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have learned a new spell: 
    
  Stream Of Songs 
    
  This spell launches a continuous stream of sonic energy that damages anybody in its path and carries a minor push-back ability. As long as the spell remains active, you can alter the direction of the stream mid-cast. The stream will continue for as long as you retain your focus and have mana. Every skill point to Stream of Songs will increase the damage. 
    
  Properties: 
  Damage: 5-10 damage/second 
  Range: 10.0 meters  
  Cast time: 0.5 seconds 
  Mana cost: 10 mana/second 
  Force of stream: Minor. 
  Stat: Charisma 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wonderful. While the damage seemed horribly low, it was actually quite a bit higher than my other damage spells on average, and with the damage bonuses from Charisma, it'd be perfect for taking down those enemies I'd already injured or stunned. The only downsides were the low range and high mana cost. I could foresee a future where I'd have to throw points into Intelligence just to keep from running out of mana. But, nevermind—I had a sonic flamethrower! Calculations and calm consideration went right out the window as I jumped around the clearing, playing with my new invention and sawing down imaginary enemies. Needless to say, that's when Darya decided to rejoin me, walking out from behind a tree with a huge smile on her face. I froze for a moment and felt a huge blush creeping up my neck—how long had she been standing there? And then I decided to not let that spoil my fun. I shrugged, said, "New spell," and went back to my shenanigans. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, I was out of mana again and walked over to Darya, out of breath and with a smile on my face. She was cross-legged on the ground, watching the free show. I smiled in greeting and said, "Now you know how my day's been. How about yours?" 
 
    She put on a sad face. "No magical fire hoses for me, alas," she replied and then grinned, "but I got us dinner. And breakfast. And snacks." She pointed back to the tree where she had tossed a small burlap sack, displaying an assortment of sprouts, mushrooms and other vegetables. Next to it, on a rough tarp, lay the corpse of a deer. From the looks of it, she'd brought it down with a single arrow to the mid-section. 
 
    I whistled, impressed. "Nice catch, Darya." 
 
    She looked at me, assessing and then cleared her throat. "Actually, it's pronounced 'Dare ya.'" 
 
    I stared at her. "What. Are you serious? Do you mean to tell me I've been saying it wrong this entire time?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Gods, I'm sorry about that. Why didn't you correct me? Or clip me around the earhole?" 
 
    "At first, I didn't much like you, you know? And then—well, it was just never the right time to tell you." 
 
    "Oh. Well, thank you for clearing that up." Silence fell over the clearing. "So. Dare-ya. Is that your real name, or is there a story to the name?" 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. "Are you seriously fishing for information, mister oh-so-secretive Arcangelo? Yes, there's a story to it, but I'm not telling you until you tell me something about yourself." 
 
    "Well, that's fair, I guess. I'm a Sagittarius?" 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    "I'm an absolute sucker for antiheroes in stories?" 
 
    She threw a handful of grass at me. "Me too, but I'm never telling at this rate." 
 
    "Alright. In real life, I’m a huge nerd from Denmark." 
 
    She tilted her head. "That was a whole lot better. But it's still a nope. Give me something real, and I'll tell you." 
 
    I considered it—I really wanted to appease my curiosity—but it just wasn't worth it. My personal security was worth more. In the end, I made an apologetic expression and bypassed the point entirely, "Sooo. Did Atlas help you any?" 
 
    She gracefully didn't dig any deeper, but her smile told me this wasn't over. "Very much so. The only reason he isn't here to beg for snacks is probably that I already let him have the entire quail I got earlier. Seriously, he is a gift. I'm making something special for him." 
 
    I laughed. "Go right ahead and spoil him. Sounds like he earned it. By the way, do you even know what to do with that thing?" I pointed at the deer. 
 
    She shrugged "In theory, at least, which is actually the reason why I wanted this half-day, to try out how these things work in practice." 
 
    "Makes sense. I'll leave you to it and get back to training. Just tell me if you need anything." I glanced at the animal again. "Are you actually going to prepare the entire thing now?" 
 
    "No, I'll just prepare it somewhat—do a field dress and skin it, quarter it, trim off the worst of the fat and wrap it up nice for the inventory, and then I'll cook it properly tonight." Her confident tone waned. "Again, that's the theory—it shouldn't take more than an hour, I hope." 
 
    "We could just cook it now, travel later on tonight?" 
 
    She shook her head with a fixed expression. "I don't want to waste most of the day with cooking, and I did promise just half a day of delays, right? It's no big deal—Strength isn't exactly my dump stat." 
 
    Walking to the other side of the clearing, I returned to my training. My concentration was still feeling shaky, and the toll of the earlier challenges was making its presence known. However, knowing that it was just a matter of a limited period, I might as well use it for something useful, and I went back to my all-around training. Since neither of my remaining spells were close to the level ten bonus, I alternated between casting Sonic Push and Stun Blast, and that brought me straight back to the grind. By now, I had the rotation pretty well in hand. I needed a bit of mental breather in between each spell I cast, meaning I wasn't casting as quickly as I could, but still, I believed I was keeping it pretty well together. A few things were slowly falling into place—like how I should step to avoid falling on my behind when dodging or how dodge rolls are a plain no-go when you're toting a violin. I tried my best not to glance too often at Darya during my mana regeneration breaks, but I really couldn't help myself. First off, I had nothing better to do, and second, she was an eye-catcher in all her blood-covered glory. 
 
    At some point, I lost track of time and got caught up in the process of repetition. I didn't realize that Darya had finished until I collapsed to the grass, just to see her standing right next to me. Between gasps for air, I asked, "Are we ready?" and she nodded. I looked at the time to find that two hours had passed but didn't make a comment, as she looked the worse for wear. Heh. Covered in sweat and stained from my exertions as I was, I shouldn’t really talk. 
 
    And just like that, we were off. Everything was already packed, and the impromptu camp we left as it was. The noonday sun was blessedly hidden away behind a cover of clouds, but the day was hot and stifling. After a short detour to a nearby stream, we started the day's march in earnest. Or—well, "march" wasn't the exact word I was looking for. Somewhere in between "hike" and "climb" was more like it. The terrain was getting increasingly difficult, and we were undoubtedly off the beaten track. Now and again, we'd have a breather as we followed one path or another—animal trails, according to Darya—but we'd inevitably be forced to leave the path again and force our way through the wilderness once more. Apart from draining what little resources I had left, however, the hike was pretty uneventful. The most exhilarating moment of the walk came and went with a trio of birds suddenly exploding from the foliage right next to us—and then it was back to trudging. As the hours ticked by, the hike was increasingly taxing on my endurance, and we had to make stops more and more often. Darya refrained from making any comments over my lack of stamina, but she did grow increasingly impatient to get going again. 
 
    It was early evening when she finally let her pack drop from her shoulders with a sigh and said, "This'll do." 
 
    I was too tired to say anything right then and just dropped my pack, leaning against a tree. "Thank God—or whoever's listening at the moment." The mood was more subdued this evening. I was tired from the hike, and Darya looked like she had the entirety of her attention devoted to the evening meal. She delegated the preparation of some of the vegetables to me, while she prepared the camp before going to work on the deer. I fetched water, sliced sprouts and other unidentifiable plants and cleaned and sliced mushrooms. Then at some point, I had to stop and see what Darya was up to as she began dragging branches into the camp. 
 
    I watched in fascination as she got to work. There was no chance that I'd ever get to do something like that myself, and I didn't really feel the need to try either, but… full disclosure—I was 36 years old, had been single for most of my adult life, and the closest I'd ever come to watching a cooking process as elaborate and old-fashioned as this was when I visited a local pizzeria with an old wood-fired oven. 
 
    First, she amassed several handfuls of wood of different types and sorted them. After arranging wood for a fire on the ground, she proceeded to use a few long, straight sticks to create some sort of large tripod over the firewood. She used twine to tie sticks horizontally at all three sides at about knee level. "Benneth would insist that I create my own twine from natural fibers, but… he's not here, right?" 
 
    I laughed. "Yeah. Practically a holiday, right? Sorry for staring. I'll stop. It's just—city boy, you know?" 
 
    "Don't worry. It's a first for me too." 
 
    She then started lashing thin saplings of another sort to the horizontal framework of the tripod with a slight distance in between each one, and all of a sudden, we had us a basic, wooden barbeque. 
 
    Following this, she produced a cast-iron cookpot from somewhere in her large backpack and placed it in the middle of the barbecue. All the greenstuffs went into the pot along with several liters of water and some salt. Honestly, Darya came more well-prepared for the trip than I did. I was given the important task of stirring the pot while Darya created a bunch of huge steaks, placing them reverentially around the cook pot. 
 
    "So, you've chosen the cook class? Wait, I thought you were a scout." 
 
    Her hands were working non-stop as she smiled. "I almost did choose cook. I like camping alone though, and that made the decision for me. Good thing about this game however—you can still create whatever you feel like if you know how. It’s just that you just won't get the bonuses." 
 
    She sprinkled salt on the steaks, brushed off her hands and stood up. "That should do it. I'm glad meat doesn't spoil inside the inventory, or tonight could prove, well… interesting." 
 
    I snorted. "’Squatting in the bushes’ interesting? No thank you." I looked at the two remaining piles of meat. One pile looked tidy and neat, and the other like… "What's the rest for?" 
 
    "One pile is for Atlas, like I promised him. The other’s for jerky." 
 
    "You're seriously going to create deer jerky yourself?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Are you American? I've never had jerky myself, but I had a few American online friends with a serious jerky problem." 
 
    "Not leading up to a pun about jerks, are you?" 
 
    "God no. I'm not Chertog." 
 
    "Good. And no, I'm Dutch. Never even tried it, but it looks really unhealthy and chewy. And addictive." 
 
    The next few minutes were hard to endure, as the food over the fire slowly started spreading a mouth-watering aroma. I asked, "Do you do this kind of cooking in real life as well? I'm pretty certain I'd manage to burn everything to char." 
 
    She shook her head. "I like it, but I don't cook often. I have to– I rarely have the time." 
 
    How she changed that comment seemed a bit off. I wondered what she was about to say. Ah well, I sure as hell wasn't going to mess with her private life. 
 
    Dinner, when it was finally done, was heavenly. The steaks were done to perfection—medium-rare with a pleasant smoked taste from the wood—and the contents of the pot had boiled down to a delicious mushroom gravy. We shared it with a loaf of dark bread from the lunch pack and shared anecdotes about cooking. Mine were mostly about accidents. When we were done, I cleaned the utensils while Darya got to work preparing the jerky. When I was done, I hesitantly approached her. "Darya. You've been invaluable already, and I shudder to think how I'd be doing at this point without you. At least allow me to entertain you a bit." And I started playing. 
 
    It was a beautiful, flowing, uplifting piece, one of my favorite pieces by Schumann. There are moments where it feels like the emotion of the song flowed naturally instead of being composed of separate notes, and tonight was one of those moments. A glance at Darya broke the trance, however. She was standing frozen, blushing, staring at the ground like a doe caught in the headlights. Oh. I had a hard time continuing to play unperturbed, as I dimly recalled that the song was actually called Romance. Geez—I hadn't figured her for a fan of classical music. When the song tapered out, I instantly changed for something lighter, more humorous, and in the corner of my eye, I could tell that she loosened up some. Soon, I was completely bushed and hardly even acknowledged the increase to my Musician skill. The entire day had been taxing, and my body wasn't taking anymore. Darya distractedly said good night, meticulously placing yet another piece of meat just so over the barbecue. I enjoyed the soft warmth from the coals before sleep took me.  
 
    My sleep that night was undisturbed except for when I awoke to see Darya removing the jerky from the sticks. I mumbled, "That's dedication to crafting," turned around and promptly went back to sleep. 
 
    The next day, I woke up to see Darya already up. She was sitting on her heels next to the fireplace, apparently deep in thought. I couldn't help but gaze at her. At almost all times, she had a calculated, guarded expression—as if she were prepared at all times to fend away the rest of the world. Right now though, her demeanor was relaxed, unguarded and she was gorgeous. Even with her tusks, she had a proud, classic look that I found wildly attractive. Her hand reached down to one side and emerged with a thick piece of… "Jerky for breakfast?" She didn't even deign to react, just chewed on, unruffled. 
 
    The silence grew until I caved. "… Can I try?" 
 
    She handed a piece over, and it was exactly like I'd imagined. Chewy, salty and—"It's horrible, and I need you to hand over every piece you have." I said in between chewing. "Also, a pint of Gillem's dark ale would really go down well with this." 
 
    "I can't do that, Dave," she countered. "I'm on my fifth piece, and I'm addicted. Agreed on the ale, though." She stretched, outlining her brawny figure against the morning sun. "Good to go in ten?" 
 
    I yawned but gave her the thumbs up. No need to postpone this. 
 
    The day’s march started out just the same as the day before—tough going, dense foliage and terrain that made it really hard to plot a clever course. Following a two-hour slog, however, Darya stopped and breathed a sigh. "There. Now the worst part is over with." 
 
    We were currently wading through a thick layer of shrubs, interspersed with thorns here and there. At the end of the field-sized area, however, we could see a glimmering surface. "A river?" 
 
    "Yup. Offshoot from the Jagged Rush. You might have noticed that we've been going downhill most of the time. From here on, there should be a simple path following the edge of the river until we reach the final plateau." 
 
    My relief at not having to trudge through the undergrowth anymore dimmed somewhat. "So it leads straight to Nerit? Greck advised me that we'd better avoid any kobolds until we were actually there. Any tips?" 
 
    "Alright. We do it like this…" From that moment on, we marched on with an increased sense of caution. Atlas was our vanguard, staying ahead as far as possible while still allowing us to communicate. I just hoped he got the message. “Move”, ”watch” and an image of a kobold had better translate into the right idea. Meanwhile, Darya was keeping an eye on our rear and removing the worst of our trail. My task was reduced to keeping up and not making too much noise. Fortunately, the path did improve the ease of our travels. The terrain went ever-so-slightly uphill with the river roaring along next to us, and the simple wooden path was a welcome change of scenery. Our mood was positive, right until the first encounter. An urgent sensation of alert from Atlas had me scurrying for the bushes with Darya right behind me. Moments later, I lay facedown fifty meters inside the forest, following the progress of a single kobold jogging along the path through Atlas' eyes. 
 
    It was the first time since my class quest that I got to lay eyes on a kobold other than Greck, and there was no denying that this specimen was far more impressive than the rest of them. Physically, he was no different than the others, but even at a glance, I could tell that the quality of his equipment was way above the kobolds from the dungeon. Not a single piece of equipment was out of place among the darkened leather and metal he wore, and he wore his short spear and bow with confidence. Even when he passed our spot, I couldn't hear his progress, and yet again I praised Atlas' senses—I'd never have noticed the reptilian before it was too late. 
 
    We waited a good long time before shuffling out to continue, and from that point on, we moved with excessive caution. And it was a wise decision too. As the day progressed slowly, encounters were more and more frequent. Most of them were single runners—probably scouts, hunters or the like—but one time, we had a full party of dangerous-looking and well-armed saurians marching right by us. Both Darya and Atlas proved their worth several times over, and I even gained a point in Spot myself, finally bringing the skill to Apprentice level. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the apprentice level with your skill: 
    
  Spot 
    
  In addition to existing effects, your eyesight is slightly improved at long range. The range remains unchanged, but you have a greater chance to make out details at long distance.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was pretty great. Hell, Spot was mostly useful at long range for me anyway, so granting me that extra little chance to pick out the enemies before they spotted me was a nice little reward. 
 
    Only one time did we come too close to being discovered. Late afternoon, a trio of heavily armored kobolds came strolling along the path carelessly, chatting in their coarse language. We'd spotted them in good time, only at this point of our travels, the far side of the road was a steep incline which we had no chance of climbing in time without being spotted. We could probably have backtracked except traffic was increasing, and the thought of being sandwiched in between two groups wasn't appealing. The result of this was Darya and I lying just ten meters from the group, trying our best to become one with a tiny ditch right next to the swirling river. Fortunately, the group was deep enough inside their conversations that they failed to spot anything and we could continue without further incident. 
 
    At this point, the path was slowly making its way up a long rise, and the forest was gradually shifting to a more open, rock-covered landscape. 
 
    Darya made her way to walk alongside me. "We should enter the plateau soon." 
 
    I sighed in relief. "Thank you for keeping us all safe." 
 
    She was about to respond when she looked behind us. "Hold that thought. There's a group coming up from downhill." 
 
    A quick glance proved her right. I could already tell the improvement to my Spot skill as the presence of a tiny cluster of figures was apparent quite a way down the hill. We increased our speed, and before long, I was struggling to keep up. The path had also narrowed, limiting the chances of our hiding while the group passed by. Darya caught me flagging and dropped back to my side again. 
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
    "Endurance…" I huffed. "It's my dump stat." 
 
    She looked behind us while jogging and responded without missing a beat, "They haven't noticed us yet, or they'd be gaining on us. Can you keep it up for a while longer?" 
 
    I almost stumbled. My vitality was slowly ticking down towards zero, and there was no relief in sight. I relented and used Second Wind, instantly gaining an extra 100 stamina. Straight away, I could feel the effect. My gait returned to normal, and I didn't have to gasp for air. "Now I can—just hope this damn hill stops soon." 
 
    We increased our speed slightly—of course, neither Darya nor Atlas had any problems keeping up the tempo—and managed to pull slightly away from the tailing group. By this time, odds were that one of them would've spotted us, but as long as they didn't realize that we weren’t kobolds, we were probably safe. The hill eventually faded out with us entering on to what Darya said was called the Splintered Plateau. The name was pretty self-explanatory. Over the past couple of kilometers, the forest slowly gave way in favor of the flat, rocky tableau before us. The outskirts of the plateau, however, were a sobering view—a twisted mess of broken rock and utter devastation—as if a god's finger had reached down from the sky, flattening the plateau and leaving widespread destruction surrounding the finger. If one were to look at it that way, it probably also provided a great natural defense, complicating access by foot with the only visible easy access point being this path. 
 
    We wasted little time taking in the sights, however, as we finally got a clear view of where we were going. The plateau itself was devoid of adornments except for a short, tough grass covering everything, and in the center lay Nerit. In all honesty, I'd expected some sort of wooden village in the middle of a swamp, not this. A tall, rough stone wall obscured direct view of everything, but even so, a number of large stone buildings towered over the wall, indicating the size of the village. It was clearly no metropolis, but at the very least, it beat Grant's Crossing in size. All these thoughts lay in the background as we followed the path towards the entry gate. Only problem was… my endurance was running out again, and this time I had no easy remedy, meaning we had to take occasional brief breaks to avoid running out of stamina. We were getting close, though. At this point, I could see a couple of figures standing next to the gate who had to be guards. Unfortunately, we weren't the only ones who were closing in. A sudden shout from behind made me lift my weary head, and I looked at Darya. "I'm out—nothing more to give. Get the guards." 
 
    She looked at the guards and back to me. There was no way she'd be able to get to them before the pursuit had caught up to me. "Not going to happen," she growled and moved up to me. Before I realized what was going on, I was upside down in a fireman's carry, bouncing up and down on Darya's back. I internally debated telling her to stop, looking at the pursuit and a whole slew of other actions before I realized my best approach—lie still and make carrying me as easy as possible for Darya. My time would come shortly. I did just that and tried not to think about exactly how emasculated I felt. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 15 – A Warm Welcome 
 
      
 
    Within a minute, we'd achieved partial success. We were by no means safe, but at least the guards at the gate had noticed our approach. I still couldn't see anything, flung over Darya's shoulder like a side of meat, but I could hear angry shouts coming from both sides now. Darya kept running though, and I was starting to feel pretty bruised from the rough treatment when suddenly, I heard a cry and went flying through the air. I hit the ground back-first, and my head slammed into the ground hard enough to daze my vision for a moment. 
 
    When my eyes cleared, the picture before me was not a pretty one. Darya was on the ground cradling her lower arm guard, which had an arrow sticking out of it. The group from behind was approaching slower now, but the grins on their faces did not exactly bode well for our reception. The guards approaching from the other side looked more somber but no more welcoming—and every single accursed kobold was heavily armed. If it came to a fight, I wouldn't give us great odds.  
 
    I hastily struggled to stand up. "I come as a representative for Grant's Crossing. Please take me to your Chief." 
 
    That did not have the effect I was hoping for. Grudging assent along with a bandage for Darya and possibly a heartfelt apology—that'd work. Two groups of kobolds throwing themselves at our feet, begging for mercy would also be acceptable. I was, however, expecting some sort of response. Instead, the two groups just started arguing between themselves in the kobold language with heavy gesturing thrown in. It was hard to tell exactly what was going on, but a good look at both groups gave me a general idea. 
 
    The group that had been trailing us looked like hunters or warriors. All of them wore armor, leather and some sort of scale mail mostly. They were also crisscrossed with scars, heavily armed—primarily spears and bows—and furiously angry, one and all. I caught more than one of them fingering a weapon when they were looking at me like they just couldn't wait to spit us. One kobold seemed to be leading the harangue—a small creature even for kobolds but deadly-looking with dark blue scales and intricate, light armor. He also wore a long necklace adorned with a large number of colored beads arranged in an intricate system. Above all, however, he wore a sneer, and he wore it well as he argued with the guards. For arguing a lot and being annoying, my subconsciousness instantly decided to name him Mushu. 
 
    The guards, on the other hand, were clearly outmatched. Not only physically—their equipment looked more ornamental than practical in nature, with matching capes and well-buffed short swords. And while I was starting to root for the guards, who seemed less inclined to do away with us right away, they also appeared to be outmatched in the discussion. The arguing was starting to be pretty one-sided on the part of Mushu. His companions had stopped shouting and started grinning instead, obviously aware that they were getting their way. A few were caressing their weapons. 
 
    I was just about to try and crawl closer to Darya and come up with some sort of tactic when a new voice broke in—in Common this time. 
 
    "Getting a little ahead of ourselves, are we, boys?" The voice, originating from behind the guards, belonged to a female kobold. I wasn't 100 percent certain on the facial expressions of kobolds, but that smile could only be a smirk. She turned towards the town guards. “Honor and Kin, Yileck. I will take it from here.“ The guards saluted her in return, relief obvious on their faces, and she turned back to the small kobold. 
 
     "Now, Talen, you of all people should know better. Does Nerit have an accord with Grant's Crossing or no?" 
 
    The small warrior did not concede an inch of ground though. "Being daughter to the Chief does not grant you any concessions, Khe'huru." 
 
    She bared her teeth. "No, but being the presiding Captain of the Guard does. Now answer my questions." 
 
    "Yes, Captain. We have an accord with Grant's Crossing, Captain. These no-good softskins were sneaking around, spying on us, breaking that same accord. Captain. And we thought–" 
 
    The female kept staring at him, smiling, while she addressed one of the guards, "Were they sneaking around?" 
 
    The guard looked supremely relieved that a higher-up had arrived to take care of the situation. "No, ma'am. They were sprinting. The half-orc was carrying the scrawny one." 
 
    "Skirting the truth, Talen? Tell you what. I will forget your infractions this time, and make sure that they are properly vetted before they are brought before the Chief." 
 
    I was silently cheering the new contender on. Way to show that bloodthirsty midget who was in charge. 
 
    He didn't take it lying down though. "Pfah. Sounds like you are forgetting something, oh high and mighty Captain. Dher Thracken selech Anar. Or, in order to pay respect to our new guests," he spat the word with enough vitriol that I was starting to think a half-elf killed his dog,"only Thracken divides the flock. You wouldn't be attempting to deny our priesthood their right to assign the proper class to any newcomers, would you?" 
 
    I wasn't too sure what'd just happened, but my new frenemy certainly looked smug like he'd scored a point. The Captain also grimaced, and the conversation returned to the kobold language. A while later, it seemed that an agreement was reached. Darya's wound was given some attention, and shortly thereafter, she was free to stumble along with a freshly-bandaged arm. We were allowed to talk quietly between ourselves, but there really wasn't much for us to discuss. For the moment, we could only move along and hope for the best. Hopefully, we'd soon reach a situation where I had the chance to make a difference. At least I’d gotten a point to Diplomacy—oh, and avoided a respawn back in Grant’s Crossing. 
 
    When we entered the gates, the balance of power between the guards and the group of fighters had subtly shifted. The guards were merely tagging along while the fighters were in charge, leading us forward none too gently. I got the distinct feeling that the guards were following only to make sure that we didn't have an "accident" in transit. Our arrival did stir up a lot of attention, however. The fighters and especially the tiny archer stood visibly taller, lavishing in the attention from the people we passed by and chatting with everybody. Again, everything was in the kobold language, but I found it pretty easy to guess what they were going on about. "Oh yes. A couple of spies." "Yes, we caught them ourselves. Terribly ugly, aren't they?" "Sure, the ritual burning will be at eight. Bring moonshine." Eventually, the guard captain had enough and delivered an angry tirade at the strutting band, and the parade sped up slightly after that. 
 
    From the looks of it, calling the place a town would be too generous. A mess was more to the point. It was certainly large enough—probably twice the size of Grant's Crossing or more—but the layout of the place was very confusing to the eye. The few large buildings were placed right in the middle of the town. Three large, blockish buildings stood out, facing each other over a large city square. Surrounding these were smaller, grey, squarish stone buildings, but the farther you came from the center, the more the layout changed. After a couple of hundred meters, stone buildings were replaced by wooden ones of progressively worse workmanship. In the far distance, it was one jumbled confusion of the rare wooden building and a smattering of stone ruins. All told, it had the look of a people trying to rebuild following some cataclysmic event. Also—something was… off about the whole thing. 
 
    Darya spotted it first and whispered, "Are those buildings crooked, or is it just me?" 
 
    As soon as she said it, I could see it as well. It was especially notable with the large buildings, but the rest of the city was also ever-so-slightly slanted.  
 
    A notification followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  The Day The Sky Fell (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  The kobold village Nerit shows clear signs of some past event that has done immense damage to the city. Uncover the reasons for the current state of the Splintered Plateau. 
    
  Reward:  
  +1 to Chronicler skill  
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I studiously kept a smile off my face. Whatever else would happen shortly, at least there were mysteries to uncover around here as well. We were led directly to the center of the village, where I had to reassess my initial opinions about the architecture. Even though the three central buildings were blockish and large, they carried their separate characteristics. The one we were approaching was by far the most ornamental of the buildings. The entire frontal face of the building had been carved with impressive precision right into the very stone. This produced an almost overwhelming visual effect with the multitude of faces, situations and symbols spread all over the facade. I rapidly took a Snap Shot of the entire front of the building—that might help me tell the scenes apart later on and actually derive something useful from them. 
 
    The only thing I could say with absolute certainty was that this had to be a temple. One of the recurring images on the walls was clearly a deity; the adoration from everybody surrounding him and the rays of sun emanating from his presence were a dead giveaway. Also, the face of the same godly lizard was featured as a ten-times life-sized statue straight above the entrance. I tried my best to shrug off the sensation that we were entering a dragon's lair. 
 
    A single staff-carrying, robed kobold was standing guard before the entrance and looking extremely bored—right until we turned up. What followed was a short conversation and a sequence of barked orders that led to a number of the warriors scurrying into the edifice. Meanwhile, we were escorted into what could only be described as a waiting room where the city guards were not allowed to join us. The room was nothing special—nondescript with blank walls and a set of rough stone benches that were about as comfortable as any public waiting area I'd ever frequented. The only thing to relieve the monotony for a waiting guest would be listening to the rhythmic pulsing sound that traveled into the room from outside. Honestly, I didn't mind. After our foot race, I wouldn't mind a bit of a breather and maybe a chance to check over Darya's wound. 
 
    There was no chance for us to relax or recuperate, however, as Talen took it upon himself to prepare us for the coming experience. Lounging on the bench right opposite us, his wide smile would never be mistaken for amiable. "Do you know what you're in for? I'm betting you're just as ignorant as all the other fleshy sinners out there. Well, you had better prepare yourself for one thing—on the Splintered Plateau, Thracken reigns supreme. He will take a good long look at your soul, and he will find you wanting. I'm not sure what I'd prefer—for you to burn as a heretic or be thrown out to rot with the other Fallen. Rest assured, however, that I will enjoy the process." 
 
    Darya looked like she was just about to explode at the pesky piece of vermin, and I decided to respond before she decided to pay him back for the arrow, "Talen, right? We've not had the chance to be properly introduced. I'm Arcangelo."  
 
    He tried to say something, but I kept talking right over him, "You know, I'm actually quite interested in learning more about this Thracken fellow. All things considered, he and I should get along just fine." 
 
    It seemed like I was getting Talen's attention now. "Don't you dare spout such nonsense. Thracken wouldn't have anything to do with a weakling like you." 
 
    I waved away his angry protestations. "On the contrary. If he's the type to put people into boxes and punish them according to whatever they or their forefathers have done, I can only come out ahead. I and my forefathers before me have always been stellar examples of our kind—and of course, he's been kind enough to gift me with this pretty face and lean, tall body." I kept talking as if musing aloud, "If I'd done something wrong, he would surely have cursed me with a weak, tiny body instead…" I let my glance float over Talen as if suddenly realizing he was there. "Oh. My apologies, Talen. My thoughts must've drifted." 
 
    He looked for a moment like he was going to attack me. Instead, he ground his teeth and snarled, "I've changed my mind. I hope you're tossed to the Fallen. That way I can make your life a living hell for as long as I care to." 
 
    I dropped the faux-pompous act and glared straight down at him. "Try me, ant. I will break you!" Alright, so maybe all his posturing and hostility was getting to me too. Seemed like that was the basic modus operandi for me these days. I just couldn't start someplace new without having to insult people left and right. 
 
    We settled back into a silence filled with mutual contempt, and shortly thereafter, we were led into the belly of the temple itself, right in the middle of a ceremony. The pulsing sound came from a giant drum that would look right at home on a slave galley. The chapel—or that's the immediate impression I got anyway—was clearly divided into two. One part was huge and perfectly square with a tall, domed roof. Statues lined the walls at even intervals, all apparently depicting the same deity in different guises or situations. The other part was a half-circle carved into the back wall, placed on a raised dais with windows at even intervals, allowing the light to bathe the priest in the warm rays of the afternoon sun. Because this was a priest, right in the middle of preaching to his flock, no doubt about it. The crowd filled the square to the brim, responding to every chant, call and shout from the priest. I reconsidered—he might be a shaman. While the entire ceremony had a rehearsed quality to it, there also was a wildness to it, an animalistic sense of abandon that you'd only see during the most spirited, unrestrained services.  
 
    The noise of the exchange between the priest and his congregation rose to a deafening cacophony until the priest raised his staff high above his head and slammed it down to the floor twice. The crowd instantly went dead silent. Heavy with gravitas, the voice of the priest rang out into the silence, "We have before us two souls, awaiting judgment." And with that ominous comment, he lowered his staff to point straight at Darya and me. "Approach the altar." 
 
    A buzz of murmuring arose in the room as the crowd turned to stare at us. We walked through the throng to approach the raised dais, and yes, they had a low-slung altar right in the center. Subconsciously, my mind started looking for blood grooves and bloodstains, but I was instantly snapped out of it by the crowd. Everybody was staring. Every single kobold in the room was gawking at Darya and me. Not the good kind of gawking either—more the 'let's sharpen our daggers, boys' kind. A few were openly hissing and spitting insults at us. We made it on to the raised dais, and the priest smiled at us. His accoutrements were beyond impressive—a long, green and brown robe with a flowing, intricate pattern traced in silver filigree, ceremonial serrated dagger and a silver headband to boot. The smile he wore inadvertently made me think of a shark. He directed us to stand in a specific spot before turning to the crowd once again. 
 
    "Terkheth oth Grant's Crossing per sullen ferdenol," he started before continuing in Common, "but let us not blame them for that which is out of their control." He turned towards us. "I have been informed that Grant's Crossing is begging for our assistance. And you are the individuals that have been chosen to represent your village?" He looked us up and down, earning a round of snickers from the crowd. 
 
    Oh. Oh. This was not a ceremony. Well, maybe it was also a ceremony, but I'd been in this kind of situation enough times in my life, both in school and on stage, that I'd recognize it anywhere. This was a hazing ritual. Or a popularity contest—to me, the two had often been indistinguishable. I put on a self-assured smile while my mind raced to figure out what to say. So Greck had said that they were horrible xenophobes—check—and that they only respected strength. Hmm. I stepped forward, smirking defiantly at the crowd. "I am terribly sorry that you have been misinformed. We are by no means begging for your assistance. Grant's Crossing is thriving and ready to expand. Our expansion can either take place peacefully, with carefully-agreed borders and mutually beneficial agreements between our good peoples," I let the smile drop, "or we can let it turn into a test of strength." 
 
    My comment didn't go over too well—and that's putting it mildly. People started shouting at us, some even brandishing weapons. Darya was staring at me with a questioning look that clearly said, "What the hell?" I tried to radiate assurance even though I was hardly too sure of my approach myself.  
 
    Eventually, the priest managed to calm them down some, ramming his staff down for order. He stared at me before continuing in a more level tone of voice, "Whatever our soft visitor is, it would seem he is not a coward, but that is not enough for Thracken. We do not accept anybody as our equals simply because of words. You need to earn your place."  
 
    "So tell me, newcomers. If you were to prove yourself among us, how would you do it? Would you earn the right to stand side-by-side with our warriors? Earn your keep as a hunter and go up against the dangerous creatures surrounding the Splintered Plateau? Or would you toil endlessly to provide our race with the weapons we need to go against any who would see us fail?" 
 
    Darya took this as her cue and stepped forward. "I will prove myself as a hunter."  
 
    The priest nodded and spread his arms wide. "Before the proud people of Nerit and the all-seeing gaze of Thracken, it has been witnessed. This half-orc hunter will impress the Senior Huntsman or perish in the process." 
 
    I had no time to take that in entirely, as the priest turned to me while I was still reeling. With how prejudiced Greck said they were against mages, I was lucky that he'd thrown in the possibility to choose crafter. "I will prove my worth as a crafter."  
 
    "A longer route but acceptable. Which type of crafter are you?" 
 
    "Tinkerer." 
 
    A moment of silence was interrupted by the priest exploding in laughter, and the crowd following his lead. His clawed hand performed a cutting gesture in my direction. "I did not ask how you would be able to entertain the small ones with trinkets and doodads. Weapons. Arrows. Armor. Buildings. Can you construct any of these?" 
 
    I considered explaining the potential of some of the traps or bombs I would eventually learn to construct. Not a chance with this crowd, though. "No, I cannot." 
 
    "In that case, I repeat, how will you earn your worth?"  
 
    This was probably not going to go over well with the crowd. Regardless, I took a deep breath and raised my head. "I will show my value as a bard and spellcaster." 
 
    "Please show our visitor how much we value bards." Another round of hoots, derisive laughter and what I assumed were insults ensued. He continued, "Spellcasters, however, can become a valued resource—if their eyes are opened to the truth. Are you willing to open your mind and heart to Thracken and follow his every bidding?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a choice of religion: 
    
  Thracken 
    
  Thracken is the God of kobolds, success and sacrifice. He is often portrayed as harsh, zealous and bloodthirsty, yet his story is also one of dedication and selfless focus. 
  Warning: Accepting will automatically sever your bond with Serune and may have repercussions. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn, but it was tempting. The odds were decent I'd be able to actually win them over if it were just a matter of impressing them with my spellcasting skills. Only—rejecting the goddess of grudges in favor of a vicious kobold god sounded to me like the bad idea of the century. I let go a sigh and spoke clearly into the room, "I wish I could. However, I am already a follower of Serune, and no right-thinking person would abandon their deity like a spent rag."  
 
    "Serune," the priest practically spat the name. "This heretic follows the teachings of the Meddler." He slung out his arm at the drummer, who started to pound out a slow, deep rhythm that resonated deep in my chest. The priest directed Darya and me to each our side of the altar and moved to place himself in front, head reverentially bowed.  
 
    He just stood there for a moment, waiting for some unseen signal, before raising his head and addressing the throng directly. We have been approached today by two strangers, asking us to judge their worth." He flung out a clawed hand at Darya. "At my side stands a hale and healthy female, begging for the honor to serve Nerit as a hunter. Thracken, you who see through all deception, help us pierce the veils surrounding her heart and judge her worth. Is she worthy to take a place at your feet and work in your favor?" 
 
    The light dimmed for a moment in the entire room—and then Darya was outlined by a warm cone of light. I couldn't tell whether it was sorcery, divine intervention or merely a mummer's trick. It didn't matter either—what mattered was that the crowd broke out in reserved applause as Darya was accepted. A wiry kobold approached the tall half-orc instantly thereafter and motioned for her to follow. He was an unassuming specimen except he was so covered in scars it almost appeared to be part of his natural coloring. Darya, for once, appeared insecure. She looked to the altar and then at me with a questioning look. I nodded, trying to appear resolved, and she let herself be led away. 
 
    As for me—I already knew what was coming but could see no way to avoid it. The priest repeated the ritual with only slight variations, beseeched for Thracken to guide them—and after what felt like forever, I was enfolded in a dim, red light. I barely had time to think before I was grabbed by several strong sets of hands and dragged to the altar. My mind was strangely unfocused, and I probably wasn't taking it all in right then. My thoughts were incoherent and weirdly disjointed. As I was held fast to the altar and the priest stepped up with a nightmarish grin on his face, my inner monologue rambled, "Don't let it show. You will not let those bastards have the satisfaction of seeing… gods, that's a wicked-looking knife. And here I thought he merely wore it for a set item bonus… This is going to hurt."  
 
    Meanwhile, the priest had positioned himself at my side, preaching to the crowd. Following a lengthy monologue in the kobold language, he switched to Common—for my benefit, probably. "Rarely do we get to see the justice of Thracken done as up close as today. His message is simple, 'Work for the common good of kobolds all over Neyrus, and you will revel in the splendor and benefits of my reign. Cross into the realm of heresy, however, and you will reap the consequences.' This is one thing that unbelievers fail to understand. His teachings may be harsh, and from time to time, we all stumble, trying to carry the burden, but this is a clear example of what will happen if we do not follow his teachings." He pointed at me with the knife. "Leeches and layabouts, ready to prove a burden for our society and halt all progress, all because they are unwilling to think of Nerit before they think of their own desires. Festering wounds that spread their poison to the remainder of our society." Again, he turned to the crowd. "Weaker peoples would waste their efforts on these plagues. Not we. What do we do with a festering wound?" A few daring people shouted their suggestions back at him. He pointed at one of them, beaming with satisfaction. "That's right. We drain away the putrefaction—with Thracken’s blessing." 
 
    The pounding drum abruptly stopped, and silence reigned in the temple. The robed priest raised his dagger in both hands and hissed in ecstasy.  
 
    In my mind's eye, I was already back in Grant's Crossing again. Where to hide? Maybe with Naevys? Or back to the inn?  
 
    Right then, however, a shout echoed through the room, "Stop. The Chief wills it." 
 
    The priest froze in his tracks, turning slowly to face the intruder. "Which unbeliever dares to keep Thracken waiting for the soul he has been promised?" 
 
    Personally, I cared not at all—the only thing that mattered to me was my death being postponed by a bit. I turned my head, and my heart skipped a beat. It was my new best friend, the Guard Captain.  
 
    She strode forward, pushing through the crowd. "The Chief has declared that the lifeblood of this visitor not be spilled." 
 
    "You dare to infringe upon our rights? 'To the throne, meat and bone. To the temple, the soul.' It is our prerogative to judge this heretic." 
 
    She bowed deeply. "We would never dare to intrude upon your rights, and you are entirely correct. The soul is the domain of Thracken alone." 
 
    That seemed to mollify him slightly. "In that case, we will– " 
 
    "With all due respect, Liberator, the Chief has deemed that taking his life like this could be construed as an act of war against Grant's Crossing. And as you know," she bowed even deeper in apology, "the Chief has prominence when it comes to martial decisions." 
 
    "Pfah. We all know what this is, but alright, exile him and throw him back to the pig sty from whence he came." 
 
    What the hell was this? Had I just been reduced to a piece in the power struggle between two factions or what? I tried to ignore how the claws of one of the kobolds holding me down were digging into my ankle and struggled to keep up with the exchange. 
 
    "My pardons again. The Chief has decreed that he may remain for as long as he cares to." While the Captain remained bowed, her stance conveyed no apology whatsoever. 
 
    The Liberator, whatever that meant, snarled something unintelligible under his breath. "I shall not forget this slight, Captain. Thracken delivers." 
 
    She seemed unmoved by the threat. "No slight was intended, Liberator. I am merely following orders." 
 
    The priest turned his head to stare down hatefully at me. What? So it was my fault now? He then proceeded to ignore both of us, addressing his congregation, "Chief among the many lessons we can learn from Thracken is the one of overcoming adversity. We know that our path is not the easiest—reaching the pinnacles of our past will be a lengthy and hard journey. But we will persevere. Hard work in itself, however, is not enough. As Thracken learned, to his detriment, even tireless work is not enough if you surround yourself with lesser minds or false-faced heretics. And this is why we reward those who dedicate themselves to our goal and punish those who do not." He pointed haughtily at me. "The venerable Chief has decreed that the life of this unbeliever is not be touched. His reasoning may be sound. This does not mean that we should sully ourselves by dealing with someone such as this." 
 
    Abruptly, the priest walked to the very edge of the dais, raising both arms high, and in a loud voice intoned, "Unclean. By the faith vested in me by the people of Nerit, I so call you. Unclean. By the power granted unto me from Thracken himself and his representatives on Neyrus, I so declare you. Unclean." He paused his diatribe, obviously savoring the moment and turned to face me. "I hereby pronounce you Anathema."  
 
    Following that last comment, an overwhelming green glow settled on the priest, traveling over his shoulders to settle in his hands before it suddenly launched towards me. I reeled back and almost fell, closing my eyes in anticipation of an impact. Nothing happened, and yet a gasp ran over the crowd before being quickly stifled. I tried to decipher what just happened, looking around for something—some hint, anything—and that's when it struck me. No one met my eyes. People were studiously looking away, and even the priest himself, his guards and drummer looked everywhere else but at me. Had I just been… I noticed the blinking notification and, with a sinking sensation, brought up the pop-up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been marked 
    
  Anathema 
    
  You have been labeled Anathema to the kobold race. You have been marked, and followers of Thracken will know that you are casteless, worth less than dirt. 
  This mark is permanent and can only be removed by a priest of Thracken. 
  Reputation with all castes of Nerit set at -5000 (Despised) 
  Any reputation gain with the castes of Nerit is halved while the mark is present. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Oh hell no. How could they– I was interrupted in my musings by a prod in the back from one of the guards. The message was clear, and I slowly ambled towards the exit. No one hindered my passage or even spared me a glance.  
 
    Safely outside in the fresh air, I tried to gather my thoughts. I was sidetracked yet again by a second pop-up that had me laughing bitterly: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  You have been offered to change your respawn point to Nerit. Please note that if you do so, the current respawn point will be erased. 
  Current: Grant’s Crossing 
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Exogenics sure weren't pulling their punches. And why was Darya getting the royal treatment while I was kicked to the curb? She didn't even get the quest, so she probably wouldn't be able to negotiate on behalf of Grant's Crossing, even when she impressed them. I shook my head. This brought me nothing. What I needed was to take charge of things and decide how to approach this. Whichever path I'd end choosing, I was certain of one thing—Serune was proving the perfect choice for my deity because when I was done with Nerit, there'd be a whole range of new grudges growing in this dump. With that positive thought, I pressed 'accept'. 
 
    First things first, though. Where the hell to start? They'd made it all but impossible for me to gain reputation in the city, except at a snail’s pace. Even finding somebody who'd be willing to give me a quest at my current reputation would be a chore. Except—the wording of that pop-up had been rather weird. 'Reputation with all castes…' A tiny spark lit up as a response in the back of my mind. What was it Greck had mentioned? Something about ‘all castes having their place or it was back to the mud with you.’ Hah. That cryptic old fart—he couldn't just go ahead and say it right out, but at least I knew where to start. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 16 – Back To The Mud 
 
      
 
    I had to be right. At the very least, it'd explain Greck's comment as well as the weird reputation description. Nerit had to have its own collection of casteless—Anathema, such as myself. And if my speculations weren't baseless, I'd actually start at Liked reputation with them, giving me a place to start. It wasn't as if I had any other plans, so I took off immediately. My goal was pretty vague. I had an inkling they'd either kick casteless kobolds to the ruins on the outer circle of the town or exile them from the town outright. I hoped it was the former, though.I really didn't relish the thought of going back into the woods. 
 
    I hadn’t gotten very far—a few minutes at most. The houses on either side were still sturdily constructed from stone, but the ornamental fineries present on all buildings in the centre of town were not as prominent here. Suddenly, a shout from behind made me turn around. I spat a lengthy string of curses. Behind me, I could make out the tiny form of Talen with his hunter friends spread out on either side of him. I couldn't picture him trying to catch up to me for a nice chat and cup of tea, so I decided to go for the better part of valor and started running. Twenty paces, and I was struck by a couple of ugly realizations. There was no way I'd be getting away by running. Even with their short legs, I wasn't gaining any headway, and my stamina was draining fast. And they were out for blood—the priest might've said that I was off-limits, but these guys didn't seem to care. An arrow whipped between my stomach and arm, drawing a shallow, painful line along my side and almost making me keel over mid-stride. Alright. If they wanted to play it that way…  
 
    A hurried moment later, I spotted a decent spot to my side where two stone buildings were set relatively close to each other, looming on ahead and narrowing down the passage. I concentrated and managed to pull slightly ahead in a sprint—and then hit the brakes, bracing the violin as I turned about and started playing. It was not a moment too soon, either. The lead kobold was putting his head down, focusing on speed and just fifteen meters behind me. The rest weren't too far behind, except for one slightly chubby specimen who was lagging. Him I might even outpace by myself. With a triumphant yell, I let off a Stun Blast, neatly engulfing all five leading kobolds. I rapidly made to turn about and run again, except… Talen did not fall! He was clearly hit but somehow managed to resist the worst of the effects. "Kill… you," he managed to force out between gritted teeth as he moved towards me, his entire body twitching and shaking. The final kobold was approaching from behind, and with a sudden impulse, I knew what to do. Raising my violin, I looked Talen defiantly in the eye and started playing. One long second later, a dark shape streaked from the violin—and went completely wide, disappearing behind him. Hands still twitching, he dropped his bow and pulled a small, businesslike dagger instead. "I'll enjoy this," he managed. I ignored him entirely and shouted, "Hold Talen back," to the kobold I'd cast Charm on. Regrettably, I didn't have time to enjoy watching him be manhandled as I could see one of the downed kobolds start to rise. Nonetheless, the surprised grunt from Talen hitting the ground forced a snigger from me, even as I was legging it. 
 
    I turned the nearest corner and upped my pace. The ruins of the outskirts were growing near, and I was turning my head to watch the pursuit when something hit my leg. It didn't hurt, though, so I just kept running. Or tried to, at least. My legs refused to co-operate, and the ground rose to meet me, knocking any chance at contemplation out of my head. Vision swimming, I struggled to get back up before realizing that something was trapping my legs. Bolas. They'd used frigging bolas. In a frenzy of activity, I tried to disentangle myself from the knotted mess that engulfed my lower legs. I didn't get far, though. A soft pattering sound was the only alert I had before a scaled newcomer knocked me to the ground, shortly thereafter followed by the weight of two additional assailants. The struggle that followed was brief and rather one-sided as the kobolds piled on me, held me down, and had me completely helpless in a spreadeagle position within seconds. 
 
    I am prone to bouts of introspection—I'm very well aware of that. This time around, I didn't have time for the full process of thinking through my current situation—what'd gone well, where I'd screwed up and what the logical steps were from here on out. It was more a matter of gazing at the short, blood-drenched reptile who was walking slowly towards me and wondering just how I managed to ruin everything as completely as I had. 
 
    I might as well try, "So… Talen. Any way we can handle this peacefully?" 
 
    He bared his teeth and dropped his bow and dagger to the ground, showing off a long, bleeding gash alongside one forearm. "I had to put Mavek down. I've been hunting with him for more than ten years, and now he's dead. Because of you."  
 
    I forced down the shock of what I’d inadvertently caused and focused on the present. Deep breaths. Alright. Friendship was off the table. I checked the blinking pop-up. Oh. And it was official too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Improved standing with Serune: 
    
  You have sown the seeds for a fledgling enmity, laying the groundwork for a proper grudge in the future.   
  Reward: 
Establishing the basis of a mutual enmity: 100 clergy points. Points to next rank 800/1000.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So much for that idea. I looked around for any rescue operations, but there were none to be seen. 
 
    One of the kobolds who held me down apparently shared my misgivings, speaking a few crass words in the kobold language. His gestures were easy to understand, however. "Get on with it. We've got to hurry." 
 
    Talen barked a laugh, completely devoid of mirth. "Don't worry, I won't be long. To this freak, however, it will feel like an eternity." 
 
    He wasn't lying either. I was very pleased that Exogenics kept the pain settings as low as they did because even at the ten percent they used, the pain I felt was hard to bear. The experience was weirdly personal as well, given that Talen had eschewed any weapons, opting instead to beat me to death solely with his feet, hands and claws. In those moments, I experienced a moment of doubt in my decision to choose ‘Regeneration I’ as a Leadership Skill – prolonging this event was not the most enjoyable side effect. My sole relief lay in Atlas not having caught up to me. I did not want him to experience my gruesome death first-hand. When finally my vision turned to grey, I sighed in relief at the sight of my body going limp in surrender and the now familiar words, ‘You have died…’ 
 
    I wasted no time in clicking "Respawn" and experienced the usual bout of vertigo as I disappeared and reappeared moments later in the central square I'd left less than fifteen minutes earlier. My first decision was easy, though. I needed to get away and avoid being spotted by those bastards again. Walking the opposite direction from what I'd chosen earlier at a brisk pace, I tried to come up with a plan that held a slightly better chance of my survival than my previous one. Good news first—they had no clue I was a Reborn. Otherwise, they'd have a someone camp the respawn point, ready to put me back to sleep. Bad news-I was probably one of two non-kobold people within the city and half a meter taller than the average kobold. Inconspicuous was off the table. With that in mind, I raised the hood of my cape and hurried on, aiming to find me some other outcasts who wouldn't mind me slumming with them. Jogging along the way, I was annoyed to discover that my death had caused me to drop my damn necklace. Again. Somebody needed to tell Exogenics that their random number generator was broken. And the sheer thought of Talen pocketing my second-best item was infuriating as all hells. On top of that, I’d lost 100 experience points along with the point to Stun Blast I’d just gained. At least they let me keep the +1 to Charm Person. Oh, one more death like that, I’d be back to level three again. 
 
    Even at a brisk pace, it was easy to see where the true outskirts started. The center was a gathering of large stone buildings, intricately adorned with friezes and carvings. The buildings nearest to the center were a mixture of squat stone tenements and solid timber houses with varying degrees of decoration. Moving farther out, the neighborhood turned uglier, both in craftsmanship and atmosphere as inexpertly constructed wooden houses were placed in between old stone ruins. It was hard to tell whether there was actually some sort of concentrated clean-up work in progress or whether people were just gutting the old buildings for materials. Still, many an old ruined house had been reduced to little more than a jumbled pile of refuse amid the worn foundations. Further out still, with the palisade clearly in sight, there was no actual housing to see. At most, you’d spot the occasional lean-to or slapdash construction interspersed among the ruins. The ruins themselves had clearly been picked over many times since then, and the entire scene had an eerie feel to it. When I started walking, I'd see the occasional kobold. More often than not, they’d stare at me until I was out at sight, but now, a mere ten minutes later, there was not a soul to be seen. 
 
    I opted to go for the easy approach—ask whomever I could find. If they lived out here, odds were they'd be Anathema like me and would be willing to help me, right? Ten minutes later, I had to admit that reality didn't exactly live up to my wishful thinking. Most of the dwellings were either long abandoned or at least vacant for the moment. The three inhabitants I did find, while also carrying the mark of Anathema, were of no help whatsoever. One stick-thin, ancient kobold did nothing but stare out into eternity, and even the most insistent prodding didn't catch his attention. Another kobold, this one younger but no less scruffy-looking, appeared to be in the midst of some sort of fit. He was shaking and spitting and raved at me until I left him alone. The final one I almost passed by until a weak cry from the dilapidated building attracted my attention. When I entered, however, the weary, tear-streaked face of a malnourished, dirty woman met my gaze, and I spotted two young ones—one playing in the dirt, and the other grabbing the legs of the woman, bawling. It quickly became apparent to me that she knew not a single word of Common, but her upreaching, beseeching hands needed no translation. Cursing my weakness, I rummaged around in my inventory. Damnit. Darya was still holding on to the remainder of our provisions, and all I was left with were the handful of age-old pieces of bread that I'd received upon entering the game. I proffered two of the pieces upon her and backed rapidly out of the building. 
 
    Back in the rubble-filled street, I was scratching my head, wondering which way to go, when a voice shouted out in the distance. Instinctively, I started backing away, when a second, closer, voice, responded to the first one. Crap. They were already on to me. I started running again, keeping close to the palisade and scanning everything I passed for a friendly face or failing that, a decent place to hide until the heat was off. Neither seemed likely to appear though, and the rare face that looked out from shoddy buildings was quickly withdrawn. Somebody must've tipped off my pursuit though because the shouting soon grew closer. I had to do something right now. Within moments, they'd spot me, and if they did—I wouldn't give good odds on my continued survival in Nerit. Frantically, I scanned the scene for even the most unlikely of hiding places with nothing even remotely likely popping out at me. 
 
    To this day, I'm not sure what caught my eye. The building itself did not stand out from its neighbors. It looked like it had, ages ago, been a relatively large one-story building. Today, only two crumbling walls still stood, and the inside was reduced to a large pile of refuse with not a single thing to catch the attention. Except, somehow, I found myself veering towards the building. Maybe it was my Perception skill subconsciously granting me some pointers. Maybe it was the Anathema mark sloppily painted on one of the walls next to other illegible scratches that could only be graffiti. Or maybe it was how the huge refuse pile still somehow allowed for a thin person to pass by unhindered to reach the area behind the pile, which would be hidden from view. I spared a couple of glances at the dirt floor, but there were no footprints to be seen. Still, I pressed past the man-high pile of rocks, dirt and unidentifiable garbage and found myself in a cul-de-sac, crammed into the corner where the two walls met with the garbage pile right behind me. 
 
    Meanwhile, the searching voices were growing nearer. There were at least three now, and I believed that I recognized Talen's grating voice as well. A voice in the back of my mind piped in, ‘We're dead, man. Game over,’ and I spun around, looking frantically for some way out. Maybe I could climb the wall, then drop on the other side once they passed it from the outside? At that low point, in the middle of looking for foot and handholds I noticed something out of place. It was a door. A scuffed, old, wooden door still on the frame, flaking paint and all, that looked like it'd been thrown next to the refuse pile ages ago and just left there. Except the dirt on the sides of the door looked like it had been disturbed, and the metal handle was suspiciously free from dust. I sent a kind thought to Darya for her tracking lessons and, with bated breath, tried to open the door—except it didn't budge. Could I have come this close to finding a way out, only to be defeated by a lock? The door didn't have a keyhole, but, close to panicking, I equipped my small spear, inserting the tip into the tight space between the door and the frame, moving it around in the search for any obstructions. My heart skipped a beat as the tip hit something. I held my breath and softly applied some leverage, and when I felt it budge, I almost shed a tear. A heavy grunt of effort from me was rewarded with the sound of something heavy dropping to the ground on the other side. Pulling open the door, I sent a grateful thought to Serune or whichever deity might have a kind thought for someone like me as the door revealed a tiny dirt staircase leading steeply down into the basement of the house. 
 
    Any reservations I might've had toward entering were dispelled by a hooting laughter nearby, and I backed down into the staircase and guided the door down as gently as possible. Beside me, I spotted the board that had been lodged in place to keep the door closed and grinned. Trying to calm the beating of my heart and regain my breath from the run, I slowly walked down the stairs. A warm glow from below made it easy to navigate the stairs and led me unerringly down. I was mentally preparing my introductory speech as I walked around the corner and into another doorway, revealing a large, cozy cellar—and three sets of weapons pointed at me. 
 
    My mind seemed to slow to a stutter as I took in the view. A spear, twin daggers and a metal-capped quarterstaff, respectively, were held towards me, business-end first. Whatever wits I might usually claim to own had fled the scene, and the only thing that left my mouth was, "…I come in peace?" 
 
    The center kobold grunted. I generally had trouble deciding the age of kobolds, but it certainly looked like this one had lived a full life. He was quite probably the most scarred person I'd ever seen. One leg was missing from the knee down and had been replaced with a peg leg attached by leather straps. Entire scales were mashed in, some seemed to blur together from burn damage, and he'd lost a good bunch of his teeth. Still, his arms were muscular, the spearhead wavered not one bit and neither did his gruff voice. "Videk, search him. Arack, check to see the door's closed. And locked." The last part was clearly a reprimand, but I didn't catch anything else, busy as I was being searched and manhandled by the stocky, dark-scaled Videk and eventually prodded into a low, rickety chair in the back of the room. 
 
    The trio reconvened, chatting softly between themselves for a while. They then gathered before me, and the old, grizzly lizard took charge again. "Who are you and what the Pits have you started up there?" 
 
    The momentary break had allowed me to do one thing—check the color of the tags outlining them and confirm that yes, indeed, I had finally met a group where I started in good standing. This prodded me to be as straightforward as possible, "It's a long story, but I managed to antagonize a group of your hunters and be labeled Anathema in record time. The noise up there is the group searching for me in order to end me. Again. I'm a Reborn." I shrugged. "I truly apologize for bringing this to your home, but I was desperate." 
 
    He waved away my concern with a stern face. "Apologies don't matter to us. What do you want?" 
 
    "Refuge. A place to stay for the near future while I take care of my business in Nerit." 
 
    He shook his head. "I'm afraid that's impossible. We barely have enough for the three of us. Now, you're Fallen and oblivious on top of that, so we're treating you nice. You can stay until the hunt's over.” 
 
    I was flabbergasted. This was what a ‘liked’ reputation brought in Nerit? What the hell would they do to somebody they actively disliked? 
 
    "Are you serious? I'm Anathema—just like yourselves." They clearly were too. The markings stood out on their foreheads, announcing to the entire world that they were also, somehow, worth less than the rest of ‘actual’ kobold society. 
 
    "That's not how this works, human. Among the Fallen, everything has a cost, and you're about to pay it, one way or another. Now, keep it down, or we'll have to throw you out right now." 
 
    While that seemed like an ultimatum, my increasing skill at blackmail was screaming at me that I ought to be paying attention right now, that this was actually an invitation to barter, well disguised. Some might call it a shakedown, but trading money for safety and a place to stay? Yeah, I'd take it. "How about an alternative? If you throw me out, nobody wins. If you let me pay for the privilege of staying here, in safety, however, we all come out the richer." 
 
    They exchanged glances at that—and at long last, the butt of the heavy spear hit the floor with a thud. "That… might be arranged, but you will need to answer a number of questions first." 
 
    I nodded. "I understand. I wouldn't want you to accept me into your home without knowing who I was." Seems my initial choice of honesty had been the right one. 
 
    He harrumphed. "Who are you and what brought you to Nerit?" 
 
    "Arcangelo. I'm the official bard of Grant's Crossing. The village sent me here as a spokesperson to arrange a peace treaty between our people. What is your name?" 
 
    The stocky one—Videk—sniggered at that but immediately stopped when the old guy shot him a glance. The pecking order was pretty well-established here. "My name is Darek. So, you were labeled Anathema because you were a bard. Why do the hunters seek to kill you—again, you said?" 
 
    I ground my teeth at the thought. "Yes, they got to me once already. We managed to make it to the gates of Nerit before that Talen and his cronies caught up to us, and… I might have infuriated him. Slightly. And after I was judged, they managed to hunt me down, and I killed one of his friends—Mavel, I believe." 
 
    Arack blurted out, "You killed Mavel?" 
 
    Darek raised his voice for the first time, "Silence. Both of you. If you cannot remain composed, you will go to the training chamber." He sighed audibly. "So, you will be hunted by one of the most vicious hunter groups in Nerit. Anything else?" 
 
    I gave the question due consideration. "I don't know for how long I'm staying, but I do intend to complete what I set out to do. Oh. And I'm a spellcaster." 
 
    Darek massaged his temple. "Alright. That certainly explains the judgment. Now, understand this—in a good month, we would have shown you the door. Fallen cannot afford trouble, and you are undeniably trouble. However, times have been rough, and our situation needs to improve if we are to make it through winter. Meaning, we will take you in, but you'll have to pay for the privilege. We're not unreasonable though. We can use most types of material for trading—or weapons—but above all, we need the basics—food, drink and potions for emergencies." 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Hostess Gifts 
    
  You have been requested to bring gifts to the table in order to be accepted by Darek and his group. Meet their requirements in order to obtain refuge. Exceed the requirements for further possibilities. 
    
  Reward:  
  Variable – depends on the success. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn. That was not what I'd hoped for. "I just want to be certain. You didn’t mention money at all. Does that mean what I believe it does?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Our contact with the outside world is rare. Your coin is not worthless, but it is valued less than many other places." 
 
    Figures. Now, I didn't have much coin left, but it did leave me with a dilemma. I was fully stocked up on crafting items, and my own equipment was decent, but I hadn't exactly prepared a bunch of bribes. Now, I could either see if I could sway them with a promise or—I grimaced—might as well go all-in. "I'll give you two things. The first one is the payment. The second is my promise, given free of charge, that within a short period of time, I will take care of your current problems regarding food." With that, I presented the old kobold with Berthold’s axes, hilt first.  
 
    Videk moved forward to accept the axes, eyes widening at the sight. Wordlessly, he held them up for Darek to inspect. Darek took a brief look, and his grim features softened slightly. "That will do for payment. As for your promise, we have a saying among the Fallen, 'Words are for the castes—we have real needs.' We will sell these weapons—that should go a long way to ensuring that we survive the winter." 
 
    I could see Videk sending longing glances after the weapons. He was a dual wielder himself, right? "Could you use these, Videk? I have a counter-proposal. How much food do you have?" 
 
    We discussed back and forth a bit, but in the end, Darek relented and accepted to wait to trade the weapons for at least a couple of days. Hopefully, that would be enough time to give me a chance to get in touch with Darya. I hoped she was well, wherever she was. 
 
    However it'd work out, it was sufficient for the quest to update. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Hostess Gifts 
    
  You have been requested to bring gifts to the table in order to be accepted by Darek and his group. They have accepted your initial offering and agreed to wait two days based on the promise of additional gifts. Whatever else happens, you have gained refuge in their basement. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was also enough for me to, finally, let down my guard and relax. I thanked them profusely and slumped back into the chair to turn my brain off for a while, reveling in the fact that, for now, I was safe. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 17 – Gentle Introductions In D-Minor 
 
      
 
    A bit later, my mind decided to rejoin the company. What with the near-death experience on top of the actual-death experience, however, I still felt a little rough around the edges, like that feeling you sometimes get when a bad hangover has passed. You feel sort of sober but are confident that you're not firing on all cylinders. I blurted what was closest to mind, "Are they gone?" 
 
    The small female—Arack—gave me a sympathetic smile. "A while ago. Don't worry, we've been down here for a couple of years now, and you're the first one to find it. Not that many bother roaming around out here, but still." She cocked her head with a thoughtful expression that made her look really young, razor-sharp teeth or not. "That reminds me—how did you find us?" 
 
    I shrugged. "A smart girl taught me a couple of tricks on tracking. The dirt around your door gets displaced when you open it, and the handle looked like it’d been used. Apart from that—pits if I know. A mixture of good eyesight and dumb luck, I believe." I looked around, really taking in the place. With a dirt floor and walls and sparse furnishment that looked like it had been recycled from ten different goodwills, it was not what you'd call classy. This very moment, however, my standards were non-existent. Arack seemed quite a bit more forthcoming than Darek, and I tried nudging her a bit. "Would you mind giving me the grand tour?" I asked with a smile. 
 
    She gave me a lopsided grin. "This isn't the Chief’s palace, but sure." She sprang to her feet, and I followed as she led the way. "I was the one who found the place, you know? I'm a scrounger. I find stuff—it's what I'm best at. And Chubby—that's my big brother Videk over there—has helped me and Darek keep it secret ever since. You know—oh, wait, you probably don't—but it's really hard as a Fallen to actually keep stuff. A lot harder than finding it in the first place. Of course, with so few of us having actual homes and the castes lording it over us…” 
 
    “Fallen? What’s the difference between being Anathema and Fallen?” 
 
    “No difference, really. Except, you know, Anathema is what they call us. Usually with a sneer. Down here, we know that it’s not always your own fault if you stumble and fall.” 
 
    Arack's merry chatter was a welcome diversion, and I took in their home with a smile building on my face. It was rather spacious, really. The entrance was also the common room, kitchen and sleeping area, but they had three large rooms on top of that. One was both orderly and half-empty with a bunch of filled crates stacked at one end and two huge, jury-rigged tables. "This is our crafting room for when Videk and I stick our heads together and try to craft some… stuff." 
 
    The hesitation at the end caught my attention, but I saved my curiosity for later. I also noted with satisfaction how both my Blackmail and Diplomacy skills had increased during my interactions with the trio earlier. With Diplomacy at nine, I looked forward to seeing what would happen at the Apprentice level when I hit ten. 
 
    The largest room was probably ten by five meters and filled with paraphernalia. Junk mostly but arrayed in a purposeful manner that I initially failed to comprehend. "We train here. Well, Darek teaches, and I train, mostly, but sometimes, Videk joins us. Darek’s a real good teacher, you'll see." 
 
    The final room took me completely by surprise. It was, quite clearly, an impromptu classroom. A couple of undersized chairs accompanied by small desks were gathered in front of a larger desk that held a smattering of books and scrolls. Behind the larger desk was also a homemade bulletin board filled with maps, sketches and lists. I was itching to see everything that was portrayed, but unfortunately, even a short glance was enough to confirm that most was written in Kobold. 
 
    "Darek is mostly into practical stuff, but Videk insists that I learn all sorts of things. Mathematics, mostly but also some interesting stuff now and then. Like sleight of hand or how to spot who's alert and who isn't." 
 
    "You're a scrounger. What does that mean, exactly? What about the other two?" 
 
    "Darek's an old hunter. He's slow, but he's still a great shot, and he's an absolute wonder at teaching beginners. Woods lore, tactics, monsters, weapons, you name it. Sometimes he gets a job in Pittance Square. Not often lately, though. I– you'd better ask him for yourself, really. Chubby is a jack-of-all-trades and really too clever for his own good. Don't tell him I said so though—he's overconfident as it is. He does all our bartering, and when we have a bad month, he's usually able to make a deal with somebody." 
 
    "You seem like a talented bunch. I'd love to hear how you met at some point." 
 
    She beamed, grinning mischievously. "That'd take some ale. It's not a tale for the faint of heart. But we almost forgot the most important person here—me!" She performed an exaggerated flourish which looked extremely silly with her tiny stature. "I'm, simply put, the best thief in Nerit." 
 
    I did not know how to answer that. On one hand, I felt offended that a young girl such as her was so upfront about being a thief—and clearly proud of it too. On the other, I had my doubts about her claims—she was not exactly an impressive specimen of kobold-kind. Even smaller than Talen, her arms were stick-thin, revealing the blood vessels beneath her orange-tinged scales. Sure, the way she moved spoke of impressive agility, but what good would that be if even somebody as weak as me would be able to hold her back until the authorities arrived? I didn't mention any of these thoughts—I'm not completely daft—but some of it must've been apparent on my face. 
 
    "You doubt me? Seriously? A clumsy, smooth-skinned, pale half-breed who hardly knows how to walk without keeling over?" She rounded on me, eyes sparking in anger. 
 
    The sudden change took me by surprise, and I backed away slowly, trying to calm her down. "Woah. I didn't say that. I'm sure you're an amazing–" 
 
    She pushed me in the midriff and followed right after, forcing me to look straight down upon her. "You're damn right I'm an excellent thief," and suddenly, she stopped, throwing her body into one of the small chairs, lounging contentedly with the smile of a cat sated on salmon and cream, "and I'll give you a moment to appreciate just how good I am." 
 
    I am not proud of how long it took me to start patting my body and realize that somehow, she'd been able to sweep the Bronze Ring of Amiability off of my finger. The anger that erupted was about to have me shouting at her until, suddenly, I was struck by how completely I'd been had. I forced the anger down and chuckled lightly in appreciation. "I must hand it to you—that was deftly done. Still, what if you get caught? Can you fight your way free?" 
 
    She looked less self-assured at that, even as she handed the ring back. "Videk has taught me a couple of tricks, and I've taught myself even more. I think I'd be able to get away from most people." 
 
    I let it go and derailed her attention. "So—exactly how sound-proof is this basement?" 
 
    Seconds later, I was basically dragged back to the living room. Somehow, Arack had not managed to connect the dots and realize that having a bard in your home meant access to music and entertainment. I was more than happy to oblige—the last couple of days had me longing for escape. According to her, the basement was close to sound-proof, and I should be able to play normally without worrying. A grudging nod from Darek confirmed this, while Videk took one look at the violin and fled the room. 
 
    Letting my fingers run softly over the strings, I mused on what I wanted to play. I'd have plenty of time to exchange songs and stories with the trio—there was no reason for me to hurry back to Grant's Crossing and every reason to let things develop slowly. And with that, I started playing. Most of the time, the music comes to me without any struggle. Today, however, it was elusive, distant. I played tentatively, light notes building up attempted melodies only to break down and rearrange themselves, flowing into different patterns. Slowly, however, relaxation set in, and the different tunes found a rhythm as if it had been there all along. Like the sea, it evolved, with the music growing in intensity like a wave reaching its crest before returning to the sea. And with each wave, the song built in intensity, like a storm brewing. Only then did I discover what I was releasing through the music. Fury. Pent up fury and anger, like nature's wrath unleashed upon an unsuspecting shore. I did nothing to guide it, simply enjoying the moment, the purity of being able to let my hands and violin speak for me. As can sometimes be the case with a violent storm, once the song had reached its apex, the violence slowly seeped out of it, and within moments, the initial calm had returned. Closing the lid on the guitar case, I couldn't quell the smile on my lips. It might sound simplistic, but to me, playing was therapy, pure and simple.  
 
    Videk came strolling in moments later, grimacing. "You done torturing cats? Good. Cause I'm thinking you're horribly ignorant of what you've gotten yourself into here in Nerit. Long story short, you need a handler—someone to tell you what's what—and I'm the guy to help you." 
 
    My con-man senses started tingling immediately, and I smiled in return. "I completely agree. And you'll do this out of the good of your heart, right?" 
 
    His grin was wide enough it felt like I was staring down a shark. "Oh certainly. And the occasional gift, freely given, of course." 
 
    Heh—at least he was obvious about his attitude—and I really did need to understand my situation if I were to somehow gain an audience with the Chief. "I find it very kind of you to offer. And I graciously accept." I bowed theatrically. 
 
    He rubbed his hands together. "Any chance at doing something productive today is shot anyway, what with your friends up there—let's go to the classroom." 
 
    Before we left, Arack jumped up from where she was sitting, taking everything in. "Can I come? I promise I'll be quiet. And your playing was wonderful. Are you always that angry though?" 
 
    In a firm tone, Videk cut her short. "Girl. I'm pretty sure Darek asked you to practice your dagger work." Arack looked crestfallen but relented, walking off with bowed head. We followed her in silence, passing the training room before entering the classroom. Videk closed the door firmly behind us. 
 
    He leaned on the door. "Now, I want to get this off my chest, so we understand each other." He pointed at the door with a serious look. "Arack is the trusting sort. I, on the other hand, am not. You are not one of us. Whatever you want to achieve, you go ahead and do it, and then you go on your merry way. If we keep on like that, we will all be able to come out ahead. And as you'll learn," he pointed a scaled thumb at himself, his toothy grin slowly reappearing, "I'm all about the profit." 
 
    "I understand and agree. I'm not going to butt into your private business here, but I hope we can arrive at a mutually beneficial agreement." 
 
    "That's fancy folks' talk, but it still sounds like profits to me, and profits I understand. So. Straight talk. You know next-to-nothing about Nerit, right?" 
 
    "Yep." No point sugar-coating it. 
 
    "Alright. Darek can cover the history lesson at some point. I couldn't care less about that part, but he still has faith in society. Silly old codger. What you really need to learn is this. You officially don't exist. You're outside society. No one cares about you, your opinions or whether you live or die. Except Talen and his bunch. Heh." 
 
    I didn't find that nearly as funny as Videk. My consternation only made him laugh all the harder. 
 
    "Better get used to gallows humor, kid. It's what we got." He sobered up some. "I need to get this through to you, however. The long-reaching arms of the Empire of Nader, its laws, rules and protection? Knights in shining armor and what not? You are outside that. You have been deemed to be a burden on society, and as such, whatever a person does to you, you'll have to remedy it yourself. Somebody cheat you in a barter? Tough. Learn to cheat them in return or avoid them in the future. A farmer stole all your food? Should've hidden it better. The same drunk hunter comes around every day to humiliate you or worse ‘cause he dislikes your pasty skin? Avoid him. There are scant few people protecting our kind, and most of them do so ‘cause they have a family member or friend who's Fallen. So even if they wanted, they can't do anything official, just try to curb those who prey on us the worst. Is it time for the good news?" 
 
    I nodded vigorously, earning another bark of laughter from him.  
 
    "Alright. Two facts to get that ugly face of yours cheered up again. First, the high and mighty members of the castes don't really bother us that much, and those that do, we know pretty well. Of course, you've managed to piss off one of the worst of 'em. Still, apart from him and his crew, a couple of weeks should have you up to speed on whom to avoid, whom to placate, and who's all talk and no chompers. Second, and my personal favorite, you know how the rules don't apply to the fancy folk of Nerit when they deal with us dirty, dirty Anathema? Well, those rules don't apply to us either. So, as long as you're dealing with Fallen, feel free to cheat, steal and coerce the best you can—it's a free-for-all, and the talented among us will shine."  
 
    Those were some pretty limited upsides in my opinion, but beggars and choosers… "The talented among us, you say. Arack called you a jack-of-all-trades. What does that mean, exactly?" 
 
    "It means we—Darek and I—try to protect her from the worst of the world. You don't need coddling though—otherwise, you won't make it. I am exactly what I need to be in order to ensure that me and mine prosper. I'm a trader, a teller of tales, an extortionist, smuggler, robber or a damn fine gambler. I've also been known to drink too much now and again." 
 
    "Gotcha. Well, I appreciate the candor and the introduction to Nerit. One thing I didn't really catch, though. What's the deal with the conflict between the Church and the Chief?" 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "How do you know about that?" 
 
    "Let's just say that my judgment ceremony was… interesting. I didn't catch half of what happened, but it felt like the ceremony got turned into a pissing match between the Liberator and the acting guard captain with me caught in between." 
 
    His mouth turned into an 'O'. "You'll have to tell me that story in detail later. That's bound to be worth a crock of Ache from Lidack. As for an explanation, it's all about power. Church wants to keep everything as it's always been, Chief wants to make changes. Church has seen better days, but they're still pretty strong, and they recruit ‘em young. Chief… well, he hasn't seen much success lately. So it's a stalemate, really, with both sides resorting to sniping and… well, tons of other stuff that's none of our business and has nothing to do with everyday life." 
 
    I nodded my thanks. That was a whole lot to take in all at once—especially the part where I was currently worth less than the lowliest farmer—but I decided not to let it bug me. Today, I'd get to know the group and the place, and tomorrow, I could get back to worrying about my quest. No time like the present. "With how little I know of your people, I'm bound to make a fool of myself at some point. Could you perhaps accompany me tomorrow and make sure I don't screw up too badly?" 
 
    He nodded. "I can do that. Just make sure you don't forget my help later on." 
 
    I smiled. "I won't. So… being a Fallen. I'm guessing that's not a polite thing to ask questions about?" 
 
    "That's putting it mildly. For most people, being judged Fallen is a pretty lousy memory. You know, the whole 'being cast out, separated from friends and family' thing. As for me? I have no problem talking about it. I was born a Fallen—doesn't happen often. When you have no one to help you, you don't want an extra hungry mouth to feed—my beautiful self being the exception to the rule." His lopsided smirk subsided to a grimace. "Of course, life as a Fallen is not easy, and you need to toughen yourself up to handle it. A large number of people don't take the change very well and flush out at the bottom, but there's a lot to learn here. You learn to pick your friends and enemies carefully. You learn to vary your routines, so you don't get outsmarted. And above all, you learn to live life. There's no reason to worry too much about the future if you've got enough to scrape by today. Darek still hasn't learned that. Heh, and I don't think Arack worries at all." 
 
    "She does seem like a very… bubbly person. However, for whatever it's worth, I'm glad I have your help to figure out all these things for myself. Again, I promise that I'll make it up to all three of you." He waved off my reassurances and started telling me something, but I completely lost focus with the return of a well-known presence to the back of my mind. I held up a hand, interrupting him. "Wonderful timing. Can we open the door a moment? Backup just arrived." 
 
    Of course, I was then forced to explain myself to Videk and afterwards to the other two before Darek relented, opening the door a tad and then backing the hell away, allowing my impressive, scaled companion entry into the basement. I was forced to give an explanation as to why a muscular, scaled monstrosity was suddenly acting like a happy pet, but the moment they received confirmation that he was a bonded companion, their attitudes changed. 
 
    Darek went with, "He's not sleeping inside—I don't like the way he reeks", Videk opted for, "There's good eating on one of those, did you know that?" and Arack, "Thracken fend, but he's beautiful. What can he do? What does he eat? Can I say hello to him?" 
 
    Apparently, companions were common enough that even people from Nerit knew how they worked. Nice—that probably saved me a lot of explaining. Still, I had to answer a torrent of questions from Arack, and in the end, I was forced to ask Atlas to come say hello to her, just so she’d pause for breath. I was truly uplifted by his arrival, though and made sure he was aware of it too. The feeling I was getting from him was the weirdest mixture of emotions. He had definitely been distraught at being left alone in a strange place and unable to find me, but right now, joy at the thrill of moving among the kobolds entirely unseen and finding me again floated at the top. Oh, and there was definitely an undercurrent of smugness too—a sense of ‘as if these blind bipeds could spot me.’ I sent back a clear appreciation of his abilities along with a request for caution. Still, his presence ensured that my plan to get into the good books of the group was very much alive. I scribbled a hurried note and borrowed a piece of string. After attaching the note firmly to one of the spikes on Atlas' back, Darek helped me with a bit of intel. I then had a good, long chat with Atlas to ensure that we agreed on what he was to do. He once again astounded me with his intelligence—our conversations had already become less confusing. He was able to repeat my instructions back to me, painted with additions from his own mindset clearly proving that he'd understood the point. I praised him effusively and apologized for not having any snacks I could share with him. He was pretty adamant about how I ought to reward him instead though, and with an okay from the group, I fished the violin back out to pay him his due. Feeling the happiness bloom inside him whenever I started playing never got old. Also, watching a martial-looking lizard rock along to the tune of the theme song to Pinky and the Brain is something that should be available to everybody. 
 
    Eventually, I sent him back out with nothing but warm emotions and tons of empty promises that I hoped I'd be able to keep. Darek helped with directions, and now, I could only hope for the best. If he didn't come through, my time here would be a lot harder. I checked out the in-game clock. Huh—quite early. Still, with the day I'd had, my mental reserves were running low, and I really didn't feel the need for any further social interaction. "Hey, Videk - I think I'm turning in early today. Any specific spot I should toss my bedroll?" 
 
    "Any free space in here is fine. If you snore, expect things to come flying your way." 
 
    I found a vacant corner and quickly settled in. I marveled at the lack of dust and debris—seemed like they were a meticulous bunch—and laid down to rest. A while later though, I had to admit to myself that I wasn't going to fall asleep easily today. My mind was still reeling at the effort of adjusting to my new situation. No matter how many times I told my mind to stop whining, unbidden thoughts kept intruding. 'Why didn't I say…', 'Why did I have to antagonize Talen?' and the like. In the end, I opted to distract my mind with something less ominous. 
 
    The Photographic Memory overview appeared before me, and I could see the Church of Nerit in all its glory or rather, erstwhile glory. When I was escorted into the church, I didn't have time to see the state of the building. Now, I was able to take in the entire dilapidated state of the building. It must've been intimidating as all hells in its heyday. Today, however, it was more of a work in progress. Most of the carved scenes adorning the front could still be made out. Still, cracks small and large crisscrossed the entire façade, and several carvings had been partially destroyed by whatever event had taken place. Not that they had been sitting on their behinds in the time since the event. Several scenes had been repaired, and one corner of the building looked like it had been rebuilt entirely. 
 
    I had to marvel at the magnifying powers of my skill. I could zoom in enough to make one carving fill my vision entirely. Even so, the true meaning of the carvings eluded me for the longest time. I could spot no progress from the left to the right side of the building, and every floor sported one gigantic scene. This left us with four floors, sporting very distinct scenes. For a while, I believed I was looking at an origin story, telling us how Thracken became a deity—that is until I recalled the first time I'd ever read manga and how the right-to-left writing confused me. The moment I realized that the progress started from the ground up, things made more sense, however, and I realized it was the story of a downfall from heaven. All the carved writing was still so much gibberish to me, but the rest told its own story. 
 
    The ground scene had us among the clouds, in harmony. The entire piece was one large, forested frame, devoted to gods conversing, kissing, frolicking or just relaxing. I recognized a few gods from their descriptions—Serune, for instance, with her symbol on the hand and a face hidden in a hood was conversing with whom I interpreted as Liayenne—a feminine figure, wearing only shadows to ensure her modesty. Others eschewed modesty entirely, but all told, the scene was one of tranquility, friendship and joy. The center of the multitude was, unsurprisingly, Thracken, who appeared both benevolent and wise, having three other deities sitting at his feet, listening. 
 
    The second scene was a reprisal of the first, only subtly altered. The listeners at Thracken's feet were mocking him, making faces. Some gods were openly pointing at him or staring in horror. A rare few were more blatantly hostile. A wide, barbarian-looking brute of a dwarf was opening a gate into darkness, gesturing for Thracken. Throwing him out of Heaven, perhaps? One elven beauty averted her eyes as a mean-looking halfling was fingering a hand axe—and Serune looked every bit the same as in the last image, only this time her smile was mocking, and she was holding a dagger behind her back. Goddess of grudges, eh? 
 
    In the third, Thracken had clearly been expelled from Heaven and had found his place among his own race on Neyrus. A small tribe was worshiping him and following directions with a lot going on in the background. Soldiers were training under supervision, farmers were doing their thing, buildings were being erected and much else besides. Undoubtedly, all these happenings were of grave importance in the kobold history of Neyrus, but I could merely conclude that it was a busy time. 
 
    The final scene was portrayed in a triumphant light but carried an ominous undertone for all non-kobold races. Thracken was no longer interacting directly with his people but was portrayed inside an alcove, sitting on a huge throne while the world revolved around him. This was, without a doubt, the busiest display, and all of it just screamed ‘world domination’. Armies were being directed, battles fought, cities built and conquered and non-kobolds put to the sword or subjugated. The church was everywhere too, with priests—or 'Liberators'—calling the shots in most depictions. Everywhere, kobolds were advancing and winning, while Thracken was overseeing all as a powerful, all-seeing presence. 
 
    Wow. Good thing somebody managed to spoil their plans back then—one conversation with a Liberator was enough for me. Still, the image of the history of Nerit was becoming less muddled. Clearly, things had been going swimmingly for them, until… what? That remained to be seen. Still, it corresponded well with the mural inside the secret army outpost on the west side of the Jagged Rush. Fiddling around with the zoom slider, I was blown away by the details of the carvings. For instance, the inside of Thracken’s alcove was packed with small images of the other gods, looking down at Thracken in dismay and fear. Looking back down to the cities portrayed in battles in the image depicting the war, they were painstakingly carved and detailed enough that I was ready to bet the scenes showed actual cities and historical battles. Also, the Liberators were presented in enough detail that—wait a minute. I froze for a moment in realization. One single item was sculpted in the exact same manner on all Liberators—the scepter they were carrying. It also just so happened to look mighty similar to the scepter Thracken himself was carrying in all images. That in itself was of no importance—for all I knew, it was simply religious paraphernalia. The important thing was that I'd seen them before. Inside the secret outpost, the scepter had also been depicted, carried by what was almost certainly the local Liberator—with one minor addition—namely a number of lines, pointing straight at other similar Liberators. Curious that. Could we be talking about some magic MacGuffin, connecting them all or some such nonsense? I shook my head. It was of no importance to me, at the moment, but the lore was intriguing as hell. 
 
    I checked over the scenery a bit further, marveling at the level of gore in some of the scenes. Finally, I could feel a yawn building and closed the image. Before settling in, however, I caved and checked out the pop-up I'd received: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Once Were Legion (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have been able to confirm that the kobolds were not only establishing a military presence prior to the Separation. From the looks of it, they were actually building up to a major invasion of Neyrus. Figure out what happened and why it failed to succeed. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I grinned and closed the window. Now, if real life had incentives like this, I'd be much less ignorant on the topic of history. 
 
    With heavy eyelids, I surrendered to sleep. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 18 – A Quiet Stroll 
 
      
 
    When I got up the following day, I felt like a new person. I had slept through the night without any interruptions, and my body was alert, my mind afire. Except it was six in the morning, and the trio was still asleep. Loud snores reverberated, and even the tiny Arack produced an impressive ruckus—like the keening sound of a grasshopper, amplified tenfold. Tiptoeing out the door, I noticed that the resurrection debuff had thankfully expired, only to be replaced by a 'hungry' debuff. My stomach rumbled in agreement with the debuff. I found my way into the classroom and opened my inventory, eliciting an involuntary groan. Two rations of bread and four of water. I forced down a serving of each, trying not to think too hard on what a 'starving' debuff would feel like. 
 
    Sated, I started nosing around a little—I didn't want to start the day off with a bad impression by waking everybody. Among the tables, I found a good pile of books written in the kobold language and just one in Common, The Rise and Fall of Peace. That did sound promising, but rifling through the pages, I realized that it was merely a first-person tale of a war written from the perspective of a halfling. The other books were chock-full of gibberish—or at least, so it seemed to me. The letters used in the books were normal letters, but their content made no sense to me. Trying to read it out loud, the result sounded just like the kobold tongue—harsh, rough and indecipherable. The contents on the so-called blackboard—a couple of fractured wooden boards nailed together, more like—were no different. Still, I was able to make out a few things. One of the hand-drawn images was clearly a map of the area, and even with the gibberish in place, I could tell that there was a lot going on in the surrounding area. No clue as to what, of course. 
 
    "Spying, are we?" 
 
    The gruff voice from behind caught me by surprise, and I spun around to see Darek squinting suspiciously at me. When my heart calmed down a bit, I responded, "If only. I was skulking around to see if I could learn something useful by myself until you guys woke up. I'd have to learn the language to become a more efficient spy though." I indicated all the texts in Kobold. "By the way, Arack tells me that you're training her combat skills. Would it be possible for me to receive some training from you as well? I'd find something to pay you properly, of course.” 
 
    I'm not entirely sure how a reptilian who barely reached my collarbone was able to look down on me, but that was clearly what was happening. "I don't do that for just anyone. Behave yourself, and we might be able to figure something out." 
 
    Fair enough. I nodded my understanding. "Videk's showing me the city later on. Could you tell me a little about the surroundings, though?" 
 
    He nodded. "I could. And that, I don't mind. Only—we are going to start elsewhere." 
 
    "We… are?" 
 
    "Yes. Take a seat. If you meant what you said earlier, you will need help. Not with geography either or knowledge about the surrounding enemies or environment. No, you will need an introduction to our language." He walked to stand before the improvised blackboard, standing straight, like lecturing was something natural to him. "First off, only about half of us speak Common—and among the Anathema, the number is lower. You don't need a lengthy explanation, but gatherer castes and below are not taught Common. Now, enough introductions—I'm going to get some breakfast, and then we will see if there's a chance for you to learn or not." 
 
    True to his word, he returned moments later, gnawing on something, and the lecture started. No lengthy grammatical explanations or anything, he just launched straight into rote memorization of different phrases, and I struggled with the unfamiliar sounds—or that's what I expected. Instead, I found that keeping track of the foreign syllables and guttural sounds went over surprisingly well. Even when he asked me to repeat some of the phrases back to him shortly thereafter, I didn't mangle them too badly. I'm not sure how that made sense—foreign languages had always come pretty easily to me but not this easily. If I were to hazard a guess, I'd attribute my success to the fact that this was my life now. Back in school, I'd always been pretty half-assed about my efforts, but now? Now my eventual success might revolve around being able to understand some questgiver who only spoke Kobold, and by Gygax, I wasn't going to fail from a lack of effort. Well, that or Exogenics had some mind-affecting technology in place, allowing for your skills and classes to affect your learning pace. Heh. 
 
    Darek was a pretty decent teacher. He ignored any lesser mistakes, taking pains only to correct my worst errors and point out which words meant what. About an hour later, it felt like a couple of hundred phrases were floating around in my skull, bouncing off each other. 
 
    He grunted. "That should be enough for now. Try to use it later today. If you're still here tomorrow, we'll try to put it into system for you." 
 
    I thanked him profusely, though I wondered at the craziness of it. Would they actually require me to learn an entire frigging language in order to speak with all the NPCs in the city? That was crazy. And if your language skills were nonexistent, would you just be cut off from being able to complete these kinds of quests? I was sure I'd heard that you could learn this stuff from books or as a reward. Ah, well, at least I'd gained a quest from it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  When In Nerit… (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  The kobolds of Nerit are an insular people, and not everybody speaks Common. Learn to master the kobold language before you leave. 
    
  Reward:  
  Variable – depends on the success. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I accepted the quest, albeit with a grimace. Still, whatever it took. Darek had left before me, so I ambled back to the main room where Videk was lazing about. 
 
    He looked up at me, comfortably reclined on a moldy, old mattress. "Ready to meet the real world, rookie?" And thus started my introduction to the city of the Fallen. 
 
    The town looked quite different in full daylight. For one, I was able to appreciate just how dilapidated most buildings here were. The rare wall still standing was typically riddled, though, with cracks or crooked. Whenever somebody had erected or added to an actual building, they inevitably looked on the verge of collapse. 
 
    When I asked why this was the case, he snapped his teeth closed before continuing in his usual carefree tone, "Because of arseholes. You know, it isn't enough that we're not a part of society anymore. Thracken forbid that we might actually end up enjoying ourselves now and again. So, sometimes, a group of bastards will tear through the place, make a ruckus. You don't want to appear to be too well-off or just to be having fun, or they'll make sure the fun ends." 
 
    "What? But aren't the Fallen supposed to," I flung my hands in the air, searching for words, "be below notice or something?" 
 
    "Sure. As soon as you're pronounced Fallen, you don't officially count anymore. Only, what would it look like if we walked around the city, just enjoying ourselves and having a good time of it, right?" He spat. "So, we get these self-promoted 'guardians of justice'—or however the self-righteous bastards like to think of themselves—who believe it's their job to keep us down, and everybody else just turns a blind eye. Hypocrites." 
 
    We walked in silence for a bit while I chewed on his comments. "That's… a lot to take in. I'm sorry." 
 
    He shrugged. "Not your fault, and I'm used to it." His eyes lit up to match his predatory grin. "Pits, I excel at it. Most people get beaten down by these circumstances. I am not most people." 
 
    In addition to the surrounding poverty, it was easy to see that the destruction that'd taken place had been much more thorough here on the outskirts compared to the center of the city. One thing made no sense to me, though. "Videk, what's the deal with this street?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Why are all the walls crooked? The ones that are still standing, I mean." 
 
    He looked at me for a long while. "I know you just got here, but seriously—you're that ignorant? How did you even find Nerit in the first place—get lost looking for the capital? Nevermind, don't answer that." He gestured around him. "What do you think Nerit is?" 
 
    It felt like this was leading up to another crack about my ignorance, so I shrugged. "A crappy place to live? Located in the middle of nowhere? Home to the most theatrical Liberator on Neyrus?" 
 
    He barked a laugh. "Right on all counts. Although, don't say that last part too loud—some people around here are still pretty hung up on Thracken even though he's turned his backside on them. No, the answer you didn't know you were looking for is 'an artificially constructed island'." 
 
    I did not know how to respond to that. We were more than a month's walk from any larger body of water. He must be talking about a metaphorical island or some such nonsense. I opened my mouth to tell him as much, right when a few things clicked for me. The huge crater surrounding the city. The destroyed buildings and sudden change from the forest climate to the barren ground of the city itself. "Noooo." 
 
    "Oh yes. Surprised it took you this long to figure out, really." 
 
    "But—really? I mean, a platform of this size?" 
 
    "Arcangelo, you need to work on your game-face. Some of the Fallen will chew you up and spit you out if they get a whiff of just how clueless you are. Yes, Nerit used to be a floating platform, traveling the air over the forest. No, I don't know why it came to rest on the ground. No, I don't care. It's ancient history, and it's clearly not getting back up again." 
 
    I turned full-circle, watching my surroundings with fresh eyes. Now that I knew, I couldn't unsee it. It was crystal-clear, how everything was subtly tilted to the side, and the buildings near the edge had suffered a worse shock and were more clearly crooked than the rest. I could—barely—understand how Videk didn't care about it, but still. The idea of an entire city of belligerent reptiles floating through the air in a search for war was just… scary. "Sooo—any other revelations you want to throw at me? And where are we off to, by the way?" 
 
    "Pittance Square. It's the one gathering-place they allow us. You'll see why." 
 
    After that, he went quiet on me, and I resigned myself to waiting until we got there. It wasn't a long walk. Even with the broken landscape of the ruined city remnants, I almost believed I'd be able to find my way back without using the map. I could hear the place before I was able to see it, and to my detriment, when I was able to survey the place, the smell also arrived. "What the– gah?" I almost choked from the stench and held my sleeve over my nose to filter away the worst of it. 
 
    Videk just laughed and kept trotting towards the fringes of the place. "You'll get used to it. Or not." 
 
    It looked like it had been a peaceful place, once upon a time. A marketplace, perhaps, with a large pool in the middle that might have served for cooling down on warm days. My, how things had changed. It was an oval space, hard-packed dirt with the occasional old cobblestone visible here and there, surrounded by decrepit ruins on all sides, and the pool in the middle had been repurposed to serve as a garbage container. What really made an impression though, was the crowd. Or throng. Mob, maybe. However I'd name it, the place was completely packed with kobolds, and it seemed like they were all shouting for attention at the same time. 
 
    A number of people whom I assumed to be merchants had set up simple stalls along the edge of the crowd. In addition to this, it seemed like the crowd contained any sort of medieval entertainment or activity I could come up with and then some. A trio of the fattest kobolds I'd ever seen was smoking some sort of hookah right next to where a scantily-clad pair were performing a song and dance routine that was more risqué than the few striptease joints I'd visited in my life. A thick carpet held four serious-looking lizards engrossed in a game of Fingers, while two muscled hunters were keeping onlookers at a safe distance. Drinks and drugs, merchandise of all sorts, it seemed like there were no limitations in place, and while the place was packed with lizards in rags and beggars, some of the visitors seemed way too well-off for Anathema. I said as much to Videk—well, shouted really, and he nodded. 
 
    "Good to see you catching up a bit faster now. That's why they let us keep this place. ‘Cause it's the only spot where the 'good' people of Nerit can go slumming to indulge in their darker passions before they go back to being outstanding citizens working for the greater good of Thracken again." 
 
    I could practically hear the sarcasm oozing from him along with thinly-veiled hatred. I hazarded a guess, "So, I'm betting you might be the type who makes certain that these fine people get a chance to remember their foray—am I right?" 
 
    That got his grin back alright. "Yeah, I'm a helper. It's a balancing act, though. You do something too obvious, and they'll come down on you like a Dawnlight Soarer on a Scattermouse. Oh, and we'll want to move on pretty quickly too. Somebody here's bound to know that Talen's looking for you and run off to tattle in exchange for a heel of bread." 
 
    I needed no further encouragement. We moved on, a bit more briskly, and I started noticing the looks I was getting. Clearly, being half again as tall as the average kobold added some novelty value. People didn't seem too judgmental, though—more curious. Videk was steering us towards the far end of the court where the crowd was even thicker, but people were less unruly, somehow. I soon figured out the reason why. When we got closer, I could see a handful of boxes placed behind a roped-off area. 
 
    A thickset lizard with heavy leather armor stepped on to a box and began to extol his business in a booming voice. "I'm accepting eight today. Full day of work. Rewards as usual—three days worth of food. Healthy bodies only. Any sickness or scale rot and you'll regret applying. Same goes for weaklings. Now line up, you sorry critters." The last part he shouted at the top of his lungs, and the crowd quickly separated into the hopeful and those who decided not to apply. 
 
    Videk stood still with a frown on his face. "They're going to be removing earth and rock, so miners can get to the ore. Two back-breaking eight-hour shifts back to back, and you'll get enough to feed you for two days, tops. And there's almost always somebody who gets hurt." He shook his head before continuing, "They're some of the better gigs though. Sometimes, when things are looking bad, Darek has to accept one of the baiting missions, and those are notorious for being dangerous." 
 
    "Baiting missions?" 
 
    "Yeah, you want to take out a really dangerous animal but don't like risking your trained warriors? Just load up on disposable bodies, outfit them with some sharpened sticks, and have them bait the animal while your hunters turn it into a pincushion from afar." My disbelief must've stood out on my face because he continued, "You forget, Arcangelo. You are no longer a person. You're Fallen. Get used to it." 
 
    "That's a tall order. Get used to slavery?" He shrugged as if it were an everyday thing, which I suppose it was. Still, containing the anger inside me was not easy. Hearing it told was one thing, but seeing how people were treated as expendable commodities and worth less than people really got my blood boiling. With a serious effort, I tamped down my emotions where they remained, simmering but by no means forgotten. 
 
    “Videk?” 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Mind if I take a quick look around, see what the possibilities are for myself?" 
 
    He shrugged. "By all means. I’ll hang around, but make sure you’re not doing anything too stupid." 
 
    I went for a tour of the square, trying to identify where any possible approaches lay and which avenues to avoid. Truly, it was an educational walk. The first thing I learned was how most of the content in the square was the tiniest step above crap. Any items were poor quality, food looked like anything but food and their clothes—dear God, those pitiful rags. Grant Jr. would have had an aneurysm at the sight. 
 
    I did investigate a few spots. Out of curiosity, I joined the line for the mining gig—but the quest details were chilling. 150 experience for a full day’s work and 150 rep with the castes of Nerit. Urgh. No frigging way was that an option. It’d take me a year to gain the next reputation level, especially since my reputation gain was halved. 
 
    The gamblers caught my interest too. Still, a couple of minutes watching taught me that it’d be out of the question to begin with. Their skill level was superior to mine by far, and I’d need more than a hand up to earn my keep that way. With Videk’s help, it might not be impossible, though—he did say that he was a gambler himself. 
 
    There were a few performers dispersed throughout the square. After a while, I seemed to notice a theme and waited for Videk to catch up. “Those performers—they don’t perform for the Fallen?” 
 
    He looked confused for a bit. “What would be the point of that? It’s not like we’re going to pay. Also, why risk it? Some self-proclaimed hero might take offense if we were to enjoy ourselves.” 
 
    Wow. So I’d be limited to sucking up to the castes? Exogenics weren’t offering the most enticing jobs here. So far, it looked like I’d have the best results learning how to become a gambler or possibly setting myself up as a merchant. 
 
    Videk tugged on my sleeve, breaking me out of my introspection. "What?" 
 
    "One of Talen's cronies—let's get going!" 
 
    I looked where he was pointing, and indeed, one of the hunters who'd been chasing me was forcing his way through the crowd, weapon at the ready. I ignored Videk's voice and raised the violin. The soothing notes of Das Wiegenlied were a stark contrast to the angry tune from before. The look on my assailant's face changed from determination to dull confusion before he finally slumped to the ground, asleep. "Anybody else here right now?" I asked Videk. 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say something different but, in the end, opted for, "No." 
 
    "Good." I walked towards the fallen hunter. The crowd moved around me, and the air was buzzing with chatter. The hunter was snoring loudly in the middle of the plaza as if it were the most comfortable feather bed known to reptiles. I stood before him and fished out my trusty old short spear and then spoke aloud for the benefit of the crowd, "Kill me once, shame on you. Kill me twice or more, shame on me." With a flourish, I held the spear high. A collective gasp rose from the crowd as I dropped to my knees, bringing the spear down… and stopped. I rifled through the hunter's pockets, taking a few odds and ends before dusting off my hands and getting back up with a grin on my face. The crowd reacted with stunned silence and a few titters. At my side, Videk was staring in disbelief, but I patted his back and started walking. 
 
    We made it outside the plaza without any incidents, and Videk led the way through a shortcut that lost the couple of curious kobolds that were trailing behind. A low opening through a half-collapsed wall allowed for passage into the still-standing skeleton of a tiny old dwelling. 
 
    He sat back against the wall but almost immediately sprang back up, pacing back and forth. "That was possibly the funniest thing I've seen this year. You are aware that you've just made an enemy today, right? Derth—that's the guy you lulled to sleep—is never going to live that down. And you going through his belongings, just for kicks?" He laughed nervously. 
 
    I was pawing through the handful of stuff I'd pocketed. Garbage, more garbage, some sort of gem—I'd check that one out later. Oh. Some sort of candied nuts, maybe? I tried one out. "Mmmh that's good. To be honest, Videk, I don't see what else they can do to me. They already killed me once. Want a handful?" 
 
    He stared at me in disbelief for a second before shaking his head and laughing silently. "Pits, why not? You're insane, Arcangelo. I like your style though." 
 
    After a few minutes of companionable munching, I wiped the sugar from my hands. "So where to now?" 
 
    "Depends. You still intend to somehow gain an audience with the Chief?" 
 
    "Yup. Stubbornness is one of my best traits." 
 
    "Aha. Sure. Well, in that case, there is no avoiding it. We'll have to pay a visit to Oath, that old lunatic." 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 19 – Meet The Neighbors 
 
      
 
    Videk was kind enough to elaborate while he walked. "Look, he's not really a lunatic. He's not even a bad guy, and you should be on your best behavior with him. It's just," He sighed. "Seems like with you I need to always explain something before I can start the actual explanation. The outskirts that we Fallen blunder around in surround almost the entire city. We're free to leave the place and never come back, but the 'finer' places? Those are off-limits. Sure, we're supposed to 'not exist' or some such bull. You try to meander around the temple for an hour and see if they ignore you or show you the blunt end of the spear. There's one exception, though—those seeking penance. Yes, I know, you don't get it yet. The thing is, you get a shot at redeeming yourself, showing Thracken that you've changed your sinning ways and embrace the only true way of life. And if you do embark on that course, they'll give you a token to prove that you're not just one of the regular losers—you're trying to become one of them again." 
 
    I plodded my way through that mouthful of an explanation, rechecked and finally came up with, "So you're calling him crazy because he's actually a pretty decent person?" 
 
    "I knew you wouldn't get it. No, see, Oath had it all. He had the respect of the hunters, was adored by the Liberator, and the Chief had personally commended him on bravery. And the daft sod went and turned his back on everything. Why? Because he wanted to 'save those who could still be redeemed' or some such nonsense. Pfah." 
 
    "So, he's a bit sanctimonious. I can see how that would tick you off." 
 
    "No, see, that's the worst part. He's extremely pious about the whole thing." 
 
    I kept my face carefully composed and tried not to laugh. "Sounds infuriating. So, we're off to get a token for me from Oath? Is that his real name?" 
 
    He shook his head. "Olrek. Oath is short for 'The Oathkeeper' which was Olrek's old nickname as a warrior. Tenacious fellow. Oh, and he also makes you swear an oath if you're going for redemption so you can see why it's stuck." 
 
    "Makes sense. Any advice before we talk to him?" 
 
    "Nah. Just don't lie to him, you'll be fine." 
 
    I knew right away as we were approaching Oath's dwelling because, well, it was the only fully functional house I'd seen in the outskirts. It was nothing special, just a tiny, square stone house with one wall visibly cracked but still. The surrounding dirt had been recently swept, and some spots showed visible repairs. My eyes moved to Videk who motioned me forward, and I knocked. 
 
    A cracking voice instantly came from within, "Come in." 
 
    I opened the door and entered, blinking to adjust to the sudden darkness on the inside. 
 
    "It will be easier to see soon. My old eyes prefer the dark. I am glad you decided to come." 
 
    My eyes swept the room, coming to rest on the sole occupant and staying there. Now, on the rare occasion that I have some cash to spare, I can be a bit of a betting man. I was willing to bet anything that Oath had been a thoroughly intimidating specimen back in his youth. The ancient lizard sat cross-legged on the floor, reading a book in the sparse light from the window. He was hunched over with age, and his scales were dull, whichever color they'd sported dulled into grey. Still, while his arms and legs were thin, they still showed hints of ropy cords of muscle, and were he to stand up straight, I'd wager he'd stand a head taller than most other kobolds. I opted for a respectful tone and decided to try out my new phrases, greeting him in the kobold language. 
 
    He clapped in almost childish delight, responding with what sounded like, "It is a something something pleasure," and continued with a torrent of words that were almost unintelligible with the odd word in Common mixed in. 
 
    I smiled and switched back to Common. "Apologies. I've only learned a little so far. You were expecting me?" 
 
    He let out a rasping laugh. "Yes. A few kind souls go out of their way to keep me informed when something out of the ordinary happens. A half-elf and half-orc entering Nerit would be enough in itself. But when the half-elf manages to get himself named Anathema the very same day and admits to being a follower of Serune? I have had four accounts of the ritual so far." 
 
    Videk's voice echoed through the open door, "Serune? You didn't say anything about that." 
 
    The old lizard squinted. "Is that you, Videk? Come in. You can do your eavesdropping from where I can see you." 
 
    Videk entered reluctantly, and Oath continued addressing him, "It is too much to hope that you are here seeking to enter the arms of Thracken, my young friend, is it not? Ah, well, all shall fall, as He tends to say." With a chuckle, he turned back towards me. "Young Videk fails to realize that in the remainder of the world, Serune is just one among a myriad of Gods and Goddesses, and she is revered and respected. Among the kobolds, however, she is best known as The Deceiver." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "Oh, indeed. Now, I will assume that you were ignorant of this–" 
 
    Videk butted in, "Ignorant's the right word, for sure." 
 
    Olrek ignored him, "–and as such, yours is a harsh sentence. Especially for someone who, in other parts of the world, might be respected and welcomed as a musician and spellcaster." 
 
    That confused me. "I thought you agreed with Thracken's rules?" 
 
    "I do. I would love to debate the point with you, but you younglings rarely have time for a good verbal match." 
 
    "I would like to take you up on your offer at some point. Honestly, however, I'd prefer to get to work so I can show Nerit that I'm not really a bad guy." 
 
    "And there we have one major difference between Thracken and the remaining throng of gods. Thracken, and by extension, Nerit, care not a whit whether you are a good or a bad guy—we care about results. For centuries, we have labored like this to the betterment of kobolds everywhere. Therefore, we do not just assume that bards, necromancers or tinkerers do no good for our society. It is known to us. However," he raised a thin, admonishing claw, "we are not too proud to learn. Should you prove us wrong, we will take it into consideration. What is your name?" 
 
    "Arcangelo." 
 
    "Do you, Arcangelo, seek to redeem yourself in the eyes of Thracken and gain your rightful place in the society of Nerit?" 
 
    I didn't really feel like I'd done much wrong in the first place, but…”Yes, I do." 
 
    "Thracken will grant you this reach at atonement. To which caste do you aspire? Worker, crafter, hunter or warrior?" 
 
    That… was a pretty good question, actually. Worker and hunter were not options, but… I might have a better chance as a crafter than a warrior. Except… I was still extremely low-level as a Tinkerer, and my low intelligence stat made me fail a large portion of my creations. This 'atonement' didn't exactly sound like an on-the-job training opportunity to me. Of course, there was one other detail that could make or break my plans. "Erm—Olrek. Can I ask one question before I decide?" 
 
    He huffed. "Young people. No respect for ceremony at all. If your question concerns the tests, I cannot reveal anything. Otherwise?" He motioned for me to go ahead. 
 
    Damn. How about, "I don't want any specific information, but can you tell me in general terms how the crafter and warrior castes are tested?" 
 
    Olrek's face closed, and he looked like he was about to turn me down when Videk piped in, "Come on, Oath. This is common news. If our lyrical companion here had spent his life in the city, he'd know all about it already." 
 
    He relented, "I suppose you are right. Regardless of whether you try your luck with one or the other, one of your tests will be to convince the resident trainer that they should give you a chance. As a crafter, you will also be subjected to a series of tests of increasing difficulty. As a warrior, you will instead receive two exceedingly difficult tests to complete. Should you manage to excel at either of these, you will be pitted against the other Penitents in the annual Honor Games. As a crafter, to judge the value of your crafting on the open stage or," he poked a claw at my chest, "to test your fighting skills in the sands against people who have been trained to fight from birth." 
 
    That made the decision for me. Sure, the Tinkerer class was a versatile one. Sure, I could probably find some creation that'd find favor within the strict rules set out by their system. But after the treatment I'd received so far, I wanted more. I wanted– no, I needed, to stand triumphant in their tiny sand pit and show them all that they were wrong. Oh, and that they needed to fire their Liberator. From a cannon. Into a volcano. A brief shake of the head cleared my mind, and I exclaimed, "I will join the warrior caste." 
 
    Olrek nodded, all business. His fingers started moving in a complex pattern before him, conjuring forth a kaleidoscopic effect while he spoke. "So be it. Repeat after me. I, Arcangelo…" 
 
    I droned, "I, Arcangelo…” 
 
    "Hereby swear to commit myself fully in order to earn the acceptance of the warrior caste of Nerit." The image he conjured slowly joined into something I recognized—the symbol of Anathema—a handful of broken chains with kobold symbols interspersed. 
 
    "Hereby swear to commit myself fully in order to earn the acceptance of the warrior caste of Nerit." I continued silently in my thoughts, ‘Also, gracelessly let everybody know that they need to get with the times and re-evaluate their stupid system.’ 
 
    "I swear to comply with any rules and requirements imposed upon me by my betters." Slowly, the image evolved, repairing the chains. 
 
    "I swear to comply with any rules and requirements imposed upon me by my betters." ‘Betters. Heh. And if I do cheat, I'll do my best not to get caught.’ 
 
    "So strike me down, Thracken." A thunderbolt appeared, adding menace to the image. 
 
    "So strike me down, Thracken." Wait, what? I had no further time to speculate, as the image suddenly rushed towards my head, the onslaught of colors obscuring my vision before dissipating. 
 
    With a sinking feeling to my stomach, I dismissed the first notification—something strange about languages—and rushed through the second one: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have accepted a quest: 
    
  The Path Of Daggers 
    
  You have embarked on an honorable mission to reclaim your rightful place among the warrior caste of Nerit. Furthermore, you have sworn to uphold any official rules and requirements set before you during the contest. Your first task is to present yourself before Instructor Tarkos, who will present the requirements for entering the Honor Games. 
    
  Penalty for failure: 
  Player retains Anathema status until the next Honor Games. 
  Penalty for breaking your word:  
  Unknown retribution from the god Thracken. 
  Reward:  
  Variable – depends on the success. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Olrek apparently misunderstood the look on my face because he gave me a kind look and said, "I know, it is a mouthful, and knowing that Thracken will be watching is equal parts relief and intimidation, is it not?" 
 
    I didn't trust myself to keep a calm demeanor. Imerely nodded, thanked Oath for his assistance and left. Videk tagged along without saying anything, which suited me just fine. How the hell did these things keep happening to me? I'd not only let myself be roped into playing their game, but I also somehow accepted doing it 'the honorable way' on pain of, well, pain, most likely. Forget all about blackmail, lies, slander and pretty much all the best weapons in my arsenal. Unless… I rounded on Videk. "Videk, this is really, really important. This oath, does it govern the intent of the person who swears it or just the word?" 
 
    Videk looked uncomprehending for a moment before it dawned on him what I was saying—and then it was my turn to stare as the stocky lizard collapsed in howling laughter. After a while, he had to use a nearby wall to support him, as his laughter slowly dissolved into a coughing fit. A long minute passed before I relented, sacrificing one of my remaining few bottles of water. He downed most of the bottle and shortly recovered. His wheezing voice croaked, "Arcangelo. Forget what I said yesterday. You might not be family, but you and I are going to get along just fine." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Seriously. You've just entered into an oath, governed by Thracken himself, and your first thought is 'How can I weasel my way out of this?' Most people would never stoop so low as to ask a question like that." 
 
    "In my defense–" 
 
    "Most people," he added with a huge grin, "are also morons. To answer your question, feel free to get creative. As long as you're not going against an order or rule or, say, lying about something integral concerning your quest, there will be no repercussions." He sobered up. "I would advise you not to test this one too much, though. The penalties are… ugly." 
 
    Whew. That was a hell of a lot easier to process. Hell, working in a bank for me had practically been one long exercise in looking for the red tape that allowed me to do what I wanted. Oh, and looking for ways to perform my job in the easiest manner possible. So maybe I hadn't been a model employee, but in my defense, I'd been really, really bored. Wait. What had that first pop-up been again? 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  When In Nerit… (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have gained a basic understanding of the spoken kobold language. Certain simple words are now comprehensible to you. Learn to master the language before you leave. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Wait—how did that…? I jogged up to Videk, who'd started walking again and tagged his shoulder. "Quick, say something in Kobold. Something simple." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "Just—indulge me. Please?" 
 
    He scratched the scales under his armor but eventually said what sounded something like, "You're a mhote chadé, Arcangelo. What tchar?" 
 
    I did a little victory dance, which did nothing to diminish his head-shaking. Exogenics were bloody geniuses. Geni? Whatever. They were brilliant. It was actually as old-school as it got—having a language option that, once you unlocked it, unlocked different words. Games since times immemorial had gone with that approach, and it hit a sweet middle point between realism and having to actually learn an entire frigging language from scratch. Sure, I'd have to put in some hours to learn the language, and it was sure to become more difficult for the higher levels, but then I wouldn't have to struggle remembering the words every time afterwards. Only—how would it work for my own speech? A moment of mumbling under my breath like a madman provided the answer. As long as I focused on saying the words "in Kobold", the actual words that appeared would be in the kobold language. 
 
    I simply tagged along for a bit, whistling under my breath in satisfaction at the recent developments. At last, things were looking up a bit. A glance at my mini-map told me that we were aiming, in a roundabout manner, back towards the basement, and I caught up to Videk. "Hey. What's the plan?" 
 
    "Enough babysitting for me. Arack and I are meeting up to get some food on the table, in case a certain someone fails to deliver. You're going back to the lair for whatever you feel like doing. Maybe Darek will submit you to an afternoon of exquisite torture and humiliation or, as Darek calls them, lectures." 
 
    "Oh. Well, that sounds great. He's already been a huge help, and I'm just beginning to see how much he can help me." 
 
    "To each his own, I guess. If I return to find two withered corpses, I know it's ‘cause you bored each other to death." 
 
    We took the really long route. Cutbacks, a two-minute wait to see if we were being followed, and a couple of shortcuts that were way too acrobatic for my liking. Videk said it was a necessity or somebody would end up discovering their home. I could only agree. The detour did have one serendipitous result in that a familiar presence made itself known in my mind. Shortly thereafter, I was scratching Atlas' neck, telling him what a good boy he was. There was probably something wrong with treating a venom-spitting, killer lizard like a golden retriever, but Atlas sure didn't seem to mind. "C'mere, you. Heh—there's no doubting you found her. She's even applied ointment to your scales. They look a lot better already. Annoying how that woman keeps being right. Right? Now, let's see if she actually responded. Oh, there we go." I waved the note in front of Videk's face. "Look, my plan came through. We're meeting up with my friend tonight." 
 
    "You mean you are. I'm not losing my sleep over whatever you're planning, but I'll be happy to admit I was wrong afterwards if you actually pull through. Now, hide that monster away and let's get going." 
 
    I parted ways with Videk and Atlas right outside the basement. Videk was off to ‘Practice a trick I've been saving for rainy days’, and Atlas didn't care for the stuffy basement. I gave him free rein for the night and asked him to show up in the morning. 
 
    Before leaving, Videk showed me the trick to getting in without tricking the latch—a hidden rope went into the pile of rubble to raise the latch on the other side. Useful for if you were in a hurry. The place seemed empty when I descended, but as I walked past the living room, I could hear slight sounds from farther within. Walking to the door for the training room, I spotted Darek in motion. One might be tempted to titter at the thought of a peg-legged kobold, but anybody watching Darek in action would rapidly change their stance. His features were stony in concentration as he went through a complicated series of motions, moving from one set position to another, spear blurring from the speed. The only sound in the room was the occasional slap as the spear hit into position, only to spin onwards a second later. His control and speed made me marvel at how intimidating an enemy he must've been before he lost a leg—and what had managed to best him. His eyes flittered across me, and that was the only acknowledgment I received that he'd seen me. Still, I wasn't going to interrupt and sat down to observe instead. 
 
    I zoned out a bit though and suddenly realized that the intermittent sounds had stopped. My head jerked up to find Darek looking down at me, calculating. 
 
    "You have had a chance to observe. What is the verdict, then?" 
 
    "Verdict? On your skills?" 
 
    "Yes. How would you assess my capabilities in combat?" 
 
    I hesitated. "Erm. You're very skilled with the spear. Obviously." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And your physique is impressive, but," I took a deep breath and glanced at him, but his expression gave away nothing, "your old injury severely limits your movement and speed. I'm not an expert, but I'd say you'll have a difficult time with attacks to your left side." 
 
    A frown slowly built on his face. "Do you believe that you could get the best of me in combat?" he challenged. 
 
    "In here? No. It's too cramped, and your reach is too good." 
 
    "Outside, then. How would you attack me?" 
 
    I shrugged. "I wouldn't. Not initially. I'd run away, and then I'd attack with spells at a distance." 
 
    His frown grew. "That is not a very honorable notion." 
 
    "Oh, I agree, but with my abilities in close combat, honor is a luxury I cannot afford. Or, mangling the words of a pragmatic person many people have called a coward—if I run away, I get to live to run away another day." 
 
    He paused at that, considering. "Any warrior would disparage you for that. Fortunately for you, I am a hunter. We understand that the best way to achieve your goal can sometimes be through retreat or indirect means. As for you," he cleared his throat, "you may not be adept at close combat, but you keep your eyes open and know part of what to look for. This in itself is half the battle. The other half is actually knowing how to fight." He scratched one of the melted patches of scales on his arm. "You are a piece of work, Arcangelo. You gladly expose your ignorance and faults for the world to see and somehow do not expect to be judged for it. How is that?" 
 
    I was silent for a couple of heartbeats until I realized that wasn't a rhetorical question. "Because—well, if you don't admit to your ignorance and flaws, you won't be able to ask others to help you improve on them? I mean, I've already improved my language skills because of you, and if I were to have learned about Nerit all by myself instead of having Videk to teach me, it'd take years. I think I understand what you mean, though because in some areas I truly am ignorant enough that I probably seem worse than a child to you. You have my word that I do my utmost to learn quickly though. I intend for my ignorance to be a temporary phase." 
 
    That appeared to mollify him. "In that case, let us march downstairs to the classroom and try to shorten the length of this phase." 
 
    The next hours saw a swarm of knowledge floating around the chamber, guided by the insistent voice of Darek in an attempt to make their way into my thick skull. The topics were varied, mostly because I had no clue what would be useful and what wouldn't. Darek tried to keep us on the straight and narrow, however, focused on one topic at the time. "You'll find plenty of time to agonize over the dangerous animals surrounding the city. It will be of no use to you, however, if you do not learn enough to leave Nerit in one piece first." The primary topic of his choice was language—likely a good choice. I had a hard time keeping from asking questions about anything that entered my mind, though. I'd finally found a willing and able teacher, and there were so many things I wanted to learn. At one point, however, he relented, seeing how my mind kept straying. "Alright. I will grant you one question. Consider it well. You need to learn our language, or you will never understand us. I will allow for this brief deviation, though." 
 
    I gave it some consideration. Should I ask about the trio and their past? Or the kobold wars? Maybe—no. My earlier talks with Videk had left me with one thing I needed to know. "Would you explain the history behind the creation of Nerit as it is?" 
 
    "That—is an acceptable question. Are you familiar with the War of the Way?" 
 
    I just shook my head. 
 
    "You will receive the abbreviated version today. About 150 years ago, dwarves and kobolds were at war all over Neyrus. This was not a conflict over simple interests as much as it was a disagreement on which way the future of the world should be arranged. The dwarves waged war to subjugate the lesser races and install themselves as the ruling class among the 'lesser' races and Helmuth, God of dwarves, as head of a pantheon unified firmly below him. We fought to make everybody else see the light of Thracken and his ways. Most races will tell you otherwise, but know this. We only ever defended ourselves. When we refused to succumb to the rule of the dwarves and Helmuth, they marshaled their forces and struck first. The dwarves overestimated their own strength, however, and before they knew it, we were striking back all over Neyrus. Our floating fortresses gave us an advantage the other races struggled to compete with." 
 
    I interrupted, "Wait. Floating fortresses. Was this before the Separation?" 
 
    "One question, I said." He sighed. "Yes, this was before the Separation, and no, it had nothing to do with the Separation itself, which happened at least forty years after the conclusion of the war—despite whatever speculations different historians have come up with." 
 
    I found that one particularly hard to believe. Kobolds just so happened to invent floating platforms, castles and whatnot, and a bunch of years later, the continent tore itself apart, floating away? Attempting to keep my mistrust from showing on my face, I apologized for interrupting. 
 
    "The historians will agree on one thing, however. The tide of war was turning in our favor, and we were advancing on all fronts. Nerit, as you can easily spot, was no kind of fortress. Indeed, we were a support city, providing whatever assistance was required of us. We'd gather, hunt, craft and distribute—and even served as a field hospital once when a troop was ambushed. Our final mission was not supposed to be anything special in the larger scale of things, merely a chance to regroup and hunt in peace in order to bolster our forces with fresh supplies. We'd crossed the Dawnlight Forest two years earlier and found the plateau. The first time around, it proved to be a great place for hunting and gathering raw materials—leather, wood, plants of various properties—so logically, we anchored up here again. The chains and anchoring blocks are still there, should you choose to search for them. 
 
    "We still do not know what caused it. If somebody does know, they are keeping it to themselves. Everything was quiet in the early morning when suddenly the magic stopped. The invisible strings were cut, and our home crashed gracelessly to the ground. Fortunately, ours was not a fortress, anchored safely a hundred meters into the air. We were a mere couple of meters from the ground, yet still, the damage was extensive. You have seen the buildings, but it is difficult to imagine what it was like. I have read firsthand accounts of that day, and 'chaos' probably defines it best. Everywhere you looked, you would see damage or injured people, others looking for help, answers or commands." His voice grew bitter. "And those we looked to for guidance and leadership failed us on that day. The priests are the closest thing to a government we have ever had. They had the final say on most matters, while the Chief managed the mundane matters. On that day, however, they turned their backs on us. The gate to the Temple slammed closed even as the cracks widened in their walls, and we heard nothing from them until the day after, where they emerged, acting like nothing had happened. This was eighty years ago now, but the rift between the Liberators and the populace has still not healed entirely." He spread his hands. "But there you have it. The support city became a city bereft of support and then a colony in involuntary exile. And who are we today? Ask somebody else—there are no clear answers among the Fallen." 
 
    Darek called a break after this. We had obviously touched upon something that still ran deep under the surface in Nerit, and I knew when not to pry. I moved back into the common room, and… well, reacted like I do. The violin was heavy in my hands, and no tones flew straight from the heart, but sometimes, that is the case. I rarely indulge in sad music—if I have the choice, I almost always opt for something happier. Sometimes, however, the best way to chase away the sadness is to submerge yourself into it. And with that, the heartbreaking, soft notes of one of Mozart’s violin concertos filled the room in all its sweet sorrow. I closed my eyes and went with it, sharing the sadness of a people lost, cut off from everything they held dear. As I lowered the violin and opened my eyes, I could see Darek's form in the back of the room, and I swear I saw a clawed hand wiping at an eye. I ignored him and busied myself polishing the poor, battered violin with a spare scrap of cloth.  
 
    Blessedly, after our break, the mood in the basement had improved. We returned to the earlier language session, and Darek slowly moved on to introduce me to their written language. Now, I've learned English and German in real life, but I've never really enjoyed a language lesson. For me, the only real and tangible enjoyment concerning languages is when you actually get out there and use what you've learned with people. This lesson, however, rocked, and I applied my full concentration. Darek was an excellent teacher once he warmed up—that was one thing. But learning an entirely new language which I was entirely confident did not exist in real life? That part had the added bonus of making me feel like an explorer, learning about exotic civilizations during my travels. For all intents and purposes, it was pretty close to the mark as well. As for the kobold written language… well, I'm no linguist. If I were to compare it to something, it'd be some Eastern European language. Stylistically, the letters looked completely normal but didn't exactly behave like I thought they should. As for the rules of the language…, hell if I knew. I wasn't even close to a basic understanding of it, and for now, it was simply memorization time. At least they used the alphabet and not some sort of complicated pictograms or weird cultural stuff where they'd invent one language for the upper castes and another, slightly tackier, language for the rest. And yes, I asked. 
 
    Still, I lost myself in the studies, and when Darek told me we were done for the day, I was surprised to see that the hours had flown by. Not only that, but the 'hungry' debuff had also found its way back. We walked back towards the common room when, suddenly, I was met with a horrendous stench. The moment it struck me, my nostrils tried to shut down and failed horribly.  
 
    Walking through the door, Videk grinned in greeting. "Steager cabbage soup. The taste isn't half bad, but you'll want to tear your nose off before we're done." 
 
    I coughed and regretted it instantly. "Gods, that's ghastly. I might have to take my chances with Talen and his crew." 
 
    Arack entered from the training room with a smile and joined in the banter. For a while, things were completely carefree, and even the ghastly smell couldn't ruin the mood. I ate my last ration of bread, and we chatted amiably for a while. At some point, however, the mood was ruined, and I found myself in a violent coughing fit, trying to talk through a mouthful of crumbs. "What the Pits do you mean, 'nothing'?" 
 
    Darek answered calmly, "The life of an Anathema is not meant to be one of enjoyment. Rather, we should focus on where we have failed and how to properly return to the right path." 
 
    "I can't believe you're saying that with a straight face. Videk said something like that earlier, but I thought it was just in public. But you really have nothing to cheer you up? First, they take away everything you have and stick you in the ruins—and then they forbid you any sort of fun on top of that? No music. No theatre. Not even a gods-cursed mime. That's not right, Darek." 
 
    Videk nodded. "Darek and I don't see eye-to-eye on this. It's not like there are any official rules that tell us that we're not allowed to enjoy ourselves, but, y'know," he shrugged, "you try and arrange some entertainment for everybody, some zealot is bound to pay you a visit and make sure you reconsider. Of course, we do have ways around this and plenty of types of entertainment."  
 
    Mouth agape, it took me three attempts to form a coherent reply. "Plenty of entertainment? Are we talking about what I witnessed today? All the catering to the high and mighty who decide to come slumming with the outcasts? Of course, should you choose to entertain your fellow Fallen instead, judgment will soon follow, right?" 
 
    For the first time, Videk looked annoyed. "What do you want us to do? It's easy to criticize our world. If you're looking to impress me, do something about it instead." 
 
    "Sorry. It's– I know I'm new here and all. I probably should just keep my trap shut. It's just infuriating to see." 
 
    I munched on my lump of bread for a while, half-heartedly listening to Videk laying out the different clandestine types of entertainment for Fallen. They actually had a lot of stuff going down, but they had to keep it hidden, and with no real sense of community, it was every kobold out for himself. Suddenly, I found myself musing out loud, "Well, why shouldn't I do something about it?" 
 
    Arack had been in the middle of a low discussion with Darek but raised her head. "Do something about what?" 
 
    "This. In all likelihood, I'll never get around to understanding why they'd banish you from society in the first place. But then keeping you down and punishing you on top of the actual rules? That's simply not fair. So help me here. Right now, I'm… sort of on probation as a fully-fledged member of the community, right?" 
 
    Arack cocked her head. "More like you're standing in the queue, waiting to ask to join the competition to become a member. And your competition has been training their entire life. And the judges don't particularly like your type." 
 
    I snorted. "Thank you for those supportive words, Arack. But yeah, what I'm aiming for is, I'm still in the running, right?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "And the usual unofficial rules that allow the castes to bully Fallen that step out of line—would they apply to me?" 
 
    Videk stepped in, "Definitely not. Oath, and by extension, the Church, take their redemption very seriously, and as soon as you apply, you're officially trying to become a better person. We had a hunter who had it in for a Fallen—they had a rivalry from earlier, I think—and the hunter roughed him up some after he'd been accepted for the hunter tests. The day after, we had a new Fallen applying for the hunter test." He chuckled wickedly. "Good times." 
 
    "You know, that's just what I needed to hear. Thank you." I brushed a smattering of crumbs off of my pants and stood up. 
 
    As I walked towards the stairs, the clattering of a chair and rush of cloth followed me, and I was rapidly followed by both Videk and Arack. 
 
    "What are you planning, Arcangelo? Can we join you? Should we take some weapons along?" Arack practically skipped up the stairs.  
 
    Videk slapped her on top of the head. "Stop that. You think Darek would approve of that kind of talk?" His tail inched forward to prod me in the side.  
 
    "What are you planning, though?" 
 
    I shrugged, listening intently at the door before silently swinging it open. We moved outside in silence, taking care to check on all sides before moving out into the outskirts. "Honestly? I'm not quite sure yet. The only thing I'm confident about is that I want to do something." 
 
    Videk nodded. "That was lovely and vague. Heh. With your behavior until now, however, I must say, I'm not going to miss watching." 
 
    "Yay!" Arack's tail whipped excitedly back and forth. 
 
    "From a distance." 
 
    "Aw." 
 
    With the roundabout route we were taking, I had some time to think about my plan, so I didn't just rush in and commit some huge social faux pas. What was I aiming to do anyway? Commit social upheaval and have them overthrow their leaders? Yeah, right. Not only did I not relish their chances, but I'd also be a patently bad choice for a figurehead. That, and it wasn't my fight to begin with. I just felt so bad for them—they were dealt a horrible hand to begin with, and then most simple pleasures were kept from them on top of that? Not cool. So—maybe that's where I should start? Bring some simple joy into their lives in what limited ways I'd be able to.  
 
    Of course, all the while, in the back of my head, a tiny voice was taunting me, "You are aware they're not real, right? They're gigabytes in a server somewhere, that's all." I brushed away the sentiment. For all intents and purposes, this was my life now, and I was going to treat it as such. Well, at least as long as there wasn't any overhanging risk of me being found by a certain Eastern-European individual.  
 
    We arrived at the Plaza with Videk and Arack loitering in the background so they wouldn't be seen to arrive with me. I briefly considered announcing my presence but decided against it—and just started playing instead. I went for happy. Happy, wrapped in silly and with a side order of ludicrous. Oh, and loud. For the first time since unlocking it, I really tested the new range I'd received when I hit Apprentice in Musician, and hot friggin’ damn did it make for a difference. After a bit, even the people on the other side of the plaza glanced over to see what the commotion was. The first couple of minutes were pretty simple though as most kobolds went on with their daily tasks while I introduced them to the antics of Old Dan Tucker. 
 
      
 
    "Well, Old Dan Tucker was a fine old man 
 
    Washed his face in a frying pan 
 
    Combed his hair with a wagon wheel 
 
    Died with a toothache in his heel" 
 
      
 
    At first, I didn't see much of a reaction to the music from the bystanders. One kobold frowned in confusion over a particularly silly turn of phrase, and another snickered at the use of the word 'peckerhole'. Unperturbed, when I ran out of verses, I launched straight into the next one. It was a tough crowd—one of the toughest I'd ever played for. Not only was there a distinct lack of reactions, but I still had issues decoding the facial expressions of kobolds. Usually, I mix up the moods a bit when I play, try and avoid repetition. Today, however, I was set on keeping the mood happy and have them soften up to me. Only, it just didn't take. A few people started turning back towards what they were doing or walking away, and I was scratching my head in bewilderment. Seriously, with the lives they lived, I'd expected them to be applauding by the end of my first song, but as my third traditional, old-fashioned funny folk song was winding down, they looked less and less interested. 
 
    Fair enough—time to switch it up some. I wracked my brain. So maybe light and carefree wasn't the right approach for the Fallen. Alright. If the poor bastards were unable to enjoy some old-fashioned silliness and unperturbed happiness, we might as well take a darker approach. I cracked my knuckles and charged into an old classic. On the face of it, it seemed reminiscent of the songs I'd just sung, and a few additional members of the audience turned tail—literally—and started leaving, but when I reached the chorus, the mood changed. A couple of the kobolds who were listening to the words launched into uproarious laughter, and an old fellow short one leg almost choked on his drink. Well, the title of the song was Poisoning Pigeons In The Park. I concentrated on my singing—some of the verses had to be changed slightly to suit the audience—but it looked like the crowd was growing again. I wasted no time, delving deeper into dark humor. Poisoned pigeons were replaced by Weird Al wondering why his wife kept trying to kill him and yet again by Macabre singing about a cursed cat that kept reappearing. At this point, I could feel it. I had them. The mood of the audience had changed, and they were hanging on to my every word. The music didn't seem to matter as much as the humor itself though, so I let loose and let my unpracticed voice ring as loud as it could. At this point, I experimented a bit, moving from morbidity into the realm of the outlandish, treating them to the delightful old ditty I Love Onions. I was rewarded with the sight of two drunken kobolds, clasping at each other in a futile attempt to stand and failing in a pile of inebriation and laughter both. 
 
    I found myself in uncharted territory. This once, I had nowhere to be, no pressing arrangements or quests that begged for instant completion, and I decided to treat the Fallen to a performance to remember. Whichever songs I could come up with that bordered the realm of the bizarre and morbid, I dredged up from the swamp of memory. Often, I had to take a moment to change wordings and adapt them to make sense to a tribe of hunter-gatherer lizards stuck in the middle of a forest, and I probably missed more often than not, but nevertheless, it was a smashing success. The kobolds howled with laughter, treated me to excessive applause that was by no means proportional to my untrained singing voice and kept on egging me on for more songs.  
 
    After almost two hours, I addressed the crowd, "I apologize. My voice is almost gone from lack of practice, and I'd like to be able to sing more tomorrow." This was met with a mixture of boos and applause, and I continued, "If there's anybody among you who knows how to sing, however, I'd love to accompany you for as long as my fingers can manage." I smiled in anticipation, but nobody stepped forward, and suddenly, I realized my faux pas. Oh yeah, the whole 'fear of reprisal' thing. Flashing an even larger smile, I moved on. "Otherwise, I'll just treat you to some tunes—and besides, I'm here all week. Try the veal."  
 
    The next hour or so, I just played—lively, happy dancing music mostly, folk songs or whatever jigs I felt like playing. People had mostly returned to their endeavors, but a good number were still loitering, listening to the music and relaxing. To me, letting loose and practicing some of the songs I rarely got to play back in Copenhagen was just an added bonus on top of a job well done. Everything wasn't perfect, though. I was getting some nasty looks here and there, and once, a thrown rock struck my boot—some people were clearly unsatisfied with me ruining the usual rhythm. Either that or they actually agreed with the hogwash about how Anathema should spend their day reflecting on how to redeem themselves. One of Talen’s crew was also lingering nearby, shooting me the occasional threatening stare. The idea struck me that it'd probably be the wise choice to memorize all escape routes and hiding places nearby. I might be off-limits in the middle of the crowd, but as soon as I was alone—yeah, I'd better ally myself with Videk to avoid any 'accidents'. 
 
    Today, however, proved an absolute success, and I gradually let the music die down, packed up and returned to the basement. There were no tips or rewards to be had from the audience, but I didn't expect that either—they really didn't seem like they had anything to spare. I did receive a couple of pop-ups—skill ups to Performing, Singing and Musician, respectively and one final intriguing one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Your reputation with the Anathema of Nerit has increased by +150. (+20%) =180 New reputation: 1180 (liked). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I amped up my paranoia on the way back, keeping an eye out for anybody following, but that was clearly not the case, and I congratulated myself on a flawless victory. The view that met me upon re-entering the basement, however, quickly sobered me up. All three basement dwellers were waiting for me, talking quietly among themselves, and I timidly entered the room. 
 
    Darek spared no time in getting to the point, "You are causing trouble. I told you, Fallen cannot afford trouble. Explain yourself." 
 
    I looked for the right words but, after a bit, reverted to honesty instead, "I know it'll cause trouble, but what your society is doing to you guys is wrong. Also, having some self-proclaimed vigilantes punish you for a moment of fun on top of that? Even the ones who made the rules can't have had that in mind."  
 
    Darek's frown deepened ever further until he finally cursed and stood up. He addressed Videk and Arack, "You know my thoughts on this. The decision is yours." 
 
    This left me with the two younger kobolds. Videk was also keeping a strict façade—Arack less so. In fact, she was bouncing about on her seat, mouthing something to herself. I focused on Videk to begin with. 
 
    He drawled, "I'll be here all week. Try the wheel?" 
 
    "Oh, I didn't actually think about that much. It's just a phrase musicians use where I'm from. It means I'll be back again." 
 
    "And do you intend to play again?" 
 
    "Yeah. Most likely, a good bunch of the Fallen have actually earned their sentence, but that's no reason to keep grinding 'em into the dust. Look, I'll level with you. I… don't always think things through on the first go. Same thing goes for today, but I actually want to go back out there. What's the damage in me bringing a sorely-needed hint of light into the lives of these poor suckers?" 
 
    "Except of course if you lead Talen straight back to us. That'll be the end of our cozy hideout." 
 
    "True," I granted. "That is a threat. I can promise you that I'll do whatever I can to keep your secret and that I'll let myself get Reborn before letting them follow me back here." 
 
    He gave that proper consideration. "Unless, of course, you fail to spot them. However… as long as you promise to always take the long way back, they'll have plenty of time to jump you beforehand." He got up and stretched, punching me in the shoulder. "Besides, with that voice, somebody's bound to strangle you beforehand."  
 
    My rude gesture fell unnoticed, as he was already striding away with a huge grin on his face.  
 
    I scowled at his retreating back, only to jump when Arack cleared her throat, reminding me of her presence. "You know, you shouldn't be nervous. Videk might talk mean, but he's a big, old softie. Besides, I own that chubby tail of his, and he knows I liked your songs. He'd never dare hurt me like that." 
 
    I gave her a huge grin. My very first real fan ended up being a teenage kobold—who'd have pictured that? "I appreciate it, Arack. I owe you one." 
 
    "Oh yes, you do. Honestly, I think even Darek dislikes the way they treat us, but the old lizard's too soft to change the way he acts at this point." 
 
    I nodded. "That's fair. To tell you the truth, I have trouble changing what I dislike about my own damn behavior, and I'm still sort of young. Speaking of which…" I shot a glance at Arack. Being within biting distance of a creature with as many sharp teeth as a kobold was still a bit weird to me, and sometimes, I had to suppress my fight and flight instincts. Still, her face was all earnest with sincere interest written all over. "Arack, I've been told that it's horrible behavior to ask a person about the reason why they've become Anathema, but… well–" 
 
    She interrupted, "You're curious?" 
 
    "No. Well, yes, but I also just don't understand it. You're young, and you seem like a really nice person." 
 
    Her tailed swished back and forth behind her. "Get out of here with that. Also, thanks. And I don't mind sharing. It wasn't exactly the largest surprise for me when it happened. They'd warned me what was going to happen for a long time, really. If only…" she sighed. "I had the chance to become a priestess at a young age, but I turned it down. You should've heard my parents go on and on, 'Are you insane? You'll never get another chance like this. It's this or the hunters, and you know you haven't got the endurance for that.' Of course, they were right, but is that any reason to drone on and on?"  
 
    I pointedly did not say anything at this point, and she continued, "Of course, I believed that I knew everything. Pits, I still do. The thing is, Arcangelo, they're wrong. They're dead wrong, and I need to show them. Here—check this out." She rolled up her sleeves and held up her arms for me to peruse.  
 
    At first I couldn't tell what she was aiming at, but when I peered closer, I could see how the scales in a row a bit above the elbow on both arms looked discolored and skewed—almost broken—and her otherwise brawny arms looked a lot thinner from that point and all the way to her clawed hands. "What is that, Arack? An injury?" 
 
    "Yup. My parents used to say that I was always a wild one. I suppose they're right at that. Well, this was my very first reminder that your actions have consequences. Heh. Personally, I think that they could've let me off with a stern warning or something. I don't know what I was doing at the time—exploring the ruins, most likely. Even at eight, I was fast enough to elude capture all the time, meaning I pretty much did what I wanted to. Anyway, I must've upset something in this old house because suddenly, half the wall came tumbling down on me. Somehow, I managed to avoid the worst of it, but this one huge block of stone landed right on top of both my arms."  
 
    I flinched at the mental picture, but Arack just laughed. "You've got that right. The gods know I bawled my eyes out. I cried, screamed, cursed and cried some more. Only, this was on the outskirts, so nobody heard me. I must've passed out too at some point because I vividly remember waking back up only to find that it wasn't a nightmare after all. Not sure how much time went by, but eventually, somebody did find me and tip off the stone. They must've somehow found out where I lived too because I came to back in bed." She grimaced. "And that was pretty much that." She mimicked different voices.  
 
    "Oh Arack, why are you so careless?" 
 
     "I regret to tell you this, but the damage to the muscle is permanent. She will never be able to be a warrior after all." 
 
    "You just rest, love. We'll find another place for you." 
 
    Arack’s smiling face turned malevolent for a moment. "And they all expected me to accept that like a good girl."  
 
    "So—what did you do?" 
 
    The tiny kobold jumped abruptly into the air to balance precariously in a heroic position on her chair. "What any warrior of legend would do. I rebelled. Well, first, I got better, and then I told them where they could shove it and started training. Unfortunately, they were right on one account, the muscles in my arms had been permanently damaged. Not a fun discovery, I can attest to that. But I didn't let that stop me, and while I used to be pretty strong, I've always been fast as lightning. When I got back to training, I focused all my efforts on my speed and agility. It worked too! After a bunch of years, none of the others were able to touch me, except on a bad day, and if it hadn't been for that cranky old teacher who refused to see how I'd hold my own in a battle, I would be a warrior today, living life and taking names." She raised her chin, proud and defiant. 
 
    A voice rang from the doorway, "Tell him the rest of the story." Darek looked straight at Arack with a stern expression. 
 
    "But I've only told him the truth." 
 
    He remained unmoved. "Lying through omission is still a lie. Thracken knows." 
 
    She fumed but eventually settled back down into the chair. "I didn't lie!" she insisted. "It's just… well, the older I grew and the more they realized I wasn't going to change my mind, the harder they made things for me, especially old Tarkos. He introduced rope pulls, weight lifting, all sorts of things that were meant to show me that I'd never succeed as a warrior. He couldn't just toss me, though since I dominated any unarmed matches or matches with light weapons. In the end, he won the battle. When it came to my rite of admission, he made me fight Dvorack, that primitive sack of scales—and how he must've laughed—because he made us fight unarmed but in a full set of heavy leather armor." A bit of her earlier spark returned. "I didn't back down easily, though. It took her ten minutes before I was tired enough that she could catch me off-guard. I must've hit her fifty times by then, I just—I didn't have the strength to get through the armor." She spoke up, "Happy now, you old spoilsport?" 
 
    Darek responded from the doorway, "You know I dislike that story. I am still conflicted on whether Dvorack's actions were dishonorable. However, if you have decided that Arcangelo is worthy of hearing the story, he should hear it all." Slowly, he ambled back into the hallway and disappeared. 
 
    "For what it's worth, I appreciate you telling me." I winked at her. "I actually preferred the first version - what say we create a song later to properly lay it out there, heroic-like?" 
 
    She laughed and nodded eagerly.  
 
    I held up a hand. "Oh, before we start shaping the legend of Arack, the whirlwind warrior princess, I do have one serious question." 
 
    "Oh, I like the sound of that. Not the serious question part, the other part. I guess I'll suffer one more question if it's not too long." 
 
    I nodded in gratitude. "It's about your training. I'm guessing that means you intend to take the test at some point and redeem yourself?" 
 
    "Yes. Not this time around, though. I've only just gotten started on throwing knives, and both Darek and Videk agree I should learn those first." 
 
    "Fair enough. I was just wondering, what's to keep them from pulling the same dirty tricks they did last time?" 
 
    She flashed me a smile. "Oh, that's easy. I've been learning all sorts of things about poison from Videk. Try to tire me out, it won't be me keeling over this time, that's for sure." 
 
    Turns out Thracken cares more about winning than he does about weird constructs such as 'honor'. Every day was a learning experience in Nerit. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 20 – Snack Run 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day I dedicated to relaxing and laying around, trying to make heads or tails of the kobold language. Arack and I composed a horribly over-the-top epic song about the Whirlwind Warrior and all her imagined exploits. Once we were done laughing, I roped her into helping me translate it loosely into the kobold language and teaching me how to write the damn thing. I recognized a few words here or there, but I clearly had a long way to go for any decent basis of understanding. Still, when we were done, I felt confident I'd be able to recognize a smattering of new written words—at the very least, 'heroic' and 'magnificent'. 
 
    As payback, Arack asked me to help with her training, and I indulged her. It was hard not to want to indulge her, really. She was a sweet girl, quick to show her happiness and share in yours. On our way to the training room, I stopped, skimming the anticipated pop-up: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  When In Nerit… (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have gained a basic understanding of the written kobold language. Certain simple words are now decipherable in writing. Learn to master the language before you leave. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I smiled and was about to continue on my way when I was struck by an epiphany and rapidly opened my inventory. With bated breath, I scrolled down to the hitherto-unidentified book and pulled it out. "Arack. Please, what does this word mean?" I pointed at the first word in the title. 
 
    "Let me see. Oh, 'history'. How in the Pits did you get a history book of Nerit? I didn't even know we had one." 
 
    "I have connections. Very, very peculiar connections." I despaired of ever really getting to understand Greck. He refused to just straight out explain the deal around Nerit and seemed to be thoroughly offended at having to briefly mention the place, but all along, he'd been the one who provided me with a book which was likely to contain all the answers I wanted—as long as I did the necessary legwork so I could understand it, obviously. Whatever he was about, however, it meant I'd have to step up my reading game, or I'd never be able to get to all the secrets that could be hidden within its pages.  
 
    But first things first. It was time to help Arack with her training, and I stood awkwardly inside the training room while she bustled about the room, gathering several handfuls of items. Fist-sized rocks, mostly, with a collection of more dangerous-looking items too. "You don't expect me to throw these at you, right?"  
 
    Her amused laughter filled the room. "Of course not. I'm the one who's supposed to train her throwing skills, aren't I? I can't very well do that if I'm prancing around the room." 
 
    "I recall agreeing to help—not to be a glorified target board." 
 
    "Don't worry, my dainty, silk-skinned friend. You won't be in danger. We have all the aids we'll need right here." She handed me an item with a satisfied nod. 
 
    Staring at the thing like it was going to take a swing at me, I commented, "A net. Really?" It was a haphazard contraption, basically a long stick with a loose burlap net attached to a wooden frame at the end. 
 
    "Come on. You promised to help, and if we have to spend half our time fetching the rocks, we'll never get anything done." 
 
    I grumbled a bit, but in the end, I succumbed, and we started our own specialized version of dodgeball. Basically, I'd dodge and weave my way through the obstacle-filled terrain and flail the net around, presenting as difficult a target as possible for Arack. At first, I moved slowly, keeping the net as far as possible from my body, but as her precision became apparent, my nerves dissipated. I also learned that her strength was negligible. Even with my ridiculous physical stats, I was able to catch the rocks without having to over adjust. A short while later, I was taking a breather, yet again cursing my horrible stamina. "That—was actually pretty fun, but I have to ask. Why do you believe you need any additional training? Your aim is incredible—you must have missed five times or so total." 
 
    Beaming with the praise, she answered, "Thanks, Arcangelo, and thank you for going easy on me as well—I enjoyed a workout that was less demanding." Before I could correct her, she continued, "I do believe my aim is getting decent, but Darek insists on improving my technique before switching to knives. Makes sense, I guess, though I keep promising him we'll wait with the poisons until I have it down pat." 
 
    "That's… very thoughtful of you." At that exact point, I realized one tiny detail I'd somehow managed to miss entirely. I needed to learn how to throw. Hell, if I wanted to use my bombs from tinkering myself just the tiniest bit with my lousy agility, I'd have to invest some effort into it. Gah, I'd even gone so far as to remove the Throwing skill from my character sheet in the belief that I'd never get to use it. Oh well. "Hey, Arack. Would you mind letting me have a go? I just realized how much I have to learn." 
 
    The next half hour went by in a flash, and I was confronted with how much agility meant. Most of my rocks went nowhere near the target, even when Arack stood stock-still. I believe she took pity on me though because she promised to help me with some additional pointers in the days to come. I readily accepted—it was a godsend, really. Her company and good mood was refreshing, and seeing as how I had nearly three weeks until the tournament, I might as well spend them wisely. Already, my efforts had netted me an increase to Throwing and one to Unarmored Dodge. Soon, practice was over, and we returned to the common room for dinner. Of course, that led me to confront another ugly fact—I was out of food. I decided to ignore it for now, though in the hope that my rendezvous with Darya would go over successfully. The trio were chatting quietly in the kobold language, and I decided to not intrude too much, attempting to see how much I'd be able to understand. The answer was 'not much'. It was pretty much like listening to somebody talk with the heaviest of accents. You might be able to catch a word here or there, but the meaning was still way out of my range. Fortunately, when they'd devoured yet another meal of that horrible soup, it was easy to talk Darek into a one-on-one conversation.  
 
    So far, my observations had led me to conclude that Darek might be a bit of a grouch, but if you managed to invoke his teacher instinct, he'd shift over into a more pleasant mood. At least, that was my working theory, and I intended to abuse the hell out of it. Our so-called conversation was still closer to baby talk at this point, but it was interesting. At this point, we'd left behind the different phrases and moved on to common words. I'd say a word, and he'd provide me with the translation for it. Afterwards, I'd try creating some sort of construction from that and other words I knew already. If I had to compare it to real life, we were probably at the 'I go potty' state but improving fast, if I were to keep it positive. Still, even in the early stages, the process revealed a lot about their race and way of thinking. "No word for friend? How does that even work?" 
 
    "Needless to say, we have a word for friend. We do not, however, have a word for 'friend who is not a kobold.'" Darek's stony façade slipped for a moment, leaving him looking slightly uncomfortable. "Even before the war, we have always kept to ourselves and those who left us to mingle with the other races seldom return. And afterwards, we have lost a few brethren who opted to run away instead of staying. The truth is, however, we really have nowhere to go." 
 
    "I understand that. So what would you call a half-elf acquaintance instead?" 
 
    "D'nerius." Again that look. 
 
    "Wait. Why does that word ring a bell? Somebody called me that before, I believe. Well, not exactly that, but something pretty similar. What does it mean?" 
 
    "The correct interpretation is probably 'half-elf vassal' or ‘slave’.” 
 
    My mouth opened and closed a few times before my mind caught up to it. "You guys really need to have more contact with the rest of the world." Seeing the flash of emotion on his face, I backpedaled, "Sorry, that was in bad taste. But that's… not exactly a healthy way of thinking. Have you ever considered contacting Grant's Crossing to establish an alliance instead?" 
 
    "The moment the Chief decides to ask fallen hunters for advice, I will let him know," he said sarcastically. "Listen, Arcangelo. Few people know what happened on the night when Nerit fell, and people like you and me will never get to know it. As for what happens now, that is for the Church and the Chief to decide. The remainder of us are only along for the ride." 
 
    Damn. I'd hoped that Darek could clue me in on the past. "I apologize for derailing the studies again. So what's the word for run?" Following this, our studies went on for a while until things started blurring together in my head, and I opted out. I still had a couple of hours before my midnight rendezvous with Darya and decided to have a nap beforehand. I set the in-game alarm and made myself comfortable. The chatter from Videk and Arack slowly tuned out, and I fell asleep.  
 
    Naps are a funny thing. Sometimes it's possible to nap for five minutes, and you'll wake up feeling slightly refreshed. At other times, two hours will leave you feeling strung out and more tired than when you went to sleep. Not so in World of Chains, though. While they did allow for a realistic approach to waking up—as in, you weren't fully aware the second you awoke—they'd thankfully elected not to introduce the possibility of a bad night's sleep, REM-cycles and other intricacies I knew nothing about. Nightmares were still a thing though, for some reason. 
 
    I wasted little time getting up and tiptoeing outside. Only a glint in the darkness told me that one of the others was awake, keeping an eye on me. The chilly night outside quickly woke me up fully, and I walked straight to the agreed meeting place. Even at night, I could move about pretty well without stumbling. The buildings on the outskirts of Nerit might be mostly ruins, but still, the roads and pathways allowed for clear passage without having to fear tripping over rubble in the darkness every other second. Naturally, this meant that I arrived early and had some time to kill in the cold. I did a quick circle of the area, ensuring that we'd be alone, and then I started pacing to keep warm.  
 
    The wait wasn't long. A low voice came from the darkness, and Darya emerged from the darkness with a smile. "It's always nice to see a man arrive early. Miss me?" 
 
    "Very much so. How're they treating you?" 
 
    "Better than you, from what I hear. How did you manage to get yourself exiled? I mean, do you do stunts like these on purpose?" 
 
    I groaned and then spent a while trying to convince Darya that this time around I was not the one to blame. She listened intently and seemed to accept my explanation. 
 
    "Wow. That sounds unfair. Extremely so, even. My introduction was pretty mellow. I received a couple of quests where I needed to impress them with what I know. Basic stuff—sneaking, tracking, shooting a bow. It's a quest series, so I'm not exactly sure what it leads up to, but it looks like once I've got the first part down, I'll have earned enough reputation to be at neutral status—should cut down on some of the scowls I'm getting." 
 
    "Otherwise, please tell me. I don't know that I can do anything, but I'm the one who dragged you into this, and I don't want to be the cause of any discomfort." 
 
    She waved a hand dismissively. "Please. I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself. I do appreciate the gesture, though. It’s not like I’m alone in the world either. One of the more experienced hunters has actually been pretty good company. Now, what’s all this about you being in dire straits without my help?" 
 
    My eyes inadvertently lowered. "Long story short? I need food. Right now, I have a 'hungry' debuff that's going to change to 'starving' at some point, and money's apparently no good in this godforsaken hole. Also, I've found a trio of fellow losers that are willing to help me, but I'll need to feed them as well to get their full cooperation."  
 
    Her nostrils flared. "So you want me to arrange for food and serve you—like a good woman should?" 
 
    "No. Hell no. That's– If that's what you think of me, I…” my words trailed off as I caught the white glint of her wicked grin in the darkness. "You're a devil-woman, you know that, right?" 
 
    "And you're too easy. Listen, Daniel, I'm not about to be unreasonable. I can see that you can't just go gallivanting off into the woods to hunt. Here, take this." She started piling items into a rough burlap sack. By rights, half the food from the deer should go to Atlas and you—that's it right here. And I've already told you, I'm more than willing to help Grant's Crossing, so if this will help with your quest, it should also help them, right?" I nodded, and she continued, "Good. My quests are mostly accompanied, but I do have a little downtime. I should be able to scrounge up something extra from the forest within the next day or two. No promises on the taste, but it should be edible." She gave me a confident smile. 
 
    "You have no idea how much that means. Thank you very, very much." My eyes veered down towards the sack. "Gods. You even saved some jerky for me." I lifted up a piece, admiring it reverently before tearing off a huge bite, groaning in delight. 
 
    She coughed. "Well, not as much as you might expect. When should we meet again? Two days, same place, same time? Maybe have Atlas drop off another note if something changes—if it's not too dangerous for him?" 
 
    I nodded. "Great idea. Judging from his smug demeanor, it was a cakewalk, and I bet he'd love to prove it to me yet again. Heh—and have you treat him like the king he is, of course." 
 
    Darya smiled. "He's like a huge dog that just adores his scratches—too charming for his own good, really. Do we have any other pressing issues? I don't know what it is with the people here, but apparently, they're all early wakers, and some of us need our beauty sleep." She got up and stretched. 
 
    I am not certain what compelled me to do it. Before I knew it, though, I crossed to stand before her, and the words flew from my lips, "Stay a while?" 
 
    Apparently, that was enough to leave Darya at a loss for words, and I struggled to frame what I wanted to say. "Only if you don't mind, of course. It's just—for once, I feel that I can relax and be myself. I hadn't realized just how much I'd missed that with being in-game and in character all the time." 
 
    She wavered for a moment, but then with a faint smile, she sat back down. "I guess I can hang around for a while." 
 
    Naturally, it was a horrible idea. The chance that she might realize who I was or I'd slip up and say something that she would inadvertently let slip to the wrong person was undeniable. Still, with the stress from the past week's events, the relief from just acting myself around another real person was tangible. And so, for the time being, we just talked—shared anecdotes about our pasts, favorite games and whatever sprang to mind. Once the initial awkwardness had dissipated, Darya talked as much as I did. We shared a few favorites, though she had something of an obsession over JRPGs I'd never be able to match. Also, she was a complete bibliophile, something I will never be able to understand. I've always preferred my stories in comics or games. Regardless of details, the girl that took shape before me was utterly delightful, intriguing and nowhere near as self-confident as her current looks had led me to believe. If I were to accept a wager, I'd place good money that the real Darya was every bit as much a loner as me. 
 
    At some point, she was overtaken by a huge yawn, and my body betrayed me, letting out an even larger one. I smiled, surprised by how grainy my eyes felt and noticed that the darkness of the night was turning to grey. "You're completely right. I'm a complete ass for keeping you that long, but still, I'm really glad you stayed." 
 
    That timid smile reappeared for a while again before being replaced by her usual grin. "Agreed. Don't go disturbing my sleep too often. That sort of behavior doesn't garner any bonus points with the ladies." She jumped up, looking around. "Today is going to be a long day. Hey, Daniel?" 
 
    I'd been rubbing my eyes vigorously, trying to make the blurring go away and nodded, lifting my head. Seeing Darya right before me, I almost flinched before realizing what was happening. Her arms enfolded me in a rough embrace, and whatever had been on my mind disappeared as my shoulders stiffened. Within seconds, my natural aversion to hugs lessened, allowing me to relax and hug her back. 
 
    A moment later, she stepped back, looking down. "Thank you. This was– I needed this. Take care of yourself, okay?" With one last, fleeting smile, she disappeared into the waning darkness.  
 
    All the way back to the basement, the feeling of having her in my arms stayed with me. Funny. She didn't feel the least bit too muscular to me. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 21 – Reporting for Duty 
 
      
 
    My fellow basement dwellers were kind enough to let me sleep in, and I awoke well-rested, content and without that annoying 'hungry' debuff. Sending a kind thought to Darya, I grabbed a piece of jerky to start the day off in style. Munching, I pocketed another handful, and before any greedy second thoughts surfaced, I located Darek who was staring in consternation at the map inside the classroom.  
 
    His attitude when I handed him the food was equal parts happiness and surprise. Rummaging around the sack, he proclaimed, "This should keep us for a week or so. Thank you—it definitely removes the worst of our troubles." 
 
    "A little less than a week, probably. The food in there is also for me, but I have the feeling you guys are better at divvying it up and making food last. At least, that's what I've concluded from that horrible, stinky soup you devoured yesterday." I held up a hand, forestalling any comments. "My friend is going to be helping us with provisions for as long as we're both in Nerit though, and I'll see her in two days' time again, so if you want to throw a small feast, you won't be running out of food just yet." 
 
    He stared at me for a while over the opened bag, then slapped his leg hard. "Hah. I really did not believe that you would pull through. I am glad to admit that I was wrong about you. With your friend helping for the time leading up to the tournament, this should tide us over for the winter." He turned his back to me, staring at the map yet again.  
 
    I glanced at the pop-up I'd just received: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Hostess Gifts 
    
  You have been very generous in your gifts and have delivered more than Darek and his group asked for or anticipated. 
    
  Base reward: 
  You have been accepted by Darek and his group 
  You have received 300 experience points. Experience towards next level: 320/4000 
  Reward for delivering more than what was necessary: 
  New training venues and possibilities have been made available.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, that was vague. Promising, but vague. 
 
    A booming laught escaped Darek, and he turned his back on the map. "Depending on how well your friend pulls her weight, I might only have to join a mole rat hunt or two, and those can barely be called dangerous." His smile stayed on but gradually dissipated while he slowly walked back towards me. As he stood before me, I felt like a bug under the magnifying glance of his scrutiny.  
 
    "Arack was adamant I help you train to acclimatize you to the perils of Nerit. She appears to have taken a shine to you, what with your fancy words and airy tunes." He shook his head disdainfully. "I told her that I would not waste an ounce of energy on somebody who was not invested in Nerit, and the Honor Games would sort you out soon enough. Providing for my family, though, that is investment enough for me. Now, I shall help you try to make it to the Games instead." 
 
    "That's incredible, Darek. I cannot tell you how much that means." That wasn't even exaggeration. My combat skills were horrible, and a seasoned veteran ready to train me could provide a serious leg-up. 
 
    "I would rein in the positivity if I were you. Multiple people have called me a good trainer, yet I have never been called a kind one. Let us move to the training room." 
 
    Moments later, I was forced to agree with his verdict as I stumbled around the training room, trying to follow his bidding. I had a hard time deciphering what the hell we were training as there was neither rhyme nor reason to his instructions. One moment, he'd have me sprinting around the room at full speed. Next, he'd have me doing pushups until my arms caved in—after all of six repetitions. Then there were jumps of varying length and height, dodging items real and imaginary. Even frigging handstands. The list went on and on as the only sounds to be heard inside the room were Darek's commands and my panting breath. At last, he told me to get up, and I did so, grudgingly and massaging a tender spot. The final exercise had been a complicated sequence with me placed prone on my back, rolling to either side to avoid the rocks he tossed into the air, and a number of them had struck home. 
 
    "So, what were these exercises good for? I really couldn't see any sort of system." 
 
    He frowned. "Exercises? I was testing your physical abilities to see what I have to work with. Your upper and lower body strength is negligible. Your agility and suppleness are laughable, though you do have minor skills at dodging. Your endurance is subpar but decent compared to the rest. Your situational awareness is decent, verging on good, but as long as your overall speed is low, you will not be able to capitalize on it much." 
 
    Wow. Yeah, please don't sugarcoat it on my account. I managed to keep my trap shut. I'd watched enough montage scenes to know that they were supposed to tear you a new one at the beginning. Then later on, when you improved your skills, they'd slowly ease up on you. 
 
    "Now, for the second round. There is a covered crate in the corner. Grab any weapon and attack me."  
 
    I uncovered the crate, looking down upon a large selection of wooden weapons in different sizes and degrees of practicality. I grabbed the first thing that seemed recognizable—a one-handed spear—and looked back to Darek. He stood carved in granite, spear in hand, waiting. "This," I thought, "is going to suck." 
 
    And suck it did—but admittedly, not as much as expected. He allowed me to attack freely and only moved minimally to either deflect or completely avoid my attacks. He didn't strike back and failed to punish me physically when I left myself wide open. A minute was all it took before he instructed me to choose a new weapon. And another. And another one after that. Then he started telling me which weapons to equip. First a halberd, then a single dagger, twin daggers and a hand axe, ending the session with a few tries twirling a light mace.  
 
    I'm no stranger to training scenes in games and literature. It always works the same way—plenty of disappointment followed by the moment when our hero finally tries out the ancient twin-headed glaive and everything just clicks. Well, there was no clicking to be had today, except for Darek clicking his tongue in frustration and putting an end to the activity.  
 
    "Do you have any experience with ranged weapons?" 
 
    I considered mentioning the short bow I'd used back with my rogue, but still, with my agility score, it'd be next to useless. I shook my head with a grimace. 
 
    "In that case, you are probably the least physically-adept person I have witnessed attempt to win the Honor Games as a warrior. In the time we have, I will be able to train two or three of your skills to a low, but passable level for someone who is just starting out. I will not, however, be able to help you pass the initial rounds." 
 
    That was harsh. Seriously, I was starting to see how 'kind' wasn't really one of the words people used for him. He was probably correct, but still. Darek really needed to train his diplomacy. 
 
    "This is, of course, from a martial point of view. Now, you need to show me the skills that had you named Anathema. Afterwards, we will decide which skills we can improve upon or incorporate into your style." 
 
    Oh. Frigging doh. He wasn't bailing on me or just trying to turn me into a warrior wannabe, he just wanted to see everything I had. My optimism returned with a vengeance, and I flashed Darek a huge smile. "Alright, prepare to be blown away." I smirked and cast Sonic Push. The small wooden crate I targeted tumbled end over end, and Darek was forced to use his spear to deflect it. Heh—Chertog really was proving to be a horrible influence on my humor. Darek shot me a withering glance. Okay, so maybe I'd try not to target him next time.  
 
    The next quarter of an hour was less combat practice and more show and tell, though he insisted on seeing most of my spells in practice. The old lizard made me demonstrate my multicast capabilities too, and when he saw one of my spells fail, he made me elaborate on the limits to the spell. I spent a while talking about the possibilities of Tinkerers too, especially concerning the bombs. In a tournament, they could prove to be a huge windfall if I was outclassed. 
 
    Casting Stun Blast for the third consecutive time, I turned towards the vigilant kobold, relieved to see him nod. 
 
    "That should do it—the angle made it look wider the first time." He sat down on a crate. "Take a seat, boy." 
 
    I joined him, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    Just as the silence was turning awkward, he started without preamble, "Weapon skills would be a waste of our time—unarmed battle as well. You have neither the time nor the physical aptitude for it. Armor would be equally useless. It would slow you down and tire you out too fast. No, you will have to rely on mobility as well as the versatility of your spells. Hmm—and the surprise factor of being pitted against a caster will also work in your factor. Hence, we will work on your spells in addition to your Unarmored Dodge and Acrobatics skills. I hope practicing demanding physical moves will alleviate your agility issues." He tapped his wooden leg, contemplating. "We will also force you into a lot of different scenarios, working on your ability to adapt your strategy on the fly while keeping your concentration." He looked expectantly at me. 
 
    That… sounded pretty spot-on, actually. In battles, I often failed to anticipate the right way to act, and I'd damn sure needed a higher Unarmored Dodge and Acrobatics skill to save my bacon on numerous occasions. There was just one thing. "And my throwing skills? In order to use my bombs, I'd have to become better at throwing."  
 
    He shook his head. "Against your fellow slow humanoids, you might have a point. However, any kobold you will come up against will be faster and more agile than you. Odds are, you would spend precious time lobbing a grenade only to miss instead of relying on the spells you know." He shook his head. "Stick with what you know. If you want, practice your throwing skills in your downtime. I advise you not use them against kobolds though." 
 
    I conceded the point. Still, if I could find the time in the weeks to come, Arack would probably be game for some additional throwing lessons. "So where do we start?" 
 
    "By allowing me to formulate a training schedule instead of rushing to make it up right now. You have something more important to do as well if you want to make it to the games." 
 
    "I… do? Oh, Pits. Of course I do. Thank you for reminding me." That was some brilliant thinking—planning how to fight in the Honor Games when I didn't even have a patron yet. Hell, I didn't even know whether there was more to the process than merely convincing somebody I was fit for redemption. I thanked Darek once again for accepting to train me and left.  
 
    The abode was empty, and I left the place, deep in thought. Slowly, I was gaining traction in the city—or at least among the Fallen. Still, I couldn't help but think that there was a major puzzle to the place that I was completely missing. This crisis between the Church of Thracken and the Chief that seemed to pervade the entire culture and cause splits, for instance. Thus far, I'd been unable to figure out whether it was only a case of not talking about the elephant in the room in front of the newcomer or something more sinister. And that wasn't all. If they really disliked other races that much, why the hell weren't they doing anything about it? And what about that old abandoned war camp we'd found? It felt like I needed one single but vital piece of the puzzle to make everything make sense. For now, though, I'd better just trudge on. 
 
    The warrior encampment was close to the center of Nerit. With that in mind, I'd imagined an exotic spectacle, complete with kobold statuary, arena and scenes depicting famous kobold warrior heroes. Reality was less impressive. Apparently, the warrior caste valued function over form. The enclosure was surrounded by a low stone wall and was suitably large to keep a military company inside, if not in comfort. Two-thirds of the enclosure was divided into rough areas, mostly divided by wooden partitions, rope or, in one case, by the simple fact of placing a bunch of large barrels in a rough circle. Most seemed to be for training purposes, though a huge hole in the ground and some sculpture in the back had me puzzled. The last third of the plot was taken up by a rough barracks. The resemblance to the war camp was easy to spot—the building was functional, and that was the nicest thing I'd be able to say about it. Hell, the ugly, squat building still sported a good number of huge cracks that likely originated back from when Nerit crash-landed. 
 
    My approach did not go unnoticed. Two kobolds were seated next to the entrance, performing the age-old act of trying to look vigilant while they were in fact lounging. The smallest one saw me and promptly punched the other one. They started talking as I got closer and didn't stop as I greeted them. In fact, the large one added just enough of a sneer so I knew that they were making a point of ignoring me. Of course, had I been daft enough to not get that, the rare word that I understood would do the trick. "Stupid", "half-elf slave" and "weak" were just some of the words I recognized. I was just about to burst their bubble with a well-deserved clapback before I managed to stop myself. Having them believe that I didn't speak a word of the kobold language was the perfect way of spying on them. Composing my expression carefully, I asked them in exaggerated Common, "Can you help me locate Instructor Tarkos? I've been told he could become my patron for the Honor Games."  
 
    At least I managed to get their attention. The bellowed laughter was less welcome. When they'd finished wiping their eyes, they started talking amongst themselves again, but at least the smaller one had the decency to point at the building behind him and say, "Inside. Third door on right," in heavily-accented Common. I thanked them both and walked inside. Even on the short walk to the building, I got several stares and comments—neither of them sounding the least bit friendly. The hallway inside was just as ugly as the outside—practical, spartan and rough. Not a single embellishment to be seen, just rough-hewn brick. I knew right away when I got to the right place. The harsh tones of somebody giving a lecture in the kobold language could be heard from where I was standing. Oh, and they didn't bother with doors either, so I had the chance to take a peek. 
 
    Inside was yet another classroom. This one slightly less messy than the one in our basement, but even my short glance led me to prefer the cluttered space with my fellow losers. The room contained the first two pieces of furniture I'd seen in the building—a chair for the teacher and an ancient blackboard. The students were left to sit on the floor as they pleased and listen to the words of wisdom from the teacher.  
 
    Now, people have told me that I am, in fact, not a perfect person. Sure, I have a few flaws—who doesn't, right? Yet still, I also like to tell myself that I have a good number of redeeming qualities. For instance, I have always considered myself a tolerant fellow, willing to give people a chance and refrain from judging anybody based off appearance or demeanor. Be that as it may, I couldn't keep myself from harboring an instant dislike against the kobold perching on the chair. He was a tall kobold, probably only half a head lower than me, wearing full leather armor like he'd been born in it. He was clearly in excellent shape and heavily scarred. While this might not put him too far off from your average warrior here, his demeanor made all the difference. His gestures were economical, and he sat up straight, spine like an iron bar. He did not merely teach, however, he lectured—no, reigned. The harsh kobold words that flew from his mouth were clearly to be interpreted as gospel truth, and the disdain in his eyes was clear to see. The contents of his words were less clear—his clipped, rapid speech was hard for me to understand.  
 
    No matter. I did not need friends, merely a patron. Entering the room, I managed only a few steps before I could feel the load of an entire set of eyes focusing on me. As the teacher's glare descended upon me, I bowed deeply—but not quickly enough to miss the sneer that appeared on his lips. "Instructor Tarkos? I would like to apply to you for entering the upcoming Honor Games." 
 
    Silence fell over the room. One unfortunate student let out an involuntary snigger, only to feel the withering stare of Tarkos move towards him. The teacher's frosty words barked out in Common this time, "Thank you, Manel, for volunteering your help. Run and fetch a spear and shield." The unfortunate student stood, discomfort evident on his face. Tarkos turned back towards me. "I do not mind your presence. It allows me to share a lesson that some of these young hotheads have yet to master." He beckoned the unlucky student forward and faced the class. "Ask anybody in Nerit what the mark of a warrior is, and you will receive many answers. Physique, some will say. Excellent weapon skills, others may argue. They are, however, far from the truth. You." He singled out a student. "How did Petiel die?"  
 
    "Erm—a pack of wolves caught him napping?" 
 
    "Yes. And you. How come we lost four hunter trainees to harpies last autumn?" 
 
    "I've heard… the old hunter trainer was incapacitated by a leg wound, right? So they took down the rest who didn't know what to do." 
 
    "Exactly." He turned back towards me, looking me straight in the eye. "The key to becoming a warrior is control. Control over your body and your mind, to keep focus and avoid distractions. Good, Manel. Give me the spear and hold out your hand." 
 
    The young, brawny kobold held out his hand. He was clearly uncomfortable but appeared resigned to accept whatever was going to happen. When Tarkos slashed the spear forward with a lightning-quick jab, he barely flinched, and only his deep intake of breath betrayed what had happened. Right away, blood started dripping from a deep slash in his left hand. 
 
    The instructor faced Manel. "Defend yourself." He gave the student a second to ready his shield—a round wooden buckler with a leather handhold—and then started attacking. He was not holding back either. His jabs were rapid and precise, and the white-faced student was hard-pressed to defend himself. "Anybody with sufficient physique and skills can learn how to use a weapon." He kicked the center of the buckler, causing Manel to slam back into the wall of the classroom. The other students kept a safe distance, but Manel was clearly in pain, breathing raggedly with his tongue lolling out his mouth. 
 
    Tarkos followed, talking over the noise while he unleashed a furious barrage of attacks on the poor student. "In order to become a real warrior, however, you need to be able to keep your concentration and focus, despite being in pain, despite distractions or being tired." Manel was backing away constantly now, grinding his teeth. Several small cuts appeared on his legs and arms. Tarkos looked poised to go for the killing blow and then nodded, lowering the spear. "If you manage that, you may have what it takes to become a warrior." He pointed the spear towards me and spread his lips in a sneering grin that showed him to be missing all teeth on the left side. "So, do you believe that you are warrior material?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Chicken? 
    
  In order for Instructor Tarkos to consider your request, he requires you to prove your mettle. Impress him with your control. 
    
  Reward:  
  300 reputation with the castes of Nerit 
  300 experience  
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I looked at the spear and down to my hand. If this were real life, my answer would be a hard pass—you don't mess with a musician's hands. Right now, however, I probably didn't have to fear any permanent damage. Probably. Maintaining eye contact, I grudgingly reached out to grab the spearhead as a response. I know Exogenics puts the pain settings at a mere ten percent, but when he pulled back the spear, it really hurt. A swift glance at my hand told me that the mean-spirited little bastard had twisted the spear when he pulled, resulting in a crooked mess of a cut. A debuff showed heavy bleeding damage, but I estimated that it wasn't going to be life-threatening—at least not right away. 
 
    Grinning, he held the blood-smeared shield forward towards me.  
 
    My only response was a shake of the head as I equipped my violin and bow. "These are my armaments." 
 
    Sure, I was prepared for some derision at that, but they didn't have to howl with laughter to that extent. Gritting my teeth, I started playing. I might've gone with something easy, but their laughter brought out the anger in me, and I launched straight into the middle of Bach's Chaconne from Partita. It's a notoriously difficult violin piece to begin with. Add to that the annoyance of the pain making it more difficult to handle the rapid hand changes and stretch my fingers as far as I had to, and you had a supremely uncomfortable experience. I sure as hell wasn't backing down now, though. Even as I could feel my grip becoming increasingly slippery from the blood, I stared the instructor straight in the face. Plastering an arrogant smile on my face, I doubled down, increasing my speed even further.  
 
    When I got back to Grant's Crossing, I'd have to thank Greck. If nothing else, his insistence on being an ass at every opportunity had prepared me for underhanded behavior. Therefore, it came as no surprise to me when Tarkos hefted the spear and chucked it straight at me with full force. Before he'd even brought it to shoulder height, my Veil of Sound slammed into being, and I took a long stride to the side in order to disrupt his aim even further. It worked,mostly. The spearhead that was aimed at my midriff was brought off-course, but the spear haft still managed to slam into my shoulder. Somehow, I kept my concentration, and I turned up the smile a notch and taunted the instructor. "Would you like another go? I can keep this up."  
 
    Taunting him probably wasn't the wisest choice, but at least it got the message through. He grunted and made a dismissive gesture. "Acceptable. Casters are known to have decent concentration abilities, but they tend to handle pain poorly." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Chicken? 
    
  You managed to meet the requirements and show Tarkos that you will not let yourself be thrown off by distractions or pain. 
    
  Reward: 
  You have received 300 experience points. Experience to next level: 620/4000 
  Your reputation with the castes of Nerit has increased by 300 (+20%) = 360 (180). New reputation: -4820 (despised). 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    He regarded me sternly, "Do not take this for my acceptance. I accept eight candidates each year, and at this point, there are only two spots left open. I will allow you to compete, but you will have to prove your toughness and combat abilities first like everybody else. In addition, I require a compelling reason why I should choose you. Know this, however, should anybody else complete the requirements before you, I would be thrilled to accept them before a godless outsider such as you." 
 
    Damn—harsh words—but at least I'd made the initial cut. Nodding my acceptance, I backed out of the room and immediately reassured myself that the bleeding debuff wouldn't kill me. Relieved to see that it would peter out at around 40 percent health, I checked out the latest quest update. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  High Standards 
    
  The warrior instructor Tarkos requires you to pass three tests before he will accept you as his candidate for the games. 
  - Prove yourself in combat. (Test begins in 7 days, 2 hours and 12 minutes) 
  - Prove your toughness and endurance on the Hazing Trail (Test begins in 14 days, 2 hours and 12 minutes) 
  - Convince the instructor to accept you before the Honor Games start (Games begin in 21 days, 2 hours and 12 minutes) 
    
  Reward:  
  Entrance to the Honor Games 
  1000 experience points 
  300 reputation with the Anathema of Nerit 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    My Concentration skill and Veil of Sound had also both increased—wonderful. Now, this Hazing Trail, that did not sound promising. Ah well, I was here already, might as well take a look around. Fifteen minutes later, I'd taken the tour, and my initial reaction to the place seemed completely deserved. It was a dump. There was no debating the ferocity of the kobolds drilling inside the squares, though. In one spot, an ongoing two-on-two fight had been both ferocious and skilled. They appeared to care little for the physical side of things as long as the bare necessities were met though. Still, a few things were kept in exquisite order—the weapons and armor they carried and a huge wooden map of the Splintered Plateau, complete with miniatures for… troop movements or whatever. There was a long, winding dust trail behind the compound—perhaps half a kilometer in length—that might just be the Hazing Trail. Nothing stood out to justify the name, however.  
 
    In the end, I decided to return to the ever-friendly watch duo that'd been guarding the entrance to ask for their kind assistance. They were all snickers and side glances, like teenagers prepared to have fun at my expense. The small one pointed at my hand, which was covered in dried blood. "You tried to make it? Sorry you have to go. Next year, maybe." 
 
    Going for an oblivious display, I responded, "No, Tarkos said I could stay when I passed the first test. However, I wanted to ask you some questions instead of bothering him. He was in the middle of a class." Ignoring their stares, I shouldered on, "There are a few other tests I have to complete here before I earn his patronage, though. Can I come and go and train as I please in the meantime?" 
 
    I'm pretty sure the short one said, "Is he lying?" in Kobold, before he responded, "If Tarkos pass you, yes." 
 
    "Wonderful. Thank you both. Now, there will probably be some opportunities to see one of the combat tests soon, right?" The tall one shrugged. Lot of help from that guy. "Or maybe somebody on the Hazing Trail?" 
 
    The smaller one perked up, regained some of his good mood at that. "Tarkos make you go Hazing Trail? I come watch." 
 
     "Yeah, sure. You can come watch. I'd just love to know beforehand what it's all about."  
 
    He shrugged. "You, others run. We haze." 
 
    Oh. That was pretty much what I'd feared. Still. "Haze. How?" 
 
    He grunted. "Shout. Sing. Throw… stuff." 
 
    "Stuff?" 
 
    His carnivorous grin told me I really didn't want to inquire more into what exactly the onlookers would be tossing at me. Still, I'd learned enough to go home and consider my situation. I also very much needed to improve my language skills right about now, or I might as well cancel the quests and leave.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 22 – Montage 
 
      
 
     When I came back to the main room in the basement, an argument was fully underway. Videk and Darek were facing each other, practically yelling. This was the first time I'd seen either of them lose their composure, and it was somewhat of a surprise—the group seemed so close-knit, even with their very different personalities. The moment I was spotted, however, Videk sent me a scathing look and walked past me out the door. Darek beat me to the punch though, saying, "Please, do not ask." We opted for a nice round of uncomfortable silence instead. 
 
    The one-legged kobold seated himself awkwardly and proceeded to whittle away with abandon at a piece of wood. Looked like it'd end up being one of those things you used to hurl throwing spears even harder, whatever they were called. Huh—so that was where they got all their training weapons. That was pretty damn impressive work.  
 
    A couple of minutes was all it took until he'd simmered down and looked over to me. "Are you ready to grow beyond the language of a toddler?"  
 
    I got up, and we walked to the classroom and got on with it. 
 
    The next three weeks were anything but uneventful. However, the one thing I had not prepared for was this—I finally managed to settle down a little and establish a rhythm. The past couple of weeks had been one crazy sprint from one game-changer to the next, rare moments of normalcy soon interrupted by something completely unforeseen. Here… well, here there was almost no socializing, no pressure beyond the need to prepare as well as I could and diddly to do. Oh, and the fact that Talen’s clique were still prowling about from time to time also limited my scouting trips. Funny thing was, I actually enjoyed it. Being forced to spend most of my time in the basement with the trio led to a surprisingly natural group dynamic, and I often found myself deep in conversation with any of them about completely inconsequential things that would never have any bearing on quests or anything.  
 
    And they were a surprising group too. Beyond Darek's hardened demeanor I caught glimpses from time to time of a proud man refusing to bend or change, even in the face of insurmountable odds. The way he acted towards Arack and even Videk showed how much he valued the others, even if he would never say it. This, in fact, applied to Videk as well. That one was a piece of work, though. He'd ridicule any thoughts of morals or kindness in another person - and at the very same time, he'd sacrifice all his own resources in order to protect his chosen family. Even afterwards, I never could tell whether his tales of criminal exploits were true, exaggerated or mere excuses to cover the selflessness of his sacrifice. Arack, however, was the real prize. Nine times out of ten, she'd be your typical teenaged chatterbox—albeit one with a seriously skewed set of moral standards. That tenth time, though, now and again, she'd put my thoughts to shame. In the weeks I spent there, I watched her apply her contagious good mood to break up a discussion, divert a brewing disagreement into a bragging contest and other social stunts that made me look like an amateur. Never once did she show any sign of doing it on purpose, however. I often wondered whether there was such a thing as a social idiot savant because she might be it. 
 
    The crowd of Anathema in the Beggar's Court also slowly settled into a rhythm alongside my presence. I never managed to make quite as large an impression as on that first evening, but I went along daily and was pleased to find how they slowly warmed to me. It was the small things. A tiny smile on a young brute when he recognized me. How somebody throwing a piece of refuse at me during my third performance was—let's say 'encouraged' not to do it again. Also, while they initially shied away from interaction with me, I could tell how the mood changed from day to day. The first real measure of success came when an emaciated woman asked me to play a somber piece I'd performed the day before. A couple of days later, I knew I was really getting somewhere as a nervous-looking type dragged me aside and taught me a simple tune that he'd like me to perform. There was some way to go before they'd be able to let go, but they accepted and enjoyed my presence, and that was more than enough for me. My reputation with the crowd also rose steadily, and after the first week, I was already past halfway to Honored status. 
 
    While socializing with the trio and playing in the Beggar's Court were steady fixtures in my day, they represented a tiny portion of my waking hours. No, I had my mind firmly fixed on the battle a week ahead of me, and to have a fighting chance I spent as much time as possible practicing. In some MMOs, the best method would probably be to locate the nearest target dummy, select your skill of choice and start grinding. As I may have mentioned before, though, Exogenics had a nasty habit of introducing a certain amount of realism to the game. In short, strain was a thing to take into consideration, be it mental or physical. Due to this, I opted for a number of different training passes during the day and then added on or stopped early depending on fatigue. Sometimes I managed to stop in time and would be able to tack on a pass or two later on, but quite often, the alarm came in form of a debuff telling me I'd hit my limits. Pushing on would just result in slower stamina or mana regeneration later on and even worse debuffs to follow, so I simply didn't. 
 
    Any given day, I made sure to at least fit in one training session with Darek as well as a language class. In addition, I made very sure to visit the warrior training compound every single day—for several nefarious reasons. First, I wanted the warriors to grow used to my presence, have them let down their guards. Next, I wanted to obtain as much information as I possibly could from the other warriors, both about the coming events and my reluctant patron-to-be. And finally, in order to be seen training my spells, slowly, openly and with a very limited selection, in order to convince any watching lizards that I was a slow caster who lacked for versatility. The first two days surprised me with how strenuous the entire regime was, and I managed to do nothing else. However, following the second day, I generally managed to fit in a bit of time with Arack in the vain hope of learning how to someday hit a moving target.  
 
    Admittedly, even though I finally settled into some sort of regularity, the days didn't merely fly by. The training sessions with Darek, for instance, often seemed to drag on forever. The language sessions because, well, even though I was aware of the importance of learning the language, one does not simply become a scholarly type overnight. I did hit Apprentice level for the oral language on the very first night, which finally allowed me to comprehend and speak with the level of, say, a four-year old. As for the combat training sessions, they felt like they would never end—not because I got bored but simply because they were demanding. The actual physical work was acceptable. Yes, sure, I did jump around a lot, evading the attacks of Darek and a host of imaginary attackers both, but the real drain was mental. The time we spent on different techniques for dodging or acrobatics was rather limited the first week. In the words of my very own personal kobold coach, "Your dodging skills will be irrelevant if you do not know when to dodge." This had me scrambling mentally to keep up with the scenarios that he pitted me against, formulating and executing the best possible response to each different situation. Needless to say, he always left me with too little time to think the scenario all the way through. 
 
    For instance, he'd place me in the corner of the room, say, "I am a slow, heavily armored warrior. To your right, far down the aisle, we have an agile archer," and instantly go on the offensive. In that case, the correct response would be something along the line of "Activate High Tide, use Sleep, Stun Blast or Charm to take out the warrior fast, then take down the archer." We didn't keep it to theories, though—I was expected to act according to the scenario he set. The only concession to his presence was my shouting out any damage spells I'd cast on him instead of actually casting him—everything else was kept as close to a real situation as possible. Needless to say, I got it wrong a lot, and he never failed to point out my exact failures. To be fair, he also did point out my successes in equal detail. The learning curve was steep though. To date, I'd just acted on the instinct built from countless games and situations. Creating a built-in set of reactions allowing me to raise the correct response to different scenarios within moments? Yeah, that took time. It was a learning experience for Darek as well, though. Spellcasting was not common to him, and he asked a lot of questions. Still, he was perceptive, and there was no doubt that he had been part of many dangerous situations in his life. 
 
    Two archers and a spearman fighting defensively. A single opponent, only he's fast as lightning. An ambush with me in the middle. His imagination seemed endless, as did the scenarios to which I had to adjust. Darek didn't keep it to kobolds either, adding in monsters for good measure. Then when my stamina or mana was all used up, we'd sit down to go over the scenarios we were able to complete. In short, the actual increase to my skill and spell level was minor, yet it felt like I was learning more about combat than ever before. 
 
    In comparison, the occasional training session with Arack was more or less the opposite. We focused on throwing—that was all. Throw in—heh—a bit of talk about technique and plenty of mindless chatter just to have fun, and you'd have our sessions down pat. As a result, I definitely did not get as much out of these exercises, but my Throwing skill did increase proportionally fast. On our third shared workout, however, I stumbled into one unforeseen element that almost made me quit training entirely. I'd stumbled upon Arack when she was already finished with her throwing practice, but she insisted on joining me and suggested an alternative training. Moments later, I found myself roped into throwing rocks at Arack, while she practiced her dodging skills and—I must admit, it almost broke me. My hands worked on autopilot, tossing rocks at her the best I could, but my mind… my mind was completely blown. That tiny girl dodged and weaved, making a mockery of my efforts to hit her. I've seen my fair share of martial artists, trick fights and otherwise online, but the way she moved was something else entirely. She did not merely evade—she danced, making every single movement connect seamlessly into the next. Hands, feet and tail all worked together, somehow making the transition from each difficult move to the next look effortless. A dip in the shoulder evolved into a spin move which naturally turned into a backwards walkover supported by her tail. My point being, she made it look so damn easy, it was almost depressing because I knew very well that I'd never be able to obtain even a third of her grace, speed or skill. Still, it was hard to maintain a lousy mood in her cheery presence. In fact, the sessions with Arack often turned out to be the highlight of the day, exercising and laughing without any thoughts as to deadlines or consequences. 
 
    My visits to the warrior compound were a different animal. To begin with, my initial welcome was a tad warmer than I had expected, meaning that the warriors mostly ignored me. Also, I received only a handful of derogatory comments and no actual harassment during the couple of hours I spent there on the first day. Sure, nobody went out of their way to talk to me either, but that was to be expected. I'd decided not to try and make much of my presence on the first day. Instead, I located a training dummy a bit away from the nearest group and started to hammer away at it. Sonic Missile, Sonic Wave and the occasional Sonic Push—and nothing else. For now, I wanted my skills to remain a secret. In between spell barrages, I even took to attacking the dummy with my old, tattered kobold spear. My performance appeared to have the desired effect. At first, a number of warriors stared at my training, but as I kept working on the same skills, they gradually got bored and went back to what they were doing.  
 
    The following day, I went for a repeat performance, this time next to another group, however. They sent a few glares my way, but otherwise, I was left to my own solitary, monotonous training—which led me to part B of my brilliant plan—spying on the locals. Naturally, I then proceeded to discover a less brilliant part of my plan. Warriors mid-training rarely spend a lot of time chatting. I had finally gotten to the point where I might comprehend half their discussions, if they spoke clearly and loudly. Yet even with all that, the only facts I was able to deduce at first were that the blue-scaled runt needed to keep his shield up and the overly spiky lass needed to work on her spearwork. Still, after the first hour, they rarely glanced my way and spoke freely around me. The scheme felt sound.  
 
    As the days flew by, I obtained little useful knowledge. The upcoming combat tests were brutal. People died every year. They had some sort of 'game' involved that raised the stakes and somehow was the cause of hilarity. Oh, and one useful gem—spiky lass was looking forward to the Hazing Trail—in her own words, she was, "holding on to something special for that pale heretic." Better keep my eyes out for that one if I made it past the preliminaries. Skill-wise, increases were slow but steady. Like I'd noticed earlier, skill increases slowed down dramatically if there was no risk involved. Also, since both Sonic Missile and Sonic Wave were at Apprentice level, the speed declined even further. Regardless of the decline in speed, the week of labor gave me two skill increases to both damage skills and three for Sonic Push, pushing that one into the Apprentice Level as well.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the apprentice level with your spell: 
    
  Sonic Push 
    
  In addition to existing effects, the range of your spell has increased. From now on, you will be able to cast the spell at 35 meters of range. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Lovely reading, that. While the damage of the spell was negligible, the range was higher than the rest of my spells, enabling me to get an early first hit in and cause some chaos. 
 
    I only had one kobold approach me during my time at the compound. A crimson-scaled lithe male harrumphed loudly from behind me, making me jump. How he'd managed to sneak up behind me bedecked with enough spears to form a palisade was beyond me, but I composed myself. "Hi. How can I help you?" 
 
    His Common was almost perfect as he responded, "That's a hunter's spear. Where did you get it?" It took me some time to understand what he was talking about and think back to where I'd actually gotten the damn thing. It felt like ages ago, when in fact, it had only been a couple of weeks. 
 
    "In all honesty, I'm not sure where we were. My bard trainer led us to a training ground through a portal. The owner was part of a group guarding the place—I believe they were hired, but I can't be sure. Last I saw the hunter, he was fast asleep." Probably not a good idea to mention that I'd also had to kill a couple of his kin. 
 
    He repeated the words "bard trainer" as if in disbelief, opened his mouth, closed it again and walked away, shaking his head. In Kobold, he said:, "That … . old …" 
 
    What? So he recognized Greck from the description? Heh—well, of course he did. Nerit was larger than Grant's Crossing but still small enough that everybody would know of an exiled bard. My curiosity for the contents of the history tome increased even further. I still couldn't really understand the contents, but with the next written language skill increase, I felt ready to give the tome another try. 
 
    With how busy I kept myself, it was a bit of a surprise how fast the first test approached. The day before the test, I felt forced to conclude that I still hadn't encountered any secrets that'd put me ahead of the competition, and I definitely wasn't at a skill level where I felt comfortable taking on the world. That meant one thing. I needed some cheats, some kind of backup to save my behind if I got in over my head. In other words—crafting time! 
 
    In all honesty, I felt a bit ashamed I hadn't gotten around to it earlier. Hell, it might have made my day easier on quite a few earlier occasions. On the upside, however, that meant that I had amassed a seriously impressive pile of crafting materials. My skill was still at a measly four, though. That part I could do something about, however. 
 
    Selecting my Tinkering skill, my view of the basement classroom faded to the background, leaving me with a slight case of double vision. The classroom was still there, only it appeared grey and unreal, like I was mid-corpse run in an old-time MMO. The tinkering menu, in contrast, appeared like a sharp and crisp overlay, leaving me smiling at an open circle headlined by the words, ‘Insert Core Material.’ For my very first attempt, I decided to go with one of my more numerous items and added a Viper Fang to the open circle. At that point, a button appeared at the top of my vision labeled ‘Create core’. I pushed the button and watched as the fang dissolved, turning into a tiny, pulsating gem. [Very weak core. 10 piercing damage + 1-5 poison damage every 5 seconds for 30 seconds] The overlay changed into a large, glowing triangle with three accessible buttons—‘Create Trap’, ‘Create Grenade’ and ‘Create Automaton’—no surprises here. I pressed ‘Create Trap’ and was instantly rewarded with a diamond sporting four circles, the fourth of which was already occupied by the core. No further explanation was given, but two of the remaining circles stayed greyed out. What I was seeing made sense so far. As I progressed in skills—or levels, who knew—the remaining circles would open up, allowing for further modification possibilities. The single remaining open circle was for the base material.  
 
    Alright, so far so good. From what Mrs. Bertinga had said, I could deduce that the mixing and matching was where the real chances of your face going 'kablooie' lay. The only available slot right now was meant for the base materials—I remembered that much from last time. With this in mind, I likely wasn't going to discover any deeper truths about combinations and dangers today—or have my face blown off. However, I might still be able to surmise some fundamental truths about the system. I entered the base material for the lowest-tier rope trap - a piece of string, basically—and clicked the large, glowing [create] button. I watched the lights fizzle out into nothingness as a large [creation failed] message appeared. With a sigh, I watched the core disappear from my inventory. Damn, I'd forgotten about that. Tinkering was an Intelligence-based skill—one of my many dump stats—hence, every so often, I'd fail a creation. Nothing to be done about it though—I just had to accept a certain degree of waste.  
 
    I took the time to go over all the materials I had amassed, arranging them into two piles. One pile went straight back into the inventory—the few rares I'd found along with any uncommon items where I only had a single example or two. No way in hell was I about to take a chance of seeing an awesome item disappearing just because I neglected to raise my Tinkering skill first. Still, it was with a longing glance that I put them away. I was so looking forward to figuring out what I could create from the Fury and Protection Glands. The Soarer Skull and Dire Rat Tail as well. Even with those items stowed away, the remaining pile was more than large enough to keep me busy. 
 
     As the first order, I created a single core of each kind, so I knew what I was dealing with. This led to the first surprise of the day. Halfway through the pile, I was attempting to create a core from a [Tuft of demon-infested bear fur]—one of the items that dropped from Othell’s summoned demon bear. Except, instead of a core, I received an obscure system message  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Origin items can only be used for alteration purposes.]  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Huh. Did that mean I could only use those later on when a new circle had opened? I shook my head and moved on with the task. The resulting haphazard pile was daunting, but when I'd arranged them all in a separate tab in the inventory, I managed a decent overview over my items and their effects: 
 
      
 
    5 x Rat Eye. -1 perception. 
 
    9 x Rat Claws. 3-5 bleeding damage every 10 seconds for 60 seconds. 
 
    11 x Viper Scales. +10% blunt damage resistance. 
 
    19 x Viper Fangs. 10 piercing damage + 1-5 poison damage each 5 seconds for 30 seconds. 
 
    7 x Viper Eye. Enable heat vision. 
 
    8 x Bone Protrusions. 3-5 bleeding damage every 5 seconds. Endurance check needed to stop the bleeding. 
 
    4 x Soarer Beaks. 10-40 damage - ignores armor. 
 
    8 x Soarer Claws. 10 slashing damage. Stuns target for 1.0 second. 
 
    12 x Dawnlight Feathers. +1 Agility. 
 
    15 x Trap Materials. Quality: Low. 
 
    15 x Bomb Materials. Quality: Low. 
 
    15 x Automaton Materials. Quality: Low. 
 
      
 
    At first, I just stared at the stack, lost in concentration, but soon, I felt my lips curling in a nasty smile as the ideas started trickling in. As for the combat test, I was still pretty much in the dark, so I kept it simple, creating a handful of bombs that might be able to help me—a few stunning ones and a bunch of poison ones in case I had to fight a tank build. Odds were that I would not have the chance to set up traps beforehand or the time to activate any automatons mid-combat. With regards to the Hazing Trail, however—I couldn't help myself as a mean-spirited chuckle escaped me. If only I made it through the first test, I was going to have fun. 
 
    An hour later found me equipped with a small pile of unused crafting materials and a smaller but beautiful pile of finished items before me. The epiphany I’d been searching for regarding the crafting system was still absent, but a few things had become clearer. For instance, even though no item levels were shown, I succeeded more often at creating items made from the lower-leveled creatures like the rats I’d killed at level two. Uncommon items were also harder to use. Finally, I concluded that all abilities from the cores were somehow tied to their origin, the creature or material they came from. That meant that if I wanted something like fire damage, I’d probably have to go look for fire golems or the like. It was a working theory, but so far, it held true. In the end, I’d probably have to wait for the next circle to unlock to really get deeper into the intricacies of Tinkering—the journey was pretty intriguing so far, though. Hey, and I’d already hit eight in my Tinkering skill. With any luck, it would unlock at Apprentice level. 
 
    The day of the combat test dawned, and I got up early—which I instantly regretted. It wasn't like I had anything pressing to do before the test, which was at noon, and it left me bored and anxious at the same time. In order to occupy my mind, I went to the old storage/training room to play around a little. Mid-breakfast, I'd been struck by an idea without warning that refused to leave me alone. 
 
    In all honesty, the idea probably wasn't that innovative, but it could still mean a great deal for me—if it worked, that is. The theory was as follows. My agility sucked, as did my strength. This naturally removed any possibility of precision with a ranged or thrown weapon. My perception, however, was pretty impressive, and my control of sonic magic was improving. With this in mind, could I perhaps use my Sonic Push ability to propel some sort of missile weapon along? My mind might be exaggerating the possibilities, but I could vividly picture bypassing all those annoying requirements for brawn and dexterity and going straight to throwing entire arsenals at the enemy using only my mind. 
 
    Ten minutes of attempts and liberal amounts of cursing did a lot to dispel all the wild ideas I'd had. At some point in the future, my Sonic Push might level up to the point where it was powerful and focused enough, but so far, no dice. I'd tried everything from throwing daggers to throwing spears, all the way up to good old arrows. The best result so far was when I'd made a shield spiral through the room, completely out of control. I had a sneaking suspicion that most people might be able to explain why this was the case, but I was a language geek myself and flunked the last physics class I had some 20-plus years ago. It wasn't that there was no power in the spell, I just couldn't focus it well enough to create decent traction. 
 
    During a normal session, I might've called it quits right then. This time around, however, I'd just spent a fair amount of time creating bombs, and for some reason, they sprang to mind. A rapid check in my inventory confirmed that I still had a couple handfuls of clay balls lying around, so I figured, "Why not?" Five minutes and four smashed clay balls later, my mood had improved markedly. The difficulty of actually making the ball go where I wanted it to was horrendous, and I missed entirely every third time, but even so, I could tell that I was on to something. Hells, the moment you start playing baseball, you don't hit every time around either, but when I did, the momentum was decent. And then I went and had the bright idea of throwing the ball before casting the spell. Wow. The first time I actually hit the ball, I got the angle wrong, and it spun straight into the center shelf, exploding into tiny clay fragments. Even so, I could tell that the speed was way above standard for me, and it opened up some additional opportunities for me. One was the simple bonus of being able to toss my bombs a lot longer, possibly inflicting additional damage. The other? Having bombs change direction mid-shot, removing my opponents’ chance for a proper defense. Sure, this was next-level stuff, but it still had me whistling as I left the room. 
 
    I spent a while perusing my character sheet. It'd been a while, and the progress was pretty decent—you could tell I’d been grinding a good number of skills lately. 
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arcangelo  
 
    Race: Half-elf 
 
    Class: Bard, Level 4 – experience towards next level: 620/4000 
 
    Crafting Class: Tinkerer, Novice 
 
    Gathering Class: Chronicler, Novice 
 
    Deity: Serune, Initiate. Clergy points: 800/1000 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 110/110 (+20) 
 
    Mana: 80/80(+110) 
 
    Stamina: 110/110 (+20) 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8  
 
    Perception: 17 (+1) 
 
    Endurance: 11 (+2) 
 
    Charisma: 34 (+7) 
 
    Intelligence: 8(+1) 
 
    Agility: 8  
 
    Luck: 15 
 
      
 
      
 
     Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  5(+2) 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blackmail 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brawling 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chronicler 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Concentration 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  9(+2) 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gambling 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  High Tide 
  
      	  Max 
  
      	    
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Crafting Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         History 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Magic Lore 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Religion 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Multicast 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Musician 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Performing 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sonic Spells 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Charm Person 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Veil Of Sound 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Entrance Animals 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sleep 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sonic Missile 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sonic Push 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sonic Wave 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Stream Of Songs 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Stun Blast 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teacher 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Throwing 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tinker 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Forest 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmored Dodge 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Leadership Skills: 
 
      
 
    Resilience I: Mêlée damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    Magic Resistance I: Magic damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    Improved regeneration I: + 10% increased stamina, mana and health regeneration speed in combat. 
 
    Combat Movement I: +5% movement speed in combat. 
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
    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 earn -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 wherever 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%. 
 
      
 
    With a satisfied grunt, I closed the character sheet. My only complaint? That damn critter still had my necklace—I was missing those buffs! A short while later, I started towards the warrior compound. Time for violence. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 23 – Put To The Test 
 
      
 
    There was no time for me to stroll around the place today—soak up the atmosphere, maybe learn how things were going to work. No, the moment I entered the enclosure and was recognized for a contender, I was ushered inside the building. The cramped room was filled with other Anathema—some sitting alone, others chatting in low voices. When they saw who entered, there were two different reactions. Most turned back to whatever they had been doing. A smaller number kept their attention fixed on me, however, shooting me dirty looks. I kept to myself and tried to appear inconspicuous while listening in. I couldn't hear much but did manage to pick up a few comments.  
 
    "What is that mongrel slave doing here? …no Fallen like us." 
 
    "Hope I get to fight him. He looks weak.” 
 
    "New tests every time. I hope that they aren't bringing any animals into the test this time." 
 
    What I heard was more than enough to pique my curiosity, but I never got a chance to investigate any further. A shout from the door caused everybody to turn and my very favorite teacher, Instructor Tarkos, stood in the door with his signature sneer fixed on his face. 
 
    "Glad that woke you up. I'm addressing you in Common because we have somebody with us who knows little of anything." A few heads turned towards me at that, but Tarkos pressed on, "Today will prove a learning experience for all of you, however, Thracken be my witness. Everybody out." 
 
    We all obliged and were soon corralled outside and towards the back of the enclosure. It seemed like every warrior had turned up, eager to watch the spectacle. Tarkos climbed on top of a crate and addressed the gathered Anathema, “You have all shown that you hold a rudimentary degree of control. This is why we allow you the monumental chance to redeem yourselves in the eyes of Thracken. You will have to earn it, however. Control is one thing. Today, however, you will also be allowed to prove two qualities essential to those who aim to become warriors—stalwartness in the face of the unknown and the ability to defend. Without those, you will fail. You know the stakes. There is no further shame in admitting that your true place lies among the Fallen, and the cost of seeking redemption can be high. Should you choose to leave now, no one will hinder you." 
 
    Nobody seemed willing to give up at this point though. At a nod from Tarkos, we were roughly divided into groups of four, and each led to our spot. With a sadistic grin, the ugliest kobold I've ever seen selected one of the others from my group to go first, and the rest of us were told to sit down with our backs towards the spectacle.  
 
    "You watch, you get beat. Then kicked out," came the merry admonishment from our charisma-challenged minder. Behind us, whatever took place didn't do so in silence. A mixture of shouts and cheers was interrupted by a brief silence and an even louder roar from the crowd, and then—was that screeching? Clearly, the other groups had also started their own spectacle because everything blended into one. From time to time, a sound would stand out—be it those screeching sounds, a cry of pain or fear or the laughter of the crowd. All too soon, however, a clawed hand fell on my shoulder, and I was pushed towards the sound. 
 
    I was jostled from all sides while my hideous caretaker pushed me through the crowd. To my advantage, I was a head higher than most of the kobolds surrounding me, and I managed to spot when the crowd ended, keeping my balance as he shoved me forcefully into an open circle. The welcome was unkind, to say the least. Another warrior grinned like a loon as he passed me by, emptying a jar of some liquid over my shirt. 
 
    "What in the Pits was that?" I managed. 
 
    The warrior was busy washing his hands in a nearby bucket of water, but he took the time to look up. "Not sure. But they really seem to like it." He pointed behind me. 
 
    With a sinking feeling in my chest, I swiveled around in time to see the side being opened on a large crate filled with holes. Three dark creatures the size of small dogs climbed out and took to the sky, revealing the source of the screeching sounds. "Vampire bats," I thought. "Cute." I rapidly equipped my violin and prepared to fire up my Veil of Sound spell. No flying creatures were going to catch me unawares this time around.  
 
    The bats circled in the air above the cage for a moment, as if undecided, before they caught my scent. As one, they veered towards me, dark, ugly beasts with nothing in their minds but hunger. Before they started diving, I caught the nametags—in blue, to my relief—which said simply, ‘Sonic Bat’. Wait-'sonic', did that mean… ? I dropped all ideas of keeping up the protective spell—if my guess was right, it'd only be a waste of mana—and focused on their descent with my violin raised, waiting to time it just right. Right when the trio committed to their descent, two of the three beasts opened their jaws to let out an ear-splitting shriek. As they did, a dark energy erupted from their jaws, thundering towards me.  
 
    I was prepared, though and sprinted to the left, steering clear of the energy streams. The two bats started flapping their wings again, rising for another attack. The third one continued undeterred, going for my neck with a disgusting set of claws. I almost panicked at the sight of the nightmarish face coming closer and closer even as I ran all-out. I forced myself to focus and felt the wind rising explosively as I pushed a Sonic Push into being right in front of my own face. It was too late, however. A stinging pain spread all across my chin, and I was knocked off my feet. Scrambling to get back up, I could see that the Sonic Push had done its job. The Sonic Bat had tumbled end-over-end right into the crowd, where a number of warriors were busy cursing and taking it out. Yeah, that trick wasn't going to make me any friends. A couple of the closest warriors were spitting curses at me already.  
 
    The two remaining bats were circling above, earning me a spare second to gather my thoughts. A glance at the debuff from the attack told me my status—bleeding with a slight agility and charisma penalty—annoying but nothing lethal. Still, the cramped circle wasn't the best place for me to fight—with the speed of the bats, a stun would be sure to take them down in the middle of the crowd, and a repeat performance might result in a failed test or worse, from the way the kobolds were glaring at me. Except, why on earth would I need to kill the damn beasts? 'Stalwartness and the ability to defend'—heh. I could do that.  
 
    The flying rats decided to attack from either side and took a weaving approach. This time, however, I opted to ignore them, raising my violin to start playing. The merry notes seemed out of place in the current martial atmosphere, but I could sense the Entrance Animals spell kicking in, and my mana ticked downwards. There was one downside to this approach—the range was shorter than most sonic spells, meaning I'd have to weather two spells before they entered my range. Gritting my teeth in anticipation, I activated my High Tide skill and focused on my playing. Within moments, I was hit by two spells in succession. The first took a good chunk of my health but nothing horrible. The other spell, however… I instantly knew which spell it was as my fingers started cramping up and my legs tried to fold up under me. Stun Blast. Sweat started pouring from me as I closed my eyes and focused on continuing to play. I felt my knees hitting the ground, but distantly as if I wasn't fully there. Still, my fingers kept playing. Somewhere I missed a note, and controlling the bow got almost unbearable, but then suddenly, the discomfort faded away. 
 
    My eyes opened to the wonderful sight of two butt-ugly, rat-faced beings seated around me. My lips split in a huge grin, and I wasted no time in getting to my feet. With the spell active, I knew my mana was limited. Still, I couldn't help but parade the two spellbound animals around the circle for a bit. One victory lap was all I allowed myself, and then I maneuvered the bats into following me until they were right next to the open crate. At that point I stopped playing and slammed the door into the bewildered animals, forcing them to tumble back into the crate. The loud cries from the bats as the spell dissipated were like cheers to my ears, and I turned around in success. Actual cheers were less forthcoming, however. A few kobolds clapped, but the attitude of the majority of the onlookers rose to grudging acceptance at best. A few of them even jeered or hissed at me—especially those near where I'd downed the first bat. They wasted no time on announcing my victory either—I was merely led back to the first room inside the building, passing the third Anathema from my group on the way as she was hauled off to her fight.  
 
    I had a bit of downtime, but couldn't come up with anything clever to pass the time. The debuff turned out to be fairly harmless but annoying. The bleeding effect had already expired, and my health returned, but the debuffs would remain for two additional hours. A couple of pop-ups were waiting for me too, but they were quickly dealt with. One skill-up to Entrance Animals and Concentration each and notices that I'd defeated three Sonic Bats, granting 75 experience points each. Good to see that they believed in the good, old school of thought where 'defeat' didn't have to mean 'kill.'  
 
    As I was led back to the room this time around, it wasn't as crowded. It was hard to tell, as I'd been among the first to enter combat, but the number trickling in was undoubtedly lower. Also, a couple of those who came in were in a sorry state. With some time available to me and fewer people, I managed to hear quite a bit more. 
 
    "They got Aleck. The warriors got him out before he died, but—he didn't look good." 
 
    "Dogs? Where did they even find dogs?" 
 
    "How come the slave made it? They must have gone easy on him?" 
 
    Apart from that, I was able to conclude that there weren't any large groups or cliques—mostly, people stayed to themselves. My own trio of comrades back in the basement were probably a bit of an anomaly, as close-knit as they were. It seemed they weren't too upset with the number of missing, injured and dead from the first combat test. It was probably business as usual. I kept a head count this time around and had just concluded that 12 remained when Tarkos entered again. This time around, he didn't pontificate or even talk. He just took a look at the room and gestured for us to follow. 
 
    After being allowed some time to rest, we were gathered in front of the compound. To one side of the entrance was our reduced group, and to the other was the less fortunate group. Instructor Tarkos faced us, flanked by the warriors. His aloof manner was really starting to get on my nerves, and his speech didn't do much to change that. "Today some of you have proved yourself, while others have performed as expected. Even if you do not complete the Hazing Trail, you will still know that you are better than the common Fallen, if not by much. May that be of solace to you in the rest of your short, lousy lives. However, if you aim to actually prove yourselves, you still have a lot of work before you. See you in one week. I suggest you prepare yourselves." 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  High Standards 
    
  The warrior instructor Tarkos requires you to pass three tests before he will accept you as his candidate for the Games. 
  - You have proven yourself in combat. 
  - Prove your toughness and endurance on the Hazing Trail (Test begins in 6 days,23 hours and 8 minutes) 
  - Convince the instructor to accept you (Games begin in 13 days, 23 hours and 8 minutes) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was surprised that the defeated Anathema didn't react—hell, nobody so much as stared at the bastard, even when he was telling them that they were the lowest of the low. Instead, the Anathema dispersed in an orderly fashion as if they all agreed on what he'd said. Speaking for myself, I only agreed with one single thing he'd mentioned—namely that I should prepare myself.  
 
    And prepare I did. I kept to the earlier schedule where I fit in two training sessions with Darek a day, one focusing on combat and the other on language. I also made sure to come around the training compound on a daily basis and fit in some sessions with Arack almost every day. Additionally, I kept up my meetings with Darya, who managed to keep us all fed without problems—the trio were even putting aside stores for leaner days. A couple of times, I brought Atlas along, and by now, he had completely adopted the beefy half-orc. Hell, he often ignored me in favor of fawning over her and her tasty snacks and neck scratches. 
 
    The day after the combat test, I had a real breakthrough with the crowd. By then, they'd definitely gotten used to and accepted my presence. They still held back, though and rarely participated or gave any feedback. However, with the behavior of the warrior instructor fresh in mind, I wanted to do something special and sat down to write a song for the crowd. It wasn't going to win any prizes for impressive finger work or beautiful passages—I kept it simple and jolly instead.  
 
    When I needed a second opinion to make sure that the kobolds would get my point, Videk just chuckled. "You're playing with fire, boy. This isn't going to win you any friends among the high and mighty." He encouraged me to leave it exactly as it was.  
 
    The Anathema of Nerit had gotten used to hearing me by now, and most of the songs I knew by heart, I'd played various times over. Therefore, that evening, when I prefaced the song with the message that this was something I'd created just for them, a couple of heads rose. A couple of people stared open-mouthed as I sang about, 'A warrior so full of might—he's plain forgotten how to fight.' It wasn't until halfway into the first chorus that I really caught their attention though—when I mentioned Tarkos by name. Whatever else was going to happen in Nerit, I was always going to have that image to treasure—a plaza filled with astonished faces, most fighting to keep from grinning as I poured derision on a person most hated. They maintained their composure well—at least until the start of the second verse, as I warned them of the perils of attacking him, even if he appeared unarmed. 'Do try your luck, but keep in mind—he hides a stick up his behind,' was too much for them, and I was forced to a short break as they broke down in laughter. The rest of the song, everybody listened in rapt attention, but I still had to pause twice more as they reacted to the new experience of somebody mocking their authority figures. The applause as I finished was deafening, and I reveled in it.  
 
    One could criticize me for talking smack about the one person whose goodwill I needed in order to complete my quest, but this wasn't a stratagem I'd come up with on a whim. Seeing as how Tarkos had already singled me out and made it clear that he disliked me, I'd decided that trying to gain his favor the regular way was out of the question. As long as I was still in the running, I'd be safe from any direct action against me—or so I hoped—so I might as well go the other route and try to force his acceptance instead. How, I wasn't too sure, but there were plenty of avenues open to me—and the day's reaction felt like a good start. 
 
    My earlier assumptions about language skill increases were spot-on. The second language lesson following the combat test, I received the notification congratulating me on reaching Apprentice level in the written kobold language. Waiting for the lesson to finish was a test of my patience, but finally, I was able to retire to the common room with the history book, eager to delve into the sordid past of Greck. 
 
    To my disappointment, I received nothing of the kind. If anything, the story revolved around the sordid past of Nerit—and even at that, it was pretty boring. I found it to be equal parts history book and personal journal, liberally sprinkled with philosophizing on his part. My language skills still left me baffled at a good deal of passages, and I'd probably be better off asking Arack to help me read it aloud. I wasn't planning to show this book to anybody, though—for all I knew, it was filled to the brim with heresy. In fact, it probably was. There was a good deal of speculation about how the Church was actually calling the shots in Nerit, and the Chief reigned in title alone. Over the following days, the book became my goodnight tonic, as I tried to decipher just a bit more before each bedtime. Even with my having to guess at large parts of the meaning and Greck's own speculation, the contents were intriguing. My largest initial surprise was discovering that Greck had not only joined the Church of Thracken as a youth, he'd been a true believer. The reasons for the fallout were either not written well or just too advanced for me, and I definitely failed at making heads or tails of the conclusion, but the result was evident. I needed to double down on my learning. While there was no fixed limit to my stay in Nerit, if I did eventually make it to a parlay with the Chief, I'd want as much intel on my side as possible. 
 
    In the end, though, even with my diligence in visiting the warrior compound daily, that master plan completely failed me. At least, it failed in providing me with an opening in order to find something that would convince Tarkos to let me participate in the Honor Games. In the end, the resolution fell straight into my lap or rather, came charging at me from behind a nearby wall.  
 
    The first days as an Anathema, I'd been vigilant all the time. I had taken painstaking care to vary my routes and keep my eyes open for Talen and his ilk. Lately, however, I'd let my attention slide, and I was walking the streets of Nerit with no thought for my own safety. I woke up fast enough, however, as a shout shattered the silence, "Look out, Arcangelo!" 
 
    While Darek would have criticized my lack of attention, my subsequent reaction should be deemed acceptable in his eyes. First, a double step to the left to avoid any objects flying my way. Then a rapid glance to take in the situation while I activated Veil of Sound and equipped my violin. Things weren't looking too good. Three kobolds, brimming with weapons and sprinting all-out to get to me—one of them let a hand axe fly at me and bellowed in frustration when the Veil deflected it. The moment they entered range, I let a Stun Blast fly. Two of them dropped to the ground, but the third managed to evade the blast with a rolling dodge. As a compliment to his skills, I met him with a Sleep spell, and his speed slowly flagged before he laid down and closed his eyes. My subsequent 'fight or flight' decision was quickly made for me, as the voice rang out again, "Run already!" and I complied. I did spend a split second creating a Photographic Memory in order to learn who'd jumped me. For the moment, however, I ran with all I had. From the angry voices behind me, pursuit was right on my heels. I turned a corner at full speed to see a grinning Arack wave at me from behind the corner of a nearby ruin. A minute later, and we were hiding out behind a rumbling wall, listening to the voices disappearing in the distance. 
 
    We spent another couple of minutes in silence to ensure that the hunt was off—easier said than done when I was bursting with the need to ask one particular question. Still, my mother taught me to always be polite. "Arack, thank you very, very much for saving me back there. It would've been my hide if they'd been any closer before I saw them." There. That ought to be enough formalities. "Did you just happen to chance upon us? I mean, I'm incredibly lucky that you did, but…” 
 
    She looked down, unwilling to meet my eyes and murmured something indecipherable.  
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    "I've been keeping an eye on you from time to time, okay?" 
 
    "You've been following me?"  
 
    She placed her hands on her hips. "Well—yes. When I could find the time. And don't you dare scold me too. You've managed to make so many enemies that you need somebody to look out for you. And don't you dare tell me you don't need my help. I've managed to derail one of Talen's thugs twice now." 
 
    "Really? I just figured that they'd forgotten about it by now—should've known better. That means I probably owe you my life twice or more times over now. What have I done to inspire this, Arack? I mean, I'm honored, but I haven't really done anything for you." 
 
    Her frown disappeared and was replaced by a brilliant smile. "Are you kidding? You're the first person ever to entertain Nerit without asking for compensation. I mean, who even does that? And you might not see it, but your presence has changed our family too. Even if he says he hates your music, Videk goes out of his way to see your performances—he says he likes how you stir up the pot. Darek—well, he's Darek. He doesn't exactly share his thoughts and feelings. Still, once after one of your sessions, I caught him smiling. Darek! So all told, you've done more for me and mine than any other, including my sorry excuse for a family." 
 
    I searched my mind but found no ready reply for that. "Well—that one's on the house. Still, I don't feel good about you just running around risking your life on my behalf. Especially if they figure out who you are." 
 
    "Stop right there. I've said it before. I'm good at what I do, and you're not convincing me to stop." 
 
    "How about you just accompany me then? That'd give me a possibility for helping if you were caught out." 
 
    "Nope—not going to happen. If people see me with you, they'll soon figure out that we're friends, and the result will be the same." 
 
    I groaned. "Well, since you've thought of everything, consider this. If you go and get yourself caught, I'll be ever so disappointed in you. I'm not going to be the one to tell Darek and Videk that you got your fool self killed because you wanted to protect some daft bard." 
 
    She beamed at me and put on her most innocent expression. "Don't worry, Uncle Archie. I'll be careful." 
 
    "Uncle… no!" 
 
    "Oh yes, Uncle." 
 
    We spent a while just walking and bickering until I remembered the screenshot I'd taken. I brought up the interface while we walked, again marveling at the level of detail in the function. This time around, I only needed a few seconds before I closed the interface with a satisfied sigh. 
 
    "What does that grin mean, Arcangelo?" 
 
    "That means I figured out who just jumped me, and I'm all a-tingle with the thoughts of the karma that I'm going to bestow on him." 
 
    The day after, I returned to the warrior compound as usual. Instead of setting up shop near a training dummy, I toured the grounds until I was able to lay eyes on my target. The agile male with the crimson scales who'd asked to see my weapon was running through some spear exercises with a small group. Neither of the other attackers were nearby, though—perfect. 
 
    In real life, I've never been the confrontational type. While I have a bit of a temper, I don't seek out confrontation. Lately, however, I seemed to be getting a taste for it. The thought of approaching somebody who could easily take me out in a physical match and then taking them out using only words—yeah, that was kind of addictive. I even had to force myself to keep from adopting a cocky smirk as I approached him and plaster on the subservient attitude of Anathema approaching a warrior. Keeping my eyes down, I asked in a low voice, "Apologies for interrupting. I was told that I should turn to you for instructions." 
 
    The small group paused their training to see what was going on. Clearly uncomfortable, my assailant adopted an arrogant tone. "Oh yeah? Who told you that?" 
 
    "He didn't mention his name, but I'm supposed to ask about a couple of spears. Should we talk somewhere else, so we don't disturb the training?" 
 
    He shrugged as if he didn't care one whit. "I suppose. If these birdbrains are unable to focus on their own training, we had better move it." 
 
    When we turned the nearest corner, he gripped my arm and slammed me against the wall, hissing, "What in the Pits do you want?"  
 
    Letting the submissive attitude drop, I bared my teeth at him. "A talk. Something more civil than what you and your goons tried to do yesterday." 
 
    He backed off a bit, crossing his arms over his chest and sneered. "So what if I don't care to talk to you? What are you going to do then?" 
 
    "Why do we have to go there? For all I know, we could be friends, you and I, in a different situation. The thing is, we both know that I could take this to Oath, get it mediated officially, and you'd be in a world of trouble unless, of course, you want to lie to him. I have no interest in going that route, however. See, I have this gift that allows me to freeze an image and review it afterwards. This gave me the chance to get a good look at the faces of you and your comrades. What surprised me wasn't the fact that I recognized you. No, it was the look on your face." 
 
    He didn't talk, just glared at me, which encouraged me to continue. 
 
    "There was no rage to be found there. You'd expect that. Or distaste. Bloodthirst. Battle frenzy, even. But when I looked upon you, I saw none of that—only regret—which makes no sense, unless you really didn't want to be there in the first place." 
 
    He exhaled forcefully and looked down, murmuring something in kobold I couldn't quite catch. He continued out loud, "Sure, you're right. Why would I hate you? Even if I were as vigilant in following the tenets of Thracken as some of the others, you've done nothing wrong. Speaking up against Tarkos,” he turned to spit at the name, "isn't heresy. Especially when everything you say is true. That's about all I can do though. Tarkos might twist the words of Thracken when it suits him, but there's no denying that he's in charge. If I were to speak out against him—even if we involved Oath—I doubt that anything would change except for me joining you in the ranks of the Fallen." 
 
    "Wait. Tarkos has the power to influence who's named Anathema? My belief was that this was solely in the hands of the Liberator and the Church?" 
 
    "Yeah, right. Tell that to Lidack and his crew. Used to be real tight with the Instructor back in the old days. Then they have a falling-out, and all of a sudden, they find themselves on the outskirts with the mark on their faces." 
 
    "You know, that might be just what I need to rattle the throne of our good Instructor. Where would I be able to find them?" 
 
    He shrugged. "From what I hear, Lidack's brother sometimes brings him some scraps. He’s not supposed to—technically, they're not part of society anymore. Still, family, right?" With a sigh, he continued, "Listen. You tell his brother that I'm cashing in the favor from back when I covered for him. He'll know what I mean. As for the two of us, we're square, right?" 
 
    I gave him a curt nod. "Goes without saying, but I won't mention your name anywhere. Thank you for guiding me the right way." 
 
    Half an hour later, after the brother had nudged me in the right direction, I was standing at the edge of the plaza, looking at an example of just how low a former warrior could fall. The decrepit form installed right next to two midsized barrels and a handful of half-broken mugs could barely be recognized as a kobold, let alone a former member of the highest caste in Nerit. Only the scars on his dull scales were a testament to his former occupation. At first, I believed that he was asleep, but after a moment, he called at me—first in kobold, but then he switched over in Common halfway through. 
 
    "Hey. You planning on buying anything? This … isn't free. Oh. I have seen you around here, playing. You come visit Lidack for the best damn Ache in Nerit?" 
 
    A glance at the crockery, which had long since left regular 'dirty' behind, told me that we were looking at a very specific definition of 'best'. "No. Your brother told me where I could find you. He doesn't know why I'm here though. It's regarding Instructor Tarkos." 
 
    He sighed and let himself drop back down to recline against the barrel. "So Tarkos is going to clean house? Honestly, I'd expected it to happen a lot earlier. And not by a damn scaleless freak either. Clever stunt with your song though—nobody's going to suspect you're on his side!" 
 
    "Fortunately, this scaleless freak isn't on Tarkos's side—I'm on yours. My mission is pretty much the opposite of what you're thinking. I aim to pull Tarkos down or, at the very least, make things a lot less crappy for us Fallen. In order to succeed, though, I need what's inside that old head of yours." 
 
    He looked at me like his world had been turned upside down, then snorted and showed me the dagger he'd been hiding under his hand. "In that case, I won't be needing this. I'm not talking, though. I haven't lived to the ripe age of 51 by going up against the powers of Nerit."  
 
    "By the powers of Nerit, you mean Tarkos—I get it, and I understand you. I mean, it's your life at stake. Still, doesn't it make you angry? You're thrown to the curb and have to fear for your life, and he just enjoys life as one of the most important warriors in the city." 
 
    He glared at me. "What do you think? Of course it ticks me off. However, shoddy as my life may be, I'm kind of attached to it." 
 
    It was hard to disagree with his stance. Still, I couldn't just let this lie. Activating High Tide, I asked, "So… what if there was a way around that? If the two of us just have a friendly chat, and I swear that your name will not be mentioned?" 
 
    He hesitated. "That could work. And I would love to get back at the bastard." He mulled it over for a bit and then nodded to himself. "Rumor around town is that you're a follower of that treacherous hag, Serune? I want you to swear on her name." 
 
    "… Why? I mean, you guys clearly hold no love for her." 
 
    "Isn't it obvious? If you're dumb enough to break an oath to the Goddess of Grudges, there's no limit to what you would do." 
 
    That was pretty solid reasoning. I swore an explicit oath to keep him out of whatever damage I could do to Tarkos, and Lidack clapped his hands in appreciation. 
 
    "That's a cause for celebration if ever I heard it. Pick a mug, and we'll chat. Can't talk with my lips all dry, can I?" 
 
    With great reluctance, I accepted a sip of the horrid substance and—it was everything I'd feared. Once, I'd tried homebrewed Romanian slivovitz—this was worse. There were dregs and flecks at which I dared not look too closely, and I couldn't even start to guess at which plant or vegetable had been mistreated to provide this horrid mixture. The effect was indisputable though. I swear I could feel the system shutting off my brain cells one by one. Within minutes, we were chatting freely. The story wasn't entirely as detailed as I'd hoped—a good number of years selling and drinking Ache had taken its toll on Lidack's memory, but the main points stood clear. The good Tarkos had once been part of a merry band of five hunters. They were 'a bunch of lazy bums who did exactly what was needed, less maybe an inch or two,' according to Lidack. That is, right up until the day when Tarkos realized that he might actually be talented enough to become a warrior. Their breakup happened without drama, and the group wished him well. Still, as Tarkos rose up higher in the hierarchy of the warriors, the old crew were one-by-one deemed to be Fallen. The first one came as no surprise. As Lidack put it, "We'd all been skirting 'round the edge of proper behaviour more than once." Still, when there were only two remaining, they realized it was no coincidence.  
 
    Lidack emptied his cup, refilling it to the brim with a determined frown. "We debated what to do, Menerck and I, but in the end, we fought. He wanted to jump ship - said he'd heard rumours about a group that was willing to take in kobolds looking for a fresh start. Me, I thought even a life with the Fallen was preferable to go on a wild chase into the unknown." He scratched behind his spike ridge, dislodging a nugget of… something. "I may have chosen wrong. What really gets to me is how we didn't fight back. Pits, we didn't even consider the possibility. Tarkos was already so much higher in the hierarchy than we were."  
 
    As to the topic of exactly what it was that Tarkos wanted to keep hidden, he was less convinced. "It could've been any number of things, really. He was in favor of peace back then, you know? Wanted to reach out to other races, improve our situation here in the woods. Not exactly what the tenets of Thracken said back then. And the things we did. Heh. Stole an entire boar side from the Chief's cook. Spent three days on a bender near a lake and claimed we'd gotten lost. And that time Tarkos nicked the Liberator's old ceremonial knife on a wager." 
 
    "Wait—what was that? He did that? Where's the knife now?" 
 
    "Well, I… I'm not sure. I think Menerck stashed it somewhere. You see, we'd gotten a tun of not-quite-fermented wine and went–" 
 
    I cut in, "I think that's it. If somebody were to actually bring back the knife and link it to Tarkos, that'd be sacrilege, right?" Stories and rumors were one thing, but this sounded like the first actual proof—and if I played it right, I wouldn't even have to get the knife.  
 
    "Mmhm. Of the worst kind. It would be hard to prove, though, and I really don't know where Menerck is." 
 
    "Oh, I have a pretty good idea where he's at." I just hoped that he wasn't one of the two kobolds I'd killed during my bard trial. "But proof isn't the most important thing right now. Knowing why he exiled you in the first place is." 
 
    We spent a while longer drinking and swapping tall tales. Well, he drank, and I sipped carefully. Lidack was actually an extremely likable fellow as long as you didn't sit too close to him. He told me about the remaining two members of their old group. One had died a couple of years back but the final guy, Komack, could be found nearby, scraping a living as a scrounger and occasional baiter. Seriously, and I figured that my job in Copenhagen sucked. Acting as a diversion in front of the actual hunter party in areas inhabited by exceptionally dangerous animals? My mind rebelled at the thought. Unsurprisingly, this was a last-recourse job, but a few especially agile and fast ex-hunters were good enough to survive repeat performances.  
 
    I scratched my neck, not quite sure how to continue. "Listen, Lidack, I appreciate your help, but I want to be honest here. Your name is safe, but I might have to mention Menerck to get some traction." 
 
    "Go right ahead. He's chosen his path, and I wish him all the best, but wherever he's at, he's away from all of this. Besides, that high and mighty bastard Tarkos deserves what's coming to him. Best keep Komack out of it entirely as well." 
 
    We got back to swapping tales, and a while later, I felt reassured that I'd pumped him of all useful knowledge. He and I were becoming fast friends, and the Ache started tasting less foul—a danger sign if ever there were one. My feet were not sure if they were up to the task, but when I got up, they obeyed, however shakily. "Lidack, I won't forget this—or so I hope. This stuff really has a kick to it." 
 
    "Hah—I love seeing a first-timer try a sip of Ache. Come back and tell me how things went, y'hear?" 
 
    A brisk walk cleared the worst fog from my mind. Still, I wasn't going to sober up right away—I had an 'inebriated' debuff lasting for the next three hours. I was whistling as I went, however, this had been an excellent day. No quest updates or anything—the wording of the original quest still remained 'convince the Instructor to accept you.' Heh. Well, I was ready for some convincing, and I damn sure hoped that Tarkos was not prepared for anything beyond a heartfelt plea. Oh, nice. My blackmail skill had increased once back in the conversation with that warrior who'd ambushed me—never did catch his name. Apparently, to Exogenics, emotional blackmail still counted as blackmail, and I sure wasn't complaining. A skill point is a skill point.  
 
    When I sobered up, I went back to my routines. As for Tarkos, I was going to save him for last—convincing him would be a waste if I failed the final test.  
 
    In the middle of the second week, I was recuperating from a tough training session with Darek when I received a pop-up. Confused, I brought it up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have failed the quest: 
    
  Facades 
    
  Sareena Gloridien has left Grant’s Crossing. You have failed to figure out the truth behind her presence in the village in time. The consequences of this are yet to be seen.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Wonderful! Never had I been this pleased at failing a quest before, but this meant that I’d be safe to return to the village whenever I pleased. Now I could focus fully on the task at hand without having that preying on my thoughts. 
 
    Two days before facing the Hazing Trail, I approached Videk. "Hey—I need your help, and I need it bad." 
 
    "Aw. I'm glad to hear you finally admitting it. Want my assistance in destroying that old instrument you keep tormenting?" 
 
    "No, you tone-deaf brute. I need your help in sneaking into the warrior compound tomorrow night and planting a bunch of traps." 
 
    He looked at me and then slowly rummaged around in his earhole with a clawed finger. "Did I get that straight? That sounded like 'Please help me commit suicide' to me." 
 
    I shook my head. "I'm not planning an attack or anything of the kind. Here, let me explain…" and I laid it all out for him, drawing it out in the dust floor. Truth was, I’d come to an ugly but inevitable conclusion. There was no way I’d be able to beat the other runners on the Hazing Trails—not without using dirty tricks. Hence the need to call upon an expert. 
 
    When I was done, he yawned. "Alright, suppose I know my way around traps and that I could be persuaded to believe that this isn't suicide. Give me one good reason to do it, though. What's in it for me?" 
 
    This exact question had presented a bit of an obstacle for me when I was planning my approach. Food was not a possibility, I had no items worth mentioning to spare and even if I'd owned any spare cash, it wasn't worth anything in these parts. After due consideration, I opted for a new approach—to me, at least. Charity. "For you? Nothing. However, you know what I'm in Nerit for. If you help me prepare the trail tomorrow night, I'll expand my mission here to include doing whatever I can to improve the situation for all Fallen in Nerit." 
 
    For a moment, he didn't respond at all. "What would make you think that I care about those other losers?" 
 
    I maintained my poker face. "I don't know. You tell me? Do we have a deal?" This was a toss of the dice, but if I'd read him right, he did indeed care a lot more than he admitted about the plight of the Fallen. 
 
    "I… curse you, yes." He lifted an admonishing finger. "Don't you dare tell anyone about this, or the deal is off." 
 
    "I wouldn't." Smirking, I continued, "Despite your horrible taste in music and weird odor, you're not the worst company in this sorry excuse for a city." 
 
    Videk barked a laugh. "We'll add 'sense of humor' to the list of things we need to work on. Now, tell me about those traps. And forget about joining me—if we want this to succeed, I'm not dragging your pasty-white behind around with me at night."  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  Dirty Deeds 
    
  You have entered into an agreement with Videk. He will help you rig the Hazing Trail. In exchange, you must strive to improve the situation for the Anathema of Nerit. 
    
  Penalty for failure: 
  Reputation loss with Videk. 
  Reward:  
  Reputation gain with the Anathema of Nerit depending on the success. 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We agreed on the specifics, and I handed over every single trap I'd created to him. No turning back now. 
 
    The day of the Hazing Trail arrived without fanfare, and I got up, groaning and cursing the day for arriving too soon—more out of habit than any actual lack of sleep. The past two weeks, I'd slept like a baby from all the physical and mental exhaustion. This moment, I desired nothing else but being back in Grant's Crossing, sleeping in and ordering a lavish breakfast buffet for myself—with an entire pot of steaming coffee for myself. Whatever else happened, I had the possibility of returning to Grant’s Crossing and Gillem’s cook pots whenever I wanted. Still, it was better to keep my head in the present. I shoveled down the morning meal—Darya was an excellent cook, but the circumstances didn't allow for much variety or good cooking implements, and a large part of my cuisine consisted of meat. Still, it wasn't all bad. I finished with a piece of jerky I'd been saving for today. That was one fresh addiction I wasn't getting rid of anytime soon.  
 
    During the last test at the warrior compound, I'd been impressed at the number of spectators to show up. However, the crowd today was at least half again as large as last time. To my surprise, I even spotted a bunch of Fallen interspersed among the warriors. Finding where to go was easy. My fellow contestants were lined up on the Hazing Trail, waiting for everything to start. There was still a bit of time to kill before the start, though, and I'd spotted a familiar face among the crowd—an old geezer who loved the saucier songs. I sidled up next to him and asked, "Hey, I didn't know Fallen were allowed today?" 
 
    He grinned at me in welcome, producing a folded foul-smelling piece of canvas he was dragging along with him. "We don't get much entertainment. So when they allow us the chance to have a little fun, well, I'm not saying no. No hard missiles allowed, but I got creative this year." He unwrapped the canvas, displaying a huge load of mud pies… except that definitely wasn't mud I was smelling. 
 
    Shaking my head in amazement, I took my leave. "You take care to aim at the others, you hear?" 
 
    The old rascal let out a braying laugh as I walked away. "No promises!" 
 
    In fact, it was rather clever, I surmised as I walked to take my place near the other contestants. This wasn't just a test of endurance, it was also a test of your reflexes and a popularity contest of sorts. It allowed the warriors to try to hinder those they disliked from winning at the same time that the Anathema of Nerit were encouraged to mock and deride those who tried to achieve higher standing. In other words, 'Stay in your place, losers.’ 
 
    This loser, however, wasn't going to take no for an answer. Joining the group, I surveyed the scenery and couldn't help but grin in anticipation. The winding dust trail looked undisturbed, meaning my nefarious plan had probably not been blown. Right now, I was framed by a pack of seven kobolds who were all hardier, more agile and more accustomed to long runs than me, and I was chomping at the bit to get started. 
 
    As if he'd read my mind, Tarkos majestically strode on to the setting and delivered an impassioned speech in a deadpan voice. The details were exactly what one could imagine from a leader with no sense of public speaking and an inflated opinion of himself. 'Warriors are a select group. Not everyone can perform under stressful circumstances. The chance of a lifetime to join our prestigious caste. Give it your all. We will weed out the weak.' And so on, and so forth. My erst-time principal had done a better job of trying to sell the idea of the chess club as a prestigious possibility to a bunch of 14-year-old kids brimming with hormones. Tarkos did, however, provide the service of explaining the rules and limitations—five laps around the trail, so maybe… five or six kilometers total. No attacking each other on the trail on pain of disqualification. No spells or potions. That last part was delivered with a smug glance at me. Okay, maybe I imagined the 'smug' part, but it definitely felt personal. As for the audience, there was only one rule—no hard missiles or weapons. Otherwise, feel free to distract, bombard, yell at or otherwise inconvenience the runners. 
 
    Tarkos eventually ran out of hot air, and we lined up on the start line, ready to go. An all-too-short countdown later, and we were off. Instantly, I could tell how outclassed I was. With little effort, the other runners outpaced me, even with their short legs, and my stamina disappeared at an alarming rate. Alright, time to get on with the cheats. 
 
    The other day during my crafting session, the results seemed relatively unimpressive to me. It was my own fault, really. I hadn't been grinding my crafting skills, and it showed. Nevertheless, of the results I ended up with, two were just right for my current predicament. 
 
    Right this moment, a total of fifteen traps were dispersed over the trail, placed with loving care by Videk according to the placement we'd agreed upon—or so I hoped. I’d gone all in, using all the trap materials I’d brought. Three of the traps were placed along the optimal running track at intervals to cause a bit of mayhem. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  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: Stun 
  Effect duration: Instant 
  Activation cost: 30 mana 
  Activation time: 30 seconds 
  Trap duration: 24 hours 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken a bit of experimentation to get it right, but in the end, we'd come up with a decent solution where we'd bury the ends of the rope trap. The result was a loop of rope, liberally coated with dirt, sticking out from the dirt to catch the feet of the unaware. In theory, the rope itself could be enough to trip up a runner, but the stun effect was sure to cause some mayhem. Those traps were not what I was counting on to win, however. In the next turn, I swerved to the outer side of the wide trail, taking the longest possible route through the curve. Knowing what to look for, my high perception score and spot skills were up to the task as I spotted the clusters of rope emerging from the ground. One. Two. Three. Four. Damn. Five. Okay, I missed one, but the effect of the five traps instantly made themselves known, as my agility jumped from a paltry nine to 14.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  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  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I could practically feel my gait becoming more smooth and my breath more even as the effect of +5 agility soared into my system. I might not be up to the level of your average kobold, but my longer legs were proving an advantage, and ever so slowly, I was gaining on the others. Good thing too because the crowd was waking up and the first taunts were coming my way. Moments later, the first missiles followed. FPS—First Person Shooters—have never been my favorite games—I prefer the opportunity to ponder your decision over the adrenaline-pumping, split-second decision making stress of shooters. Nevertheless, this was exactly what diving into the crowd felt like—some amped-up FPS with no end in sight. Both sides of the trail were packed with onlookers cheering, hooting, taunting and cursing. From time to time, somebody would decide upon a target and haul a missile at them, usually followed by a gale of laughter if it connected.  
 
    I received more than my fair share of missiles and soon had the dubious pleasure of being able to use everything Darek had taught me about dodging. Nonetheless, even with my skill increases, I wasn't up to the task. At the end of the first lap, my clothes were liberally smeared with rotten fruit and worse, and I'd taken 12 blunt damage—that apple had hurt. My position was improving, though. I'd set off an additional three agility traps and only had three runners ahead of me. One poor soul had sprung a stun trap mid-curve and tumbled straight into the middle of the crowd. From the enraged cries of the spectators, the odds of his returning to compete in the race didn't look good. The rest, I'd slowly overtaken, one by one. My stamina was looking alright too—only a third used so far, even with the slow start. 
 
    To my dismay, one fatal flaw in my plan revealed itself. Each lap took me well over two minutes to complete, meaning the agility boost would run out before I completed the fifth lap. During the second lap, I managed to activate the remaining four and set to work. Gods, I hated running! Still, I was progressing. A strained snarl was the only reaction from her when I managed to take over the third in place near the end of the second lap. To me, the crowd was turning into a blur—one mass of screaming, snarling, laughing faces. I had stopped attempting to dodge any missiles except the ones aiming for my head—there were too many. Only one person stood out in my mind. Even being forewarned, I was unable to pick out the kobold lass with the spikes until after she launched her surprise at me. An awkward roll to the right saved me from the worst consequences, but I still took a massive blow to the shoulder. Nice. A rock packed into a liberal amount of mud—just like back in school! Mentally adding her to the list, I padded onward. 
 
    Third lap and things were looking up. I was slowly gaining on number two. Halfway through, by a stroke of luck, he chanced into one of the two remaining traps and crashed to the ground in the middle of the trail. He wasn't out for the count, though. As I passed him by, he groaned and tried to get back up, but I never slowed and left him scraping in the dirt. The next couple of minutes were one long, slow grind. By now, I'd actually taken almost half my health in blunt damage from all the missiles that hit me—especially that damn rock—but I saw no other recourse but to soldier on. 
 
    Until right before the finishing line on the third lap, that is. I skipped a step as something rebounded from my shoulder hard enough to make me lose my stride. Ouch—had that been another stone? No, just another damned apple. Still, it smarted and had actually taken a chunk of health off my bar. Looking up, my eyes were instinctively drawn to a single, sneering face in the crowd. Talen. Damnit. He was surrounded by a couple of his cronies, throwing an apple up and down with a huge, cold smile on his face. Gah. If ever I had the chance to lay my hands on him. Shaking my head, I dismissed him from my mind and focused on the run. Talen was not the only one to cause troubles, though. Upon entering the fourth round, the lead runner opted to increase his speed instead of slowing down from fatigue. My stamina ticked down to zero, and I was forced to use yet another of my limited charges from my Second Wind earring, watching it spring back up to full. This was going to be close. Even though I was well past halfway, during the last lap, my agility was going to drop by eight, increasing my stamina drain. That was disregarding the fact that the lead runner might very well choose to pick up speed again.  
 
    Bit by hard-won bit, I gained on the kobold before me. Focusing on his clawed feet kicking up dirt before me helped to ignore the screaming crowd. Inside my skull, a silent mantra ran on repeat, "Hit a trap. Hit a trap." He, of course, stubbornly kept on ignoring my heartfelt wish. Drat. Never the less, going into the final curve before the finish line, I was less than ten meters behind him, and I had slightly above half my stamina remaining. I wasn't the least bit surprised to see Talen standing ready with a handful of apples and a focused look on his face. The moment I came into range, he started throwing like he was trying to kill me. I, on the other hand, used every skill I'd learned from Darek—dodging, weaving and rolling for all I was worth. Even so, right at the critical point, I had to pass him at ten meters of distance, at most. This is how I found myself staring Talen right in the face as he launched his final missile with a triumphant grin—and managed to take the brunt of the throw directly on the snout. 
 
    For a moment there, I lost sight entirely as I felt blood pouring from my nose. Somehow, I managed to keep on the track even as I stumbled along, holding my bloodied face. I wiped the tears from my face and focused on regaining speed. The lead runner had made good use of my interruption, and a quick glance behind me showed me that the third was close behind. I regained my focus, however, and got back into the beat. The gap up to number one seemed unmanageable, but I focused on getting closer, bit by bit, and for a while, it looked like it was working. I figured they must be as drained as I was at this point, even if they didn't have to deal with a 'heavy nose bleed' debuff that gave me a penalty to Concentration and a bleeding debuff that left my health at 30 percent. Then the first three-point decrease to my agility hit. My speed started flagging immediately, and I could see my stamina draining faster. At this point, I set my mind to one thing-running—and forgot about all distractions. Everything revolved around my arms, legs and breath, and I shut out the rest of the world. Of course, with a quarter lap to go, the next five-point decrease hit me. I could almost feel the rhythm departing, and my footsteps felt heavy and clumsy once more. So. Damn. Close. The lead runner was just ahead of me, sporting a slight limp. As we entered the final curve, I was just five meters behind him. I spared a glance over my shoulder, spotting, to my horror, the third runner coming up behind me with a determined look on his face.  
 
    My stamina was trickling down towards zero. I don't know what I spotted first—Talen or the finish line, but I do know what kept my attention locked. Even exhausted as I was, all cobwebs fled my mind as I saw his frenzied grin and the glint of something indeterminable inside his hand. Mind racing, I activated Photographic Memory. It was the first time I'd used it on the fly, but I only needed to do two things. Take a screenshot—done. Then open and enhance… that goddamn maniac! I closed the overlay before me, but the image of the small and sleek throwing dagger resting in his hand took a while to leave my retinas. 
 
    Think fast! If Talen could cheat then… no, no spells, or I'd end up with Thracken's fury unleashed upon me. What the hell were the rules again? You're not allowed to attack anybody. No. That wasn't it. Maybe… the roar of the crowd pummeled my ears as I desperately searched my inventory, stumbling and almost falling before I found what I was searching for. I only spared a split second to check that I'd retrieved the right item. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  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: 10 slashing 
  Effect: Stuns target for 1.0 second. 
  Radius: 1.0 meter 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Intoning a silent prayer, I let it sail through the air—straight into the crowd. I had to hand it to Talen—the little twerp was fast. Even mid-throw, he managed to turn his launching motion into an elegant evasive maneuver. It would have looked downright majestic too, if it hadn't been for the fact that I'd aimed the bomb not at his chest but at his feet. As the bomb shattered, the effect shot out from the impact, catching him by surprise with a goofy look on his face. That’s what I pictured afterwards, at least. Personally, I saw nothing. The moment the bomb left my hand, I focused all my efforts on the remaining distance to the goal and the final opponent in front of me. Less than ten meters remaining and only a sliver of stamina left, but I could almost touch him. Summoning what little energy I had in me, I gave it all in one final sprint. My motion felt slow as a glacier as I gained on him. First a hand. Then an arm's length. Finally, close enough to pat his shoulder if I wanted—and then my stamina ran out. I stumbled to the ground and lost all sense of direction as the ground and sky took turns presenting themselves to me. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 24 – Pre-Game Preparations 
 
      
 
    The next minute was confusing and alarming both. As I hit the ground, I lost an extra smidgen of stamina, leaving me unable to act, trapped as an observer inside my stunned body. Surrounding me was a cacophony of sounds and people, and everybody seemed to be yelling all at once. Some seemed to be clamoring for my head while others tried to restore a semblance of peace. With my stamina slowly building towards zero, I might as well check out the one thing I could do something about. That said, I focused on the blinking notification, bringing up a pop-up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  High Standards 
    
  The warrior instructor Tarkos requires you to pass three tests before he will accept you as his candidate for the games.  
  - You have proved yourself in combat. 
  - You have proven your toughness by completing the Hazing Trail in second place. 
  - Convince the instructor to accept you (Games begin in 6 days, 23 hours and 32 minutes) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn—I'd only made second place. But how did that make sense? D’oh. If I could move my hand, I'd have slapped my forehead. Tarkos did mention that there were two spots left for the Honor Games, not one—this was a success for me. My attention returned to the chaos surrounding my fallen body, and I waited impatiently for the final stamina point to recover, allowing me sit up in an unsteady fashion. Just in time too, as Tarkos strode into the finishing area, pointing at me with a furious look on his face. 
 
    "You. Half-breed scum. Explain what you did!" 
 
    "I—well, I spotted somebody about to throw a dagger at me, and I attacked them first." 
 
    His face darkened—a feat I didn't even know kobolds were capable of. "What? You readily admit to that?" He turned towards the crowd and gestured for them to quieten. After a while and some threatening gestures from the warriors keeping guard, they did. "Condemned by his own words. He has broken the rules and we will–" 
 
    With a shout, I interrupted, "Oh PITS no. I have broken no rules!" I hurried onwards, ignoring the look of absolute fury on Tarkos' face. "And may Thracken strike me with lightning this very moment should I be speaking a falsehood." Waiting a moment in theatrical silence, I turned back towards Tarkos and lowered my voice, "No potions. No spells. No attacking people on the trail. I can't remember your exact words, but that was the gist of it, right? Want to take it before Oath and see who's right?" Was this a moronic idea? I needed his assent in order to complete the quest, but it felt like there was something to gain here from prodding him and keeping him off balance. 
 
    He shook a finger at me, fuming before he let it drop to his side and a small, smug smile grew on his face. He addressed the crowd again. "The winners have been confirmed." He proceeded to recite the order of the runners, concluding with me in second place and the first place, Horack. He continued, "Only two of these people will be granted acceptance into the Honor Games, however. Usually, this process is closed to the public. This time, however, I will make an exception, allowing everyone present to see as Thracken's will is done. Contestants! Line up before me in order of placement." 
 
    Hrm. That could be the exact opening I wanted. At least, now he'd have to make a decision right away—stalling and going for his old crew members wasn't an option. All runners lined up before Tarkos who had conveniently been able to arrange an improvised dais to make himself visible to the onlookers, “and appear superior,” I added in my silent mind. There wasn't much time to deliberate as the solemn Instructor called the frontrunner before him. 
 
    "Horack. Former hunter, now Anathema, three years gone." The formal words reeked of ceremony—a process repeated so often that the words had gone from mere question to something graven, wrapped in ritual. "You have proven yourself before all of us. We have tested your resilience and resolve, your endurance and adaptability and found you acceptable for the Honor Games. What remains to be tested is your spirit before Thracken and Nerit. Do you consent to this?"  
 
    Horack bowed his head in assent. 
 
    "You were deemed Anathema for sloth and cowardice. On several occasions, you refused to participate in hunts you pronounced too dangerous or unnecessary. You put your needs before those of the many. What has changed?" 
 
    Horack remained with his head bowed, but his voice came out strong and firm, "My time among the Fallen has taught me much. I now see how easy a life I have lived, how selfish my choices were and what it takes to help people who rely on you. From now on, I will not shirk my duties." Even those words seemed formal—like he'd rehearsed them beforehand. 
 
    They did the trick, though because Tarkos launched into a speech about the honor of admitting your failures, becoming a productive part of society once more… and a whole bunch of other stuff. I tuned out most of it while my mental cogs worked overtime. Now I saw the trap Tarkos had laid. When he asked me the same questions, I wouldn't be able to come up with any reasonable answer. I'd been cast down in the first place - ostensibly by old man Thracken himself because I was a caster and a tinkerer, and I couldn't very well change that. So unless I was willing to turn on Serune, I'd have to come up with an alternative. Perhaps… oh. Tarkos truly wasn't going to like this. Videk was going to love the show, however. 
 
    While Tarkos droned on, I went over what I was going to say—and when he turned towards me, I was prepared. 
 
    "Arcangelo," he spat the name. "Formerly nothing, now Anathema, two weeks gone. You have proven yourself before all of us. We have tested your resilience and resolve, your endurance and adaptability and found you acceptable for the Honor Games. What remains to be tested is your spirit before Thracken and Nerit. Do you consent to this?"  
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "You were deemed Anathema for pride. You were offered a generous chance to earn your place in Nerit in any of our castes but refused. You even refused the words of Thracken himself. What has changed?" 
 
    I took a deep breath and did everything I could to appear a proper, penitent fan of Thracken and all his wisdom. "I have changed. Now, I can see what I failed to understand initially. My belief was that Thracken would only ever accept casters in the church itself. Now, I have been allowed to pierce the veil and see that you are allowed to earn your place among the warriors of Nerit, regardless of your weapon of choice being sword, bow or magic. Due to that, I understand how wrong I was and that my fervent desire is to earn my place among the warriors of Nerit." This, of course, was utter hogwash. In fact, the stocky old Liberator himself had said something like, "We only accept casters in the church." Still, the fact that they'd allowed me to use my spells in two of the three tests to date made it somewhat-believable hogwash, which was what I was counting on. Before Tarkos decided that I'd finished and started judging me, I hurried onwards, "My second and more important reason is very personal, and I would ask you to listen to it privately first. If you decide that it should be revealed to everybody afterwards, that is, of course, your prerogative." 
 
    Emotions flittered over his face—suspicion and stubbornness followed by curiosity. To my advantage, curiosity won out, and he beckoned me forward. "Alright. This had better be good." 
 
    Keeping my voice low and face neutral, I whispered, "Oh, it is. See, there's this guy, Menerck." Instantly, Tarkos' eyes fixed on me, trying to stare through me. "Yeah, he ran away from home. Of all the possible places to go in Neyrus, he shacked up with my bard instructor. Small world, right? He's a talkative fellow though, isn't he?" I shook my head. "It took me a while to piece everything together, but eventually, I got there. Right, you wanted me to keep it short. Sorry. Yes, I know that you stole the dagger from the Liberator. Yes, I know where it is. Yes, this is blackmail. Either you let me pass, or I return here with Menerck and the dagger to take you down." 
 
    "You. You are out of your mind. I will kill you here and now." 
 
    I allowed the side of my mouth to quirk up. "Reborn, remember? That won't help you much." I activated my High Tide skill. "I'll toss you a bone, though. If you let me pass, I'll let the dagger lie where it is and will never approach Menerck again. Deal?" For a while, I believed that I'd pushed him too far.  
 
    Tarkos' nostrils flared, and the hatred in his eyes was tangible. After an oppressive period had passed, he straightened and addressed the crowd. "I have reviewed the words of Arcangelo. There is a weight to his arguments that holds true. I should like to share it with you here, today, but as Thracken learned, to his detriment, there is value in keeping personal things close to the heart. As such, I will respect his wishes and congratulate him on earning his way into the Honor Games."  
 
    Yes! Acting was not Tarkos' strong side, but he caved. He actually caved! I heard very little of what followed. It was all ceremonial and basically a protracted congratulations for the two of us and a ‘better luck next year’ for the rest. I found it hard to contain the beaming smile that found its way to my face constantly. After the ceremony, a surprising number of Fallen came to congratulate me. Not a single warrior, though—my rep was still too crappy for that. It took a while, but finally, I made my way out of the compound and found a quiet place to look at the quest update. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  High Standards 
    
  You have completed all tests put before you by the warrior instructor Tarkos, proving your worth thrice over. 
    
  Base reward: 
  You have received 500 experience points. Experience towards next level: 1345/4000. 
  Your reputation with the Anathema of Nerit has increased by 300. (+20%) =360. New reputation 2410 (Liked) 
    
  Result of blackmailing Tarkos: 
  Your reputation with Instructor Tarkos has decreased by -1000 (+40%) =-1400. New reputation -6250 (Hated)] 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  The Path Of Daggers 
    
  Earning an entry ticket to the Honor Games of Nerit is not an easy task, but you have succeeded. The stakes are high, but the goal is in sight. Win the annual Honor Games in order to earn a place among the rank of warriors of Nerit. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    On top of that, I'd been rewarded with two points to my Blackmail skill. So not only did your skills increase faster when your life was on the line but also when the stakes were high. Thank you, Exogenics! Just two more skill increases for Apprentice level—and to think I thought I’d never use it. The only questionable result revolved around Serune—not for the first time. I couldn’t help but smirk at the notification because of course, it had to be like that. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Improved standing with Serune: 
    
  By humiliating Tarkos, you have sown the seeds for a fledgling enmity, laying the groundwork for a proper grudge in the future.   
  Reward: 
Establishing the basis of a mutual enmity: 100 clergy points. Points to next rank 900/1000. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Dinner that night was a lively experience. They'd all gone off to see the run and had been kind enough to prepare a feast in honor of my victory. I couldn't deny being touched by their gesture. The evening meal was an animated experience, with all three taking part in the conversation. 
 
    Arack was the most excited one, as usual. "And then, when that apple hit you, I thought you were done for. I wanted to bring something to toss as well, but Darek thought it'd be bad form—boring old man." 
 
    Darek contributed, "The one you said was going to attack you—it was Talen, right? I spotted some of his group among the onlookers. Even so, I had not imagined that he would stoop as low as this." 
 
    I was about to answer when Videk spoke over me through a mouthful of Darya's latest invention—smoked sausage stuffed with herbs, "Screw all that. We already know Talen's a backstabber. I need to know what you told Tarkos. Seriously. He looked like he was about to stab you, not reward you!" 
 
    I grinned at Videk, taking my time to savor the contents of my own plate. "So you noticed that. Of course, my friend—I'd love to tell you. If only I hadn't sworn to keep it a secret." He tossed a piece of vegetable at me, and I couldn't restrain my laughter. "I need to tell you something else, though—all of you. Thank you. From the bottom of my heart. If it weren't for you, I'd never have made it this far. Pits, I might just have ended at the mercy of Talen and his gangs. Your taking me in was a godsend, but everything after that? Well, I had never counted on finding friends in Nerit, but I'm thrilled I did."  
 
    A moment of silence was interrupted by the arrival of Arack, who threw herself at me with a squeal to give me a huge hug. "We love you too. You're crazy, but that's part of the charm." 
 
    I was still fending her off, as Darek cleared his throat. "Be that as it may, we need to talk." Donning a serious face, I nodded, and he elaborated, "You've made it to the Honor Games. I will be honest and say that I did not expect this. Therefore, we have not gone over what the Games entail. We should discuss what this means and how you should prepare." 
 
    "That's true, I guess. I thought it was supposed to change from year to year though, kept secret and whatnot?" 
 
    "Only the initial quests where you need to convince your caste that you are worthy to represent them. The Honor Games themselves follow a ritualized form, though the approach may vary. We have three tests—craftsman, hunter and warrior. If you aspire to become a craftsman, you need only complete the Craftsman's Challenge. However, should you want to become a warrior…” 
 
    "You need to complete all three—got it. What about gatherers and farmers, though?" 
 
    He waved his hand dismissively. "They need only pass the initial quests. Having a gatherer complete a combat test would make no sense. As for the rest: 
 
    The Craftsman's Challenge is where the crafter's caste comes together to show off all the traps they have created over the year. They create a number of marked paths, and you need to make it through it to the end, however you choose to do it." 
 
    "That… seems like it'd be quite a lot easier for crafters to complete than the rest." 
 
    "You would think so, except crafters have it harder - they get the added difficulty of having to dismantle the traps they encounter. They can't just dodge them or bull through. That is beside the point for you though. 
 
    “The Hunter's Prowl is… a misleading name, to be frank because you will not be the one doing the prowling. You will be given a task to perform within the Arena, and a select group of hunters will be stalking you to hinder or attack you. It is a test of your observation abilities together with evasion and planning." 
 
    My hackles raised at that. "A select group of hunters. So you're saying I'm bound to bump into Talen again?" 
 
    "Well, yes. Hunters are selected for their skills, but there is a certain amount of prestige involved. Both counts put Talen near the top of the list." 
 
    Cracking my knuckles, I nodded to myself. I was going to beat the everloving crap out of that annoying, murderous little snake—and then I was going to get creative.  
 
    Darek continued, "The Warrior's Call is simultaneously the most simple and challenging of the three tests. It's a simple duel, one-on-one. No limitations, no tricks and above all, no holding back. Fight until surrender. However, the warrior chosen for the task is among the top-ranked warriors of Nerit." 
 
    Shaking my head in disbelief, I asked, "First, you have to outsmart the crafters. Then outfox the hunters, and last, beat the best warriors. How in the Pits do they expect a Fallen to achieve that? Especially if they've lived a few years with bad food and no real training?" 
 
    Videk interjected, "Oh they don't. I can't even recall the last time somebody was raised to warrior." He made a rude gesture at the ceiling. 
 
    Darek's stern frown caused him to back off. "First off, most contenders try for one of the lesser castes. Every year, a couple of us manage to obtain the mercy of Thracken and gain at least the status of gatherer or craftsman. You are trying to bypass the entire system and aim for the highest rank available. In all honesty, you should be pleased that it is even a possibility. Also, yes, it has been at least eight years since somebody succeeded as a warrior."  
 
    I spread my hands in a placating gesture. "Apologies. I hadn't considered it like that." 
 
    He nodded, mollified. "On to the practical issues. We have a week to prepare. I believe we should spend some time focusing on the different types of traps before we–" 
 
    "Actually, that won't be necessary." 
 
     "Arcangelo, you should not be flippant. The craftsmen of Nerit have shown considerable talent with their inventions." 
 
    I shook my head. "Trust me. I have this covered." 
 
    His tail swished back and forth in annoyance, but he damped it down. "If you say so. In that case, we should focus our efforts on avoidance and strategies." 
 
    Arack looked like she was about to burst. "And throwing! If you have more of those bombs with area effects—that was super effective." 
 
    Nodding along with both of them, I added, "Agreed. I have one final request for all of you, as well. Could we please talk only in your language from now on? I still have a lot to learn, and this might speed up my comprehension." 
 
    Videk shrugged and continued in Kobold, "I guess. We'll try to use small words so you can understand us." 
 
    "Har har har. Dumbass. Was that correct?" I stuck out my tongue at him. 
 
    Teasing aside, that came to be the plan for the following week. Combat training and language training filled up the vast majority of my day. The only luxuries I allowed myself were my daily trips to play in the square and the occasional trip to see Darya and Atlas. Even with these restrictions, however, I was losing sleep. Well, 'losing' wasn't quite right, more like 'sacrificing.' The day of the Games was drawing ever closer, and I was running out of time. The secrets of Greck's book kept eluding my understanding. Having read the entire book a few times over, I definitely understood the gist of it, but there were certain passages that I just couldn't quite follow. As for the parts I did follow—well, the short version would sound something like this: 
 
    Young Greck grows up oblivious, accepts all the stories told by the Church and other authorities as gospel truth.  
 
    Greck joins the church of Thracken as a bard. His talents gain him praise and special treatment en masse. 
 
    As well as additional praise, the growing talents of our bard earn him additional responsibilities. He does well. Promotions ensue. 
 
    Something happens. Not sure what. Greck starts questioning the state of affairs.  
 
    He manages to get at some answers. Vague ones. He does not like what he hears. 
 
    He delves too deep. He gets the answers he wanted, but he also alerts somebody to the fact that he isn't really with the program anymore.  
 
    He's 'questioned' by the Liberator himself. Not exactly kid-friendly reading. 
 
    Our hero is banished. 
 
      
 
    To be fair, the book had plenty of filler. Greck used to have a penchant for flowery phrases and a touch of the dramatic, and it could take him quite some time to get to the point. Still, I was certain that the book held the missing link I needed in order to understand the situation in the city and the power struggle between the Church and the Chief. Maybe I'd even get to understand my drunken master a tad better.   
 
    Regarding the combat training, it seemed we were moving on. Darek announced that my tactical understanding had reached a decent beginner level and the remaining time would be better off spent working on my actual skills. With that short introduction, we suddenly ended up with the grinding sessions of hell I'd initially dreaded. The image I had of Darek as an even-tempered, experienced kobold shattered, replaced by that of a whip-wielding slave master. We'd spend half the day alternating between working on my Unarmored Dodge and Acrobatics skills—as pain-filled a training regime as any I'd tried—and grinding my spells.  
 
    Darek allowed me to take part in deciding which spells to single out. At first, I debated sharing the love between all spells but then decided against it, focusing only on the skills and spells that were close to Apprentice level. Some of the bonuses were pretty significant and would be well worth trading the spell levels I could’ve possibly gained in other spells for. The only exception would be Multicast which I’d be leveling regardless since I was dead certain I’d need it. 
 
    My visits to Beggar's Court became my daily breather and respite. I kept my performances to an hour. Otherwise, I'd just lose myself to the music and forget about everything I needed to do before the final tests. Following a discussion with Arack, I switched it up a bit, arriving at a different time and via a different route each day so as to confuse anybody with a grudge. By now, the few initial protesters had long since stopped their harassment, and I was free to play without distractions. The Fallen knew what I was there for and accepted my presence. Most people went along on their merry way when I started playing, but there'd always be a solid crowd hanging around.  
 
    To my surprise, some of them were warming up to me, chatting me up before or after my performances. Some taught me songs or melodies they would love to hear. Others simply longed for a friendly ear—somebody who'd share their plight without judgment. In real life, I'd never owned the 'bartender' genevthat intangible but undeniable presence. The one that made everybody spill their innermost secrets to some gloriously-bearded guy named Charles after merely sniffing at a beer bottle. In Nerit, however, this was who I became. An outsider but somebody to trust. A person who did not care for their own gain. Somebody who would listen, who would understand. Someone who didn't judge you. I don't know how the rumor mill worked—especially since I was arguably all about personal gain—but just this time, it wasn't off-target. I did care little for the rivalries and petty gains of the Anathema, and if my attention and silent acceptance were enough to ease their day, it cost me nothing. Also, as much time as I spent around these folks, it was easy to see that most of them were decent people put in a crummy situation. 
 
    On the third evening, I had just finished playing and was packing up as a repeat customer came walking up. At first, I didn't notice him, as I was congratulating myself on finally hitting Honored reputation with the Fallen. As soon as I saw him, though, a smile rose on my face all by itself. Mathek was an elderly, scrawny kobold with a dirty mouth and a wonderfully dark sense of humor to boot.  
 
    "Fiddle boy. Glad to see the Church hasn't skinned your grisly hide yet. Or Tarkos, that sanctimonious old pecker." He let out a loud bark of a laugh, and I joined in. 
 
    "Mathek. Good to see you. I'm impressed that bony carcass of yours is still standing." 
 
    "Hah. Once you've left this world, I'll still be around, telling everybody about this milky-white, tone-deaf creature that walked around and somehow convinced himself he could sing." 
 
    I couldn't keep myself from laughing and patted his shoulder. Not too hard—the old geezer might not admit it, but he was a fragile creature. "How's life treating you? Keeping out of trouble?" 
 
    He looked to either side of us—for him, an uncharacteristic move—and lowered his voice, "I should be asking you that, except I already know the answer. See, I have a nephew who's an alchemist. Bit of a prodigy, that one. His hands are lightning and his eyes sharp as a Soarer. He's dumb as a log, though. So then he tells me everything about this fancy Talen fellow who asked him to produce a handful of bottles of Carnite dust in all secrecy, right? Of course, I tell him that Talen probably wants him to keep that a secret. It'd be a shame if somebody were to overhear it and spoil some kind of surprise, right?" 
 
    I swallowed. "That… would be a shame. Agreed. So Carnite dust. Not something you sprinkle on your morning steak?" 
 
    His eyes twinkled with mischief. "Not unless you want it to go kaboom and blind you in the process. Although… maybe it could do something about that pale skin of yours." 
 
    "Yeah, not my idea of a perfect breakfast. Listen, Mathek, I–" 
 
    "Can it, fiddler. For the past couple of weeks, you've given me something to look forward to, and that's rare in these parts. So you just remember to play that sailor song tomorrow. You know, the good one." 
 
    A knowing smile plastered itself on my face. "That wouldn't by any chance be Frigging In The Rigging?" I shook my head. "You're a dirty old man." 
 
    His cackling laughter was infectious. "Maybe there is some hope for you still. At least your memory works, but make it saucy, okay?" He waved as he left, still cackling. 
 
    Three days before the Games, I finally got a chance to sit down with Darya and Atlas again. Atlas had been a constant, wonderful presence, always taking the time to pop by in the evening. Of course, he also constantly expressed how much he enjoyed spending the days near Darya, faithless dog that he was. Today, he was acting the role of faithful lapdog, however, depositing himself at my side with a satisfied groan. 
 
    "That'll teach you to have seconds twice, you big glutton," I said with a friendly poke. He responded with an annoyed murmur, ambling closer to me and sending insisting thoughts about something itching just there. I obliged with an indulgent smile. He really was a lovable buffoon. "Y'know, Atlas, I look forward to leaving this place and strolling around with you soon. Get ourselves into some trouble. How does that sound?" The only answer was a huge sigh and a wave of bliss. It was probably more in response to the copious amounts of food he’d just eaten than as an actual response. Sometimes, I wondered, though. I found him more and more often reacting to my spoken words—he was really taking to the teaching fast. I turned towards Darya, who was busy carving away at something, a figurine, I'd guess. "How's he behaving with you? I sure hope he's not making a nuisance of himself?" 
 
    She looked up with a dazzling smile. "Oh, never. He's an absolute dear. I just want to keep him in real life. Of course, they keep me busy, so I don't have much time to fool around in the woods with him, but when I have solo tasks, he's ever so helpful." She beamed at him, and for a moment, I became jealous. Of a reptile the size of a Great Dane, no less.  
 
    "Speaking about tasks, how are yours going? You mentioned they weren't too unreasonable, right?" 
 
    She nodded. "My first tasks were for some of the small fries, but I'm moving up in the hierarchy. In fact, I just received my final test—looks to be an exciting one. They're being pretty close-mouthed about the whole thing, but I've been told that I'm going into the woods for the next couple of days. We might have to miss the games too, I was told."  
 
    "That's horrible," I said with mock dismay. "Who is going to act the part of the fawning damsel on the tribunes, screaming at the sight of any danger?" 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. "I do remember a certain damsel in distress who had to be carried by the hero. Maybe he could play the part?" 
 
    "Ooh—low blow! Here I was hoping that you'd forgotten about that minor detail. Seriously, a person who looks and fights like you ought to have some negative traits—it's just plain karmic sense." Wait… did she just blush?  
 
    "Oh shush, you. Subject change. Here." She nodded at a heavy bag. "That's the last delivery of food I'll be able to make before we know the results for either of us. Also, you'll have to promise to take good care of Atlas—I believe it'd be a bad idea to bring him." 
 
    "Of course. I'll keep him out of trouble. Thanks a ton, Darya. I owe you so much, as do my kobold buddies. They'll be able to get on with no problem now, though—they've been hoarding like crazy. And Darya, I do know you're helping Grant's Crossing as well, but you've really been a massive help to me here, and somehow, you've asked for nothing in return. Is there anything I can do to make it up for you? Anything at all?"  
 
    She looked at me. And then she really looked at me, her face more solemn than I'd seen her before. "Play me something. I'd like to think this over." She sat down cross-legged in anticipation. 
 
    Naturally, I did as she asked. Earlier, I'd come up with an idea I wanted to try out, and I went straight to work. Softly, I started playing, coaxing the emotion from the violin, slowly adding in intensity and volume. Meanwhile, I paid attention to her features as I played. She appeared lost in thought, but after a while, her lips curled up ever so softly as she recognized that Dearly Beloved song from Kingdom Hearts. I gave it a while longer until I switched to the next one, which she recognized even faster. My impromptu medley moved all through the gamut of emotions, and I could easily see the moment she recognized a game. After a while, she was swaying in time with the stirring melody from Banner Saga with her eyes closed. When I let the music die down gently, she placed her elbows on her knees, facing me.  
 
    The look on her face was guarded. "At first when you said you couldn't tell me what was going on, I figured you were being facetious. That or you were trying to appear interesting by being secretive. Except, that's not you, is it? So that's what I want. The truth." 
 
    She didn't press me or elaborate, and of course, I knew what she was alluding to. For weeks now, I'd been balancing on a precipice, wondering which way I'd fall. Darya's earnest demeanor truly made me want to spill every last detail, except… I was a wanted criminal. There was no way she'd just keep quiet about that. "I– I can't." Her eyes fell, and she made to turn away, but I lifted a hand in supplication. "Please hear me out. I can't tell you everything because you'd become embroiled in the whole rotten situation, and I'm not willing to allow that. The thing is, there are people looking for me—in here. In the game. That's why I had to leave Grant's Crossing." 
 
    Her gaze turned intense, and she rose, walking over to face me. Her quiet scrutiny made me feel uncomfortable as the silence lengthened. In the end, she nodded and quietly said, "I believe you." Her voice had a twinge of surprise to it. "Here I was expecting… never mind." Suddenly reserved, she looked down, and a couple of loose braids fell down over her face.  
 
    I gathered my courage and stepped up close to her. My hand rose to guide away the braids, and I held her gaze as my lips slowly rose to meet hers. One tiny moment she froze, and then she melted right into my arms. Weird, fleeting thoughts flew through my mind. How soft her skin felt. How it wasn't weird at all that she was taller than me. Barely registering in my mind, the thoughts dissipated just as quickly, and I lost myself in her presence. 
 
    I'm not sure how much time passed, but at some point, Darya rested her forehead against mine and murmured something inaudible. 
 
    "What was that?" I asked softly, inhaling the scent of her. 
 
    "You're trouble," she said, but eventually, she grabbed my collar, and my sense of time faded to the background once again. 
 
    Later, Darya softly caressed my neck with a thoughtful expression before she sighed. "I really need to go. Hunters get up before dawn and, well, dawn is way too close as it is." 
 
    I gave her a wry smile. "Roll a bard next time. Bards sleep in." 
 
    The majestic half-orc rolled her eyes at me and turned to walk away. "Oh, and Daniel? Don't think I'm so easy to distract each time." 
 
    I automatically shot back, "This was easy?" Softening my voice, I added, "Take good care of yourself, Darya." 
 
    With a final smile, she slipped into the darkness. Her final words lingered with me, "It's Mila." 
 
    As I went to sleep, I could feel my lips tugging upwards in an irresistible smile. Whatever else happened, I'd found one wonderful thing inside the game. 
 
    The following evening, I took Atlas for a walk. I wanted to take some time to re-establish our communication and get used to each other again, and apart from that, we had some reconnaissance to do. To begin with, we toured the outskirts, keeping away from any kobolds. It felt good, spending some time with Atlas again with nothing pressing to do. I'd missed his childish exuberance and constant happiness. It didn't take long before we were comfortably wasting time with our usual back-and-forth. That meant Atlas playfully asking to play, eat or listen to music. I humored him a lot, coming up with small games and giving him treats. After a short walk, I felt reassured that his camouflage would keep steady as long as he kept a healthy distance. 
 
    After a while, the Court towered before us, impressive in all its massive decay. When I first arrived, I'd been too overwhelmed by the scenery as a whole to pay much attention to the huge edifice. Right now, for some odd reason, the place took up a lot of space in my mind. 
 
    When I asked Videk the day before, he brushed off my question. "What do you want to know? That old pile of bricks is getting uglier by the year, and it's not like they use it much." 
 
    "Yeah, but… what do they use it for? And why that name—the Court?" 
 
    "’Court of Souls for the nitpickers. Darek would probably tell it as a grand story with plenty of important happenings—except, it really isn't. The Chief uses it for the occasional official announcement, the Games and… well, a duel or something from time to time. It's just a fancy name. What it really does is collect birds’ droppings and crumble away." 
 
    Regardless of Videk's irreverence, the Court of Souls was an imposing sight. It was a huge, hexagonal stone structure with little thought to decorations, but the size itself was daunting. The walls stood twenty meters tall with heavy, reinforced sections between the walls. Age had taken a heavy toll on the place. It was hard to tell if the numerous cracks and damaged sections originated back to the crash- landing of the huge floating platform or were due to subsequent decay and lack of maintenance. Atlas and I circled the walls at a stroll and quickly figured out the basics. The walls were undamaged enough at their base that you couldn't just sneak in. Also, a couple of bored guards had drawn the short straw and were stationed near the only entrance to prevent, say, overly ambitious trap-layers from sneaking in. Still, I wanted a look at where I'd be standing a couple of days from now. When we reached the back of the Court, I reassured myself that there was no one nearby, sat up against the wall in relaxation and reached out to Atlas. My mind slid into Atlas' perception without any issues, and I sent him a mental image of himself climbing to the top of the wall. Within moments, he'd traversed the rough wall and was reclined in his full length, taking in the sights.  
 
    In all fairness, I have to admit that it was a sight. Even in its current decrepit state, the majestic vision of the Court's heyday shone through clearly. It was formed very much like a baseball field, with a sizable arena in the middle surrounded by a wall and plateaued, granite stairs on all sides for seating. At the opposite side of the entrance sat a balcony, presumably for the VIPs. What captured my eye—and that of Atlas as well, once I asked him to focus—was the arena itself, however. It was late evening, yet there were still kobolds toiling in different sections of the field. Overall, the arena was open with a packed dirt floor and large stone pillars at random intervals as the only thing to break the monotony. The pillars stood at least three men high and were as cracked and broken as the outside wall.  
 
    One entire third of the arena had been walled off, however, restricting access. This was clearly the craftsman's test, and I watched as they moved to and fro, fiddling with gods-knew-which types of deadly concoctions. Unfortunately, they had been unkind enough to wall off the entire area with twelve separate entrances and a huge tarp thrown over everything to hide the contents from prying eyes. "A labyrinth filled with traps?" I mused to myself. Yeah, I wasn't going to risk Atlas' hide investigating either of those entrances. The remainder of the area didn't reveal any secrets for the program, but I did get a chance to familiarize myself with the layout, aand those pillars gave me a crazy idea I knew I was going to mull over later. 
 
    The evening before the big event, it finally happened. Darek and I had agreed to skip that afternoon's round of exercise—the risk of a long-lasting debuff from a clumsy dodge wasn't worth the minuscule gains I could get from the session, and I was able to take stock of the results.  
 
    Multicast had increased to seven, and Veil of Sound barely hit eight. I’d been unable to ding ten with that one, which annoyed me to no end. Still, the remaining pop-ups were a joy to look at. Acrobatics had increased to eight—thanks to Darek’s merciless hounding. The real kickers, however, were the last three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the apprentice level with your skill: 
    
  Concentration 
    
  You are able to shut out the rest of the world as if it did not exist—at least when you are outside the chaos of battle.  
  +5 to Concentration outside combat situations. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    At the very least, it’d be a help in crafting and training situations—I would’ve given quite a bit for this skill back when I was training with Greck. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the apprentice level with your spell: 
    
  Stun Blast 
    
  Your skill Stun Blast has reached Apprentice rank. Its range is increased, allowing for greater use in combat situations. 
  Range increase from 10.0 to 15.0 meters.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    That one was going to be a lifesaver.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the apprentice level with your skill: 
    
  Unarmored Dodge 
    
  You have learned to move with the blows. Even if you fail to evade a blow entirely, you may be able to avoid part of the damage.  
  A successful Agility check allows you to reduce damage on anything but a direct hit. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hmm—Unarmored Dodge proved a bit disappointing. With my Agility, this probably wasn’t going to have any effect whatsoever. For an Agility-based class, it would be a godsend though.  
 
    Still, the results for the week had been great, and I felt more prepared than ever. 
 
    With the rest of my day suddenly free, I embarked on a boredom-inducing reading marathon from hell, re-reading Greck's book end-to-end in the vain hope of finally experiencing a breakthrough. All hope had long since left me when a pop-up arose out of nowhere at eight in the evening. Blurry-eyed from reading, I had to read it twice to ensure that it was the one I'd been looking for. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  When In Nerit… (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have gained an intermediate understanding of the written kobold language. Most writing is comprehensible to you. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Apprehensive, I leafed back through Greck's book to the first section I was having troubles with, and I finally got it. A shaky laugh escaped me, and I bent back over the book. 
 
    "Things are not what they seem. My tasks in the Church are intriguing and the importance undeniable—ut certain facts do not add up. Today, I was ordered to entertain in the Court of Souls with a rendition from Thracken's first time in our midst. The order was crystal-clear. 'Make sure that you emphasize the importance of Thracken's ruling that we should keep away from the evils of substances that dull the mind.' Everybody knows that the First Guard is often seen with a bottle of Ache in his hand—but why would they want to enhance the chasm between the Church and the Chief's force? There is strife enough as it is." 
 
    Alright, so that gave me a little to go on. The power struggle had been ongoing for at least twenty years—and intentionally on the part of the Church, at least. I leafed forward to the next passage. 
 
    "They intend to overthrow the Chief and enforce the rule of the Church over the entirety of Nerit. This, I believe with all my heart. I just cannot fathom why. The faith is real. Thracken is real. His message is real. Why cause strife when Thracken's teachings clearly state that we are one brotherhood, working towards the same goal under Thracken? I must investigate further—with proper caution. Already, I may have been asking too many questions. Perhaps my latest findings can help me." 
 
    Wow. Okay, at least he'd stopped with the vague hints. A power struggle was one thing, but this sounded more like a coup. With trepidation, I located the last section. If this one didn't give me any clear answers, I might have to shiv him next time I saw him. 
 
    "It's all a sham! Thracken does not respond anymore, and the Liberator knows. In fact, he is the one who perpetuates the web of lies. My latest spell allows me to guide sonic flows, in effect, channeling sound waves towards me, and the Liberator was discussing with the head of the Church Protectors what they ought to do to a new priest who was having doubts. They bloody knew! This shall not stand! I am going to blow it all open. I will hide this book, just in case." 
 
    My head conked back against the wall. This was crazy. Of course, I'd had my suspicions with the way they'd named me a Fallen to begin with, but maintaining a web of lies for that long, merely in order to stay in charge? This was a Borgia-level religious leadership right here. It also fit together all too well with the general theme in the city, but I had problems fathoming everything that this meant and the possible repercussions. Earlier, I'd also been unable to read the postscript of the book itself—it was probably nothing, but I wanted to see for myself anyway. I flicked all the way forward. 
 
    "I failed. On my very last performance in Nerit, I started to shout my accusations to the sky for all to hear, but the Liberator cast a spell on me before I could disclose everything. An hour later, I was tortured, then banished. Hopefully, I managed to set back their plans, but I dare not hope. I dare not care either, as I can never return on pain of death." 
 
    Ouch. A lot of Greck's behavior made more sense to me now. Still, I couldn't deliberate on his plight right now; I had to concentrate—formulate a plan of how I was supposed to use this. Suddenly invigorated, I went to work. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 25 – Game On! 
 
      
 
    As a former common desk slave, the opinion that 'using your head isn't real work' isn't unknown to me. Whoever believes that should take a stab at attempting to recollect snippets from all conversations you've had within the past three weeks and figure out where the different nuggets of information fit in with a city-wide conspiracy. The puzzle had kept me up half the night, and I'd filled in half of Greck's book with scribbles and hints, but in the end, I cracked it. At least, so I believed, but I had a test or three to pass before I might get a chance to prove my theories. 
 
    My three basement neighbors were already up and wished me well. Arack gave me a hard hug, whispering, "Do us proud," and Videk drawled, "Send 'em to the Pits, you hear?" Even Darek showed a hint of emotion, shaking my hand with a direct gaze. "You are ready for this, young bard." Their trust did wonders for my self-esteem. However, as I was corralled through the main entrance of the Court, I felt less confident. Along the way, I was able to shoot short glances at the surroundings—little had changed, except for the main arena where it looked like they'd dragged in a huge load of bushes and trees. They left me to myself in a small tent in the middle of the arena along with the rest of the participants, and I couldn't help but feel overwhelmed. There were no windows to the tent, leaving us unable to see what was going on or recognize a single, friendly face, and the noise of the throng was a constant, undulating murmur. At least, I wasn't the only one to feel out of my depth. There were a total of thirty contestants around me and most looked like they were peeing themselves. In the earlier tests, the kobolds had divided into groups, chatting and talking smack, but today, it was everybody for himself. From the looks of it, the majority of the assembled kobolds were aiming to become craftsmen—the large tool belts and scrawny physiques gave it away. The rest came differently equipped—bows were the norm, but throwing weapons and a few close combat weapons could also be found. My violin got a good few looks but no sarcastic comments this time—it seemed my reputation had preceded me. 
 
    The wait seemed to last forever until a charismatic voice boomed over the Court. Within moments, I recognized my very favorite Liberator—and promptly started making up a song to deride him. His speech—well, it was everything one could expect. Sinners aiming for redemption, blah blah blah. Oh, and please follow my rules, good citizen, or you'll end up in the same situation as them—it's not going to be pretty. I could practically hear the smirk in his voice, that smug bastard. Oh, and he added a wonderful pep-talk near the end about the craftsmen of Nerit toiling all year to make their traps as surprising and painful as possible. 
 
    That was all the warning we got. The tent flap was thrown back, and the first twelve among us were marshalled through the front before the flap came down again. Another short announcement was made, and we waited in tense silence—right up until the first scream. I'll never forget that wait—screams tearing through the air every so often with the crowd screaming, howling and even frigging applauding. To my left, a hunter vomited noisily, and it was all I could do not to follow her example. Then the flap was opened again, and I was out the door. A moment later, I stood before the labyrinth. The tarp had been thrown back, showing that my own personal path was, in fact, only shoulder-high. I assumed this was so the audience was able to see every grisly thing that happened. Well, today, I was going to ruin their fun. I took a couple of deep breaths, knelt and started summoning twine puppets. 
 
    
    
      
      	  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'll hand it to the people who constructed the maze—they'd done an impressive job at hiding their traps—and so many of them too! But whoever made the plan hadn't counted on a trio of puppets pacing back and forth through the path at intervals to intentionally set off every damn thing there was to be found. Sure, they died easily—one or two traps each at the most, but there were more where they came from. In fact, I’d spent every one of my fifteen sets of material for automatons to make sure I didn’t run out halfway. As soon as a path was cleared, I followed at a glacial pace, making sure to check over every inch to see whether they'd missed anything. Today, my decent Spot skill and Perception really paid off. All told, the labyrinth was surprisingly uneventful for me, and I soon emerged from the other side, relieved and victorious. The applause was liberally mixed with boos—the crowd couldn't decide whether what I'd done was particularly clever or just plain cheating. I cared not a whit—one down, two to go. 
 
    After finishing the round, the contestants were split into two groups—winners and losers. The losers had their wounds treated on-site for the world to watch their failings and misery. As far as I was able to surmise, the number of deaths was low—the traps were more for effect and causing pain and debilitation than killing. Be that as it may, they were a sorry lot, the pain of defeat added on to poisoning, puncture wounds, acid and other forms of suffering, and I did not envy them their lot in the near future. Oh. And of course, the Liberator opted to have them march out of the Court in plain sight whilst he was mid-speech, preaching about the importance of proving your worth to society. That scaly bag of air really needed something applied to his backside, hard and repeatedly. 
 
    Eight craftsmen total had made it through in one piece, and they spent a good while praising their efforts. The rest of us were led back to the tent and allowed a break. They had a healer tend to our wounds to make sure we were prepared for the next round. I closed my eyes and relaxed, making sure everything was as it should be. A tiny voice responded, and I smiled to myself. Among the remainder of people inside the tent, smiles were more rare. Seven kobolds remained—five were clearly hunters and the remaining two warriors. While all seven looked to be just as nervous as me, the general feeling in the room was relief. It made sense too ,especially for the hunters. Whatever else we were about to face, it'd be a test suited to their skills, not some murderous passage they had to navigate with no knowledge or experience to back them up. 
 
    The next test proved to be a group challenge as well, and this time around, I was picked to go first with two hunters and one of the warriors. The Liberator's speech was more practical this time. "We do not accept just anybody as a hunter. Therefore, today we will test the Anathema before us in all the skills we require for those who provide our sustenance. Agility. Perception. Tenacity. Quick thinking. All of this and more will be tested shortly." He held up a hand, holding up an item the size of an orange. For all intents and purposes, it looked like a chunk of wood that had been splashed with red paint. "Twelve of these tokens are spread throughout the arena. You have been each been assigned three tokens. The moment you find all your own tokens, you win." A predatory grin spread on his face. "In case this should appear easy to you, the best hunters of Nerit have been invited to teach you otherwise."  
 
    He flung his arms wide, guiding our eyes to the arena before us. What had been an empty dirt floor a few days ago was now littered with tree trunks, leafy branches and underbrush—oh, and Talen and his friends, waiting to ruin my day. And they wanted me to find three tiny pieces of wood in that? A dull 'thwack' brought my attention downwards to where a piece of wood came to rest right next to my boot. Green, awesome—pink would've been too easy. 
 
    "You have been assigned the color of your tokens. May Thracken guide your steps." 
 
    I cracked my neck. Alright, so my backup was going to be thrown into play earlier than I'd like. For now, I was relieved I’d thought to ask him along. "Hey, Atlas," I sent, "look for these and show me where they are." From his place halfway up one of the stone pillars, Atlas responded with a sleepy sensation of acceptance. Had he been napping? Now? Incredulous, I focused on the present and activated my Veil of Sound—ranged combat was definitely going to be on the menu today. The other three kobolds were plodding forward cautiously, and I followed in their wake, scanning for any hint of movement. A split second later, a bunch of things happened in succession. First, Atlas sent me two mental images of where my tokens lay. One was half-hidden under a shrubbery just twenty meters from where I stood, while the other one was all the way across the arena. Then all of a sudden, the images were cut off, and my attention violently forced back into the present with a hint of pain. As my vision adjusted to the arena, I could see how the three kobolds had split, running in completely different directions. The head of a hunter dove back behind the trunk where he'd been hiding. Clearly, he'd been wise enough to take a potshot at the one person daft enough to remain standing when he appeared, as the burning sensation along my arm could attest to. I could count myself lucky that my Veil of Sound had thrown the arrow off-course—the damage, this time, was negligible. "Better not chat too much with Atlas," I decided, sprinting towards the nearest token while my eyes roamed around, scanning for movement. Nobody else attacked me right at that moment, and I stashed the token with a short glance to assure that it was really mine. 
 
    Darek had taught me a good number of things. Among these was a general and simplistic rule, 'Divide attackers into current and future threats. Waste no energy on the future threats until it is necessary.'  
 
    With that in mind, I took the long way to the other side of the arena, creeping along the wall with Veil of Sound constantly activated. Mana reserves were great—so far. A brief glance showed me that the two trainee hunters were taking the same approach along the left side of the enclosure and were currently engaged and taking potshots at the occasional target. The warrior was ambling forward dead center, shield swiveling back and forth to protect him from all comers. A nasty limp revealed that he'd already taken damage. As for my own approach, it went smoothly, smoother than I'd expected. Halfway along, I had to dodge a swift throwing spear that erupted from behind me. The dirty little critter had waited for me to move all the way past him before attacking. Still, he had made some noise getting up, and I reacted in time, allowing me to perform a graceful dodge. In response, I shot a Stun Blast, and the moment he hit the ground, I added insult to injury by casting Sleep on him. After assuring myself he stayed down, I inched my way on toward the next token, keeping all senses alert.  
 
    I'd just passed the final pillar and could see the pile of rocks where the second token was supposed to be when an alert blared through my mind, "Danger!" I threw myself to the side, tumbling end over end. Beside me, I heard a heavy thump and a scraping sound. Scrambling away, I managed to right myself and throw a Sonic Push straight at my assailant. The resulting seconds allowed me to regain my balance and reestablish my Veil of Sound which I'd lost in the process. The force of the blast caused Talen—because, of course, it was Talen—to be blown backwards. A few rapid steps and some assistance from his tail saved him from falling on his behind. He gracefully rose back up and sent a smirk at me so filled with hatred and spite that I took a step back. "Heathen. So we meet again." 
 
    I looked at him in astonishment—the bloody lunatic had launched himself from one of the pillars! If he'd managed to hit me, he would've cleaved me in twain. Forcing a smirk to my face, I snapped my fingers. "Wait, I know you. Don't tell me. It's something with a T, right? Timid… Turnip… Teapot!" 
 
    He growled. "I don't know how you've been avoiding our patrols, but I've been looking forward to killing you for weeks now." 
 
    "Right back atcha, my dear Tofu. Want to cut the chatter and get started?" 
 
    Instead of answering, he accelerated, and I hefted my violin, preparing to throw a Stun Blast at him. Only, the little rascal didn't charge in but opted to equip his bow and arrow, move to a safe distance and start firing. That was… not optimal. I tried to end the battle quickly and cast Charm Person—only to see him shrug it off and fire an arrow at me. Gah. Damn lizard. Even with Veil of Sound enabled, that one settled in my side with a painful ‘thwack’, removing a fifth of my health. The situation was looking ugly. If I charged him, he would just pull back out into the arena where I'd be swarmed by the other hunters. However, if I stayed here, he'd slowly whittle away at my health—not to mention my mana, which was ticking below 50 percent. "Alright," I thought, "let's get dangerous." I ducked and weaved the best I knew how, arrows whizzing to either side. Out of the blue, I changed directions, sprinting at top speed towards Talen. He rapidly turned to run away, but I threw a Sonic Push at his legs, causing him to stumble. It wasn't much, but it was enough for me to get within range and cast Stun Blast, and unlike the last time I tried to stun Talen, it held. He dropped to the ground, and I instantly let a Stream of Songs pour from my hands, straight into his downed body. Finally, some luck. I watched in satisfaction as Talen's health trickled downwards. He was below half empty when he came to, spinning to his legs with lightning speed. Too fast. I had been forewarned, but I was still not fast enough to react in time. The Sonic Push I summoned to ward off the grenade that came sailing through the air towards me missed by inches. The next thing I knew was pain. Pain and disorientation as I hit the ground rolling. My mind felt like it was tearing itself apart as I was forced to deal with the mental waves of panic and anguish from Atlas on top of the actual pain. Hellfire! My health blinked near zero, and I sent Atlas repeated messages to stay calm. Eventually, the panic subsided, and I regained control. Realizing at least a couple of seconds had passed since I hit the ground, I opted for a new tactic and tried to let my body relax where I landed. 
 
    "Atlas, eyes!" I sent mentally. Right away, I saw the battlefield from an angle. My body lay face down in a tangled mess, twitching, while Talen slowly sauntered closer, bow trained on me the entire time. My mind was broiling, and it was all I could do not to move—one arrow might be enough to kill me at this point. My only hope lay in Talen's personality. He was the kind who liked to gloat. I was right to suspect this. When he was ten meters from me, he stood still and started talking. The effect was disconcerting—hearing him talk from one angle while watching him from another—but at least he wasn't attacking. I stayed put. 
 
    "So, bard." He infused the word with enough scorn it was clear the designation was lower than dirt. "I forgot to tell you, but the rest of my crew couldn't make it today. They're out there in the city, waiting for you to be reborn. When you do? We're keeping you, and we're going to have so much fun." With the last word, his hand dropped into a bag on his belt, retrieving another grenade. 
 
    I burst into motion. Closing the connection to Atlas, I spun to my back, activated High Tide and forced a Sonic Push into being. Time hardly seemed to move as Talen's look went from triumphant through surprised to sheer horror, as his arm was suddenly forced inwards and upwards—along with the grenade. The resulting explosion blinded me for a while, but once it faded, the most brilliant thing happened. He stayed down. I may be damaged from too many scary movies and games, but there's always this jump scare where the lethally wounded villain gets back up for a last swing. Not today, though. I counted my blessings, re-enabled my protective spell and rushed over to pick up the second token. After a brief moment of consideration, I hid behind the pile of rocks and sent, "Atlas. Token?" To my regret, the instant answer I received from Atlas came as the mental equivalent of a shrug. He couldn't find anything. My hope died as I took in the panoramic view of the arena that remained unexplored. They were busy dragging away one of my competitors who'd succumbed. He gave a loud cry of pain, so at least he didn't die, small relief though it may be. The second hunter had dropped all pretense at stealth and was sprinting at his target, one arm sporting two arrows. The last warrior… still trudged on, somehow. Plotting, slow, methodical.  
 
    I considered my options. My health was low enough that a direct hit would take me out. Even with my skill increasing the regeneration rate of my health, I was just too far into the red to risk any confrontation. Going out there to search every shrubbery would be folly—I wasn't chancing it before I'd found the third one. Better stay here while Atlas searched and… oh, for heaven's sake! I shook my head in frustration with myself. It hadn't been a coincidence for Talen to place himself right in front of one of the tokens. It would be just like him to have also taken good care of the third one. I took a deep breath. It looked like there wasn't anybody close enough to attack me right at the moment, and I piggybacked with Atlas again to make use of his eyesight.  
 
    First, the general area… no, nothing to be seen—except for one hunter who was slowly crawling closer. Best hurry. The token had to be in a blind spot then. How about Talen? Maybe he was hiding the damn thing himself. Mmmh—wow, that grenade really did a number on him. No token, though, as far as I could tell without walking over to search him. Holy hell! He was still alive? "Focus, Archie. That's for later," I thought. Just one place left to look, but it was almost too obvious. I guided Atlas to climb to the top of his pillar so he could get a better look—and there it was. The final token was nesting comfortably on top of the final pillar where Talen had jumped from. 
 
    The return to my own head always left me somewhat dizzy, but I shook it off and sprang to my feet. Ten quick steps took me into range, and a blind Sonic Push did the job for me, prodding the token off the pillar. My relief was tangible, and I held all three tokens above my head in triumph! Right away, a trumpet blared, and an official-looking priest waved me towards the wall. Only then did I realize my error—I hadn't finished off Talen! I was torn between success and chagrin at my mistake. For sure, this meant that he'd be back at an inconvenient moment, like an inquisitive mother during 'me-time'. For some reason, I didn't think the words "Excuse me, I just have to go kill one of your best hunters," would be well-received, so I plodded off for some R&R instead. 
 
    Back in the tent, a pop-up revealed that my treatment of Talen had been more thorough than I initially thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Improved standing with Serune: 
    
  You have defeated and permanently disfigured the Neritian hunter Talen. What may originally only have been strong dislike will slowly fester into hate. 
    
  Reward: 
Nurturing a mutual enmity into hate: 500 clergy points. Rank increased. Points to next rank 400/2000. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yeah, I was definitely going to see him again at some point. What a nuisance. Still, those Clergy points had tipped me over the 1000 limit I’d seen earlier. Now, I finally had the chance to level up and figure out how this worked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. Your faith has increased your rank with your deity: 
    
  Serune. New rank: Novice 
    
  The enigmatic scholar. Seeker of knowledge. Chronicler of grievances. Mistress of Pathways. The name of Serune is well-known and not always portrayed in a flattering light. Her virtues and flaws are not clear to all. However, most will acknowledge that she walks two paths. One path marks the pursuit of knowledge. The other the bearing and glorious ending of grudges. 
  As Serune did, you will be allowed to walk both paths. Choose wisely. 
  You have one unallocated point. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Interesting. I pressed ‘allocate’. Right away, two choices rose up before me, one labeled ‘The Path of Knowledge’ and the other ‘The Path of Grudges.’ I took a look at the choices. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Divine Perk 
    
  Studious Apprentice 
    
  You have spent the necessary, back-breaking, tedious amount of time poring over texts and studying the ways and languages of the world. Hence, your proficiency has increased.  
  Reward: All language increases and all research performed through books is 25% faster. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Divine Perk 
    
  Sixth Sense 
    
  Of course, you are not to blame, but the facts remain that a number of people out there are out to get you. You have been forced to cultivate alternative measures to assure your safety.  
  Reward: An alert warns you whenever someone with whom you hold a grudge draws near. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I wanted to take the Studious Apprentice one. I really did, but I felt pretty confident I’d see either Othell or Talen again—hell, or even Tarkos. The second one might save me from an ambush and give me a fighting chance—or at least a chance to run away. Sixth Sense it was. 
 
    This time, the wait for the next round was considerably longer—and none of the kobolds who left the tent returned. As I was finally led back outside, the scenery had changed. All the rocks, plants and other items obscuring the view over the arena had been carried away, leaving only the huge, open area before me. The noise from the crowd had grown to a constant presence, and I could feel the wave of the sound beating in my chest. I'd never understood how people could get addicted to this. My heart was beating so fast it hurt, and the adrenaline tremors from the last test had just barely left me. The closest I'd ever come to a crowd chanting for my blood before had been my first and only experiment with free jazz. In front of me, my adversary lumbered onwards towards me. He was a short and heavily-built kobold, generously armored, carrying a shield that almost covered him. A gruff voice escaped his closed helmet, "Fiddler. Palaver before our match?" 
 
    Warily, I moved closer to the kobold who knelt with a grunt. "I was told to tell you the following, fiddler. 'You have friends in the right places.'" 
 
    Confused, I asked, "What does that– Does that mean what I think it means?” 
 
    I could hear the laughter in his voice. "Means our battle won't be as difficult as you may have reckoned. Two things, though? Let's make this look good—and don’t kill me! Honor and Kin, fiddler." 
 
    "Honor and Kin," I managed, allowing him time to rise. 'Honor and Kin,' my mind repeated. That was what the Captain of the Guard had said as well, so she was behind this? I sure as hell wasn't going to squander the opportunity. 
 
    What followed wasn't a battle. It was a spectacle, an acrobatics performance and an impromptu theater act, all rolled into one massive happening. My opponent was fast and durable both, and even if he'd allow me to win, he obviously wasn't out to make it easy. When he hunkered down behind his massive shield, he shrugged off all my spells until he'd strike out with explosive force with his barbed spear. 
 
    As for me, I used every trick available to me—the flashier, the better. I pushed him off-balance with Sonic Push, battered him with Sonic damage and kept him reeling with ridiculous combinations of acrobatic feats and spellcasting. A couple times, I failed some particularly challenging combinations—cartwheels were off the menu until I'd raised my agility—and I was left scrambling and kiting the warrior until I could successfully stun him or push him away again. After several minutes of back-and-forth, we were both reduced to below half health, and I nodded at him before launching into my finishing combo. First, I created a Sonic Push from right behind his shield to pull it towards me, leaving him wide open. This, I followed up with a Stun Blast, Sonic Wave and Sonic Missile in quick succession, leaving him at a third health. Then when he came to, I cast Stream of Songs right above his recumbent form, waving it back and forth. I yelled at the top of my lungs, "Yield!" And just like that, he did.  
 
    They had assembled a special stage for the awards ceremony. There were three crafters and two hunters who had succeeded, and they performed a touching ceremony where the Liberator gave them an official 'welcome back to society' speech and let them reunite with family and friends. As for my own congratulation speech, it was wonderful, and I enjoyed it every bit as much as the Liberator hated it. The moment he laid his eyes on me, his good manners evaporated. I could practically hear his teeth grinding from where I stood, and I smiled affably at every flowery phrase he forced out. Of course, in a way, everything that'd happened in Nerit had been his own fault, so I wasn't going to refrain from rubbing his snout in it, just a little. When he was done, I stepped forward and addressed the crowd, pitching my voice as loud as possible. I probably wasn't supposed to, but hey. 
 
    "Where I come from, we have a tradition for acceptance speeches. Of course, the very first group I must thank is the church of Thracken and, by extension, you, Liberator. All your guidance, as well as your heartwarming support in this trying time, was indescribable." The silence from the crowd was overwhelming—though I might've heard a single snicker or muffled laugh. "You absolutely must convey my thanks to Thracken himself, Liberator. Admitting that he was mistaken about my place in Nerit—that's huge! I'm guessing it'll take a while to incorporate the changes so bards and other casters are a stable part of the warrior caste." 
 
    Apparently, that was enough heresy for the Liberator who started sputtering an angry reply, but I rambled on, "Of course, the people I should really be thanking today are my fellow Anathema. The way you continue to strive towards a seemingly unobtainable goal even when life has dealt you a bad hand—it is an inspiration. I'm not saying this to make you feel better about where you are. That would be petty. No. What I am trying to say is this. This is the turning point. I will do what I can to help alleviate the unjust treatment you have been subjected to." Turning back to the Liberator, I beamed a huge smile at him. "So—there was supposed to be some kind of reward, right?" 
 
    Why would I risk acerbating the geezer even further? It was a calculated risk, really. Mostly, it was a matter of my current position. I'd likely never again be in a situation where I could address the entire city of Nerit at once, and I was betting on him not being allowed to overturn the result of the Honor Games. In addition to this, anything I could do to weaken the Church would work to my benefit later on, trying to gain favor with the Chief. And he took it. He looked like he was just about to shiv me, but he took it. From his haste, it would appear that he just wanted to get rid of me, as he opened three separate boxes and lined them up before me. "Behold—the just rewards for your efforts." He lowered his voice and growled, "Just pick one and leave. Raise any more trouble, and I will not be held responsible for the behavior of my flock." 
 
    Ignoring his outburst, I checked the contents of the boxes. Heh—looked like the smug bastard finally got one over on me. The contents were a piece of chest armor, a helmet and a short bow, respectively. All, of course, kobold-sized. With a short glance at the stats, I shrugged and picked the helmet. If nothing else, it'd look awesome on a stand back in my tavern room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Helmet Of The Chosen 
    
  This boiled-leather helmet is artfully made, decorated with insignia from the Church of Thracken. The reinforced chin guard offers additional protection while still allowing the wearer a full range of vision. A trace of clerical magic is infused into the material, increasing the protection and agility of the wearer. 
    
    
  +3 Agility 
  +1 Endurance 
  +3 Armor Class 
  Workmanship: Good 
  Durability: 70/70 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    The ceremony petered out right afterwards. The Liberator thanked everybody for coming, reminded all Anathema that they'd have their chance a year from now and before I knew it, I was escorted towards the exit. I was just opening my character sheet to see what had changed when I spotted the mass of people converging on the exit to the Arena and myself. At first, I ignored them until I noticed that they were clamoring to advance towards me. I looked around for possible exit routes, but there were none to be found. The press of people was overwhelming. Within moments, the first wave of kobolds advanced upon me—to congratulate me. Once my nerves had calmed down, I relaxed a bit and started responding people instead of just repeating 'thank you' like a parrot over and over again. Seems that apart from me winning a rare advancement as a warrior, nobody had really claimed they'd stick out their necks on behalf of the Anathema before. I think I'd struck a nerve with them. Still, I meant what I said, which I repeated endlessly, and I asked them all to show up for my concert in the evening where I'd make an announcement. Well, right now, it was just a vague idea floating around in the back of my head, but given a spare hour or two, I felt certain I'd be able to come up with an actual idea. After a couple of minutes, the crowd dissipated, and I was able to slowly make my way towards the exit, where one familiar face was waiting for me. The Captain of the Guard was out of her armor and looked a lot less official. In fact, she was leaning against the wall, grinning like a teenager who’d just talked her way out of detention. 
 
    "Captain.” I bowed in respect. “I did not expect your presence—though maybe that was short-sighted of me. I believe a mutual friend says hi. Admittedly, I'm still baffled at meeting him like that." 
 
    She laughed. "Meeting friends is always a pleasant surprise. You'll have to thank the Chief, though—he's the one who insisted that it would be a shame if you were to miss your audience. Unless, of course, you've changed your mind on that?" 
 
    "Oh. No, of course not. Very kind of you. Please, lead the way." 
 
    We crossed the square in silence, and I took the chance to check out what pop-ups I'd received.  
 
    Skill-ups. Tons of them. Sleep, Sonic Push, Stream of Songs—hell, pretty much every spell I owned had gained a skill point. Heh—even Perform had gained a skill point from the mock battle, and of course, the quest had completed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  The Path Of Daggers 
    
  You have won the Honor Games of Nerit. You have been accepted into the warrior caste of Nerit, and the Fallen mark has been removed. The penalty to your reputation has been removed. 
    
  Reward: 
  Mark of Anathema removed. Reputation with the castes of Nerit restored to 1000 (Liked). 
  You have received 1000 experience points. Experience towards next level: 2345/4000. 
  Your reputation with all castes of Nerit has increased by +1000. (+20%) = 1200. New reputation: 2200 (Liked). 
  Your reputation with the warrior caste of Nerit has increased by an additional +500. (+20%) =600. New reputation: 2800 (Liked). 
  Helmet of the Chosen 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
     I closed the last pop-up with a satisfied smile. That really was a generous round. Turning towards the commander, I felt compelled to ask, "So, honest word. The warrior in there was good. He probably could have taken me, right?" Her inscrutable smile was an answer in itself, so I added, "Why?" 
 
    "Best ask the Chief that, but I have a feeling he'll be disappointed if you can't figure it out for yourself." 
 
    The Chief's building—no clue what it was called—was the smaller of the trio in the center of town. The material was much the same as the Arena—huge, carved granite blocks—but the layout was much simpler. It was a square building with one low, wide story, and one smaller second story with a balcony on all sides, right in the middle of the edifice. The Commander spared no time for introductions, marching me straight past guard checkpoints, through a number of hallways and up a wide set of stairs before pausing before a set of heavy wooden doors with her hand on the handle. "Any last-minute questions?"  
 
    "Erm—any topics I should avoid?" 
 
    "Just don't say anything stupid. Chief abhors stupidity." And with that, she slammed the doors open and marched in without waiting. 
 
    Following her meekly, I sent a prayer to Serune that I was right in my musings, or I'd soon look very stupid indeed. 
 
    The room inside was underwhelming for what I'd expected to be an old-fashioned throne room. In fact, there was more of a meeting room vibe over it. The walls held maps, paintings of kobolds and… were those troop arrangements? Most seemed practical in nature and much annotated. The only thing missing was a huge conference table. Instead, they opted for the more kobold approach with a circular setting piled with pillows. My first look at the Chief didn't disappoint. He sat on his haunches, straight as a ramrod, with lively, sharp eyes that missed no detail. Where his conversation partner, a softer, more forgettable kobold, was more animated in his gestures, the Chief made do with the occasional nod or wave of his fingers. 
 
    We moved closer, and when they noticed us, the proud figure stood up. "Ah. Your charge has arrived, Chief. Honor and Kin." And with that, he marched out the room, leaving me to stare at the other chubby kobold in perplexion. Really? 
 
    A bubbling laught escaped my lips. "Well done. Oh, well done, indeed. Catch the bumbling newcomer unawares and watch him flounder. Is it alright if we start over?" 
 
    The corner of the Chief's mouth quirked up. "By all means—you do recover fast. Sit and let's talk. Tell me why you came here." 
 
    So I did. I related the entire story about Grant's Crossing needing to expand and their desire to enter into a deal with the people of Nerit to ensure that both peoples could prosper. Just to keep him interested, I rounded off my explanation with a question, "Oh, and you do know that the Church means to take you out, right?"  
 
    That definitely caught his attention. "Everybody knows that the Church and I don't see eye to eye, but that… is not common knowledge. Who told you that?" 
 
    "I'll have to keep my cards close to my chest on that one. I just wanted to be sure that you knew. Now, on top of a non-aggression pact, you have two major issues that I believe we could help you with. There would be sense in an agreement that covered all of these aspects. First, I have a question of a somewhat touchy nature, however." 
 
    His half-guarded façade softened into a genuine smile. "More touchy than the topic of somebody being out to wring my neck? You are interesting company. Do go ahead and ask—I am not easily offended." 
 
    "Why are there so many Anathema?" 
 
    "That is a sizable question. It is also one I will not answer unless you explain why you need to know." 
 
    "Boiled down to the essentials? I have been mulling over several different solutions to your problem. Without knowing why there are so many, I am unable to assess whether it would have to be a one-time solution or an ongoing process." 
 
    "Acceptable. Are you familiar with the martial past of my people?" I nodded, and he continued, "First and foremost, you will have to understand that the Anathema were a product of the war. It was an efficient deterrent and threat to keep the people productive. 'Stay in line, do as you are told, or else.' It was never meant for peace. However, the naming of Anathema is a central power of the Church. Following the war, the Church has shown itself more than reluctant to let go of any powers. In addition to this, we have heard allegations that they might be abusing their powers to remove dissenters and troublemakers. It's a hard thing to prove, however. We can only keep the peace and work quietly to ensure that Nerit doesn't tear itself apart." 
 
    "And those who are deemed Anathema? What is your opinion about them?" 
 
    He grunted with distaste. "My professional opinion? It's a waste. We have a large number of people whose talents could be better used elsewhere. On top of that, we have to look out for them. In theory, it's every Fallen for himself. In practice, of course, it's everything but. Some bullies don't know their limits and need to be taught, for instance. As for resources—again, in theory, they have to handle themselves. Except, even though your brother is named Anathema, you don't want to see him dwindle away, so you help him where you can. It's a horrible, moronic waste," he spat the words and sighed. "As for my personal opinion… well, we all have somebody we miss." 
 
     He rubbed his temples before looking straight at me. "In fact, introducing any kind of change to the status quo between the Church and Nerit at this point is close to impossible. That is, unless the subject happens to fall under something which is already decided upon." 
 
    The way he had said that… "Like how the handling of diplomatic matters falls under the purview of… you?" 
 
    His smile grew to predatory proportions. "Exactly." 
 
    "Alright. So, for argument’s sake, even though Anathema clearly are the responsibility of the Church, let's say the two of us were to come up with an airtight agreement between Nerit and Grant's Crossing. Then if a large number of Anathema were to follow this humble diplomat from Grant's Crossing… the Church would not be able to do anything about it?" 
 
    He nodded. "That's the gist of it." 
 
    Oh, hell yeah. I'd worked for years, poring over texts written in the most obscure legalese on the lookout for the tiniest loopholes. This task was perfect for me. "Let's get to work on a draft. I need something to write on." 
 
    An hour later, I stretched, and my bones popped in complaint at the time spent bent over the cured skin. "There. That should do it. Add the same text in Kobold below and a paragraph mentioning which language takes precedence in case of disputes, and this should be ironclad." 
 
    The Chief nodded pensively, reading the last couple of sentences to himself. He then walked to the door, "Please fetch the Captain." She arrived within minutes, and he handed her the skin. "Tell me what you think."  
 
    She read it twice, eyes threatening to pop out the first time. "Are you sure, Sir? This is… very clear-cut, and they'll be allowed to have people living here permanently? What about the orders?" 
 
    A twinge of anger was the first clear sign of annoyance I'd seen from him. "You and I both know there aren't any new orders coming. The war is over, and we need to move on, or we'll be responsible for the death of Nerit. I will not have that on my shoulders." 
 
    She took the reprimand gracefully, handing the scroll back with both hands. "In that case, I have no additions, Sir." 
 
    "Good. Please bring Yedeck and have him translate the text on the lower half of the skin and produce a perfect copy—one for safekeeping with us and one for Grant's Crossing." The rotund kobold stood, his dark scales at odds with his behavior, as he waited for the Captain to leave the room. Then he turned towards me, and those piercing eyes bored into me. "I do believe you mentioned two topics where you could be of help?" 
 
    Playing the casual approach? Sure, I could do that too. "Yeah. I mean, this is probably a minor thing. I just wondered exactly when Nerit lost the connection with Thracken?" 
 
    His reaction was everything I'd hoped for. "How in the Pits did you know about that? That's been kept a secret since—forever! Explain yourself." 
 
    I agreed amiably and told him about everything I'd been able to deduce by myself from the murals here and in the abandoned outpost. Eventually, I also told him about what my "old friend from Nerit" had overheard from the Liberator. 
 
    He shook his head in dismay. "For a moment I believed that you’d just deduced everything by yourself—that would have been impressive, but to think that the old goat can't even keep a secret… Please tell me that you've kept this private?" I assured him this was the case, and he sighed in relief. "I dislike keeping secrets for the public, but this is one of the rare places where I agree with the Church. If this becomes common knowledge, it'll be a devastating blow to morale." 
 
    "Nobody will hear it from my lips—I promise." 
 
    "Hmrf. As you may have already guessed, it happened on the night that Nerit fell. In fact, it was the sole reason for what happened. Thracken had moved among us for many years, preparing for the war and planting seeds. He had performed many wonders, but two stood above and beyond the rest. The first was, of course, the secret behind our war platforms, but the second was an even bigger secret—the fact that each Liberator was granted a scepter that allowed them to communicate with each other and ultimately with Thracken himself. What we did not know, however, was that these were somehow all connected, and when we lost one, we lost all of them. It's been so many years now—I wasn't even born when it happened—but the story was delivered to me by the former Chief. When the city fell, it was chaos, and the Chief and his guards struggled to recreate order. The Church, however, closed their doors and did not come out until the day after—and the Liberator's Scepter was never seen again." 
 
    I gaped, as the immensity of it became clear to me. I'd guessed at some of it, but the full weight of it hadn't sunk in. "So you have been cut from the remainder of your race as well as from Thracken? Gods." I rubbed my forehead. "What would you do if you managed to restore the contact?" 
 
    "Try to rejoin our people, most likely. The war has been devastating, but there must be others out there—we just don't know where. Otherwise, the mere knowledge that we're not alone will help." 
 
    "And the power balance?" 
 
    He grinned. "There is that. If I am the one to reestablish contact, my power struggles with the Church will likely be a thing of the past." 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest: 
    
  We Want It All Back 
    
  In a bid to re-establish the connection to the rest of the kobold race and establish himself as the leading power of Nerit, the Chief has asked you to locate the Liberator's Scepter and return it to him. 
    
  Reward:  
  +2000 Reputation with the Chief of Nerit 
  30 Gold pieces 
    
  Accept/Decline? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I accepted the quest right away. Sure, I had no clue where I'd start, but it was an interesting quest. We spent a few minutes talking practicalities. With a final handshake and thank you, I was led to the door. I stood for a moment in the hallway outside, trembling with excitement. I'd made it. I'd actually made it. I pulled up the quest update, just to reassure myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest updated: 
    
  Winning Hearts And Minds 
    
  You have arranged for a mutually beneficial peace pact between Nerit and Grant’s Crossing. Present the pact to the Council of Grant’s Crossing. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    On top of this, I realized I’d inadvertently gained a double skill increase to Barter on top. Good times. Good times. 
 
    In the evening, I spent a good while longer than usual playing in the Beggar's Court. I'd spent some good hours here, and now that my stay was coming to an end, I didn't want it to. The audience felt it, and the mood was more somber than usual. In the end, I sighed and unequipped my violin to address the crowd. 
 
    "First of all, thank you. Thank you for bearing with me, laughing at my horrible jokes and antics and not throwing any stones after the first couple of days. You have probably guessed some of what's coming, but I aim to come up with one last surprise for you. At the risk of using an old trope, I have some good news and bad news. The bad news is that I will be leaving soon. Two days from now, I will be leaving for Grant's Crossing, and I doubt I shall return." The announcement raised a murmur throughout the crowd and a few choice expletives. I held up a hand. "The good news—or so I hope, at least—is that I need not travel alone. I have been allowed to bring a representative from Nerit, announcing the creation of a trade agreement and non-aggression pact between our cities. Also, "I paused for effect, letting my eyes roam over the assembled Anathema, " "I have been granted permission to tell you all that anyone who wishes to follow me back to Grant's Crossing is allowed to do so. You will be provided a place where you can grow and become who you were meant to be." There was a brief moment of silence—and then chaos broke loose with everybody talking and shouting among themselves. Needless to say, it was a while before I was able to leave the place. Everybody wanted answers, and I had precious little concrete information to grant. Still, in the end, they calmed down. When I left the Square, most of them were still standing around, talking in groups or pairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Dirty Deeds 
    
  You have sparked initiatives which could have positive long-term effects for the Anathema of Nerit.  
  -        The door for spellcasters and bards to join the ranks of the warrior caste has been nudged open. 
  -        You have cast ridicule on the Church on several occasions, weakening their hold on the populace. 
  -        You have promised Grant’s Crossing as a safe haven to Anathema who are willing to leave Nerit. 
    
  Reward:  
  Your reputation with the Anathema of Nerit has increased by +1000. (+20%) = 1200. New reputation: 4750 (Honored). 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I smiled at the pop-up—the fact that my actions might help them in the future was of no little relief to me. It did not come as that much of a surprise though—I had taken a couple of dumb chances to further the cause of the Fallen. The second pop-up, however, surprised the hell out of me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have earned an Achievement 
    
  A Champion Is Born 
    
  You have gained the full confidence of a grouping, and they look up to you as their Champion and guide. For better or worse, the Anathema of Nerit have seen the light in you and will often look to you for guidance or help.  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 26 – Leavetaking 
 
      
 
    That night, the basement was crowded as ever. Darya had finished her quest, and following some persuasion, Darek agreed to allow her entry. I had a feeling there was a saying hidden somewhere in that. 'Feed a kobold for three weeks… something something.' The mood in the room was cheerful. Especially Arack—she was practically bouncing with positive energy. 
 
    The kobolds took to Darya right away, and she was currently in the middle of retelling her final experience. "So there I am, in this dark cave. Dust and filth everywhere. I'm dead sure that I'm in the right place because there are tracks everywhere, except I can't find the bloody thing. It's supposed to be this huge beast, slow as death, and I just. Can't. Find it. It's not like it's a huge cave system either—an entrance followed by a large, long cave, and that's when it happens." 
 
    Arack was sitting on the edge of her crate, barely breathing. "What? What happened?" 
 
    "I hear a clicking noise. From straight above me." 
 
    "Noooo." 
 
    I kept my peace, enjoying the tale as well as the enthusiasm of my friends. Thinking back to the day I first met Darya, it was hard to compare the two images—the standoffish savage versus the mirthful story weaver before me. I shuffled a bit closer and rested my hand on her shoulder. She took my hand and continued. 
 
    The laughter died down after she finished her story and Darek cleared his throat. "Thank you for that, Miss Darya. We don’t often get to laugh like that, all carefree."  
 
    Videk mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like, "Those of us who aren’t boring do…"  
 
    Darek pressed on, oblivious. "We need to discuss something of a more serious nature now, however." He faced me. "Over the past couple of weeks, we have been discussing the future. Arack's future, to be precise. And we would ask you to take her with you when you leave." 
 
    Taken aback, I folded my arms over my chest. "Erm. You mean like with whoever else chooses to leave Nerit? That wouldn't be–" 
 
    Videk interrupted, "No. I don't trust the other Fallen farther than I can spit. We want you to bring her with you as a companion. Take care of her. Teach her. Show her the world. Most of all—protect her. Please!" He must’ve been able to tell my thoughts from my face because he continued, more earnest than I'd ever seen him, "Listen, there is no future for a Fallen here in Nerit—it's a slow death, and we both know it. A few twisted people thrive in these kinds of places, and some old farts are just too old to change scenery at this point. Arack's different, though. If she gets out now, she might grow up a good person. Not here though. So please, help her." 
 
    Helpless, I looked back and forth between Darek and Videk. Both radiated solemnity but kept quiet, waiting for an answer. I turned towards Arack. "How about you? Is this what you want?" 
 
    With a grave face, she nodded. "I love my family, but we agree on this. I don't really want to grow up in a city that hates me." She leaned forward and whispered in a theatrical whisper, loud enough for everybody to hear, "Also, I want to experience some fun. These two old farts are so dull!" 
 
    Darek grumbled, "Don't make me change my mind, kid." The smile in his voice was easy to discern, however. 
 
    Arack continued, "I mean it, though. I'm definitely going to visit from time to time, but I don't want to grow old without leaving Nerit. Please take me with you."  
 
    I could feel my resolve wavering before those wide, innocent eyes. "You'll respect whatever rules I set?" 
 
    She nodded solemnly.  
 
    My fingers started rubbing my temples by themselves as I looked for a way to slither away from the responsibility and found none. “You are going to regret this. All of you, but if you insist, there are two things I need you to do above all else.” I picked up the helmet I’d received as a quest reward and handed it to her. “Protect yourself, and don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    Arack looked at the helmet for a moment. Then tears welled in her eyes, and she flung herself at me. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” 
 
    It took me a while before I could disentangle myself from her—Exogenics needed to find their hugs to handshake algorithm and turn it way down. Still, she was a good girl, and I was dead sure she’d be a great help in the future. 
 
    An hour later, everything was agreed upon, and I had somehow gained another NPC companion. So that had been the point of that weird phrase from the quest. ‘New training venues and possibilities have been made available,’ indeed! 
 
    I did pull Videk aside at some point. “Listen, we need to talk business for a bit.”  
 
    “More crime? I’ll have to check my schedule.” 
 
    I grinned at him. I was going to miss his devil-may-care attitude. “No crime this time.” I tossed a tiny item his way. “It’s payback. ‘The occasional gift, freely given’ were the words, I believe.” 
 
    The stocky lizard picked the glinting stone out of the air with a nonchalant attitude. When he saw what it was, his eyes widened, however. “That’s… the gem you nicked from Derth. Do you have any idea what this is?” 
 
    “Nope. And I prefer to keep it that way. Let’s just call it my minuscule gift to Darek and you to tide you over for the winter.” 
 
    He pocketed the item right away. “Next winter as well. Arcangelo… I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m actually going to miss you. It’s going to be tragically dull without you.” 
 
    We shared a laugh at that. Somehow, I doubted that things would ever be boring when Videk was around. 
 
    A while later, I was lying on my back, perusing Arack’s character sheet.  
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arack Nerdiz 
 
    Race: Kobold 
 
    Class: Rogue, Level 3 – experience towards next level: 1260/3000 
 
    Crafting Class: Alchemist, Novice 
 
    Gathering Class: None 
 
    Deity: None 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 60/60 (+10) 
 
    Mana: 80/80 
 
    Stamina: 60/60 (+10)  
 
      
 
    Strength: 4  
 
    Perception: 11  
 
    Endurance: 6 (+1) 
 
    Charisma: 10  
 
    Intelligence: 7 
 
    Agility: 18 (+3)  
 
    Luck: 8 
 
      
 
      
 
     Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alchemy 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blackmail 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brawling 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Crafting Lore 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         History 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Religion 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Piercing Weapons 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         1-h Weapon 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Dual Wielding 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         2-h Weapon 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight Of Hand 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teacher 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Throwing 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         City 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmored Dodge 
  
      	  19 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Naturally agile: Kobolds have been blessed by nature with exceptional dexterity, making them extraordinarily quick and agile. Kobolds gain +1 Agility for each level gained. 
 
    Heat Vision: The vision of kobolds grant them the ability to perceive differences in temperature alongside their regular vision. This can be a matter of life and death, allowing a kobold to pick out enemies or animals among vegetation. 
 
    Impolite society: Your average rogue will be denied entry to a large part of polite society. However, in the lower ranges of society, the thieves guilds have different standards—and here, a rogue is always welcome. 
 
    Mark of Anathema: The carrier has been labeled Anathema to the kobold race. The mark singles them out, and followers of Thracken will know that she is casteless, worth less than dirt. This mark is permanent and can only be removed by a priest of Thracken. 
 
    Apprentice Rogue: Agility-based skills increase 3% faster. 
 
    Permanent Upper Tendon Damage: The muscles in your arms have suffered serious damage and can never be restored to their former strength. As a result, you have learned to rely heavily on your nimbleness. Strength reduced by 3. Agility increased by 3. 
 
    Survivor: You have suffered through more pain than the average warrior and have been hardened from the process. You are able to shrug off pain that would leave most people crying. +10% pain resistance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Those were definitely some interesting combinations—and that Unarmored Dodge skill! I loved how she’d taken her weakness and changed it into a strength. She was fragile as hell, though. Weird to see a rogue without Lockpicking of course, but it made sense. A couple of ideas were already brewing in the back of my head on how to optimize her build.  
 
    A slap to the wrist brought me back to the present. Darya had insisted we move our bedrolls back to the classroom for privacy. "You know, ignoring a lady is rude." 
 
    I laughed. "Sorry. I just can't get used to the fact that I'm suddenly playing the role of step-dad to a teenage kobold." 
 
    She poked my nose. "And a good thing you agreed or I would have told you a thing or two." She slowly moved in closer, scrutinizing my features. Then she gave me a long kiss that left my head spinning. "We might be able to make a decent person out of you still." Following that, the conversation became less intelligible, and the scene slowly faded to black. 
 
    The following day was a day of preparations and goodbyes. This time, however, I made no effort at hiding. Everywhere I went, Anathema had questions they wanted answered. "Where would we live? Who would feed us? How about clothes?" Unfortunately, I could deliver little on that account—to a certain degree, I was winging it myself. From what I could discern, however, they were mostly looking for reassurance, and that I could deliver. So I told them about Grant's Crossing, its people and possibilities. I had to spend a couple of hours with the Chief, arranging for the practicalities and meeting the two people who were to accompany me. One of them would act as a diplomat and the other as a merchant, representing the crafters of Nerit. 
 
    At some point, however, I noticed that I was just wasting time—I had nothing I needed to do. No practical issues either, since I was dragging all my earthly possessions with me anyway. Hell, I'd even spent the time to visit old Oath and have that philosophical discussion he'd been talking about. He was an argumentative type and set in his ways, but he did have some good points. I also told Oath that I'd be stealing a bunch of Anathema, but of course, he already knew.  
 
    He took it well. His only admonishment was for me to take care of them and not have them stray too far from Thracken. "In a way, it will be an admission of defeat for them—accepting that they will never regain status in the eyes of Thracken. However, I would ask you to remind them of two things: that this does not mean that the teachings of Thracken are worthless and that they should never stop striving to meet his rules. It merely means that the path towards obtaining his wisdom will be different."  
 
    That night, I couldn't sleep. Darya was spending the night among the hunters. She wanted to say goodbye to some of the friends she'd made among them. My mind was restless, filled with fragments of to-do-lists and unanswered questions. This game, man. Every time I found answers to some of the larger questions, the scope expanded. Heh. Good thing I still had about 22 months of playing time left. 
 
    I am not going to dwell on the morning. There were a few attempts at talk, but they died down quickly. Even Arack was subdued, spending most of her time staring at the ground. The final goodbyes were emotional and heartfelt, and I could feel my resolve wavering the longer the moment was drawn out. In the end, however, a tearful Arack plodded silently along with me. I let my hand rest on her shoulder, keeping quiet for once. The moment I stepped outside the city gates, my language quest concluded, and I was thrilled to see the rewards for my hard work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  When In Nerit (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  Within three weeks, you have managed to obtain an Intermediate level of mastery in the Kobold language, both orally and written. 
    
  Reward: 
  You have received 400 experience points. Experience towards next level: 2745/4000 
  +2 to Chronicler skill  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We had told everybody to gather right outside the city gates. The morning was sunny with not a cloud in sight—in short, perfect weather for traveling. The moment I stepped outside the gates, however, I had to sit down. There were people everywhere. At most, I'd expected twenty Fallen to be ready to leave everything behind, but here? We were at least fifty, not counting Darya and the Chief's people. From what Videk had told me, this meant that maybe one in five Anathema had joined us. I shook my head in disbelief, noticing that a blinking icon had appeared without warning.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Improved standing with Serune: 
    
  You have been diligent in your pursuit of knowledge. Your stay in Nerit has been dedicated to uncovering secrets, facts and old truths. Serune approves. 
    
  Reward: 
200 clergy points. Points to next rank 600/2000. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The trip back to Grant's Crossing was a different animal than the trip out to Nerit. The keyword being 'slow'. Everything took a longer time than you'd expect. First was the fact that most of the Anathema were malnourished and not in the best of health. That meant we had to cut down on the distances and walk slow. On top of that, we needed to forage for 60 people total—not an easy task and one that took up at least a third of each day. Finally, it seemed like every time we'd handled a distraction or finagled some small details that needed to be taken care of, a new one arose, and for some reason, people expected me to do it. Fortunately, I was surrounded by competent people. Darya volunteered to handle all Fallen with hunter experience, and the merchant helped keep the stores and arranged fair shares for everybody. 
 
    The Chief had been kind enough to arrange food for the first two days, and it was a pleasure to watch as people slowly rediscovered their strength, spirits and former aptitude. Disregarding a few minor episodes, everybody pitched in admirably. From the third day onward, we'd become rather well-organized. We had scouts up front to avoid any surprises, a loose smattering of gatherers who spent the day looking for anything edible and two roaming bands of hunters who ranged farther afield looking for quarry. In short, it was a slow trek, but it was turning out to be pretty comfortable. In a silent moment around a campfire, my erratic memory was jogged, and I went to scribbling in my journal book with a vengeance. A short while later, I was rewarded with two merry pop-ups. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  The Day The Sky Fell (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have uncovered the reasons for the current state of the Splintered Plateau. The entire city was a floating platform that crashed to the ground, inflicting massive damage in the process. 
    
  Reward:  
  +1 to Chronicler skill 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Once Were Legion (Chronicler Quest) 
    
  You have figured out the truth behind the failed kobold invasion. The kobold race did try to rule the entirety of Aeion. However, with the disappearance of the scepters, the kobolds lost their main advantages—the flying fortresses and instant, continent-wide communication, and their empire fell apart. 
    
  Reward: 
  +2 to Chronicler skill 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A-mazing. That made my Chronicler skill hit ten and the Apprentice threshold. I immediately checked out what that meant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached the apprentice level with your skill: 
    
  Chronicler 
    
  You have risen to the rank of Apprentice Chronicler. This will change how your fellow Chroniclers treat you. In addition, you will be permitted limited access to Chronicler Repositories all across Neyrus upon passing a simple entry test. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I nodded to myself in satisfaction. So the Chronicler class wasn’t going to grant all sorts of buffs, items and whatnot all the time—mostly access to additional quests, experience and knowledge. I still counted myself lucky for finding it.  
 
    On the fourth night, I managed to arrange a sleeping space for Darya and myself a bit away from anybody else. That allowed me to address a topic that had been preying on my mind. "Darya, I need your help." She cocked her head in query, and I showed her the Council’s quest.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Winning Hearts And Minds 
    
  With the worst local threats eliminated, the Council of Grant's Crossing looks to expand their hold on the nearby area. In order to aid them, improve relations with either the Kobolds to the east or the local Harpy nest to the West. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    "So, while the description was vague, I may have overstepped my bounds, and I need to sell this to the Council. Otherwise, they might send the Fallen back to be mistreated in Nerit." 
 
    She looked at me, exasperated. "Do you ever think things all the way through?" 
 
    I barely stopped myself from bursting out in laughter at that. Things would probably look a lot different if I possessed that quality. "That is one of my flaws—I'll have to own that. But honestly, what was I supposed to do? Leave them there to rot?" 
 
    She took my hand. "Of course not. And of course I'll help you. We will get this sorted—together." 
 
    And we did. Over the next few days, Darya and I spoke with everybody, made lists and discussed just how to best address the situation. I was amazed by the versatility of Darya's mind—she was much more of a people-person than I'd imagined the first time we met. In the end, the trip took eight days, compared to the three days it took to get there in the first place. Still, it was all worth it, and looking upon the frothy white tops of the Jagged Rush, I felt an unexpected pang of nostalgia. It felt like… coming home. Albeit with benefits.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 27 - Homecomings 
 
      
 
    In the end, my homecoming was an underwhelming affair. A few nods and a shouted greeting from Mallard was all I received for a welcome—not exactly the triumphant return I'd envisioned. Still, it allowed me to proceed exactly like Darya and I had planned without too much attention. 
 
    Gillem was perched at the counter, polishing his pride—the varying alcohol bottles he kept behind the counter. Somehow, that damn halfling could make even such a menial task look good, and I kept expecting a wind machine to turn on, tousling his dark mane with a breeze. He noticed that the door was open and shot me a huge grin. "Archie! Good to see you. I swear, these plebeians just cannot recognize proper talent when they see it. They've been clamoring for you to return for weeks now. Sit down and tell me what you've been up to." 
 
    The plan was for me to get moving right away… but I could make a little time for an old friend. Over a basketful of fried potato strips and—bless Gillem, freshly-baked bread and butter—we took turns updating each other on what had happened in the meantime. As for Grant's Crossing, time hadn't stood still. With Mallard's blessings, they'd been able to seed two new fields out of season, and with the Soarers gone, they'd erected a system of fish traps that provided bountiful catches. Gillem grinned over a mouthful of bread. "Oh, and a certain Chronicler has been heard grumbling about his 'gormless excuse for an apprentice.' You may want to look into that."  
 
    I'm dead sure I won bragging rights in this exchange, however. Gillem's eyes almost popped out on several occasions, and I held nothing back. In the end, however, I stowed away my grin, adopting a serious face. "So I did manage to seal the deal. However, in the end, my friend, nothing has changed because I need your help again." 
 
    He jumped down from the bar stool, and his eyes shot towards the door and back to me. "What? What did you mess up? We're not going to be attacked, are we?" 
 
    "Not… literally. Let's just say that an emergency meeting of the Council is in order." 
 
    "You tell me what you did, and you tell me right now!" 
 
    So I did. And of course, Gillem berated me soundly for making a mess of everything. In the end, he did give me his grudging support, however—as I knew he would. He was all bravado, but he was a good guy, and he'd never allow people in need to be mistreated.  
 
    That's how I found myself—around noon—walking into the Council Room for the second time in my life under the stares of the assembled Council of Grant's Crossing. The stern voice of Autoria bid me welcome, "Even for a Reborn, this is a record. You know, Arcangelo, you are the second person ever to cause two emergency sessions of the Council. This had better be important." 
 
    "It is." I proudly stepped towards the center of the room and carefully unrolled the skin containing the agreement, reverently placing it before Autoria. 
 
    She bent forward, avarice clear in her eyes as she focused on the text before her. "Oooh. A trade agreement between Nerit and Grant's Crossing. Very well formulated too. I am impressed, Arcangelo. Mmmh—and a mutual pact of non-agression… that is exactly what we strived for. What is this final part? A mutual defense pact? That goes a bit beyond 'improving relations' between our two peoples, wouldn't you say, Arcangelo?" 
 
    I conceded the point, "Definitely. However, it is also an act that can almost exclusively be to the advantage of Grant's Crossing. Neritians have stayed in the same place for over a hundred years and have made no serious efforts to expand. We, however, aim to expand for all we're worth, and now we have military back-up. If you re-read the fine script, there are also clear limitations in place on how often and how much either party can make use of the pact." 
 
    She nodded slowly. "That is agreeable to me." She passed the scroll on, and the other Council members took turns reading the contents, asking a few questions here and there. Finally, with a frown, Autoria rose. "Unless either of you has any other comments, I would agree that our young Arcangelo has performed an excellent job." Grant, Mallard and Gillem all indicated their agreement, and she continued with a slight frown. "Why call for an emergency session? While important, none of this is urgent." 
 
    Whoo. I took a deep breath and went for it, "Because right now we have 58 kobolds waiting on the other side of the Jagged Rush. Also, I intend to convince the Council that you should welcome them and make them citizens of our village." 
 
    That caught their attention. Grant was staring at me with his mouth hanging open, Mallard looked at me through his fingers like a child and Autoria's mouth was reduced to a thin line. Silence reigned for ten seconds. Twenty. Then Mallard let his hands drop to the table with a slam. A high-pitched chuckle escaped him. "Oh, I need to hear what's behind this! Gillem, you knew about this and still agreed?"  
 
    Gillem simply nodded, and their gazes returned to rest on me. I explained briefly what the Fallen were, how I'd come to gain their confidence and how I'd told them that this was the ticket to a better existence. "Now, you could argue that I could simply have returned, asked for your acceptance and been in the right. However, my experience has taught me that when a good deal presents itself, one should deal first and handle the details later." I looked Grant in the eye as I said that. 
 
    The heavy-set half-orc grumbled, "You may be right in that, but you have still not explained exactly how accepting sixty unknown kobolds into our presence is a good deal." 
 
    That brought a sincere smile to my lips. Thank you for all your ideas, Darya! "Easy. We aim to expand our control of the area. However, in order to do so, we need skilled labor and are hard-pressed in a few areas. From our counts, the group of kobolds contains four former warriors, eight former hunters, six leatherworkers of differing talent and a total of twelve gatherers and farmers. From the remaining thirty-two kobolds, at least twenty hold skills from which we'll be able to benefit. Apart from three or four outliers and two potential troublemakers, the rest seem ready and willing to learn and work."  
 
    I could practically see the abacus inside Grant's mind at work to translate that into earnings and savings. After a brief moment of silence, Autoria stepped in, "But what about security? Just yesterday, we could expect to be attacked by a kobold, and now, you ask us to introduce them into our midst?" 
 
    I shrugged. "We have given it a lot of thought on the way here. The way we see it, you have two avenues of approach if you choose not to turn them away. Either has its advantages and disadvantages. You can let them stay where they are, on the other side of the river and allow them to build their own encampment in clear sight. This should allow you to keep an eye on them and still make use of their skills. It could also brew resentment and make them feel ostracized. Otherwise, you can accept the risks involved, allow them a clean slate and welcome them as full-blown members of Grant's Crossing. Show them that you are fair where their own race was not. Whatever you decide, please remember, these are people who have been isolated from their own kin, and you will never get a better chance to win their hearts." 
 
    Autoria nodded once. "We will need to deliberate on this. Kindly wait outside." 
 
    On my way out, Mallard spoke up, "Sheer curiosity, Arcangelo. Were you to decide, which would be your approach?" 
 
    I grinned. The answer came straight from the heart. "Me? I'd throw a huge party." 
 
    Gillem followed me out the door and told me in a low voice, “We’ll handle this—don’t you worry.” With a growing smile, he added, “By the way, you left before we had the chance to give you this.” He handed me a wrapped package and dove back into the room with a wink. 
 
    I unwrapped the large, unwieldy package. Curious—I couldn’t remember anybody owing me anything… oh. Oooh. Shiny. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Custom-made Leather Violin Case 
    
  This exquisitely-crafted violin case is made for ease of use, versatility and durability. The two shoulder straps allow the user to carry the instrument in comfort. The zipper allows for easy access to the instrument over the shoulder. Additionally, a number of pockets and adjustable straps have been added to the case, allowing for quick access to useful trinkets in a hurry. 
  Workmanship: Good 
  Durability: 30/30 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I loved it. In the middle of everything, I’d completely forgotten that the Council said they needed a week to create my reward for figuring out about the Demonologist. Heh—I couldn’t wait to retire Greck’s battered old guitar case. I let my fingers slide lovingly over my new gift. Not only was the material soft to the touch, the case had also been dyed a dark brown color with warm mahogany and dark red undertones. As a finishing touch, at the bottom was a nice carving indicating Grant’s Crossing. And those pockets… right now, finding the item I needed in my inventory mid-fight was a hassle, but with a bit of practice, this would be a lot easier. 
 
    The wait was shorter than I expected. Within minutes, I was allowed to return to the kobolds with clear orders to stall them for a good time and return later in the evening. Any doubts I might have had as to the Council’s intentions had disappeared when I received the long-sought notification: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed the quest: 
    
  Winning Hearts And Minds 
    
  You have arranged for a mutually-beneficial peace pact between Nerit and Grant’s Crossing. In addition, you have gained a close relationship with the Chief of Nerit and helped the population of Grant’s Crossing swell by admitting a group of Anathema to become part of the village. 
    
  Reward: 
  You have received 1000 experience points. Experience towards next level: 3745/4000 
  Your reputation with Grant’s Crossing has increased by +1000 (+20%) = 1200. New reputation: 4550 (Honored). 
  Your Universal reputation has increased by 500 (+20%) = 600. New reputation 1150/3000 (Local celebrity) 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Six hours later, I was disembarking from the ferry with Darya and the last group of kobolds. The rest of them were huddling near, unsure how to proceed. I held out my arm to Darya. "Shall we?" 
 
    She took my arm, and we started walking towards the city square with the kobolds following us warily. Darya whispered, "Banners. How on earth did they have time to make banners?"  
 
    "It was a team effort. They've pretty much set aside all other work today." I noticed a huge, bright banner on one side and pointed. "Looks like even Chertog pitched in." 
 
    She read it out loud, "Glad you guys have Fallen our way.” An un-ladylike snort escaped her before she continued, “Urgh. That's horrible." 
 
    "I know, but it's working. Look around you." The wariness of the kobolds was dissipating, and a few cautious smiles were breaking out on their faces. In front of us, the entire town square had been decked out with tables and chairs which were filled to the brim with food and drink. It looked like the entire village was assembled, and the Council was waiting on top of the tiny stage they'd assembled. 
 
    The tough half-orc looked like she was on the verge of tears. She held on tight to me, and her stunning smile was infectious as hell. "Daniel," she said in a breathy voice, "I don't care what happens tomorrow. This moment? It's perfect." She beheld the image for a moment longer before continuing, "Want to ruin it by becoming dead drunk and embarrassing yourself?" 
 
    I squeezed her hand. "I thought you'd never ask." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End of The Fallen Bard. Book 2 of The World of Chains. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue – Meanwhile, Somewhere In the Dawnlight Forest 
 
      
 
    ”Rise, Shareena. There is no need to kneel.” 
 
     Lord Tergeth’s voice is even-tempered and reasonable. Liayenne hide me, but I hate that. He’s way more unpredictable when he’s even-tempered. I rise to my feet but keep my eyes down. “My Lord, I have come to deliver my report from Grant’s Crossing.” 
 
     He smiles and, as always, offers me a glass of wine. 
 
     I decline… as always. 
 
     He folds his hands in front of him. “Enlighten me. What do they know?” 
 
     I take a deep breath. “Very little, my lord. Pretty much what you would expect from a small, rural community where gossip travels quickly. From what I have learned, it is common knowledge that Othell was behind the attacks. Even so, they gloss over any details about his backing in favor of praising their ‘deliverance from evil’.” I imbue that last part with the irony it deserves, eliciting a chuckle from him. 
 
     “How about the Council and that bard Othell goes on about?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I was unable to question most of them. The obvious target—the bard—was out of town on some errand, and the rest of them were not very helpful.” His demeanor remains unchanged, but his smile stiffens. I hurried to continue, “So, I opted to seduce the innkeeper instead.” A satisfied growl emerges from deep in his throat—crisis momentarily averted. Sometimes, so help me, I still get the urge to rebel against him, to put him in his place. A glance at his impressive set of claws effectively removes the urges—as always. My skin still carries the memory of those claws. “He proved most talkative, my Lord. In effect, they have dropped the matter. That second thug Othell hired died from his wounds. They know that there is probably more going on than what they know, but they will not pursue it. I cannot guarantee whether the mayor might look into the matter in silence. She appears to be the only one who is wily enough to do so. Still, as it stands, there shall be no repercussions.” 
 
    His fist slams down on to the battered hardwood table. “Hah. Well done!” He jumps to his feet, pacing back and forth. His striped pelt sparks flashes in the afternoon sun entering through the window. “Order everybody to back off. Our base stays here, but all raids should be towards the north for the time being. Anybody tips off our presence, they answer to me.” 
 
    I bow and start to turn towards the door, but his voice stops me in my tracks. 
 
    His voice is warm and kindly. “One final detail. Please pay Othell a visit and remind him of the cost of failure. I believe he should be ready to listen in a day or two.” 
 
    I swallow, bow again and make haste out the door. On my way down the stairs, a nervous chuckle escapes me. His physical presence and erratic nature are intimidating enough in themselves that I tend to forget his other qualities. Sending me down to Othell has two effects—the obvious one being what I’m about to do to him. The other, slightly more subtle effect is a reminder from Lord Tergeth, “Remember when you were in his place? Do not fail me again!” 
 
    Othell is not looking pretty. Two weeks in the cage in the center square has taken its toll on him. His fur is matted and greasy, and his eyes are sunken and bloodshot. The look on his face when he recognizes me is hilarious. The way he tries—and fails—to hide the fear and hope in his eyes makes me want to laugh. I choose to repress the emotion, though. While he’s a pitiful excuse for a rodent right now, he might become a contender later on, and I have no need to antagonize him. 
 
    His voice is rusty with misuse. “Is… is it over?”  
 
    I shake my head. “My apologies, Othell. Our Lord wishes for you to experience his dissatisfaction yet again. You could have hidden all tracks and hints of what was going on. Instead, you and your thugs lounged about and left information out for everyone to see. Trust in Liayenne and stay strong.” I shake my head in disappointment, but inside, my heart is racing. As I walk towards him, incantations spilling from my lips, I try hard to keep from smiling in anticipation of what is to follow—difficult as that is, watching my hand covered in hungry, glorious flames. “This will be over soon, Othell.” To myself, I add, “Too soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Active Quests at the end of The Fallen Bard 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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.  
    
  Three of four stories obtained. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  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 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Let Your Fingers Do The Talking 
    
  Naevys Fenmarel has agreed to teach you the skills to communicate properly with your Animal Companion. In return, you are to teach her the basics of playing the violin. 
    
  Reward:  
  300 experience 
  Additional reward for outstanding result: Unknown 
  Penalty for failing to reach an agreeable level within a month: -750 reputation with Naevys. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  Annoyance From Above 
    
  Benneth has tasked you with the removal of the ‘winged pests’ that have been harrassing fishermen along the Jagged Rush to the south of the village.   
    
  Reward:  
  Unknown 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  A Pool Of Knowledge 
    
  Gain access to one of the Chronicler Repositories in order to take advantage of the gathered lore and knowledge.  
  Required: Chronicler skill level 10 
    
  Reward:  
  +1 to Chronicler skill  
  New quest: "A Lake of Knowledge"  
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  We Want It All Back 
    
  In a bid to re-establish the connection to the rest of the kobold race and establish himself as the leading power of Nerit, the Chief has asked you to locate the Liberator's Scepter and return it to him. 
    
  Reward:  
  +2000 Reputation with the Chief of Nerit 
  30 Gold pieces 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
   
  
 

 Character Overview 
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arcangelo  
 
    Race: Half-elf 
 
    Class: Bard, Level 4 – experience towards next level: 3745/4000 
 
    Crafting Class: Tinkerer, Novice 
 
    Gathering Class: Chronicler, Apprentice 
 
    Deity: Serune, Initiate. Clergy points: 400/2000 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 110/110 (+20) 
 
    Mana: 80/80(+110) 
 
    Stamina: 110/110 (+20) 
 
      
 
    Strength: 8  
 
    Perception: 17 (+1) 
 
    Endurance: 11 (+2) 
 
    Charisma: 34 (+7) 
 
    Intelligence: 8(+1) 
 
    Agility: 8  
 
    Luck: 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  7(+2) 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blackmail 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brawling 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Chronicler 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Concentration 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  11(+2) 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gambling 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  High Tide 
  
      	  Max 
  
      	    
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Leadership 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Crafting Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         History 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Magic Lore 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Religion 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Multicast 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Musician 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Performing 
  
      	  9 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Singing 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sonic Spells 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Charm Person 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Veil Of Sound 
  
      	  6 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Entrance Animals 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sleep 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sonic Missile 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sonic Push 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Sonic Wave 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Stream Of Songs 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Stun Blast 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teacher 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Throwing 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tinker 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Forest 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmored Dodge 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Leadership Skills: 
 
      
 
    Resilience I: Mêlée damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    Magic Resistance I: Magic damage taken is reduced by -10%. 
 
    Improved regeneration I: + 10% increased stamina, mana and health regeneration speed in combat. 
 
    Combat Movement I: +5% movement speed in combat. 
 
      
 
    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 wherever 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%. 
 
      
 
    A Champion is Born. You have gained the full confidence of a grouping and they look up to you as their Champion and guide. For better or worse, the Anathema of Nerit have seen the light in you and will often look to you for guidance or help.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Lyle Brenathan 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Knight, level 3 – experience towards next level 580/3000  
 
    Crafting Class: Armorer, Apprentice 
 
    Gathering Class: Mining, Novice 
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 190/190 (+10) 
 
    Mana: 90/90 
 
    Stamina: 190/190 (+10) 
 
      
 
    Strength: 18 
 
    Perception: 8  
 
    Endurance: 19 (+1) 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Agility: 8  
 
    Luck: 5  
 
      
 
      
 
    
       Skills: 
 
       
 
   
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Armorsmithing 
  
      	  17 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blunt Weapons: 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         1-h Weapon and Shield 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Crushing Strike 
 
       
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Shield Bash 
 
       
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	 
        
        	 Shield Kick 
 
       
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heavy Armor 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  End. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  7 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Crafting Lore 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Geography 
  
      	  14 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Groupings 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         History 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Magic Lore 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Throwing 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
       
 
       
 
     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. 
 
      
 
    Valor of Blackrock Spire. Odds mean nothing to you. You have proved that you are willing to risk your life for the things that matter the most to you - be they honor, family or a cheap thrill. Thus, when your life is at stake, you are strengthened.  When you face overwhelming odds, you receive a 3 minute +10 bonus to endurance and +10% pain resistance.  
 
      
 
    Character Info: 
 
      
 
    Name: Arack Nerdiz 
 
    Race: Kobold 
 
    Class: Rogue, Level 3 – experience towards next level: 1260/3000 
 
    Crafting Class: Alchemist, Novice 
 
    Gathering Class: None 
 
    Deity: None 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stats and Attributes: 
 
      
 
    Health: 60/60 (+10) 
 
    Mana: 80/80 
 
    Stamina: 60/60 (+10)  
 
      
 
    Strength: 4  
 
    Perception: 11  
 
    Endurance: 6 (+1) 
 
    Charisma: 10  
 
    Intelligence: 7 
 
    Agility: 18 (+3)  
 
    Luck: 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      Skills: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Name 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Stat 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Acrobatics 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alchemy 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Barter 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Blackmail 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brawling 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Str. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Diplomacy 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lore: 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Crafting Lore 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         History 
  
      	  1 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Local Lore: Dawnlight Forest 
  
      	  4 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Religion 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Int. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Piercing Weapons 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         1-h Weapon 
  
      	  12 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         Dual Wielding 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         2-h Weapon 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sleight Of Hand 
  
      	  11 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi 
  
     
 
      
      	  Spot 
  
      	  8 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stealth 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Teacher 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Cha. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Throwing 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tracking 
  
      	  5 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  -         City 
  
      	  3 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Per. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Traps 
  
      	  2 
  
      	  Novice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmored Dodge 
  
      	  19 
  
      	  Apprentice 
  
      	  Agi. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    
       
 
       
 
   
 
    Traits and Achievements: 
 
      
 
    Naturally agile: Kobolds have been blessed by nature with exceptional dexterity, making them extraordinarily quick and agile. Kobolds gain +1 Agility for each level gained. 
 
    Heat Vision: The vision of kobolds grant them the ability to perceive differences in temperature alongside their regular vision. This can be a matter of life and death, allowing a kobold to pick out enemies or animals among vegetation. 
 
    Impolite society: Your average rogue will be denied entry to a large part of polite society. However, in the lower ranges of society, the thieves guilds have different standards – and here, a rogue is always welcome. 
 
    Mark of Anathema: The carrier has been labeled Anathema to the kobold race. The mark singles them out and followers of Thracken will know that she is casteless, worth less than dirt. This mark is permanent, and can only be removed by a priest of Thracken. 
 
    Apprentice Rogue: Agility-based skills increase 3% faster. 
 
    Innocent Demeanor: Due to your sweet personality and inoffensive personality, few people suspect you of any ill-doings. For each minute you talk with a target, their Spot skill is reduced by one to a maximum penalty of five. 
 
    Permanent Upper Tendon Damage: The muscles in your arms have suffered serious damage and can never be restored to their former strength. As a result, you have learned to rely heavily on your nimbleness. Strength reduced by 3. Agility increased by 3. 
 
    Survivor: You have suffered through more pain than the average warrior and have been hardened from the process. You are able to shrug off pain that would leave most people crying. +10% pain resistance. 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Postscript 
 
      
 
    Was that all? That can’t be the end! 
 
    Lo and behold. Thou hath finished- that can’t be right. Finisheth? Finishedeth? Anyway, you’ve managed to make it through my book and you actually keep on reading? Respect!  
 
    I truly hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I loved writing it and loathed every second of the editing process. 
 
    You seem like a weird fella. I kinda want to prod you. Can I prod you? 
 
    Sure – as long as that’s no euphemism for something unspeakably dirty. Looking at you, Bobby! Ahem- I mean, come visit me in Denmark and we’ll figure something out. Otherwise, we’ll have to look at alternatives. 
 
    ●     Patreon: This is where I share the chapters as I write them along with progress updates. I also share the art I somehow can’t keep myself from spending a lot of money on. www.Patreon.com/Moulder666.  
 
    ●     Mailing list. Guaranteed spam-free, mails will only contain release info and the occasional free lore chapter from the Cranky Chronicler himself, Haerem Thorulfson – otherwise only available on Patreon. https://mailchi.mp/94863280f513/cranky-chronicler 
 
    ●     Facebook: I lurk a lot in all of these groups. Come up with a horrible pun or just tag me, I’ll be right there. 
 
    
    	 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/ 
 
   
 
    ●     If you just want to know when the next book’s due: No timeframe yet. Sorry. I’m a slow writer and have three small kids and a full-time job, so spare time is limited. 
 
     Still, for the sake of full disclosure: There’s no way I’m letting the series die unfinished, so it WILL be created. Heh – and the first one took me 18 months, and the second ‘only’ 12 months. Progress, right? I’ll try to make it even faster next time. 
 
    So…is this goodbye? 
 
    I’m afraid so. Don’t be a stranger, though. Seriously, there are two people named Lars Machmüller in the world and this one spends a lot of time on Facebook. Apart from that? 
 
    
    	 Please take your time to leave a review. Good or negative, the importance is honesty. I feel like the more I learn about writing, the more I realize I still need to learn. Tell it straight. 
 
    	 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 beautiful wife, Tina! You’re a wonder with the kids and an amazing friend and life companion to me. Oh, and I swear to Thracken, someday I will coerce you into reading my book. Somehow. 
 
    It seems to me, the longer I spend at this, the more people I ought to thank.  
 
    Dylan Schnabel - https://schnabelediting.com/ -  my editor. Here I thought my book was pretty clean when I sent it to you. Mea culpa. Mea maxima culpa. 
 
    William Blake - https://www.artstation.com/wblake - the artist and a dear friend of mine. Here’s to tons of silly projects in the future! 
 
    Morgan Searle: You’ve toiled harder than anybody else – I swear, you’ve earned that break! 
 
    Morgan Douglas: If only I had half the knowledge about writing that you have, I wouldn’t have to rewrite quite so often. 
 
    Michael Poulsen Dürr: Aside from helping all the time, the daily dosis of horrible humor from you is guaranteed to make me smile! 
 
    Nick Manning: Offering your help from out of nowhere? Who does that? Arigato! 
 
    My Beta readers: You know who you are and you absolutely rock! You’ve found logical flaws, errors with the pacing and continuity, even frigging found some skills and xp I’d calculated wrong. And on top of that, you’ve corrected or improved hundreds of errors or poor word choices. I am indebted to you.  
 
    Everybody else: A truly astounding number of people have helped me with advice, knowledge and tips. If you haven’t been mentioned directly, it’s just because the book would double in size. 
 
    This time around, there’s an apology included as well. That one goes out to readers who were following on RRL. In all honesty, I’ve had to recognize that the little spare time I have is best used writing. I hope to be able to come back some day when the kids are older. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group 
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